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Abstract

In this paper, we explored the attribution of causal responsi-
bility in a causal chain of events, where an agent A instructs
an intermediate agent B to execute some harmful action which
leads to a bad outcome. In Study 1, participants judged B to
be more causally responsible, more blameworthy, and more
deserving of punishment than A. In Study 2, we explored the
effect of proximity on judgments of the two agents by adding
a third, subsequent contributing cause, such that B’s action no
longer directly caused the final outcome. Participants judged
both agents A and B to be less causally responsible and de-
serving of punishment (but not less blameworthy) when they
were less proximal to the outcome, and there were no differ-
ences in judgments between the two agents. In Study 3, we
varied whether each of the two agents (A and B) intended for
the final outcome to occur. We find an interaction between role
and intent, where participants only mitigated judgments for A
when A did not intend for the outcome to occur – regardless of
B’s intent. We discuss possible explanations for our findings
and its implications for moral and legal decision-making.

Keywords: moral judgment; moral decision-making; causal
models; blame attribution; causal responsibility; causal chain

Introduction
In February 2022, Jennifer Faith, who had instructed her
boyfriend Darrin Lopez to kill her husband, pleaded guilty
to a murder-for-hire charge – an offense that carries a poten-
tial death sentence in the state of Texas1. In July 2023, Darrin
Lopez was convicted of murder2. While there are a number
of considerations for how the two defendants are sentenced in
court, many of them specific to the situation, we are interested
in understanding folk perceptions of causal responsibility in
such cases where an individual commits harm ‘by proxy’. Do
laypeople consider Faith and Lopez to be equally responsible
and blameworthy for the victim’s death? Do they think that
the two deserve equal punishment? These are questions re-
lated to how people attribute responsibility to multiple agents
when they have contributed differently to an outcome.

One key difficulty in evaluating causality is that different
factors can interact and combine in various ways to cause
an outcome. Causal judgments are often graded, and people
attribute responsibility differently depending on how causal
factors interact with each other (Gerstenberg & Lagnado,
2010). The causal structures of scenarios can take many

1https://www.justice.gov/usao-ndtx/pr/jennifer-faith-pleads-
guilty-murder-hire-husband-s-death

2https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/darrin-lopez-
jennifer-faith-love-triangle-murder-army-veteran-rcna117945

forms (DeScioli & Kurzban, 2013), and in cases that feature
multiple agents, it is often difficult to determine which agent
is more responsible for the outcome and by how much.

There are three causal structures where two agents A and
B may be responsible for a single outcome: (1) both agents
independently contribute to cause an outcome; (2) the actions
of A cause the actions of B which directly cause the outcome,
and (3) the group, of which A and B are both part of, jointly
causes the outcome (Kaiserman, 2021). While many studies
have explored how people attribute responsibility in (1) (e.g.,
Gerstenberg & Lagnado, 2010), fewer have explored situa-
tions such as (2) where B’s actions depend on A in a causal
chain (see Figure 1).

This is a case of joint causation, where both agents are
necessary for the outcome. While A did not directly cause
the outcome, it would not have occurred but for their insti-
gation; on the other hand, while B physically caused the out-
come to occur, they would not have done so in the first place
had it not been for A. Consider the case described earlier: do
people consider Faith more responsible as none of the sub-
sequent events would have happened but for her actions? Or
do they consider Lopez more responsible because he directly
and physically caused the victim’s death?

(i)
A attacks V B attacks V

V dies

(ii)
A instructs B to attack V

B attacks V

V dies

Figure 1: The two models illustrate the causal relationship
between A, B, and V. The top model (i) is a common-effect
model, where A and B jointly and independently contribute to
the outcome of V’s death. The bottom model (ii) is a causal
chain model, where A causes an intermediate event B con-
tributing the outcome of V’s death.
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Joint Responsibility in a Causal Chain
In a causal chain, while prior events do not directly cause
the outcome to occur, transitivity of causation implies that if
some event A causes B, and B causes an outcome (O), it fol-
lows that A had caused O (Hilton et al., 2010). However, peo-
ple do not judge these events to be equally causal: they tend to
attribute more causality to the proximal cause than the distal
cause (e.g., Lagnado & Channon, 2008; Reuter et al., 2014).
These causal evaluations also allow people to make moral
judgments (Sloman et al., 2009; Waldmann et al., 2017) –
they also often judge the proximal cause to be less morally
permissible (Engelmann & Waldmann, 2022).

Situations with multiple agents are invariably more com-
plex, especially in moral or legal contexts where a large vari-
ety of factors come into play. Legal theorists have proposed
that if there is a ‘free and deliberate’ human action in the
causal chain, it is more likely to be selected as an explanation
for an outcome than a physical cause (e.g., natural causes)
(Hart & Honoré, 1985). Imagine a scenario where two agents,
A and B, jointly cause an outcome: A deliberately throws a
lighted cigarette into a shrub which catches fire, and the fire
is exacerbated by B pouring petrol on the flames. Hart and
Honoré (1985) argue that people are more likely to attribute
causality to the proximal cause (B) since it is a human ac-
tion that intervened in the causal chain, regardless of whether
the distal cause (A) is a human action or a physical cause.
Conversely, if the proximal cause was a physical cause (e.g.,
instead of B pouring petrol, the wind had exacerbated the
flames), then people are more likely to attribute causality to
A’s actions. Other studies have supported this theory, finding
that people prioritise voluntary actions as explanations over
physical causes (Hilton et al., 2010; McClure et al., 2007).

However, note that each agent acted independently in the
above example: B did not act in concert with A, nor did A’s
actions bring about B’s actions (McClure et al., 2007). As
such, this chain of events may be better described as a tem-
poral chain rather than a direct causal chain. Other studies
investigating causal chains have also tended to focus on sim-
ilar situations where B acts unknowingly or under some sit-
uational constraint brought about by A (Fincham & Shultz,
1981; Phillips & Shaw, 2015). To our knowledge, no re-
search has focused on causal and moral judgments in situa-
tions where A and B act in concert with each other, but take
on different roles – such as that of instigator and executor of
a criminal act. Therefore, we aim to investigate how people
make causal and moral judgments on agents taking two dif-
ferent roles (i.e., instigator and executor) in a causal chain.

Causal Chains in the Law
As far as legal causation is concerned, a defendant’s act must
be an operative and substantial cause of the outcome. How-
ever, the ‘chain’ of causal connection between the person who
caused the original act and the subsequent outcome can be
broken by an intervening cause (novus actus interveniens).
The interruption of a causal chain occurs when a third party

intervenes by an action that is free, deliberate, and informed.
The presence of such an intervening cause (e.g., an act com-
mitted by a second, proximal agent) relieves the person who
started the chain of events (i.e., the distal agent) from respon-
sibility for causing the outcome. However, this is not always
applied consistently; for instance, it can be unclear whether
an act is truly voluntary or informed (Firkins, 2023).

One crucial criterion for determining whether the interven-
ing action breaks the causal chain lies in its reasonable fore-
seeability (Law, 2015). Naturally, in a straightforward ‘hired
gun’ murder, the victim’s death is a foreseeable outcome to
the instigator. But imagine a scenario where A only instructs
B to attack V, not necessarily intending V’s death (as in Fig-
ure 1). Would the causal chain break if B develops their own
motive of wanting V dead, which leads to an action (and out-
come) that A could not have foreseen? In other words, would
laypeople mitigate A’s responsibility when B’s action goes
beyond what A had intended? Another interesting question
arises as to whether a subsequent act by a third party (e.g.,
the victim themselves) may break the causal chain between
the defendants’ act and the outcome. In the law, such in-
terruptions to the causal chain can relieve responsibility of
the distal agent(s) – but do laypeople make judgments of re-
sponsibility consistent with these assumptions? We aim to
answer these questions in this paper, and build on existing
work on how folk and legal ascriptions of causation are simi-
lar and where they differ (e.g., Güver & Kneer, 2023; Knobe
& Shapiro, 2021).

Overview of Studies
Across three studies, we investigated how people attribute
causal responsibility, blame, and punishment to two agents
in a causal chain. We presented participants with a vignette
based on a real murder case, in which two defendants, an in-
stigator (A) and an executor (B) of the criminal act contribute
jointly to kill a victim (V). In this scenario, A does not di-
rectly harm V but instructs B to do so.

In Study 1, we investigate the effect of an agent’s role (in
the causal chain) on causal and moral judgments using a short
scenario based on a legal case. Further, we explore the role
of proximity and intent using variations of this scenario. We
vary the proximity of the two agents’ contributions to the out-
come (i.e., how much B directly caused the outcome; Study
2) and whether each agent intended for the outcome to occur
(Study 3), to explore how these factors influence laypeople’s
causal and moral judgments. All materials, data, and analyzes
are available at the OSF repository (https://osf.io/bg5xz/).

Study 1
First, we investigated whether people would assign the same
or different levels of causal responsibility, blame, and punish-
ment depending on an agent’s role in a causal chain of events.

Method
To achieve 80% power for detecting a medium effect size at
an alpha-level of 0.05, 36 participants were required. We re-
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cruited 90 UK participants from Prolific (Mage = 38.5, SDage
= 13.2, 45 male, 45 female; paid £0.70).

Design The study used a within-subjects design. We mea-
sured participants’ judgments of causal responsibility, blame,
and punishment for the two agents (A and B). They were
shown two scales for each measure on a scale of 0-100, one
for giving a response for A, and the other for B.

Materials and Procedure We presented an original vi-
gnette in an online experiment on Qualtrics. This described
a legal case, loosely based on R. v Rook (Court of Appeal,
1993), where A (‘Adam’) instructed a ‘hired gun’, B (‘Ben’),
to attack V (‘Veronica’), which led to her death. Both parties
admitted to their actions to reduce ambiguity about credibil-
ity. The vignette is shown below:

Adam Smith and Ben Parker are on trial for the death
of Veronica Brown. In the trial, it was stated that Ben
caused severe injuries to Veronica in her home on Thurs-
day 10 November 2022. According to the forensic re-
port, Veronica died soon from the injuries, and her body
was found in the early hours of the following day.

Evidence showed that Adam used an online platform
to initiate contact with Ben prior to the victim’s death.
On Monday 7 November (three days before the victim’s
death), the pair had met in person. During their conver-
sation, Adam provided specific instructions for the at-
tack, and told Ben to cover it up so it would look like an
accident.

At the trial, Ben admitted to attacking Veronica, but
stated that he would not have done so if Adam had not
instructed him to. Adam insisted that despite his involve-
ment, the killing was ultimately executed by Ben and that
Ben’s actions were the main cause of Veronica’s death.

Participants then gave their responses to the questions ‘To
what extent was each defendant causally responsible / blame-
worthy / deserving of punishment for the victim’s death?’ Re-
sponses to the first two questions was made on a scale of 0
(Not at all) to 100 (Completely), and for punishment on a
scale of 0 (No punishment) and 100 (Maximum punishment
[i.e., life imprisonment]). The order of the agents’ names was
displayed in counterbalanced order between participants.

They answered these questions twice, with two sets of in-
structions presented in counterbalanced order. In one version
of the questions, participants could freely give ratings to each
defendant (i.e., free allocation). In the other version, partic-
ipants were told that for each measure, their responses for
the two defendants could only total 100 (i.e., fixed sum). The
purpose was to control for potential effects driven by different
instructions (Kaiserman, 2021).

Results
First, we adjusted the free allocation ratings to be comparable
with the fixed sum ratings by re-scaling the former to show

the proportion of scores given to each agent. For each partici-
pant, we then averaged across the fixed sum and re-scaled free
allocation ratings to obtain one rating for each agent. We con-
ducted paired t-tests to compare mean judgments for agents A
and B. These tests were conducted separately for each judg-
ment measure (causal responsibility, blame, and punishment).

Overall, participants were more severe in their moral judg-
ments for B compared to A. Participants judged B (M = 58.4)
to be more causally responsible than A (M = 41.6), t(89) =
5.88, p < .001, d = 0.62. They also judged B (M = 54.2)
to be more blameworthy than A (M = 45.9), t(89) = 4.09,
p < .001, d = 0.43. Further, they judged B (M = 54.4) to
deserve more severe punishment than A (M = 45.6), t(89) =
4.67, p < .001, d = 0.49. Figure 2 visualizes the differences
in judgments between A and B.
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Figure 2: Mean proportion of causal responsibility, blame,
and punishment ratings distributed to each agent in Study 1.
Error bars indicate 95% CI.

We find similar results in an analysis of only free allocation
responses, showing that participants intuitively make simi-
lar judgments without being prompted to compare the two
agents. Participants judged B (M = 89.9) to be more causally
responsible than A (M = 75.0), t(89) = 5.35, p < .001, d =
0.56. They also judged B (M = 91.0) to be more blameworthy
than A (M = 83.4), t(89) = 3.79, p< .001, d = 0.40. Further,
they judged B (M = 87.7) to deserve more severe punishment
than A (M = 79.9), t(89) = 3.99, p < .001, d = 0.42.

Study 2
Study 1 revealed that participants judged the proximal agent
(the executor, B) to be more causally responsible, blamewor-
thy, and deserving of more severe punishment than the distal
agent (the instigator, A). We further explore this proximity ef-
fect in Study 2, where we extend the causal chain by adding a
third, more proximal cause (V’s own behaviour) that more di-
rectly contributes to the final outcome (V’s death). We inves-
tigate people’s judgments of the two agents when B’s actions
are no longer most proximal to the final outcome.

Method
Participants To achieve 80% power for detecting a
medium effect size at an alpha-level of 0.05, 86 participants
were required. We recruited 99 UK participants on Prolific
(Mage = 37.4, SDage = 13.8, 49 male, 50 female; paid £0.60).
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Design and Materials This study used a 2 (between-
subjects; proximity) × 2 (within-subjects; role) design. Par-
ticipants were randomised into two groups and saw two dif-
ferent versions of the same vignette. In the ‘high proximity’
condition, participants saw the same vignette as in Study 1
where B directly causes the final outcome. In the ‘low prox-
imity’ condition, they saw a similar vignette except V sur-
vives the attack. V’s leg is permanently damaged by the at-
tack, and she later dies from falling down a flight of stairs due
to this injury. We piloted the condition with the new vignette
prior to the main experiment (N = 50; see OSF repository).
Procedure We used the same measures and procedure as
Study 1, except participants also rated the causal responsi-
bility and blameworthiness of the victim (not included in the
main analysis). They allocated all ratings freely. Participants
also answered the question ‘How foreseeable do you think V’s
death was to each person?’ on a scale of 0-100.

Results

Main Analysis To test the effect of proximity on moral
judgments for agents A and B, we conducted 2 (proximity) ×
2 (role) mixed ANOVA for judgments of causal responsibil-
ity, blameworthiness, and punishment separately using afex
(Singmann et al., 2022), and pairwise comparisons using em-
means (Lenth, 2022) with Tukey adjusted p-values.

Overall, participants judged both agents to be more
causally responsible, F(1,97) = 4.09, p = .046, and deserved
more severe punishment, F(1,97) = 9.07, p = .003, when
they directly caused the outcome (i.e., high proximity). There
was no effect of proximity on judgments of blame, F(1,97)=
3.23, p = .076. Participants in the high proximity condi-
tion also judged the outcome to be more foreseeable to both
agents, F(1,97) = 21.45, p < .001.

Within the high proximity condition, we replicated our
findings on causal responsibility from Study 1: participants
judged the two agents differently. Here, they judged B (M
= 91.4, 95% CI[86.0, 96.8]) to be more responsible than A
(M = 84.8, 95% CI[78.7, 90.9]), t(97) = 3.02, p = .017. In
the low proximity condition, we found no difference in judg-
ments between the two agents, t(97) = 1.23, p = .609. Figure
3 visualizes the interaction between proximity and role, but
this was not significant, F(1,97) = 1.57, p = .214.

Contrary to Study 1, we found no significant differences
between blame judgments for agents in the high proxim-
ity condition, t(97) = 1.01, p = .741, and also no differ-
ences between agents in the low proximity condition, t(97) =
1.55, p = .412. The interaction between proximity and role
was not significant, F(1,97) = 3.30, p = .072.

We again found no significant differences between judg-
ments of punishment for the two agents in the high proximity
condition, t(97) = 2.08, p = .166, and the low proximity con-
dition, t(97) = 0.79, p = .858. The interaction between prox-
imity and role was not significant, F(1,97) = 0.82, p = .368.

Cross-Study Analysis We conducted an additional analy-
sis using the data aggregated from Studies 1 and 2 (N =
140) for the high proximity condition. Overall, B was
more causally responsible, t(139) = 5.92, p < .001,d = 0.50,
blameworthy, t(139) = 3.84, p < .001,d = 0.33, and deserv-
ing of punishment, t(139) = 4.33, p < .001,d = 0.37 than
A. For those measures that did not replicate in Study 2, we
added ‘study’ as a variable and found no significant interac-
tion between the samples of the two studies and role in judg-
ments of blame, F(1,138) = 3.06, p = .082, and punishment,
F(1,138) = 2.97, p = .087). It is therefore plausible that we
did not replicate these findings due to lower power for these
measures in the smaller sample (79% and 83% respectively).

Discussion
Overall, the presence of a subsequent contributing cause mit-
igated judgments for both A and B: both agents were more
responsible and deserving of punishment when they more di-
rectly caused the outcome. This suggests that participants
may have attributed more responsibility to B in Study 1 be-
cause he was the most proximal cause. This is consistent with
previous findings that actions are more morally permissible
in a longer chain of events (Engelmann & Waldmann, 2022);
however, considering that the difference in causal responsi-
bility across proximity conditions was only just statistically
significant, we plan to replicate this finding in a future study.

When proximity is reduced, participants appear to view
both A and B’s actions as equally indirect, as they are equally
causally responsible and deserving of punishment for the out-
come. V’s actions might thus be seen as an intervening cause
that mitigates judgments for both agents. However, this ‘in-
tervention’ does not fully break the causal chain between the
agents and the outcome. Neither agent is ‘relieved’ from the
responsibility of causing the outcome: both are still highly
responsible (mean ratings are all > 75).

Further, both agents were highly blameworthy regardless
of proximity to the outcome. This is supported by previous
findings that people tend to blame others for having bad inten-
tions or desires even if they did not directly cause a harmful
outcome (Young & Tsoi, 2013; Young & Saxe, 2011). By
extending the causal chain, we also find an effect of foresee-
ability on moral judgments: both A and B are less respon-
sible when participants think they did not foresee the out-
come. This is consistent with previous research (Engelmann
& Waldmann, 2022; Fincham & Shultz, 1981; Lagnado &
Channon, 2008).

One question that follows is whether agents would also be
considered less responsible if they did not intend for the final
outcome to occur – as unintended outcomes are usually less
foreseeable than intended ones (Kovacevic et al., 2024). In
our vignette, the agents’ intentions were ambiguous: we only
mentioned that A instructed B to attack V, and it is therefore
unclear whether either agent had intended for V to die. It is
possible that inferences about both agents’ intentions would
influence moral judgments. Variance in these assumptions
may have also contributed to why we could not replicate re-
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Figure 3: Mean moral judgment ratings for each agent at different levels of proximity in Study 2.

sults from Study 1. We therefore aimed to further explore this
in Study 3.

Study 3
In Study 3, we explore the interaction between intent and role
by directly manipulating the intent of each agent. We showed
participants the same causal chain scenario as Study 1 – A in-
structs B to attack V, which directly leads to her death. How-
ever, we varied whether each defendant intended for the final
outcome to occur (i.e., the victim’s death). We explored (1)
whether people would judge the agents differently depending
on their intent, and (2) whether the causal chain between A
and the outcome would weaken when B acts in a way that is
not intended by A (and therefore less foreseeable).

Method
Participants To achieve 80% power for detecting a
medium effect size at an alpha-level of 0.05, 136 partici-
pants were required. We recruited 145 UK participants from
Prolific (paid £2.90 for the 19-minute study). We excluded
nine participants (one for failing the attention check and eight
for not answering all questions). The final sample size was
N = 136 (Mage = 38.7, SDage = 13.2, 65 male, 71 female).

Design and Materials This study used a 2 (between-
subjects; A’s intent) × 2 (between-subjects; B’s intent) × 2
(within-subjects; role) design. Note that ‘intent’ refers to in-
tending the final outcome (i.e., killing V), not just intending
the act (i.e., attacking V). We showed a modified version of
the Study 1 vignette with four different variations of intent:

• Condition 1: Both A and B intended to kill V (A instructed
B to kill V, B executed the killing);

• Condition 2: Both A and B did not intend to kill V (A
instructed B to ‘rough up’ V, B intended to ‘rough up’ but
accidentally killed V);

• Condition 3: A intended to kill V but B did not (A in-
structed B to kill V, B intended to ‘rough up’ but acciden-
tally killed V);

• Condition 4: A did not intend to kill but B intended to kill
V (A instructed B to ‘rough up’ V, B intended to kill V and
executed the killing).

In all versions, the outcome is the same: V dies as a re-
sult of B’s actions, which were brought about by A. For the
within-subjects measure (role), participants gave moral judg-
ments for both defendants as in the previous studies.

Procedure This study also investigated how participants
represented the events in causal models, but we omit these
results for brevity. In the study, participants read the vignette,
drew a causal model of events, and gave moral judgments.

Results
To test the effects of role and intent, we conducted a mixed 2
(A’s intent) × 2 (B’s intent) × 2 (role) ANOVA for each mea-
sure (causal responsibility, blame, punishment) separately.

We replicated the results of Study 1 showing that the
agents’ role had a significant main effect on judgments.
Participants judged B to be more causally responsible,
F(1,132) = 28.87, p< .001, more blameworthy, F(1,132) =
9.56, p = .002, and deserving of more severe punishment
than A , F(1,132) = 17.03, p < .001.

We found that B’s intent did not influence moral judgments
between the two agents (causal responsibility: F(132) =
0.61, p= .436; blame: F(132)= 0.33, p= .568; punishment:
F(132) = 1.88, p = .173). However, as shown in Figure 4,
we found a significant interaction between A’s intent and role
for judgments of causal responsibility, F(1,132) = 13.10,
p < .001, blameworthiness, F(1,132) = 7.98, p = .005, and
how much they deserved to be punished, F(1,132) = 22.09,
p< .001. We conducted pairwise comparisons between judg-
ments for A and B at different levels of A’s intent.

For causal responsibility judgments, participants judged A
(M = 80.3, 95% CI[75.1,85.5]) to be less responsible than
B (M = 95.4, 95% CI[92.1,98.7]) when A had low intent,
t(132) = 6.27, p < .001. Conversely, when A had high in-
tent, there was no significant difference in judgments between
A (M = 88.9, 95% CI[83.8,94.0]) and B (M = 91.8, 95%
CI[88.7,95.0]), t(132) = 1.26, p = .592.

For blameworthiness judgments, participants judged A
(M = 85.2 , 95% CI[80.8,89.6]) to be significantly less
blameworthy than B (M = 94.0 , 95% CI[90.7,97.4]) when
A had low intent, t(132) = 4.13, p < .001. However, when
A had high intent, judgments of blame did not significantly
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Figure 4: Mean moral judgment ratings for each agent at dif-
ferent levels of intent in Study 3.

differ between A (M = 91.9 , 95% CI[87.6,96.1]) and B
(M = 92.3 , 95% CI[89.0,95.5]), t(132) = 0.19, p = .998.

For punishment judgments, participants judged A (M =
81.8, 95% CI[77.4,86.2]) to be less deserving of punishment
than B (M = 94.4, 95% CI[91.0,97.8]) when A had low in-
tent, t(132) = 6.16, p < .001. However, when A had high
intent, judgments again did not significantly differ between
A (M = 90.3, 95% CI[86.0,94.6]) and B (M = 89.5, 95%
CI[86.2,92.8]), t(132) = 0.41, p = .977.

Discussion
Our findings replicate those of Study 1, showing that the
executor (B) was generally more responsible, blameworthy,
and deserving of punishment than the instigator (A). We also
found an interaction between role and intent, such that peo-
ple only mitigate judgments for the instigator when he did not
intend the outcome – regardless of the executor’s intentions.

These results are consistent with novus actus interveniens
in criminal law, where a voluntary intervening cause only
breaks the chain of causation when it was not reasonably fore-
seeable to the distal agent. When A had intended for V to die,
then B’s actions were reasonably foreseeable to him. Con-

versely, when A only intended for B to harm V and not kill
her, then one could argue that B’s subsequent killing of V
(regardless of whether it was intentional) was less foresee-
able, making A less responsible for V’s death. The increased
causal responsibility for A’s intentional actions is also consis-
tent with the legal realist view that intentional wrongfulness
lengthens the reach of legal cause (Knobe & Shapiro, 2021).

General Discussion
In three studies, we explored how laypeople attribute causal
responsibility in a causal chain where an agent (A) instructs
an intermediate agent (B) to execute a harmful action result-
ing in the death of a victim (V). Study 1 showed that par-
ticipants tended to judge B more causally responsible, more
blameworthy, and more deserving of severe punishment than
A. Study 2 revealed that when the proximity for A and B de-
creases, attributions of causal responsibility and punishment
reduced for both agents, highlighting the role of proximity
in these attributions. Further, Study 3 showed that irrespec-
tive of B’s intent, participants mitigated their judgments for
A when the latter did not intent for the outcome to occur.

Overall, we show that laypeople’s moral judgments are
somewhat consistent with what the law presumes: rela-
tively unforeseeable, more proximal causes weaken, but do
not break, the chain of causation. In Study 1 we found
higher causal responsibility for the proximal over the distal
cause, which aligned with past research (Lagnado & Chan-
non, 2008). Studies 2 and 3 further illuminate this pattern:
when a third, intervening cause contributes to the outcome,
the responsibility of the two initial agents diminishes; simi-
larly, once B’s behaviour surpasses A’s intent and foresight,
the causal chain between A and V is weakened by B’s inter-
vention. In both cases, proximity mitigates responsibility for
the outcome. This is also generally consistent with prior work
on how physical indirectness (i.e., intermediation) mitigates
moral judgments (Cushman et al., 2006; Engelmann & Wald-
mann, 2022; Paharia et al., 2009). Therefore, in situations
where the resulting harm is beyond what was intended, people
might intuitively be more lenient when delivering verdicts for
defendants who conduct harm through an intermediate agent
compared to defendants who cause harm directly.

To further explore people’s causal reasoning, in future
studies we will investigate responsibility attribution in sce-
narios with more complex causal structures and with other
types of actions (e.g., negligence from omissions). In addi-
tion, we will analyze participants’ qualitative responses about
their reasoning process to identify common themes they con-
sider when making moral judgments. One limitation of the
current research is that all vignettes featured a severe out-
come (death), which may explain the ceiling effect in some
judgments. To confirm the generalizability of our findings,
we will conduct studies using a range of different vignettes
with varying contexts and outcomes. These future studies can
further elucidate folk attribution of causal responsibility.
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