APPROACHING
The Interplay Between Ethics,
ABORTION: Emotions and Behavior
Introduction

In recent months, citizens across the nation have been engaging in frequent, often
controversial, conversations concerning abortion.This narrative has been fueled by
legislation, including the Reproductive Health Act, which legalized late term abortion in
New York. Considering the vast amount of opinions regarding the issue, we seek to
understand which worldview citizens are analyzing the issue from, how they are
responding emotionally and how these influence their behavior.
The theoretical basis of our research includes the Three Ethics approach, used to analyze
which worldview or ethic (i.e. Autonomy, Community, and Divinity) individuals are most
influenced by when reasoning through moral issues (Jensen 2008, 2011; Padilla-Walker &
Nelson, 2015). Autonomy focuses on the rights of the individual, community values the
group, and divinity strives to align behavior with Deity (Segal, 2011). These ethics have
been found to connect with one’s emotional response (Rozin, et al., 1999), including the
emotions of empathic concern and empathic anger, which lead to prosocial behavior
(Pozzoli, Gini, & Thornberg, 2017). Empathic concern is having an understanding of
another individual’s feelings and feeling compassion for them (Berry et al., 2018).
Empathic anger takes this understanding a step further and feels outraged at the injustice
that is taking place (Pozzoli, Gini, & Thornberg, 2017). Contrary to the other-oriented
views of the two emotions above, individuals who feel empathic distress are so
overwhelmed by understanding another's predicament that they are unable to act (Berry
et al., 2018). Understanding emotional responses are particularly important, as empathy
has been found to be a significant predictor of civic engagement (Metzger et al., 2018), and
other prosocial behaviors (Berry et al., 2018).
In consideration of the previous research, the current study will explore the relationship
between moral worldviews (i.e. Autonomy, Community, Divinity), moral emotions (i.e.
empathic concern, empathic distress, empathic anger) and prosocial behavior (i.e. civic
engagement) as they relate to abortion issues. In particular, we are curious how the ethic
of Divinity relates to emotion and behavior, given that our convenience sample was
predominantly religious.
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Hypothesis 1

Discussion

We predict that individuals who reason through abortion issues
from the ethic of Divinity are likely to feel empathic concern
given that compassion is an important value for religious
populations.

Hypothesis 2
We predict that individuals who respond to abortion issues with
empathic concern and/or empathic anger are more likely to
participate in abortion-related civic engagement than those who
respond primarily with empathic distress.

Methods

Participants
Data were gathered through an online Qualtrics survey of 207 individuals recruited
through a convenience sample from social networking sites.
54% had children
86% were female
85% considered religion to be important
Ages ranged from 18 to 70
Procedure
Participants completed Padilla-Walker & Jensen’s (2016) validated, 21-item measure of the
Three Ethics, which determined the participants cultural context used for reasoning
through moral issues (e.g. "I should take responsibility for myself"). The cronbach alphas
for internal reliability were satisfactory (Autonomy = .82; Community = .74; Divinity =
.94).
Participants reported how frequently they engage in certain abortion-related behaviors
(ex. I engage in conversations/debates with strangers concerning abortion (online or in
person)).
In response to a hypothetical, abortion-related scenario, participants reported how
strongly they felt the emotions listed (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely). The emotions analyzed
were empathic concern (e.g. compassionate), empathic distress (e.g. grieved) and empathic
anger (e.g. impassioned). An example of the hypothetical scenario is as follows:
“Liz was 23 years old when she became pregnant with her boyfriend. This was unplanned
and they did not have future plans to get married. They both just started their first year in
graduate school. Having a baby did not fit her career and educational goals. She wasn’t
planning on settling down until her late twenties. Liz and her boyfriend chose to have an
abortion.”

Table 1

Results

* p < 0.05
** p < 0.01

We conducted correlations between participant’s ethics, emotions and behaviors (see
Table 1 for results).
Autonomy was positively correlated with anger, distress, concern and the “I vote for
candidates based on their abortion views” behavior.
Divinity was positively correlated with anger, distress and the “I vote for candidates based
on their abortion views” behavior. Divinity was not correlated with concern.
Community was positively correlated with anger and distress. Community was not
correlated with concern.
Anger and distress were positively correlated to the “I vote for candidates based on their
abortion views” behavior.
Concern was the only emotion correlated with the “I engage in conversations with
strangers in person or on the internet” behavior.
When data were split for those who had children and those who did not, the relationship
between empathic concern and having conversations with strangers was only significant
for those who had children (r = .240**).
In addition, the correlations between empathic distress and each ethic were stronger for
those who did not have children (Divinity, r = .699**; Community, r = .255*; Autonomy r =
.229*) when compared with those who had children (Divinity, r = .497**; Community, r =
.190*; Autonomy r = .199*).

Contrary to our first hypothesis, empathic concern and the Ethic of Divinity were not
significantly correlated. We speculate that this may have occurred due to the influence of
a dominant ethic, which suggests that when a culture has a strong stance on a certain
topic, an individual will likely stay congruent with that ideal (Padilla-Walker & Nelson,
2015). Given that there is a strong religious stance concerning the value of life,
participants may have felt distress rather than concern when abortion was the outcome.
Future research should explore this possible explanation.
Empathic concern was the only moral emotion that was positively correlated with having
conversations with strangers about abortion. Upon splitting the data between those who
did and did not have children, empathic concern was only significantly correlated with
the above behavior for those who do have children. Perhaps having experienced the
process of pregnancy and childbirth make the issue more personal and meaningful, and
individuals are therefore more educated and more personally compelled to engage in
conversations.
In relation to our second hypothesis, we found that the majority of our sample was
participating very little in abortion-related behaviors. Of the five behaviors studied, only
two were associated with the other variables in the model. This finding was surprising,
given the amount of attention given to abortion in the media recently. It is possible that
the high amounts of empathic distress that participants felt led to the lack of behavior.
Research has found that empathic distress does not promote prosocial behavior (Berry et
al., 2018; Pozzoli et al., 2017). Furthermore, participants may not be aware of how they can
participate effectively in controversial issues like abortion, which could explain the low
levels of behavior overall (Hart & Atkins, 2011).

