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Issue
Language is the primary mode of expressing our moral opinions 
- after all, people talk about what they think is good and bad all 
the time. 

Q What is the time-course and nature of processing 
moral transgressions in language?

In previous EEG work, Van Berkum et al. (2009) compared strict 
Christian to non-Christian elderly men while they were reading 
attitude-survey statements that clashed with participants’ moral 
values (e.g. “I think euthanasia is an acceptable / unacceptable 
choice”). They reported:
• an early positivity indicating the rapid involvement of the 
valuation system. 
• a small N400-effect, suggesting that value-inconsistent 
statements interfere with the analysis of meaning. 
• a late positive potential (LPP) specific to  recruiting additional 
processing resources typically elicited by emotionally engaging 
stimuli. 

Goals
• To determine whether the tri-phasic response previously found 
could be replicated in non-Christian liberal students. Moreover, to 
see whether the value-induced N400-effect was similar to a 
typical N400-effect. 
• And more interestingly, personality traits related to empathy 
and ideology might influence the way we deal with language that 
opposes our moral values. For example, the personality trait 
dogmatism is linked to the organization of values. But also 
perspective taking might influence the judgment of moral 
transgressions. These personality traits could explain individual 
differences in our moral survey task.

Materials and Design
Dutch non-Christian liberal participants (30 students, 22 female) 
read sentences and had to give their opinion in the Moral Survey 
task and a truth-value judgment in the World-Knowledge 
Violation task. 

After the EEG experiment participants filled out several 
questionnaires: Dogmatism scale, Verbal Agression, 
Interpersonal Reactivity Index, NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism scale.

# of trialsMoral Survey Task
Experimental
I think euthanasia is an acceptable choice. 90
I think euthanasia is an unacceptable choice. 90
Control
I think it is acceptable to consider euthanasia. 90
I think it is unacceptable to consider euthanasia. 90
World-Knowledge Violation Task
Each year computers become faster and smaller. 90
Each year computers become slower and smaller. 90
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When participants read morally loaded statements and have to evaluate 
the issue at the critical word an LPP suggests that their value system 
becomes engaged, in contrast to control statements where no evaluation 
at the critical word can be made.

Statements that clash with the participants’ moral values elicit a stronger 
positivity than statements that are consistent with their moral values. 
This replicates the positive effects of Van Berkum et al. (2009). While the 
value-induced N400-effect was not replicated, we did observe a 
N400-effect in the World-Knowledge Violation task.

The positive effect to morally objectionable statements was mainly 
present in participants who scored high on perspective taking. People 
who are more inclined to take other people’s perspective possibly realize 
that the perspective of statements that clash with their values is 
unpleasant. The sustained LPP could be seen as an indication of 
ideological annoyance or a response to a moral outgroup.

Conclusion- LPP for experimental vs. control trials.
- For unacceptable vs. acceptable we replicated the positive effects.
-  Failure to replicate the value-induced N400-effect. However, the 
World-Knowledge task showed a clear N400-effect.

Overall Results

Experimental: acceptable    Control: acceptable
Experimental: unacceptable   Control: unacceptable
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Low Perspective Taking Group

- LPP for experimental vs. control trials.
- No differentiation for unacceptable and acceptable moral statements.
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High Perspective Taking Group

- LPP for experimental vs. control trials.
- In addition, a stronger positivity for unacceptable vs. acceptable 
moral statements.
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Correlations with other Personality Traits
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