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Abstract 

This study explores how efforts to raise social harm awareness (e.g. social safety campaigns) 

influence the perception of psychological harm and subsequent moral judgments, and how 

empathetic concern (EC) may influence this relationship. Psychological harm, often less explicit 

than physical harm, requires inferring the thoughts and feelings of victims. As the societal 

understanding of harm broadens to encompass more subtle, psychological phenomena, 

organizations increasingly make efforts to raise awareness for social safety, e.g. by launching 

campaigns under this banner. Social safety campaigns aim at defining and denouncing 

potentially harmful behaviors, thereby perhaps priming individuals to perceive greater harm in 

ambiguous situations. We conducted an online vignette-based experiment to explore this claim. 

We predicted that individuals would rate ambiguous, potentially harmful vignettes as more 

harmful and morally wrong if being exposed to a social safety campaign prior. Further, we 

expected empathetic concern (EC) to moderate this effect, since EC plays an important role in 

seeing “invisible” psychological harm and making moral judgments. Findings were largely not 

statistically significant; however, significant correlations between harm perception and moral 

judgment as well as an effect of the social safety campaign on increased moral disapproval of a 

subtle case of sexual harassment (p = .03) were found. 

Keywords: harm salience, moral judgment, empathetic concern, vignette-based 

experiment, empathy-focused interventions 
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Seeing Invisible Harm:  

The Impact of Harm Salience & Empathetic Concern on Moral Judgment  

Have you ever told a white lie, that did not hurt anybody? Or perhaps you have lied to 

avoid hurting someone's feelings? Would you consider such lies to be immoral? While many 

agree that lying is fundamentally wrong, our moral judgment often hinges on the extent of harm 

a lie causes. This principle applies to many moral issues, where arguments frequently center 

around the harm inflicted on a victim. When harm is obvious, moral judgment is often 

straightforward. For instance, a person who kicks a dog is clearly acting immorally. However, 

when harm is less evident, moral judgments become more complex. During the 2016 elections, 

for example, an incident at a US university sparked heated debate. Unknown individuals sprayed 

the slogan "Trump 2016" on campus walls. While some students viewed this as an act of 

violence and demanded severe consequences for the perpetrators, others considered the slogan 

harmless (Haidt & Haslam, 2016). This is just one example of how differing perceptions of harm 

drive moral divides. More and more debates arise, for example, over language and terminology, 

comments about persons’ physical appearance, or satirical depictions of religious figures, with 

arguments centered on the potential for certain groups to feel hurt. 

Different people perceive different situations as differently harmful. The more apparent 

the harm in a situation, the more morally reprehensible it becomes, wherefore differences in 

harm perception fundamentally shape moral disagreement (Gray & Kubin, 2024). While obvious 

physical harm is fairly evident, subtle forms of harm are more ambiguous. Harm-related 

concepts are increasingly understood to not only encompass blatant, physical harm, but also 

more nuanced forms of psychological harm (Haslam et al., 2020). Psychological harm is often 

less explicit than physical harm, leaving room for subjective evaluations. It can therefore be 
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considered “invisible harm”, because psychological wounds arise in the minds of the victims and 

are difficult for outsiders to grasp. To better understand moral divides, we must explore the 

factors that cause people to perceive harm differently in such ambiguous cases.  

Although many factors contribute to harm perception, our study focuses on two elements. 

We examine social safety campaigns as a tool to increase the salience of harm in ambiguous 

situations. Such campaigns are one of many measures that are increasingly implemented by 

organizations to raise awareness for the potential harmfulness of everyday interactions. 

Additionally, we investigate the role of empathetic concern (EC), which describes an increased 

awareness of others' suffering (Wispé, 1991) and, therefore, attunes individuals to detect 

“invisible” psychological harm. Our study aims to enhance the current literature on harm and 

morality by investigating how institutional efforts to raise harm awareness, along with individual 

differences in sensitivity to harm, influence moral judgments. 

Theoretical Foundation 

Harm, Norms & Morality 

First, we need to establish why changes in harm salience impact moral judgments. An 

extensive body of literature argues that an act is seen as immoral if it causes counter-normative 

harm to a victim (Schein & Gray, 2018). According to Gray & Kubin (2024), an evolutionary 

perspective provides clues as to why harm and morality are so closely linked. According to them, 

it is human nature to be afraid of being victimized. In this context, a victim is an innocent agent 

who is unjustly harmed by an aggressor (Gray & Kubin, 2024). According to Boehm (1982), 

morality has the evolutionary function to reduce group conflict by encouraging cooperation and 

sanctioning aggressive, harmful or antisocial behaviors. Those include but are not limited to 

direct harm (i.e. pain and suffering). Moral Foundations Theory (MFT; Graham et al., 2013) 
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identifies five different domains of threat that morality has evolved to denounce: direct harm, 

unfairness, disobedience, disloyalty and impurity. Gray & Kubin (2024) argue that these “moral 

concerns” universally revolve around the infliction of harm, whether it be upon individuals or the 

collective welfare of a group. However, harm is deemed immoral only when occurring counter-

normative, i.e. when a victim is unjustly harmed without any group norms to justify it (Gray & 

Kubin, 2024). Norms are, therefore, essential cultural frameworks that help us to make moral 

judgments and assess the harmfulness of an act.  

According to the Theory of Dyadic Morality (TDM; Schein & Gray, 2018), the 

relationship between harm and morality is bidirectional. Simply put, we perceive immoral acts as 

harmful, and harmful acts as immoral. This interaction creates a feedback loop, termed the 

“dyadic loop”, where moral disapproval and the perception of harm constantly reinforce each 

other. From this we derive the assumption for our study, that the more obvious harm is in a 

situation, the more it is morally condemned. However, the subjective nature of psychological 

harm makes harm assessments ambiguous. 

Psychological Harm and Social Safety 

Harm extends beyond the physical realm, encompassing psychological and emotional 

dimensions. According to Nick Haslam (2016), over the past decades, the psychological concept 

of harm has undergone a gradual semantic expansion, beyond its predominantly physical 

connotation. Scholars identify two dimensions of harm-concept creep: vertical concept creep 

refers to the phenomenon of lowering the threshold of what constitutes harm gradually, to 

encompass less severe phenomena. Horizontal concept creep describes the conceptual 

broadening of the harm notion to include quantitively more phenomena (Haslam et al., 2020). 

Thus, verbal, non-physical interactions are nowadays increasingly ascribed the potential to be 
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psychologically harmful. However, psychological harm is often less explicit, as observers must 

infer the thoughts and feelings of a victim (Yoo & Smetana, 2019). Hence, the question of what 

constitutes harm is increasingly a matter of subjective interpretation rather than “externally 

verifiable, tangible” criteria (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2023, p. 1). While advocates emphasize the 

potential of expanded harm concepts to make previously overlooked, subtle aggression visible, 

critical voices express their concerns about an inflation and dilution of the harm notion and the 

consequent potential for conflict in moralized debates (Haidt & Haslam, 2016). 

Regardless of whether this process is viewed positively or negatively, changing the 

definition of harm has tangible effects on societies. Ian Hacking (2007) claims, that once a 

concept is defined, it becomes real and is perceived as such. An example of this is the 

implementation of social safety policies. As non-physical social interactions are increasingly 

recognized as potentially harmful, institutions react by implementing guidelines addressing 

corresponding behaviors. A buzzword gaining increasing traction in this context is "social 

safety," which refers to the idea of creating safe environments by minimizing psychological 

stressors that potentially harm individuals (Slavich, 2020).  

The University of Rotterdam, for example, states on its website: “Social safety means 

that we treat each other with respect and do not harass, discriminate or intimidate each other. It 

means that we do not tolerate transgressive behavior” (University of Rotterdam, 2024). One 

way in which organizations communicate the importance of this issue is by campaigning. To 

quote the University of Amsterdam, the university’s most recent social safety campaign aims at 

“raising awareness of, and helping to recognize and name undesirable behavior, for and by 

everyone in the organization” (University of Amsterdam, 2024). Our University in Groningen 

has also launched the “Just Ask” campaign that is “intended to contribute to the continued 
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strengthening of an open and safe culture within the UG” (University of Groningen, 2023). 

Social Safety Campaigns are, hence, one of many measures taken by organizations to navigate an 

increasingly subjective understanding of harm. 

Increasing Harm Salience through Social Safety Campaigns 

There are several studies that allow us to anticipate that social safety campaigns increase 

the salience of psychological harm in ambiguous scenarios. Specifically, Bleske-Rechek et al. 

(2023) have demonstrated in a study on verbal microaggressions how brief informational texts 

about the potential harm elicited by others’ words led participants to perceive ambiguous 

sentences like "That's different from what you usually wear" as more harmful. With regard to the 

US terror alert system, it has also been shown that the increased salience of potential threat 

results in negative affective responses in anticipation of harm (McDermott & Zimbardo, 2006). 

Similar claims about increased harm sensitivity have been extensively made about trigger 

warnings. For example, Filipovic (2014) argued in The Guardian that the growing use of trigger 

warnings at universities, intended to mentally prepare students before seeing distressing content, 

might backfire. Instead of safeguarding students, it could make them overly fragile and ill-

prepared for the real world, where upsetting events often occur without any warning signs 

(Filipovic, 2014). However, among the scientific community, such statements remain strongly 

disputed (Bridgland et al., 2023). 

Further, we argue that social safety campaigns potentially increase the harmfulness of 

acts by framing them as immoral. Following the logic of TDM (Schein & Gray, 2018), counter-

normative acts are perceived as immoral and thus harmful. Injunctive social norms can be 

understood as implicit rules of how socially acceptable certain behaviors are. If these norms do 

not provide justification for a specific harmful behavior, it is perceived as immoral (Warner et 
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al., 2022). This explains why a man knocking another unconscious on the street is seen as 

immoral, but not when it happens in a boxing ring in front of spectators. Evidence suggests that 

campaigns effectively shift injunctive social norms, tackling harmful behaviors such as tobacco 

use (Lahiri et al., 2021), unsafe sexual practices (Kesterton & Cabral De Mello, 2010) or risky 

driving behavior (Liu et al., 2022). While most research in the field is concerned with direct, 

physical harm, recent pilot studies also address non-physical harm, for example, campaigns 

tackling injunctive norms regarding women's public and political participation in Burundi, 

Rwanda, Somalia, and Sudan (Kakal et al., 2020). Based on the aforementioned examples of 

social safety campaigns (Amsterdam, 2024; Groningen, 2023; Rotterdam, 2024), we argue that 

by naming and speaking out against undesirable behaviors, social safety campaigns define 

injunctive social norms within organizations. As a result, counter-normative behavior is framed 

as immoral and, thus, perceived as more harmful (Schein & Gray, 2018). 

The final reason we anticipate that social safety campaigns increase the salience of harm 

is their agenda-setting function in defining what is considered harmful. By calling upon 

recipients to identify and name undesirable and harmful behaviors (Amsterdam, 2024; 

Groningen, 2023; Rotterdam, 2024), we argue that they have the potential to broaden recipients’ 

concepts of harm. As Haslam et al. (2020) claim, concept creep can, in part, be understood as a 

motivated process. The term “expansion agents” refers to deliberate actors fueling concept 

inflation to amplify the perceived seriousness of and moral responses to social issues (Haslam et 

al., 2020). Campaign slogans can act as expansion agents by defining what is to be understood as 

harmful (e.g. “Words can hurt”), therefore, morally relevant. 

Empathetic Concern as a Moral Force 

In the preceding paragraphs, we have established the close link between harm and moral 
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disapproval. However, we have also found that psychological harm is not always equally 

obvious to everyone, but instead depends on subjective interpretation. We consequently argue 

that a fundamental prerequisite for moral judgment lies in the capacity and motivation to detect 

others’ suffering – in other words to empathize. This is especially relevant with regard to 

psychological harm, as it requires inferences about feelings and thoughts of a victim (Yoo & 

Smetana, 2019). The inner world of others is inaccessible to us; we can never fully grasp their 

feelings or the extent of their suffering. Philosophers have coined the term “The problem of the 

other mind” to describe this fundamental human deficit (Gray & Kubin, 2024).  

Empathy, conversely, can be “understood as the primary epistemic means for gaining 

knowledge of other minds” (Stueber, 2019, p. 03); i.e. the psychological mechanism that allows 

us to draw conclusions about others’ subjective experience. Psychologist Edward Titchener 

coined the term "empathy" as a translation of the German word “einfühlen” (“feeling into”), 

referring to the experience of congruent emotions of one's counterpart and responding to the 

others’ possible distress (Slote, 2003). Although empathy has been extensively shown to be 

related to prosocial behavior (Decety & Cowell, 2014), the connection to moral judgment is not 

as straight forward. Instead, one facet of empathy seems to be involved in judgments about moral 

transgressions: “sympathy”.  

In his Moral Philosophy, 18th century Enlightener David Hume operates with the term 

sympathy to describe a “heightened awareness of the suffering of another person as something 

that needs to be alleviated” (Wispé, 1991, p.68). More than a mere “feeling into”, Hume's 

sympathy manifests itself in the acknowledgement of suffering and the desire to alleviate it 

(Stueber, 2019). Hume’s notion of sympathy may be best reflected in the modern day concept of 

“Empathetic Concern” (EC), a subscale in Davis' (1983) “Interpersonal Reactivity Index” (IRI). 
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Empathetic Concern has been found to be related to increased moral judgments about 

psychological harm (Ball et al., 2017) and to moderate the effect of harm-salience on moral 

judgments (Yoo & Smetana, 2019). According to previous research, individuals with high EC 

perceive more harm and make stronger moral judgments, even when harm salience is low (Ball 

et al., 2017; Yoo & Smetana, 2019). We suspect that, in our study too, individual differences in 

EC may moderate the effect of increased harm salience on the perception of harm and moral 

disapproval of ambiguous scenarios. The effect of the social safety campaign should therefore be 

particularly strong for low EC individuals, as high EC would lead participants to perceive more 

harm and moral wrongness in ambiguous scenarios also without being exposed to a campaign. 

We argue that this can be explained by a heightened harm awareness of high EC individuals. 

Several studies suggest why this might be. 

First of all, high EC individuals tend to hold broader concepts of harm (Haslam et al., 

2020). Although Haslam et al. (2020) understand concept creep as a universal phenomenon, 

Bleske-Rechek and colleagues' (2023) study on verbal microaggressions suggests between-

subject variation in concept breadth. Haslam et al. (2020) further assume that, universally, 

concept creep is driven by an increase in harm-based morality in Western cultures, indicating 

that individuals who strongly endorse the moral foundation of harm (Graham et al., 2013) adopt 

broader concepts of harm more readily (McGrath et al., 2019). McGrath et al. (2019) further find 

endorsement of harm-based morality to be strongly associated with high levels of EC. This 

brings us to the conclusion, that high EC individuals tend to hold more inclusive concepts of 

what is considered harmful. 

Resulting from broader concepts of harm, we secondly argue that high EC individuals are 

more aware of the potential harmfulness of social interactions, as they classify more behaviors as 
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being harmful overall. Consequently, the dyadic loop (Schein & Gray, 2018) causes them to 

morally disapprove of a broader array of interactions. The expanded perception of harm and the 

moral condemnation of a wider range of behaviors, driven by harm-based morality, then 

manifests itself in corresponding norms of social interactions upheld by individuals with strong 

empathetic concern (Quissell, 2022).  

Present Study 

In this study, we aim at exploring the effect of harm salience and individual differences in 

empathetic concern on harm perception and moral disapproval of ambiguous psychological 

harm. Harm salience is, in this study, manipulated by exposure to a social safety campaign. We 

anticipate finding the following effects: 

Hypothesis 1: Exposure to a social safety campaign will increase the perceived 

harmfulness and moral disapproval of ambiguous, potentially harmful social interactions.  

Hypothesis 2: The effect of the social safety campaign on harm perception and moral 

disapproval will be moderated by individual differences in empathetic concern, as perceived 

harmfulness and moral disapproval will be generally higher in high EC individuals that are not 

exposed to a social safety campaign. 

Methods 

Participants & Procedure 

 To test our two hypotheses, we conducted an online vignette-based experiments with one 

experimental condition and a control group. The idea was to expose subjects to ambiguous 

situations that potentially entailed psychological harm. We aimed to determine how harmful and 

morally reprehensible participants find these situations either with or without being exposed to a 

social safety campaign. The campaign was designed to increase the salience of harm in the 

ambiguous vignettes. Additionally, we measured individual differences in empathetic concern to 
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understand how these differences might moderate the effect of harm salience on harm perception 

and moral judgment. 

Before conducting our experiment, we designed the fictional social safety campaign and 

the ambiguous vignettes (discussed in more detail below). Our study was then approved by the 

ethics committee of the University of Groningen, and we started to recruit participants. We 

recruited participants through our personal networks, for example on platforms like LinkedIn and 

WhatsApp. Additionally, we recruited a sample on Prolific. In total, we recruited 227 

participants, of which 51 were excluded in a preparatory cleaning due to unfinished answers or 

withdrawal of consent. The final sample used in the analysis consisted of 161 participants, after 

excluding another 15 participants for missing attention checks. Out of these, 78 (48.4%) were 

women, 81 (50,3%) men and 2 (1.2%) preferred not to identify themselves. Participants’ mean 

age was 30.02 with a standard deviation of 12.50. Participants were randomly assigned to either 

the control group (n=84) or experimental condition (n=77). The sample consisted mainly of 

employees (40.4%) and students (31.1%). Another 23% were both, a student and an employee. 

The survey was administered via an online form on Qualtrics, with answers collected in English. 

Ambiguous Harm Vignettes: WhatsApp Chats 

All participants (n = 161) were exposed to two harm-related vignettes (Figure 1). We 

developed two vignettes detailing potentially harmful, non-physical social interactions at the 

workplace. The vignettes were designed as WhatsApp chats to increase ecological validity, as we 

can assume that most participants regularly use some form of instant messaging. WhatsApp is a 

very popular message exchange platform, and it was very likely that the participants are familiar 

with it. The chat format allowed participants to immerse themselves in the situation from a first-

person perspective, reading the messages as if they were the alleged victim. Also, by using two 
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different scenarios we intended to cover different types of psychological harm. The first vignette 

(groupchat vignette) depicted a potential case of bullying, while the second chat (outfit vignette) 

suggested a form of verbal sexual harassment. Topics such as (in)appropriate compliments from 

colleagues and social exclusion were intended to touch upon themes that participants are very 

likely to have experienced either themselves or peers at some point in their lives.  

Several components have been incorporated into the vignettes to optimize ambiguity. 

Firstly, the vignettes were designed in a way that leaves room for interpretation. For instance, no 

emojis were used that could give hints about the emotions of the alleged perpetrators and 

victims. Also, because the vignettes were chats, participants were not able to read body language 

and facial expressions. This way participants are required to rate intent and tone from text alone. 

Moreover, gender-neutral names were used in both vignettes to lessen the effect of gender bias 

on the participants’ responses and to simplify the study’s design. Furthermore, the vignettes have 

been designed in a way that the harm is not overly explicit. For example, in the vignette that 

describes a team allegedly excluding or bullying one team member, the exclusion could be 

perceived as either innocent or as deliberate exclusion. The design of our ambiguous vignettes 

was inspired by Dakin and colleagues (2023).  

Figure 1 

Vignette 1: Groupchat 
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Vignette 2: Outfit 

 

Harm Salience Manipulation: Social Safety Campaign 

Only the experimental group (n = 77) saw a fictional social safety campaign before 

reading the chats. This served to increase the harm salience for this group, i.e. to point out the 

potential harmfulness of social interactions and to emphasize that the fictitious organization is 

committed to social safety. This fictional social safety campaign consisted of four different 

posters (Figure 2). A short introductory text invited participants to take a close look at the posters 

and imagine that the campaign had been launched by their organization or institution. The 

posters were designed in the typical square format of Instagram posts, as the social media 

platform is a realistic channel that institutions use to spread social safety campaigns. Both the 

layout and the content of the fictitious campaign were inspired by the "Just Ask" poster 

campaign launched by the University of Groningen in April 2023 (University of Groningen, 

2023). The slogans stand out in white lettering against a red background, which gives them a 

warning appearance at first glance. The aim of the campaign is to make people aware of the 

potential harm that may arise from social interactions ("Words can hurt"; “Didn’t mean it?”) and 

to define organizational norms of behavior ("Stand firm, speak out"; “Don’t ignore the 

signals”).   
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The two posters pointing out the potential harm of social interactions contain speech 

bubbles with examples of interactions that can be hurtful even without malicious intent. This 

makes it clear to the recipient which ambiguous forms of harmful behavior the campaign is 

targeting. The key message here is that harm can result from verbal interactions and that the 

assessment of this harm is in the eye of the beholder and does not depend on bad intentions. The 

other two posters entail standards of behavior and direct calls to action. They point the 

individual's responsibility to recognize and address inappropriate behavior out.  

Figure 2 

Harm Salience Manipulation: Social Safety Campaign 

 

Measures 

Harmfulness 

After reading each vignette, respondents were asked how much harm they thought the 

alleged victim experienced by rating it on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ‘no harm at all’ 

to 7 ‘a great deal of harm’. This measure was based on Dakin and colleagues (2023). 

Moral Disapproval 

After each vignette, participants’ moral disapproval of the acts was measured. Moral 

disapproval was measured using a three-item scale for moral outrage derived from Skitka, 

Bauman, & Mullen (2004). The reasoning behind using a moral outrage scale was to increase 

internal validity of the measure. Instead of only asking participants about the moral wrongness of 
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an act, the three-item measure for moral outrage also encompasses emotions related to moral 

disapproval, such as anger. Respondents were asked to reflect on the team’s or person’s behavior 

displayed in the text messages by indicating the extent to which they agreed with three 

statements on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’ An 

example for one item is “(Name’s) actions make me angry”. We found very good reliability for 

or moral outrage measure (group chat vignette: α = .87; outfit vignette: α = .95). See Appendix A 

for a list of all three items. 

Empathetic Concern 

Participants’ trait empathetic concern was measured using the 7-item subscale 

“Empathetic Concern” of the “Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI)” (Davis, 1983). Participants’ 

responses to 7 items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 

‘strongly agree’. One item was for example “I often have tender feelings for people less 

fortunate than me”. Reliability of the scale was very good (α=0.80). See Appendix B for a list of 

all 7 items. 

Demographics 

Demographic measures included the gender, age, employment status, work experience in 

years, and political orientation of participants. Demographical data was collected, but not 

considered in the analysis. 

Results 

 In Table 1, overall descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) and correlations 

for empathetic concern (EC), perceived harmfulness (Harm) and moral disapproval (Moral) can 

be found. This shows that the means of harmfulness and moral disapproval in both vignettes are 

slightly higher in the experimental condition than in the control group. Furthermore, the 
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significant correlations between the dependent variables are striking. Results are presented for 

both vignettes (group & outfit) separately. 

Table 1 

 

Hypothesis 1: Impact of Harm Salience on Harm Perception and Moral Disapproval 

First, we investigated whether the group that saw the social safety campaign (n = 77) 

found the two vignettes more harmful and more morally reprehensible than the control group (n 

= 84). For that, we assumed equal variances of the group means after consulting Levene’s Test 

for Equality of Variances (Table 2). We then conducted an independent samples t-test to 

determine whether the group means differed statistically significantly (Table 2). Below, we 

present the results separately for the group chat vignette and the outfit vignette. 

Groupchat Vignette 
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For the groupchat vignette, we found no support for our first hypothesis (Table 2). This 

means that the participants who were primed with the social safety campaign did not find the 

behavior depicted in the vignette significantly more harmful or more morally reprehensible. 

Outfit Vignette 

For the outfit vignette, we found no significant difference between the group means for 

the harmfulness of the behavior. However, the participants who saw the social safety campaign 

found the depicted behavior significantly more morally reprehensible (Table 2). Therefore, our 

first hypothesis was partly supported for the outfit vignette. 

Table 2 

 

Hypothesis 2: Interaction of Experimental Condition with Empathetic Concern 

To explore the predicted interaction effect, we conducted a moderated regression with 

Process Macro (Hayes, 2013). We analyzed the dependent variables harmfulness and moral 

disapproval for the groupchat and outfit vignette separately. To do this, we inserted the 

dependent variables one after the other as Y and the experimental condition (social safety vs. 

control) as X in the process macro plug-in. We selected empathetic concern (EC) as the 
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moderating variable W in each case. The program then provided us with 4 interaction models of 

the form Y = X x W x Int(X x W). We will present the models individually, divided by vignette 

and dependent variable. 

Groupchat Vignette 

 As shown in Table 3, the interaction model does not explain any differences in how 

harmful participants found the behavior depicted in the group chat vignette. The interaction of 

the experimental condition with empathetic concern is not significant. Furthermore, Table 4 

shows that the interaction model also does not explain the differences in moral disapproval of the 

behavior in the groupchat vignette. Here too, the interaction of the condition with EC is not 

significant. 

Outfit Vignette 

 Tables 5 and 6 show that the interaction model does not significantly account for 

different ratings of harmfulness and moral disapproval for the behavior depicted in the outfit 

vignette. For both dependent variables, the interaction between condition and EC is not 

significant. 

Table 3 

 

Table 4 
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Table 5 

 

Table 6 

 

Thus, we conclude for both vignettes that the effect of the condition on neither dependent 

variable was significantly moderated by EC. In other words, how empathetically concerned the 

participants were did not affect how strongly the campaign influenced their ratings of 

harmfulness and moral disapproval. This contradicts our hypothesis that the effect of the harm 
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salience condition would be particularly strong for low EC individuals. 

General Discussion 

Thinking back to the incident at the US university that was mentioned in the beginning of 

this paper, we recall that some students interpreted the slogan “Trump 2016” to be an act of 

violence, while others judged it harmless (Haidt & Haslam, 2016). Our study aimed at exploring 

factors that contribute to such differences in harm perception when the amount of harm cannot 

be objectively quantified but must be subjectively interpreted. For instance, consider the 

WhatsApp vignettes in our study: determining whether and to what extent a victim is harmed in 

those virtual conversations is ambiguous. Exploring the factors that are linked to differences in 

harm perception is relevant to understand moral divides, as we theorized that moral judgments 

are fundamentally driven by harm. We predicted that social safety campaigns would increase 

harm perception and moral disapproval by highlighting harm (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2023) and 

broadening harm concepts (Haslam et al., 2020). Moreover, we suggested an interaction with 

empathetic concern because EC is related to an endorsement of harm-based morality (Schein & 

Gray, 2018), broader concepts of harm (Haslam et al., 2020) and has been previously shown to 

moderate the effect of harm salience on moral judgment (Ball et al., 2017; Yoo & Smetana, 

2019). 

Although we expected our hypotheses to apply equally to both vignettes, we analyzed 

them separately. Unlike hypothesized, we found different results for the vignettes. While for the 

groupchat vignette the groups did not differ in either ratings of harmfulness or moral disapproval 

of the depicted behaviors, we found a significant difference between group means for moral 

disapproval in the outfit vignette. However, contrary to our hypothesis, this did not apply to the 

harmfulness of the outfit vignette. Our theory assumes a close conceptual link between harm and 
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morality, with TDM even claiming harm to be the fundamental basis of moral judgment (Schein 

& Gray, 2018). This link was also supported by moderate to strong correlations between the 

dependent variables in our results. We were, therefore, surprised by the fact that only moral 

judgment turned out to differ significantly.   

Furthermore, we expected empathetic concern to moderate the effect of harm salience on 

harm perception and moral judgment, as we hypothesize that EC plays a crucial role in 

recognizing the suffering of others. Based on this, we assumed that high EC individuals feel 

more harm and moral disapproval even without being explicitly made aware of the harm by a 

campaign. This hypothesis was not supported by our results, as we did not find a significant 

interaction of the experimental condition with EC for either of the two vignettes or any of the 

dependent variables. Despite some surprising and predominantly statistically non-significant 

results, this study still invites some theoretical implications and recommendation for future 

research. 

Theoretical Implications 

 Firstly, the fact that we found a significant effect only for the outfit vignette contradicted 

our theory that the social safety campaign would make the harm in both vignettes equally salient. 

In retrospect, however, we realized that we had unintentionally designed the campaign in such a 

way that it was particularly well-tailored to the outfit vignette. The outfit vignette suggests a 

subtle form of sexual harassment and the campaign includes statements as “Zero tolerance for 

harassment” and “Silence supports harassment” (Figure 2). Social exclusion as depicted in the 

groupchat vignette is not explicitly mentioned in the campaign. We consequently conclude that 

thematic overlap between campaign and vignette is a relevant factor to consider in the design. 

This means that to effectively highlight the harm in a vignette, the experimental manipulation 
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should directly relate to the specific form of harm depicted in the vignette. Our hypothesis that a 

manipulation pointing to harm in general would be sufficient to increase harm salience, 

therefore, maybe too simplistic. This leads to a significant theoretical implication for future 

studies that aim to increase harm salience through experimental manipulation (e.g. social safety 

campaigns): it is crucial to ensure that the manipulation aligns with the specific type of harm 

being examined. 

 Secondly, we predicted that both moral disapproval and perceived harmfulness would be 

significantly higher in the social safety group, based on Schein and Gray's (2018) theory that 

moral judgment is based on harm perception. Accordingly, a significant effect for moral 

disapproval should only occur in conjunction with a significant effect for harm. However, we 

were surprised to find a significant effect only in moral disapproval of the outfit vignette. If our 

results accurately reflect true effects and are not due to methodological artifacts, they challenge 

the claim made by TDM that harm is the prerequisite for moral judgment. This, in turn, supports 

scholars who argue that immorality is not necessarily linked to harm. MFT (Graham et al., 

2013), for example, distinguishes five foundations of morality, of which “harm” is only one 

domain. This means that in this "pluralistic view," moral disapproval can also arise from the 

violation of any of the other four moral foundations: unfairness, disobedience, disloyalty, or 

impurity. Although Gray & Kubin, (2024) argue that all five foundations proposed by Moral 

Foundations Theory (MFT) can be traced back to harm, MFT understands them to be 

independent foundations. Thus, TDM and MFT present conflicting perspectives. TDM asserts 

that moral judgment is always linked to harm (Schein & Gray, 2018), with the five moral 

foundations representing different facets of harm. From this perspective, “disobedience” is 

harmful to the structure of a group, and since the evolutionary role of morality is to reduce group 
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conflict, it denounces this form of harm. In contrast, MFT proposes that the moral foundations 

are independent concepts, and that moral disapproval is not necessarily linked to harm. 

Therefore, according to MFT, there can be "harmless wrongs"; e.g. consensual incest that is 

immoral due to impurity but does not directly harm anyone. If, in the case of the outfit vignette, 

only moral disapproval significantly increased, it would support MFT's claims, suggesting that 

the cause of moral judgment might be something other than harm. However, we found moderate 

to high correlations between our dependent variables for both vignettes, which we understand as 

support for the claim that harmfulness and moral disapproval increase together. Since perceived 

harm of the outfit vignette is bordering statistical significance (p=.07), the results could be as 

well attributed to lacking power due to sample size.   

Thirdly, we argue for a link between the predominantly unsignificant results of our first 

hypothesis and the considerations of our second hypothesis. We hypothesized that individuals 

with high empathetic concern would perceive the vignettes as more harmful and morally wrong 

even without being exposed to the campaign. We accordingly expected the effect of the 

campaign to be especially pronounced for low EC participants. Our data, however, suggests 

generally high levels of empathetic concern in our sample, with a mean of 3.9 on a 5-point Likert 

scale. Only 5 participants scored lower than 3, while 84 individuals had EC scores of 4 or above. 

Considering our second hypothesis and the predominantly high levels of empathetic concern, we 

argue that our results are not necessarily contradicting our theoretical foundation. Eventually, 

significant effects could be found with the design that we used, if only participants had lower 

EC. Perhaps this underrepresentation of individuals with low EC accounts for the non-

significance of the tested interaction. However, it remains counterintuitive that EC seems to be 

not or only weakly correlated to our dependent variables. This raises the question of whether our 
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measure for EC reflects how empathetically concerned our participants really are. We discuss the 

potential for social desirability bias due to self-report measures in more detail in the limitations 

section. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 The first limitation of our study is that we did not have the capacity to pretest our 

vignettes and the social safety campaign. We designed them based on face value, inspired by 

ambiguous harm vignettes used by Dakin et al. (2023) and the “Just Ask” campaign launched by 

the RUG (University of Groningen, 2023). Hence, before gathering data, we did not know if our 

manipulations of harm salience and ambiguous psychological harm would work. For future 

replications of this study, we therefore strongly advise to pre-test the vignettes and harm-salience 

manipulations. It would be conceivable to design many vignettes and then group them according 

to their pre-tested harmfulness. This would allow for a design with different levels of harm 

contained in the vignettes. Furthermore, these vignettes should then also describe a wider range 

of situations. We acknowledge that the present study only covers two examples of non-physical, 

potentially harmful interactions. As Haslam and colleagues’ (2020) discussions of concept-creep 

suggest, the harm-related concepts affected by concept creep are manifold, and depending on 

own experience or gender, different situations can be perceived as more or less harmful (Schein 

& Gray, 2018). For example, we suggest testing vignettes that describe subtle cases of racial 

discrimination, sexism or fat shaming.  

Secondly, both of our examples of potentially harmful interactions were presented as instant 

messenger chats. Although this helped controlling for the influence of appearance, gender or 

other characteristics of the actors, the format also has disadvantages. An extensive body of 

research proposes that computer-mediated communication (CMC) is less suitable for conveying 
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feelings and attitudes than face-to-face communication, as non-verbal cues are filtered out 

(Venter, 2019). This also means that different prerequisites and mechanisms might be decisive 

for empathy in digital communication compared to face-to-face communication (Collins et al., 

2024). The perception of a situation could, therefore, be greatly altered if participants were to 

watch a video instead of reading text messages.  

Thirdly, one decisive factor remains open in the design of our vignettes: the intention of the 

perpetrator. The dyadic offender-victim relationship of TDM (Schein & Gray, 2018) assumes an 

intentional perpetrator, and previous research has shown that intentional harm is more strongly 

associated with moral disapproval than unintentional harm (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2023; Yoo & 

Smetana, 2019). It is not clear from our vignettes whether the perpetrators act intentionally, and 

we did not ask participants how they assess the intention. However, this could significantly 

influence the evaluation of harmfulness and thus also moral judgment. Future studies could 

compare vignettes in which the harm is intentional with unintentional vignettes to further explore 

this point, or measure participants assumptions of intent. 

Another important limitation of our research is that we used a self-report measure to capture 

individual difference in empathetic concern. Self-report measures can be subject to biases, such 

as the social desirability bias. Since empathy is generally seen as a socially desirable trait, 

individuals could be drawn to overstating their own concern for others’ well-being. In practice, 

this means that the high levels of EC found in our sample could reflect true characteristics of our 

participants or a general trend to overreport own EC.  

However, if we assume that the high levels of EC are not influenced by social desirability 

bias but accurate, then the consistently high EC levels in our samples reveal another limitation. 

The predicted interaction effect suggests that the effect of the campaign would be particularly 
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pronounced in low EC individuals. Since low EC is largely underrepresented in our sample, 

future research should specifically target this population. This could also shed light on whether 

harm awareness interventions (e.g. social safety campaigns) basically serve to increase 

empathetic concern and are therefore particularly suitable for low EC populations. This argument 

is echoed by scholars who advocate empathy and compassion focused interventions to strengthen 

safety and cooperation in global crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic (Grant et al., 2022). We 

see great potential in empathy-based interventions and consider empathetic concern to be a 

powerful force in not only recognizing harm but wanting to do alleviate it. Consequently, it 

would be interesting to link not only harm perception and moral judgment, but also behavioral 

intentions such as helping or political activism to EC in future research. 

Conclusion 

As we have explored in this paper, the concept of harm is evolving, with growing 

awareness of non-physical forms of harm permeating institutions and organizations. We argued 

that increased awareness might lead to greater sensitivity towards harm, which we regard as a 

positive trend of growing empathetic concern in modern society. However, a subjective 

understanding of harm can also foster moral disagreements and deepen societal divides. Thus, 

creating safe spaces should not only morally condemn harm but also promote tolerance and 

respectful coexistence amidst differing perceptions of harm. Balancing empathy with respect for 

diverse viewpoints is crucial for fostering a genuinely safe society. 
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Appendix A 

Items Moral Outrage Scale 

1. (Name’s) actions make me angry. 

2. (Name’s) actions are morally wrong. 

3. (Name’s) actions upset me. 

adapted from Skitka, Bauman, & Mullen (2004) 

Appendix B 

Items Empathetic Concern (EC) 

1. I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me. 

2. Sometimes I don’t feel very sorry for other people when they are having problems.  

3. When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them. 

4. Other people’s misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal. 

5. When I see someone being treated unfairly, I sometimes don’t feel very much pity for 

them.  

6. I am often quite touched by things that I see happen. 

7. I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person. 

derived from Davis (1983) 

 

 

 


