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Abstract 

Based on Construal Level Theory (Trope & Liberman, 2010), the present study examines the 

impact of temporal distance on moral concern. A manipulation on individuals’ mind-set has 

been made in to abstract (High level) versus concrete (Low level) mentality to inspect the 

ability to effect peoples’ moral concern. Our first hypothesis is that future-oriented people 

should show more moral concern than present-oriented individuals. Present-oriented people 

should, however, after an abstract manipulation show a higher moral concern, correspondent 

with future-oriented individual’s moral concern. 176 undergraduates from a Swedish 

university participated in the study. The respondents were asked to answer a questionnaire, 

and a scale was used to measure the individual temporal perspective (Consideration of Future 

Consequences scale, CFC) and then a manipulation was made. Half of the participants were 

allotted an abstract (high level) manipulation, and the other half were given a concrete (low 

level) manipulation. The manipulation was followed by a questionnaire that measured the 

moral concern, in the form of blame, attributed to morally questionable actions. We found a 

positive correlation between temporal focus and moral concern. The manipulation however 

showed no effect of abstraction on peoples’ moral concern. Nor did a two-way between 

subjects ANOVA show a significant interaction between temporal perspective and 

abstraction, providing no support for our second and third hypotheses. An environmental 

impact on the respondents is discussed as a possible reason for the results not being fully 

consistent with previous studies. For future research we suggest similar longitudinal studies, 

which would supply researchers with the opportunity to study the long-term effect on 

different types of moral. 

Keywords: Moral concern, moral judgments, temporal distance, abstract thinking. 
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       In recent years the effect of temporal distance on morality has become a more popular 

subject under the study of Construal Level Theory (CLT) (Eyal & Liberman, 2012). Research 

has shown that the way people think of an object or event in a future time perspective differs 

from when they think of the object or event in a present time perspective (Agerström & 

Björklund, 2009). According to CLT the psychological distance will effect a person’s level of 

abstraction (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Agerström & Björklund (2013) found that people who 

were more future oriented had a greater moral concern than individuals with a present 

oriented time perspective. In this study we intend to further investigate the possibility to 

manipulate present oriented peoples’ mind-set in to a more abstract way of thinking and 

increase their moral concern to be more correspondent with future oriented individuals’ 

morals.   

     In today’s modern society we are constantly surrounded by a moral norm that provides us 

with directions on how we should act and behave. Imbedded in these moral norms are certain 

expectations that people will act in particular ways (Nielsen & McGregor, 2013). According 

to the previously mentioned authors, moral norms have their origins in social groups; people 

internalize thoughts, which influence the norms. Furthermore, the individuals’ feelings and 

behaviours can later develop and be seen as independent of the originating context. When 

thinking of morals, people tend to do so in terms of principles, values and ideologies (Eyal & 

Liberman, 2012). For example, using a moral mind-set, one person might characterize himself 

as someone who values loyalty or a sustainable environment, while another person will think 

of donating money to the poor as a way to promote social justice or fight inequality. Once a 

person accepts a moral rule, an action is most likely to be judged positively when it is 

following said rule and negatively when the rule is violated (Eyal & Liberman, 2012). Today 

we put faith in these essential moral principles to guide us through life. We put our behaviour 

on autopilot and hold our moral compass responsible for how we react and respond to our 

surrounding’s demands and promises (Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 2011). So what 

happens if these moral principles should prove inconsistent? What if our moral does change 

depending on moment and context?  

     A number of factors can be shown to have an influence on one’s attitudes. To change an 

individual’s behaviour, and adjust their morals, has in many experiments been proven to be 

possible depending on context. For instance Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment from 

1971 showed that by being given a certain roll (Prison guard or prisoner) the individual would 

act according to the roll regardless of whether the act would have been classified as immoral 

in a normal, everyday situation. The experiment was supposed to have lasted for two weeks 
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but had to be stopped after only six days because the guards became too aggressive and brutal 

(Myers, Abell, Kolstad, & Sani, 2010). Milgram’s electric shock experiment of 1965 was 

another experiment that showed that people are able to perform unethical acts depending on 

the situation. Milgram’s experiment showed that authority could influence normal people to 

give out deathly electrical shocks to people they had just met. The more distant (physically) 

the attendant was to the victim the more likely it was for the attendant to give the victim an 

electrical shock with deathly intensity (Myers et al., 2010). Eyal, Trope and Liberman (2010) 

argue that, for instance, social and spatial distance can have effect on peoples moral (e.g. 

people are more likely to show a heightened moral concern while in conversation with 

individuals who are far away). For this study, the focus lies on the factor of time and its effect 

on the moral concern. Fujita, Eyal, Chaiken, Trope, and Liberman (2008) have concluded that 

an increasing temporal distance might effect the personal relevance towards events, causing a 

less methodical and more heuristic frame of mind. Eyal, Liberman, and Trope (2008) have 

shown that people focusing on a moral issue are likely to fluctuate in their moral judgment 

depending on the instance’s temporal distance to them, i.e. morally offensive actions are 

judged more harshly when they are thought to happen in a distant future. Agerström and 

Björklund (2009) have argued that this phenomenon can be described as people having either 

selfish or altruistic ideals, which exist in relation to their temporal focus (that is either 

concrete or abstract).  

     Agerström and Björklund (2013) showed that individuals with an eye towards the future 

tend to have a greater moral concern than those who have a more proximal view of life. In this 

study we aim to take said authors’ discovery through further research and investigate the 

possibility of changing one’s moral concern by manipulating a person’s cognitive functions 

into a more abstract mind-set. More specifically, we want to examine the possibility that 

abstraction influences individuals’ moral concern differently depending on which temporal 

perspective is chronically activated. The prediction is that individuals with a near time 

perspective will, after abstract manipulation, achieve the level of moral concern consistent 

with individuals that have a more distant time perspective.  

Construal Level Theory 

     Construal Level Theory (CLT) focuses on psychological distance, and argues that the 

farther removed an object is from the direct experience or self, the higher, or more abstract, 

the level of construal of the object (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Agerström (2008) mentions 

how great psychological distance will heighten the prominence of an individual’s ideals.   
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     The theory takes use of the idea of psychological distance and its effect on one’s thinking. 

Trope and Liberman (2010) argue that it is impossible to experience what is not present. We 

can still make predictions about the future and remember the past but this will only be mental 

construals, distinct from the direct experience. Psychological distance is always a subjective 

experience, which means that the self always constitutes as a reference point when judging 

whether objects or events should be seen as far away or close, varying distance always has 

that same egocentricity reference point of the subjective experience. Since the reference point 

always is the self, in the individual here and now, various distances will have become 

cognitively related to each other. So the farther away from the self an object or experience 

will be the more abstract it will become. There are four ways in which an object can be moved 

within the concept of psychological distance: time, space, social distance, and hypothetical. 

These ways all constitute different distance dimensions (Trope & Liberman, 2010). This study 

and report focuses on the difference in the temporal dimension. 

It is argued that as psychological (for instance temporal) distance increases, the information 

is represented at a higher and more abstract level (high-level construals) than information 

which is seen as psychologically closer, which is characterised by existing on a more tangible 

and concrete level (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Agerström, 2008). To create a comprehensible 

understanding regarding these levels, Trope and Liberman (2010) offer the following well-

used analogy: just as psychologically distant objects exist at a higher level of construal (and 

an abstract, high-level way of thinking will focus on distant objects), from a distance we 

would see the forest, but as we get closer we, instead, see the trees (which represents the more 

concrete and fathomable low-level construal). 

     Thus, Agerström (2008) maintained, it is evident that temporal distances are well in the 

capacity of changing the values of outcomes, and as temporal distances might systematically 

change peoples’ mental representation of (mainly future) events, this leads to the clear 

evidence of temporal fluctuation in the value of outcomes. Eyal, Liberman, Trope, and 

Walther (2004) showed that when the same events are described from different temporal 

dimensions, the event expected in the more distant future is more likely to be classified and 

thought of in terms of superordinate features and categories. In this case, describing a move, 

the high-level participants, focusing on a future move, were more likely to use terms which 

pointed towards the more superordinate end state (e.g. “starting a new life”), while more low-

level oriented participants, discussing a current move, were more likely to use more 

subordinate terms (such as “packing a box”). According to Agerström and Björklund (2009), 

CLT can predict that moral behaviour is perceived as more important with greater temporal 
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distance, while more contextually bound selfish temptations will be stronger in a near 

temporal perspective. Imagine the moral dilemma one can experience when deciding if one 

should take the car to work or to use public transportation. Thinking about protecting the 

environment for future generations would, for most people, involve a high level construal of 

the situation, while thinking about the convenience of taking the car would involve a low-

level construal (Agerström & Björklund, 2009). Based on CLT, moral principles should, 

therefore, be classified in a more superordinate state and selfish motives would represent the 

subordinate state.   

     Agerström and Björklund (2013) have, as well, while using CLT, focused specifically on 

temporal distance and argue that the existence of a correlation between larger temporal 

distances leads to greater moral concern. Using CLT, one can process the approach of the 

study as a way to investigate the impact of altering the temporal dimension within the concept 

of psychological distance, and measure the adjustment’s effect on moral determination. 

Action Identification Theory 

     Like within CLT, Action Identification Theory (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989) breaks down 

actions into constituents (called identities), only to array them in a cognitive hierarchy. This 

hierarchy is built with a base consisting of low-level identities (which focus on how one 

performs a task) and is topped with high-level identities, (which are used to specify why or 

with what effect one acts). “Drinking juice” is, for instance, a higher-level identity than 

“swallowing”, as the latter identity specifies how one does the former. While an individual is 

likely to be more prone to one of the two approaches, a person can also be expected to change 

focus between high – and low–level identities when approaching a specific task, should it 

become evident that one approach is more suited to help the overall goal of mastering the 

chore. In a similar fashion, Trope and Liberman (2010) argue that high-level identities serve 

to represent more psychologically distant events. Using an undergraduate university setting to 

prove an example, one can use “doing well in school” or “procuring an education” as high-

level goals and “reading a textbook” or “writing an essay” as low-level goals. People tend to 

describe an action in high level terms when it is being placed in a distant future and in low-

level terms when the action is placed in the near future. The reason why psychologically 

distant behaviour leads to more abstract behaviour and thoughts, is that high-level construals 

and low level construals serve different cognitive functions. High level construals are linked 

with distant objects as a certain degree of separation aids the observation of an objects 

essential, consistent properties. In contrast low-level construals are connected to objects 
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nearer to the individual due to the benefit of proximity to see details necessary for immediate 

use.  

Consideration of Future Consequences  

     It has been shown that there is an individual difference in the inclination to think about 

the future. Some people tend to put more focus on the future consequences of their actions, 

and others put their focal point to the more immediate implications of their actions. To 

measure those differences, the Consideration of Future Consequences scale (CFC; Strathman, 

Gleicher, Boninger, & Edwards, 2004) can be used. The CFC scale is a measure of the extent 

a person will evaluate the future consequences of their actions instead of assessing the 

immediate consequences (Strathman et al., 1994). A high value on the CFC scale indicates a 

bigger focus on the long-term well-being, and the future effect on the action. Those people 

tend to have a general future-time orientation (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). It has also been 

shown that people with a high CFC score have lower levels of impulsiveness (Joireman, 

Anderson, & Strathman, 2003). Strathman et al. (1994) demonstrated CFC’s ability to predict 

environmental behaviour, health concerns, and cigarette or alcohol use. A low score on the 

CFC scale indicates a greater focus on direct gratification and means that an individual is 

likely to put less thought into future consequences of their actions.  

      The ability to reflect on future consequences requires abstract thought. Consideration of 

Future Consequences influences the way individuals construe their behavioural options. This 

interpretation is dependent on whether the individuals direct their attention to immediate or 

delayed consequences (Joireman, Stratham, & Ballet, 2006). According to CLT, the action 

made by an individual can depend on the action’s temporal distance. In this research there has 

been a distinction between two levels of construal: High-level construals, which are abstract, 

primary and goal-relevant. Low-level construals are instead concrete, secondary and goal-

irrelevant. In line with this, actions in close temporal proximity are more likely to result in 

low-level construals, while actions that occur in a distant future are more likely to result in 

high-level construals (Liberman, Sagristano, & Trope, 2002). High – and low–level construals 

have been demonstrated to have meaningful implications for the value that people assign to 

different lines of action. Actions that occur in a near future are mostly based on values of low-

level features; whereas actions that occur in a distant future are valued in high-level features. 

According to CLT individuals low in the CFC scores should more often evaluate behaviour 

options associated with low-level construals, and people with high CFC scores should be 
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more likely to estimate behavioural alternatives in terms of high-level construals. The effect 

of these differences should make individuals high in the CFC more likely to prefer the harder 

course of action, which entails more benefits in the long run, while individuals low on the 

CFC, instead, would be more likely to prefer the easier course of action that entails more 

immediate, short-lived benefits (Joireman et al., 2006).  

Moral 

     Morality refers to concepts of right and wrong. A moral idea is described as an 

unshakable conviction in something without necessitating proof or evidence (Skitka & 

Mullen, 2002). Haidt (2001) argues that while moral intuition is best defined as a form of 

cognition, one should not make the mistake of assuming that sane reasoning necessarily goes 

into making instant moral decisions. Skitka and Mullen (2002) also argue the absence of 

deliberation and thoughtful appraisal in a priori morality. Although careful and subsequent 

acceptance of specific moral precepts is said to help build an individual’s permanent moral 

world view (e.g., it is immoral to eat meat, or flash your ankle), this self-aware creation of 

moral rules tends to happen in a visceral post hoc setting, and aims to justify or explain 

certain actions. 

     Haidt, Koller, and Dias (1993) came to the conclusion that morals can be seen as cultural, 

and differ depending on factors such as nationality. Stein and Nemeroff (1995) found 

evidence of morals being connected to what type of food individuals, all within a common 

cultural community, consumed. Amongst a group of health-conscious individuals who watch 

what they eat, it can be seen as immoral to indulge in cheeseburgers and other junk food 

(Stein & Nemeroff, 1995). This type of moral judgment is commonly discussed (Haidt, 2001; 

Haidt et al., 1993), and is made up by (often tacit) moral reasoning by certain groups or 

cultures.  

     Bargh, Schwader, Hailey, Dyer, and Boothby (2012) argue that more direct, and 

cognitive, moral decisions reduce concern for controlled ideas such as loyalty, authority, and 

purity. Focus remains, though, on factors such as harm and fairness, proving that these may 

be more automatic.  Furthermore Suter and Hertwig (2011) argue that manipulating 

individuals’ time constraints impairs basic utilitarian judgments, but at the same time leaves 

rule-based judgments unaffected. 

     Most of daily life is driven by automatic processes, and one’s morals are no different 

(Bargh & Chartrand, 1999). Nisbett and Wilson (1977) argue that people rarely know what 

internal cognitive process took place in order for them to reach a judgment, and are thereby 
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often unaware of the influence of stimuli and their own responses. Similar to this, Bargh and 

Chartrand (1999) reason that an underlying cause for many of our moral decisions is an 

unintentional acquisition of automaticity, which means that the mind, in order to restrain the 

energy consuming process of reasoning, makes split decisions based on either previous 

experiences or a current frame of mind. Using this collected reasoning, we argue that quick 

moral decisions often happen outside the   individual’s consciousness. It should, with the right 

type of instrument and experimental design, be possible to, for a short period of time, 

influence peoples’ moral concern without the individual noticing.  

     A moral dilemma rises from dissonant instincts about morally appropriate responses, and 

often causes consequentialist intuitions to arise and be pitted against deontological ones (Liu 

& Ditto, 2012). According to Suter and Hertwig (2011) consequentialism can be seen as the 

notion and internal argument of which actions would maximize good outcomes, and should 

(in stark contrast to deontology) be evaluated solely as a reference to the merits of its 

consequences. During the course of this report we are solely interested in the respondents’ 

instant judgment regarding a diverse selection of moral principles, and define high moral 

concern as a present preference for selflessness over selfish hedonistic actions and behaviour. 

In order to avoid the participants expressing social desirability bias, the moral questions in the 

questionnaire were presented as third person scenarios. 

Abstraction, Time perspective and moral concern  

     Trope and Liberman (2010) argue that as people become removed from a direct 

experience or individual, comprehensive information about them becomes unavailable or 

unreliable. As a result, people characterise these distant entities using their abstract (high-

level) mental features. Nussbaum, Trope, and Liberman (2003) further argue that perceivers 

use more abstract internal representation (higher-level construals) when considering or 

explaining more distant future behaviours. This shows that decisions and preferences change 

methodically as a consequence of activating different mental construals that happen when 

temporal distance is considered (Fujita et al., 2008).  

     As humans we possess the ability to visualize the future appearances of different events 

with only our imagination. This ability provides people with the opportunity to look ahead, 

think in long-term concepts, and a chance to take future consequences into consideration 

(Gilbert & Wilson, 2007). It has been proven that changing an individuals’ momentary 

temporal perspective can influence their moral concern (Strathman et al., 1994). According to 

previously mentioned authors, there are individual differences in the extent to which people 
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are likely to consider distant outcomes in choosing present behaviour. Some individuals are 

more willing to sacrifice immediate benefits for the sake of more desirable future states. 

These individuals seem to believe that a certain behaviour will be justified by the existence of 

future benefits, even if the action came with immediate present-time costs. Others tend to act 

in a way more oriented towards capturing immediate benefits, and do so while using a more 

short-term-oriented way of thinking. These individuals do not particularly consider the future 

consequences of their actions, but are instead interested in maximizing the immediate 

benefits.  

     Hershfield, Cohen, and Thompson (2012) found that people differ in moral concern 

depending on the correspondence they feel to their future selves.  People who feel a strong 

congruence to their future selves tend to be less likely to act in an unethical manner. The 

theory is that, as people feel connected to their future selves, they get better access to their 

future self-emotions. This would prevent the individual from acting on present short-term-

oriented impulses, and thus make him act with a higher moral concern. Hence being able to 

project the present self in to the future, and feel closeness to the future self, may prevent 

immoral behaviour. Hershfield et al.’s. (2012) study focuses on the understanding of how 

individuals judge moral questionable dilemmas where as our study, instead, targets to what 

extent people tend to act immorally. This study puts the focus on Strathman et al.’s (1994) 

theory, which in a more general way, weights the constant inclination to be of either future or 

present consequence. To be more specific, in this research, we aim to target the role of 

abstraction as the mechanism underlying individual differences in moral concern.     

Summary 

     With CLT as the established theory, we argue that individual differences in temporal 

perspective lead to a variance in moral concern. According to CLT, we propose that all types 

of psychological distance lead to a more abstract mind-set. In this study we investigate if 

individual differences in temporal distance play a role in one’s moral concern. Our belief is 

that people with a more distant time perspective will show greater moral concern than those 

with a proximal time perspective, replicating previous findings (e.g., Agerström & Björklund, 

2013). We further propose that an abstract manipulation on present-oriented people will result 

in a moral concern score consistent with future-oriented people. There will be no considerable 

difference in moral concern after an abstract manipulation on individuals who possess a 

distant time perspective as these individuals tend to think rather abstractly to begin with 

(Agerström & Björklund, 2013). Manipulating the present-oriented person into a more 
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abstract mind-set will lead the individual to set his or her mind on the overall picture, which 

should induce the person to see the ‘’bigger picture’’ and also make the person more sensitive 

to violations of unethical actions. Hence, our explicit hypotheses are:  

H1. Future-oriented people should show considerably more moral concern than present-

oriented individuals.  

H2. People with an abstract mind-set should have greater moral concern when construing an 

action than those who have a more concrete mind-set.  

H3. Present-oriented individuals should, after an abstraction manipulation, show a higher 

moral, which should be correspondent with future-oriented individuals’ moral concerns. 

This result will be shown as an interaction effect between time perspective and 

manipulated abstraction. 

Method 

Participants 

     176 surveys were handed out to Linnaeus University students. There were no specific 

prerequisites on the respondents. 133 attendants were approached randomly on campus where 

they were asked to fill out a survey. They were asked to carefully read the instructions given 

in the survey and to fill in the form individually. 43 respondents were also asked to participate 

during classes in economics and psychology. (117 women, 54 men, M age = 23.7 years, SD = 

3.6, age range: 18 – 40 years). Both classes were given the same instructions as the 

participants randomly selected around campus (to fill in individually and to read the 

instructions carefully). The participants were all Swedish speaking and were offered no 

compensation for participating. There was an internal loss of 29 individuals where we made 

the judgement that the manipulation was not properly completed. There was one external loss 

where the participant disappeared before returning the survey.   

 

Materials 

Consideration of Future Consequences  

     To be able to measure individual differences in temporal orientation, we used the 

Consideration of Future Consequences (CFC) scale (see appendix A). This twelve-item scale 
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has been designed to examine to what extent individuals contemplate the future or immediate 

consequences of their actions. A person with a high CFC score is characterized by a greater 

focus on distant goals that guide current behaviour, while a low CFC score indicates a greater 

focus on more proximate needs and concerns. The scale is made up by contextualized 

statements, each in its own way morally neutral. Examples of statements used in the scale are: 

“I think that sacrificing now is usually unnecessary since future outcomes can be dealt with at 

a later time” and “I consider how things might be in the future, and try to influence those 

things with my day-to-day behaviour”. Following each statement, the participants were asked 

to what extent they saw these statements as characteristics in their own nature. The answer 

scale ranged from 1 (extremely uncharacteristic) to 5 (extremely characteristic). The internal 

consistency (alpha) was high (a = .759, M =3.32, SD = 0.5). 

Abstraction manipulation 

     To manipulate the attendants into a more abstract, versus a concrete, way of thinking, a 

test influenced by Vallacher and Wegner’s (1989) action identification research was used. The 

participants were randomly given a task that guided the attendants to a high-level mind-set 

where they, step-by-step, in a four-step ladder, had to focus on why they performed a certain 

action (see appendix B). This represented the abstract mind-set. The other half of the 

participants got a task, which in a four-step ladder, guided them to think more on how they 

performed a certain act (see appendix C). This group represented the concrete mind-set. In our 

study education was the action used in the experiment.  

Moral assessment 

     For measurement of moral concern, the participants were asked to judge how wrong they 

considered a morally questionable deed to be. An example of a moral question is: “Anna and 

John were at a restaurant, and at the end of the night they received the bill. Before the main 

course, Anna and John had some pre-dinner drinks, which the waitress had forgotten to put on 

their tab. Anna and John choose not to bring this to the waitresses’ attention, but simply pay 

for their food and leave”. There were eight events the attendant rated on a scale 1 (not wrong 

at all) to 9 (extremely wrong). This scale is the same as the one used by Agerström and 

Björklund (2013) (see appendix D). The total score of moral judgments in the eight cases 

were (M = 5.33 SD = 1.2). The internal consistency (alpha) did not quite reach acceptable 

levels (a = .576, M =42.6, SD = 9.6) which is not surprising given that the moral scenarios 

covered rather different types of morally questionable behaviours.   
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Procedure 

     The three measurements above were put together in one, three-step-survey. In the first 

step, participants were asked to answer the 12 questions on the CFC scale to illuminate the 

individual variance with the extent to which they differed in time perspective. The CFC scale 

was followed by either an abstract or a concrete manipulation. Half were randomly selected 

for the abstract manipulation, and the other half were allotted the concrete manipulation. The 

third step in the survey was to judge the eight moral scenarios, followed by a form where the 

participants filled in their age, gender and education.   

     The surveys were handed out amongst the student population present in the University 

Library on two occasions. The time of day, on both occasions, was in the a.m. The first time 

was on a Friday and the second time was on the subsequent Monday. On the Friday, 49 

surveys were filled in and returned, and on the Monday, 84 surveys were answered. On the 

front page there was a short presentation of the study and guaranteed anonymity. The 

following Wednesday, the authors had been invited to visit an undergraduate psychology 

class and hand out surveys. Due to the participation of everyone enrolled in the class, the visit 

resulted in 22 returned surveys. Furthermore, one Thursday a.m. the authors had been allowed 

to visit an undergraduate economics class to hand out surveys. As the whole of said class 

complied with the request, the visit resulted in an additional 21 surveys being completed and 

returned.  

     Every one of the 176 surveys were handed out and collected personally by one of the 

authors. The students approached in the classrooms were, after the surveys had been 

collected, informed of the true intention of the study. The participants in the library were 

informed of the study’s purpose if they requested the information or showed interest. Students 

who showed no interest in the purpose, or had no will to engage in conversation, were hence 

not informed of the aim of the study. 

     All data was calculated and analysed in Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

version Statistics 22. For measuring of the possible relationship between moral concern and 

time-orientation, Pearson’s parametric test of correlation was used. To future measure the 

difference in morals between the group that made an abstract manipulation and the group who 

did the concrete manipulation an independent t-test was used. For analysing the impact of the 

abstraction manipulation on people with a present-oriented time perspective and comparing 

this with future-oriented individuals a two-way between subjects ANOVA was used. The 
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experiment had 2 temporal distances (near versus distant future) x 2 manipulations (abstract 

versus concrete). 

Ethics 

     According to Vetenskapsrådet (2002) (The Swedish Research Council) there are a 

number of set rules that, if followed, might help to ensure a high ethical standard within a 

report, and the procedure of producing it. Vetenskapsrådet (2002) argues the importance of 

the researcher informing each of the participants of the true purpose of the study. The 

researchers in this project ensured that every participant was informed of their intentions. 

While using a cover story so as not to effect the respondents’ construal mind-set, the intention 

was to – after the participants had completed the survey – reveal the true purpose of the 

questionnaire.  

     Another rule recommended by Vetenskapsrådet (2002) is to apply the rule of consent. To 

follow this regulation, the researchers made sure no participant was below 18 years of age, 

only individuals who appeared to be legally competent were approached. Prior to approaching 

the students with the surveys, the researchers had agreed that if a respondent did not 

understand questions and explanations (and was therefore not able to represent the views 

expressed in the survey), their participation would be cancelled. No such event occurred. Had 

a respondent filled out his or her age as being below eighteen, this person’s survey would not 

have been seen as useable.   

     Vetenskapsrådet (2002) also stresses the participator’s right to voluntarily contribute, or 

at any time cancel, their cooperation, and to take as long as they like to complete the survey. 

While the estimated time to complete the questionnaire was ten minutes, there was no 

pressure from the researchers to perform within this, or any, time limit. This attitude is 

thought to have emphasized that the participators’ contribution to the study was done on their 

own terms.  

     The researchers are aware of the ethical quandaries regarding alteration of the 

participants’ current mode of abstract thinking, but argue that this will not cause any harm on 

the respondents’ mental or psychical state. Moreover, this manipulation has been extensively 

used in previous research (Burgoon, Henderson, & Markman, 2013). 

     As Vetenskapsrådet (2002) mentions the importance of confidentiality, the researchers 

were in agreement regarding the importance of privacy. The researchers did not share the 

completed surveys with anyone, and discarded them after having entered their data into the 

statistics program used. The surveys were designed with a cover letter on top, making it 
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impossible to differentiate among respondent’s questionnaires. The participators were at no 

point asked to leave any identifying information. Furthermore, the researchers did not 

approach students they knew, or were on a friendly basis with. This was to minimise any 

possible perceived bias and dependency.  

Results 

     An alpha level of 0.5% was used for all statistical tests. 

     To investigate the first hypothesis (future-oriented-people should show considerably 

more moral concern than present-oriented people) Pearson’s parametric test of correlation 

was used. The result showed a significant positive correlation between temporal perspective 

and moral concern (r =0.16, N = 174, p = 0.035).  

     The second hypothesis (People with an abstract mind-set should have greater moral 

concern when construing an action than those who have a more concrete mind-set) was 

answered by means of an independent t-test. People who were exposed to an abstract 

manipulation showed no significant difference in moral concern (M = 5.3) than individuals 

who accomplished the concrete manipulation (M =5.4) (see Table 1) ,(t = 0.281, df = 144, p = 

0.779).   

Table 1 

Participant characteristics by mind-set    N = 146 

         

Abstraction 

manipulation 

 

N 

 

M age (SD) 

 Men/Women 

% 

 M Moral 

score (SD) 

 M CFC 

score (SD) 

Abstract 85 23 (3.6)  29/71  5.3 (1.1)  3.4 (0.5) 

         

Concrete 61 24 (4.0)  32/68  5.4 (1.3)  3.3 (0.5) 

         

     Table 1 shows that people being exposed to abstract manipulation had a similar level of 

moral to those that were exposed to concrete manipulation. 

     To investigate the third hypothesis (Present-oriented individuals should, after an 

abstraction manipulation, show a higher moral correspondent with future-oriented 

individual’s moral concerns) a two-way between subjects ANOVA was used. The results 

showed no significant interaction between the two factors (F(1,142) = .641, p = .425, partial 

η
2
 = .004). The CFC-variables were divided into two groups using a median-split.  

     Comparing the moral scores of the manipulation groups showed an existing, although not 

significant, difference between the groups (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Morality as a function of time perspective and abstraction            N = 146 

          

 

Time 

perspective 

 

 

Manipulation 

  

 

N 

  

M  

age (SD) 

  M 

 Moral 

score (SD) 

 

          

Future Abstract  49  23.5 (3.4)   5.5 (1.1)  

          

Future Concrete  34  24.4 (4.4)   5.4 (1.2)  

          

Present Abstract  36  22.1 (3.3)   5.0 (1.2)  

          

Present Concrete  27  23.6 (3.5)   5.3 (1.5)  

          

     Table 2 shows a small difference in the importance of the individual’s temporal focus and 

abstraction on moral concern.  

     For exploratory purposes we tested for gender differences in moral concern and found a 

significant difference between the genders (t = 3.21, df = 169, p < .0005, two tailed), with 

females evidencing greater moral concern (see Table 3).  There was a normal distribution of 

moral concern between the genders. 

Table 3 

Level of moral concern Means for males and females             N = 171 

         Gender     

  Male  Female  t df 

Moral concern  54 

(.469) 

 117 

(.479) 

 3.210* 169 

Note. * = p < .0005. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below means. 
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Discussion 

     Consistent with previous findings there was a correlation between future-oriented 

temporal focus and a heightened sense of moral concern. However, we found no mentionable 

difference in morals between individuals with abstract or concrete mind-set. The persons 

surveyed for this study underwent an abstraction manipulation in an attempt to see a 

heightened level of moral concern specifically in the individuals with a present-oriented 

mind-set. No such observation was made.  

     As the abstract mind-set has been shown to coexist with higher morals in previous studies 

(Agerström & Björklund, 2013), the null effect of abstraction in this study is inconsistent with 

most previous findings in the field. The two factors, temporal perspective and level of moral 

concern, were measured using reliable and tested instruments. The abstraction manipulation 

was done using a tested, yet relatively simple tool. Additional research using altered tools or 

settings can be used to verify or disprove these findings. 

The high Cronbach’s alpha score on the CFC scale indicates a high consistency, which, in 

turn, implies a high reliability. However, the standard deviation of the scores across the study 

is rather high compared to previous studies (e.g. Agerström & Björklund, 2013), and also the 

correlation that supports our first hypothesis, that future-oriented individuals show a higher 

moral concern than those that are present-oriented, is weaker than previous results (Agerström 

& Björklund, 2013). One can argue that a change that was too small to notice took place, but 

what is more likely is that we experienced the limitation of the tools used. As we measured a 

difference in morals between people with different time perspectives, this discovery aligned 

with our predictions, and we have no reason to question those instruments used for the 

measurements. It is, however, the authors’ opinion that the abstraction manipulation did not 

work as expected. There are a number of possible reasons for this: the environment could 

have been too distracting, finals weeks at a university library and the last fifteen minutes of 

the psychology or economics classes are unlikely to provide the calm setting with a serious 

aura one might find in a more organised and purpose designed surrounding. We further 

believe that as the survey was offered as a side-line activity, not all the focus that might have 

been necessary actually went into answering the questions and achieving the end line of the 

required thinking processes. Hence, we discovered a restriction of the effectiveness of the 

tools used, and that was synonymous with the level of the participants’ attention.  

     The correlation that was found between a future-oriented time perspective and higher 

moral concern did confirm previous findings (e.g. Agerström & Björklund, 2013), and can be 
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seen to have practical implications. There is, on one hand, the possibility to predict the level 

of moral amongst certain individuals, but there is also the possibility of this knowledge being 

used in schools and reformatories. The idea of shaping young peoples’ morals by other means 

of information is not new, but the scientific knowledge of what particular mind-set fosters 

either high or low morals is. So it holds for the future to show whether teaching youths long-

term thinking could have effect on individual’s, or masses’ moral reasoning. To enable us to 

see true results within this area, certain questions must be answered: to what extent can 

abstraction manipulation have lasting effects, is it, in itself, morally viable to, on a grander 

scale, manipulate individuals’ spatiotemporal state of mind, and can this form of experiment 

even be performed on a grander, universal, scale without appearing as something described in 

the dystopian works of Anthony Burgess, or Aldous Huxley? Thus, we are interested in 

seeing the effects, if any, of extended education to youths regarding longitudinal effects and 

thinking in moral terms. 

     A possible reason for not seeing a greater impact on moral concern might have been the 

environment in which the experiments, in form of the survey, were conducted. It is possible 

that university students gathered at the campus library during the final examination weeks did 

not take the task seriously enough, and were therefore not as influenced by the abstraction 

manipulation as we had originally hoped. As this way of procuring respondents can be argued 

as a methodological shortcoming, or certainly a limiting factor effecting the outcome, 

previous studies (Agerström & Björklund, 2013) have used similar approaches and succeeded 

in reaching significant results. We would, however, like to, in future research, perform similar 

experiments with the same tools in a more constricted environment while also having access 

to a larger and more diverse community.  

     As a result of the experimental design, we deem the internal validity as fairly good. There 

are no considerable confounded variables in the study. We are, however, aware of the 

difficulty in generalizing any results from a study such as ours in real-life settings. A different 

approach to the abstraction manipulation element would possibly have changed the outcome 

of the study, and thereby increased the external validity. We believe that the tools and scales 

used for the experiment, can advantageously be used to reprise the trial. It is, however, also 

our belief that a more serious physical and psychological surrounding would have helped the 

study to achieve a more distinct result. We suggest a quieter area, preferably one obviously 

designed for experiments or test taking. Whilst attempting to keep the true purpose of the 

experiment unknown to the subjects a series of theoretical tests would have been conducted, 
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with the abstraction manipulation and moral measuring being found in the middle of the 

required tasks.   

     It is possible that better isolating the factor of abstraction during the manipulation stage 

and conducting the experiments in a different setting could have altered the results. The fact 

that this study does not achieve the same results as previous studies in the same field does not 

discredit or disprove any earlier study, but should rather be seen as an opportunity to 

investigate factors that can help to skew the result.  

The relation between gender and moral concern is seen as an unexpected find. It is, though, 

consistent with previous studies (e.g. Agerström, Möller, & Archer, 2006). We feel that this 

subject would be interesting for further research and can, combined with other cognitive and 

social psychology research, help to unlock the causes and effects of psychological gender 

differences.  

     As the current study is concerned with moral judgments and not behavior as such, we 

would, for future research, consider it interesting to investigate the moral behaviour of 

individuals with future time perspective. One can study to what extent these individuals 

behave in accordance with their values, and doing so find ways of measuring moral deeds. Do 

future-oriented individuals give more to charity? What mind-set is more likely to make a 

donation if stopped on the street with no time to consider future implications? Do high morals 

equal unselfishness? These questions can probably be answered in the future through 

scientific research done in this field and, advantageously also, cognitive neuropsychology. 

According to Pascual, Rodrigues, and Gallardo-Pujol (2013), we already know what areas of 

the brain are effected and involved in functional and structural levels of morality. We argue 

that the better we can understand how these neurological circuits and processes function 

(combined with further studies within the current field), the closer we come to accurately 

depicting the inner and outer boundaries of personal morals and how they are influenced.  

     While discussing the effect of abstract moral judgment, we are reminded of the different 

types of moral conclusions available. As Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2012) have argued, 

there is a dual-process account of moral reasoning in which different mental processes 

produce different kinds of moral judgments; emotional reasoning which leads to 

deontological moral reasoning, while reasoning processes lead to more utilitarian moral 

judgments. Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2012) further argue that while utilitarian moral 

judgment is responsive to new information, such as recently considered moral dilemmas, the 

deontological moral judgments are not sensitive to new evidence.  
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     These two types of moral judgments come to light in the Trolley and Footbridge 

dilemmas. This ethical thought experiment has since it was constructed 1967 been used within 

the fields of moral and social psychology, amongst others.  In the quandaries proposed one 

has the option to save five lives (but sacrifice one) from a runaway trolley by the pull of a 

lever, which starts a utilitarian moral process. In the footbridge scenario, which entails 

pushing a man off a bridge to save five lives, deontological reasoning comes into play. 

     We would argue that a utilitarian moral judgment process can be altered by manipulating 

the spatial distance. Furthermore Coté, Piff and Willer (2013) argue that one can find a social 

aspect as an important key in the outcome of the Trolley dilemma, and have discovered that 

upper-class individuals are more likely (compared to lower-class individuals) to choose the 

utilitarian option and sacrifice the one life in favor of five. We think that this link between 

social class and moral reasoning (including its psychological effect) should be likely to lead to 

further research on how one’s social distance can effect one’s moral judgment, and how they 

can be manipulated. We believe that, in further studies, an efficient abstraction manipulation 

could result in an increase in utilitarian judgments, which demand that one, emotionally, 

distance oneself from the situation. Furthermore, it is our hope that the results and conclusions 

originated from this study can be used for further research, such as those mentioned, and help 

contribute to future knowledge. 
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APPENDIX A 

För varje uttalande nedan ange huruvida uttalandet är karakteristiskt för dig som person.  

1. Jag reflekterar över hur saker och ting kan te sig i framtiden och försöker påverka dessa 

saker genom mitt vardagliga beteende här och nu.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

2. Jag ägnar mig ofta åt särskilda beteenden för att uppnå resultat som kanske inte infaller 

omedelbart. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

3. Jag agerar endast i syfte att tillfredsställa mina omedelbara behov och intressen då jag tror 

att framtiden kommer att lösa sig själv. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

4. Mitt beteende påverkas endast av mina handlingars omedelbara följder (dvs. inom ett antal 

dagar eller veckor). 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

5. Min bekvämlighet är en viktig faktor i de beslut jag fattar eller de handlingar jag utför. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

6. Jag är villig att offra omedelbar lycka eller välbefinnande för att uppnå framtida resultat. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 
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7. Jag tar allvarligt på varningar om negativa följder av mitt beteende även om dessa inte 

kommer att inträffa på flera år. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

8. Jag tycker att det är viktigare att utföra beteenden som kan ha betydelsefulla konsekvenser 

på lång sikt än beteenden som har mindre betydelsefulla effekter här och nu.   

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

9. Jag ignorerar i allmänhet varningar om möjliga framtida problem eftersom jag tror att dessa 

kommer att lösas innan en kris uppstått. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

10. Jag tycker att uppoffringar idag oftast är onödiga eftersom framtida konsekvenser kan 

hanteras vid ett senare tillfälle. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

11. Jag agerar endast för att tillfredsställa omedelbara behov och tänker att jag kan hantera 

eventuella framtida problem vid ett senare tillfälle.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 

 

12. Då mina vardagliga handlingar ger specifika effekter, är dessa viktigare för mig än 

beteenden som har långsiktiga effekter. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extremt olikt    Extremt 

karakteristiskt 
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APPENDIX B 

För varje sak vi gör finns det en orsak till varför vi gör det. Vi kan ofta spåra orsakerna bakom våra 

beteenden till våra övergripande livsmål. Tänk t.ex. på vad du kan uppnå genom att resa.  

Varför vill du resa? Kanske är det för att du vill se nya platser. Varför vill du se nya platser? 

Kanske är det för att du vill få nya intryck. Varför vill du få nya intryck? Kanske är det för att 

du vill utvecklas som människa. Varför vill du utvecklas som människa? Kanske är det för att 

du känner att detta kan göra ditt liv lyckligare.  

Forskning tyder på att tankeövningar som den ovan nämnda, där man tänker på hur ens 

handlingar är relaterade till ens livsmål, kan öka människors tillfredsställelse med livet. I detta 

experiment vill vi testa en sådan teknik. Tankeövningen syftar till att fokusera din 

uppmärksamhet på varför du gör de saker du gör.  

Vänligen fyll i den högra kolumnen av diagrammet genom att stegvis (uppåt) ange varför du 

utbildar dig. I den vänstra kolumnen ser du ett färdigt exempel på ett varför man reser.  
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APPENDIX C 

För varje sak vi gör finns det ett tillvägagångssätt som visar hur vi gör det. Vi kan ofta se hur 

våra övergripande livsmål stegvis ger upphov till väldigt specifika beteenden. 

Som de flesta människor vill du t ex antagligen ha ett lyckligt liv. Hur kan du uppnå detta? 

Kanske genom att utvecklas som människa, vilket kan hjälpa. Hur kan du uppnå detta? 

Kanske genom att få nya intryck. Hur får du nya intryck? Kanske genom att åka till nya 

platser. Hur gör du för att komma till nya platser? Kanske genom att boka en flygbiljett. 

Forskning tyder på att tankeövningar som den ovan nämnda, där man tänker på hur ens 

livsmål kan uttryckas i specifika handlingar, kan öka människors tillfredsställelse med livet. I 

detta experiment vill vi testa en sådan teknik. Tankeövningen syftar till att fokusera din 

uppmärksamhet på hur du gör de saker du gör.  

Vänligen fyll i den högra kolumnen av diagrammet genom att stegvis (nedåt) ange hur du 

utbildar dig. I den vänstra kolumnen ser du ett färdigt exempel på ett hur man reser.  
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APPENDIX D 

Vänligen läs följande scenarier och bedöm i vilken mån huvudpersonens handling är moraliskt fel. 

1. Erik är nyinflyttad och på väg att slänga soporna i sopskjulet en kall och ruggig kväll. Det finns inget tak på 

sopskjulet och Erik får kallt regn på sig. Han tittar på alla tunnorna som de olika soporna ska källsorteras i och 

inser att han inte har förberett sopsorteringen. Det blir obekvämt att stå i soprummet och källsortera. Av lathet 

slänger han flaskor, burkar, och plastförpackningar i en och samma tunna utan att källsortera dem.  

Hur fel är det av Erik att inte källsortera sina sopor? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

 

2. Johanna får ett brev från Unicef. I brevet står det att Unicef vore tacksamt om hon skulle vilja bidra 

ekonomiskt till människor i nöd. Även ett litet bidrag skulle vara mycket värt. Trots att Johanna har relativt god 

ekonomi ger hon inget bidrag då hon anser att detta inte är hennes bekymmer. 

Hur fel är det av Johanna att inte ge något bidrag? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

 

3. Linda har fått i uppgift att välja mellan två kandidater till ett jobb. En av kandidaterna är en personlig vän till 

henne men är något mindre meriterad än den andra kandidaten. Båda är dock tillräckligt kvalificerade för 

tjänsten och hon väljer att ge jobbet till sin kompis, som hon vet gärna vill ha det. 

Hur fel är det av Linda att ge jobbet till sin kompis? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

 

4. Anna och Johan var på restaurang och fick in notan på maten de ätit. Innan de ätit hade de även druckit några 

drinkar, dock hade servitrisen glömt lägga till dem på notan. Anna och Johan väljer att inte säga något, betalar 

för maten och går hem. 

Hur fel är det av dem att inte säga till och betala för drinkarna? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 
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5. Sandra har slarvat bort sin digitalkamera och vågar inte berätta det för sin mamma. Vid senare tillfälle får de 

inbrott i huset och när de ska begära pengar tillbaka på försäkringen passar Sandra på att säga att hennes kamera 

också blev stulen.  

Hur fel är det av Sandra att ljuga för försäkringsbolaget? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

6. Sten är på väg till jobbet och inser att han är lite försenad. Han trycker lite extra på gaspedalen och kör 90 

km/h på en 70-väg, vilket gör att han hinner till jobbet i tid.  

Hur fel är det av Sten att köra i 90 på 70-vägen? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

 

7. Lotta har ofta VG på sina tentor och uppgifter. Under en tentavecka hade hon ett stort gräl med sin pojkvän 

och lade inte ner den tid som krävdes för att klara tentan. Vid tentatillfället får Lotta chansen att snegla på en 

klasskamrats svar. Hon gör några ändringar i tentan och får precis godkänt.  

Hur fel är det av Lotta att ändra svaren i sin tenta? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

         

8. Per har erbjudit Maja hjälp att flytta. När maja sedan ringer och för att be om hjälp på fredag, ljuger Per och 

säger att han har feber, fast han egentligen är fullt frisk – eftersom flytten skulle få honom att missa 

fotbollsmatchen mellan Sverige-Portugal matchen på TV. 

Hur fel är det av Per att ljuga för Maja? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inte alls fel        Oerhört fel 

 

 


