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ABSTRACT: This paper explores the use of moral heuristics within a 

large public sector organisation in the UK. Managers within the case study 

organisation were interviewed and directly observed over a four-year 

period, using a grounded theory methodology, to examine the ways in 

which they made decisions. Whereas the extant literature primarily 

focuses on hypothetical situations, this paper delves into the application 

of the heuristic in real-world situations. The results reveal widespread use 

of moral heuristics within the organisation, accompanied by a clear 

dichotomy between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ business units. Moral heuristics find 

extensive application in the former but encounter opposition in the latter. 

Consequently, the paper argues that managers in ‘soft’ work environments 

are more inclined to employ moral heuristics compared to their 

counterparts in other parts of the workplace. This study contributes to 

knowledge in three ways: proposing a new conceptualization of the moral 

heuristic, identifying instances of its use, and illustrating how it operates 

in real-world situations. The significance of this paper lies in its 

demonstration of how the heuristic is practically employed to make crucial, 

potentially life-changing decisions. 
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1. Introduction 
The field of decision-making, employing cognitive heuristics, has undergone extensive examination, 

with a burgeoning literature that identifies the moral logics and philosophies individuals utilise in 
decision-making processes[1–6]. A literature review reveals that some heuristics remain relatively under-
researched. Notably, moral heuristics have received comparatively little attention. Additionally, research 
in this area tends to concentrate on how individuals might behave in hypothetical situations, neglecting 
an adequate exploration of decision-making in real-world contexts[7,8]. While sporadic attempts have been 
made to connect theory with real-world examples[9], these endeavours often aim to simulate the real world 
rather than study it in situ. 

This paper addresses these concerns, thereby making a significant contribution to knowledge and 
paving the way for a new research domain. The study presented in this paper has importance as it relies 
on extensive empirical evidence to scrutinise the practical applications of moral heuristics in the real 
world. It distinguishes itself from prior research by delving into the actual decision-making process rather 
than assessing how decisions ‘should’ be made in hypothetical scenarios. 
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Focusing specifically on comprehending the process of moral decision-making in a public context, 
this study employs a grounded theory approach to unveil the inherent logic within the data, foregoing 
the traditional method of prompting respondents to choose from a predetermined set. Consequently, it 
refrains from providing an objective evaluation of decision quality and refrains from examining the extent 
of errors, if any, that might be intrinsic to the utilisation of moral heuristics. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Cognitive heuristics 

Cognitive heuristics have long been studied in a wide variety of contexts, ranging from how people 
bid for artworks[10] to decision-making by crowds[11]. Essentially, cognitive heuristics are general rules of 
thumb that tell decision-makers what aspects to pay attention to, what to ignore, and what strategy to 
take[12]. To quote a single example, Garb[13] argues that when making a diagnosis that a patient has 
schizophrenia, a clinician is likely to use a heuristic—a shortcut—because the patient can be compared 
to a typical patient with schizophrenia, or the typical symptoms of schizophrenia can be compared to the 
present case. This is more efficient than diagnosing all patients from ‘first principles’. 

In the 1970s, Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky identified the three heuristics that have 
underpinned subsequent research[14], namely anchor and adjustment, availability, and representative. 
More recent research has expanded the list, and it now includes several dozen heuristics ranging from 
the general, such as the affect heuristic[15], to the very specific, for instance, Apte and Hong’s[16] technical 
two-rule iteration, the recognition heuristic[17,18] and the take-the-best heuristi[19]. Many of these heuristics 
were prevalent in the case study organisation, but this paper focuses on moral heuristics because, as will 
be shown below, the findings of the study add considerably to knowledge. 

2.2. Moral heuristics 

Moral heuristics, as defined by Cosmides and Tooby[20], are “decision rules that generate intuitions 
about fairness and justice, punitiveness and approval, right and wrong.” Examples include principles like 
‘always keep your promise’[21] and ‘it is wrong to hurt some people for the benefit of others’[22]. Although 
the exploration of moral judgement traces back to Dewey[23], a significant portion of the literature stems 
from articles published in 2005 in the journal ‘Behavioural and Brain Sciences’. In these articles, Cass 
Sunstein contends that moral heuristics can sometimes misfire and lead to errors[24], sparking debate 
among other authors. Sunstein then concludes the discussion by responding to the issues raised during 
the debate[25]. 

The study of moral heuristics has gained prominence[26], with researchers investigating their 
application within legal contexts[27], the collapse of Lehman Brothers and the global financial crisis[28], 
medical settings[29], and individuals’ behaviour in conflict situations[30]. Intriguingly, Gigerenzer[17] posits 
little distinction between moral heuristics and other heuristics, arguing that they share the same 
fundamental building blocks. A considerable body of literature examines the nature of morality, and 
many sources have been proposed for moral heuristics. These include evolution[31]; social processes[32,33]; 
how the particular situation is framed[19]; national and religious cultures[34], or even the use of a foreign 
language[35]. A detailed discussion of morality is beyond the scope of this paper because the study is not 
concerned with examining the development of moral viewpoints or morality over time. Instead, the focus 
is on understanding how morality is used to make decisions—an overview of the debates and competing 
theories in relation to morality[36]. 



Applied Psychology Research 2023; 2(1): 510. 

3 

Much of the previous research has focused on the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of moral heuristics 
rather than the processes used when the heuristics are applied[7,21]. This paper addresses this by focusing 
on the underlying processes used by decision-makers. It has also been suggested that moral heuristics are 
different from other intuitive heuristics because the ‘classical’ heuristics of Kahneman and Tversky are 
based on ‘facts’ whereas moral heuristics are based on subjective viewpoints[37,38]. However, others 
disagree[39,40] and argue that the ‘classical’ heuristics are also prone to subjective factors. 

Moral heuristics are illustrated by Sunstein[24], who presents two related hypothetical scenarios 
(originally formulated by Thomson[41]), which are sometimes referred to as the ‘trolley versus footbridge’ 
problem. Sunstein[24] presents the following discussion: 

“The [...] trolley problem asks people to suppose that a runaway trolley is headed for five people, 
who will be killed if the trolley continues on its current course. The question is whether you would 
throw a switch that would move the trolley onto another set of tracks, killing one person rather than 
five. Most people would throw the switch.” 

“The [...] footbridge problem, is the same as that just given, but with one difference: the only way to 
save the five is to throw a stranger, now on a footbridge that spans the tracks, into the path of the 
trolley, killing that stranger but preventing the trolley from reaching the others. Most people will not 
kill the stranger. But what is the difference between the two cases?” 

This problem has been researched extensively[8,36], and studies show that people are less opposed to 
throwing the switch than to pushing a bystander onto the tracks. In general, the literature reflects people’s 
responses to hypothetical situations[8,23] such as the ‘trolley versus footbridge’ example. For instance, 
Bartels and Pizarro[7] studied 14 simulated moral dilemmas but did not consider the extent to which 
people might respond differently in real-life situations than they do in the laboratory. Indeed, Sunstein[24] 
recognises the drawbacks of research into hypothetical scenarios and suggests that moral heuristics would 
benefit from a practical study of real-life situations. More recently, Chorus[32] stressed the need to gain 
new insights into moral decision-making, something this paper directly addresses. 

One of the main debates in the heuristics literature has centred on the question of which principles 
best guide moral dilemmas[7], forcing people to decide between so-called utilitarian and deontological 
perspectives. Utilitarianism is concerned with taking action for the greater good[42], whereas deontology 
involves taking action out of a sense of duty[43]. In essence, a deontological approach describes a set of 
rules or principles that provide constraints on what kinds of actions are morally permissible, whereas 
utilitarianism argues that what is morally required is determined by one simple rule—whether or not an 
action brings about the greatest total well-being[6]. Indeed, Baron[44] states that the main feature of 
utilitarianism is ‘its focus on consequences’. This contrasts with the deontological view that the motives 
of the decision-maker, and not the consequences of the decision, determine the degree of rightness or 
wrongness of the decision[43,45]. 

Tobler et al.[46] provide an example of the two viewpoints: 

“Someone who employs the don’t kill rule can justify that rule on a utilitarian basis (such a rule 
brings about the most happiness), but also on a deontological basis (life has moral value and thus 
must be protected). In the first case, the rule is justified by referring to values that are themselves not 
moral (such as happiness); in the second case, the underlying values are themselves moral”. 

In support of the dual process of moral judgement, it has been shown that people with higher 
working memory capacity tend to be more likely to make utilitarian judgments[47]. Also, when the 
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response time or the cognitive resources are limited, utilitarian judgements are less likely[48,49]. Weber and 
Ancker[50] argue that moral heuristics are predicated on the adoption of a utilitarian position because they 
depend on a consensus of morally correct answers. Others disagree and suggest that the heuristics have 
a deontological basis because they are determined by cultural norms[36,51]. In fact, as Bartels and Pizarro[7] 
observe, in the ‘trolley versus footbridge problem’, most people dislike the idea of throwing a bystander 
onto the tracks, and therefore a utilitarian approach is effectively being rejected because ‘the greater good’ 
is being disregarded. Because the present study adopts a grounded theory methodology and seeks to 
understand the processes by which moral heuristics are used rather than their effectiveness, it remains 
neutral on this issue. 

Finally, the distinction between moral heuristics and moral principles is rather fuzzy[52]. This is not 
helped by the fact that ‘[most moral principles are] so vague that it is hard to know precisely what to do 
in a particular situation. How exactly does one love one’s neighbours?’[53]. It has, therefore, been argued 
that moral heuristics and moral principles are actually the same thing[54]. For instance, Bartsch and 
Wright[21] suggest that there is little difference between heuristics such as ‘punish, and do not reward, 
betrayals of trust’ and principles such as ‘do not knowingly cause human death’. Other authors disagree 
and regard the two as entirely separate, arguing that the key difference is that a principle is always true 
for a particular decision-maker, whereas a heuristic is dependent on the particular situation[25]. 

Table 1. Categories of moral heuristic[24]. 

Category Sub-Category Examples 

Morality and risk regulation 

Cost–benefit analysis 
A company decides whether or not to take certain safety precautions for its products and they 
undertake a cost-benefit analysis where measures could not be justified if they would cost 
$100 million and save only four lives. 

Emissions trading In a number of countries, polluters are typically given a license to pollute a certain amount, 
and the licenses can be traded on the market. 

Betrayals 
A betrayal of trust is likely to produce anger. If a security guard steals from his employer, 
people will be angrier than if the identical act is performed by someone in whom trust has not 
been reposed. 

Morality and punishment 

Pointless punishment Penalties should be a proportional response to the outrageousness of the act.  

Probability of detection To increase deterrence, the law might increase the severity of punishment or increase the 
likelihood of punishment. 

Playing God: Reproduction, nature, and sex 

n/a Consider human cloning. The ethical and legal issues here are extremely difficult and moral 
heuristics play a large role in judgments. 

Acts and omissions 

n/a 
Harmful acts are generally worse than harmful omissions. A murderer is typically more 
malicious than a bystander who refuses to come to the aid of someone who is drowning. The 
murderer wants his victim to die, whereas the bystander need have no such desire. 

Source: Adapted from Sunstein[24]. 

Sunstein[24] offers a four-fold categorization of moral heuristics, although it is interesting to note how 
his own thinking has changed over time. In 2003, he explores the hypothesis that some widely accepted 
rules of morality are heuristics, and outlines “several possibilities” for different types of heuristic[55]. By 
2005, he now treats these ‘possibilities’ as separate ‘categories’ of moral heuristic. Table 1 outlines 
Sunstein’s four categories of moral heuristics. This table also serves to provide illustrative examples of 
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how moral heuristics were viewed prior to our study, and it thereby helps to illustrate what is new in our 
research. 

These categories have yet to be fully researched in the literature. However, it should be stressed that 
Sunstein[24] himself states that this catalogue is meant to be illustrative rather than exhaustive. 

In Table 1, words such as ‘anger’ and ‘outrage’ make it clear that some of these ‘sub-heuristics’ relate 
to emotion. Indeed, Shah and Oppenheimer[15] have identified an ‘outrage heuristic’. For instance, when 
people seek punishment for a crime, one of the factors considered is the outrageousness of the crime. For 
instance, killing a baby may result in a longer prison sentence than killing an adult[15]. This is analogous 
to the ‘pointless punishment’ heuristic outlined in Table 1, and this means that the outrage heuristic is 
actually a moral heuristic. 

With this background, we aimed to raise similar debates with the managers within the organisation 
under study to explore the moral elements that they use for their decision-making. Having outlined the 
key literature, the following section outlines the study’s context and methodological framework. 

3. Study context 
This paper investigates the utilisation of moral heuristics within a significant city authority in the 

United Kingdom (UK). The organisational framework adheres to a recognised departmental structure, 
wherein each sector is overseen by a chief officer selected from the predominant profession within that 
department, such as a social worker, teacher, or housing officer. The organisational structure 
encompasses numerous ‘service delivery’ departments (e.g., health, planning, schools) and various 
central ‘core’ departments (e.g., finance, legal, chief executive) that do not directly engage in service 
provision[56]. While the organisation under examination designates these units as ‘business units’, it 
otherwise adheres to the aforementioned principles. The organisation employs a workforce exceeding 
5000 individuals, with 47 business units delivering services ranging from Bereavement to Highway 
Maintenance. 

The selection of this organisation for scrutiny was predicated on several considerations. Primarily, 
the recent accolade of a prestigious international award bestowed upon the organisation elevated the host 
city’s global standing and attracted substantial financial investment. This event precipitated alterations in 
the quantity and nature of decisions made throughout the council, presenting a unique opportunity for 
examination. Additionally, a significant organisational restructuring had recently transpired, and the 
managers pivotal to these decisions remained available and expressed willingness to engage in the 
research, providing insights into the restructuring’s impact on their respective service areas. Lastly, the 
organisation’s extensive scope and diverse services across numerous business units led the authors to 
anticipate a rich array of evidence conducive to supporting their research within various contexts. 

4. Methodology 

4.1. Grounded theory framework 

Given that the primary aim of this study is to investigate the moral judgements inherent in 
individuals’ decision-making processes, grounded theory was deemed an apt choice. Unlike approaches 
that begin with a pre-existing theory to validate or invalidate, grounded theory seeks to elucidate social 
processes by studying them in their natural settings. This inductive approach initiates with an exploration 
of a specific area of study, allowing themes to organically emerge[57]. Theory is not imposed but generated 
from the data itself[58]. The researcher collects and codes data, grouping them into categories, and 
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iteratively refines the emerging theory through comparisons with both data and existing literature, 
employing memo writing and theoretical coding[59]. The outcome of this rigorous, constant comparative 
analysis is a comprehensive, intricate theory[60]. Grounded theory does not yield explicit findings or facts; 
rather, it produces a set of well-developed concepts interconnected through statements of relationship, 
constituting an integrated framework capable of explaining or predicting phenomena[61]. 

A common critique of grounded theory is its purported lack of generalisability, but this criticism 
misconstrues the methodology’s purpose. Grounded theory does not assert generalisability; instead, it 
generates hypotheses for subsequent testing in future studies[61]. Criteria for evaluating the quality of a 
grounded theory encompass fit, workability, relevance, and modifiability[61]. Fit demands consistency 
between the theory and data, gauged by the alignment of theoretical concepts with the incidents or 
phenomena studied[60]. The meticulous use of grounded theory in this study inherently met the criterion 
of fit[60,61]. 

Workability necessitates that the analysis address the primary concerns of participants[62]. Extensive 
respondent validation ensured that the emerging theory accurately reflected underlying processes, 
mitigating the reliance on observational data that might be prone to misinterpretation. 

Relevance dictates that the research should be meaningful to participants[60]. The active engagement 
of managers guaranteed relevance, as they identified the issues pertinent to their context[63]. Moreover, 
the integration of empirical data and literature resulted in findings contributing new knowledge 
potentially applicable beyond the organisation under study, affirming the study’s relevance. 

Modifiability, the final criterion, asserts that a grounded theory must remain adaptable as 
circumstances evolve[64]. This inherent adaptability is facilitated by constant comparison, evident from 
the study’s outset, where evolving ideas and modifications to the theory occurred alongside the gathering 
of more data. This paper encourages ongoing modification of its theory through further research. Thus, 
this study demonstrates fit, workability, relevance, and modifiability, meeting Glaser’s criteria for 
validity[61,62]. 

4.2. Organisational sample, data collection and respondents 

Glaser repeatedly says that ‘all is data’[62,63]. Hence, any combination of data collection methods can 
be used[60], although the primary methods of data collection adopted in this research were observation 
and semi-structured interviews. Consequently, grounded theory methodological procedures were applied 
to all empirical data, including the literature[65,66], and not just to the interview data. 

In line with grounded theory methodology, the study started broadly and then narrowed its focus as 
the core category began to emerge[67]. Initially, the authors simply observed what was happening at 
meetings and in the normal day-to-day business of the organisation, and over time, this began to shape 
their thoughts. Over a four-year period, 93 managers were interviewed and directly observed to examine 
the ways in which they made decisions. A total of 513 decisions were examined, and moral heuristics 
were identified in 49 decisions. 

Notes were made at the time of the interviews/observations, or as soon as possible thereafter. These 
notes did not always include verbatim transcripts, but they did illustrate the general themes. Although 
Glaser[61] recommends against taking notes during interviews, it is frequently necessary to gather data 
from several people within a short period of time. Thus, notes had to be made at the time in order to 
ensure that key data were not forgotten or misremembered. Despite Glaser’s[61] objections, Lings and 
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Lundell[68] observe that note-taking is a common approach among grounded theory researchers, and this 
gave the authors some comfort that they were not completely diverging from recommended practice. 

4.3. Analysis 

There is a potentially significant problem with the chosen approach because it can be difficult to 
identify decision-making processes by observation since the same decision can potentially be obtained in 
several ways. The main issue is that the underlying cognitive processes cannot be directly observed[69], 
and must be inferred rather than discovered directly[70]. Therefore, in this study, heuristics were identified 
on the basis that they best described real-life decisions. It should be emphasised that, in accordance with 
grounded theory methodology, all inferences were subjected to rigorous scrutiny and discussed with the 
managers involved. This level of respondent validation, combined with close adherence to grounded 
theory methodology, ensured that the analysis reflected the views of the participants and not those of the 
author, and consequently produced an objective assessment. 

To quote a single example, there had been a national outcry about organs that had been taken from 
deceased children and had been retained against the knowledge of the families. The ‘culprits’ were a 
hospital and a university, and there was concern about how these organs should be treated. The issue had 
nothing whatsoever to do with the organisation under study, but it fell to the organisation as the burial 
and cremation authority to organise dignified and proper arrangements. The manager made a moral 
decision and justified his actions as follows: 

“I dedicated a plot of land in [one of the council’s cemeteries], organised the burial arrangements, 
and made sure that the service was dignified. I also made a moral sub-decision that the remains 
would be buried instead of being cremated, because I felt it was the right thing to do—just in case it 
was ever possible in the future to identify some of the remains, then they could be exhumed if 
necessary and handled in accordance with the families’ wishes. You couldn’t do that with cremation.” 

Some months later, the same situation arose again. However, this time there was a precedent, and 
the manager simply made the same decision again. 

“I made assumptions. The first time, I’d made a good decision—or at least, it was a good one from 
my point of view. I was happy with it. Morality wasn’t an issue this time. I’d already been there and 
done that. The second time was straightforward. Because the problem was the same, and because 
the actions worked the first time, I just made the assumption that they’d work second time too and 
did the same thing again.” 

In other words, the same decision was made twice, but using a different process on each occasion, 
it was possible to identify that the moral and representative heuristics had been used, respectively. 
Grounded theory laid bare the underlying processes, and this single example illustrates why it was an 
appropriate methodology to allow this study to meet its research objectives. 

5. Findings 
The use of moral heuristics was identified within 14 business units, while another 14 felt very clearly 

that moral decisions were ‘wrong’, and actively opposed their use. Figure 1 illustrates the spread of moral 
heuristics across the organisation. 
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Figure 1. Use of moral heuristics within the organization. 

The following section outlines the situations where moral heuristics were used, and typical examples 
are provided to illustrate how managers applied the heuristics in practice. This is followed by a 
consideration of the opposing viewpoint—when moral heuristics were not used—together with managers’ 
perception of why this was the case. 

5.1. Use of moral heuristics 

Moral heuristics were identified in 49 decisions. Seventeen of these (35%) were strategic decisions 
(i.e., decisions regarding the purpose and direction of an organisation), and the remainder (n = 32) were 
operational decisions (i.e., day-to-day decisions). A typical illustration of a strategic decision is outlined 
in the following example, which explores what might happen to excess heat arising from the cremation 
process. 

Within the UK, there is a legal requirement for crematoria to filter cremation gases to remove 
mercury and other harmful substances[71,72]. In the case study organisation, a heat conversion unit had 
been installed to reduce the heat from the cremation emissions from 1300 ℃ down to 200 ℃. Only then 
could the emissions be fed through the filtration equipment. The Bereavement Manager had to make a 
decision about what would happen to the ‘lost’ heat and explained his thinking thus: 

“I decided to recycle it and use it to heat the chapels. It was just a case of installing a heat exchange 
plate, and we’ve connected to the water from that and we reuse the heat. It only cost around five or 
six thousand [pounds] to put the equipment in place, but on a normal day’s operating at the 
crematorium, we can now provide enough heat to heat a leisure centre—swimming pool, central 
heating and water supply. That’s how much heat we can reuse—huge savings.” 

When he explained how he made this decision, it was clear that moral heuristics were key: 

“There are moral issues about recycling heat from cremations. Some would argue that we’re saving 
money from the dead, and that it’s gruesome. But there is another moral aspect too. We’re living in 
a green and environmental age. There’s a moral argument that we should be conserving energy and 
recycling whatever we can—other morality comes into play. Then there’s a third argument. If we 
could save this amount of money it would mean that we can keep our charges down. It could be 
argued that morally we shouldn’t charge the Earth for our services at a time when families are at 
their lowest ebb. You can’t reconcile all sides of the argument. I’ve tried. I’ve spent ages going over 
the arguments in my mind, and I can’t find a way to satisfy all extremes. So, I’ve done what I believe 
to be morally right.” 
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“I realise that this is one of those situations where there isn’t a ‘right answer’ and that plenty of 
people will disagree with me, and I’m expecting a lot of criticism. I can take that so long as I feel 
that it’s the right thing to do in my own mind.” 

The manager’s reliance on moral heuristics is evident in this example. This decision was taken after 
much reflection, after the manager had tried in vain to find an alternative solution. 

Operational decisions made using moral heuristics were more numerous. All related to the day-to-
day working of the organisation. They ranged from technical issues in post-mortems to taking children 
into care, but these were all different in nature and cannot easily be grouped together for illustrative 
purposes. In view of this, two examples are presented, and these are representative of all: 

“On a daily basis, we have to get kids interested in education. Because every child is different, what 
works for one won’t work for the next person. It’s all based on our own perspective of the family 
situation. Maybe the mum’s gone off the rails or had a breakdown. Maybe the child has got some 
medical need. We need to identify the need and do what seems right to us. In these situations, there’s 
no right or wrong answer, and we need to make a quick decision about what’s best for the child. 
Your own morality is all you’ve got to go on.” (Schools Safeguarding) 

“I’m only called in when there’s a crisis. Maybe there’s some family problem and I have to defuse it 
straight away. I’ve taken children to McDonalds. I’ve taken them go-carting. I’ve sent people to 
anger management courses. It all depends. I often don’t have any real evidence to back me up—I 
just have to do what I think is right.” (Family Support) 

Across the organisation, managers had similar views about the need for moral decision-making, as 
the following quotes illustrate: 

“We’re not in a business. We can’t say that we’ll stop making T-shirts and make something else 
instead. We can’t stop caring for vulnerable children because it costs too much.” (Youth Offending 
Service) 

“You can’t suddenly decide to stop your service just because of cost. You owe it to the family. You 
have a moral duty.” (Bereavement) 

This implies that moral decisions are underpinned by a deontological perspective: A sense of duty. 

5.2. Non-use of moral heuristics 

Despite the widespread use of moral heuristics, there were many parts of the organisation that 
opposed their use. Rules were there to be obeyed, and the right thing to do was to follow them—morality 
should not be an issue. Indeed, this study found that the same decision could be taken in different ways. 
Some business units took a moral stance, whereas others took another perspective. The following 
example, illustrated by quotes from several parts of the organisation, offers a clear illustration of this. 

Following the global financial crisis, the UK government imposed a series of austerity measures, one 
of which was a 28% reduction in the amount of government grant that was paid to the organisation under 
study over a three-year period. The result was a need to reduce staff numbers by approximately 2000 
posts. Some managers viewed this as a moral decision: 

“I had to balance two fundamentally conflicting priorities—the need to make savings against the 
need to protect front line services. I chose to protect existing staff and delete my vacant posts.” 
(Schools Safeguarding) 
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“This is a moral issue. My staff have been loyal to me over the years under difficult circumstances. 
Now they need me to look after them. I need to repay them. It’s the right thing to do.” (Corporate 
Parenting) 

“This was an ideal chance to get rid of the people I don’t like, and I’d have got away with it. People 
would have understood. But that was morally wrong. I had to protect my current staff as best I could. 
I deleted my vacant posts, got rid of overtime, supported early retirement for those who wanted to 
leave. I did everything I could because it was the right thing to do.” (Youth Offending Service) 

However, managers in other business units took the same decision (to protect current staff), but for 
very different reasons. For instance: 

“In reality, it’s hard to get rid of someone who’s not performing. I heard about x in Environmental 
Health who was suspended for gross misconduct, appealed and came back. So why bother going 
through all the hoops? It’s easier to get rid of vacancies.” (Planning) 

“It’s cheaper to keep your existing staff than trying to recruit new staff.” (Internal Audit) 

“If I lose my current staff then the corporate policy is that I’d lose the post. So, I’d rather keep some 
dodgy staff than lose the posts for good.” (Chief Exec Support) 

In other words, different parts of the organisation had different views of the same situation. This 
difference of opinion is even more starkly displayed in the following example. Procedure dictated that 
payment for cremations must be received 'up-front'; otherwise, the cremation could not proceed. One day, 
a large funeral arrived at a crematorium, but in this case, payment had not yet been made. This was the 
funeral of a six-year-old girl, and the family had begun to get angry and threatening when crematorium 
staff said they could not proceed. The Bereavement manager was called. He described what happened: 

“When I got there, all hell was about to break loose. The family were upset, and the delay was 
causing other funerals to back up and form a backlog down the driveway. I had no time. I had to 
make an instant decision.” 

“I took a moral decision. What was the right thing to do? I decided to cremate without payment. 
The right thing to do was to let the cremation proceed. The family had already suffered terribly. 
They’d lost their six-year-old child, and now here we were adding to their distress because of a 
procedure. I did what felt right. We could always chase the payment at a later stage. The situation 
cooled straight away, and the funeral passed off smoothly. Later, I got a lovely letter from the family 
thanking me for my decision and for the way I’d handled things. And we got the payment too.” 

However, not everyone was pleased: 

“When Internal Audit found out what I’d done, they had a different view, and I was disciplined.” 
(Bereavement Manager) 

“Yes, we disciplined the Bereavement manager]. Procedures are there for a reason. They’re there to 
protect individuals as well as the council. What would have happened if it had gone wrong? We’d 
have had no comeback if the family had decided not to pay. The decision cost the council a few 
hundred pounds, and there was no guarantee that we’d get our money back. Now we’ve set a 
precedent. If this family can get away without paying, how can we possibly enforce it for other 
funerals? The right thing to do was to follow procedure.” (Internal Audit) 

Each party was convinced that they had acted properly: 
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“This decision cost the council money. We spent taxpayers’ money so that [the Bereavement 
manager] could sleep at night.” (Internal Audit) 

“I stand by my decision. It was the right thing to do. I’d do the same thing again.” (Bereavement 
Manager) 

There are many similar examples, but in all cases, participants were quite certain that their decisions 
were not based on their emotional responses. Respondents recognised that certain situations are likely to 
generate strong emotions on the part of the decision-maker, but they were adamant that these did not 
directly influence their decisions. For instance: 

“Emotional decisions are different. If I am dealing with a paedophile, I have a certain emotional 
response. A revulsion, and maybe even a hatred of the perpetrator. I can’t respond based on my 
emotions—in fact I am trained to ignore my emotions. My emotions bring to mind my morals, and 
I use those as a sort of shortcut to guide me as to what I think is right or wrong in a given situation. 
I just do what I think is right. Maybe the right thing to do is to help the paedophile—it goes against 
every emotion I possess, but it might still be the right thing to do.” (Adult Social Care) 

Despite the variety of decisions for which the moral heuristic was used, a surprising degree of 
commonality was found, and it was possible to develop a single flow chart that process-maps the cognitive 
processes that managers adopt when using moral heuristics. Figure 2 is the result of respondent validation 
and is the product of several iterations. 

 
Figure 2. Process used in the application of moral heuristics. 
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Managers felt that the essential difference between instant and reflective decisions comes in the 
‘understand situation’ box. 

“This box is where you decide how bad or how urgent the situation is” (Youth Offending), “whether 
you need to sort out a life-and-limb situation” (Adult Social Care), or “whether you’ve got time to 
reflect and weigh things up” (Environmental Health). “Once you get past that stage, the rest of the 
chart is the same for instant decisions and for more thought-out decisions.” (Play Service) 

Therefore, managers were satisfied that there was no need for a separate flow chart to reflect the 
different degrees of urgency. Although the flow chart illustrates the processes involved, it was clear from 
our analysis that moral decisions are not straightforward and that the ‘right answer’ may depend on one’s 
point of view. An interesting question, therefore, is whether the differing views on moral decision-making 
map onto different parts of the organisation; this is explored further below. 

6. Discussion 

6.1. ‘Soft’ and ‘hard’ business units in the context of moral heuristics 

This study examined 513 decisions, with forty-nine of these decisions using moral heuristics. As 
stated above, Figure 1 illustrates which parts of the organisation used moral heuristics and which did not. 
These can be thought of as ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ business units, respectively. ‘Soft’ business units “require tact 
and diplomacy” (Secondary Schools) and focus on “situations where there’s no right answer…only 
opinion” (Primary Schools). They deal with vulnerable groups such as bereaved families (Bereavement), 
adults or children in care (e.g., Adult Social Care; Schools Safeguarding), and people on low incomes 
(e.g., Corporate Parenting). They, therefore, contrast with procedurally-based—or ‘hard’—business units. 
Some of these services are “obviously hard” and deal with regulatory matters such as the law (Legal 
Services), compliance with procedures (e.g., Internal Audit), and budgetary control (Corporate Finance). 
Here, the emphasis is on “fact and logic [rather than] personal interaction with vulnerable people” 
(Internal Audit). Managers in these units were very clear that moral heuristics had no place in their 
decision-making. One manager even stated that “moral decisions are wrong. Full stop” (Internal Audit). 
Other business units are ‘less obviously hard’, such as Planning, Parking, and Trading Standards, but 
they viewed themselves as falling into the ‘hard’ category. 

An analogy might be made with ‘hard’ and 'soft’ problems or systems. A hard problem is structured 
and has a clear answer; whereas a soft problem is unstructured and has no clear answer[73,74]. Similarly, 
in hard systems approaches, such as Structured Systems Analysis and Design Methodology (SSADM), 
firm and structured techniques and procedures are used to provide unambiguous solutions to clearly 
defined problems[75]. In soft systems approaches, such as Soft Systems Methodology (SSM), a range of 
approaches are available as appropriate, and these may be comparatively unstructured and less rigid[73]. 
It should be noted that SSM is often considered to apply only to soft systems, but its originator (Peter 
Checkland) argues that it is a framework that can be used for both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ problems[73,76]. A 
detailed discussion of systems theory (including SSADM and SSM) is outside the scope of this paper. 

However, there are parallels between the present study and hard/soft problems and systems. In the 
organisation under study, 'soft’ departments deal largely with issues such as “personal feelings and 
emotion” (Youth Offending Service) where “there is no single answer that is always correct” (Youth and 
Play Service) (i.e., soft problems), whereas ‘hard’ departments deal largely with “matters of fact” 
(Corporate Performance) that “have a right answer” (Corporate Procurement) (i.e., hard problems). 
Similarly, ‘soft’ departments have to deal with “new problems there and then on the spot” (Bereavement) 
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to find “an answer that satisfies [the manager’s] own moral feelings” (Family Support) (i.e., soft systems); 
whereas ‘hard’ departments can work through problems “logically using formulas and equations” 
(Corporate Finance) and can automate much of the process “using computers to get the right answer” 
(Corporate Finance) (i.e., hard systems). 

Sinnott-Armstrong et al.[33] and Brännmark[77] suggest that once people have formed their own moral 
heuristics, they tend to stick with them and are reluctant to vary them. However, this does not explain 
the difference of opinion, and this study suggests that there may be a deeper source for the disparity. ‘Soft’ 
business units are ‘close’ to day-to-day decisions that have direct impacts on vulnerable people. The 
situation facing the decision-maker is fluid and may be changing in front of them, as was the case in the 
examples above. ‘Hard’ business units generally operate at a greater distance from the decision. They are 
not exposed to the immediacy of the situation, and they can respond once the situation has resolved itself. 
In the example above, the Bereavement Manager was operating in the “heat of the moment” and was 
faced with the need to make a rapid decision, whereas Internal Audit only became involved some days 
after the event and could take time to reflect and weigh up potential implications and consequences. The 
importance of the ‘distance from the decision’, echoes aspects of the literature. For instance, the directness 
of the intervention in the ‘trolley vs. footbridge’ problem presented above has been suggested as a reason 
why people are less opposed to throwing the switch than pushing a bystander onto the track[38]. Therefore, 
in addition to providing new knowledge, this study also supports previous research into moral heuristics. 

6.2. Towards a new conceptualisation of the moral heuristic 

Within the organisation under study, there are a number of very specific moral heuristics in use, 
such as “put the needs of the children first” (Primary Schools; Schools Safeguarding; Secondary Schools), 
“do not take any action that will put staff at risk” (Community Safety), and “treat people as you would 
like to be treated yourself” (Bereavement). These are broadly similar to moral heuristics identified above 
in the literature, such as “avoid and punish betrayals of trust”[78]. However, within the literature, other 
heuristics have generalised definitions. For instance, the linear compensatory heuristic has a number of 
variants, including weighted and unweighted, but still has a single definition[79], and the definition of the 
availability heuristic does not identify everything that is recalled to mind; only that decisions are made 
on the basis of how readily things come to mind[80]. In other words, other heuristics have been generalised 
(e.g., ‘the’ availability heuristic, ‘the’ representative heuristic), and moral heuristics in the literature are 
very specific. To aid the development of our new theory of moral heuristics, this study therefore sought 
to establish whether a single, more conceptual, general definition could be derived that encompassed the 
multiple ‘specific’ moral heuristics—‘the’ moral heuristic. 

Managers were asked how they would define moral heuristics. In this way, any definition arising 
out of this study would be grounded in the data. Exactly the same words were used by several managers: 
“it’s the right thing to do” (Bereavement; Community Safety; Play Service; Youth Offending). At first 
glance, this appears to be simply ‘just another moral heuristic’ similar to those above, but upon closer 
inspection, it is actually an all-encompassing heuristic that includes the ‘specific heuristics’. Managers 
agreed, noting that “this definition covers all the others” (Family Support), and therefore “you don’t need 
all the specific definitions” (Environmental Health). 

However, as Internal Audit stated, “everyone sets out to do the right thing. Nobody sets out to make 
a bad decision." Therefore, although ‘doing the right thing’ reflected the views of many, it was inadequate 
by itself as a definition. It was therefore necessary to revisit the definition to see if it could be refined. 
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After discussions with eleven managers from ‘soft’ business units, the following definition was agreed to 
accurately capture their views: 

A new definition of the moral heuristic: The moral heuristic can be defined as taking a decision on 
the basis of what the decision-maker believes to be morally right. 

The implication of this is that this paper argues that there is ‘the’ moral heuristic and not ‘a’ moral 
heuristic, and that the ‘specific’ moral heuristics are merely applications of this higher, more conceptual 
version. Having developed this idea, moral heuristics in the literature were revisited, and it was clear that 
the definition neatly encompassed heuristics such as “people should not be permitted to engage in moral 
wrongdoing for a fee”[24], “always keep your promise”[21], and “it is wrong to hurt some people for the 
benefit of others”[23]. Indeed, the more the authors looked, the more the literature ‘slotted into’ this 
definition, and it therefore began to seem to be increasingly correct. But not all managers were satisfied—
particularly those in ‘hard’ business units. As one observed, “everyone’s moral position is different” (Risk 
Management). However, this paper does not seek to defend or justify moral decisions; it only aims to 
identify and explain the processes used. This paper therefore encourages future researchers to empirically 
test this new definition and the idea of ‘the’ moral heuristic and to refine the definition considering their 
findings. 

7. Conclusion and contributions 
This paper has systematically investigated the application of moral heuristics within a sizable public 

sector organisation in the UK. While existing academic literature has identified hypothetical scenarios 
where moral heuristics might be employed, our study contributes significantly by showcasing their real-
world application in making consequential decisions, potentially impacting lives. Notably, these 
heuristics manifest prominently in ‘soft’ organisational sectors, whereas ‘hard’ segments view them with 
scepticism, with some outright opposing their utilisation on the grounds of moral objection. 

As a key contribution, we have formulated a novel theory of moral heuristics, encapsulated in three 
crucial dimensions. Firstly, we present a refined definition that elevates the moral heuristic to a 
conceptual level akin to other heuristics, asserting that decisions are made based on the decision-maker’s 
perception of moral rightness. This crystallises into a singular version, denoted as ‘the’ moral heuristic. 
Secondly, in contrast to prior studies, which predominantly explored moral heuristics from a hypothetical 
standpoint, our research delves into their practical application. Notably, a discernible discrepancy 
surfaces between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ business units, as illustrated in Figure 1, delineating instances of moral 
heuristic utilization. Thirdly, we offer a comprehensive process map (Figure 2) elucidating the cognitive 
components of the heuristic, explicating its application in our study. This not only sheds light on the 
practical application within our research but also provides a framework for further exploration, both 
empirically and in the existing literature. This process map builds upon similar cognitive maps we have 
already developed for the conjunctive, EBA, and WADD heuristics[81] and it therefore adds to the wider 
corpus of heuristics knowledge beyond the specific context of this paper. 

While the presented evidence in this paper is compelling and derives from a comprehensive four-
year study, it is imperative to acknowledge the organisational specificity inherent in this exploration. The 
emphasis on the significance of workplace dynamics prompts consideration for future research 
endeavours. This paper establishes a novel domain of inquiry, and subsequent studies could extend their 
focus to other large organisations, diverse global contexts beyond the UK, or situations likely to elicit 
divergent responses from ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ service providers. The potential avenues for exploration are 



Applied Psychology Research 2023; 2(1): 510. 

15 

substantial, and the authors eagerly anticipate engaging in ongoing scholarly discourse on this emerging 
topic. 
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