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Responsibility, guilt and decision under risk 
 
Summary.-In this paper, we hypothesize that individuals’ choices (risk-seeking/risk-aversion) 

depend on moral values, and in particular on how subjects evaluate themselves, as guilty or as 

victims of a wrong, rather than on the descriptions of the outcomes as given in the options and 

evaluated accordingly as gains or losses (framing effect). People who evaluate themselves as victims 

are expected to show a risk-seeking preference (context of innocence). People who evaluate them-

selves as guilty, are expected to show a risk-averse preference (context of guilt). In our experiment 

the responses of 232 participants to a decision problem were compared in four different conditions 

involving two-story formats (innocence/guilt) and two-question-options formats (gain/loss). The 

results show that, regardless of the format of the question options, the story format appears to be an 

important determinant of individuals’ preferences.  

 

Why do naïve individuals make a riskless or a risky choice? What do naïve decision-makers’ 

preferences (risk-seeking choice vs. risk-averse choice) depend on?  

Traditionally, risk-aversion and risk-seeking have been explained in terms of expected utility 

(Bernoulli, 1739) or invoking the formulation effect (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; 1984; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1981), and its most recent reviews (Frisch, 1993; Kühberger, 1995; Kühberger, Schulte-

Mecklenbeck & Perner, 1999; Mandel, 2001). 

In this paper, we hypothesize that naïve decision-makers’ preferences are significantly based on 

moral values, that is on how individuals evaluate themselves, as guilty or as victims of a wrong. We 

assume that paying for one’s own faults, whether guilty, and stand up for one’s own rights, whether 

victim of a wrong, are moral values which come into play in the choices, surpassing also Tversky 

and Kahneman’s formulation-effect. The consequences of the intervention of moral values in the 

decision process are that the guilty individual tends to prefer the riskless choice, the only one that 

has moral advantages for him/her: it allows the subject to expiate or to right. By contrast, the victim 

of a wrong tends to prefer the risky choice, the only one that has moral advantages for him/her: it  

allows the subject to assert his/her rights. Thus, we assume that individuals faced with decision 

under risk take into account the moral implications of the outcomes besides the monetary 

expectation of these same outcomes.   

In this preliminary study, we consider the intervention of moral values in choices whose 

outcomes are pecuniary penalties imposed on the subject, and that he/her considers just or unjust.  

Two hundred and thirty-two undergraduate students of the University of Palermo took part as 

volunteers in the experiment (M age = 24 yr.). They were run in 4 independent groups (n=58 per 



 

group), each receiving one of the 4 versions of a decision problem. Each problem was formulated in 

two identical versions. The only difference was that, in one case, the protagonist was guilty of a 

wrong (context of guilt), in the other case, the protagonist was a victim of a wrong (context of 

innocence). For the two versions of each story, the expectations of monetary outcomes were 

undistinguishable. Moreover, for each problem, we compared the responses of two different groups 

of participants presented with  two formulations of the options following the story. The two kinds of 

options were: options described as gains; options described as losses. 

For the context of innocence, the form of the problem was as follows: 

As you come back home, you find a €1.200 speeding fine. You remember perfectly that you did 

not use your car that day, but you are also absolutely sure that you cannot prove it. You know 

you did not do anything wrong and so you consider it an unjust fine. 

In the guilt version these sentences read: 

As you come back home, you find a €1.200 speeding fine. You remember perfectly that you 

exceeded the speed limit that day, although you knew that there was a reasonable limit to 

observe and that speed traps devices were working. You know you made a mistake and so you 

consider it a just fine.  

The form of the questions for gain options were as follows: 

The speeding fine provides that you can choose two options: 

a – if you pay directly, you will save €400.  

b – if you appeal against the sentence, there is a one-third probability that you will save €1.200 

and two-thirds probability that you will not save anything. 

In the loss version these sentences read: 

a – if you pay directly, you will pay €800.  

b – if you appeal against the sentence, there is a one-third probability that you will not pay 

anything and two-thirds probability that you will pay €1.200.  

In all four conditions, participants were instructed to indicate which option  they chose (a or b).  

χ2 analyses revealed a significant story context effect (χ2 (1, N = 116) = 52,46; p<0.0001). 

Participants’ risk-seeking responses occurred much more often when the protagonist of the story 

suffered an injustice (context of innocence). A larger majority of participants (85%) made a risk-

seeking choice for the gamble (option b) over the sure loss of €800. In contrast, the risk-aversion 

responses occurred significantly more often when the protagonist was guilty of a wrong (context of 

guilt). A clear majority of respondents (83%) preferred saving $400 over a gamble that offered a 

one-third chance of saving €1.200.  

By contrast, there was no significant effect of the question options format (gain or loss) on the 

participants’ choices. (See table 1) 



 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 
These results support our predictions. Regardless of the question options format (the framing 

effect invoked by Kahneman and Tversky), the story format appears to be a determinant of 

individuals’ preferences (risk-seeking or risk-aversion). Therefore, participants’ answers appeared to 

be based on moral values, and specifically on how they evaluate themselves, as guilty of a wrong or 

as victims suffering injustice.  
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Tab.1: percentages (and frequencies) of the responses across the four conditions 
(n=58 per condition). 

 
 

        Story    Format  

 Context  of Innocence Context  of Guilt 

Question Option Format  

 

Risk 

Seeking 

Risk 

Aversion 

Risk 

Seeking 

Risk 

Aversion 

Gain 83 (24) 17 (5) 7 (2) 93 (27) 

  Loss 86 (25) 14 (4) 28(8) 72 (21) 

 


