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Past research has indicated that when people use their second language vs. 

their first language, they are more likely to pay more attention to the 

consequences/outcomes of their decisions, known as foreign language effect. 

In the current study, we examined how linguistic context (first vs. second 

language) and gender influence moral decision-making across six realistic 

trilemma scenarios, while also considering religiosity and decision time. 710 

Iranian Persian-English bilinguals (both university students and high school 

students) across the country completed scenarios in either Persian or English, 

choosing among three options: utilitarian direct harm, utilitarian indirect 

harm, and deontological inaction. Analyses using linear mixed-effects models 

revealed that participants responding in English showed more utilitarian 

judgments overall, but this foreign language effect was not robust once 

scenario-level variability was taken into account, underscoring its context-

dependent nature. Gender differences emerged as consistent and robust, with 

males favouring utilitarian choices and females endorsing more deontological 

responses. By contrast, religiosity and decision time showed no significant 

effects. These findings highlight that the foreign language effect is not a 

uniform shift toward utilitarianism but a context-sensitive process shaped by 

both individual and scenario-level factors. 
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Introduction 

People all over the world are constantly confronted with moral conflicts between consequences 

and norms. In fact, a key aspect of human social competence is determined by their ability to 

make moral decisions (Brouwer, 2019). While both deontologists and utilitarians assess the 

moral status of actions, they do so using different criteria. In moral philosophy, Utilitarianism, 

a form of consequentialism, refers to a type of decision-making aimed at maximizing the overall 

well-being, and judging actions by their outcomes. In contrast, deontology theories, regardless 

of the consequences, judge whether actions conform to moral principles and rules such as 

honesty, fairness, or respect for persons (Alexander & Moore, 2024; Jaquet & Cova, 2021).  

Notably, moral decision-making, the process of evaluating and choosing between different 

ethical options, is influenced by a variety of individual and contextual factors. Language is one 

such factor that has received increasing attention in recent years. Several studies have 

demonstrated that people’s moral judgments can vary depending on whether they process 

dilemmas in their native or foreign language (Costa et al., 2014; Geipel et al., 2015; Hayakawa 

et al., 2017). This phenomenon, often referred to as the Foreign Language Effect (FLE), 

suggests that using a second language may reduce emotional resonance and, in turn, influence 

both utilitarian and deontological moral judgments. When moral dilemmas are presented in a 

foreign language, individuals are more willing to make utilitarian choices, perhaps because 

using a foreign language can blunt emotional reactions, and increase the psychological distance 

(Corey et al., 2017). Another plausible explanation may be that social and cultural norms and 

values (e.g., religious values and norms) are less activated, and less accessible in a second 

language (Geipel et al., 2016; Winskel & Bhatt, 2020). Thus, people might favor utilitarian 

judgment over deontological judgments when using a foreign language because their religious 

values and norms that give impetus for the endorsement of deontological choices are not readily 

available (e.g., McPhetres et al., 2018; Piazza & Landy, 2013; Piazza & Sousa, 2014; Royzman 

& Baron, 2002). In line with this argument, Barabadi et al. (2021) found that the effect of a 

foreign language on moral decision-making was moderated by participants’ degree of 

religiosity, with more religious people favoring deontological judgments irrespective of the 

languages used (first or second language). A more recent study using the CNI model by 

Barabadi et al. (2023), however, found that within both L1 and L2, less religious participants 

were more likely to endorse norms. Nonetheless, the extant literature on religiosity and moral 

judgment suggests that religious people may prefer deontological over utilitarian choices (see 

Barak-Corren & Bazerman, 2017; Cipolletti et al., 2015).  

Gender is another factor that affects moral judgment. For example, Gilligan's theory of 

morality argues that men are more rational, and can make decisions with a third-person and 

context-detached view, while women are more emotional and their decision-making process is 

influenced by affection and a first-person point of view (Gilligan, 1982). However, the results 

of a meta-analysis study (Jaffee & Hyde, 2000) indicated that male and female differences 

regarding moral judgments were marginal or non-significant. Further research examining 
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gender differences from the perspective of dual-processing theory indicated that although there 

are no differences between males and females from a cognitive point of view when making 

utilitarian judgments, females are more likely to favor deontological judgments because of their 

affective reactions to harming others (Friesdorf et al., 2015). Finally, the use of artificial 

scenarios like the trolley dilemma, or the use of more realistic scenarios related to familiar life 

contexts can shape moral judgments by triggering different cognitive and emotional processes 

(Winskel & Bhatt, 2020). This distinction aligns with the hot and cold cognition framework 

(Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999), where realistic scenarios (e.g. footbridge dilemma) can result in 

engaging hot cognition in which moral decision-making is emotion-driven and highly 

influenced by affective states that can block reasoning and perception. Artificial scenarios (e.g. 

trolley dilemma), however, result in cold cognition, which is often emotion-free and 

accompanied by logical thinking and problem-solving abilities. Hence, this study used a set of 

realistic moral scenarios with varied content to examine the effect of linguistic context (first vs. 

second language), gender, and religiosity on moral decision-making. 

This study examines the role of linguistic context (first or second language), gender, 

religiosity, and reaction time on moral judgments using six realistic scenarios in which 

participants have to choose one of the three moral choices, namely A: Utilitarian (Direct Harm), 

B: Utilitarian (Indirect Harm), and C: inaction Deontological (Royzman & Baron, 2002), using 

software designed to measure the time spent on reading scenarios. Therefore, both indirect and 

direct harm choices are classified as Utilitarian when they involve sacrificing one to save many, 

while inaction is classified as Deontological. Nonetheless, it should be noted that the second 

Utilitarian option that requires indirect harm reflects a Deontological bias stemming from lower 

emotional aversion. According to Royzman and Baron (2002), this sensitivity to mode of harm 

which arises from Deontological intuitions does not make this indirect harm as a Deontological 

decision. That said, this paper is an attempt to provide answers to the following research 

questions:  

Are more Utilitarian decisions made in the second compared to the first language, i.e., 

is there a Foreign Language Effect (FLE)? 

Do male participants make more Utilitarian decisions than female participants? 

Is higher religiosity associated with more Deontological decisions? 

Does response time moderate the FLE? 

Literature review 

Moral Foreign Language Effect 

The extant literature on moral Foreign Language Effect (FLE) suggests that people are more 

willing to endorse what seems to be utilitarian moral choices when dilemmas are presented in 

their second language compared to their first language (Cipolletti et al., 2015; Geipel et al., 

2015). While some studies did not replicate the FLE (e.g., Brouwer, 2019; Ĉavar & Tytus, 
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2018), recent work suggests that FLE is context-dependent, unfolding primarily in emotionally 

salient, personal dilemmas, or when the dilemmas are presented in an aural modality that is 

more likely to increase emotional engagement (Brouwer, 2021). This lends support to the 

emotional attenuation hypothesis (Hayakawa et al., 2017) by highlighting the importance of 

dilemma type in shaping moral judgments across languages.  

This strand of research suggests that since a second language is not acquired in naturalistic 

contexts, second-language words are not accompanied by the necessary affective and emotional 

intensity (Dewaele, 2004), leading to a more emotionally distant judgment (Ivaz et al., 2016). 

For instance, Costa et al. (2014), who used the classic footbridge dilemma, found that 44% of 

participants were willing to sacrifice the innocent bystander to save five people when the 

dilemma was presented in their second language, whereas only 18% agreed to do so when the 

dilemma was presented in their first language. Similarly, Corey et al.’s (2017) study confirmed 

the robustness of moral FLE across nine experiments in which participants were required to 

choose either yes or no responses to moral dilemmas (mainly footbridge and switch dilemmas), 

with a ‘yes’ response reflecting Utilitarian and a ‘no’ response reflecting Deontological 

judgments. The results of their study attributed moral FLE to an increase in psychological 

distance and a reduction in emotional response, both of which seem to reduce action aversion. 

Action aversion refers to the emotional reluctance to cause direct harm through action, even 

when such action would lead to better outcomes than inaction (Baron & Ritov, 2004). The 

reduced action aversion associated with a foreign language blunts sensitivity to the negative 

consequences and simultaneously increases sensitivity to the positive consequences of action 

(e.g., saving five people), leading individuals to “make the trade-off of one life for five” (Corey 

et al., 2017, p. 16). Barabadi et al.’s (2021) study also found that those who used English as 

their second language endorsed more Utilitarian choices (e.g., push) than those who used 

Persian as their first language. 

On the other hand, some researchers failed to replicate a robust Foreign Language Effect 

when they used more innovative research techniques. For instance, Hayakawa et al. (2017) used 

the Process Dissociation (PD) technique in which the outcomes of moral decisions were 

manipulated by using both congruent and incongruent dilemmas: in the latter dilemma, the 

benefits of harm are greater than the costs (e.g., killing one person to save five), whereas in the 

former dilemma, sacrificing one person just saves five people from mild injuries. The results of 

their study indicated that in all six experiments, participants preferred Deontological judgments 

over Utilitarian judgments when the dilemmas were presented in their first language, 

confirming the hypothesis that the use of a second language only blunts Deontological 

responding. That is, the use of a second language does not prompt Utilitarian responding 

because reading moral dilemmas in a second language is cognitively demanding, hence 

attenuating comprehension needed to make Utilitarian judgments that require meticulous 

analysis of costs and benefits. This possibility is further corroborated by the fact that second 

language users who are more proficient obtained higher U scores (Utilitarian scores) because 

the dilemmas were less cognitively demanding for them. Likewise, the results of CNI-based 
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studies do not consistently confirm FLE. As a mathematical modelling approach, CNI does not 

conflate Utilitarian judgments with action and does not conflate Deontological judgments with 

inaction, as is the case with traditional moral dilemmas (Korner et al., 2020). Drawing on this 

new mathematical model, Muda et al. (2018) found that the use of a second language does not 

lead to more Utilitarian choices nor more Deontological choices; instead, second language users 

appear to be less concerned about morality. Nadarevic et al. (2021) also did not find a reliable 

Foreign Language Effect on the C-parameter (e.g. sensitivity to consequences), N-parameter 

(e.g. sensitivity to norms),  and I-parameter (e.g. their general preference for action or inaction) 

among German (L1)-English (L2) participants. While not denying the possible existence of 

FLE altogether, they concluded that this effect would be very fragile and context-specific. 

However, Hennig and  Hütter’s (2021) multinomial modelling using the three parameters 

indicated a small but statistically significant FLE, but this effect was not caused by reduced 

emotional reactivity; rather, it was better explained by general shifts in response tendencies like 

action bias. 

Given the complex nature of the Foreign Language Effect which is the product of several 

interdependent factors and mechanisms (see Barabadi et al., 2023), it is not clear whether the 

use of a foreign language improves decision-making by making people less emotional and less 

susceptible to cultural stereotypes suggested by Hadjichristidis et al. (2016), or whether foreign 

language use hinders decision-making by depleting cognitive resources stemming from L2 

disfluency compared to L1, as suggested by brain drain model (see Volk et al., 2014). Across 

three experiments, Białek et al. (2021), for example, found that bilinguals did not perform well 

in syllogistic reasoning when using their second language, showing that bilinguals are not 

protected from cognitive biases that usually arise from emotionally-charged content. In light of 

this, since the use of a foreign language might weaken both system 1 and system 2 type thinking 

as conceptualized within the Dual-Process theory (Greene et al., 2001), its end effect on moral 

judgments depends on the type of tasks and scenarios second language users are provided 

(Brouwer, 2021; Hadjichristidis et al., 2016). Tasks and scenarios that require abstract 

reasoning and careful attention might put second language users at a disadvantage by hindering 

decision-making, while tasks and scenarios that involve heavy cultural and religious tendencies 

shaped by socialization in the first language might put second language users in a better 

position, since they tend to avoid such stereotypes associated with their first language. Aligning 

with Nadarevic et al. (2021), who highlighted the context-specific and fragile nature of the 

Foreign Language Effect (FLE), including the modality of presentation and the personal or 

impersonal content of moral scenarios (Brouwer, 2021), this study aims to examine whether the 

FLE emerges across a set of realistic moral scenarios, and whether gender and religiosity 

moderate the extent of this effect. 

Religiosity and Moral Judgments  

In moral psychology, religious belief is positively related to Deontological reasoning about 

morality (Baron, 2020; McPhetres et al., 2018). Religious people tend to hold the belief that the 
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origin of morality lies with some sort of God or gods who define what is morally right and 

wrong. This external source of morality in the form of God-given rules promotes more 

Deontological judgments, whereas non-theists might show a preference for Utilitarian decisions 

because they believe that it is possible for human beings to reason about morality (Shariff et 

al., 2014). A similar argument was put forward by Piazza and Sousa (2014), who asserted that 

religious people tend to evaluate the morality of a behavior with reference to certain rules that 

have their roots in sacred texts rather than with reference to its costs and benefits. For example, 

in Islam, only God has the authority to give and take life, and hence, it is deemed impermissible 

and even punishable for people to sacrifice one to save more lives or to perform euthanasia 

since such actions involve interference with the authority of God. On the other hand, euthanasia 

or any other moral judgments with good intentions, such as alleviating unbearable suffering, 

are allowed in Hinduism (Avci, 2019). The belief in this powerful and responsible God also 

inspires religious individuals from Christianity and Judaism, two other monotheistic religions, 

to favor Deontological judgments over Utilitarian judgments (Barak-Corren & Bazerman, 

2017).  

An interesting feature of Barak-Corren and Bazerman’s (2017) study is that they 

differentiated between two principles of Deontology, namely indirect harm and inaction. The 

inaction principle posits that harm inflicted by action is worse than harm inflicted by omission. 

The indirectness principle, on the other hand, only forbids actions that use a human being as a 

means to an end. In other words, incidental harms which are caused as side effects are permitted. 

To test this conceptual differentiation between inaction and indirectness principle, Barak-

Corren and Bazerman (2017) used the trolley dilemma with three options: 1. Do nothing, in 

which case the participants take no action and as a result, five people who are on the way of the 

train will be killed; 2. Flip a switch to change the direction of the train so that one person is 

killed while three people are saved; and (3) the Push option, in which one has to push a 

bystander off a bridge to stop the train that is going to kill five people. The results of their study 

indicated that religiosity was negatively related to Utilitarian choice (push) but equally related 

to indirectness and inaction principles, suggesting that both Deontological principles are 

preferred choices among more religious individuals. However, those who endorsed the inaction 

principles were more likely to justify their decision by saying, “It’s not up to me to play God” 

and “the outcome is up to God”.  

Following this trilemma scenario, Barabadi et al. (2021) also found that more religious 

Muslim individuals in their study preferred both indirectness and inaction choices to direct 

options (e.g., push). Similarly, the results of a large-scale study conducted by Banerjee et al. 

(2010), who recruited diverse participants from Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, and 

Hinduism, indicated that males and non-religious individuals and those who were not politically 

engaged were more likely to endorse the Utilitarian decision of harming one person to save 

more lives. However, the results of this study should not be generalized to people from different 

religious traditions because there were few Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus in this study. 

Nonetheless, the authors argue that the inclination towards Deontological decisions among 
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religious individuals suggests that they view scriptures as the basis for moral decision-making. 

The inclusion of religiosity along with the linguistic context in this study can be justified in 

light of associative memory (Kahneman, 2011), which is language-dependent. As a result of 

this dependency, the use of a foreign language might activate certain cultural and mental 

constructs, such as stereotypes and religious beliefs less forcefully since these constructs were 

stored in the long-term memory together with the linguistic context (e.g. usually the first 

language) in which they unfolded (Hadjichristidis et al., 2016).  To our knowledge, previous 

studies did not examine the religiosity effect on moral judgment across different linguistic 

contexts using Barak-Corren and Bazerman’s (2017) differentiation between two principles of 

Deontology, namely indirect harm and inaction.   

Gender Differences in Moral Judgments  

The controversial role of gender in decision-making has attracted the attention of many 

researchers in the domain of moral judgment (see Capraro & Sippel, 2017), with some studies 

confirming the idea that women tend to favor Deontological ethics more than men (Björklund, 

2003) because their moral reasoning is rooted in an ethic of care framework (Gilligan, 1982), 

whereas men have been reported to favor Utilitarian decisions (Fumagalli et al., 2010) because 

of their justice-oriented morality (Kohlberg, 1969). Still, many researchers did not find a 

statistically significant difference in moral judgments between men and women (i.e. Jaffee & 

Hyde, 2000). The gender-associated differences in moral reasoning are traced back to 

Kohlberg’s (1969) theory of moral reasoning focusing on justice and fairness, and also 

Gilligan’s (1982) account of moral reasoning, focusing on caring ethics, prohibiting harming 

others. Inspired by these theoretical viewpoints, Björklund (2003) argued that men and women 

have different criteria for assessing moral situations, deriving mainly from their distinct profiles 

of socialization. Cordellieri et al. (2020) also found that women in their study did not like to 

violate a moral rule even if that violation could save more lives, while men were willing to 

accept this kind of violation if it resulted in saving more lives. These gender-related differences 

in morality have been attributed to some biological, experiential, and cultural factors (Gibbs, 

2021).  

Proposed gender-related differences associated with care and justice morality have been 

challenged (Jaffee & Hyde, 2000). In one cross-cultural study using the CNI model, Qian et al. 

(2023) found that although women showed more sensitivity to moral norms from different 

cultures, men did not show higher sensitivity to Utilitarian tendencies. Given the complex and 

controversial nature of gender effect on moral reasoning, some researchers have called for a 

more context-dependent view of morality, suggesting that researchers move beyond the simple 

dichotomy of the role of gender by considering the moderating and mediating individual and 

contextual factors that might tell us under what circumstances females or males might embrace 

an ethic of care favoring Deontology or an ethic of justice favoring a Utilitarian response 

(Capraro & Sippel, 2017). For example, the notion of self-other relationship, the content of 

moral dilemmas, the use of personal and impersonal moral scenarios, the social distance 



Technology Assisted Language Education TALE 

 

 

 

 

 

117 

 

          Volume 4. Issue 1. 2026. Pages 111 to 134. 

 
between the decision maker and the victims, and other factors can provide more insight into the 

nature of moral reasoning instead of focusing exclusively on gender. Given this complexity, in 

this study, we tested the role of gender in moral reasoning along with linguistic context (first 

vs. second language), religiosity, and response time using a set of realistic scenarios in which a 

distinction is made between direct harm, indirect harm, and inaction options.  

Method 

Design  

A Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA), with an effect size of partial η2 = 0.15 

(based on the average effect size reported by Geipel et al., 2015; Muda et al., 2018) were used 

for the current study.  

Participants 

The power analysis using GPower (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that we required at least 100 

participants. This size was required to obtain 80% power for Multivariate Analysis of 

Covariance (MANCOVA), with an effect size of partial η2 = 0.15 (based on the average effect 

size reported by Geipel et al., 2015; Muda et al., 2018), when the alpha is set at .05. To 

participate in the study, all individuals were required to be at least 18 years old, the legal age, 

and to provide verbal consent prior to their involvement. To measure their understanding, we 

asked participants to rate their overall comprehension of the dilemmas on a scale of 1 to 10 and 

excluded those participants who scored lower than 5. The final sample that reported no 

difficulty reading the scenarios in English included 710 bilinguals. Since the scenarios required 

at least an intermediate level of English proficiency for full comprehension, these participants 

were considered to have an intermediate proficiency level. Despite our efforts to recruit an even 

sample for the study, the final sample is representative of a higher female population since the 

invitations were sent to the participants online and the nature of the data collection was 

voluntary participation. They consisted of 189 male participants (26.6%) with a mean age of 

26.5 years and 521 female participants (73.4%) with a mean age of 26.8. On average, the 

participants had experienced 17 years of education since the beginning of their elementary 

school. The first language of all the participants was Persian, and English was their second 

language (see Table 1). At the time of responding to scenarios, the participants were randomly 

assigned either to the English or Persian groups.  
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Table 1.  

Participants’ Demographic Information  

Variables Category N % 

Language Persian (L1) 324 45.6 

 English (L2) 386 54.4 

Gender Male 189 26.6 

 Female 521 73.4 

Education Level High school 73 10.3 

 Undergraduate 372 52.4 

 MA 187 26.3 

 PhD 78 11.0 

Major Language & Linguistics 386 54.4 

 Other Social Sciences 221 31.1 

 Psychology 36 5.1 

 Empirical Sciences 36 5.1 

 Medical Sciences 31 4.4 

Age Range: 18-55 years M = 26.7 SD = 6.8 

 

Instrumentation 

Moral Trilemmas 

Following Royzman and Baron (2002) and Barak-Corren and Bazerman (2017), we made a 

distinction between three moral options, namely direct Utilitarian, indirect Utilitarian, and 

Deontological inaction principles. In order to generalize the findings of previous studies beyond 

the trolley dilemma, we created five realistic scenarios (Gold et al., 2014) by drawing on 

materials from Baron and Goodwin (2021), Gawronski and Beer (2017), McPhetres et al 

(2018), and Royzman and Baron (2002). We also generated one scenario about the COVID-19 

pandemic (see Appendix A). All in all, we presented six scenarios in which there were three 

choices whose morality was rated on a scale from 1 to 7.  

Religiosity 

Religiosity was assessed by using five items taken from Koenig and Büssing (2010). The short 

questionnaire which is called the Duke University Religion Index (DUREL), was originally 

developed to examine the link between health outcomes and religion. The scale specifically 

measured three major dimensions of religiosity, namely organizational religious activity 

(ORA), non-organizational religious activity (NORA), and intrinsic religiosity (IR). The item 
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responses of the ORA subscale were elicited using a 6-point Likert scale with 1 = “never” and 

6 = “more than once a week.” Similarly, the NORA subscale was assessed on a 6-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 = “rarely or never” to 6 = “more than once a day”. The IR dimension was 

assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “definitely not true” to 5 = “definitely true 

of me”. The overall questionnaire has acceptable test-retest reliability with an intra-class 

correlation of .91, has high internal consistency as indicated by Cronbach’s alphas ranging from 

0.78 to 0.91, and is positively associated with other measures of religiosity (e.g., suggesting the 

acceptable level of convergent validity: r’s = 0.71–0.86. Further, numerous studies including 

one examining the Persian translation of this questionnaire have confirmed the factor structure 

of DUREL (Hafizi et al., 2013). The DUREL has been applied in more than 100 published 

studies all over the world and can be found in ten languages. 

Data Collection Procedure 

We used six trilemma scenarios in which the participants were asked to select one of the 

following options: direct, indirect, or inaction. The order of the dilemmas was randomized for 

each participant. Since we recorded the response time for each scenario, we designed a 

computerized program in which the response time of each participant on each dilemma before 

reaching a decision was measured. On the first page of the program, the participants were 

provided with a short explanation about the scenarios, the purpose of the study, and the 

anonymity of the data. Then, an item was presented to the participants asking whether they were 

willing to take part in this study. Only if they consented, they could continue the process and 

were asked about the demographic information including age, gender, self-perceived 

proficiency, and academic degree. When clicking the Next button, they were asked to complete 

the religiosity questionnaire and after that, they were presented with the first scenario and the 

three options. As soon as they made a choice, the next scenario was presented until all six 

scenarios were completed. 

Data were analyzed using linear mixed-effects models (LMMs) implemented in R (version 

4.3.1; R Core Team, 2023) with the lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) and lmerTest (Kuznetsova et al., 

2017) packages. This approach was chosen to account for the hierarchical structure of the data, 

with multiple observations nested within participants and across moral scenarios. The final 

model predicted moral judgment scores (on a 1–7 scale) from language (Persian vs. English), 

gender (Male vs. Female), religiosity, and decision time, including the interaction between 

language and religiosity. To test whether the language effect varied across dilemmas, a random 

slope for Language was included at the scenario level. Additionally, random intercepts were 

included for ParticipantID to account for repeated measures within individuals. 

All continuous predictors (Treligiosity, DecisionTime) were mean-centered prior to 

analysis. The model was fit using restricted maximum likelihood (REML), and t-tests were 

based on Satterthwaite’s approximation for degrees of freedom, which provides more accurate 

p-values for small to moderate sample sizes. Estimates were considered statistically significant 

at p < .05. Post-hoc inspection of random effects was conducted to assess variability in the 
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language effect across the six moral scenarios. Descriptive statistics and model diagnostics were 

used to confirm data quality and model assumptions. 

Findings 

Descriptive statistics for 710 participants across the six moral scenarios are presented in Table 

2. Across dilemmas, responses on the 7-point scale showed that Utilitarian indirect harm (M = 

3.68, SD = 2.10) was consistently rated higher than Utilitarian direct harm (M = 3.22, SD = 

1.96) and Deontological inaction (M = 2.15, SD = 1.74), suggesting greater acceptance of 

indirect forms of harm compared to direct sacrificial choices, alongside a reluctance to endorse 

inaction when moral rules would be violated. Although means varied by scenario, this general 

ranking of indirect > direct > deontological remained stable, pointing to a robust tendency in 

moral preferences. Response times also varied widely (M = 64.80, SD = 64.90, range = 1–300), 

indicating that some contexts prompted substantially more reflection than others. Religiosity 

scores ranged from 5 to 30, with a mean of 17.20 (SD = 5.56), reflecting moderate variability 

across participants. Overall, these descriptive results show clear differences in the relative 

endorsement of moral responses and substantial variation in decision speed, providing a solid 

basis for subsequent inferential analyses. 

Table 2.  

Descriptive Statistics of all the Variables 

Variable N M SD Min Max 

Direct Utilitarian 710 3.22 1.96 1 7 

Indirect Utilitarian 710 3.68 2.10 1 7 

Deontological 710 2.15 1.74 1 7 

Religiosity 710 17.20 5.56 5 30 

Decision Time (sec) 710 64.80 64.90 1 300 

A linear mixed-effects model was used to examine the effects of language (English vs. Persian), 

gender (female vs. male), religiosity, and decision time on three categories of moral decision-

making: direct Utilitarian, indirect Utilitarian, and deontological inaction. Random intercepts 

for ParticipantID and Scenario were included to account for repeated observations within 

participants and dilemmas. Responses were reverse-scored so that higher values indicated 

greater Utilitarian  (permissive) responding across all judgment types.  

Table 3.  

Fixed Effects from Linear Mixed-Effects Model Predicting Utilitarian Responding Across 

Judgment Types 

Term Estimate SE df t p 

Intercept 3.23 0.243 86.6 13.27 < .001 

Indirect Util vs. Direct Util 0.81 0.229 10628.2 3.54 < .001 
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Deontological vs. Direct Util -1.482 0.239 10629.3 -6.2 < .001 

Language (English) 0.521 0.262 2186.2 1.99 < .05 

Religiosity -0.007 0.011 2333.5 -0.7 0.483 

Gender (Female) -0.366 0.088 2153.9 -4.14 < .001 

Decision Time 0 0 4516.8 0.06 0.954 

Indirect Util × Language -0.29 0.281 10627 -1.03 0.303 

Deontological × Language -0.299 0.294 10627.1 -1.02 0.309 

Indirect Util × Religiosity -0.01 0.011 10627.2 -0.91 0.363 

Deontological × Religiosity 0.021 0.012 10627.1 1.74 < .10 

Language × Religiosity -0.01 0.014 2195.8 -0.68 0.499 

Indirect Util × Gender 0.072 0.095 10627 0.76 0.448 

Deontological × Gender 0.28 0.099 10627 2.83 < .01 

Indirect Util × Lang × Religiosity 0.013 0.015 10627.2 0.86 0.389 

Deontological × Lang × 

Religiosity 0.018 0.016 10627.3 1.12 0.264 

 

The results revealed a consistent main effect of language across all six scenarios together, with 

participants responding in English giving more Utilitarian judgments than those responding in 

Persian (b = 0.52, SE = 0.26, t(2186) = 1.99, p = .046). This effect was similar across all three 

types of judgments (direct Utilitarian, indirect Utilitarian, and inaction deontological), as the 

interaction tests were non-significant (all ps > .25). Moreover, the effect did not depend on 

participants’ level of religiosity, indicating that religious commitment did not moderate the 

influence of language on moral decision-making (p = .499). A significant main effect of gender 

was also found, with females giving lower Utilitarian  (more deontological) judgments than 

males (b = –0.37, SE = 0.09, t(2154) = –4.14, p < .001). This effect was most evident in 

deontological responses, where females showed stronger deontological inclinations (b = 0.28, 

SE = 0.10, t = 2.83, p = .005). Neither religiosity (p = .483) nor decision time (p = .954) had a 

significant effect on moral judgments, and the lack of a Language × Religiosity interaction 

suggests that the foreign language effect operates independently of religious beliefs in this 

sample. Overall, the findings supported both the foreign language effect and gender differences 

in moral reasoning, with English speakers and males showing more Utilitarian tendencies 

across moral contexts. These effects were not moderated by religiosity or decision time and 

were consistent across personal, impersonal, and rule-based evaluations. 
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Figure 1  

Direct Utilitarian Judgements across Six Scenarios 

Moreover, since the content, emotional salience, and nature of decision context in each scenario 

were not the same, it was necessary to consider this potential scenario-based sensitivity in our 

analysis. Therefore, we used a more conservative linear mixed-effects model with random 

slopes for Language by Scenario and random intercepts for Participant to examine the effects 

of language, gender, and religiosity on moral judgment. This conservative model allows the 

foreign language effect to vary across scnerios, thus giving a more rigorous test of whether 

foreign language effect remains robust across different scanerios (Barr, 2013). Given the 

importance of this hetrogenaity at the scenario level, the results of this random-slope model are 

presented here, and prioritized for theoretical interpretation.  

Figure 2  

Indirect Utilitarian Judgements across Six Scenarios 
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In this model, the effect of language was no longer significant (b = 0.29, SE = 0.23, t(63.8) = 

1.26, p = .212), nor was the Language × Religiosity interaction (p = .932), suggesting that the 

foreign language effect was not robust across dilemmas. However, a reliable gender effect 

remained, with females providing more deontological judgments than males (b = –0.25, SE = 

0.07, t(719.2) = –3.74, p < .001). Importantly, the random effects structure revealed significant 

variability in the language effect across scenarios (variance = 0.075, SD = 0.274), highlighting 

that the influence of language depended on the specific moral dilemma. This scenario-level 

variability underscores the importance of considering item-level differences in moral 

psychology research. 

Figure 3 

Deontological (Inaction) Judgements across Six Scenarios  

Discussion 

The present study investigated how linguistic context (first vs. second language), gender (male 

vs. female), religiosity, and response time influence moral judgments across six realistic 

trilemma scenarios. Unlike some prior studies that employed abstract and unrealistic dilemmas, 

such as the trolley problem (Foot, 2002; Thomson, 1985) or general personal dilemmas like the 

Asian disease scenario (e.g., Keysar et al., 2012), this study used realistic vignettes centered on 

topics such as COVID-19, ecological conservation, medical dilemma, etc., to ensure greater 

realism and participant engagement (Carron et al., 2022; Brouwer, 2019; Ekici et al., 2021). 

Each moral scenario was followed by three response options: direct harm, indirect harm, and 

inaction-based choices, with participants rating them on a seven-point Likert scale. A total of 

710 participants, whose first and second languages were Persian and English, respectively, 

completed the scenarios, responded to a religiosity scale, and had their response times recorded. 
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The Foreign Language Effect: Not Uniform, but Contextually Variable 

The mixed-effects model in the current study revealed a significant language effect across all 

six scenarios for direct Utilitarian, indirect Utilitarian, and inaction deontological judgments. 

Consistent with previous research on the Foreign Language Effect (FLE) across diverse 

countries and language pairs (Cipolletti et al., 2015; Costa et al., 2014; Geipel et al., 2015; 

Keysar et al., 2012), participants responding in English made more Utilitarian judgments than 

those responding in Persian particularly in emotionally salient dilemmas. This has been 

attributed to emotional distancing or blunting and the higher cognitive load associated with L2 

use, which may reduce deontological intuitions and increase willingness to endorse harm for 

the greater good (Hayakawa et al., 2017; Hayakawa & Keysar, 2017). According to dual-

process theory, L2 use may shift decision-making from fast, intuitive, emotion-driven System 

1 processes toward slower, more reflective, rule-based System 2 reasoning (Evans & Stanovich, 

2013; Greene et al., 2001). 

However, the random-slopes analysis revealed substantial scenario-level variability. 

Mixed-effects models for individual scenarios showed no consistent increase in Utilitarianism 

across each dilemma, and the FLE was not significant. Although descriptive trends indicated 

slightly higher Utilitarian and deontological ratings in English, there was no significant main 

effect of language or interaction with religiosity. This scenario-specific variability suggests that 

the FLE is not a uniform bias but a flexible, content-sensitive process that may be amplified in 

high-conflict or medical triage dilemmas and absent or even reversed in others (Privitera et al., 

2023; Cipolletti et al., 2015). These findings align with previous studies which argue that L2 

use promotes reflective, controlled processing rather than emotional suppression (e.g., Keysar 

et al., 2012; Ortigosa-Beltrán et al., 2023). 

 A growing body of replication failures and boundary-condition studies further indicates 

that the FLE is smaller, less reliable, and highly context-dependent (Białek et al., 2020; Del 

Maschio et al., 2025; Henning & Hütter, 2021; Privitera, 2024; Yavuz et al., 2024). Such studies 

highlight that language context alone does not reliably shape moral choices; instead, outcomes 

depend on scenario features as well as individual and cultural factors such as cognitive style, 

risk-taking, bilingual experience, and L2 proficiency. Even when effects trended in the expected 

direction, foreign language use did not consistently produce more Utilitarian responses, 

particularly in realistic or less emotionally charged dilemmas. The findings of these recent 

studies along with the results of random-slope model in our study suggest that when testing the 

foreign language effect on moral judgement, we need to take into consideration the scenario-

level variability to avoid overestimation of generalizability, and hence to acknowledge the 

context-sensitive nature of moral decision making (Brouwer, 2021; Privitera, 2024). 

Finally, our study extends this literature by evaluating the moral polarization hypothesis. 

We found no evidence for increased endorsement of both Utilitarian and deontological extremes 

in L2. Although descriptive patterns suggested a trend toward higher deontological judgments 

in the foreign language, this effect was not statistically significant. These findings reinforce the 
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view that language may influence moral reasoning in subtle, context-dependent ways, rather 

than producing consistent or extreme shifts. Such nuances may be particularly relevant in high-

stakes domains, such as medical or legal decision-making, where even small shifts in moral 

judgment could have meaningful consequences. 

Gender Effects: A Robust and Consistent Finding 

The effect of gender emerged as a strong and significant predictor of moral judgment. Females 

provided more deontological judgments than males which is consistent across judgment types 

and scenarios. This aligns with decades of research showing that women are more likely to 

emphasize care, empathy, and relational ethics, while men lean toward justice, rules, and cost-

benefit analysis (Baez et al., 2017; Capraro & Sippel, 2017; Friesdorf et al., 2015; Gibbs, 2021; 

Gilligan, 1982; Haidt & Joseph, 2004). They highlighted the higher tendencies of males in 

comparison to females to endorse action-based options (direct Utilitarian) to maximize the 

greater good for everyone, rather than avoiding the moral violation. Our results reinforce the 

robustness of gender differences in moral psychology, even in multilingual and cross-cultural 

contexts. 

Religiosity and Decision Time: No Significant Effects 

Contrary to expectations, religiosity showed no significant main effect on moral judgment, nor 

did it moderate the language effect. This challenges the notion that religious individuals are 

uniformly more deontological (Baron et al., 2015; Piazza & Landy, 2013). However, the results 

showed that religiosity was associated with higher inaction in some scenarios (e.g., ecological 

dilemmas) but surprisingly higher Utilitarianism in others (e.g., organizational decisions), 

suggesting that religious values can align with consequentialist reasoning under certain 

conditions. This indicates that religious values do not uniformly promote rule-based ethics; 

rather, their influence appears to depend on the moral domain and perceived responsibility. The 

non-significant effect of religiosity in the current study does not seem to align with the Barabadi 

et al.’s (2021) findings, where religiosity moderated the language effect for native speakers of 

Persian, and L2 English group. However, it should be noted that in Barabadi et al.’s (2021) 

study, religiosity did not have any significant moderating effect for L2  Arabic group despite 

the fact that Arabic is the language of holy Quran. Taken together, the results of the current 

study, and the inconsistent findings of of Barabadi et al. (2021) in the Iranian context suggest 

that the relationship between religiosity and moral judgement is complex with potential 

variation across different moral dilemnmas. 

Prior research has found that religious people might engage less in analytical thought 

compared to less religious individuals and consequently accept that they do not have the 

capacity to engage in actions that decide life or death (Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012; McPhetres 

et al., 2018; Pennycook et al., 2012). In moral dilemmas, such individuals are often less 

concerned with the consequences of their action or inaction and instead adhere to their belief 

of not committing an immoral deed (Baron et al., 2015; Piazza & Landy, 2013). However, as 
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indicated by Privitera et al. (2023), the moral Foreign Language Effect is dilemma-specific, 

varying depending on whether the dilemmas are personal or impersonal, self-beneficial or 

other-beneficial, and artificial or authentic. Therefore, the link between religiosity and moral 

judgment might be dependent on the nature of the dilemma, or the potential distinct moral 

assumptions of each religion (Avci, 2019). For example, the deontological inclination among 

religious group in the previous studies may have derived mainly from the Christian-majority 

participants (Piazza & Sousa, 2014). However, the complex nature of the relationship between 

religiosity, language, and scenario-specific content in the current study suggest that religiosity 

may align with utilitarian judgement, deontological judgement, or even inaction under certain 

conditions. Future research could explore religious identity, doctrinal salience, or moral 

foundations (Graham et al., 2009; Zohrabi, 2023) to better capture this complexity.  

Similarly, we found no significant effect of decision time between responding to the 

dilemmas in English and Persian, which contrasts with the dual-process framework that predicts 

deliberation should increase Utilitarian responses (Greene et al., 2001). This is consistent with 

previous studies that also found no reliable effect of response time on whether deliberation leads 

to more Utilitarian choices (Alós-Ferrer et al., 2016; Gürçay & Baron, 2016; Rosas et al., 2019; 

Tinghög et al., 2016). Several explanations may account for this result. Response time (RT) is 

not always predictive of moral choice, as individuals with extreme selfish or altruistic 

orientations may decide quickly, while undecided participants hesitate, producing wide 

variability in RTs (Rosas et al., 2019). RT may also reflect differences between dilemmas 

themselves and participants’ level of engagement; given that many participants were already 

highly involved across all scenarios, additional time may have had little impact. Another 

possibility is that the lack of an RT effect reflects task complexity or ceiling effects in reflective 

processing, where participants are already reasoning at their maximum capacity (Alós-Ferrer et 

al., 2016). Finally, the CNI model suggests that extended deliberation does not necessarily 

increase Utilitarianism but instead amplifies individuals’ pre-existing moral inclinations 

(Gawronski et al., 2017). Consistent with this, Hashimoto et al. (2022) found that in Japanese 

students, deliberation sometimes led to decreased Utilitarian choices depending on the 

dilemma, highlighting the complex, context-dependent nature of reflective moral reasoning. 

Conclusion  

The primary purpose of this study was to examine the effect of linguistic context and gender on 

moral judgment, in which three choices, namely direct harm, indirect harm, and inaction, were 

presented to participants using a set of six realistic scenarios while taking into account the role 

of religiosity and response time. This study provides a nuanced, statistically rigorous 

examination of the foreign language effect on moral judgment. While prior research has framed 

L2 use as a catalyst for Utilitarian reasoning, our results, based on a large sample, realistic 

dilemmas, and a robust mixed-effects model, offered a more complex picture. While 

Utilitarianism was higher among participants responding in English compared to Persian, and 

a significant foreign language effect emerged when all six scenarios were considered together, 
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this effect disappeared once scenario-level variability was taken into account, suggesting that 

the effect is smaller, less consistent, and more context-sensitive than previously believed. The 

significant variation in the language effect across scenarios suggests that dilemma context plays 

a crucial role in shaping moral judgments, with some situations amplifying L2 effects while 

others diminishing them. We conclude that blunted emotion is not a straightforward 

consequence of L2 use; rather, using a foreign language may facilitate more reflective, 

deliberate, and analytical processing, leading to cognitive deepening rather than emotional 

distancing. This allows individuals to engage more fully with moral trade-offs, potentially 

increasing both Utilitarian and deontological reasoning depending on the scenario. It is 

important to study the FLE as a tool for moral judgment and decision-making. This context-

dependent flexibility challenges the idea of L2 as a “cold” or “rational” medium. Instead, our 

data suggest that L2 can act as a cognitive tool, enabling deeper moral engagement. This has 

practical relevance for multilingual decision-making in domains such as medicine, law, and 

international policy. In addition, we found that gender is a far stronger predictor, with females 

consistently endorsing more deontological responses. Further, response time and religiosity 

were not related to moral decision-making.   

Our findings have implications for multilingual decision-making in high-stakes domains 

such as medicine, law, and international policy. Language choice can subtly shape moral 

outcomes, not by pushing decisions toward a single answer but by influencing the depth and 

direction of deliberation, meaning that linguistic context should be considered an important 

factor in ethical decision-making. In sum, this study shows that the FLE is not simply a boost 

in Utilitarianism but a context-sensitive amplification of moral reasoning. 

Several limitations should be noted. One notable limitation concerns the participant 

distribution. Specifically, our sample had an uneven gender distribution, with a higher number 

of female participants. This imbalance may have acted as a hinderance to detect gender-

moderated effects of religiosity or language.  For instance, the non-significant effect of 

religiosity in our study may be due to the small variability in moral decision making patterns 

observed within a predominantly female sample, who tend to make moral decisions based on 

an ethics of care and deontological intuitions (see Friesdorf et al., 2015; Gibbs, 2021). We 

recommend that future studies focus on recruiting a more balanced sample to better understand 

gender differences in moral decision-making and judgment. This could be achieved through 

quota sampling, targeting the underrepresented gender in the dataset. Secondly, we did not use 

an objective measure of our participants’ reading comprehension proficiency to control for its 

possible moderating role, which may have affected their ability to fully engage with the 

dilemmas, which may moderate the FLE (Białek et al., 2019; Kirova et al., 2023). Third, our 

scenarios were hypothetical; future research should examine real-world moral behavior in 

multilingual contexts. Finally, applying the CNI model (Gawronski et al., 2017) and 

neurocognitive methods (e.g., fMRI, eye-tracking; Greene et al., 2004) could help disentangle 

the cognitive and emotional components of moral judgment in L1 vs. L2. In sum, this study 

refines our understanding of the foreign language effect, moving beyond simplistic “rational 
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vs. emotional” dichotomies toward a more context-sensitive, process-oriented view of moral 

reasoning in multilingual minds. 
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