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When Emotional Intensity Is High, Feelings Start to Look Like Facts

Tianyi Xiong (tx224@cornell.edu)'? & Xianglu Tang> & Jordan Wylie (jordan.wylie@cornell.edu)’
'Department of Psychology, Cornell University
*Department of Psychology, University of Michigan
3Applied Psychology, Beijing Normal-Hong Kong Baptist University

Abstract

Moral conflicts frequently involve ambiguous evidence,
creating opportunities for emotion to shape what people find
credible. Across three studies, we examine how emotional
expressions influence the perceived credibility and usability
of moral evidence. In Study 1, we analyze posts from the
Reddit forum r/AmiITheAsshole, finding that readers
expressed more trust in posts that were emotionally intense. In
Study 2, we use a social media-style post to manipulate
emotional intensity to test perceived credibility of subjective
and objective evidence. High emotional intensity of
expressions narrowed the perceived difference in credibility
between subjective and objective evidence. In Study 3, we
find that emotional intensity also enhances evidence
usability—higher perceived causality and counterfactual
necessity are attributed to a person who delivers evidence
with high emotional intensity (vs. low). This research
highlights how the intensity of emotional expressions
influences both the evaluation and use of moral evidence.

Keywords: morality; emotion; evidence

Introduction

Emotions play a large role in how people navigate their
social worlds. People rely on them to communicate with
others (e.g., Izard et al., 2001; Hess et al., 1995), infer what
others are thinking (e.g., Ong et al., 2019; Van Kleef, 2010),
and form expectations about how people will act in the
future (Levine et al., 2018). How people display, recognize,
decode, and interpret emotion is critical to adaptive social
functioning (e.g., Izard et al., 2001; Jones et al. 2011), and
how people evaluate information (see Clore & Huntsinger,
2007; Clore et al., 2012). Emotions shape what people feel
is important (Forgas, 1995), bad or good (Frijda et al.,
2000), and even morally significant (Wisneski & Skitka,
2017; Hofmann & Baumert, 2010).

Emotions also influence how people engage with
information in the first place. People are more likely to
avoid information they expect to be negative—to avoid
encountering information which may affect their emotional
state (see Golman et al., 2017 for review). Emotions,
including the affective load elicited by others’ emotional
disclosures, can tax people’s cognitive (e.g., Plass &
Kalyuga, 2019; Pessoa, 2009), emotional resources
(Mazzetti et al., 2020), and reduce the effort people devote
to comparing the quality of competing claims (see
Greifeneder et al., 2011). Emotion shapes what people
engage with.

Emotional displays also shape whose claims are seen as
credible or compelling (e.g., Kaufmann et al., 2003). For
example, research finds that people tend to find an argument
more persuasive when it is presented as an emotional appeal
rather than as objective (i.e., facts; Kubin et al., 2021). In
courtroom contexts, jurors tend to trust witnesses who

display emotion more than those who remain calm when
testifying about heinous crimes (e.g., Salerno, 2021;
Nitschke et al., 2019). That is, the intensity of emotional
expressions both influences what information people engage
with, and how they evaluate that information.

The moral domain is a particularly important context for
understanding emotional intensity because moral decisions
frequently involve emotional stimuli (e.g., Brady et al.,
2017) and ambiguous evidence (Wong, 1992), which create
opportunities for emotion signals to heavily influence
interpretation (e.g., Greene et al., 2001; Blanchette &
Richards, 2010; see also Haidt, 2001). When facts and clear
standards are lacking, people rely on emotion as a cue to
judge which arguments are factual and which evidence can
be used to persuade others (see also Haidt, 2001). While
prior work shows that emotions broadly shape moral
reasoning—often more so for negative than positive
emotions (e.g., Prinz, 2006; Ugazio et al., 2012; Cummins
& Cummins, 2012; Yu et al., 2019)—far less is known about
how the intensity of emotional expressions affects the
evaluation of moral evidence in everyday moral conflicts.

Here, we examine two key aspects of moral evidence
evaluation: perceived credibility (how much the evidence
appears to be true) and perceived usability (how likely
people are to consider using it to support a moral judgment).
We predicted that both aspects are susceptible to the
influence of intense emotional expressions. When emotional
expressions are intense, people may judge evidence as more
credible and thus may be more likely to see it as relevant,
usable evidence when forming a moral judgment (Avramova
& Inbar, 2013).

The Present Research

The present research integrates large-scale observational
data and experimental methods to test whether the intensity
of emotional expressions enhances the perceived credibility
and usability of moral evidence. We examine this question
across different types of negative emotion for care-related
moral dilemmas. We chose care-related moral dilemmas
because we expected that emotion language would be more
natural for such dilemmas, and because research suggests
negative emotions are more strongly associated with
care-based moral reasoning than with other types of
reasoning (e.g., fairness; e.g., Skoe et al., 2002). In Study 1,
we analyze 1,794 posts and over 300,000 comments from
the Reddit forum Am I the Asshole (AITA), a subreddit that
provides a large, naturally occurring dataset of everyday
moral dilemmas and judgments (see also Yudkin et al.,
2025). We wuse natural language processing (NLP) to
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examine whether the emotional intensity of a post
influences commenters’ trust in its arguments. We predicted
that there would be a positive association between the
frequency of expressing stronger negative emotion and
linguistic markers of trust from commenters in everyday
care-related moral dilemmas. In Study 2, we experimentally
manipulate the intensity of emotional displays through post
content and examine its influence on credibility judgments.
We predicted that intense emotional expressions would lead
to reduced differentiation between subjective and objective
evidence, meaning people would rate subjective evidence as
more credible than those where the intensity of an emotional
expression is low. Finally, in Study 3, we test whether
intensity of emotional expression also increases the
perceived usability of moral evidence. That is, whether
people not only see emotional signals as credible, but
whether they think others see them as such as well. We
predicted that an intense emotional expression (vs. control)
would lead to increased evidence usability judgments. All
studies were approved by our institutional IRB, and we
report all sample sizes, exclusion criteria, manipulations,
and measures in the manuscript.

Study 1

Study 1 aimed to establish that emotional intensity is
generally related to linguistic markers of trust in care-related
moral dilemmas using large-scale reddit data. Care-related
posts here refer to reddit posts about the Care/Harm
foundation from the Moral Foundations Theory (Graham et
al., 2011), which involve concerns about others' welfare,
suffering, or the perceived failure to provide care. We
analyzed 1,794 labeled care-related posts and over 300,000
corresponding reader comments from the subreddit r/AITA.
We predicted that there would be a positive relationship
between the intensity of negative emotion in posts and the
trust expressed in comments as indexed by a
transformer-based trust score.

Methods

Dataset We used an r/AITA dataset (Liew, 2021), which
contains posts and comments collected between 2018 and
2021. Using the extended Moral Foundations Dictionary
(eMFD; Hopp et al., 2021), we extracted 1,794 care-related
posts, along with over 300,000 associated comments. Posts
with fewer than five comments were excluded. We then
applied text preprocessing including personal information
removal, lemmatization, stopword removal, and
tokenization (Naseem et al., 2021).

Design and Procedure We first measured the emotional
intensity of the post using the negative emotion (negemo)
score in the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count Dictionary
(LIWC; Pennebaker et al., 2015; Tausczik & Pennebaker,
2010). The emotional intensity in each post was intended to
reflect the strength of emotion that the post elicits in readers.

We then estimated commenter trust using a zero-shot
transformer-based classifier (Hugging Face, 2024; Lewis et

al., 2020). The model first labeled each comment as either
"believes the post" or "does not believe the post," with a
confidence score. We then linearly mapped each output onto
a 7-point scale. Comments labeled as "believes the post”
were scored from 1 to 7 based on classifier confidence,
while those labeled as "does not believe" were inversely
scaled.

Next, we integrated the overall trust scores for each post
by averaging the scores across all comments. To examine
the relationship between emotional intensity and commenter
trust, we conducted a partial Pearson correlation while
controlling for total word count and pronoun usage
(Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010).

Results

We found that posts expressing higher emotional intensity
were more likely to receive trust from commenters (r = .12,
p < .001; see Figure 1). This suggests that in care-related
moral dilemmas, higher emotional intensity of negative
emotional expressions may increase the perceived
trustworthiness of subjective moral arguments.

7.0 7
6.5
6.0
5.5 1

5.0 1

Trust Score

4.5 1

4.0 4

0 5 10 15 20 25
Emotional Intensity

Figure 1: Emotional intensity predicts greater trust in posts
with care-related moral dilemmas. Individual data points
reflect the raw comments. Shading reflects the 95%
confidence interval.

Interim Discussion

Overall, Study 1 provides evidence for our prediction:
emotional intensity in posts increases trust from readers in
everyday care-related moral dilemmas. However, since the
findings are correlational, the causal role of emotion
remains uncertain. In Study 2, we sought to directly test
whether the emotional intensity of expressions increases the
perceived credibility of moral evidence.

Study 2

In Study 2, we manipulated the intensity of emotional
displays in a post while holding other content constant. We
sought to test whether high emotional intensity leads people
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to treat subjective evidence as if it were objective. One
reason to expect this pattern is because emotionally intense
content may affect people's mood and increase reliance on
affective cues (Clore & Huntsinger, 2007; Clore et al.,
2012). This may increase trust in otherwise subjective
arguments. In contrast, objective evidence may be less likely
to show these same biases due to the verifiability of it
(Brashier & Marsh, 2020). As such, we predicted that high
emotional intensity would lead to more credibility for
subjective evidence compared to low emotional intensity,
and that this effect would emerge for the emotion signaler
(i.e., the "poster"), not the target of that signal (i.e., "the
friend").

Methods

Participants We first conducted a power analysis using
G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) and found that 100
participants was sufficient to detect a mean difference in
subjective vs. objective evidence differentiation between
high and low emotional intensity conditions (with d = 0.50;
alpha set to .05; power set to 80%). So we recruited a total
of 102 participants who are Chinese and between 18 and 25
years old through Credamo, an online experiment platform
in China. After excluding participants who failed the
attention check (N = 1), we performed the analysis on a final
sample of 101 participants (M,,, = 23.33, SD,,, = 2.45;
Female = 72, Male = 29).

Design and Procedure We used a between-subjects design
to examine whether emotional intensity of expressions
influences perceived credibility of evidence in a care-related
everyday moral dilemma. Consenting participants read
about a care-related moral conflict between a "poster" and a
close friend in the style of a Reddit post. The post describes
a situation where someone’s friend did not visit them during
their surgery and hospital stay. Participants were randomly
assigned to read either a high-emotion or low-emotion
version of the post. We manipulated emotional intensity by
adding crying emojis and emotional expressive wording in
one version of the post (high-intensity) vs. not adding this
information (low-intensity). After reading the post,
participants first completed a manipulation check of the
intensity of emotional expressions (how sad, angry,
disappointed, and emotionally negative overall the poster is;
rated on a 0 = Not at all to 100 = Extremely scale). We
collapsed these items into a single index of negative
emotion (Cronbach’s alpha = .84), excluding anger because
it was not sufficiently correlated with the other items.

After completing the manipulation checks, participants
initiated a direct message (DM) conversation with the
poster. They selected a question to ask, and the poster
responded with a specific piece of evidence (see Figure 2).

A. Subjective Evidence Trial B. Objective Evidence Trial

< Chat with Poster < Chat with Poster

Participant
m—

o
ospital to

Poster : Poster

Because we are best friends. Best Yes. | posted a status update

friends just know when they are yesterday saying “Surgery

needed without having to be asked. scheduled for tomorrow at 2 PM,” and
It's an unspoken bond. she “liked” that specific post three
minutes later.

How credible do you find this piece of evidence
provided by the poster?

How credible do you find this piece of evidence
provided by the poster?

c @) c ),

100
(Very credible)

100
(Very credible)

0 0
(Not at all credible) (Not at all credible)

Figure 2: Examples of the credibility judgment task.
Stimuli examples have been translated from Chinese.

After reading each piece of evidence, participants
completed the evidence credibility judgment task.
Participants rated a total of 12 pieces of evidence (6 for each
side of the conflict) on a slider from 0 = Not at all credible
to 100 = Very credible. For each side of the conflict (i.e., for
the "poster" and "friend"), one objective item (i.e., a direct
quote) served as a baseline and five were subjective (see
Figure 2 for examples). All evidence arguments were
provided by the poster through the DM. Evidence for the
poster’s side justified why the friend should have visited,
while evidence for the friend’s side offered alternative
explanations for why she did not. Evidence was shown one
at a time in randomized order, and brief dialogues were
included to simulate online conversation. Figure 3 shows an
overview of the experimental procedure. Participants were
compensated upon completion of the study.

Phase three: Evidence credibility judgment
Phase one: Randomized (Emotional intensity)

Please rate the credibility of the following poster evidence
Please read the following social media post

- 0=Notatallcredible 100 = Extremely credible
Post with high o Post with low T
emotional intensity| ¥ |emotional intensity| [ ————————————
[
: : 1."She's very selfish and rarely thinks of others."
_______________________ (] 6.
I N B N 1
1 Phase two: Intensity manipulation check 1 1
1 1 M
1 Please rate how much you agree 1
: ! Please rate the credibility of the following friend evidence
! PR, !
1 ——— 1
> F-- 0=Notatallcredible 100 = Extremely credible
———

1. The poster feels sad.

2. The poster feels angry.

3. The poster feels disappointed.

4. The poster’s emotion is negative overall.

1. "She's not the type to reach out first."

6.

Figure 3: Overview of the experimental procedure. Stimuli
examples have been translated from Chinese.

Results

Emotional Expression Intensity Manipulation Check
Results indicated that the manipulation of emotional
intensity was successful. Participants in the high-intensity
condition rated the poster as overall more emotionally
negative (b = 7.25,SE 2.12,499) = 3.42,p<
.001, 95% CI[3.04,11.46], d = 0.68) than those in the
low-intensity condition.
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Subjective and Objective Evidence Differentiation We fit
a linear regression model to compare people’s
differentiation between subjective and objective evidence as
the outcome and emotional intensity of expressions as the
predictor. We used the objective evidence credibility rating
as a baseline. Difference scores were calculated as objective
minus the average of subjective credibility ratings, such that
lower scores indicate that subjective evidence was rated as
more credible, approaching the credibility level of the
objective ones. As predicted, participants under the high
emotional intensity condition rated subjective evidence used
by the poster as more credible, b =—-8.96, SE = 3.87, #99) =
—2.32, p = .023, d = -0.46, 95% CI [-16.64, —1.28] (see
Figure 4). However, for the evidence that justifies the
friend’s side, there was no significant difference between
conditions (b =-1.47, SE =3.90, p = .71, d = —0.08). That
is, high emotional intensity of expressions reduces people’s
differentiation between objective and subjective moral
evidence when the evidence supports the emotionally
intense side.

m High emotional intensity m Low emotional intensity

Friend Poster
80 1 b=-147,p= 71 b==8.96,p=.023 *
—T — T 1

Difference score
H
o

o

Figure 4: Emotional intensity of expressions increases the
perceived credibility of subjective evidence. *p < .05.

Interim Discussion

Study 2 provides experimental support for the idea that
emotional intensity of expressions can distort how people
evaluate moral evidence. Much like in the observational
data from Study 1, when participants read evidence
delivered by an emotionally intense person, they are more
likely to perceive it as credible. However, it is possible that
the evidence being used by the friend (vs. the poster) differs
in the quality of evidence vs. being uniquely affected by
emotional intensity. As such, we matched the evidence
quality in Study 3.

Study 3

Study 3 examined whether the perceived usability of
evidence is affected by emotional intensity when evidence
quality was matched. We test this using two different
operationalizations of usability: the causal strength of moral
evidence (Experiment 3a; i.e., whether the evidence can
support the moral judgment being made; see Engelmann &

Waldmann, 2022), and counterfactual necessity (Experiment
3b; i.e., whether the moral judgment would have changed if
the individual had taken this evidence into account; Phillips
& Goodman, 2006). Then we integrated these two measures
in a Bayesian model for a measure of overall usability. We
predicted that participants under higher emotional intensity
would perceive the evidence as (a) more causally supportive
of the judgment, (b) more necessary to prevent opposing
judgments, and (c) more usable overall.

Methods

Participants We recruited over 100 participants for each
experiment to ensure a sufficient sample for the Bayesian
analyses (Kruschke & Liddell, 2018), using the same
inclusion criteria and effect size estimate as in Study 2. In
Experiment 3a, after excluding people who failed attention
check (N =9), we conducted analyses on a final sample of
107 participants (M,, = 22.66, SD,,, = 2.09; Female = 88,
Male = 19). In Experiment 3b, after excluding people who
failed attention check (N = 11), we conducted analyses on a
final sample of 109 participants (M,, = 22.42, SD,, = 1.85;
Female = 71, Male = 38).

ge

Design and Procedure Both Experiment 3a and 3b used the
same moral dilemma (the "post") as in Experiment 2. We
again manipulated the intensity of emotional displays, but
this time participants saw both high and low emotional
intensity conditions in the same conversation (i.e., within-
compared to between-subjects). This update is to control for
between-subject variability in participants’ use of the rating
slider. For both Experiment 3a and Experiment 3b, the
poster is always expressing high emotional intensity and the
friend is expressing low emotional intensity. We also
conducted pilot studies to collect paired evidence arguments
to ensure that evidence used by the friend and poster was
balanced (aside from emotional information) between the
poster and the friend (i.e., the two sides of the moral
conflict) and selected 6 balanced pairs (p 5 > .05) to use in
both studies.

After reading the post, participants completed the same
manipulation check items as in Experiment 2. Then,
participants either completed a causal judgment task
(Experiment 3a) or a counterfactual necessity judgment task
(Experiment 3b). In the causal judgment task, participants
saw the following message from the poster: "A user online
said my friend really should have come to visit." We then
told participants that this meant they had shared evidence
that made others side with them. Participants then saw the
six pieces of evidence that the poster shared, one at a time.
Each time, they judged how likely it was that the user
supported the poster because of that piece of evidence.
Responses were recorded on a slider from 0 = Not at all
likely to 100 = Very likely (see Figure 5).

After rating all six pieces of poster-side evidence,
participants were told to imagine a second person, A, who
had chatted with the friend and sided with her, agreeing that
it was reasonable for the friend not to visit the poster.
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Participants then saw six pieces of evidence the friend might
have shared with person A (e.g., "The hospital was far from
my company, and I had to stay late that entire week") and
rated how likely A’s support for the friend was due to each
piece of evidence.

The counterfactual necessity task followed the same
procedure as the causal judgment task. However, the
statements were framed counterfactually. That is, we told
participants that a user opposed the poster after talking with
her, and then asked them to rate: "The online user wouldn’t
have opposed her if the poster had shared the following
evidence." We presented a similar scenario for the friend
side and asked participants to rate: "A wouldn’t have
opposed her if the friend had shared the following reason."
Participants received compensation upon completing the
study.

Phase one: Post reading Phase three: Evidence usability judgment

Please read the following social media post Please rate the likelihood of the following statement

Experiment 3a. Causal judgment task
The online user/A supported the posterffriend

Post with high emotional intensity -1

H because the poster had shared the following reason:
1
1

1."She's very selfish and rarely thinks of others."

———————————————————————— 6.
Phase two: Intensity manipulation check

Please rate how much you agree

I

I

I

I

I

H 0=Notatall 100=Extremely
| —————
I

]

1

> 1. The poster feels sad.

2. The poster feels angry.

3. The poster feels disappointed.

4. The poster’s emotion is negative overall. -
5. The friend feels sad. v
6. The friend feels angry.

7. The friend feels disappointed.

8. The friend’s emotion is negative overall.

3b. Counterfactual necessity judgment task

The online user/A wouldn’t have opposed her
if the posterffriend had shared the following reason:

1."She's very selfish and rarely thinks of others.”

6....

Figure 5: Overview of Experimental Procedure, including
the examples of the causal (Experiment 3a) and
counterfactual necessity (Experiment 3b) judgment task.
Stimuli examples have been translated from Chinese.

Results

Emotional Expression Intensity Manipulation Check As
in Experiment 2, we collapsed the emotion items into a
single negative emotion index in both experiments
(Experiment 3a: Poster Cronbach’s alpha = .67; Friend
Cronbach’s alpha = .83; Experiment 3b: Poster Cronbach’s
alpha = .78; Friend Cronbach’s alpha = .90). We again
dropped anger for fit issues.

Results  indicated that the emotional-intensity
manipulation was successful in both Experiment 3a and 3b.
In the causal judgment task (Experiment 3a), participants
rated the poster as overall more emotionally negative (b =
66.78, SE = 1.82, #(106) = 37.09, p < .001, 95% CI [63.21,
70.35], d = 3.59) than the friend. A similar pattern emerged
in the counterfactual necessity judgment task (Experiment
3b): participants again perceived the poster as overall more
emotionally negative (b = 61.80, SE = 2.22, #(108) = 27.83,
p <.001, 95% CI [57.40, 66.21], d = 2.67) than the friend.

Causal Judgment Task We first tested whether people
perceived evidence from the high emotional intensity side as
more causal in producing a supportive outcome. To test this,
we fit a linear regression model with intensity side (poster =

high intensity vs. friend = low intensity) as a fixed effect.
Results showed that participants gave higher causal ratings
to evidence from the high emotional intensity side, b =
13.54, SE = 1.02, #(106) = 13.26, p < .001, 95% CI [11.53,
15.54],d =1.03.

Counterfactual Necessity Judgment Task We also
examined counterfactual necessity judgments across
different emotional intensity conditions. We again fit a
linear regression model with the emotional intensity side as
the predictor. As predicted, participants gave higher
counterfactual necessity ratings to evidence from the high
emotional intensity side, b = 10.75, SE = 1.11, #(108) = 9.69,
p <.001, 95% CI [8.57, 12.93], d = 0.69. This suggests that
emotional intensity increases the perceived counterfactual
necessity of moral evidence.

Bayesian Usability Estimation We then integrated the
causal and counterfactual necessity ratings using a Bayesian
model in PyMC to estimate the overall usability (6;) of each
of the 12 evidence items. In this model, ratings were
predicted by a latent usability parameter for each item, with
a fixed effect for task type (causal vs. counterfactual
necessity). We then compared posterior usability estimates
between the high- and low-emotional-intensity conditions
within each evidence pair. To test this, we examined the
mean usability difference, the 95% Highest Density Interval
(HDI), and the posterior probability that the evidence from
the high-intensity side was more usable than the evidence
from the low-intensity side.

Across four of six evidence pairs, mean usability
differences ranged from approximately 2.99 to 5.77, with
posterior probabilities P(Oyign > 6),,) €xceeding 0.99 for each
pair (see Figure 6). These results suggest that participants
perceived evidence from the high emotional intensity side as
more usable, as reflected by an integrated index of causal
and counterfactual judgments.

ns.

RTVIN \ H
h

Figure 6: Posterior estimates of evidence usability by the
emotional intensity of expressions. *** POy > Goy) > .99,
"n.s." indicates P(Gygn, > Oiy) did not exceed .95. Points
depict posterior means of usability (;) for each evidence,
with error bars indicating 95% HDIs.
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Interim Discussion

Overall, results from Study 3 supported our hypotheses. For
both causal and counterfactual necessity judgments,
participants considered evidence from the high emotional
intensity side as causing supportive moral judgments and as
necessary to prevent opposing ones. We also found that
most evidence pairs showed higher usability ratings for the
emotional side using the Bayesian usability index. The only
exceptions were found in Pairs 1 and 6, which described
concrete reasons why the friend did not visit the poster (e.g.,
limited time). This suggests that the effect of emotional
intensity may be limited to instances where the evidence is
subjective or ambiguous.

General Discussion

Across three studies, we examined whether emotional
intensity influences how people evaluate moral evidence in
care-related moral dilemmas. Across a large-scale Reddit
observational study and two experiments, we find emotional
intensity increases both trust in and use of moral evidence.
In Study 1, emotional intensity in Reddit posts predicted
higher trust from readers. In Study 2, participants under the
high emotional intensity condition judged subjective
evidence as more credible. Finally, in Study 3, evidence
from the high emotional intensity side was rated as more
causally supportive and counterfactually necessary,
suggesting greater usability in moral reasoning.

Emotion plays a central role in shaping how people
approach and interpret information (e.g., Clore et al., 2012;
Golman et al., 2017; Kubin et al., 2021). Our findings add to
this literature by demonstrating that subjective evidence in
moral contexts is similarly affected by emotional
information. We found that the effect of emotional intensity
occurred only for evidence from the emotionally intense
side, and only in dilemmas in which the evidence is
subjective. People see subjective evidence, in particular, as
more credible when it is delivered with emotion.

These findings have a number of implications. Much of
the language people use in everyday conversation is
subjective. People rarely refer directly to facts in
conversation, even when those conversations concern issues
like politics, culture, and more (see Kubin et al., 2021). As
such, these results help to clarify the ways that people use
emotional cues to decide which claims seem credible or
worth repeating. This fits well with prior research
suggesting that emotional cues are the most effective way to
go viral on the internet (Brady et al., 2017; Robertson et al.,
2023). Further, these findings have important implications
for legal contexts. As prior work has found (e.g., Salerno,
2021; Nitschke et al., 2019), jurors tend to be swayed by
emotional displays. These findings fit well with that
research as jurors are tasked with evaluating credibility
under conditions of uncertainty. Future research should
further investigate whether these same patterns emerge for
people with legal training, like lawyers and judges.

One methodological limitation is that all studies relied on
a single care-related scenario, focused on illness and

friendship. Future research should explore whether the
effects presented here are generalizable to other moral
scenarios. Next, our three studies used materials from
different languages and cultural contexts. Study 1 analyzed
Reddit posts from the United States, while Study 2 and
Study 3 used Chinese vignettes. Emotional expression
varies in intensity, connotation, and social appropriateness
across languages, and its interpretation varies across
cultures (e.g., Tsai, 2007; Mesquita & Walker, 2003), and
East Asian norms tend to favor emotional restraint and
contextual subtlety (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Matsumoto
et al.,, 2008). Similar linguistic expressions may carry
different meanings across cultures. Future research should
explore whether similar experimental patterns of results
emerge in US contexts. Lastly, we included only six pairs of
evidence arguments from both sides of the dilemma and
collected participants’ ratings of credibility and usability.
Future work will expand the evidence set to include
objective, subjective, and purely emotional information, and
examine the effect of intentionality, capability, and
foreseeability. We will also include a participant selection
process beyond rating.

The results of these experiments extend work on how
emotion shapes information processing (e.g., Salerno, 2021;
Nitschke et al., 2019) to everyday moral judgment.
Emotional intensity affects how credible and usable people
consider subjective moral evidence, even for relatively
minor infractions. That is, emotions shape both what kinds
of moral judgments people make (see e.g., Pizarro, 2000),
and also what counts as evidence in the first place. In moral
conflicts, trust often favors the emotional.
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