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ADHD and Judgments of Impulsivity in Rule Violations
Clare Conry-Murray, Megan McKechnie, and Nicole Olivieri Pagan
Department of Psychology, Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia, PA, USA
ABSTRACT

Participants with ADHD (n ¼ 45) and participants without ADHD (n ¼ 130,
total n ¼ 175) judged hypothetical moral and conventional rule violations
that varied the impulsivity of the act, the ADHD diagnosis, and the gender
of the actor in order to examine (1) social reasoning about impulsiveness
and (2) whether participants infer impulsiveness from the characteristics of
the actor, including gender and ADHD-status. Moral violations were judged
more negatively than conventional violations, even when they were impulsive. The characteristics of the actor influenced judgments in that participants judged boys’ behavior as more acceptable, as having less control,
and as deserving of less punishment compared to girls. In addition, actors
who were described as having ADHD were judged overall more positively.
Participants with ADHD judged that all actors should receive similar punishment, regardless of the actor’s ADHD diagnosis, while participants without ADHD judged actors with ADHD should receive less punishment than
those without.
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ADHD and judgments of impulsivity in social rule violations
In the 5th century B.C. Heraclitus suggested that “It is hard to fight against impulsive desire;
whatever it wants it will buy at the cost of the soul.” While impulsive desire can certainly cause
trouble, perpetrators are often judged to be less culpable when they violate a rule impulsively
compared to when the act was premeditated. For example, under U.S. law, premeditated murder
is punished more than second degree murder, which is not planned in advance (American Law
Institute, 1962; 18 U.S. Code § 1111. Murder). Intentionality and planning of rule violations are
also judged to be pertinent to moral judgments by lay people (Giffin & Lombrozo, 2018), and
children as young as age 5 (Li & Tomasello, 2018). Why are impulsive acts judged to be more
mitigating than premeditated acts? One possible explanation is that impulsive acts may be judged
as partially out of the perpetrator’s control, as Heraclitus suggests above. Does a diagnosis of
Attention Deficit and Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) call into question whether a perpetrator is
fully in command of their actions or whether they are unable to fully control their impulses? The
current study examines how people with and without a diagnosis of ADHD judge impulsivity in
regard to social rule violations by varying both the impulsiveness of the action and the diagnosis
of the actor.
Judgments of the acceptability of social actions require an understanding of the mental state of
the actor, as well as the consequences of the action. Gray, Young, and Waytz (2012), suggest that
these two factors entail the key elements of morality: (1) an understanding of others’ minds,
including the agency of the perpetrator, and (2) the experience of the victim, a suffering other.
CONTACT Clare Conry-Murray
19131-1308 USA.
ß 2020 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
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We examine aspects of both elements in the current study. First, we examine one aspect of the
mental state of the perpetrator, the degree of forethought. Several studies have shown that punishment depends on the agency of the actor violating a rule (Gray, Gray, & Wegner, 2007). For
example, research has shown that individuals blame those who behave negatively less when the
act is impulsive and involuntary (Pizarro, et al., 2003). It is also possible that impulsive acts will
be seen as less agentic, and specifically, that actors have less control over their actions. Do these
findings regarding impulsivity extend to actors diagnosed with ADHD? ADHD includes symptoms such as “inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsiveness” (Singh, 2011), which might imply
that an actor with ADHD would be judged to be more impulsive. No research that we know of
has examined whether a diagnosis of ADHD informs judgments of rule violations, as well as
judgments of agency and punishment. Still, some research shows that a different diagnosis, that
of Autism Spectrum Disorder, can affect mind perception. James and Blair (1996) and others
(Fadda et al., 2016) have shown that autism, though related to decreased mind perception ability,
does not result in a decrease in empathy. We do not examine Autism but given these results, we
do not expect empathy to be deficient in people with ADHD. However, it remains to be seen
whether judgments of actors with or without ADHD differ, given the impulsivity aspect of
the diagnosis.
The second essential element of morality according to Gray and colleagues (2012) is the
experience of harm or suffering of the victim. Harm is not involved in all social rules, despite
being prevalent in reasoning about moral violations across Moral Foundations (Haidt, 2007; see
research reviewed in Gray et al., 2012 that shows harm is the essential factor). Social Domain
Theory shows that from a young age, people distinguish between conventional rules and moral
principles, which refer to issues of harm as well as injustice (Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2015).
Research based in social domain theory shows that people distinguish between moral and conventional issues in their use of what is referred to as criterion judgments and reasons or justifications
for their judgments (Conry-Murray, 2013; Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2015). For instance, moral
issues are judged as non-contingent rules or authority dictates, and justified with reasons such as
avoiding harm and unfairness. Moral issues are non-contingent because they involve intrinsic
consequences related to harm or injustice. Therefore, consequences do not often differ across
contexts (e.g., it is wrong to harm another person at school and at home because the harm hurts
the victim in both situations). By contrast, conventional issues do not involve harm and are seen
as contingent on rules and authority dictates. Conventions are justified with reasoning bearing on
systems of social order (Smetana, 2013, Turiel, 2015).
The distinctions between moral and conventional issues may be related to the question of
impulsivity. Because moral violations involve issues where consequences are intrinsic even in different contexts, the consequences are relatively stable and may become easier to anticipate.
Consistent consequences for moral violations could lead to the conclusion that it is less possible
to violate a moral rule without being sensitive to the consequences. On the other hand, conventional rules may vary more than moral rules due to their ability to be different in different contexts (for example, it may be OK to chew gum at home but not atschool). In fact, Josephs,
Kushnir, Gr€afenhain, and Rakoczy (2016) find that children are more likely to consider free will
for moral violations compared to conventional rule violations. Giffin and Lombrozo (2016) examined whether knowledge of rules and intent affects judgments of breaking different kinds of laws.
They found that intent mattered more for judgments of breaking laws that are more strongly
related to harm, i.e., that are judged to be wrong in themselves (called mens rea laws), while judgments of breaking laws where an action is prohibited (liability laws) were less affected by intent.
In the current study, we examine whether harm-based moral violations are judged differently
from conventional violations in both impulsive and planned situations.
Experience with an ADHD diagnosis may mean participants who have ADHD judge rule violations differently depending on their experience related to the disorder. People who have the
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disorder may be more sensitive to the symptoms of the disorder and the ways they do and do
not affect judgments and behavior. Some research indicates that having ADHD affects selfperceptions related to social rules. A small study (Honkasilta, Vehmas, & Vehkakoski, 2016) of
13 Finish adolescents diagnosed with ADHD found that some participants felt that an ADHD
diagnosis entailed a stigma, while some also mentioned internalizing self-condemnation for moral
violations. Another study also found that people with ADHD may have negative feelings about
the morality of those with ADHD. Singh (2007) examined children’s moral self-understandings
and the children’s view of their authentic self. Singh found that children with ADHD often held
beliefs that their moral self was “bad.” Taken together, these findings indicate that participants
with ADHD may be more critical of people with ADHD who violate rules. However, given the
lack of research with adults or with judgments of others with ADHD, this hypothesis is
exploratory.
Finally, we examine gender differences because research suggests that there are gender differences in perceptions of impulsivity, although these may differ depending on culture and the type
of violation (Plaks, Fortune, Liang, & Robinson, 2016). In general, women are judged more negatively and punished more severely when committing unethical acts, perhaps because rule violations challenge stereotypes about women (Mai, Ellis, & Welsh, 2019). Therefore, the current
study also examines whether there are differences in judgments of male and female actors who
violate social rules.

The current study
The current study examines judgments of actors who violate moral or conventional rules, varying
whether the actor planned the social violation or acted impulsively. We also examined two characteristics of an actor who violated a rule–ADHD diagnosis, and gender—because they have each
been shown to be associated with impulsivity (Plaks et al., 2016; Singh, 2011). Finally, we examine
judgments from participants who do and do not report a diagnosis of ADHD. We had several hypotheses:
1.

2.

3.

4.

We expect that moral violations will be judged to be less acceptable than conventional violations, even when they were impulsive, based on past research (Conry-Murray, 2013; Josephs
et al., 2016; Smetana, 2013, Turiel, 2015).
We expect that participants will judge impulsive actions to be more acceptable and deserving
of less punishment for a violation compared to planned actions, similar to U.S. law
(American Law Institute, 1962; Giffin & Lombrozo, 2018).
We expect that participants will judge the actions of a story actor who is described as having
ADHD as more acceptable and as less deserving of punishment for a violation compared to
those of a story actor without ADHD. We do not know of any research that directly examines this question. Our hypothesis is based on the idea that premeditated actions are judged
to be more severe under the law and in reasoning (American Law Institute, 1962; Giffin &
Lombrozo, 2018), but this question has not been examined as it relates to ADHD that we
know of.
As an exploratory hypothesis, we examined whether participants with ADHD also judged
actors with ADHD differently and as deserving of less punishment for a violation because
they have better understanding of the workings of ADHD. This is somewhat contrary to past
research, which shows self-condemnation among people with ADHD (Singh, 2011).
However, past research was with children and not adults, and with self-judgments and not
with hypothetical scenarios, as was done for the current study.
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As an exploratory hypothesis, we expect that participants will also judge boys’ actions as
more acceptable, and boys as having less control and as deserving less punishment for a violation compared to girls, similar to past research (Plaks et al., 2016).

Method
Participants
The final sample size was 175 adults, with 41% males and 59% females. Participants were 83%
White, 8% Asian, 6% Hispanic, and 2% African American.
Initially, there were 199 participants but 24 were excluded for various reasons, including age,
consistency of ADHD reporting, and an attention check. First, all participants over the age of 55
were removed from the study (n ¼ 11), since no one above this age reported having ADHD, thus
making the samples relatively equivalent by age. Two participants under the age of 18 also completed the survey, despite that it was advertised as only for those over 18. Those two were also
excluded. In addition, 11 more participants were excluded because they either failed the attention
check asking them to define ADHD or noted that they had ADHD in the MTurk prescreen but
not when asked again in the full survey, or both. Thus, the final sample size was 175.
Participants who reported having ADHD were targeted through emails sent out to members of
the Delaware Valley Network of Higher Education Disability Professionals, which covers over 100
disability centers at colleges and universities, who then sent out the survey to their students with
ADHD. We also targeted participants with an ADHD diagnosis on MTurk, through a two-step
process. We started with a short prescreen survey for which participants were paid 20 cents, with
questions requesting their gender, age and race, as well as three questions about diagnoses: (1)
Have you been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)? (2) Have you
been diagnosed with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD)? (3) Have you been diagnosed with
Post Dramatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)? These were included so that potential participants would
not identify themselves as having ADHD in order to earn more money. Next, only those who
reported a diagnosis of ADHD but not all three diagnoses were invited to the full survey, for
which they were each paid $4.00. No stopping rule was pre-defined; instead as many participants
with ADHD as could be found were included. As an additional confirmation of their ADHD
stats, the full survey asked again about ADHD status after all vignettes were completed, with a
note that all respondents would be paid regardless of ADHD diagnosis, to eliminate any conflict
of interest. Data for participants without ADHD was collected from social media and MTurk.
Participants on MTurk who were not invited specifically because of their ADHD diagnosis were
paid $3.00.
The final sample included 45 participants with ADHD (19 female and 26 male) and 130 participants without ADHD (84 female and 46 male). A t-test indicated that the ages of the two
groups were not significantly different (p ¼ .258) even though the participants with ADHD were
slightly younger (M ¼ 26.93, SD ¼ 7.28) than those who did not report ADHD
(M ¼ 29.04, SD ¼ 11.68).
Power analysis
Post-hoc power analyses were conducted to ensure the sample size was sufficient. We used the
two interactions (one hypothesized and one exploratory) to assess power since the main effect
sizes are likely to be well-powered if an interaction is well-powered. In the domain x planning
interaction, gpower 3.1, with a Cohen’s medium effect size of .25, an error probability of .05, a
total sample size of 175, 2 measurements and 1 group (i.e., no between subject factors) the power
was .99. In the ADHD of participants x ADHD of the actor interaction, with a Cohen’s medium
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Table 1. Prompts by Domain and Degree of Forethought.
Domain
Moral
Impulsive

BOY: Pushed a friend off a swing out of
excitement GIRL: Could not resist and
ate sibling’s cookie that sibling was
saving to eat later

Forethought
Planned

BOY: Purposely dug a hole for sibling to
fall in GIRL: Purposely did not share
money with sibling they both earned
for cleaning a neighbor’s yard

Conventional
BOY: Dropped coat and book bag and
left them there out of excitement to
play with friends GIRL: Could not resist
and jumped into a puddle of mud on
the way to church and dirtied their
church clothes
BOY: Wore a Halloween costume to
school, knowing there is a rule against
it GIRL: Avoided putting art supplies
away at school, knowing there is a
rule that art supplies need to be put
away after use

Note. These rules were evaluated once for a child without ADHD and then for a child with ADHD.

effect size of .25, an error probability of .05, a total sample size of 175, (2 measurements and 2
groups), the power was also .99.
Materials and procedures
The participants were presented with 16 scenarios that described a child breaking a social rule in
a 2 (domain: moral or conventional)  2 (forethought: impulsive or planned)  2 (actor gender:
male or females)  2 (actor diagnosis: ADHD or no mention of ADHD) within-subject design.
The rules that were violated are listed in Table 1. Participants were first provided with 8 vignettes
of children without ADHD. The next 8 vignettes described a child with ADHD. Aside from mentioning the child had ADHD, these vignettes were virtually identical to the first 8. After each
scenario, participants responded to three questions, each using a five-point scale:
1.
2.
3.

Evaluation. How acceptable were [actor’s name’s] actions? (coded, 1 very unacceptable to 5
very acceptable)
Judgment of Punishment. How severely should the child be punished? (coded, 1 no punishment at all to 5 very severe punishment)
Manipulation check. How much control does [actor’s name] have over [his/her] actions?
(coded, 1 no control at all to 5 complete control)

Participants completed all of the judgments of children without ADHD before any of the
ADHD vignettes. This was done so that participants would not be cued in to the role of ADHD
in the study in their initial responses. Data and materials are located at OSF.io, at DOI 10.17605/
OSF.IO/CY2EJ. Code is available upon request.

Results
For each of the three assessments, judgements of control, evaluations, and judgments of punishment, a 2(domain)  2(impulsive or planned)  2(protagonist sex)  2(participant sex)  2(participants ADHD diagnosis) repeated measures ANOVAs with domain, impulsive or planned, and
protagonist sex as repeated measures was conducted. Bonferroni corrected alpha levels were used
in follow-up analyses. Table 2 presents means and standard deviations for judgments.
As a manipulation check, we expected and found that the evaluation of the degree of control
would be higher for planned events and for protagonists without ADHD. A main effect for the
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Table 2. Mean (and SDs) for Judgments by Actor Diagnoses, Actor Gender and Degree of Forethought.
Actor Diagnosis
Evaluation
Impulsive
Planned
Total
Punishment
Impulsive
Planned
Total
Control
Impulsive
Planned
Total

Actor Gender

ADHD

No ADHD

Male Actor

Female actor

Total

2.64 (.75)
2.60 (.77)
2.64a (.70)

2.38 (.67)
2.47 (.62)
2.42b (.61)

2.58 (.70)
2.88 (.84)
2.73a (.67)

2.45 (.78)
2.23 (.71)
2.34b (.68)

2.51a (.67)
2.55a (.69)
2.53 (.63)

2.53 (.71)
2.62 (.69)
3.42a (.65)

2.58 (.63)
2.70 (.68)
3.36a(.59)

2.50 (.66)
2.38 (.77)
3.56a (.64)

2.61 (.70)
2.95 (.69)
3.22b (.63)

3.44a (.63)
3.34 b (.65)
2.62 (.59)

3.19 (.98)
3.88 (.84)
3.53a (.82)

4.10 (.83)
4.64 (.52)
4.37b (.59)

3.58 (.85)
4.22 (.61)
3.90a (.65)

3.71 (.81)
4.30 (.60)
4.00b (.61)

3.65a (.80)
4.26b (.57)
3.95 (.61)

Note. Evaluation was scored from 1 (very unacceptable) to (5 very acceptable), Punishment was scored 1 (no punishment at
all) to 5 (very severe punishment). Control was scored 1 (no control at all) to 5 (complete control). Subscripts that differ
within Actor Diagnoses, Actor Gender and Degree of Forethought indicate that means differ at p < .05.

protagonists’ planning, F(1, 171) ¼ 139.75, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .45, indicated that a protagonist who
planned a rule violation was judged to be more in control than a protagonist who acted impulsively, as Table 2 shows. A main effect for the protagonists’ ADHD diagnosis, F(1, 171) ¼ 138.36,
p ¼ .001, gp2 ¼ .45, indicated that a protagonist with ADHD was judged to be less in control
than a protagonist without ADHD, as expected. Means (and SDs) for both effects can be found
in Table 2.
In our first hypothesis, we expected that moral violations would be judged to be less acceptable
than conventions, even when they were impulsive. This hypothesis was supported with a main
effect for domain, which indicated that moral violations were judged to be less acceptable than
conventional violations, F(1, 171) ¼ 196.59, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .54. This effect was qualified by a
domain x impulsive interaction, F(1, 171) ¼ 29.79, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .15, which indicated that
moral violations were considered less acceptable in both impulsive, F(1, 171) ¼ 228.33, p < .001,
gp2 ¼ .57 and planned violations, F(1, 171) ¼ 60.54, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .26, though the difference
was larger in impulsive violations. Within moral issues, impulsive actions were judged as slightly
less acceptable F(1, 171) ¼ 17.10, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .09, while within conventional issues, impulsive
actions were judged slightly more acceptable, F(1, 171) ¼ 11.49, p ¼ .001, gp2 ¼ .06, as Figure
1 shows.
Our second hypothesis suggested that participants would judge impulsive actions to be more
acceptable and as deserving of less punishment. This was partially supported. There was no difference in evaluations of impulsive vs. planned rule violations. However, in judgments of punishment, a main effect for the protagonists’ degree of forethought, F(1, 170) ¼ 5.75, p ¼ .018, gp2 ¼
.03, indicated that a protagonist who planned a rule violation was judged to deserve more punishment than a protagonist who acted impulsively, as Table 2 shows.
Our next hypothesis suggested that participants would judge the actions of a story actor
described as having ADHD to be more acceptable and as deserving less punishment. This was
partially supported. A main effect for the protagonists’ ADHD diagnosis, F(1, 171) ¼ 44.89, p ¼
.001, gp2 ¼ .21, indicated that the actions of a protagonist with ADHD were judged to be more
acceptable than those of a protagonist without ADHD. However, there was no difference in judgments of punishment for protagonists with and without ADHD. See Table 2 for means.
As an exploratory hypothesis, we examined whether participants with ADHD also judged a
rule violation by an actor with ADHD differently, as having less control, and as deserving less
punishment for a violation, compared to participants who did not report having ADHD. We
found no differences in evaluations of rule violations. However, there were differences in
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Figure 1. Judgments of the Acceptability of Rule Violations by Domain and Degree of Planning from 1 (Very unacceptable) to 5
(Very acceptable) with Error Bars Indicating 95% Confidence Intervals.

judgments of control, as indicated by an interaction between the protagonist’s ADHD diagnosis
and the participant ADHD, F(1, 171) ¼ 6.50, p ¼ .012, gp2 ¼ .04. When the participants did not
report having ADHD, F(1, 128) ¼ 199.12, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .61, they judged that whether an actor
had ADHD or not had a larger difference in their judgments of level of control, compared to participants with ADHD, F(1, 43) ¼ 25.52, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .37. See Table 3 for means.
There was an additional interaction between the protagonist’s ADHD diagnosis and the participant’s ADHD status for judgments of punishment, F(1, 170) ¼ 8.03, p ¼ .005, gp2 ¼ .05. When
the participants did not report having ADHD, F(1, 127) ¼ 11.05, p ¼ .001, gp2 ¼ .08, they judged
that that an actor with ADHD should get less punishment than an actor without ADHD, while
participants who reported having an ADHD diagnosis did not differ in their judgments of actors
with and without ADHD differently. See Table 3 for means.
Finally, we examined the role of gender. We expected that participants would judge boys’
behavior as more acceptable, as having less control, and as deserving of less punishment. These
were all supported: evaluations of rule violations, F(1, 171) ¼ 91.83, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .35; judgments of the amount of control actors had, F(1, 171) ¼ 21.04, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .11; and judgments of the amount of punishment that was appropriate, F(1, 170) ¼ 80.66, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .32.
See Table 2 for means.

Discussion
We examined whether impulsive rule violations were judged differently than planned rule violations because past research has shown that children (Li & Tomasello, 2018) and adults (Giffin &
Lombrozo, 2018) consider intentionality. We found that forethought did not affect the acceptability of rule violations, but planned violations were judged to deserve more punishment. Judgments
of children with ADHD showed the opposite pattern, where rule violations by a child with
ADHD were judged as more acceptable but the level of punishment did not differ regardless of
the actors’ ADHD diagnosis or lack thereof. Gray et al. (2012) suggest that an understanding of
others’ minds is key to morality, and the current study provides evidence that participants think
about rule violations differently depending on the impulsivity of the actions and whether the
actor had a diagnosis or not. Pizzaro et al. (2003) found that individuals blame those who violate
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Table 3. Mean (and SDs) for Judgments of Control and Punishment by Participants’ ADHD status and Actor ADHD Status.
Participant ADHD
Evaluation
Punish
Control

Participant No ADHD

Actor ADHD

Actor No ADHD

Actor ADHD

2.69a (.77)
2.65a (.68)
3.67a (.78)

2.51a (.77)
2.60 a,b (.58)
4.25b (.62)

2.63a (.68)
2.56a (.65)
3.49a (.84)

Actor No ADHD
2.39a (.55)
2.66b (.60)
4.41b (.57)

Note. Evaluation was scored from 1 (very unacceptable) to (5 very acceptable), Punishment was scored from 1 (no punishment
at all) to 5 (very severe punishment). Control was scored 1(no control at all) to 5 (complete control). Subscripts that differ
within rows indicate that means differ at p < .05.

rules less when the violation is impulsive and involuntary. Our manipulation check showed that
both impulsive actions and actors with ADHD were perceived as lacking control. It is possible
that participants believe a diagnosis of ADHD implies impulsivity and/or they may also think of
ADHD as involving an involuntary absence of control over one’s actions, since it is a medical disorder and not a purposeful failing of self-control.
The second key element of morality according to Gray et al. (2012) is an understanding of the
suffering of the victim. Similar to an extensive line of research from social domain theory (for
summaries see Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2015), we found that participants distinguished moral violations related to welfare and justice from conventional violations. Moral violations are often more
severe, in part because they include an element of harm. Therefore, it makes sense that they
would be judged to be less acceptable.
Interestingly, we also found an interaction between domain and degree of forethought.
Although the domains were distinguished for both impulsive and planned rule violations, the
domain difference was larger when the rule violation was impulsive. This is consistent with findings from Josephs et al. (2016) indicating that children consider free will more for moral than
conventional rule violations. The consequences of moral violations are consistent and therefore,
they may be very well-known to actors. Therefore, impulsive moral violations may have been
judged as the least acceptable because the consequences should have been immediately apparent
to actors. In addition, planned moral violations could have been seen as slightly more acceptable
if stories showed the actor considering their actions and in turn, may have led participants to
assume that actors felt justified in their decisions. For example, the actor may have felt they were
justified (e.g., in the sharing money earned for yard work vignette, the sibling may have kept the
money because she did more work or had been cheated by her sibling in the past). However, we
did not collect justifications, and so we do not know the reasons for participants’ judgments.
Future research should explore this effect to determine whether it is unique to our study. Future
research should also include justifications to investigate the reasons for the differences.
Next we examined the role of participant-diagnosis of ADHD to see if the experience of having ADHD affected judgments. Both those with and without ADHD judged that a diagnosis of
ADHD entails less control for the actors in the vignettes. Both groups also made evaluations of
rule violations that did not differ for an actor with ADHD or without ADHD. However, those
who did not report a diagnosis of ADHD judged that an actor with ADHD should be punished
less than one without ADHD, while participants who reported a diagnosis of ADHD indicated
that the actor should be punished similarly regardless of ADHD status. Singh (2007) found that
children with ADHD reported viewing their moral self as “bad.” Our findings are different since
participants in our sample with ADHD did not suggest that the protagonist with ADHD should
be punished any more than the protagonist who did not have ADHD. However, we did find that
participants with ADHD were less likely to think of ADHD as something a protagonist could use
to justify their behavior. Instead we found that those with ADHD indicated that people with
ADHD should be punished about the same as those without the disorder.
As an exploratory research question, we also examined whether judgments of boys and girls
who violate rules would differ on dimensions of control, acceptability and punishment. In past

THE JOURNAL OF GENETIC PSYCHOLOGY

179

research, women were judged more negatively when committing unethical acts (Mai et al., 2019)
perhaps because rule violations challenge stereotypes about women. Consistent with this research,
we found that participants judged boys’ rule violations as more acceptable than girls’ rule violations. Boys were also judged as having less control and as deserving of less punishment than girls.
Thus, the gender of the actor followed a somewhat similar pattern to judgments of actors with
and without ADHD, such that boys were judged similar to an actor with ADHD, in terms of
their control and the acceptability of their actions. The only difference was that judgments of
punishment were not significantly different for an actor with or without ADHD, while boys were
judged to deserve less punishment than girls. There are several possible explanations for this finding. Girls may be socialized to behave in socially appropriate ways more than boys, and genderspecific expectations may lead to differences in the way participants evaluated and punished
transgressions by boys and girls. In addition, boys may be perceived as lacking control, in a way
that is involuntary or perhaps even biological, given that gender is often seen as biological
(Skewes, Fine, & Haslam, 2018). If boys cannot control themselves, their behavior would be seen
as less objectionable and strict punishments would not be effective.

Limitations and future research
Our limited power means that we were only able to detect medium but not small effects, and
Type I errors are possible. In addition, we were not able to verify definitively that our participants
had ADHD. Although it can be difficult to recruit participants in special populations, future
research should endeavor to verify diagnosis in order to measure differences between people with
and without ADHD. A second limitation is the use of vignettes which necessarily included different rules for each story. It is not possible include all possible moral and conventional violations,
so this means caution should be used when generalizing to other rule violations. In addition, the
moral violations chosen for girls tended to deal with fairness violations while boys’ moral violations tended to involve welfare. Harm can involve either welfare or justice violations. However,
welfare violations are usually seen as more severe than fairness or sharing violations (ConryMurray, 2013) and yet girls were judged more harshly than boys both in terms of acceptability
and punishment than boys. Finally, we note that we presented participants with all the vignettes
where the protagonist did not have ADHD before the vignettes where the protagonist had
ADHD. Future research should consider counter-balancing these conditions in case grouping
them this way led to contrast effects.

Implications
Participants considered both the harm involved to the victim and the mental state of the actors
to make judgments of rule violations. Judgments of moral violations which involved harm differed from judgments of conventional rule violations, both when they were impulsive and
planned, indicating that participants were particularly sensitive to the issue of harm. The mental
state of the actors was also considered. Overall, planned rule violations were judged to deserve
more punishment. However, violations by boys and people with ADHD, two groups who were
perceived to lack control, were judged to be more acceptable and less deserving of punishment.
Overall, this research indicates that issues of harm are considered along with considerations
related to premeditation and control.
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