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Sammanfattning  
 

The identifiability effect - the human tendency to help identified victims to a greater extent than unidentified - has 

been proved of being an important aspect of moral judgment. However, the endowment effect - the human tendency 

to overestimate our properties - is unexplored within this area, such as the impact of identifiability on the endowment 

effect. For the purpose of examining the impact of identifiability and endowment on moral dilemmas, an experiment 

with 192 participants was conducted, using a charity scenario concerning African children, framed as a trolley 

dilemma. The results showed that a majority of the participants choose to maximize the number of children saved. No 

significant effects of identifiability or endowment were found. The main conclusion of the study was that the 

dilemma affected men and women differently. Women felt stronger feelings of sympathy, were less confident in 

choosing and perceived the choice more difficult than men. 
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Abstract 

The identifiability effect - the human tendency to help identified victims to 

a greater extent than unidentified - has been proved of being an important aspect 

of moral judgment. However, the endowment effect - the human tendency to 

overestimate our properties - is unexplored within this area, such as the impact 

of identifiability on the endowment effect. For the purpose of examining the 

impact of identifiability and endowment on moral dilemmas, an experiment with 

192 participants was conducted, using a charity scenario concerning African 

children, framed as a trolley dilemma. The results showed that a majority of the 

participants chose to maximize the number of children saved. No significant 

effects of identifiability or endowment were found. The main conclusion of the 

study was that the dilemma affected men and women differently. Women felt 

stronger feelings of sympathy, were less confident in choosing and perceived the 

choice more difficult than men. 

 

  



 

 

Sammanfattning 

Effekten av identifierbarhet – människors tendens att hjälpa identifierade 

offer i högre grad än oidentifierade - har i tidigare forskning bevisats vara en 

viktig aspekt inom beslutsfattande vid moraliska dilemman. Endowment-

effekten – människors tendens att övervärdera sina egendomar - är dock 

outforskad inom forskningsområdet moraliska beslut, så som identifierbarhetens 

inverkan på endowment-effekten. I syfte att undersöka effekterna av 

identifierbarhet och endowment inom moraliska dilemman, genomfördes ett 

experiment med 192 deltagare, i vilket ett välgörenhets-scenario innehållande 

afrikanska barn, utformat som ett trolley-dilemma, användes. Resultatet visade 

att majoriteten väljer att maximera antalet räddade barn. Inga signifikanta 

effekter av identifierbarhet eller endowment kunde konstateras. Den viktigaste 

slutsatsen av studien var skillnaderna mellan män och kvinnor beträffande deras 

upplevda känslor av säkerhet, svårighet och sympati som det moraliska 

dilemmat skapade. Kvinnor kände starkare sympati för barnen, var mindre säkra 

i sina val och upplevde dilemmat svårare att fatta beslut om än män.  
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The impact of identifiability and the endowment effect on 

health care rationing moral dilemmas 

The dominant approach in moral decision making has been focusing on the 

notion that moral judgments are products of conscious reasoning (Dworkin, 

1998; Kaplow & Shavell, 2002; Kohlberg, 1981; Korsgaard, 1996; Piaget, 1932, 

1965). An alternative perspective is the theory that some of our moral judgments 

are intuitive, and the result of unconscious psychological processes. Further, 

emotions are considered to constitute an important component of the intuition 

perspective. Several neuroimaging studies as well as patient studies have 

established the importance of emotional areas of the brain in directing specific 

parts of moral intuitions (Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & Cohen, 

2001; Greene & Haidt, 2002; Berthoz, Armony, Blair, & Dolan, 2002; Moll, 

Oliveira-Souza, Bramai, & Grafman, 2002; Damasio, 1994).  

One important emotional aspect within previous research of moral 

judgment has been the identifiability effect. The identifiability concerns the 

degree to which an individual is identified, with picture, name and additional 

personal data. The fact that human decision making within the charity area is 

affected by the level of identifiability of the victim is well documented (Jenni & 

Loewenstein, 1997; Kogut & Ritov, 2005a; Small & Loewenstein, 2003).  

Another emotionally oriented factor proven to influence human decision 

making is the endowment effect (Burson, Faro, & Rottenstreich, 2011; 

Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990, 1991; Kahneman & Tversky, 2000), 

originally introduced by Richard Thaler in 1980 (Thaler, 1980). Later on, 

Kahneman et al. (1991, p. 194) defined the phenomenon as “the fact that people 

demand much more to give up an object than they would be willing to pay to 

acquire it”. The endowment effect implies a tendency to (over)estimate our 

properties due to the fact that we own them. Several studies of the phenomenon 

have established the fact that when the respondent endowed with an article is 

requested to set a selling price he or she is willing to sell the article for, it is well 

over the buying price set by the respondents, not endowed with the article 

(Burson et al., 2011; Kahneman et al., 1990, 1991; Kahneman & Tversky, 

2000). Furthermore, Burson et al. (2011) demonstrated that the owner’s 

perceived value of the article increases over time from the moment the person 

acquires it and ahead.  

Previous research of the endowment effect has to a large extent been 

focusing on consumptions. No research that the author is aware of, of the 

phenomenon has been performed to examine the effects on human decision 

making within the moral judgment area, though. Additionally, there is no 

previous research of the impact of the identifiability on the endowment effect 

that the author is aware of, why combining these two areas within one study is 
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appropriate and important. The purpose of the present study is thus to examine 

the impact of the identifiability and the endowment effect on moral dilemmas. In 

order to illuminate different feelings a moral dilemma can create, an additional 

purpose of the study is to investigate the feelings of confidence, difficulty and 

sympathy perceived by the respondents while making the decision. A health care 

rationing context is chosen to achieve a realistic scenario. 

Previous research 

Moral dilemmas 

Prior research of moral judgment has to a large extent been based on classic 

moral dilemmas investigating human intuitions about their tolerability of 

harming or helping other people (O’Neill & Petrinovich, 1998; Petrinovich, 

O’Neill & Jorgensen, 1993; Mikhail, Sorrentino, & Spelke, 1998; Greene et al., 

2001; Greene, Nystrom, Engell, Darley, & Cohen, 2004). Of these dilemmas, 

the most frequently used is the trolley dilemma, originally defined by Philippa 

Foot in 1967 (Foot, 2002). Since then, several versions of the trolley dilemma 

have been presented. Greene et al. (2001, p. 2105) define the dilemma as 

follows:  

 
A runaway trolley is headed for five people who will be killed if it proceeds on 

its present course. The only way to save them is to hit a switch that will turn the 

trolley onto an alternative set of tracks where it will kill one person instead of 

five. Ought you to turn the trolley in order to save five people at the expense of 

one? 

 

An alternative version of the dilemma is the footbridge dilemma, defined 

by Greene et al. (2001, p. 2105) as: 

 
A trolley threatens to kill five people. You are standing next to a large stranger 

on a footbridge that spans the tracks, in between the oncoming trolley and the 

five people. In this scenario, the only way to save the five people is to push this 

stranger off the bridge, onto the tracks below. He will die if you do this, but his 

body will stop the trolley from reaching the others. Ought you to save the five 

others by pushing this stranger to his death? 

 

A dominant proportion of participants make different choices when faced 

the different dilemmas. Most people are willing to change the direction of the 

trolley in the first dilemma but refuse to push the stranger off the bridge in the 

second, according to Greene et al. (2001). Further, Greene et al. (2001) argue 

that the reason why the respondents’ answers differ between the different 

scenarios is that the latter dilemma has a tendency to engage people’s emotions 



 

3 

 

in a way that the former dilemma does not. Greene et al. (2001) claim that 

pushing a stranger to his death is more emotionally prominent than hitting a 

switch to cause the same consequence. 

Hauser, Cushman, Young, Kang-Xing Jin and Mikhail (2007) arranged 

surveys containing four different moral dilemmas, among others the trolley and 

the footbridge dilemma. Their results showed that 85% of the respondents 

considered hitting the switch in the trolley dilemma as morally permissible. 

However, only 12% of the participants considered pushing the stranger off the 

bridge in the footbridge dilemma as morally permissible. 

An additional way of classifying moral decision making is by 

distinguishing between utilitarianism and deontology. A utilitarian decision is 

based on the consequences following the decision, while a deontological 

decision is based on other factors like current norms and duties. Thus, changing 

the direction of the trolley with the intention to kill one person instead of five is 

a utilitarian decision, based on a minimization of the number of bad 

consequences. By contrast, refusing to push the stranger off the footbridge is a 

deontological decision, since killing another person by most people is 

considered as an immoral act regardless the context. 

The endowment effect 

The endowment effect has been well documented within the consumptions 

area (Burson et al., 2011; Kahneman et al., 1990, 1991; Kahneman & Tversky, 

2000). Kahneman et al. (1990) endowed half their participants with coffee mugs 

in their experiment. The endowed participants were thereafter asked to decide a 

selling price for which they were willing to sell the mug. The respondents who 

did not receive any mug were asked to decide how much money they were 

willing to pay to get a mug. The results of the study showed that the median 

selling prices in the mug markets were more than twice the median buying 

prices. 

Burson et al. (2011) endowed their respondents with either one chocolate 

or one pen and offered them subsequently to trade their good for the other one. 

The results of the study showed that regardless which good the respondents 

received, a dominant proportion chose to keep their good instead of trading it. 

Only 31% of the participants chose to trade, which demonstrates an obvious 

endowment effect.  

The cause of the phenomenon, called loss aversion by Kahneman and 

Tversky (1984) implies that the detrimental effect of giving up an object is 

greater than the benefit of acquiring it. Thus, the effect of losing a good is 

valued higher than the effect of receiving one. Since trading a good implicates 

losing as well as gaining a good, most people therefore choose to keep their 

property, due to the fact that the negative effect of losing weighs heavier than 

the positive effect of gaining.  
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The identifiability effect 

Previous research of the identifiability effect on moral judgment is well 

documented (Jenni & Loewenstein, 1997; Kogut & Ritov, 2005a; Small & 

Loewenstein, 2003). Jenni and Loewenstein (1997) investigated whether the 

identifiability affects decision making in a conscious or unconscious way and 

came to the conclusion that the most important cause of the human tendency to 

in a greater extent help identified victims than unidentified, is the fact that this 

provides help to a higher proportion of the people or animals at risk. The fact 

that 120 people die in plane crashes every year implies that 120 people out of 

the total amount of millions of plane passengers die, which therefore is 

considered as statistics. However, if a specific plane with 120 passengers on 

board crashes, the 120 people who are at risk are 120 out of 120. This 

substantial difference is the principal content of how the identifiability effect 

works, according to Jenni and Loewenstein (1997). 

Kogut and Ritov (2005a) indicated that the identifiability effect in turn is 

influenced by the singularity effect. This effect implicates the human tendency 

to help a single victim in a greater extent than a group of victims with the same 

needs. Thus, Kogut and Ritov (2005a) establish that the identifiability effect is 

much greater when a single victim is in need than when a whole group is at risk.  

Further, Burson et al. (2011) proved that even the endowment effect is 

affected by the singularity effect. Respondents endowed with more than one pen 

were in a much higher extent inclined to trade their pens for a chocolate, than 

the respondents endowed with only one pen. Thus, the tendency to trade goods 

increases with the amount of goods, which proves a reduced endowment effect 

when the subject is endowed with more than one good. 

Wiss, Andersson, Västfjäll and Tinghög (unpublished manuscript) studied 

the effects of identifiability and singularity on health care rationing dilemmas. 

The respondents were requested to choose between two different vaccination 

programs, framed as a trolley dilemma, where the objects where one child 

versus five children, all in need of vaccine. The result showed that a dominant 

proportion of the participants chose the utilitarian option, i.e. gave the vaccine to 

the group of five children. However, no identifiability effect could be confirmed 

by the study. 

Hypotheses 

The moral dilemma in the present study is framed as the trolley dilemma. 

Hauser et al. (2007) found that 85% of the participants chose the utilitarian 

option when faced this dilemma. This leads us to the first hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 1: A larger proportion of the participants will choose the utilitarian 

option when rationing vaccines to children. 

 

Several previous studies have demonstrated the impact of identifiability on 

human decision making, which implicates that most people in a greater extent 

are inclined to help identified victims rather than unidentified (Jenni & 

Loewenstein, 1997; Kogut & Ritov, 2005a; Small & Loewenstein, 2003). These 

research results lead us to the second hypothesis: 

 

Hypotheses 2: The participants will be more likely to choose the non-utilitarian 

option when the object is identified than when it is unidentified. 

 

Burson et al. (2011) indicated how the endowment effect influences human 

decision making by increasing the owner´s value, which results in a reduced 

tendency to trade their property for another good. The actual study will provide 

each subject with a child of their “own”, each in need of vaccine, which will 

symbolize their property, which lead us to the third hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 3: The endowment effect will influence the decision making 

towards a non-utilitarian decision. 

 

No previous research of the impact of the identifiability on the endowment 

effect has been conducted. However, previous research results have established 

that the impact of identifiability influences human decision making on behalf of 

a non-utilitarian decision (Jenni & Loewenstein, 1997; Kogut & Ritov, 2005a; 

Small & Loewenstein, 2003).This fact in combination with previous research 

indicating that the endowment effect as well influences human decision making 

on behalf of a non-utilitarian decision (Burson et al., 2011) lead us to the fourth 

hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 4: The endowment effect will be weaker when the object is 

unidentified than when it is identified. 

Method 

Design 

The questionnaires containing a fictional dilemma followed the structure of 

the trolley dilemma, described earlier, but in a health care rationing context. In 

order to separate the effects of identifiability and endowment, a 2 x 2 
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experimental design was used, according to Figure 1. The four different 

treatments were coded according to the letters in the squares. 

 

 
 Immediate answer Delayed answer 

Identified object II ID 

Unidentified object UI UD 

 

Figure 1. The 2 x 2 experimental design used in the present study. II refers to 

Identified object, Immediate answer; ID refers to Identified object, Delayed 

answer; UI refers to Unidentified object, Immediate answer; UD refers to 

Unidentified object, Delayed answer. 

Respondents 

Participants in the study were undergraduate students at Linköping 

University, in the first or second year of a bachelor or master program at the 

faculty of behavioral science and learning. Participants were recruited at 

lectures. 192 students participated in the study of which 127 were women and 65 

were men. The mean age for the group was 24 years with a range from 19 to 47. 

Seven of the respondents did not indicate their age. Three of the questionnaires 

were excluded since the respondents’ written comments indicated that they had 

misunderstood the question and therefore declared a reverse answer to their 

opinion. Descriptive statistics for all four treatments can be found in Table 1. 

 

Table 1  

Sample characteristics 

 n Female Male Age (mean) 

Treatment II 49 32 17 24.5 

Treatment ID 46 25 21 24.9 

Treatment UI 49 34 15 24.4 

Treatment UD 45 34 11 23.1 
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Materials 

The questionnaires presented a fictional scenario where one child, living in 

an inaccessible African village, is in need of measles vaccine. The 

inaccessibility, causing high transportation costs, implies that five children in a 

more accessible village can be offered the vaccine for the same cost. The 

respondents were via the questionnaire asked to choose between the different 

vaccination programs. They were informed that the vaccine by default will go to 

the single child if they do not choose to withhold the child vaccine on behalf of 

the group of five. In order to simulate a real choice situation, the respondents 

were told that measles vaccine will be donated according to their choice. 

Four different questionnaires were prepared, treatment II, ID, UI and UD, 

all four versions divided into two separate parts. Treatment II and ID presented 

an identified single child, with picture, name and age. Ten different pictures and 

names of African girls of about 4 years of age were used. The questionnaires 

with pictures were mixed with the intention to simulate a child on their “own” 

for each respondent. On treatment UI and UD questionnaires, the single child 

was unidentified. The group of five children living in the other village was 

unidentified at all treatments.  

Further, at half of the questionnaires (treatment II and UI) the participants 

were asked to make the choice between the different vaccination programs 

immediately on the first part of the questionnaire. The first part of the other half 

of the questionnaires (treatment ID and UD) presented the single child alone. 

The moral dilemma and the choice situation were presented at the second part of 

these versions, attempting to achieve an endowment effect.  

After deciding on who will be given vaccines, the respondents were asked 

to report how confident they felt of their choice, how difficult they found it to 

reply, how much sympathy they felt for their child and how much sympathy 

they felt for the group of five children. A Likert scale from 1 to 7 was used. The 

scale rated from “very unconfident/not difficult at all/no sympathy” to “very 

confident/very difficult/much sympathy”. 

Part 2 of treatment II and UI contained dummy questions, in order to create 

a second part for all respondents. Table 2 gives an overview of the conditions. 

An example of treatment II, part 1 and UD, part 1 is attached in Appendix 1 and 

2. 
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Table 2 

Overview of treatment questions 
 

Treatment II 

 

Part 1 contained information about the 

identified single child and the group of five 

unidentified children, the choice between 

vaccination programs and questions about 

confidence, difficulty and sympathy. 

 

Part 2 contained dummy questions. 

 

 

Treatment ID 

 

Part 1 contained information about the 

identified single child. 

 

Part 2 contained information about the group 

of five unidentified children, the choice 

between vaccination programs and questions 

about confidence, difficulty and sympathy. 

 

Treatment UI 

 

Part 1 contained information about the 

unidentified single child and the group of 

five unidentified children, the choice 

between vaccination programs and questions 

about confidence, difficulty and sympathy. 

 

Part 2 contained dummy questions. 

 

 

Treatment UD 

 

Part 1 contained information about the 

unidentified single child. 

 

Part 2 contained information about the group 

of five unidentified children, the choice 

between vaccination programs and questions 

about confidence, difficulty and sympathy. 

 

Procedure 

A pilot study of eight participants was performed before the actual study in 

order to ensure the feasibility of the questionnaires and discover possible risks of 

ceiling or floor effects. No problems with the questionnaires or the question 

formulations were discovered. 

The data was collected at five lectures in different study groups. Three of 

those were psychology classes, one was a behavioral sciences class and the last a 

cognitive science class. The different treatments were mixed before the 

distribution of the questionnaires. The first part of the questionnaire, Part 1, was 

handed out at the beginning of the lecture and the second part, Part 2, at the 

break after about 45 minutes. The different treatments were color coded in order 

to ensure that the right version of Part 2 of the questionnaire would be given to 

each participant. 

Analysis 

The distribution of the amount of choices on behalf of the single child 

between the different treatments was calculated with a χ
2
-test. Additionally, 

descriptive statistics and 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVAs of mean differences between the 
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confidence, difficulty and sympathy rates were calculated, as well as gender 

differences. 

Ethical aspects 

The present study pursues following the policy of research ethics regarding 

requirements of information, approval, confidentiality and utilization 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2013). The introduction of the questionnaires contained 

adequate and appropriate information to make the respondents understand the 

study and feel committed to participate. However, due to the experimental 

character of the study, the complete purpose, examining factors influencing 

moral judgments, could not be presented, since this would have disturbed the 

experimental situation and affected the respondents’ answers. Before the hand 

out of the questionnaires, the respondents were informed orally that the 

participation was voluntary and anonymous. The data was collected for the 

purpose of the present study only and will not be used outside this study. In the 

preparation of the questionnaires, all forms of personal data were erased. 

Results 

Initially, the four hypotheses will be tested, by means of the required 

analyses. Hereafter, the results of the measures of the respondents’ perceived 

levels of confidence, difficulty and sympathy will be presented. 

 

Hypothesis 1: A larger proportion of the participants will choose the utilitarian 

option when rationing vaccines to children. 

 

A majority of the respondents (63.5 %) chose to maximize the benefit in 

donating the vaccine to the group of five children in all four treatments. Thus, 

the first hypothesis was supported. However, a fairly large proportion (36.5 %) 

of the participants chose to give the vaccine to the single child.  

 

Hypotheses 2: The participants will be more likely to choose the non-utilitarian 

option when the object is identified than when it is unidentified. 

 

The second hypothesis, implying that respondents will be more likely to 

give vaccine to the single child when it is identified, was not supported. The 

number of participants responding to treatment II and ID (containing an 

identified child) who chose to give the vaccine to the single child was 37.9 %. 

The number of participants responding to treatment UI and UD (containing an 
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unidentified child) who chose to give the vaccine to the single child was 35.1 %. 

The difference between the two groups was not significant.  

 

Hypothesis 3: The endowment effect will influence the decision making 

towards a non-utilitarian decision. 

 

The third hypothesis implied that a higher proportion of the respondents 

who were asked to answer the questions after a delay would choose to give the 

vaccine to the single child, in comparison to the respondents who answered 

immediately. The results of the present study did not support this hypothesis. 

The proportion of participants responding to treatment ID and UD (who’s 

answers where requested after a delay) who chose to give the vaccine to the 

single child was 31.9 %. The proportion of respondents responding to treatment 

II and UI (who’s answers where requested immediately at Part 1 of the 

questionnaire) who chose to give the vaccine to the single child was 40.8 %. The 

difference between the two groups was not significant.  

 

Hypothesis 4: The endowment effect will be weaker when the object is 

unidentified than when it is identified. 

 

The number of respondents choosing to give the vaccine to the single child 

responding to the four treatments respectively is shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Number of respondents choosing the single child (proportion) 
 

Treatment II 

 

22 (44.9 %) 

 

 

Treatment ID 

 

14 (30.4 %) 

 

Treatment UI 

 

18 (36.7 %) 
 

 

Treatment UD 

 

15 (33.3 %) 

 

The fourth hypothesis implicated that the difference between the 

participants responding to treatment UI and UD would be smaller than the 

difference between the participants responding to treatment II and ID. Besides, 

the hypothesis implied that the treatment ID proportion would be higher than the 

treatment II proportion, while the treatment UD proportion would be higher than 

the treatment UI proportion. The hypothesis was not supported. The differences 

between the four treatments were not significant. 
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Confidence perceived by the respondents 

After choosing between the different vaccination programs, the respondents 

were asked to rate their feelings of confidence of their choice on a range from 1 

to 7. In order to deduce possible gender differences, the calculations were 

performed with a 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA. The mean confidence value was calculated 

to 4.79. No significant differences of the confidence values for the main effects 

identifiability and endowment could be found. Thus, neither the identifiability 

nor the different choice moments did influence the respondents’ confidence of 

choosing. However, there was a significant difference between genders at the 

p<.05 level (F(1, 187) = 6.08, p = .015). The male participants (M = 5.19) felt 

more confident in choosing between the vaccination programs than the female 

participants (M = 4.57). 

Difficulty perceived by the respondents 

The respondents were subsequently requested to rate how difficult they felt 

the choice had been on a range from 1 to 7. The calculations were performed 

with a 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA. The mean value of the total population was calculated 

to 4.46. The mean values for the treatments respectively are reported in Table 4.  

 

Table 4 

Mean values of perceived difficulty for the different treatments 
 

Treatment II 

 

4.88 

 

 

Treatment ID 

 

3.76 

 

Treatment UI 

 

4.33 
 

 

Treatment UD 

 

4.84 

 

 

The 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA regarding perceived difficulty demonstrated a 

significant endowment by identifiability interaction at the p<.05 level (F(1, 187) 

= 4.47, p = .036). This means that the respondents with an identified single child 

who were asked to deliver their answer after a delay (responding to treatment 

ID), perceived choosing between the vaccinations programs less difficult than 

the other participants.  

Furthermore, the ANOVA established a significant difference between 

genders at the p<.05 level (F(1, 187) = 12.33, p = .001). The female respondents 
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(M = 4.84) perceived the choice considerably more difficult than the male 

respondents (M = 3.70). 

Sympathy perceived by the respondents 

Finally the respondents were asked to rate their feelings of sympathy on a 

range from 1 to 7 for the single child and for the group of five children 

respectively. The calculations were performed with a 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA. The 

mean value of the whole population was 5.74 for the single child and 5.10 for 

the group of five children. The differences of the mean sympathy ratings 

between the four treatments were not significant, neither regarding the sympathy 

for the single child nor the group of five children. Thus, neither the 

identifiability nor when the choice was made did influence the sympathy levels 

of the participants.  

On the contrary, there was a significant difference between genders 

concerning the participants’ feelings of sympathy for the single child at the 

p<.05 level (F(1, 187) = 10.46, p = .001). The female respondents (M = 6.00) 

reported a higher level of sympathy for the single child than the male 

respondents (M = 5.23). Likewise there was a significant difference between 

genders concerning the participants’ feelings of sympathy for the group of five 

children at the p<.05 level (F(1, 187) = 13.13, p = .000). The female respondents 

(M = 5.41) reported a higher level of sympathy even for the group of five 

children than the male respondents (M = 4.48) did. 

Discussion 

Results discussion 

The first hypothesis, suggesting that a larger proportion of the participants 

would choose the utilitarian option, was supported by the current study. 

However, the proportion of 63.5% is lower compared to previous studies on 

trolley dilemmas (Hauser et al., 2007), indicating an 85% proportion choosing 

the utilitarian option. The difference could depend on the actual framing of the 

dilemma, specifically the context of rationing vaccine to African children. There 

is a considerable difference of this context compared to the original framing of 

the trolley dilemma. The fact that a considerably high proportion of the 

participants chose to give the vaccine to the single child is an interesting finding 

of the present study. Explanations to this fact can be found amongst the 

respondents’ comments on the questionnaire, often illuminating their thoughts 

and reasoning. Several respondents commented on the fact that large charity 

organizations often prioritize easily accessible areas in order to maximize their 
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aid, which made them choose the single child as a counterbalance. Some 

participants wrote that they thought giving the vaccine to the small inaccessible 

village would raise the chances that the decease could be exterminated there, 

which would lower the charity costs in the long term. 

The second hypothesis, presuming that participants would be more likely to 

choose the non-utilitarian option when the object was identified than when it 

was unidentified, was not supported by the present study. This result is contrary 

to previous findings on the effect of identifiability (Jenni & Loewenstein, 1997; 

Kogut & Ritov, 2005a; Small & Loewenstein, 2003). However, the hypothesis 

was not supported by the similar study by Wiss et al. (unpublished manuscript) 

either. Here too some of the respondents’ comments help us understand their 

thoughts. Several commented on the fact that there was too little information on 

the single child to feel that she was more worth than the other five children. 

Additional information beyond picture and name may have affected my 

judgment, was a common note. Several commented that a stronger relationship 

with the single child would have made them choose her instead of the five 

children.  

The third hypothesis, presuming that the endowment effect would influence 

the decision making against a non-utilitarian decision, was not supported by the 

previous study. This result is contrary to previous findings on the endowment 

effect (Burson et al., 2011; Kahneman et al., 1990, 1991; Kahneman & Tversky, 

2000). However, previous studies on the endowment effect have been performed 

within a consumptions context, which presumably is one of the reasons for the 

different results. Besides, additional reasons could be a distracting lecture 

between the endowment (of the child) and the choice situation (Part 2 of the 

questionnaire for treatment ID and UD) and the fact that a majority of the 

respondents did turn Part 1 of the questionnaire upside down during the lecture 

(observed during the handouts). The latter could have influenced the 

respondents’ in their judgments since they on that account did not have the 

picture of the child in front of them while making the choice. Part 2 did not have 

any picture and name since it would have made the distribution of these 

questionnaires too complicated.  

The fourth hypothesis, presuming that the endowment effect would be 

weaker when the object was unidentified than when it was identified, was not 

supported by the present study. No significant differences regarding the choice 

of vaccinations program between the four treatments within the 2 x 2 

experimental design could be found. However, the significant differences of 

confidence, difficulty as well as sympathy disprove the study of being random. 

Although three of the four hypotheses were not supported, the significant 

gender differences in perceived confidence, difficulty and sympathy are 

noteworthy. The result is in line with previous research on gender differences 

among sympathy. MacGeorge and Purdue (2003) let their participants read 

different support-seeking scenarios and complete measures of their emotions of 
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sympathy among others. The result demonstrated significant gender differences, 

indicating that the scenarios created stronger feelings of sympathy among 

women than men. No previous research of gender differences of perceived 

confidence or difficulty created by moral dilemmas has been found. 

Finally, the significant interaction of endowment by identifiability 

regarding perceived difficulty gives an indication of a decreased degree of 

difficulty while the picture of the child was not present at the actual 

questionnaire presenting the choice situation. The respondents answering to 

treatment ID were the only who had seen the picture of their child at their first 

part of the questionnaire but not at the second part. 

Limitations of the study 

The dilemma of the study was framed as a trolley dilemma, which 

influenced the text and the question formulation. The question was phrased to 

simulate the trolley dilemma of a default option and an alternative option, which 

required acting of the participants. The fact that three of the respondents, 

according to their comments, had misunderstood the question and therefore 

declared a reverse answer to their opinion indicated that the question 

formulation was easy to misunderstand. Obviously there is a risk that additional 

respondents, who did not leave any comments, have misunderstood the question 

as well and thereby given an answer contrary to their actual will. This fact could 

have affected the results of the study. A more accessible question formulation 

may have been preferable; howsoever the similarity with the trolley dilemma 

would have declined. 

Some of the respondents’ comments indicated that the fact that they had the 

opportunity to see the questionnaires of their neighbors, made them understand 

the purpose of the study, which affected their decision making. This fact has 

probably influenced the results. Individual filling of the questionnaires may have 

created a more optimal experimental situation and improved the reliability of the 

study. 

A comparatively large proportion of the respondents were psychology 

students, which may have influenced the results, since a handful written 

comments indicated that some participants were familiar with the trolley 

dilemma. Choosing students from other faculties may have improved the 

reliability of the study. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of the study was to examine the impact of the identifiability 

and the endowment effect on moral dilemmas in a health care rationing context. 
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The results of the study show that a majority choose the utilitarian option when 

faced a health care rationing choice situation framed as a trolley dilemma. No 

significant effects of identifiability or endowment were detected. However, a 

conclusion of the study is that being endowed with an identified single child 

makes choosing between the different vaccinations programs less difficult 

compared to the situation of having an unidentified child. Additional 

conclusions of the study are the differences between men and women 

concerning their feelings of confidence, difficulty and sympathy the dilemma 

creates. Being requested to choose between giving one single child or a group of 

five children a potentially lifesaving vaccine, cause stronger feelings of 

sympathy for the children among women than men. Furthermore, women are 

less confident in their choice and feel the question more difficult than men. 

Suggestions for further research 

It would be of great interest continuing to investigate whether it is possible 

to accomplish an endowment effect within the research area of moral dilemmas. 

A proposed research setup could be to refine the study by eliminating the 

identifiability and concentrate on the endowment effect exclusively. Preferably 

the experimental situation should facilitate the endowed object to be present 

during the whole time period between the endowment and the choice situation. 

Further, the question formulation is suggested to be accessible to avoid 

misunderstandings and incorrect answers. Finally, an individual experimental 

situation is proposed, in order to reduce the risks of disturbing influences from 

other respondents.  
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Appendix 1 

 
  

 Appendix 1 IE 

Instructions 
 

Before responding to the questions in this survey, please read carefully the instructions below. 

 

An international organization, UNICEF offers the possibility to vaccinate vulnerable children in 

areas where measles is widespread. Each day, over 600 children die from measles. 
Vaccination is the only way to entirely protect children against the disease and UNICEF is the 

world's largest buyer of measles vaccine. 

 

You will be presented with a specific scenario with certain specified conditions. Your task is to 

make a choice how to distribute measles vaccines between two alternatives. Vaccines will be 

funded in accordance with your decision. It is thus a REAL decision situation. Your choice will 

result in that UNICEF can provide vaccines to the featured children and other children in similar 

situations. 

 

IMPORTANT: 

 

 The study contains two parts. 

 Do not proceed to Part II before you complete Part I. 

 Do not go back and change your answer in Part I when you moved on to Part II. 

 

Before you read the question and make your choice, please fill in the background information 

below: 

 

 

 

Age:  

 

 

 

Gender:   Female       Male 

 

 

If you wish to take part of the drawing of movie tickets, please write your email address below: 

 

 

 

 

If you have questions concerning the survey, do not hesitate to contact me at: 

helka378@student.liu.se 
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Part I 
 

 
Ajani 

 

Ajani is four years old and lives in Kenya. She lives in a poor and inaccessible mountain 

village where outbreaks of measles frequently occur. The disease can cause serious injury and 

even death. We will donate enough money for one dose of measles vaccine that protects 

Ajani from the disease and its side effects. A vaccination offers her an opportunity for a 

better and more secure future. Each participant in the study will have an own child to decide 

about. Your child is Ajani. 

 

Since Ajani lives in an inaccessible village, transport costs are high. For the same amount of 

money we can vaccinate five children living in another more accessible, poor, area in Kenya.    

 

You can choose to deny Ajani the vaccine in favor of the other children. Do 

you choose to give Ajani the vaccine? 

 

O YES  

 

O NO 

 
How confident are you in your selection? Please circle the number that best 

applies. 
 

 

Very 

unconfident 

 

Unconfident 

 

Somewhat 

unconfident 

 

Neither 

 

Fairly 

confident 

 

Confident 

 

Very 

confident 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 
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 Appendix 1 IE 

Part II 
 

 

How difficult did you find the question was to answer? 
 

Not at all 

difficult 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Very difficult 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

 

How much sympathy did you feel for Ajani? 
 

No sympathy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Much sympathy 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

 

How much sympathy did you feel for the other children? 

 
 

No sympathy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Much sympathy 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

 

Comments on the task (optional): 
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Appendix 2 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Donation of measles vaccine 
 

An international organization, UNICEF offers the possibility to vaccinate vulnerable children 

in areas where measles is widespread. Each day, over 600 children die from measles. 
Vaccination is the only way to entirely protect children against the disease and UNICEF is 

the world's largest buyer of measles vaccine. 

 

A child lives in a poor and inaccessible mountain village where outbreaks of measles 

frequently occur. The disease can cause serious injury and even death. We will donate 

enough money for one dose of measles vaccine that protects the child from the disease and its 

side effects. A vaccination offers the child an opportunity for a better and more secure future. 

 

After the lecture, you will be faced with a choice situation and asked to answer some 

questions. 

 

Please put this paper aside pending the questionnaire. 

    

 


