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Abstract
Causal judgments are ubiquitous in politics and crucial 
for assigning responsibility and blame. Cognitive science 
has demonstrated that people are more likely to pick 
factors as “causal” when they make a difference for the 
outcome across a range of counterfactual scenarios, 
with the scenarios sampled based on statistical and 
prescriptive normality. We propose that this makes causal 
judgments susceptible to motivated reasoning and ingroup 
favoritism in particular. We hypothesize that people will 
be less likely to assign causal efficacy and responsibility 
for counternormative outcomes to groups they support, 
and that the bias will be greater for more complex causal 
structures. We test these propositions in two pre-registered 
survey experiments run on representative samples in 
Poland. The context of the experimental vignettes is a 
military conflict between Russia and Ukraine. We find 
that, in all scenarios, respondents assign significantly 
higher causal power and responsibility to the attackers 
when the attackers are Russian rather than Ukrainian, 
consistent with our theory and the very high levels of 
public support for Ukraine in Poland. Contrary to our 
expectations, the responsibility of the attackers is not 
significantly lower when they hit a public building as a 
result of defending combatants moving there rather than 
when unprovoked.
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INTRODUCTION

Causal judgments are ubiquitous in politics. We assign causal power to government policy to 
decrease unemployment and increase inflation, to the party leader's speech to pave the way for 
a new coalition, and to the President's weakness for the start of a civil war. Such causal judg-
ments are important because they help make predictions about the actions of others and their 
effects and, crucially, provide the basis for assigning responsibility and blame. Thus, causal 
judgments are essential for making sense of the political world in cognitive as well as in moral 
terms.

But causal judgments, or the attribution of causal power to actors and events, are tricky. 
People tend to privilege some types of causal factors, even when in formal terms many more 
factors could have been held responsible for the occurrence of an outcome. This is especially 
relevant for complex situations of multiple causation, joint production, indirect causation, 
causation by omission, and double prevention. A large literature in experimental philosophy 
and cognitive science has systematically explored the way ordinary people make causal judg-
ments and has proposed models to explain the patterns. One family of models is built around 
the idea that in assigning causal power people sample from counterfactual scenarios and 
pick as causes the factors that make a difference across a large set of pairs of such scenarios 
(Gerstenberg & Stephan, 2021; Quillien, 2020). Importantly, the sampling is influenced by the 
perceived “normality” of the counterfactual alternatives, with “normality” being both statis-
tical (what is common) and prescriptive (what is normatively expected) (Bear & Knobe, 2017; 
Henne et al., 2017; Hitchcock & Knobe, 2009; Icard et al., 2017). We propose that the depen-
dence of causal judgment on considerations about prescriptive normality makes it susceptible 
to the force of motivated reasoning.

Motivated reasoning is a form of cognition that leads individuals to search for and inter-
pret evidence with the goal to reach a conclusion congruent with their pre-existing political, 
ideological, or other beliefs (Kunda, 1990; Tappin et al., 2020). It shapes opinion formation, 
as it serves to signify loyalty to relevant ingroups (Kahan, 2013) and coalitional allegiances 
(Petersen et al., 2013). Motivated reasoning has been shown to influence political syllogisms 
(Aspernäs et al., 2022), the evaluation of political arguments (Taber & Lodge, 2006), and draw-
ing causal inferences from empirical data (Kahan et al., 2017). Political scientists have also 
examined the influence of ideology and prior beliefs (Herrmann, 2017; Kertzer et al., 2020; Lee 
et al., 2023), as well as identity (Waytz et al., 2014), on the processing of information. But, to the 
best of our knowledge, this is the first study that looks at the possible influence of motivated 
reasoning on causal judgments in particular.

In this article, we develop the connection between causal judgment and motivated reason-
ing theoretically, and we design a survey experiment to test the hypotheses that we propose. 
Theoretically, we develop the concept of motivated causal judgment, which is the tendency to 
make attributions of causal power and responsibility in line with pre-existing beliefs and al-
legiances to particular groups. The empirical setting for our experiment is military conflict 
between “attackers” and “defenders” with a counternormative outcome—the death of civil-
ians. We vary the causal structure of the scenarios leading to this outcome: (1) from direct, un-
provoked, and accidental causation of civilian deaths by the attackers, (2) to joint production 
when the defending soldiers move to a building with civilians that is being hit by the attackers, 
(3) to causation by omission when the civilians move to a building with defending soldiers who 
fail to move out before the attackers hit the building. Crucially, we also vary the identity of the 
attacking and defending soldiers between Russian and Ukrainian.

We run the pre-registered survey experiment on a quota-based representative sample in 
Poland (N = 1200) in July 2022, when the vast majority of the population supported Ukraine 
in its ongoing war with Russia. This allowed us to test whether ingroup loyalty (towards 
Ukraine) and outgroup animosity (towards Russia), as aspects of motivated reasoning, will 
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affect judgments about the causal power and responsibility of different actors for the counter-
normative outcome in our scenarios.

The results show that motivated judgments play a big role in the attribution of causal power 
and responsibility. The participants in our experiment were much more likely to judge Russian 
soldiers to be causally efficacious and responsible for the death of civilians across all scenar-
ios when they had the role of attackers and when they had the role of defenders. The effect of 
motivated reasoning was so big that it overwhelmed any effect of the causal structure of the 
scenarios itself (which we find in a separate experiment where the nationality of attackers and 
defenders is not specified). In other words, the details of the situation do not matter much: 
People find that the actor they oppose and have prior beliefs about is responsible irrespective 
of the precise causal contribution to the outcome.

These results are relevant for several debates in political science. First, they provide ev-
idence that motivated reasoning affects an important class of cognitive processes, namely 
causal judgments and the attribution of responsibility. This opens the door to future research 
to examine how exactly causal structure, intentionality, and motivated cognition interact to 
produce politically relevant inferences. Second, our results show that, in situations of high-
stakes political conflicts, the very interpretation of situations and the actions of different ac-
tors is so much colored by ingroup allegiance and outgroup animosity that there is very little 
hope for shared moral evaluation of the actions. To put it bluntly, if it is “our” soldiers that 
bomb a hospital with civilians, we are significantly less likely to judge them as having “caused” 
the death of the civilians than if it was “their” soldiers in the exact same situation. This sets 
hard limits on what we can expect from communication and deliberation between parties on 
different sides of a conflict. It also points to the importance of developing techniques that can 
establish agreement over the facts and bring the different interpretations of reality closer to 
each other for conflict resolution and reconciliation.

CAUSA L J U DGM ENT A N D MOTIVATED REASON ING: 
CONCEPTS A N D PRIOR K NOW LEDGE

Causal judgment

Causal judgment, or the attribution of causal power,1 is one of the two main concepts of this 
study.2 The literature on causal judgment grows from the fields of cognitive science and 
experimental philosophy and studies how people form judgments about causal relationships 
in the world. The fundamental insight is that people tend to privilege some causal factors 
over others when considering what caused an event. For example, a lit match is more likely 
to be considered a cause of a fire than the presence of oxygen, even if—strictly speaking—
both are necessary for a fire to occur. It is not easy to account for the reasons why some 
causal factors and types of causes are more likely to be judged as relevant and ranked 
higher than others. Different theories have been advanced to account for this so-called 
causal selection problem. First, there is the recognition that people's judgments of causality 

 1The Attribution Theory in social psychology associated with Weiner (1986) has a broader scope as it deals with how individuals 
interpret events and construct explanations. The causal attribution literature reviewed in this article is focused on judgments of 
causal power and efficacy, in particular.
 2We use the terms “causal judgment” and “causal attribution” interchangeably. Both terms refer to people's judgments whether to 
attribute causal ‘power’ (or causal “efficacy”) to a potential causal factor of singular (token) events and how much causal power 
and efficacy to attribute to the factor, relative to others.
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are graded and not categorical3 (i.a. Halpern & Hitchcock, 2015). Building on this insight, 
Quillien (2020) develops a model according to which people give higher causal strength to 
“portable” causes, which are “causes that would reliably lead to an outcome, across a wide 
range of different background conditions” (p. 1). To judge whether a cause is relevant, 
people focus not only on what actually happened in the case, but also on what could happen 
in a range of alternative possible cases (see also Gerstenberg & Stephan,  2021). In other 
words, the causal strength of a factor increases if it makes a difference for the outcome in a 
wide range of pairs of scenarios, with the only difference between the members of a pair 
being the presence or absence of this cause.4

Importantly, these counterfactuals are sampled based on their “normality” (Icard et al., 2017; 
Quillien, 2020, p. 5). Normality refers to statistical regularities, but also to prescriptions for 
behavior and intended functions (Bear & Knobe, 2017; Hitchcock & Knobe, 2009). According 
to Henne et al. (2021, p. 1), “[P]eople more frequently select norm-violating factors, relative to 
norm-conforming ones, as the cause of some outcome” (see also Kominsky et al., 2015). Norm 
effects could arise because norm-conforming counterfactuals5 are more easily available. Under 
this view, norm effects influence considerations of relevant alternatives, or what are consid-
ered “modal” explanations (Henne et al., 2021).

Alternatively, norm effects could come about due to the tendency of individuals to blame 
agents: a norm violator is more blameworthy, so people are more inclined to point to their 
actions as the cause of the counternormative outcome (Alicke et al., 2011; Rogers et al., 2019); 
no counterfactual reasoning is involved in this perspective. Under a “responsibility” view, 
the concept of causality itself is viewed as a broadly moral concept, similar to responsibility 
(Sytsma,  2024; Sytsma et  al.,  2012; Sytsma & Livengood,  2021). Experiments conducted by 
Samland and Waldmann  (2016) support the view that norm effects are related to account-
ability judgments that depend on the abnormality of behavior, but also on intentionality and 
knowledge of norms. In another study, people rated intentional and foreseeable actions as 
more causal and blameworthy (Lagnado & Channon, 2008).

Omissive causal judgments are also sensitive to norms. Causation of omission is a situation 
in which an absence (something that did not happen) causes an event, for example, when me 
forgetting to water a plant makes it die (Bernstein, 2014; McGrath, 2005). Selecting relevant 
omissive causes is plagued by the problem of profligate causation: technically, in counterfac-
tual terms, an infinite number of omissions qualify as causal factors (e.g., the President not 
watering my plant). Normalcy again comes to the rescue, as only normal would be preventers 
qualify as true omissive causes (Henne et al., 2017). And, as before, normalcy is related both to 
probabilities and frequencies (e.g., I, but not the President, regularly water the plant) and pre-
scriptions (it is my task to water the plant) (Clarke et al., 2015; McGrath, 2005). Omissions also 
give rise to moral responsibility, although this link is not straightforward: For example, it is not 
expected when the outcome would have occurred anyways in the absence of the omission 
(Bernstein, 2015). People's judgments about omissive causes (but not about direct productive6 
ones) are sensitive to the way in which the purported causal effect is expressed: directly (the 
lack of sunscreen burned the skin) or in a periphrastic way (the lack of sun caused the skin to 
burn) (Rose et al., 2021).

 3According to O'Neill et al. (2022, p. 1), “people make graded judgments both when they think a cause is weak and when they are 
uncertain about its causal role.”

 4Icard et al. (2017) develop a related measure of causal strength that is also based on the evaluation of counterfactuals and 
probabilistic sampling from alternatives considered normal. With binary variables, these models provide measures of sufficiency 
and necessity of individual factors (cf. Pearl, 2019).

 5On the link between counterfactuals and moral judgments, see also Effron et al. (2024).

 6A productive cause is one based on a continuous physical process (e.g., transfer of energy) linking the cause with the outcome 
(Salmon, 1994). Productive or process-based notions of causality are contrasted with counterfactual ones, where the occurrence of 
the outcome depends on the presence or absence of the cause, but there is not necessarily a direct physical process linking the two.

 14679221, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70122 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



       |  5 of 20MOTIVATED CAUSAL JUDGMENTS AND RESPONSIBILITY

Next to omissions, enabling conditions, pre-emptive factors and (double) preventions are 
other types of causes that are difficult to characterize and raise challenges to intuition and 
formal theories of causality. Khemlani et al. (2018) propose a model according to which people 
mentally simulate sets of possibilities and show that such a model can account for the way 
people evaluate the causal status of such factors. Henne and O'Neill (2022) study double pre-
vention (a factor preventing another factor from preventing a cause to produce its effect) and 
conclude that while double-prevention factors are judged as less causal than productive ones, 
the difference comes down to differences in the accompanying counterfactual judgments. 
Once the counterfactual judgments are corrected, causal judgments follow suit. Still, it re-
mains the case that people are more likely to consider a productive factor as having more 
causal power than a double preventer.7

To sum up the discussion of the literature on causal judgment, we highlight two major in-
sights. First, people's causal ascriptions can be influenced by their moral judgments about 
good and bad (Hitchcock & Knobe, 2009, p. 609). In the words of Phillips et al., “moral judg-
ment influences the degree to which people regard certain alternative possibilities as relevant, 
which in turn impacts intuitions about freedom, causation, doing/allowing, and intentional 
action.” (Phillips et al., 2015, p. 30).8 Second, multiple causation (conjunctive or disjunctive), 
causation by omission, pre-emption, and (double) prevention are especially tricky cases of 
causal judgment, for common intuitions and formal theories of causation alike. Both of these 
insights suggest that motivated reasoning can enter people's judgments about causal status and 
relative causal power.

Motivated reasoning

Political motivated reasoning is a type of “directional” motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990), 
in which the goal of the individual is to reach a particular conclusion in line with pre-
existing political, ideological, and other beliefs (see, i.a. Tappin et al., 2020). According to 
Kahan (2013, p. 407), motivated reasoning arises from “ideologically motivated cognition 
as a form of information processing that promotes individuals” interests in forming and 
maintaining beliefs that signify their loyalty to important affinity groups'. It serves to 
protect beliefs important to the individual and signal loyalty to ingroups. Hence, people—
including politicians (Christensen & Moynihan,  2024)—across the political-ideological 
spectrum are susceptible, and high cognitive capacity (e.g., numeracy) and/or attention are 
not antidotes. Various incentives underpin motivated reasoning, from the desire to avoid 
cognitive dissonance or being perceived as an unreliable source of information to signaling 
coalitional allegiances (i.a. Petersen et  al.,  2013). If reasoning evolved to coordinate and 
cooperate with others by “producing reasons for justifying oneself” and “producing 
arguments to convince others” (Mercier & Sperber, 2017, p. 8), reasoning about causes of 
politically relevant events is likely to be linked to political coordination and allegiance 
signaling too.

Motivated reasoning has deep roots. It has been shown that reasoning tasks pertaining to 
political and partisan issues do not trigger neural activity in regions of the brain related to 
“cold” reasoning tasks and explicit emotion regulation (Westen et al., 2006; see also Kaplan 
et al., 2016). This suggests that because of the high emotional stakes of the conclusions reached, 

 7Causal judgments for double-preventers are also sensitive to the precise verb used, for example, “started” vs. “caused to start,” 
similarly to the case of omissions (Rose et al., 2021).

 8The interpretation of Phillips et al. (2015) has been challenged by Sytsma (2024), who confirms the connection between the 
relevance of considered counterfactual alternatives and judgments of causality and responsibility, but shows that this is also 
compatible with a model where moral judgments mediate the effect of the consideration of alternatives.
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motivated reasoning is qualitatively distinct in engaging different brain neural circuits and 
regions.

Motivated reasoning affects the evaluation of (political) arguments, so that arguments 
are rated as stronger when they agree with prior beliefs, and entails a confirmation bias, in 
which only confirming evidence for prior beliefs is sought (Taber & Lodge, 2006). Judgments 
of the quality of scientific studies follow a similar pattern (Celniker & Ditto,  2024). 
Motivated reasoning leads to persistent misperceptions (unsupported beliefs) about po-
litical and policy-relevant facts that are difficult to correct (Flynn et al., 2017). But even 
when individuals agree on the facts, they often disagree on the interpretation of the facts 
in ways affected by politically motivated reasoning, and it is the interpretation rather than 
the facts that drives opinions (Gaines et al., 2007). For example, a political scandal can be 
easier to forgive if committed by a politician from a favored party (Lee et al., 2023) and a 
reform undermining democracy more acceptable when proposed by an in-party minister 
(Mazepus, 2025). Relatedly, people are also more likely to adopt the issue framing of the 
parties they support (Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010).

The biases associated with motivated reasoning affect not only the processing and interpre-
tation of facts, but also the search for information. Individuals are more likely to seek infor-
mation congruent with their opinions and beliefs and to avoid counterattitudinal information 
(Garrett & Stroud, 2014).

One of the mechanisms through which partisan bias related to ingroup favoritism works is 
selective information evaluation (Ditto et al., 2025). For example, Aspernäs et al. (2022) found 
evidence for significant ideological belief bias, as one dimension of politically motivated rea-
soning among citizens in Sweden. Their study showed that political orientation predicted re-
sponse accuracy for political syllogisms, but not for non-political ones.9 People were better in 
evaluating the logical status of syllogisms when the correct answer aligned with their ideology. 
For people with right-wing ideology, higher scores on analytical thinking did not ameliorate 
the ideological bias. Other studies also find ample evidence for ideological belief bias, so that 
conservatives and liberals are more likely to find the logical flaws in arguments that lead to 
conclusions they oppose, but less likely to do that for conclusions aligned with their ideological 
beliefs (Gampa et al., 2019).10 The bias might stem from failures to construct appropriate men-
tal models of the premises, when the conclusions are not believable (Newstead et al., 1992) or 
are opposite to held beliefs. Cognitive reflection is not enough to erase the ideological belief 
bias (Calvillo et al., 2020).

In a study of “motivated numeracy,” Kahan et al. (2017) found that when people face a dif-
ficult problem of drawing causal inferences from empirical data, their responses became po-
larized in line with prior ideological beliefs when the issue at hand was political. The authors 
also conclude that people higher in numeracy were even “better” in drawing biased conclu-
sions from the same data (see also Gaines et al., 2007; Kahan, Peters, et al., 2012).11

Motivated reasoning has been shown to be relevant to people's attitudes on issues of 
foreign policy and globalization (Herrmann, 2017; Johnson et al., 2019). For example, “mo-
tivated skepticism” affects how people interpret costly signals in international relations by 
dismissing information inconsistent with their belief systems (Kertzer et al., 2020). In sit-
uations of intergroup conflict, it has been shown that “adversaries tend to attribute their 
own group's aggression to ingroup love more than outgroup hate and to attribute their out-
group's aggression to outgroup hate more than ingroup love” (Waytz et al., 2014, p. 15687). 
Moreover, the level of conflict perception was found to affect perceived trustworthiness 

 9Quillien and Barlev (2022) note that in their study, conservatives gave significantly lower causal ratings on statements related to 
(US) politics than democrats.
 10This literature has a long progeny going back to the 1930s (see Sells, 1936).
 11The amplifying effect of cognitive sophistication on motivated reasoning is contested (see, for example, Tappin et al., 2021).
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and sharing of misinformation about political allies and adversaries: the higher the con-
flict perception, the stronger the belief in the negative information about the adversary 
(Mazepus et al., 2023).

These patterns of information processing need not be connected to partisan identities and 
political-ideological beliefs per se. Any commitment to a group can facilitate them and affect 
judgment of basic facts that should be directly observable, for example, the presence or ab-
sence of violence during protests (Kahan, Hoffman, et al., 2012). Moreover, even when people 
recognize that they engage in morally desirable motivated reasoning, they persist in their judg-
ments (Cusimano & Lombrozo, 2023).

It is clear from the preceding discussion that politically motivated reasoning is relevant for 
various cognitive tasks related to the search and interpretation of information (for an overview, 
see Ditto et al., 2025). Causal judgments should be no exception, but—to the best of our knowl-
edge—this class of cognitive processes has not been examined through the lens of motivated 
reasoning yet. It is a priori plausible, in light of existing literature, that people will consider the 
causal strength of different potential causal factors in a way that signals group loyalties and 
protects core beliefs. Such an effect on causal judgment would be compatible with Attribution 
Theory, which highlights the importance of social identities in forming explanations of behav-
ior (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2017; Weiner, 1986; Whitehead, 2014), and is related to the way 
we propose that motivated reasoning influences judgments of causal power. Here we focus on 
the effects on causal judgment specifically and perform a dedicated empirical test of the link 
between causal judgment and motivated reasoning.

H Y POTH ESES

In general terms, the main hypothesis we advance is that individuals' causal judgments will be 
influenced by political motivated reasoning to reach causal conclusions that are in line with 
prior beliefs and put favored groups in a normatively good light. In addition, we hypothesize 
that the bias will be greater the more difficult the causal judgments tasks are, that is, for tasks 
that involve multiple causation, omissive causes, and causation by (double) prevention. Because 
judging the causal strength and status of such factors is inherently trickier and exhibits more 
variation, there is more scope for interpretation and motivated reasoning to play a role. As 
people are uncertain about the causal strength of omissions or preventions, they could be 
swayed by politically motivated arguments when the judgments concern issues of politics and 
policy.

We operationalize these general hypotheses for the context of making causal judgments 
and assigning responsibility in  situations of war. We focus on an outcome that has clear 
negative normative valence—the death of civilians—inflicted by one of the warring parties 
(the attackers), and we vary the actions of the opposite party (the defenders). Across the dif-
ferent scenarios, the attackers are always the ones that “produce” the outcome by firing a 
rocket. But in the baseline scenario (causal story 1), the defenders do nothing to bring about 
the deaths of the civilians. Hence, in formal terms, the outcome does not depend counter-
factually on the defenders' actions (or only in very general terms by being involved in the 
conflict). In the second scenario (causal story 2), the defenders move to a building with 
civilians that is then hit by the attackers. So, in this case, the outcome depends counterfac-
tually both on the actions of the defenders and the actions of the attackers (presumably, 
the building would not have been hit unless the defenders had moved there). In the third 
scenario (causal story 3), civilians move to a building with defending soldiers, who do not 
move away before the attackers hit the building. In this case, the outcome still co-depends 
on the actions of the defenders, but now it is their inaction, or the failure to move away, that 
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8 of 20  |      TOSHKOV and MAZEPUS

produces the outcome jointly with the actions of the attackers. For a schematic representa-
tion of the three causal scenarios, see Figure A3.

We aim to capture the effect of politically motivated judgments across the three causal 
scenarios by varying the identity of the attacking and defending parties between Russian 
and Ukrainian. Since we implement the empirical test in Poland, we know that the vast 
majority of the population supports Ukrainians in the ongoing (at the time of data collec-
tion) Russian war of aggression against Ukraine.12 Hence, we expect that for the same sce-
nario, the attackers and defenders will be attributed significantly less causal power and 
responsibility for the counternormative outcome when they are Ukrainian than when they 
are Russian, even when everything about the causal structures remains the same. Below we 
list the detailed hypotheses with reference to the actual vignettes used in the experimental 
test (designated by A1:A3 and B1:B3).13 These detailed hypotheses were pre-registered prior 
to data collection.

Hypothesis 1a.  Motivated causal reasoning: Main effects.

The attacking soldiers will be attributed less causal power and responsibility when they are 
Ukrainian rather than Russian: B1 < A1, B2 < < A2, and B3 < < A3, for the outcome question 
on the attackers. The defending soldiers will be attributed more causal power and responsibil-
ity when they are Russian rather than Ukrainian: B1 > A1, B2 > > A2, and B3 > > A3, for the 
outcome question on the defenders.

Hypothesis 1b.  Motivated causal reasoning: Interactions.

The difference in causal attribution for the attackers will be greater for the scenarios with 
indirect causes: |A1-B1| < |A2-B2| < |A3-B3|, for the outcome question on the attackers. The dif-
ference in causal attribution for the defenders will be greater for the scenarios with indirect 
causes: |A1-B1| < |A2-B2| < |A3-B3|, for the outcome question on the defenders.

Hypothesis 2.  Passive vs. active causation.

The attacking soldiers will be attributed more causal power and responsibility when they 
hit civilians who have stayed put rather than moved to the building with the soldiers: B2 > > B3 
and A2 > > A3, for the question on the attackers. The defending soldiers will be attributed 
more causal power and responsibility when they move to the building with the citizens rather 
than when the citizens move to them and they do not move out: B2 > > B3 and A2 > > A3, for 
the question on the defenders.

Hypothesis 3.  Productive factor vs. omission (preventer failure).

The attacking soldiers will be attributed less causal power and responsibility when the de-
fending soldiers move and when the defending soldiers fail to move out as the citizens come: A1 

 12For example, according to the Standard Eurobarometer 97 from June to July 2022, 97% of Poles agreed with imposing economic 
sanctions on Russian government, companies, and individuals, 91% with banning state-owned Russian media in the EU, and 91% 
with financing supply and delivery of military equipment to Ukraine.
 13As explained above, the hypotheses are formulated based on the assumption that the vast majority of the respondents will 
support the Ukrainian rather than Russian soldiers. For respondents for whom this preference is reversed, we would expect the 
opposite pattern with regard to the motivated reasoning hypotheses. But in the Polish sample we collect, we expect only a small 
share of the respondents will have a preference for Russia. We cannot identify these respondents prior to the experimental 
manipulation, as this could affect the results of the experiment. So, we anticipate that the small share of Russian supporters will 
dilute the empirical results to some (small) extent but would not otherwise bias the results.

 14679221, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70122 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



       |  9 of 20MOTIVATED CAUSAL JUDGMENTS AND RESPONSIBILITY

> > A2, A3, and B1 > > B2, B3, for the question on the attackers. The defending soldiers will be 
attributed more causal power and responsibility when the defending soldiers move than when 
they stay put and citizens do not come and when they stay put and citizens come: A2 > > A3 
> > A1 and B2 > > B3 > > B1, for the question on the defenders.

Hypothesis 4.  Attackers vs. defenders.

The attacking soldiers will be attributed more causal power and responsibility than the 
defenders under all scenarios, within the same nationality.

Hypothesis 5.  Causal attribution vs. responsibility.

The motivated reasoning effects will be greater for the questions on responsibility 
(Shaver, 2012) than for the questions on causal power. In formal terms, causal power and 
responsibility are related but distinct concepts. Theoretically, there are cases in which 
causal power is not sufficient for responsibility (e.g., when the effects are unintentionally 
brought) and others in which causal power is not necessary for responsibility (e.g., when 
parents are judged responsible for damages brought about by the actions of their young 
children) (Hart & Honoré,  1985). Since the evaluation of responsibility involves further 
considerations than causal power, it is likely that motivated reasoning can exert a greater 
influence on judgments of responsibility. This is also to be expected if moral judgments in-
f luence perceived responsibility, which in its turn influences causal attribution (cf. Sytsma 
et al., 2012).

RESEARCH DESIGN, DATA, A N D M ETHOD OF A NA LYSIS

Outcome variables

We are interested in two outcomes: causal power (whether an action is considered a cause or not 
for the outcome) and responsibility (who bears responsibility for the outcome). Causal power is 
measured with one variable, separately for the attacking and defending soldiers. Responsibility 
is measured with two variables. The first one mirrors the causal power variable and is measured 
separately for the attacking and defending soldiers. The second one measures the relative dis-
tribution of responsibility between the attacking and defending soldiers. These are the question 
formulations:

Causal power

Please consider the hypothetical scenario and answer the following questions:

To what extent do you agree or disagree that the Russian/Ukrainian platoon 
caused the deaths of the civilians?

To what extent do you agree or disagree that the Ukrainian/Russian soldiers 
caused the deaths of the civilians?

Answers to all versions were expressed on 1 to 7 Likert agreement scales between “1: strongly 
disagree” to “7: strongly agree.”
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10 of 20  |      TOSHKOV and MAZEPUS

Responsibility I

To what extent do you agree or disagree that the Russian/Ukrainian platoon bears 
responsibility for the deaths of the civilians?

To what extent do you agree or disagree that the Ukrainian/Russian soldiers bear 
responsibility for the deaths of the civilians?

Answers to all versions were expressed on 1 to 7 Likert agreement scales between “1: strongly 
disagree” to “7: strongly agree.”

Responsibility II

In your opinion, how much responsibility for the death of civilians is borne 
by the Russian/Ukrainian platoon, and how much by the Ukrainian/Russian 
soldiers?

Answers were provided on a slider between “Full responsibility for the Russian/Ukrainian pla-
toon” …. “Equal” …. “Full responsibility for the Ukrainian/Russian soldiers.”

Experimental conditions and vignettes

The experiment had a total of six conditions, implemented as short textual vignettes. The 
experiment manipulated the identity of attackers and defenders (Russian vs. Ukrainian), and 
presented three different causal stories. The experiment was between-subjects only: Each 
respondent read and answered questions in response to only one of the six randomly drawn 
vignettes. The text of the six vignettes is included in the Supporting Information.

Method of analyses

The data were analyzed using OLS regression models. No covariates other than the ones 
directly needed to test the hypotheses were included in the models. All details about the method 
of analysis were pre-registered prior to data collection, including decisions about the tests to 
run and the handling of aberrant observations. In accordance with the plan, the main analysis 
was conducted on all respondents who completed the survey. For exploratory purposes, we 
replicated the models on the subset of respondents who passed the comprehension checks on 
either of the two tries. The expectation is that the results will be stronger for this subset, but 
this can be offset by the smaller statistical power that comes with a smaller number of 
observations.14

Sample size and statistical power

The survey experiment was run in Poland and was implemented by a professional survey 
company. The survey company was instructed to collect a sample of N = 1200 respondents. 

 14We use the following comprehension checks: CC1: “In the hypothetical scenario that you just read, which soldiers fired the 
rocket? [Ukrainian, Russian, both, none]” and CC2: “Were there any civilians killed? [Yes, No, Impossible to say]”.

 14679221, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70122 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



       |  11 of 20MOTIVATED CAUSAL JUDGMENTS AND RESPONSIBILITY

The sample recruitment was based on quotas on gender (2 levels), age (5 groups), education (2 
levels), and region (2 levels) to mirror the structure of the Polish population between 18 and 
69 years old. Data collection took place in July 2022.

Power analyses conducted prior to data collection indicated very high statistical power 
(~1.0) to detect the main effects anticipated by Hypotheses 1a and 2 for effect sizes of .5 for 
the causal scenarios and for the nationality of the soldiers. There was also very high statis-
tical power to identify the anticipated interaction effect between the two (set at .5): .93. For 
Hypothesis  3, the main effects were expected to be much smaller (.25), but power was still 
moderate (~.70). For Hypotheses 4 and 5, we had no strong priors about the size of the effects, 
so no formal power analyses were conducted (but the comparisons are between groups of size 
1200, so power should be high even for small effects).

EM PIRICA L RESU LTS

Across all scenarios, the responsibility of the attackers was judged to be significantly higher 
when the attackers were described as Russian (mean of 6.15) rather than Ukrainian (mean 
of 4.74). Similarly, the responsibility for the defenders was judged to be significantly higher 
when they were described as Russian (mean of 4.71) rather than Ukrainian (mean of 2.75). 
The differences in the means are highly statistically significant (the p-values from t-tests are 
lower than .001) and very large in substantive terms (the difference in means for attackers 
is  .83 of a standard deviation of this variable, and the difference in means for defenders is .94 
of a standard deviation). Very similar results are obtained by comparing the judgments of 
causal power of attackers and defenders and by analyzing the alternative “slider” measure of 
responsibility attribution. This provides strong support for Hypothesis 1a.

Overall, as expected, on average across all scenarios, the attackers are assigned more causal 
power and responsibility for the civilian deaths than the defenders. But when the attackers 
are Russian, the differences in means between attackers and defenders are huge, both for 
causal power (6.15 v. 2.61) and responsibility (6.15 vs. 2.75). Conversely, when the attackers are 
Ukrainian, the differences between attackers and defenders are small for causal power (4.99 vs. 
4.51) and minuscule for responsibility (4.74 vs. 4.71). This pattern is confirmed by looking at the 
alternative “slider” measure of responsibility, which has a mean of 2.75 on the 0 to 10 scale for 
the responsibility of defenders when the attackers are Russian but is almost at the center (5.47) 
when the attackers are Ukrainian. This provides partial support for Hypothesis 4.

The differences in causal power and responsibility attribution for attackers does not differ 
significantly across the three causal scenarios. This is contrary to our Hypotheses 2 and 3 and, 
altogether, quite unexpected. The attackers are judged to be equally causally efficacious and 
responsible when they kill civilians unintentionally and when they purposefully hit a building 
where civilians and enemy combatants are both present. Further, it does not seem to matter 
for the evaluation of the actions of the attackers (cf. Hypothesis 3) whether the defenders move 
to the civilians, as in causal story 2 (so the outcome of civilians' deaths directly depends in 
counterfactual terms on the defenders' actions), or the civilians move to the defenders, as in 
causal story 3 (so the outcome depends only indirectly on the defenders' actions, which could 
have moved away but stay).

There are significant differences, however, in the assignment of causal power and responsi-
bility to the defending soldiers across the causal stories. They are judged to be more causally ef-
ficacious and responsible when they move to a building with civilians (mean of 3.87 for causal 
power and 4.03 for responsibility) than in the baseline scenario (corresponding means of 3.30 
and 3.47).

The scenario when civilians move to the defending combatants who fail to relocate in 
response is in the middle with means of 3.52 (causal power) and 3.68 (responsibility). Even if 
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12 of 20  |      TOSHKOV and MAZEPUS

significant according to one-way ANOVA tests, these effects are rather small in substantive 
terms.

When it comes to the causal power and responsibility of attackers, there is not much evi-
dence for the interaction effects anticipated by Hypothesis 1b.

Differences across the causal scenarios are small to miniscule both when the attackers 
are Russian and when they are Ukrainian. The only possibly significant contrast is the one 
between the causal power of attackers when they move to the civilians compared with the 
baseline scenario, with the difference in means being .28 for Ukrainian attackers but −.02 for 
Russian attackers. But the difference is not observable for responsibility and for the contrast 
between the third scenario and the baseline, so it could be due to random sampling variability.

However, there is evidence for interaction effects between the identity of defenders and the 
causal scenarios. The defending soldiers are judged to be more causally efficacious and re-
sponsible in the third scenario (civilians moving to combatants who fail to relocate) compared 
with the baseline in the first scenario when they are Ukrainian, but not when they are Russian.

This is not an effect that we hypothesized. Based on the difficulty of making causal judg-
ments in situations of complex causality (causation by omission or by double prevention), we 
expected that people would have more leeway to give “a free pass” to their favored party. This 
is not what we observe. It could be that people hold their favored side to higher standards when 
it comes to the protection of civilians, so that a failure to move away from civilians is judged to 
be more relevant for causal power and responsibility attribution. Alternatively, it could be that 
our respondents assumed that the civilians are Ukrainian given the real-world context, even 
though we did not specify such information in the vignettes. This could potentially account for 
the fact that Ukrainian defenders are expected to protect the civilians, but not the Russians. 
Looking at the patterns of results depicted in Figure 1 (bottom panel), what could account 
for this result is the abnormally high responsibility assigned to Russian defenders under the 
baseline scenario (causal story 1), in which the defenders are not directly involved in the deaths 
at all.

The results discussed above are summarized in the regression models presented in Table 1. 
The table shows five models: one for each outcome variable of interest. The main effects of 
Ukrainian identity of the attackers (Models 1 and 3) and defenders (Models 2, 4 and 5) are 
clearly visible.

Consistent with the discussion above, the second causal story is significantly different from 
the baseline only in the models for defenders (Models 2 and 4), and we note the significant 
positive interaction effects between Ukrainian identity of defenders and the third causal story 
in Models 2, 3, and 5. Comparing the coefficients across the models for causal power and for 
responsibility, the main effects of the identity of the combatants are larger for responsibility 
than for causal power (significantly so when it comes to defenders), which is consistent with 
Hypothesis 5. Figure 1 illustrates the results with respect to responsibility attribution; the cor-
responding figure for causal power is in the Supporting Information (Figure A1).

These results are reproduced when we estimate the models on the restricted sample of re-
spondents who passed the two comprehension checks from the first try. Despite the lower num-
ber of observations, the effects remain robust and even increase slightly in size (see Table A1 in 
the Supporting Information for details).

The measures of causal power and responsibility are very highly correlated: .77 for attackers 
and .81 for defenders (as in Sytsma (2024)). The effect of (identity-based) motivated reasoning 
is higher for judgments of responsibility than judgments on causal power when we consider 
attackers. The difference in size of coefficients for Ukrainian nationality in Model 1 vs. Model 
3 is .42, which is significant at the .10 level (the p-value of the statistical test is .054). When we 
consider defenders, the difference in coefficients in Model 2 vs. Model 4 is in the expected 
direction (.21) but is not precisely estimated to reach conventional levels of statistical signifi-
cance. These results are partly in line with Hypothesis 5.
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       |  13 of 20MOTIVATED CAUSAL JUDGMENTS AND RESPONSIBILITY

Additional tests

One potential issue related to the wording of our vignettes is that the terms “attackers” and 
“defenders” might already prime respondents to assign more or less causal power and re-
sponsibility to one of the two sides in the stories. For example, attackers might be judged to 

F I G U R E  1   Responsibility of the attackers (top panel) and of the defenders (bottom panel).
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be responsible for civilians' deaths in a conflict no matter their precise actions in individual 
situations.

To test this possibility, we conducted an additional survey experiment at the end of 2024 
on a quota-representative online sample in Poland, where we removed references to Russians 
and Ukrainians from the vignettes and we tested versions of the causal stories with “attack-
ers”/“defenders” versus versions that used the terms “country A”/“country B” instead. Details 
about the design and the results are reported in the Supporting Information. The main results 
are that (a) the causal power attributed to attackers is not sensitive to the wording, while (b) 
the causal power attributed to defenders is significantly lower when they are referred to as 
“defenders” rather than “[soldiers of] country B,” but the effect is very small in size: around 
9% of a standard deviation.

Comparing the results of this additional experiment to our main study, we can confirm that 
in the absence of information about the nationality of warring parties, the causal structure of 
the stories mostly has the hypothesized effects, with some qualifications (see the extended dis-
cussion in the Supporting Information). We are also able to confirm that the contrasts between 
the evaluation of Russian and Ukrainian solders reported in Table 1 above are a consequence 
of respondents showing both outgroup aversion towards Russians and ingroup favoritism to-
wards Ukrainians. For example, the causal power of attacking soldiers is judged as signifi-
cantly higher when they are Russians but also as significantly lower when they are Ukrainian, 
compared with the scenarios where nationality is not specified.

CONCLUSION

This article introduced the idea of motivated causal judgment, which is the tendency to 
make attributions of causal power and responsibility in line with pre-existing allegiances 
to particular groups. In particular, we hypothesized that when people judge the actions of 
warring parties, they will be more likely to attribute higher causal power and responsibility 
for counternormative outcomes (i.e., the deaths of civilians) to a party they oppose rather than 
a party they support, even when everything else about the situations remains the same. We 
further proposed that such bias in causal attribution will be greater the more complicated the 
causal story leading to the outcome, for example, when the story involves indirect causation or 
causation by omission or by double prevention.

The empirical tests we conduct provide some supporting evidence for these ideas. In partic-
ular, we find a strong main effect of motivated reasoning (in the form of ingroup favoritism) on 
judgments of causal power. The effect is highly statistically significant and very big in size.15 
Polish citizens, who overwhelmingly support Ukraine, are much more likely to say that Russian 
(compared to Ukrainian) soldiers caused and are responsible for the deaths of civilians in fic-
titious situations, even though we keep the scenarios the same and only flip the nationality of 
the parties involved. Thus, our study shows that the outcome of reasoning is compatible with a 
motivated search for reaching a particular conclusion, although it does not provide a direct 
insight into the process of reasoning itself.

The main effect of motivated judgments is so big that it overrides any effect that the 
causal structure of the stories itself might have. In short, the details of the situations matter 
very little when people find one of the parties responsible for the negative outcome. This 
result runs contra to our prior theoretical expectations, which anticipated that the effect of 
motivated reasoning will be stronger for more complex causal situations. We should note, 

 15The effect of motivated reasoning on casual judgments would probably be even bigger if we had conducted the experiment with 
Ukrainian and Russian citizens: the nationalities directly mentioned in the vignettes, because ingroup allegiances would be even 
stronger.
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however, that in a separate experiment, we confirm that when nationalities of the war-
ring parties are not mentioned, causal structure matters more, in line with our hypotheses. 
However, these effects disappear when the identity of the warring parties is provided. These 
findings imply that causal reasoning is not absent but seems to be overridden by powerful 
group-based priors.

The lack of strong direct and moderating effects of causal structure is surprising given the 
evidence we have for such effects from basic research on cognition. When it comes to judg-
ments about human actions, considerations about the goals, intentionality, and foresight of 
actors gain importance (Malle, 2006), potentially at the expense of considerations about the 
formal status of causal factors (direct, indirect, omissive, preventive, etc.) In fact, one mecha-
nism through which motivated reasoning could play such a strong role in influencing the attri-
bution of causal power and responsibility is by “filling in” assumptions about the goals, 
intentionality and foresight of the actors involved. Favored groups are assumed to have good 
reasons for doing things with negative consequences, exonerating them from blame, for exam-
ple, because they have had no control over their actions,16 or no alternatives, or no way to 
predict the effect of their actions, or no intention to bring about the negative effects (cf. 
Shaver, 2012, Chapter 4). Extensions of our work can try to isolate the mediating effects of in-
tentionality, for example, by fixing it in the experimental vignettes.

Both counterfactual (Icard et  al.,  2017; Phillips et  al.,  2015; Quillien,  2020) and blame-
validation (Alicke et  al.,  2011; Samland & Waldmann,  2016) accounts of the formation of 
causal judgments could account for these effects. It is possible that when people are imagining 
alternative scenarios in the process of causal attribution, nationality plays a big role in what 
alternatives are considered. It could also be that people are attributing causal power to the 
outgroup in order to justify blaming them.

In this respect, it is worth emphasizing the strong alignment between judgments of causal 
power and responsibility that we find in the data. This does not necessarily mean, however, 
that people form conclusions about the causal power of actors first and then make judgments 
about responsibility. It could also be that people first decide who is to blame and bears respon-
sibility and only then retrofit their judgments about causal efficacy to match their verdicts 
(Alicke et al., 2011; Lagnado & Channon, 2008; Rogers et al., 2019; Sytsma et al., 2012). Our 
design was not particularly well-suited for disentangling the relationship between perceived 
causal power and responsibility, and future research could address this limitation, including 
establishing the role of moral judgments.

People recognize that explanations—and the causal accounts on which they rest—have 
a social function to draw attention to some causes at the expense of others and might ad-
just their causal judgments accordingly (McClure et al., 2007). It is reasonable to assume 
that before reading our scenarios regarding the war between Russia and Ukraine Polish 
participants had already attributed the blame to the Russians who invaded Ukraine in 
February 2022. Because of this, the judgment of the causal power probably followed from 
the judgments of pre-assigned blame and was therefore rather detached from the specific 
causal structure of the scenarios. Importantly, it does not mean that the judgments of par-
ticipants were irrational (Ditto et al., 2025). Instead, it suggests only that in the situations 
of intergroup conflict, the weights assigned to prior information in light of new facts might 
heavily affect the judgments, including causal ones. Future research could further tease 
out the relative contribution of various mechanisms leading to causal power attribution in 
different types of conflicts, including in situations when attackers and defenders are less 
easily defined.

 16The importance of controllability of causal factors in the construction of explanations has been proposed theoretically by 
Weiner (1986) and shown to be relevant empirically for attitudes towards homosexuality (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2008; 
Whitehead, 2014), poverty (Weiner et al., 2011), and police violence (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2017).
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One potential limitation of our empirical study is that it is about a very salient high-stakes 
conflict. While such conflicts are common and very important in politics and international 
relations, it is also useful to know whether motivated causal judgment plays a role in more 
ordinary political conflicts, for example, when political parties negotiate legislation or fight 
over the future course of public policy. Further research can look into such contexts to inves-
tigate whether such causal judgments are also colored by motivated reasoning. Relatedly, it is 
an important question whether party-political allegiances and political ideologies can lead to 
such strong motivated causal judgment as the loyalties to nationalities during military conflict 
that we examined.

To conclude, our study shows that reasoning about causality in politically relevant contexts 
does not lead to the same outputs (judgments of causal power and responsibility) as reasoning 
that is stripped of political context. It is likely that patterns we observe are common in sit-
uations of intergroup conflict when prior knowledge about and attributed intentions to the 
parties involved are more important than their specific actions in one-off scenarios. In this 
case, interpretations of causality could be seen as one more tool for ingroup coordination when 
facing a threat from an outgroup.
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