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In their recent article, The Harm-Made Mind, Ward, Olsen, and Wegner (2013) proposed that 

moral harms create minds. In five studies, they showed that when entities with “marginal 

status as minds” – e.g., people in persistent vegetative states (PVS patients) or robots – were 

harmed, participants granted them more mental capacities. The authors interpreted this effect 

as “dyadic completion” (Gray, Young & Waytz, 2012): since morally bad actions 

prototypically involve an agent inflicting harm on a patient, if an agent and harm are 

detected, participants “fill in the missing piece” by also perceiving a minded patient (see 

Gray, Schein & Ward, in press).  

However, Ward and colleagues (2013) only investigated the effects of morally bad 

acts (i.e. intentional harm) on mind perception. We argue that their effects may be instances 

of a broader phenomenon: moral actions, whether good or bad, may increase mind 

perception. Harm is only one face of the moral coin. Despite the common focus on negatives 

in (moral) psychology (Rozin & Royzman, 2001), recent research has proposed that the 

positive side of morality – helping, caring, saving – is equally important (Janoff-Bulman & 

Carnes, 2013; Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh & Hepp, 2009). The interpersonal interactions that are 

thought to trigger inferences of mind – an agent doing something to a patient – are present for 

caring interactions as well as harmful ones. To the extent that morality creates minds, both 

good and bad moral acts should possess this creative power. Put simply, it is morality rather 

than harm that creates minds.   

The Current Study 

The design of our study was as similar as possible to that of Ward and colleagues 

(2013). Stimuli and measures are available in the Supplemental Materials. We used two of 

the original scenarios: PVS patient ‘Ann’, and the robot ‘George’. In addition to the original 

harm and control conditions, we constructed a morally good condition in which Ann or 
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George were cared for. Paralleling Ward et al. (2013), the care condition emphasized three 

points: “the moral agent acted intentionally”, “the victim lacked the objective hallmarks of 

having a mind”, and “judgments were made in relation to the victim’s current state” (p.1439), 

however the outcome for the patient was morally good. 

We also developed a “sensory control” condition to test whether Ward et al.’ s effects 

were driven by harmful acts merely increasing the salience of the victim’s sensory capacities. 

In this condition, we emphasised the sensory abilities of the patient, while the agent 

performed a morally neutral action. Three-hundred-and-twenty participants were recruited 

through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk; Buhrmeister, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011), and 

randomly allocated to one of the 8 conditions in the 2(Scenario: PVS patient vs. robot) x 

4(Condition: control vs. harm vs. care vs. sensory control) between participants design. 

Thirty-eight participants per cell provides 80% power to detect pairwise comparison effects 

of d = 0.66 (the average effect size in Ward et al.) at α =.05, two tailed. Forty per cell were 

collected to provide a buffer in case it would be necessary to exclude some participants. We 

stopped collecting data when we reached an n of 320. 

Twenty-two participants who read the vignette in less than 10 seconds (deemed the 

minimum comprehension time) were excluded from analysis.1 This left a total of 298 

participants (122 female, Mage = 33.3, SDage = 12.1). After reading the vignette, participants 

completed the manipulation check and mind attribution measures from Ward et al. (2013). 

The mind attribution composite was submitted to a 2(Scenario: PVS patient vs. robot) x 

4(Condition: control vs. harm vs. care vs. sensory control) between participants ANOVA. 

Means are reported in Table 1.  Consistent with Ward et al. (2013), there was a main effect of 

Scenario, F(7, 290) = 65.745, p <.001, ηp
2 = .185: participants attributed less mind to the PVS 

patient than the robot. We found a marginal main effect of Condition, F(7, 290) = 2.396, p = 
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.068, ηp
2 = .024. The Scenario x Condition interaction was not significant, F(7, 290) = 0.717, 

p =.543, ηp
2 = .007.  

Although the Condition main effect was marginal, we tested contrasts coding for 

Morality (i.e., Harm and Care) vs Controls (i.e., Control and Sensory control) as planned, and 

orthogonal pairwise comparisons within each of these clusters (see Table 1). Results revealed 

that, as expected, the morality conditions had higher mind attribution scores than the control 

conditions, but harm did not differ from care. The two control conditions did not differ, ruling 

out sensory salience as an alternative explanation for Ward et al.’s findings.2  
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Table 1 

Mean Mind Attribution (SD) across the 8 vignettes, and contrast coefficients for pairwise comparisons. 

 Condition   

Scenario Control Harm Care Sensory Total  

PVS 2.49 (1.3) 3.06 (1.2) 3.10 (1.5) 2.58 (1.5) 2.81 (1.3)  

Robot 3.93 (1.2) 3.92 (1.4) 4.20 (0.8) 3.80 (1.0) 3.96 (1.1)  

Total 3.22 (1.4) 3.49 (1.4) 3.63 (1.3) 3.22 (1.3) 3.39 (1.4)  

    

Contrasts       

Morality vs 

Controls 

-1 1 1 -1 F(1, 290) = 6.60 

p = .01 

d = .37,    95% CI [.07, .53] 

Harm vs Care 0 1 -1 0 F(1, 290) = .61 

p = .44 

d = -.13,  95% CI [-.45, .19] 

Control vs 

Sensory  

1 0 0 -1 F(1, 290) = 0.01 

p = .92 

d = .01, 95% CI [-.31, .34] 
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Conclusion 

The present study shows that Ward et al. (2013) have uncovered a facet of a much 

larger phenomenon. Most importantly, including a care condition extends the conclusions of 

Ward and colleagues to encompass the “other side” of morality. We show that to the extent 

that moral treatment can create minds in entities of ambiguous consciousness, it is moral 

treatment in general which wields this power.  

This finding has implications for “dyadic completion” (Gray et al., 2012), the process 

invoked by Ward and colleagues as an explanation of their findings. In investigating this 

process, researchers have overwhelmingly focused on harmful actions as triggers of dyadic 

completion (Gray et al., in press). The moral template may indeed be dyadic, in that it takes 

the form “agent does something to patient”, but it may be that any acts with moral content – 

harming, caring, defiling, nurturing, obeying, betraying – trigger the process of dyadic 

completion. Minded patients may be imputed into the template as victims of morally bad acts, 

but they may also be imputed as beneficiaries of morally good acts.  

The present results support theoretical perspectives which contend that care is an 

important interpersonal component of morality (e.g., Janoff-Bulman & Carnes, 2013), which 

should be studied alongside interpersonal harm. By exclusively focusing on the negative in 

moral psychology, researchers may mischaracterize moral phenomena as narrower than they 

in fact are.   
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Footnotes 

1 Descriptive statistics and analyses of the full sample are available in the Supplemental 

Materials. 

2 When comparing the harm and control conditions, we failed to replicate Ward et al. 

(2013)’s findings: t(149) = 1.17, p = .242, Cohen’s d = 0.19. This result speaks to recent 

debates about inflation of Type I errors in social psychology, and highlights the importance 

of replication studies (see Brandt et al., 2014).  
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