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Brain Imaging Study of the Psychological Antecedents and Neural 

Correlates of Moral Judgement 

 

Results: 
 

Using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) in healthy volunteers, we investigated the 

neural bases of counterintuitive moral judgements, while controlling for the content of these 

judgments (utilitarian versus non-utilitarian). More specifically, we investigated the relationship 

between the effort required to arrive at a moral judgement, as reflected by behavioural and neural 

responses during moral decision-making, and two personality traits, each potentially reflecting 

one of the two postulated pathways to counterintuitive moral judgment (cognitive effort or 

emotional deficit). 

Counterintuitive judgements were perceived as more difficult than intuitive judgements, whereas 

there was no significant difference in perceived difficulty between utilitarian and deontological 

judgments. At the neural level, the fMRI data suggest that previously reported differences in 

moral judgment are in fact largely due to their intuitiveness and not to their content.  

Furthermore, we show that the difficulty of making counterintuitive moral judgments is reflected 

in activation in the rostral anterior cingulate cortex (rACC). Importantly, rACC activation during 

counterintuitive judgments of a specifically utilitarian character was negatively correlated with 

‘psychoticism’, a trait associated with diminished affect and social awareness, but not with ‘need 

for cognition’, a trait reflecting preference for complex cognition. 
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