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THE SIDE-EFFECT EFFECT

Agent S brings about foreseen helpful or harmful side effects.

Q. Did the agent intentionally bring about the side effects?
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Agent S brings about foreseen helpful or harmful side effects.

Q. Did the agent intentionally bring about the side effects?

Side effect

Harmful Intentional

Helpful Not intentional



THE EPISTEMIC SIDE-EFFECT EFFECT

Agent S brings about foreseen helpful or harmful side effects.

Q. Did the agent believe/know that he would bring about the side effects?



THE EPISTEMIC SIDE-EFFECT EFFECT

Agent S brings about foreknown helpful or harmful side effects.

Q. Did the agent believe/know that he would bring about the side effects?

Side effect

Harmful Very likely 
believed/knew

Helpful Less likely 
believed/knew



Standard research on the phenomena usually focus on two categorical data points:

Attributions of (intentionality, belief, knowledge, reasonableness, etc.)

good/helpful/norm-conforming Bad/harmful/norm-violating



Binary explanandum, binary explanans



BINARY STRUCTURE

Scenario

Harmful side 
effect

Presence of 
feature X Intentional

Helpful side 
effect

Absence of 
feature X Not intentional



Binary explanandum, binary explanans



A challenge: What if the data points studied so far are but a special case of much
broader, graded phenomena? (García Olier & Kneer, in prep.)



AN EXPERIMENT

§ Attributions of intentionality and knowledge across a range of different
outcomes: very bad, somewhat bad, neutral, somewhat good, and very good side
effects.

§ Interest in the correlation between perceived goodness and badness of outcome
on intentionality and knowledge.



N = 400 (228 F)

r = .496, p <.001

r = -.158, p =.019



N = 400 (228 F)

r = .363, p <.001

r = .085, p <.210



The side-effect effect on intentionality and knowledge seems to be of graded nature.



QUESTION: Is the norm effect on causal attributions also a graded phenomenon?



NORMS AND CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS

§ Norms, both prescriptive and descriptive, influence ordinary causal attributions
of the type “X caused Y” (cf. Knobe and Fraser, 2008; Hitchcock and Knobe 2009;
Sytsma et al. 2012; Kominsky et al. 2015; Icard et al. 2017)



NORMS AND CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS

§ Norms, both prescriptive and statistical, influence ordinary causal attributions of
the type “X caused Y” (cf. Knobe and Fraser, 2008; Hitchcock and Knobe 2009;
Sytsma et al. 2012; Kominsky et al., 2015; Phillips et al., 2015; Icard et al. 2017)

§ The norm effect on causal attributions.



COMPUTER SCENARIO

John and Robert work for the same company. Unfortunately, the central computer of the
company has recently become unstable, so that if two people log into the computer at
the same time, it crashes.

Reuter et al. (2014)
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COMPUTER SCENARIO

John and Robert work for the same company. Unfortunately, the central computer of the
company has recently become unstable, so that if two people log into the computer at
the same time, it crashes.

NO NORM CONDITION: [-]

NORM CONDITION: The company now forbids John from logging into the central
computer.

John and Robert both log into the central computer at the exact same time. Immediately,
the central computer crashes.



Q. Did John cause the computer to crash? (1 – completely disagree; 7 
– completely agree)  



THE NORM EFFECT

Action or event

Norm-violating Causal

Norm-conforming Not (or less) 
causal



Account References Explanans

Pragmatics view Samland & Waldmann (2016) Conversational implicatures

Counterfactual views
Hitchcock & Knobe (2009), Kominsky et. al.
(2015), Phillips et al. (2015), Icard et. al
(2017), Quillien (2020)

Counterfactual reasoning

Responsibility view Systma et al (2012), Systma (2020, 2021) Responsibility ascriptions

Bias view Alicke (1992, 2000),Alicke et. al (2011) Blame ascriptions



THE RESPONSIBILITY VIEW

Action (or 
omission)

Norm-violating Responsible 
agent Causal

Norm-
conforming

Not responsible 
agent Not causal

(cf. Systma et. al. 2012; Systma, 2020)



THE BIAS VIEW

Action (or 
omission)

Norm-violating Blameworthy 
agent Causal

Norm-
conforming Blameless agent Not causal

(cf. Alicke, 1992; Alicke, 2000; Alicke, Rose & Bloom 2011; Rose 2017)



BINARY STRUCTURE (?)

Action (or 
omission)

Norm-violating Presence of 
feature X Causal

Norm-
conforming

Absence of 
feature X Not causal



However…

1. Causal judgments —the dependent variable— seem to be graded and that norms
impact the degree of causality people attribute to actions (cf. Hitchcock & Knobe, 2009;
Halpern & Hitchcock, 2015; Sprenger, 2018; O’Neill et al., 2022).



However…

1. Causal judgments —the dependent variable— seem to be graded and that norms
impact the degree of causality people attribute to actions (cf. Hitchcock & Knobe, 2009;
Halpern & Hitchcock, 2015; Sprenger, 2018; O’Neill et al., 2022).

2. Prescriptive norms —the independent variable— can also be thought of as coming
in degrees.



Malle, B. (2020)



Malle, B. (2020)



EXPERIMENT I

§ In a between subjects design, participants were presented with a version of a
COMPUTER vignette.

§ They were randomly assigned to either a no norm, a somwehat strong norm or a
strong norm condition.

§ Norm strength as defined by strictness.



NO NORM: 

John and Robert work for the same company. Unfortunately, the central computer of the 
company has recently become unstable, so that if two people log into the computer at the 
same time, it crashes.



SOMEWHAT STRONG (STRICT) NORM: 

John and Robert work for the same company. Unfortunately, the central computer of the 
company has recently become unstable, so that if two people log into the computer at the 
same time, it crashes.
The company now discourages John from logging into the central computer. He should not 
log in if possible.



STRONG (STRICT) NORM: 

John and Robert work for the same company. Unfortunately, the central computer of the 
company has recently become unstable, so that if two people log into the computer at the 
same time, it crashes.
The company now strictly forbids John from logging into the central computer. He should not 
log in no matter what.



John and Robert both log into the computer at the exact same time. The central computer 
crashes.

Q. To what extent do you agree or disagree  (1 = completely disagree; 7 = completely agree)
with the following statement:

“John caused the central computer to crash.” 





(r =.643, p < .001)



EXPERIMENT 2

§ In a between subjects design, participants were presented with a version of a
KITCHEN vignette.

§ They were randomly assigned to either a no norm, a somwehat strong norm or a
strong norm condition.

§ Norm strength as defined by explicitness.





(r =.467, p < .001)



EXPERIMENT 3

§ In a between subjects design, participants were presented with a version of a
KITCHEN vignette.

§ They were randomly assigned to either a no norm condition, a somewhat strong
norm condition or a strong norm condition.

§ Norm strength as defined by severity of associated punishment.



§ Causality on 
punishment:

(r =.293, p < .001)

§ Causality on 
norm strength:

(r =.463, p < .001)



DISCUSSION

§ A graded phenomenon: causal attributions are influenced by the degree of strength of a 
norm violated, be that in terms of strictness, explicitness, or associated punishment. 

§ Challenge to standard research on the norm effect and the explanations drawn thereof.

§ But… there is hope for many explanations:

Turn to gradable features



EXPERIMENT 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Causality Blame Responsibil ity Norm str ictness Norm violation

no norm somewhat strict norm very strict norm

Attributions of causality, blame, and responsibility (all ps < .001, all ds > 0.63).





CONCLUSION

§ The effect of normative considerations on mental states and causality attributions seems to 
be graded.

§ Binary structured accounts, according to which intentionality, knowledge, and causality are 
ascribed in virtue of the presence or absence of a binary feature are at best incomplete.



CONCLUSION

§ The effect of normative considerations on mental states and causality attributions seems to 
be graded.

§ Binary structured accounts, according to which intentionality, knowledge, and causality are 
ascribed in virtue of the presence or absence of a binary feature are at best incomplete.

§ Again, THERE IS HOPE!
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