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Recent models of morality have suggested the importance of affect-

based automatic moral attitudes in moral reasoning. However, previous

investigations of moral reasoning have frequently relied upon explicit

measures that are susceptible to voluntary control. To investigate

participant’s automatic moral attitudes, we used a morality Implicit

Association Test (IAT). Participants rated the legality of visually

depicted legal and illegal behaviors of two different intensity levels (e.g.,

high intensity illegal = interpersonal violence; low intensity illegal =

vandalism) both when the target concept (e.g., illegal) was behaviorally

paired with an associated attribute (e.g., bad; congruent condition) or

an unassociated attribute (e.g., good; incongruent condition). Behav-

iorally, an IAT effect was shown; RTs were faster in the congruent

rather than incongruent conditions. At the neural level, implicit moral

attitude, as indexed by increased BOLD response as a function of

stimulus intensity, was associated with increased activation in the right

amygdala and the ventromedial orbitofrontal cortex. In addition,

performance on incongruent trials relative to congruent trials was

associated with increased activity in the right ventrolateral prefrontal

cortex (BA 47), left subgenual cingulate gyrus (BA 25), bilateral

premotor cortex (BA 6) and the left caudate. The functional

contributions of these regions in moral reasoning are discussed.
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Introduction

Until relatively recently, most models of moral decision-making
held a rationalist view (Kohlberg and Kramer, 1969; Piaget, 1932).

Such models viewed moral reasoning as a conscious process; that
is, it is attentional, effortful and controllable, and the reasoner is

aware of what is going on (Bargh, 1994). However, recently,
models stressing the role of emotion have become prevalent (Blair,

1995a,b; Greene and Haidt, 2002 review; Haidt, 2001; Kagan and
Lamb, 1987; Moll et al., 2003 review). Part of the reason for
this theoretical transition has been data collected from clinical

populations. Thus, patients with damage to the ventromedial
frontal cortex show no impairment for many aspects of reasoning
yet are impaired in their emotional responses (e.g., Damasio et al.,
1990), their moral emotions (Eslinger et al., 1992; Eslinger and

Damasio, 1985) and their moral behavior (Anderson et al., 1999;
Blair and Cipolotti, 2000; Damasio, 1999; Eslinger and Damasio,
1985; Grafman et al., 1996). Similarly, individuals with psychop-

athy show no impairment in many aspects of non-emotional
reasoning (see Blair, 2004). However, they are impaired in specific
forms of emotional responding (Blair et al., 2001; Lykken, 1957),

their moral emotions (Blair, 1995a,b; Hare, 1991), their moral
reasoning (Blair, 1995a,b; Gray et al., 2003) and their moral
behavior (Hare, 1991). By understanding the neuro-cognitive

systems involved in moral reasoning, we may increase our
understanding of these clinical conditions. To further this goal,
we investigated the neural systems underlying moral reasoning
performed in the context of a moral Implicit Associations Task.

Several recent studies have investigated the neural systems
involved in moral reasoning (e.g., Greene et al., 2001, 2004;
Heekeren et al., 2003, 2005; Moll et al., 2001, 2002a,b). These

studies have revealed the importance of medial orbitofrontal
cortex (Greene et al., 2001, 2004; Heekeren et al., 2003, 2005;
Moll et al., 2001, 2002a,b), the cingulate gyrus (Greene et al.,

2001; Moll et al., 2001, 2002a,b), superior temporal sulcus
(Heekeren et al., 2003, 2005; Moll et al., 2002a,b) and the
amygdala (Greene et al., 2004; Heekeren et al., 2005; Moll et al.,
2002a,b). However, the functional contributions of these regions

remain relatively unclear.
The previous moral reasoning work has used varying method-

ologies such as making moral decisions based on text descriptions

of ethical dilemmas (Greene et al., 2001), passive viewing pictures
of moral violations (Moll et al., 2002a), judging sentence
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descriptions of behaviors as moral or immoral (Moll et al., 2002b;
Heekeren et al., 2005) and making moral decisions (morally
appropriate or not) versus semantic decisions (semantically correct

or not) on sentences (Heekeren et al., 2003). One feature that these
methodologies have in common is that they rely on explicit
processing; the participant is asked to make an explicit judgment of

a behavior (e.g., Greene et al., 2001, 2004; Heekeren et al., 2003,
2005; Moll et al., 2001). However, such measures are susceptible
to voluntary control and allow a participant the ability to conceal

their genuine attitudes. Moreover, recent work on moral reasoning
has stressed its ‘‘automatic’’ nature (Greene and Haidt, 2002; Haidt,
2001).

One methodology that can be considered to assess an
individual’s automatic and implicit attitudes towards social stimuli
is the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greewald et al., 1998). This
test measures the extent to which two target concepts (e.g., flower

and insect) are associated with two attributes (e.g., good and bad).
In contrast to verbal measures of self-report, the IAT relies on
differentials in reaction times to index an individual’s automatic

attitudes. When the target concept (e.g., flower) is paired with an
associated attribute (e.g., good), the participant’s reaction times are
faster than when it is paired with an attribute to which it is not

associated (e.g., bad). The IAT can therefore be used to identify an
individual’s implicit attitudes, for example, to out-groups, regard-
less of the individual’s wish to hide these attitudes (e.g., Greewald
et al., 1998; Greenwald and Farnham, 2000). Recently, the IAT has

been adapted to assess an individual’s automatic attitudes to moral
and immoral actions, even in individuals with psychopathy who
might wish to conceal their attitude to these actions (Gray et al.,

2003). Such studies reveal a reduced automatic ‘‘bad’’ attitude
towards immoral actions in individuals with psychopathy relative
to comparison populations.

Very little work has investigated the neural correlates of
performance on the IAT. Phelps et al. (2000) found that the
strength of an ‘‘automatic’’ amygdala response to racial out-groups

predicted the level of IAT effect for a race-based task. However,
this study did not examine neural correlates of performing the IAT
task itself. Chee et al. (2000) examined the neural correlates of an
IAT task involving the assessment of the association of two object

categories (flower and insect) with the valenced attribute categories
of ‘‘pleasant’’ and ‘‘unpleasant’’. Chee et al. (2000) reported that
performance on ‘‘incongruent’’ trials (trials where the same

response is made for stimuli associated with differently valenced
attributes; e.g., ‘‘flower’’ and ‘‘unpleasant’’) was associated with
significantly greater activity in ventrolateral (BA 47), dorsolateral

(BA 9, 44) prefrontal cortex and anterior cingulate (BA 32).
However, there has been no fMRI investigation of a morality IAT
task.

In the current study, we aimed to determine regions involved in
the performance of the morality IAT task. We predicted on the
basis of prior fMRI data investigating moral reasoning (Greene et
al., 2004; Heekeren et al., 2005; Moll et al., 2002a,b) that the

individual’s automatic moral response (as indexed by an increased
response to high intensity stimuli [interpersonal violence] relative
to low intensity stimuli [vandalism]) would recruit the amygdala,

superior temporal sulcus and medial orbital frontal cortex. In
addition, we predicted on the basis of Chee’s earlier study (Chee et
al., 2000) that the IAT effect (as indexed by an increased response

to incongruent trials rather than congruent trials) would be related
to increased activity in ventrolateral prefrontal cortex and anterior
cingulate.

Materials and methods

Participants

Twenty healthy volunteers, 9 males and 11 females, between
the ages of 20 to 36 participated in this study. All gave written

informed consent to participate in the study, which was approved
by the National Institute of Mental Health Institutional Review
Board.

The morality implicit association task and experimental procedure

The stimuli consisted of 48 color photographic stimuli
primarily selected from the International Affective Picture System
(IAPS; Lang and Greenwald, 1985); several of the low intensity
illegal items were taken from additional sources. As some of the

low intensity illegal stimuli were taken from additional sources,
we examined participant’s ratings of their pleasantness and
autonomic responsiveness to all test stimuli (Blair et al.,

submitted for publication). These are reported together with the
IAPS averages in Table 1. The stimuli consisted of images of:
8 highly arousing illegal behaviors (for example, these stimuli

involved interpersonal violence; e.g., guns/knives used in attacks/
as threats); 8 less arousing illegal behaviors (for example, these
stimuli involved property damage but did not involve interper-
sonal violence); 8 highly arousing legal behaviors (e.g., skydiv-

ing); and 8 less arousing legal behaviors (e.g., playing the guitar).
Legal behaviors were chosen rather than moral behaviors because
of the difficulty of obtaining sufficient understandable stimuli (for

example, depictions of charity work are difficult to parse rapidly).
However, work suggests that judgments about what is legal are
based on judgments about what they consider to be moral

(Greene and Cohen, 2004; Helwig and Jasiobedzka, 2001). In
addition, there were pictures of 8 negative animals (e.g., snake)
and 8 positive animals (e.g., puppies). Following the previous

literature (e.g., Greewald et al., 1998), the fMRI experiment
comprised of two series of 5 phases. Within each of the two
series, a different set of stimuli was used; for example, 4 high
arousing illegal stimuli were used during the first series of five

phases and a different 4 used during the second series of five
phases. Only data recorded during phases 3 and 5 in each of these
two series were recorded.

The ten phases were:

Phase 1 the subject categorized behaviors as legal (left hand) or
illegal (right hand);

Phase 2 the subject judged animals as good (left hand) or bad
(right hand).

Table 1

Ratings and autonomic responses to the stimuli presented

IAPS

valence

IAPS

arousal

Pleasantness Arousal

High illegal 2.48 6.52 !4.45 0.0110 microsiemens

Low illegal – – !1.33 0.0049 microsiemens

High legal 6.98 6.06 1.86 0.0106 microsiemens

Low legal 5.2 3.44 0.77 0.0055 microsiemens

Bad animal 3.97 5.59 – –

Good animal 7.49 4.17 – –

IAPS: International Affective Picture Scale (Lang et al., 1995).

Q. Luo et al. / NeuroImage 30 (2006) 1449–14571450



Phase 3 with behaviors and animals randomly presented, the

subject judged if pictures were legal behaviors/good
animals (left hand) or illegal behaviors/bad animals (right
hand). This phase involved congruent trials; the target

concepts (legal/illegal) were paired with their associated
attributes (good/bad).

Phase 4 the subject categorized behaviors as legal (right hand) or
illegal (left hand), opposite to that in Phase 1.

Phase 5 with behaviors and animals randomly presented, the
subject judged if pictures were illegal behaviors/good

animals (left hand) or legal behaviors/bad animals (right
hand). This phase involved incongruent trials; the target
concepts were not paired with their associated attributes

(that is, illegal was paired with good).

The second series of 5 phases was identical to the first

except that Phase 1 and Phase 4 swapped position. Thus:

Phase 6 the subject categorized behaviors as legal (right hand) or
illegal (left hand), opposite to that in Phase 1 but identical
to phase 4.

Phase 7 the subject judged animals as good (left hand) or bad
(right hand).

Phase 8 the subject judged if pictures were illegal behaviors/good

animals (left hand) or legal behaviors/bad animals (right
hand); i.e., incongruent trials.

Phase 9 the subject categorized behaviors as legal (left hand) or
illegal (right hand), opposite to that in Phases 4 and 6 but
identical to Phase 1.

Phase 10 the subject judged if pictures were legal behaviors/good

animals (left hand) or illegal behaviors/bad animals
(right hand); i.e, congruent trials.

In short, the participants experienced a counterbalanced
ABBA (congruent incongruent incongruent congruent)/BAAB

(incongruent congruent congruent incongruent) design; half of
the participants experienced congruent incongruent incongruent
congruent and the other half incongruent congruent congruent

incongruent phases. Fixation point trials served as the
baseline.

Each trial lasted 2 s, one TR. Each trial consisted of a
presentation of a picture (or fixation) for 1000 ms followed by a

1000 ms blank screen. Each of the 4 scanning sessions lasted for
8 min and 10 s and covered one congruent or one incongruent
phase.

Each session involved 120 events and 120 fixations. Each event
involved one of the 4 high-illegal, 4 high-legal, 4 low-illegal, 4
low-legal behavior pictures, 4 good and 4 bad animal pictures or a

fixation point trial. Each of the pictures was seen five times in each
of the congruent/incongruent phases.

MRI data acquisition

The study was performed on a 1.5 T GE scanner. Functional
scans were obtained by using a single-shot T2*-weighted gradient-

echo planar imaging (EPI) sequence (29 contiguous axial slices,
slice thickness = 4 mm, in plane resolution = 3.75 " 3.75, TR/TE/
theta = 2000 ms/30 ms/90, FOV = 240 " 240 mm2, matrix = 64 "
64). A series of 240 images were acquired during each of the 4
functional runs. The high-resolution anatomical images were
acquired using a T1-weighted, three-dimensional, Spoiled GRASS

imaging (spgr) sequence (1 " 1 " 1.5 mm3).

Data processing

The AFNI software package (http://afni.nimh.nih.gov/afni) was

used for image data processing. The images of the first five time
points in each run were discarded. The 4 times series were motion-
corrected and reregistered and spatially smoothed with Isotropic

Gaussian blur with FWHM = 3 mm. They were then normalized to
signal percent change. This was done by dividing the signal
intensity of a voxel at each time point by the mean signal intensity

of that voxel for each run and multiplying the result by 100. They
were then concatenated. The hemodynamic response function
(HRF) and multivariate statistics corresponding to each condition

(high-illegal congruent, low-illegal congruent, high-legal congru-
ent, low-legal congruent, high-illegal incongruent, low-illegal
incongruent, high-legal incongruent, low-legal incongruent, Fgood_
animals and Fbad_ animals, fixation point trials) were obtained by

deconvolving the input for each from the concatenated time series
using a least squares procedure within a General Linear Model.
Individual images were spatially normalized to the Talairach brain

atlas before group analysis.
Individual images were spatially normalized to the standard

coordinate space of Talairach and Tournoux (Talairach and

Tournoux, 1988) before group analysis. The group analysis was
then performed using a 2 (IAT effect: incongruent/congruent) " 2
(Stimulus: illegal/legal) " 2 (Intensity: high/low) ANOVA. The
threshold was set at P < 0.0001 (corrected at 0.01 for multiple

comparison) for the main effects. Threshold correction was done by
using the AlphaSim program in AFNI, which applies Monte Carlo
simulation to calculate the probability of false positive detection by

taking into consideration both the individual voxel probability
thresholding and cluster size. See Table 2 for activation results.

Table 2

Regions that showed a significant main effect in voxel-wise analysis

Structure L/R BA x y z t

Incongruent > congruent, P < 0.0001 (corrected at 0.01)

Ventrolateral prefrontal cortex R 47 44 5 !6 5.31

Subgenual gyrus L 25 !3 12 !15 5.07

Premotor cortex L 6 !21 !1 60 5.09

Premotor cortex R 6 33 0 43 5.30

Caudate L !16 11 11 4.92

Insula L 13 !32 !14 19 5.27

Precuneus L 31 !9 !63 26 5.62

Lentiform nucleus R 18 !2 6 4.62

Cingulate gyrus L 24 !4 7 29 5.20*

High > low, P < 0.01

Amygdala R 22 !6 !8 2.92

Medial orbital frontal cortex L 10 !6 55 !5 2.83

Illegal > legal, P < 0.0001 (corrected at 0.01)

Medial frontal gyrus R 6 1 !3 60 4.72

Superior temporal sulcus L 41 !49 !29 14 4.69

Superior temporal sulcus R 41 42 !37 15 4.52

Superior temporal sulcus L 22 !48 !17 9 4.76

Precentral gyrus L 4 !34 !27 61 5.12

Precentral gyrus L 4 !40 !17 57 4.89

Precentral gyrus L 6 !30 !8 55 4.45

Postcentral gyrus L 3 !35 !24 45 4.51

Amygdala R 21 !7 !8 3.44*

* Indicates areas that did not survive correction for multiple comparisons.
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Results

Behavioral data

Fig. 1 depicts the participant’s RTs by stimulus condition and
congruence. The participants made few errors (1.62%), and RTs for

these trials were not included in subsequent analyses. A 2
(Congruence: congruent vs. incongruent) " 2 (Stimulus intensity:
High vs. Low) " 2 (Legality: Illegal vs. Legal) ANOVA was

conducted on the data. This revealed significant main effects for
congruence, stimulus intensity and legality. The subjects responded
significantly faster in the congruent than in the incongruent

condition (M_incongruent = 771.41 T 83.50 ms, M_congruent =
714.32 T 67.91 ms, F(1,19) = 51.804, P < 0.0001). In short, the
participants showed an IAT effect. In addition, RTs were shorter for
the higher intensity than the lower intensity stimuli (M_high =

736.90 T 66.46 ms, M_low = 748.82 T 77.12 ms, F(1,19) = 12.286,
P < 0.002) and illegal rather than legal stimuli (M_illegal = 735.63 T
68.03 ms, M_legal = 750.10 T 83.38 ms, F(1,19) = 4.109, P <

0.057). There were no significant interactions.

fMRI data

The ANOVA on the BOLD response data yielded significant
main effects, but no significant interactions were found. The results
of each main effect are described in turn.

The IAT effect: incongruent vs. congruent trials

The first main effect identified regions which showed a
differential BOLD response to incongruent trials relative to
congruent trials. These included right ventrolateral prefrontal

cortex (BA 47), left subgenual gyrus (BA 25), bilateral premotor
cortex (BA 6), left caudate, insular and precuneus and the right
lentiform nucleus, all of which showed significantly greater

activity to incongruent relative to congruent trials (see Table 1).
There was also evidence of significantly greater cingulate (BA 24)
activity (P < 0.0001, although this did not survive correction for
multiple comparisons). From this contrast and our a priori

hypotheses, functionally defined ROIs were identified in right
ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (BA 47), left medial frontal gyrus

(BA 25), the left caudate and the left cingulate gyrus (BA 24; see
Figs. 2A–D).

Intensity: high vs. low

The second main effect identified regions which showed a
differential response to high relative to low intensity legal and

illegal stimuli. This contrast did not reveal any significant
differences at the threshold adopted for the congruency effect
(P < 0.0001 corrected for multiple comparisons at P < 0.01).

However, given our a priori hypotheses, we used anatomically
specified ROIs of bilateral amygdala and Brodmann area 10 and
examined whether there were regions within these ROIs that

showed greater BOLD responses to high relative to low intensity
legal and illegal stimuli. This revealed significant activations in
both regions (P < 0.01 uncorrected; see Figs. 2E and F).

Stimulus: illegal vs. legal trials

The third main effect identified regions which showed a
differential response to illegal relative to legal stimuli. These

included right medial frontal gyrus (BA 6), left precentral gyrus
(BA4, 6) and postcentral gyrus (BA 3) and bilateral superior
temporal gyrus (BA 22, 41), all of which showed significantly

greater activity to illegal relative to legal trials (see Table 1). There
was also evidence of significantly greater amygdala activity (P <
0.005, although this did not survive correction for multiple
comparisons).

Discussion

The goal of the current study was to determine regions involved
in the performance of the morality IAT task. Behaviorally, and in

line with previous work using other types of IAT paradigm (e.g.,
Chee et al., 2000; Gray et al., 2003; Greewald et al., 1998),
participants were significantly slower on incongruent (when

categories of different valence shared the same key: e.g., moral
transgressions and good animals) than on congruent trials (when
categories of the same valence shared the same key: e.g., moral
transgressions and bad animals); that is, the participants showed

the IAT effect. This is consistent with our suggestion that healthy
individuals have an ‘‘automatic’’ association between, in particular,
illegal/immoral behaviors and negative valence (cf. Blair, 1995a,b;

Haidt, 2001; Nichols, 2002). With respect to the fMRI data, we
found three determinants of the BOLD response: the congruence/
incongruence of the trial, stimulus intensity and stimulus legality.

These will be discussed in turn.

The neural correlates of the IAT effect

With respect to the BOLD response, participants showed
significantly greater activity within anterior cingulate gyrus (BA
24), the subgenual portions of the anterior cingulate gyrus (BA 25),

right ventrolateral frontal gyrus (BA 47), bilateral premotor cortex
(BA 6) and caudate in response to incongruent relative to
congruent trials. In the only previous study examining the neural

correlates of the IAT effect, Chee et al. (2000) similarly reported
that incongruent, relative to congruent, trials were associated with
significantly greater activity in anterior cingulate and ventrolateral

frontal cortex.
The IAT task (the increase in RT during incongruent relative to

congruent trials) shares features with both the go/no-go and

Fig. 1. Mean reaction times (RTs) across conditions. Legends: key to this

figure: H-il = high illegal, H-le = high legal, L-il = low illegal, L-le = low

legal. Congruent = trials where the same response was made to illegal

stimuli and Fbad_ animals and a different same response was made to legal

and Fgood_ animals. Incongruent = trials where the same response was

made to illegal stimuli and Fgood_ animals and a different same response

was made to legal and Fbad_ animals.

Q. Luo et al. / NeuroImage 30 (2006) 1449–14571452



response reversal tasks; all three tasks require the activation of an

alternative motor response to one strongly activated by the
stimulus conditions. The IAT task requires the participant to
over-rule a response tendency that is more consistent with the

valence of the stimulus to be responded to. The go/no-go task
requires the participant to withhold from responding to a specific
infrequent stimulus while responding to other more common

stimuli (Casey et al., 2001). Response reversal requires the
participant to change their response to a pair of stimuli following
changes in stimulus–reinforcement contingencies (Cools et al.,
2002). Interestingly, responses during no-go trials in go/no-go

tasks and to reversal errors (triggering response change) in
response reversal tasks implicate similar regions to those recruited
during incongruent trials in the present study. In short, responses

during no-go trials in go/no-go tasks and to reversal errors are
associated with activity in anterior cingulate (Kringelbach and
Rolls, 2003; Nagahama et al., 2001; O’Doherty et al., 2003),

ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (Casey et al., 2001; Cools et al.,
2002; O’Doherty et al., 2003) and caudate (Kringelbach and Rolls,
2003; O’Doherty et al., 2003).

Anterior cingulate has been implicated in monitoring and

controlling goal-directed behavior (Bush et al., 2000; Kerns et al.,
2004; Schall et al., 2002) and particularly conflict monitoring
(Botvinick et al., 1999; Botvinick et al., 2004; Carter et al., 1998;

Cohen et al., 2000; MacDonald et al., 2000). Anterior cingulate

activation is frequently seen in the presence of dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex activation in the context of attentional tasks such
as the Stroop task (Bush et al., 1998; Leung et al., 2000; MacLeod

and MacDonald, 2000; Pardo et al., 1990). Premotor cortex (BA 6)
and the caudate are both importantly involved in mediating motor
responding (Purves et al., 2001; Mink, 1996). Both regions have

frequently been observed to show greater activation in conditions
of response conflict (Bush et al., 1998; Bush et al., 1999; Kerns et
al., 2004; Casey et al., 2001; 2002; Durston et al., 2002, 2003;
Menon et al., 2001; Mink, 1996; Nunez et al., 2005; Peterson et al.,

2002) including responses in the go/no-go tasks (e.g., Durston et
al., 2002; Menon et al., 2001).

With respect to attentional tasks such as the Stroop task, the

suggestion has been made that anterior cingulate monitors conflict.
It has been considered to potentially augment the representation of
stimulus features by dorsolateral prefrontal cortex leading to

increased cognitive control of stimuli represented in temporal
cortex (Garavan et al., 2002; MacDonald et al., 2000; Ruff et al.,
2001). As noted above, there are frequent common activations of
anterior cingulate and ventrolateral frontal cortex in the context of

go/no-go and response reversal tasks. Moreover, both regions were
also seen in the only preceding study of the IAT effect (Chee et al.,
2000). We suggest that anterior cingulate following motor response

Q. Luo et al. / NeuroImage 30 (2006) 1449–1457 1453

Fig. 2. Signal percent change and activation maps for brain areas. Legends: A–D: areas activated by incongruent trials relative to congruent trials. Activations,

and associated percentage signal changes from baseline, are shown for: (A) Right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (IFG); (B) left subgenual cingulate; (C) left

anterior cingulate (ACC); and (D) left caudate. (E–F) Areas activated by high intensity relative to low intensity trials. Activations, and associated percentage

signal changes from baseline, are shown for: (E) right amygdala; and (F) left medial orbital frontal cortex (OFC). Key to this figure: H-il = high illegal, H-le =

high legal, L-il = low illegal, L-le = low legal. Congruent trials are depicted in gray. Incongruent trials are depicted in black.



conflict may also augment the representation of object/motor
features within ventrolateral frontal cortex that allow control over
motor responding mediated by the caudate.

The neural correlates of automatic moral attitude

We observed significantly greater activity within the right
amygdala and the left medial orbitofrontal cortex during high
intensity (e.g., interpersonal violence) relative to low intensity

(vandalism) trials. It should be noted that the high intensity illegal
stimuli involved interpersonal violence, while the low intensity
illegal stimuli involved property damage. Under some conceptu-

alizations of care-based morality, direct interpersonal harm is a
special case (Greene et al., 2001, 2004). Under others (Blair,
1995a,b), a transgression is consider immoral to the extent to
which it has been associated with victims; highly intense moral

transgressions are those closely associated with victims (in the
current stimuli, the victims were depicted) while for less intense
moral transgressions the association is weaker (in the current study,

property damage is likely to sadden the owners of the property, but
these ‘‘victims’’ were not depicted in the stimuli). The current study
was not designed to distinguish between these positions. However,

it is possible that the increase in amygdala/medial orbital frontal
cortex observed here to the more intense illegal stimuli was related
to the direct interpersonal harm depicted rather than the intensity of
the stimuli per se.

The amygdala has long been associated with emotional
processing (LeDoux, 1998) and, in neuroimaging work, is
consistently activated by emotional relative to neutral stimuli

(see Phan et al., for a review). With respect to morality, previous
work has shown significant amygdala activation when viewing
scenes of moral violations (Moll et al., 2002a), judging sentence

descriptions of behaviors as moral or immoral (Moll et al., 2002b;
Heekeren et al., 2005) and making moral decisions based on text
descriptions of ethical dilemmas (Greene et al., 2004).

Phelps et al. (2000) reported that the strength of healthy
participants’ IAT effect for a race-based IAT task was positively
associated with the participant’s amygdala response to images of
individuals from the racial out-group. This suggests a role for the

amygdala in contributing the valence information necessary to
generate the IAT effect. However, two caveats should be made
here: first, a single case study of a patient with an acquired

amygdala lesion did suggest intact race bias as measured by the
IAT despite the amygdala lesion (Phelps et al., 2003); and second,
there are many forms of IAT effect, e.g., gender-based and even

math-based (Nosek and Banaji, 2002; Greenwald and Banaji,
1995). While a threat-based account of out racial group/anti-
mathematics bias may seem plausible, it is less clear that a threat-

based account of out gender bias IAT effects is appropriate. Of
course, it is possible that gender bias IAT effects are based on same
valence facilitation (in gender associated with good) rather than
different valence interference (in gender associated with bad) as

well as same valence facilitation. If so, this predicts that
incongruent trials in a gender-based IAT should not be associated
with the anterior cingulate, ventrolateral frontal gyrus and caudate

response seen here.
In the current study, we observed increased amygdala activity to

the more intense stimuli (illegal: kidnapping; legal: figure-skating)

than to the less intense stimuli (illegal: vandalism; legal: people
chatting). In our previous behavioral work, we have found an
increased IAT effect for more intense moral transgressions than less

intense moral transgressions (Blair et al., submitted for publica-
tion). Moreover, individuals with psychopathy, who show impair-
ment on a range of functions reliant on the amygdala (see Blair,

2004), show a reduced IAT effect on the current, or similar, tasks
(Blair et al., submitted for publication; Gray et al., 2003). In short,
we believe the current and previous data suggest that the amygdala

contributes the valence information necessary (the ‘‘automatic
moral attitude’’) to generate the IAT effect.

The amygdala is considered to be crucially involved in the

formation of stimulus–reinforcement associations (Everitt et al.,
2003; LeDoux, 1998). In line with this, we believe the amygdala
plays a role in morality by allowing the association of representa-

tions of transgressions (interpersonal violence) with the aversive
stimulus of the victim’s fear/sadness (Blair, 1995a,b; Blair, 2001).
We believe that a component, at the neural level, of the individual’s
‘‘automatic moral attitude’’ to a moral transgression involves the

activation of the amygdala. This is elicited by the conditioned
stimulus that is the individual’s representation of the moral
transgression.

Previous work has shown that medial regions of orbitofrontal
cortex show greater responding to emotional rather than neutral
stimuli (Dolcos et al., 2004; Liberzon et al., 2000; Ochsner et al.,

2002). Several researchers have suggested that this medial
orbitofrontal cortex response is particularly involved in processing
rewarding stimuli (Elliott et al., 2000; O’Doherty et al., 2001; Rolls,
2000). Some data have been consistent with this position (Dolcos et

al., 2004; Elliott et al., 2000; O’Doherty et al., 2001; Rolls, 2000).
Alternatively, medial orbitofrontal cortex has been considered to
serve a role in decision-making/response selection (Bechara et al.,

2000), perhaps using expected reinforcement (both positively and
negatively valenced) information to guide response/stimulus choice
(Blair, 2004). Recent studies of morality using different method-

ologies such as making moral decisions based on text descriptions
of ethical dilemmas (Greene et al., 2001), passive viewing pictures
of moral violations (Moll et al., 2002a), judging sentence

descriptions of behaviors as moral or immoral (Heekeren et al.,
2005; Moll et al., 2002b) and making moral decisions (morally
appropriate or not) versus semantic decisions (semantically correct
or not) on sentences (Heekeren et al., 2003) have all implicated

medial regions of orbitofrontal cortex. The activations reported in
these studies correspond very closely to the medial orbitofrontal
cortex activation seen in the current study in response to higher

salience rather than lower salience stimuli. Importantly, in the
current study, as well as in the previous morality work, this medial
orbitofrontal cortical activation was seen to both transgressions

(illegal behaviors) as well as positively valenced legal behaviors.
This is consistent with suggestions that this region is involved in
decision-making/response selection as a function of expected

reinforcement information (Bechara et al., 2000; Blair, 2004).
In short, we would propose that an individual’s automatic moral

attitude to an event involves an integrated neural response
involving both the amygdala and medial orbitofrontal cortex that

is proportional to the emotive strength (due to previous learning) of
the stimulus. This ‘‘emotive strength’’ (the reward/punishment
value associated with the stimulus) provides information regarding

the ‘‘badness’’ of the action and plays a role in generating the IAT
effect, if stimuli associated with opposite valences are associated
with the same response. Consistent with this suggestion, lesions of

medial orbitofrontal cortex have been reported to abolish the IAT
effect (Milne and Grafman, 2001). However, it is important to note
that, while ‘‘emotive strength’’ provides information regarding the
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‘‘badness’’ of the action, a full judgment of an action’s immorality
is more than an automatic moral attitude of the action’s ‘‘badness’’
(cf. Nichols, 2002). The suffering caused by natural disasters is

‘‘bad,’’ and images of such suffering would likely lead to
amygdala/medial orbitofrontal cortex activity, but the natural
disasters themselves are not considered immoral. To consider an

action to be immoral, we usually ascribe intent to the actor (cf.
Nichols, 2002). Moreover, it is important to note that there are
additional types of moral reasoning/concepts that extend beyond

the automatic moral attitude to harm considered in the present
paper (e.g., notions of fairness, respect, duty, purity, loyalty,
honor).

Illegal and legal stimuli

While we had no a priori predictions regarding a differential

neural response to the illegal and legal stimuli (the stimuli sets had
been matched for verbal and autonomic ratings of arousal), we
found greater BOLD responses to illegal relative to legal stimuli in

motor and premotor cortex, superior temporal cortex and the
amygdala. In addition, behaviorally, we found that RTs were faster
to illegal relative to legal stimuli. This is consistent with previous

literature suggesting that events that are negatively valenced can
have a greater impact on the individual than positively valenced
events of the same type (Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin and
Royzman, 2001). However, it is worth noting that our illegal items

were immoral (e.g., interpersonal violence/property damage), while
our legal items were not moral per se but simply legal (e.g.,
skydiving/typing). Several previous studies have implicated

superior temporal sulcus in moral reasoning (Heekeren et al.,
2003, 2005; Moll et al., 2002a,b). Superior temporal sulcus is
thought to be involved in processing intentionality (e.g., Frith and

Frith, 1999; Pelphrey et al., 2004). Intention information is, of
course, crucial for moral reasoning (Piaget, 1932; Kohlberg, 1969).
However, the role of intention information in moral reasoning was

not the focus of the current study. Further work is needed to
delineate the role of STS in moral reasoning.

Conclusions and implications

The present study investigated the neural basis of implicit moral
attitudes using the IAT paradigm. We suggest that activity within

the amygdala and medial orbitofrontal cortex in our own and
previous studies of moral decision-making reflects the generation
of a moral attitude; i.e., the activation of a stimulus–reinforcement

association [representation of moral transgression-negative valence
association] and the representation of the negative valence
expectancy, following amygdala input, by medial orbitofrontal

cortex. Resolving the motor conflict induced by differentially
valenced objects associated with the same response option leads to
increased BOLD responses within anterior cingulate, ventrolateral
frontal cortex and caudate. We suggest that anterior cingulate

responds to this motor response conflict by augmenting the
representation of object/motor features within ventrolateral frontal
cortex that allow control over motor responding mediated by the

caudate. With respect to neuropsychiatric and neurological
populations, we should expect that disruption of the ability to
form stimulus–reinforcement associations, as is seen in individuals

with psychopathy (Blair, 2004), or the ability represent valence
expectancies, as is seen after ventromedial frontal cortical lesions,
should disrupt morality IAT effects (see Gray et al., 2003; Milne

and Grafman, 2001). There should be no response conflict induced
by differentially valenced objects because either the stimulus–
reinforcement associations have not been formed or the medial

orbitofrontal cortex can no longer represent them. Interestingly,
though lesions of anterior cingulate or ventrolateral frontal cortex
should augment the IAT effect, the system will be less able to

augment the activity of the appropriate motor response. Future
work will determine the validity of this last prediction.
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