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Attribution theorists assume that character information informs judgments of blame. But there is disagreement over why. One camp holds that character information is a fundamental determinant of blame. Another camp holds that character information merely provides evidence about the mental states and processes that determine responsibility. We argue for a two-channel view, where character simultaneously has fundamental and evidential effects on blame. In two large factorial studies (n = 495), participants rate whether someone is blameworthy when he makes a mistake (burns a cake or misses a bus stop). Although mental state inferences predict blame judgments, character information does not. Using mediation analyses, we find that character information influences responsibility via two channels (Studies 3–4; n = 447), which are sensitive to different kinds of information (Study 5; n = 149). On the one hand, forgetfulness increases judgments of responsibility, because mental lapses manifest an objectionable character flaw. On the other hand, forgetfulness decreases judgments of state control, which in turn decreases responsibility judgments. These two channels cancel out, which is why we find no aggregate effect of forgetfulness on responsibility. Our results challenge several fundamental assumptions about the role of character information in moral judgment, including that good character typically mitigates blame.
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I, your lead author, am deeply forgetful. I leave fridges open, miss appointments, and lose all manner of possessions. In contrast, my conscientious wife rarely has such mental lapses. Yet when mistakes happen, people blame us in perplexing ways. In one way, people blame me more. My mental lapses are part of a general pattern, the manifestation of a character flaw. In another way, people blame my wife more. People hold her to a higher standard: they assume that she is in control of her thoughts and actions, and thus is responsible for their consequences. It’s a catch-22 (Heller, 1961): the forgetful are blamed because they lack control and the conscientious are blamed because they have control. You’re blamed no matter what.
	This catch-22 has implications for debates about how people use character information in making judgments of blame.[footnoteRef:2] In this debate, There are (at least) two families of competing philosophical (Pizarro et al., 2012). On act-based views, people make blame judgments by considering the proximal causes of wrongful action (Cushman, 2015). That is, when we blame someone, we fundamentally aim to make inferences about her mental states (e.g. intentions) and causal contributions to a bad outcome (Malle et al., 2014; Young and Tsoi, 2013). Thus, character information merely provides evidence about the wrongdoer’s mental states. It is those mental states that are directly relevant to blame (Malle et al., 2014, p. 17). On person-based views of blame, people justify blame judgments by considering the character of the wrongdoer. When we blame someone, that is, we fundamentally aim to make inferences about the wrongdoer’s character from their actions (Uhlmann et al., 2015). Thus, character information is directly relevant to blame: when deciding whether to blame someone, the fundamental question is whether her actions manifest deficient or bad character (Brandt, 1958; Nozick, 1981; Pizarro et al., 2012; Sripada, 2016; Woolfolk et al., 2006). [2:  We focus on responsibility as accountability, as do our experiments. Some individual is responsible in the accountability sense when their conduct makes them an appropriate target of negatively-valenced reactive attitudes, such as resentment (Shoemaker, 2015). Thus, accountability involves some culpability-imputing judgment that is non-trivially connected to moral emotions. Moreover, while some forms of responsibility mark out deserved credit or praise for right action, we limit our discussion to blame and the reactive attitudes associated with blameworthiness.] 

This disagreement raises an empirical question: how does character information inform ordinary judgments of responsibility? Empirical research on this question delivers mixed results. Some find that character information directly affects responsibility attributions. One study compared individuals who played either fairly or unfairly during an economic cooperation game (which presumably reflected on their character). People blamed the unfair participants more for an unrelated harm, which suggests that character has a direct effect on responsibility judgments (Kliemann et al., 2008), as predicted by the person-based view. However, recent studies found that effects of character on judgments of blame disappear when suitable mental state information is provided (Sytsma, 2021; Royzman and Hagan, 2017). This suggests that character assessments merely to provide additional evidence about an agent’s mental states. Further support for the act-based picture comes from findings that character information anchors spontaneous inferences about an individual’s motives and desires, which then guide attributions of responsibility (Cushman, 2015; Koster-Hale et al., 2013).
The catch-22 of forgetfulness suggests that the person- and act-based views each provide only part of the story. In one way, people take character to be fundamental: they blame forgetful people for mental lapses because those mistakes manifest a character flaw. In another way, people treat character as evidence: they excuse forgetful people because they assume that our negligence does not reflect malicious intent. Character may therefore simultaneously influence responsibility through two channels – one fundamental and one evidential. These channels can push in opposite directions, which generates the catch-22 of forgetfulness. If character affects responsibility through two channels with counteracting effects, this may explain why past empirical research on character has found seemingly inconsistent results.
We empirically test person-based, act-based, and two-channel views in the context of control. We do this for three reasons. First, philosophers have argued on theoretical (Fischer & Ravizza, 1998; Vargas, 2013) and empirical (Malle et al., 2014; Murray et al., 2019; Murray et al., Revision submitted) grounds that one’s responsibility for an outcome depends on whether the outcome is under one’s control—you wouldn’t blame someone if she bumped you because of an uncontrollable twitch. Second, evidential views claim that character information is used to make inferences about factors that constitute control. Third, traits that are related to control (such as forgetfulness or conscientiousness) can be manipulated in experimental contexts without inviting further inferences about the moral character of the individual. Traits related to self-governance are not necessarily moral (Kupperman, 1995, p. 7), so these manipulations do not introduce further confounds that might make results difficult to interpret.
We also believe that previous research on the relationship between control and responsibility has been narrowly focused on what we call “state control”: whether one can bring about or prevent a particular outcome here and now. But responsibility may also depend on “trait control”––whether someone tends to be in control of her thoughts and actions––which manifests in character traits like forgetfulness and conscientiousness. By discussing trait control, we hope to make progress on three crucial topics in moral psychology: responsibility, control, and character.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Previous research in the moral psychology of character has largely ignored trait control. This is part of a general trend. Past research has neglected character traits that concern one’s capacity for self-governance (e.g. forgetfulness), and instead focused on other-directed traits (e.g. fairness and kindness). We argue that both kinds of character traits affect responsibility, but in different ways (see discussion).
] 

We use a vignette-based method to test whether and how information about trait control influences blame. In two large factorial studies (n = 495), participants read stories where someone makes a mistake (burns a cake or misses a bus stop) because their mind is elsewhere. We systematically manipulated the character’s state control and trait control (character) and asked whether they were responsible for burning the cake. In both studies, we found that while state control significantly predicted blame, trait control had no effect. Thus, character information had no overall effect on responsibility judgments. 
One explanation for this null effect is that trait control influences responsibility only when it provides evidence for state control. If so, character may become insignificant when participants are explicitly told about state control (Sytsma, In Preparation). We tested this prediction in three other studies (n = 596), where we manipulated only trait control and examined whether its effect is mediated by assumptions about state control. In these studies, mediation analysis suggested that character control influenced responsibility via two channels. Forgetfulness decreases judgments of state control, which in turn decreased responsibility judgments. Forgetfulness also increased judgments of responsibility, because mental lapses manifest an objectionable character flaw. These two channels canceled out, which is why we found no aggregate effect of forgetfulness on responsibility. This is the catch-22 of forgetfulness.
1. Study 1: Character and Trait Control
1.1 Methods 
The materials, data, and analyses for all studies reported here are available on the OSF page for the project: https://osf.io/eqb2f/. All participants provided electronic consent following procedures approved by the University of Virginia's Institutional Review Board for the Social and Behavioral Sciences.

1.1.1 Participants
256 participants were recruited through Academic Prolific. We determined sample size with a priori power calculations using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). For a 2x2 ANOVA to have 95% power to detect the predicted effect sizes (f =0.27) at standard error thresholds (p < .05), 236 participants were recommended. We over-recruited by 10% to account for exclusions. 16 participants failed an attention check (N = 240, Mage = 31.6 years; SDage = 11.0, 35% female). We used two qualification conditions to restrict participation: (1) participants needed to be fluent in English and (2) be based in the United States. 

1.1.2 Materials and Procedures
The materials included written vignettes in which a character (Randy) burns his friend’s birthday cake because his mind is elsewhere. In a 2 x 2 design, the vignettes varied Randy’s state (high vs. low) and trait (forgetful vs conscientious) control.
Randy typically has [little] control over his thoughts: he is a [conscientious / forgetful] person who [rarely / frequently] gets distracted [, even] when he is doing something important. Today, he puts a cake in the oven, which he promised to bake for a close friend’s birthday party, when he finds himself [LEISURELY THINKING / repeatedly worrying] about various things: starting a new job, buying a car, going on a date tomorrow... Randy has [A LOT OF / little] control over his thoughts today: Randy’s mind is [WANDERING AND HE COULD / racing, but he could not] easily pull himself back to what he’s doing (baking the cake). Because Randy’s mind is [WANDERING / racing], he forgets to take the cake out of the oven when it’s ready. The cake is burned and it’s too late for Randy to buy another one from the store. Randy’s friend will be sad because now she won’t have any dessert on her birthday.
Box 1: Sample vignette from  Study 1. The state control manipulations included high (SMALL CAPS) and low control (bold). The trait control manipulation included forgetful (italics) vs. conscientious (underline).

Participants read one vignette and then answered the following question: “How much should Randy’s friend blame him for burning the cake?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much; midpoint not labeled).
	Some previous studies manipulated character indirectly, by altering the subject’s current mental states (specifically her motives; Alicke, 1992). For example, Alicke (1992) alters a driver’s character by manipulating whether he is speeding in order to hide cocaine or an anniversary gift. We instead manipulated character directly, by specifying the agent’s typical behavior and thoughts (rather than her current state of mind), to disentangle the effects of state control and character, which would be confounded if we manipulated character by altering the subject’s mental states.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Participants had to infer trait information based on short text descriptions. Previous research has shown that people reliably infer dispositions from small amounts of information (Willis and Todorov, 2006), including short narrative descriptions or single terms (Peabody and Goldberg, 1989). Moreover, these inferences are relatively stable within social groups (Stolier et al., 2020).] 

Participants also answered two questions to assure that our manipulations altered perceptions of state control (“How much control does Randy have over his thoughts?”) and trait control (“What type of person is Randy typically?”). Participants chose between two options: “A little” and “A lot” for state control and between “Conscientious” and “Forgetful” for trait control.  Participants then assessed the causal relevance of Randy’s thinking (“How much do Randy’s thoughts lead him to burn the cake?”) using a 7-pt. Likert scale (1=not at all, 7=very much; midpoint not labeled).

1.2 Results
Results are summarized in Figure 1a and Table 1a. A 2 (state control: high vs low) x 2 (trait control: conscientious vs forgetful) between-subjects ANOVA showed a main effect of state control on blame (), but no effect of trait control on blame () and no interaction between state and trait control (). Participants attributed more blame to Randy in the high state control condition relative to the low state control condition. However, participants attributed statistically equivalent degrees of blame to Randy in both the high (conscientious) and low (forgetful) trait conditions. This null effect was not due to participants misunderstanding our trait control manipulation, as most participants in both conditions correctly answered comprehension questions about Randy’s trait (90% correct) and state control (78.7% correct).
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Figure 1: Mean Blame Ratings By Trait Control and State Control for Studies 1 and 2. Error Bars Represent 95% Confidence Intervals. ***p<.001.
	A: Study 1

	
	95% Confidence Interval

	State Control
	Trait Control
	Mean
	SE
	Lower
	Upper

	High Control
	
	Forgetful
	
	5.26
	
	0.235
	
	4.80
	
	5.72
	

	 
	
	Conscientious
	
	4.93
	
	0.231
	
	4.48
	
	5.39
	

	Low Control
	
	Forgetful
	
	3.84
	
	0.235
	
	3.38
	
	4.31
	

	 
	
	Conscientious
	
	3.55
	
	0.224
	
	3.31
	
	3.99
	

	
B: Study 2

	High Control
	
	Forgetful
	
	5.95
	
	0.204
	
	5.55
	
	6.35
	

	 
	
	Conscientious
	
	5.90
	
	0.204
	
	5.50
	
	6.31
	

	Low Control
	
	Forgetful
	
	4.91
	
	0.201
	
	4.51
	
	5.30
	

	 
	
	Conscientious
	
	5.11
	
	0.199
	
	4.71
	
	5.50
	

	


Table 1: Mean Blame Ratings for Studies 1 and 2 By Trait Control (Conscientious vs Forgetful) and State Control (High vs Low).
One might worry that blame ratings are biased by causal judgments. To control for this confound, we tested whether causal judgments mediate the effect of state control on responsibility. The mediation analysis first calculates an overall effect of state control on responsibility (this should be significant, given that our ANOVA found a significant effect of state control). It then decomposes that overall effect into indirect and direct effects. Indirect effects of state control on responsibility are a function of the degree to which causal judgments alter responsibility judgments. Having isolated the indirect effect, we are then able to assess direct effects of state control on responsibility. 
If judgments of blame reflect judgments that Randy is merely causally responsible for burning the cake, then we should find a large (and significant) indirect effect and a small or non-significant direct effect. If judgments of responsibility are distinct from causal judgments, then we should find a large (and significant) direct effect with a small (or insignificant) indirect effect. Mediation analyses found a significant overall effect of state control on blame (p < .001) and a significant direct effect of state control on blame (p < .001), but no significant indirect effect of state control on blame, as mediated by causal judgments (p = 0.195).[footnoteRef:5] This suggests that the effect of state control on blame was not driven by causal judgments.  [5:  To carry out our mediation analysis, we used a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 samples to compute bias-corrected confidence intervals. Unsurprisingly, the overall effect of state control on blame was significant (p < .001, b = 1.46, 95% CI [1.02, 1.90]). Importantly, the indirect effect, mediated by causal judgments, was not significant (p = .065) whereas the direct effect was significant (p < .001, b = 1.41, 95% CI [0.97, 1.85]). This is the opposite of what one would predict if causal judgments drove the effect of state control on responsibility.] 



2. Study 2: Replication
Study 1 showed no effect of trait control (forgetfulness vs. conscientiousness) on judgments of blame. This null effect runs counter to previous research, which suggests that character information informs blame (Malle et al., 2014; Pizarro et al., 2012; Sripada, 2016). We therefore aimed to replicate the effects from Study 1 with different materials. 

2.1 Methods and Results
256 participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. We used three qualifications to restrict participation: (a) participants needed to be located in the United States, (b) have earned the ‘Masters’ label[footnoteRef:6] and (c) have an approval rate above 90%. Sample size was based on the same power analysis as Study 1. One extra participant was collected because of simultaneous study enrollment. Two participants failed an attention check (N = 255, Mage = 39.5 years; SDage = 11.3, 43.3% female) [6:  The Masters label is a performance-based distinction given to Mechanical Turk workers who demonstrate exemplary performance. Masters workers must maintain a high level of performance to retain the label.] 

Participants read the following vignette:
… Today, [Ray] is riding the bus to meet a friend for lunch, when he finds himself repeatedly worrying about various things: buying a new cellphone, booking a trip, joining a gym… Because Ray's mind is racing, he misses his stop. By the time he notices, he no longer has time to backtrack and meet his friend. Ray's friend is sad because she spent her lunch break waiting for Ray.

All other elements of our design were identical to Study 1. 
The findings are illustrated in Figure 1B. A 2 x 2 between-subjects ANOVA (state control X trait control) showed a significant and medium-sized effect of state control (F(1, 249) = 20.71 , p < .001,2 = .08), with greater judgments of blame for high state as opposed to low state control. Just like in Study 1, judgments of blame did not vary across high and low trait control, (F(1, 249) = .14 , p = .705,2 = .00) and there was no significant state by trait interaction (F(1, 249) = .38 , p = .537,2 = .00). As with Study 1, most participants correctly answered questions about trait control (96.5% correct) and state control (85% correct).
We conducted mediation analysis to test whether the effect of state control on blame is confounded by causal judgments. As in Study 1, we found a significant direct effect of state control on responsibility (p < .001) but no significant indirect effect of state control on blame, mediated by causal judgments (p = .267).[footnoteRef:7] Our results suggest that judgments of responsibility are not biased by judgments of causal relevance. [7:  We used a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 samples to compute bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals. We again found significant overall (p < .001, b = .92, 95% CI [.50, 1.29]) and direct effects (p < .001, .96, 95% CI [.56, 1.35]) of state control on blame. The indirect effect of state control on blame, mediated by causal judgments, was not significant (p = .267). ] 


3. Study 3
Studies 1 and 2 investigated the factors that inform judgments of blame for mental lapses. Blame varied significantly as a function of whether someone has control over their thoughts. However, contrary to the predictions of the person-based view of blame, blame did not vary significantly as a function of character information. This null effect runs contrary to the received wisdom in moral psychology, which says that character information informs responsibility judgments.  
	The act-based model offers one potential explanation of this null effect. For the act-based theorist, trait control should affect responsibility judgments only when no explicit information about state control is available. When faced with this informational deficit, people use character information to make inferences about the agent’s state control, which they subsequently use to attribute responsibility. When you learn that Randy is habitually forgetful, for example, you may infer that he had little control over his thoughts when he burned the cake today. You may then judge that his mistake did not stem from malicious intent, thereby mitigating blame (Alicke, 2000; Young et al., 2011). In contrast, the act-based model predicts that character information is no longer useful when people are explicitly provided with information about state control (Sytsma, In preparation). Consider participants in our previous studies, who are explicitly told whether Randy was in control over his thoughts today. Our participants needn’t use Randy’s character to infer whether he was in control today; they already know! Under these circumstances, the act-based model suggests that character information should not predict blame. But character should become predictive when information about state control is absent. To test this, we ran an additional study where we removed any explicit information about state control while manipulating trait control.

3.1 Methods
3.1.1 Participants
234 participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. The same qualifications as Study 2 were used to pre-screen participants. Sample size was determined with a priori power calculations using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). For a linear regression to have 95% power to detect predicted effect sizes (f2 = .06) at standard error thresholds (p < .05), 219 participants were recommended.  We recruited an additional 15 participants to account for exclusions. 7 participants did not complete the study and 2 failed attention checks (N = 225, Mage = 39.6 years; SDage = 10.9 years, 39% female). 

3.1.2 Materials
In a between-subjects design, each subject read about Randy burning his friend’s birthday cake and were asked, “How much should Randy’s friend blame him for burning the cake?” Participants indicated their response with a 7-pt. Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much; midpoint not labeled). This time, there were only two conditions, which varied in terms of trait control (forgetful vs conscientious) (Box 2). State control was not explicitly manipulated or specified in the vignettes. Instead, participants were asked the following about state control: “Could Randy have easily stopped his mind from wandering (and remembered the cake)?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much; midpoint not labeled). This was done to test whether assumptions about state control mediate the effect of forgetfulness on blame. As in Studies 1 and 2, we included a manipulation check to ensure that our conditions altered beliefs about trait control. 
Randy typically has [little] control over his thoughts: he is a [forgetful / conscientious] person who [frequently / rarely] gets distracted [, even] when he is doing something important. Today, he puts a cake in the oven, which he promised to bake for a close friend’s birthday party, when he finds himself thinking about various things: starting a new job, buying a car, going on a date tomorrow... Because Randy’s mind is wandering, he forgets to take the cake out of the oven when it’s ready. The cake is burned and it’s too late for Randy to buy another one from the store. Randy’s friend will be sad because now she won’t have any dessert on her birthday.
Box 2: Manipulations in Study 3. Trait control manipulation: forgetful (italics) vs. conscientious (underline). No information about state control was provided.

3.1.3 Results
The act-based theory makes two predictions. First, assessments of trait control should significantly predict blame when we do not account for state control (the person-based model makes the same prediction). Second, the act-based model predicts that this effect should disappear when we control for state control (Livengood, Sytsma, & Rose, 2017). Our findings revealed a pattern of results inconsistent with both predictions. 
To test the first prediction, we followed the typical approach in the literature (Kliemann et al., 2008; Siegel et al., 2017; Lynch et al., 2019): we measured the effect of character assessment on blame by examining overall blame as a function of condition. An independent samples t-test found no significant overall effect of character on blame (). This null effect cannot be attributed to participants misunderstanding our trait control manipulation, since a chi-square test of independence confirmed that this manipulation altered beliefs about trait control (). This disconfirms the act-based model’s first prediction (which is also a core prediction of the person-based model) and contrasts with past empirical studies that have found an overall effect of character on blame ratings (Young & Tsoi, 2013). As with Studies 1 and 2, most participants correctly answered a manipulation check (91.1% correct).
Act-based theorists have rightly critiqued this traditional analytic approach (Livengood, et al., 2017; Sytsma, In Preparation). Researchers have often studied the effect of character on blame without controlling for beliefs about the agent’s mental states (as we did in our t-test). But if people use character information to make inferences about mental states, the traditional analytic approach may distort the effect of character on blame. 
To correct this distortion, we analyzed whether state control mediates the effect of character on blame.[footnoteRef:8] Similar to the mediation analyses used in Studies 1 and 2, this analysis decomposes the overall effect of character assessments on responsibility judgments into two channels, one indirect and the other direct. The indirect channel measures the extent to which character influences blame ratings by altering judgments about state control. After we remove this indirect channel, we are left with the direct effect of character on judgments of responsibility.  [8:  We modeled state control as a mediator, rather than a covariate, because we hypothesized that state control judgments should depend on our character manipulation.     ] 

If the act-based model is correct, then we should observe a large (and significant) indirect effect of character on blame mediated by state control, as this would indicate that people are using information about trait control to infer information about mental states. If the person-based model is correct, then we should observe a large (and significant) direct effect of character on blame, as this would indicate that people are making judgments of blame in accordance with perceptions of underlying character traits. However, if the two-channel model is correct, we should observe both significant (and roughly equivalent) direct and indirect effects of character on blame, because the two-channel model posits that character information is used to inform judgments of blame both indirectly--to infer mental states--and directly.
To carry out our mediation analysis, we used a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 samples to compute bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals. We found a significant indirect effect of character on blame, mediated by state control (b = -0.45, p < .001, 95% CI[-0.23, -0.71]). The direct effect of character on blame was also significant, but in the opposite direction (b = 0.63, p = 0.006, 95% CI-0.18, 1.08]). Because these effects were in opposite directions and of similar size, the total effect of forgetfulness on blame was insignificant () (Figures 2a and 3a).  
Results from our mediation analysis are not consistent with the act-based model. Act-based theorists are technically correct that varying character (in our case, trait control) without controlling for mental states (in our case, state control) substantially distorts the effect of character on blame. But we found that this distortion goes in the opposite direction from what is predicted by the act-based theory. If character assessments affect blame only because it provides evidence about state control, character should have no direct effect when we include state control as a mediator. We found the opposite: character’s effects become evident only when we include state control as a mediator. The act-based theory therefore cannot explain our results. Yet results from our mediation analysis are also not consistent with the person-based model, which predicts that there should be no significant indirect effect. 
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	Figure 2: Mediation analysis from Studies 3 and 4 with state control mediating the effect of forgetfulness on blame. * p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
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	Figure 3: Results from mediation analysis, with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (Studies 3 and 4). The indirect effect of forgetfulness on blame, mediated by state control, is significantly negative. The direct effect is significantly positive. Because these effects are of similar in size and in opposite directions, the aggregate effect of forgetfulness on blame is insignificant.





In contrast, our results support the two-channel model, which predicts that character information both (1) directly increases blame and (2) decreases assessments of state control, which indirectly decreases blame. Because the direct and indirect effects of forgetfulness on blame are predicted to be in opposite directions, the overall effect of character on blame is insignificant. This is the catch-22 of forgetfulness.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Using a multiple mediation analysis, we confirmed that neither the direct nor indirect effects of character on blame were fully mediated by judgments of causal responsibility. We present these additional analyses in the OSF page for the project: https://osf.io/eqb2f/. ] 


4. Study 4: Replication
Study 3 found that character information had significant indirect and direct effects on blame. But because these effects are in opposite directions, the overall effect of character on blame is insignificant. Since these results run contrary to standard models of responsibility attribution, we aimed to replicate them in a different sample with a new vignette. 

4.1 Methods and Results
We used the sample-size calculations from Study 3 and recruited a new sample of 234 participants on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. One participant failed attention checks, for a total of 233 participants (35% female; Mage = 36.9 years; SDage = 11.2 years). Participants were presented with the vignette from Study 2. Materials and procedures are otherwise the same as Study 3. 
An independent samples t-test found no significant overall effect of character on blame (). Furthermore, a chi-square test of independence confirmed that this manipulation altered beliefs about trait control (2(1, n = 235) = 171, p < .001, 92.7% correct responses). We then performed a mediation analysis to determine whether the two-channel theory can explain this null effect. We used a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 samples to compute bias-corrected confidence intervals. We found significant direct (b = 0) and indirect (b = -0]) effects of forgetfulness on blame. Again, these effects canceled out so the total effect of forgetfulness on blame was insignificant () (Figures 2b and 3b). 

5. Study 5
Studies 3 and 4 found that character information influences blame through two channels, one indirect and the other direct. Character indirectly influences blame by providing evidence about state control: forgetful people tend to have less control over their thoughts, and thus are less blameworthy for mental lapses. Character also exerts a direct influence on blame, which runs in the opposite direction. The two-channel view predicts that this direct effect represents a fundamental effect of character on blame: we blame people more for actions that reflect the kind of person they are than actions that are out of character. Study 5 tests this explanation of the direct channel. 

5.1 Methods
5.1.1 Participants
149 participants were recruited through Academic Prolific. Sample size was determined with a Monte Carlo simulation app for mediation model power analyses (Schoemann et al., 2017). 2000 replications were performed, with 20,000 draws per replication. Standardized coefficients, mediator covariance, and standard deviations for the model were estimated from a pilot study (N = 100). For a multiple mediation model with two parallel mediators to achieve 95% power to detect differences in indirect effects, 145 participants were recommended. We recruited 149 to account for exclusions using the same attention check as previous studies. However, no participants were excluded (N = 149, Mage = 38.01; SDage = 12.7; 49.7% female).

5.1.2 Materials and procedure
We used the vignette from study 1, although we used a two-stage updating paradigm to isolate how character informs responsibility judgments (Monroe & Malle, 2019). In stage 1, all participants initially saw the same vignette, where Randy burned a cake and had minimal state control: “While Randy was baking the cake today, he had little control over his wandering mind: he was lost in thought and could not easily pull himself back to what he was doing (baking the cake).” At this stage, participants were not provided with information about Randy’s character. Participants initial judgments about blame and state control, using questions adapted from Study 3. Participants then answered a new question––”Do Randy's actions reflect the kind of person he is deep down inside?”––designed to test whether Randy’s actions reflect his deep self. All answers were provided on a 7-pt. sliding scale (1 = Not at all, 4 = Somewhat, 7 = Very much) anchored at the midpoint.
	Participants were then instructed, on a separate screen, that they would be given more information about the situation. The new information specified whether Randy was forgetful or conscientious, and was presented underneath the previously viewed scenario. In the forgetful condition, participants were told that: “Randy typically has little control over his thoughts: he is a forgetful person who frequently gets distracted, even when he is doing something important.” In the conscientious condition, participants were told that: “Randy typically has control over his thoughts: he is a conscientious person who rarely gets distracted when he is doing something important.” After seeing the new information, participants were asked whether, given what they know now, they would change any of their previous judgments:
· Revised blame: Do you think Randy’s friend should blame him less, more, or the same amount?
· Revised control: Do you think it would be less easy, more easy, or just as easy for Randy to stop his mind from wandering?
· Revised deep character: Do you think Randy forgetting the cake reflects less, more, or the same amount about the kind of person he is deep down inside?

To prevent ceiling effects, participants were provided with three 7-pt. scales ranging from -3 to 3 (-3 = A lot less, 0 = The same amount, 3 = A lot more) anchored at the midpoint. As in Studies 1–4, participants answered manipulation checks to ensure that our conditions manipulated beliefs about Randy’s character.

5.2 Results
Independent samples t-tests found no evidence for significant differences in judgments of initial blame, control, or deep character across conditions (all p > 0.84). 
To examine revised judgments, we fitted a multiple mediation model with two parallel mediators using the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012). Revised control and revised deep character judgments were coded as mediators, with Condition as a predictor of Revised blame. We found significant indirect effects of Condition through both revised control (b = -0.23, p = .036, 95% CI[0.01, 0.44]) and revised deep character (b = 0.30, p = .008, 95% CI[-0.53, -0.08]) (Figures 4). There is no remaining direct effect of Condition on Revised blame (b = 0.01, p = .967, 95% CI[-0.49, 0.47]), suggesting that these indirect effects capture the entire impact of C on blame. Because the indirect effects were of similar magnitude and in opposite directions, the overall effect was non-significant (b = -0.07, p = .772, 95% CI[-0.53, 0.39]) (Figure 5).
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Figure 4: Mediation analysis from Study 5 with state control and deep character mediating the effect of forgetfulness on blame. * p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
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Figure 5: Results from Study 5’s mediation analysis, with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals.


To assess whether these indirect effects are independent, we fitted a separate model that assumed the indirect effects are equivalent. We then compared model fit statistics for the constrained and two-channel models. A chi-squared difference test indicated that the two-channel model displayed better fit (χ2(1) = 15.37, p < .001). This suggests that the two indirect effects independently mediate revised judgments of blame. 

6. General Discussion
Attribution theorists widely assume that people rely on character assessments to assign blame. But there is substantial disagreement over why. Act-based views hold that character has a fundamental effect on blame: we blame people for actions that manifest bad character and excuse people for uncharacteristic lapses in judgment. You might excuse an honest friend’s lie as a one-off, for example, while full-throatedly blaming a duplicitous friend who tells the same lie. Person-based views hold that character merely provides evidence about the mental states and processes that determine responsibility. Suppose that you agree to evenly split the dinner bill with a friend, but he gives you only 30%. You might rely on character assessments for evidence about the mental states that led to under-paying. You might assume that an honest friend made a harmless mistake in mental math, for example, whereas a duplicitous friend tried to cheat you. Both views, as noted in the Introduction, have intuitive pull and enjoy modest (though conflicting) empirical support.
	We aimed to unify these frameworks by providing empirical evidence for a two-channel view, where character has both fundamental and evidential effects on blame. We investigated the effects of trait and state assessments on judgments of blame, in situations where a person makes a mistake because his mind is elsewhere. Studies 1 and 2 found that blame increased with state control: the ease with which someone can bring his mind back on task. In contrast, blame was unaffected by trait control (character): whether a person is conscientious or forgetful. This null effect is surprising, given the widespread assumption that character assessments affect responsibility judgments (Uhlmann et al., 2015). Studies 3 through 5 showed that the two-channel view can explain this null effect. Mediation analyses revealed two channels by which character modulated blame: forgetfulness directly increased blame, but also decreased state control, which indirectly decreases blame. These channels cancel each other out, which leads to an overall null effect of character on blame judgments. 
	Our results have four important implications for how character information informs judgments of responsibility. First, our results suggest that neither act-based nor person-based accounts fully capture the role of character information in judgments of blame. Each theory identifies only one channel through which character assessments affect responsibility judgments. 
Second, our results may explain why moral psychology has yielded apparently inconsistent results about character and responsibility, where some findings support a person-based view (Kliemann et al., 2008) and others support an act-based view (Cushman, 2015). We find that character can have fundamental and evidential effects on the same responsibility judgments, which can lead to puzzles like the catch-22 of forgetfulness. Similarly, seemingly inconsistent results across studies may speak to different channels by which character affects responsibility: one channel is fundamental and the other evidential. 
Third, our study points to the importance of choices about research design and statistical analysis. Studies that manipulate character without measuring mental state information may appear to support the fundamental model. Studies that measure only the indirect effect of character on responsibility may appear to support the evidential model. Our study suggests that the true view (the two-channel model) may become evident only when using appropriate research designs (that manipulate character and measure mental state information) and statistical models (mediation analyses that disentangle the direct and indirect effects of character). 
Fourth, our results put pressure on the widespread assumption that good character always alleviates blame, whereas bad character always increases blame. This assumption has prior empirical support (see Young & Tsoi, 2013 for review). Furthermore, it is intuitive: shouldn’t we cut good people some slack? We find this is not always the case. In one way, we hold conscientious people to a higher standard than forgetful people, because we assume they have more control over their thoughts. As such, conscientiousness can indirectly magnify judgments of blame. With power comes responsibility. 
	Our results also bear on a broader debate within moral psychology about the role of control in responsibility judgments. Some theorists assume that control is the fundamental determinant of responsibility. If you have the capacity to control your actions, you are responsible for their consequences (Fischer & Ravizza, 1998; Schlenker et al., 1994; Shaver, 1985). Previous empirical research also suggests that judgments of blame for mental lapses are driven solely by perceived control (Murray et al., 2019; Murray et al., Revision submitted). Others assume that control is a distinctive kind of expression of the deep self, a manifestation of an integrated network of moral motivations and concerns in one’s actions (Doris, 2015; Sripada, 2016). Some empirical research indicates that judgments of responsibility are more sensitive to the structure of an agent’s cares rather than her intentions (Woolfolk, Doris, & Darley, 2006).
The results reported here are difficult to square with either of these frameworks. Let’s start with control-based frameworks. Recall that we examined two different character traits that are intimately connected to control: conscientiousness and forgetfulness. We defined conscientiousness as a tendency to “have control over [one’s] thoughts and [to] rarely get distracted when doing something important,” and forgetfulness as the opposite. Within a control-based framework, the degree of responsibility for some outcome scales with one’s control over that outcome. We confirmed this assumption for state control. But trait control had the opposite effect: conscientious people, who tend to control their minds, are directly blamed less for their mental lapses than forgetful people. Our results therefore suggest that a greater capacity for mental self-control can mitigate, rather than amplify, blame. Control-based frameworks are therefore hard to square with direct effect of trait control on judgments of responsibility. 
Can deep self-theorists do better? Not as currently constructed. Deep self-theorists typically claim that the key ingredient in responsibility judgments is whether an outcome manifests one’s true moral motivations (e.g. one’s concerns, projects, values, and so on). Our results reveal another crucial ingredient in judgments of responsibility: whether one is the kind of person who typically controls one’s thoughts and actions. But trait control is likely not fixed by one’s moral motivations. Genuine moral concern is no bulwark against forgetfulness.
Our results therefore point to an ingredient of responsibility judgments that has been overlooked by control-based and deep-self frameworks. Whether you possess control here and now is relevant, as per control-based theories. Your moral motivations are also relevant, as per deep-self theories. But these theories miss another relevant feature: whether you are the kind of person who tends to be capable of effective self-governance, of controlling your mind. This trait control is like state control in that it concerns one’s overall capacity for self-governance. But it also concerns a deep, persistent characteristic of yourself as a person. Participants in Study 5, for example, judged that when a forgetful person has a mental lapse, this “​​reflects something about the kind of person he is deep down inside.” Hence, trait control is somewhat of a hybrid between the factors that drive responsibility judgments, according to standard philosophical theories.
Unlike previous literature, we found both evidential and fundamental effects of character on responsibility. One might ask why this dual-effect appears nowhere else in moral psychology. We consider two potential explanations of this difference, both of which raise important questions for future research. First, we focused on moral evaluations of negligence, which contrast in systematic ways with other moral judgments. Moral psychologists typically study intentional actions that include straightforward descriptions of an individual’s mental states such as desires and beliefs and how these produce the individual’s decision to act. Whether an agent is responsible then depends on how people interpret these action-producing states. For example, consider someone who puts poison in their friend’s coffee instead of sugar. Whether we blame (and how much we blame) the individual depends on whether we think they believe they were adding sugar and whether they wanted or intended to harm their friend (see Young et al., 2007).
During negligent action (or omission), in contrast, the mind’s characteristic furniture of occurrent beliefs, desires, and intentions is often absent. When Randy burns his friend’s birthday cake, for example, his mistake doesn’t result from a malicious intention, a false belief, or an immoral desire. Randy may genuinely intend and want to bake a good cake and believe that the cake will burn after 30 minutes in the oven. Randy’s negligence results from his failure to activate those mental states at the appropriate time because his mind is elsewhere. Negligence results from a failure of control, rather than vicious beliefs, desires, and intentions. Judgments about responsibility for negligence may therefore elicit different attributional processes than those used to evaluate non-negligent moral failures.  
	Second, we study a different kind of character trait than past research. Past studies focused on character traits such as kindness (Gill & Andreychik, 2014), fairness (Kliemann et al., 2008; Siegel, Crockett, & Dolan, 2017), and honesty (Sandry et al., 2011), which reflect one’s policies about what one owes to others. These traits contrast with other traits that reflect one’s capacity for effective self-governance. The former kind of trait is outward facing, while the latter is inward facing and reflects the ability to align one’s actions and commitments over time. We studied conscientiousness, the self-governmental capacity to implement and follow through on one’s plans and commitments. Similar traits may include vigilance, courage, self-control, and punctuality. 
This distinction has roots in positive psychology, which distinguishes three categories of virtue: intellectual, moral, and self-regulatory (see Wright, 1907: 156, who distinguishes between virtues of the intellect, the will, and the affections). While the precise boundary between these domains remains a matter of dispute, many agree that virtues cluster into three groups that track these distinctions (McGrath, 2020; Worthington & Hampson, 2011). Traits like honesty fall are moral virtues, whereas traits like conscientiousness are self-regulatory virtues. Our work might provide an empirical way to distinguish these kinds of virtues. Intuitively, different traits may bear different relationships to blame. Moral virtues may always mitigate blame, since people always get credit for having a policy of treating others well. In contrast, self-regulatory virtues such as conscientiousness may sometimes increase blame, since they reflect an increased level of control over one’s thoughts and action. Future research might systematically investigate the differential impact of different kinds of traits on blame.
	Future research can extend our contributions in (at least) two ways. First, we asked how self-regulatory character traits effect blame for mental lapses but did not examine praise for conscientious acts. For example, does a conscientious person deserve extra praise, when she follows every step in a complex recipe? Second, future research can investigate whether blame judgments depend on whether someone has control over their character and/or identifies with their character. For example, if a forgetful person cannot change and laments their forgetfulness, does this mitigate blame? 
Perhaps our most intriguing finding is the catch-22 of forgetfulness. Forgetful people like me, your lead author, are in one way held accountable for our wandering minds. When we leave fridges open or burners on, it’s not just a one-off; it’s a character flaw. When conscientious people (occasionally!) make the same mistakes, we give them leeway: such mistakes are uncharacteristic lapses, not manifestations of their personalities. But in another way, forgetful people like me get off the hook. People assume we have little control over our thoughts, that we couldn’t help ourselves. We expect more of conscientious people: we assume they are in control, and thus responsible for the consequences of their thoughts and actions. No one gets around it: you are either blamed for bad character or high expectations. There is only one catch and that is catch-22. 
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