
Each set of stimuli was tested through a behavioral task generated using Qualtrics software (Provo, UT). The tasks were randomly presented to 41 community-dwelling individuals 

(20 men), with Mage=32 years (SD=10, age range 19-65 years), from several regions of mainland Portugal. 

 

Sets of stimuli to assess Moral Judgments 

a) Moral Dilemmas (Greene et al., 2008) - composed by 40 dilemmas translated to Portuguese, in which participants decide if it is or not morally acceptable to commit a 

harm/transgression to achieve a particular positive outcome (e.g., Table 1). 
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b) Intentional/Accidental moral judgment (Decety and Cacioppo, 2012) – 
composed by 46 series of three-frame video clips morally laden depicting intentional and 
accidental harmful actions (Figure 1) were presented and participants should judge whether 
the action was performed intentionally or accidentally. 

The present study attempted to validate three sets of stimuli to assess moral judgment and theory of mind (ToM) to the Portuguese population. These sets of stimuli are widely 

used in social neuroscience to assess the psychological and neurobiological processes underlying these two main components of social cognition, which are determinant to 

successful social interactions.  
 

More specifically, moral judgment is explored by a moral decision-making test composed by ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ dilemmas (Greene et al., 2008), which allow to study the 

processes underlying the morality, as well as to demonstrate abnormal utilitarian moral judgment in clinical and forensic populations. Furthermore, a set of visual morally laden 

scenarios depicting intentional and accidental harmful actions are used to characterize real-time neural processing underpinning moral computations (Decety and Cacioppo, 2012).  
 

ToM refers to the ability to represent other’s mental states. Derntl and colleagues (2010) used a paradigm composed by scenarios showing the social interaction of two 

Caucasians. The face of one person was masked and participants should infer its corresponding emotional expression.   
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Introduction 

Stimuli in moral judgment and theory of mind tasks: a validation 

study for the Portuguese population 
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12 high-conflict personal 9 low-conflict personal 19 impersonal scenarios 

Involve direct, intimate, physical contact and elicited a near-perfect agreement Involve direct, intimate, physical contact and elicited lower rates of agreement Involve more indirect or remote actions or rule violations  

“A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five workmen who will be killed 
(…). You are on a footbridge over the tracks (…). Next to you on this footbridge is a 
stranger who happens to be very large (…). Is it appropriate for you to push the 
stranger on to the tracks in order to save the five workmen?” 

“You are a young architect (…). Your boss is a despicable individual who makes everyone 
around him miserable (…) if you were to push him off of the building you are inspecting 
he would fall to his death and everyone would think it was an accident. Is it appropriate 
for you to push your boss off of the building in order to get him out of your life?” 

“You are a member of a government legislature (…) deciding between two different policies 
(…) Policy A has a 90% chance of causing no deaths at all and has a 10% chance of causing 
1000 deaths. Policy B has a 92% chance of causing no deaths and an 8% chance of causing 
10,000 deaths. Is it appropriate for you to vote for Policy A over Policy B?” 

“Uma locomotiva descontrolada está a descer pelos carris na direção de cinco 
trabalhadores que serão mortos (…). Você está numa ponte pedonal sobre os carris 
(…). Perto de si, nesta ponte, está um estranho que por acaso é muito grande (…). É 
moralmente aceitável para si empurrar o estranho para os carris de forma a salvar os 
cinco trabalhadores?” 

“É um jovem arquitecto (…). O seu chefe é um indivíduo desprezível que torna toda a 
gente à volta dele miserável, (…) se você o empurrasse do edifício que estão a 
inspeccionar ele cairia, morreria e toda a gente pensaria que foi um acidente.  É 
moralmente aceitável para si empurrar o seu chefe do edifício para tirá-lo da sua vida?” 

“É um membro da Assembleia da República (…) está a decidir entre duas políticas (…) A 
política A tem uma hipótese de 90% de não causar mortes de todo e tem uma hipótese de 
10% de causar 1000 mortes. A política B tem uma hipótese de 92% de não causar mortes e 
uma hipótese de 8% de causar 10 000 mortes. É moralmente aceitável para si votar pela 
política A contra a política B?”  

Table 1 – Types of moral dilemmas, their definition and an example by type (in its original and translated form)  

Methods 

Set of stimuli to assess ToM - (Derntl et al., 2010) - 70 scenarios showing the social interaction 
of two persons (Figure 2) were presented. The face of one person was masked and 
participants should infer its corresponding emotional expression, by choosing one of two 
Facial Expression of Emotion (Goeleven et al., 2008). 

Results 
Moral Dilemmas 
The internal consistency, as measured by Chronbach’s alpha (α), was good for high-

conflict personal dilemmas (α=.84), unacceptable for low-conflict personal dilemmas 

(α=.14) and acceptable for impersonal dilemmas (α=.72).  

Significant differences were found between the Portuguese and original versions, for 

both high- and low-conflict personal dilemmas (Table 2).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Intentional/Accidental moral judgment: In this task the overall mean accuracy 

response was high (M=80%, SD=18%).  

 

Theory of Mind: In the ToM task the participants had an overall mean accuracy 

response of 88% (SD=5.5). 

Personal dilemmas Impersonal dilemmas 

High-conflict Low-conflict 
Portuguese Original 

Portuguese Original Portuguese Original 

Mean  

(SD) 

41 

(21.1) 

60.6 

(24.3) 

2  

(2.11) 

4.89 

(3.79) 

45  

(33.3) 

46.7  

(37) 

Mann-Whitney 

U test 
107.5 65.0 

p .039 .031 n.s. 

Table 2 - Percentage of utilitarian responses to the Portuguese and original version (Greene et al., 2008) of the moral dilemmas 

The results showed that the internal consistency of the Portuguese moral dilemmas 

was good for high-conflict personal dilemmas and acceptable for impersonal 

dilemmas, which suggests the reliability of these stimuli to assess moral judgment of 

the people in mainland Portugal. The very low internal consistency found for low-

conflict personal dilemmas reveals their very little meaningful variation. The 

differences from data obtained with the original English version may be attributable to 

a methodological improvement in our version, suggested by the dilemmas’ author 

(Greene et al., 2008), namely the increased focus of moral judgment.  

The high mean accuracy responses of the remaining tasks indicate that they are valid 

to assess moral judgment and ToM of the people in mainland Portugal.  

The present study revealed that the sets of stimulus tested are appropriate to study 

social neuroscience in the Portuguese population. 

Conclusion 
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What emotional expression is hidden behind the mask? 


