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This thesis addresses morally conscientious agents, who want to avoid committing moral 

wrongs under normative uncertainty. Besides theoretical discussions about what the correct 

metanormative theory is, practical problems have not been addressed sufficiently. I assume 

Maximizing Expected Choice-Worthiness to be the correct decision-making approach under 

normative uncertainty for interval-scale measurable and intertheoretically comparable first-

order moral theories, asking the question how we can improve decision making under the 

possible influence of cognitive biases on metanormative judgments. A few pathways for the 

influence of biases on metanormative decisions are identified, however, this thesis solely 

addresses the distribution of subjective probabilities (credence) across first-order normative 

theories.  

After an argument for the relevance of cognitive biases in metanormative thinking this thesis 

follows a three-step approach towards improving decision-making, as a necessary means to 

avoiding moral wrongs. First, a preliminary normative model of what good thinking under 

normative uncertainty requires is developed, consisting of a few rules. In the descriptive part 

it will be shown that availability and status quo thinking lead to biases of which we have 

reason to believe also exist in metanormative judgments. In the prescriptive part, the 

debiasing process is sketched and possible starting points are suggested, concluding that 

research needs to provide descriptive insights and highlighting the relevance of cognitive 

biases for practical philosophy. 
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1. Introduction 

When facing decision theoretic problems, it is not only empirical uncertainty that complicates 

decisions. Even with full knowledge about the state of the world in any situation, we need to 

choose normative criteria by which we evaluate the rightness or wrongness of consequences 

and actions. Which criteria that should be is not a trivial question. Ethics is extremely difficult. 

To work out the correct criteria or moral theory, it is necessary to correctly balance intuitions 

and different theoretical considerations like plausibility, thought experiments or the elegance 

of a theory. Doing this, even the most intelligent and well-informed humans ever lived, still 

disagree. This may lead one to accept moral uncertainty as a relevant consideration, especially 

when one pursues the goal of avoiding moral wrongs (MacAskill, Bykvist, & Ord, 2020). 

This paper addresses morally conscientious agents (MCA). MCAs are uncertain about which 

normative criteria are correct and have the general goal of avoiding committing moral wrongs.1  

It has been argued that the default approach for rational decision-making under moral 

uncertainty should be analogous to the standard “maximizing expected utility” under empirical 

uncertainty. An account that currently receives a large part of the academic attention in this 

field is called “maximizing expected choice-worthiness” (MEC), where the expected choice-

worthiness of an option A represents the strength of reasons one has to choose A, taking into 

account all views one has non-zero credence in (MacAskill, 2014). MEC applies in the 

following scenario as described by William MacAskill and Toby Ord in their 2018 paper Why 

Maximize Expected Choice-Worthiness?: Decision-makers choose from a set of exhaustive and 

mutually exclusive options (A, B, C, …). Being morally uncertain, the decision maker has 

credence in each of a set of first-order normative theories (T1, T2, T3, …). Credence describes 

the subjective probability that one believes a theory to be true and can range between 0% and 

100%. “We will normally talk about these theories as if they are complete stand-alone 

normative theories, such as a particular form of utilitarianism. However, they could often just 

as well represent partially specified theories, or particular normative considerations regarding 

 
1 I assume that cognitivism is true for the purpose of this paper, even though there may be ways of non-

cognitivists to make sense of the concept of moral uncertainty as discussed by MacAskill, Bykvist & Ord (2020). 

This discussion will be put aside to dive deeper into ideas that grow on the pro cognitivism ground. 



 

5 
   

the options at hand, such as whether killing is equivalent to letting die.” (MacAskill & Ord, 

2018, p. 2) 

Theories under consideration assess options in terms of choice-worthiness, which represents 

the strength of reasons for choosing a given option. This is not necessarily quantifiable, 

however, MEC is only straightforwardly applicable “when all moral views under consideration 

give an interval-scale measurable and interthereoretically comparable notion of choice-

worthiness”. (MacAskill & Ord, 2018, p. 2)2 

Expected choice worthiness of an option A is then calculated by multiplying credence one 

assigns to a theory (“How likely is it that this theory is true?”) with the choice-worthiness that 

that specific theory assigns to the option at hand (“The theory says this is 10 choice-worthy”). 

Then one would do this for all theories one has non-zero credence in and add it up. The result 

is some number of how overall choice-worthy that option is for the agent according to his 

beliefs. Doing this for all options allows one to compare and choose the option with the highest 

choice-worthiness (A specific example is given in section 2.3). More specifically speaking, the 

expected choice-worthiness of an option A is calculated according to the following formula:  

𝐸𝐶(𝐴) =  ∑ 𝐶(𝑇𝑖 )𝐶𝑊𝑖(𝐴)𝑛
𝑖=1 .3 

This is how MEC works. I assume for the purpose of this paper that MEC is the correct approach 

to decision making under normative uncertainty for interval-scale measurable and 

intertheoretically comparable theories. This research field has been increasingly growing only 

for the last two decades, even though the idea of moral uncertainty is not new. People have 

traced such ideas back to Aristotle. It is currently pioneered by William MacAskill, Krister 

Bykvist and Toby Ord, who have published a large share of relevant work. They recently 

 
2 Looking at all theories one could possibly consider, the following problems remain: (i) How should we 

incorporate theories that are incomparable to other theories? This is important, as we need to find out for which 

theories more is at stake. (ii) How should we incorporate merely ordinal theories that do not define how much 

greater the difference of choice-worthiness between two options is on theory A compared to theory B? 

For work on an overarching decision-making approach that accounts for the varying information that theories 

give, see MacAskill et al. (2020, Ch. 3 and 4). They propose an overarching account where MEC is 

supplemented by the following procedures. For comparable but merely ordinal theories, a voting procedure is 

borrowed from social choice theory, where theories are treated like individuals who vote for options (It is argued 

that the so called Borda Rule is the best aggregation rule.) For interval-scale measurable but incomparable 

theories the so called Variance Voting is suggested, as it is argued to best capture the notion of giving theories 

“equal say”. A multi-step procedure is proposed, starting with the informationally richest theories (where MEC 

can be applied) and step by step taking less informationally rich theories into account with the respective 

procedure to yield the most desirable option in a decision situation. This multi-step procedure is not yet fully 

developed. MEC plays an important role in it, which is why the focus in this thesis lies on MEC. 
3 Formula from MacAskill (2014, p. 14) 



 

6 
   

structured all that is to know about moral uncertainty today, in their book Moral Uncertainty 

(2020). This thesis departs from their progress rather than reproducing it. Extensive arguments 

and critical discussions on why MCAs should be morally uncertain or why MEC is promising 

are found in their book. 

So, MCAs adopt MEC. What else do they need to consider in order to be practically successful? 

From the large set of problems that could further lead MCAs to unintendedly commit moral 

wrongs one important consideration as I will argue are cognitive biases that may influence 

thinking under normative uncertainty. Cognitive biases are most commonly described as 

deviations from some standard of rationality, which is the definition I adopt here  (Baron, 2009). 

They are caused by unwanted, sometimes subconscious, mental processing. 

This paper will be guided by the following question: How can we improve decision making 

under the possible influence of cognitive biases on metanormative judgments? The expression 

metanormative judgments includes a wide range of decisions which are made on or about issues 

on a second- or higher-order normative level.4 For instance, a decision about whether MEC is 

correct as a second-order decision making approach or a decision about how to apply second-

order normative principles are metanormative judgments. In the following, I will be mostly 

concerned with a subset of metanormative judgments, which I call credence judgments, which 

are subjective judgments about the plausibility of first-order normative theories. 

After arguing for the relevance of cognitive biases, discussing the value of debiasing and 

identifying pathways for the influence of cognitive biases in metanormative thinking, this thesis 

follows a classical three-step approach towards improving decision-making, starting with the 

normative model, to then evaluate the descriptive world and lastly develop prescriptive 

suggestions (Baron, 2009; Larrick, 2008). 

The first step is developing a normative standard of how MCAs should think under uncertainty, 

more precisely as we shall see later, how they should distribute their credences over first-order 

normative theories. To be able to improve decision-making later on, we first need to figure out 

what we want to improve towards, in other words, what good thinking under uncertainty would 

look like. Since this is not the place to develop a full normative standard of decision making 

under normative uncertainty, I will rather address the question of whether we can define some 

 
4 MacAskill (2014) introduced the term metanormativism for the discussion of whether there are norms that 

govern decisions under normative uncertainty. “Meta” points to higher levels of decision-making. 
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rules that would ensure better thinking under normative uncertainty. This will lead to a 

preliminary set of rules, which is enough for my purposes. 

The second step is to analyse what is known about descriptive behaviour in order to identify 

where we may make judgments differently from what the normative standard suggests. I 

consider availability and status quo thinking as causes of biases. Since there is little research  

specifically on the role of cognitive biases in people’s judgments over metanormative issues 

under uncertainty, this part relies on careful analysis of existing studies with the aim to show 

that there are reasons to believe that those biases may exist in credence judgments, too. This 

section should be seen as first steps towards making sense of how our thinking about such 

matters may fail, not as actual knowledge about the descriptive world. 

In the third step the challenge is to give prescriptive suggestions. If those deviations I analyse 

in the descriptive part should actually play a significant role: Is there something we can do to 

deviate less from how we should think? And what would a debiasing process look like? 

2.  Cognitive Biases in Metanormative Judgments 

2.1 On the Relevance of Cognitive Biases 

I believe these questions to be highly relevant for the following reasons. 

Psychological research has shown that we tend to make decisions differently than posited in 

normative models. Rather, many factors play into the formation of our moral beliefs. The 

notions of cognitive biases was introduced by Tversky and Kahneman in the early 1970s and 

research has since then exposed a long list of errors that our brains tend to perform (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974).  

Research so far has (more or less arbitrarily) focused on empirical uncertainty. However, biases 

are not a result of some specific decision situation in a specific field, but rather patterns of 

thinking which we apply to any kind of decision making under uncertainty often independent 

of the specifics of the decision situation. 

For example, in 2002, Kahneman and Frederick let subjects perform different tasks including 

“(1) categorical prediction (e.g., ‘In a set of 30 lawyers and 70 engineers, what is the probability 

that someone described as 'charming, talkative, clever, and cynical' is one of the lawyers?’); (2) 
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summary evaluations of past events (e.g., ‘Overall, how aversive was it to be exposed for 30 

minutes to your neighbor’s car alarm?’); and (3) economic valuations of public goods 

(e.g.,’What is the most you would be willing to pay to prevent 200,000 migrating birds from 

drowning in uncovered oil ponds?’).” (Kahneman & Frederick, 2002, p. 17) They proposed 

“that a generalization of the representativeness heuristic accounts for the remarkably similar 

biases that are observed in these diverse tasks.“ (Kahneman & Frederick, 2002, p. 17) 

Therefore, it would be a much stronger claim to propose that we are unbiased in our 

metanormative judgments under normative uncertainty. The burden of proof rather lies with 

those that make this claim. This is the first motivation for analysing biases in metanormative 

decisions. In short: they are probably present. 

The second motivation results from the fact that the outcome of a decision situation under 

normative uncertainty is highly sensitive to the distribution of credences over theories. Being 

only slightly affected by irrelevant factors, could change which action would be the adequate 

one in a given situation. Then, counteracting such biases seems like a necessary step towards 

avoiding moral wrongs. 

A third motivation is that any deviation from the best possible decision-making procedure are 

especially harmful in this realm, as there is often much at stake in moral decisions. Additionally, 

a bias in metanormative thinking would affect a range of decisions on a first-order level 

negatively. The impact of steps toward debiasing seems highly valuable due to such butterfly 

effects. 

2.2 The Value of Debiasing 

The motivations mentioned above rest on an implicit assumption: that biases are always harmful 

to metanormative judgments and do not work in our favour. However, the following could be 

the case:  

The Lucky One 

Suppose, Utilitarianism is the correct first-order moral theory. In any decision situation 

under normative uncertainty, it is true that the option that Utilitarianism regards as most 

choice-worthy is the option that should be chosen. Leon is a MCA, who has 99% 

credence in Utilitarianism, and 1% credence in some other form of consequentialism, 

which due to similarities of the theories yields the same options choice-worthy as having 
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100% credence in Utilitarianism. His credence distribution will lead him to make the 

best possible decisions under normative uncertainty. However, he only does so because 

he has recently taking a convincing seminar on Utilitarianism. Besides Utilitarianism, 

he only remembers some other form of Consequentialism, which he has learned about 

years ago and which he judges very unlikely, because he cannot remember it completely. 

Clearly, the formation of his credence distribution is heavily influenced by morally irrelevant 

factors (the point at and intensity with which he has learned about the theories). Let’s assume 

that this is what we would call “biased judgments”. Then The Lucky One shows that biases can 

work in one’s favour by making one choose the correct option. In some cases, we come to 

judgments through faulty thinking and get lucky. Should Leon inform himself and engage in 

critical thinking about his credence distribution in this case, if doing so would lead him to 

believe in Utilitarianism (the correct theory) less? 

The answer seems to be no, because the outcome is not improvable. Leon already chooses the 

correct option. However, can he know that he is in such a situation? I argue that he cannot know 

and that this dooms particular cases irrelevant. If he knew that he just got it right, there would 

be no normative uncertainty left and no biases can result. Leon would know that Utilitarianism 

is correct and would followingly know exactly which options to choose. Objective 

recommendations like “debias only if it actually improves judgments”, even if theoretically 

true, cannot guide actions. Practically speaking, it seems not useful to give different 

recommendations for cases where people get lucky and other cases, where they do not, as it is 

practically impossible to separate them. 

We are left with a discussion about what is the better general strategy for MCAs under 

normative uncertainty. The process of reaching outcomes in The Lucky One does not seem like 

something we would generally recommend. It introduces randomness and allows judgments to 

be influenced by irrelevant factors like the time at which someone learned about a theory. 

If it is not the case, that most people actually get lucky most of the time, we should promote to 

improve decision making towards whatever rationality requires, i.e. debiasing. It seems like we 

must accept that there will be cases like The Lucky One, where debiasing will not only not 

improve judgments but may even make them worse. This thesis rests on the assumption that 

debiasing makes MCAs believe moral truths and fewer moral falsities on average. 

Can biases make one more rational? 
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The definition of biases as deviations from a standard of rationality excludes the possibility of 

biases making one more rational. A similar argument as above applies: 

The kind of rationality that is relevant for MCAs is instrumental rationality. “Someone displays 

instrumental rationality insofar as she adopts suitable means to her ends.” (Kolodny & Brunero, 

2013) MCAs have a well-defined moral goal: to avoid moral wrongs. Theoretically, if a 

necessary means is to believe in a contradiction, then that is what rationality requires MCAs to 

do. Rationality, as I apply it here, is therefore a context dependent set of means that are suitable 

to reach the given goal. 

In particular cases it may be true, that biases lead MCAs to choose means, i.e. form judgments 

or believes or behave in a way which is closer to what a perfectly rational person would do, as 

it happens in The Lucky One. However, I would not call Leon in The Lucky One more rational. 

Leon got it right for the wrong reasons. He was not guided by what rationality requires. Faulty 

thinking lead him to form believes that by accident happened to be a good set of beliefs, which 

makes him choose correct options. 

However, this discussion becomes more complex when one considers different parts of 

rationality. By solely addressing MCAs, who have a specific goal, I am, again, only concerned 

with the part of practical rationality referred to as instrumental rationality. There is much more 

to consider, when discussing biases and rationality in general. For example, the use of 

heuristics, which often leads to what is called “biased judgments”, is in many cases rational. It 

reduces the complexity of option sets and allows agents to make fairly good decisions without 

high investments of time or cognitive effort, which are of scarce resources that need to be 

distributed across the agent’s goals. What we call biases, ultimately depends on how we 

understand rationality in the given context. 

I next turn to the question, where biases may interfere in metanormative judgments. 

2.3 Pathways for Biases in Metanormative Judgments 

The influence of biases on metanormative judgments may be manifold. A few possible 

pathways will be identified in this section. First, consider MEC again, to better understand the 

following pathways. The following is a classic example for how MEC works, borrowed from 

MacAskill (2019, p. 3). 

Vegetarianism 
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Harry is considering whether to eat meat or a vegetarian option for dinner. He thinks it’s 

pretty unlikely animals matter morally, but he’s not sure. If he eats meat and animals do 

matter morally, then he commits a grave wrong. If he eats the vegetarian option, he will 

certainly not commit a grave wrong, though he will enjoy the meal less than he would 

have done had he eaten meat. (MacAskill, 2019, p. 3) 

Suppose his credence in the “Animals matter” view is 90% and his credence in the alternative 

view is 10%. His decision situation looks the following: 

 Animals matter – 10% Animals do not matter – 90% 

Eat meat -1000 10 

Eat vegetarian 5 5 

Suppose the numbers in the table represent how choice-worthy the respective theory judges the 

option at hand. For instance, on the “Animals matter” view eating the meat is choice-worthy -

1000 while eating vegetarian is choice-worthy of 5 to both views. 

Now, the expected choice-worthiness of eating meat is calculated by the multiplication of 

credence and choice-worthiness. Eating meat has an expected choice-worthiness of 

−1000 × 10% + 10 × 90% =  −9100 [units of choice-worthiness], whereas eating 

vegetarian has an expected choice-worthiness of 5 × 10% + 5 × 90% = 500 [units of choice-

worthiness]. In this simplified example, eating vegetarian would be the option with the 

maximum expected choice-worthiness. 

Where in this process and beyond could biases possibly interfere? In general, there are at least 

4 possible pathways through which cognitive biases could affect our metanormative 

judgments.5 

(1) Through the variable credence. 

Biases may play into metanormative judgments by affecting how we distribute 

credences over first-order normative theories. Making judgments about the plausibility 

of normative theories is a subjective evaluation process. Subjective evaluations always 

open the floor for biases. Awareness and a deep understanding of this influence will be 

 
5 Thank you to Christian Tarsney for his thoughts on the possible influence of cognitive biases on metanormative 

reasoning beyond MEC, which inspired this section. 
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crucial for a successful use of MEC. This is the pathway that will be addressed in this 

paper. 

(2) Through the variable choice-worthiness. 

In this paper I assume that the choice-worthiness rankings of theories are given and that 

there are no controversies about what theories recommend. Obviously, this is one of the 

biggest remaining problems for the MEC approach in general. Does anyone really know 

what the choice-worthiness rankings of all relevant theories look like? When it comes 

to Kant for example, people disagree greatly about the implications of his theory. Even 

when a sensible approach to finding choice-worthiness rankings is found, it may open 

several pathways for biases to influence MCAs in doing that work. 

(3) By affecting how we distribute credences over higher order normative theories. 

I assume the second-order theory MEC to be true for interval-scale measurable and 

intertheoretically comparable theories, however, in practice we need to decide which 

decision-calculus is appropriate, also for theories that do not fulfil these requirements, 

and not only on the second level. Any level would be relevant. The scope of this is 

practically limited by cognitive capacity. Until then however, biases can interfere on 

every level. Once we are biased on a higher level, all lower-level judgments will suffer. 

Suppose I choose MEC as the correct normative theory on a second-order level due to 

a bias towards quantifiable theories. Suppose also that MEC is incorrect. Now, I would 

need to be really lucky to still be able to consistently make correct judgments, as the 

effects of the bias on the second-order normative level distort judgments on a first-order 

normative level. This paper deals only with (1), however this consideration shows that 

research on the influence of biases on higher levels might be just as valuable.  

(4) By affecting how we apply second-/first-order normative theories. 

For the application of MEC, it is far from being clear what the appropriate choice in a 

given situation will be. Most papers on moral uncertainty rest on many heavy 

assumptions. The application of MEC will probably not be as straight-forward in 

practice, as examples like Vegetarianism suggest. A lot can go wrong by trying to 

translate appropriate credences and best-guesses on choice-worthiness rankings into 

appropriate actions. As MacAskill notes, “invoking moral uncertainty alone is not 
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sufficient to conclude that vegetarianism is right or that abortion is wrong. Instead, one 

must also invoke substantive and potentially controversial assumptions about what 

credences one ought to have across a wide array of moral views and across different 

choices of intertheoretic comparisons.” (MacAskill, 2019)  

MacAskill’s paper discusses how various interactions between implications of 

normative uncertainty and the possibility of different intertheoretic comparisons 

complicates practical application. So, it is not only relevant that we are unbiased in our 

credence formation. We also need to figure out at least what the implications of moral 

views on a certain issue are from their choice-worthiness ranking, and what the most 

plausible intertheoretic comparison is, and then work out the highest expected-choice-

worthiness (MacAskill, 2019). All of which may be subject to bias. 

These and possibly other pathways of influence need to be considered when talking about 

debiasing on a metanormative level. As said, I will exclusively address pathway (1) in this 

paper: forming (un)biased credences over first-order normative theories, however, insights here 

can be useful for the understanding of other pathways, too.  

The next section addresses the first step of the three-step model: the normative question. The 

definition of biases as deviations from a standard of rationality requires a definition of what 

rationality requires MCAs to do. More specifically, how should MCAs ideally distribute their 

credences over first-order normative theories? 

3. The Normative Step: How Should We Think? 

3.1 Metanormative Biases as Deviations from Good Thinking 

This part contains the first step towards improving credence judgments. I develop a preliminary 

normative framework for thinking under normative uncertainty that best helps MCAs achieve 

their moral goal. It will then allow us to identify deviations descriptively (step 2) as a 

prerequisite for step 3, which is concerned with possible improvements. 

This normative section is strongly inspired by Jonathan Baron’s book Thinking and Deciding 

(2009), which is of high relevance in psychology. His definition of rationality and his 

conception of thinking has been frequently adopted in psychological discussions. 
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As said, biases can be described as deviations from some standard of rationality (Baron, 2009). 

Biased judgments violate a standard of rationality. Since we have already accepted MEC as the 

correct normative theory for interval-scale measurable and intertheoretically comparable first-

order moral theories under normative uncertainty, classical instrumental rationality requires 

MCAs to maximize expected choice-worthiness, based on their credences in first-order 

normative theories. But that is not enough to avoid moral wrongs. MCAs need to form the best 

possible credence-distribution, those that are closest to the true moral landscape, in order to 

reach their goal. 

I suggest that the formation of adequate credences requires what Baron calls good thinking and 

that good thinking comes with a normative force for MCAs. It would be irrational for a MCA 

to refuse to do good thinking, if it is true that this would best reach her goal of avoiding moral 

wrongs. This leaves us with having to figure out what good thinking about the plausibility of 

normative theories is. 

Based on this, biases in metanormative decisions, at least in this particular pathway, are defined 

as deviations from good thinking or as I will put it: violations of good thinking rules. 

3.2 What Does Good Thinking Require? 

The precise question that motivate this part is the following. What would good thinking under 

normative uncertainty require and can we formulate any rules for MCAs that would lead to the 

best possible credence-distribution?  

The following comes with no claim to completeness. What I am proposing are what seems to 

me to be the minimal necessary conditions that must be met by MCAs thinking styles to end up 

with appropriate, (as far as possible) unbiased, judgments about the plausibility of first-order 

normative theories. Those are enough for showing in step 2 how the analysed thinking patterns 

violate even those basic requirements. However, a complete normative model of what good 

thinking requires, would obviously be necessary to pursue this further. 

Generally, it seems like two major things can go wrong when we think about our credence-

distributions. We may not have looked enough for new moral information or we may have 

sufficient information, but we draw inappropriate inferences from it. 
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Avoiding this leads to a standard of rationality, characterized by a few rules that require MCAs 

to draw inferences without violating the basic rules of coherence, as well as to perform fair and 

sufficient search for evidence. 

Let’s look more closely at where these components come from and what they contain. 

3.3 Coherence 

Classical coherence requires one not to make logical errors in the formation of probability 

beliefs. It has been criticised for being unattainable. However, if coherent moral beliefs are 

necessary for avoiding moral wrongs, then we should ceteris paribus try to be as coherent as 

possible. Scarce resources such as time or cognitive capacity may lead to compromises between 

perfect coherence and other requirements. Suppose it would take up all available time to reach 

perfect coherence so that there is nothing left to for example look for new evidence. In such 

cases there may be an optimum degree of coherence below perfect coherence. I assume that the 

closer we get to the ideal state, the better the decisions are. 

In the theory of epistemic justification coherentism “implies that for a belief to be justified it 

must belong to a coherent system of beliefs.” (Murphy, 2020, para.1) It usually involves the 

following components: logical consistency (no contradictions involved), explanatory relations, 

and various inductive (non-explanatory) relations (Murphy, 2020). A coherent credence 

distribution is an important prerequisite for MEC to produce the correct expected choice-

worthiness of options, given the agents credence distribution. This is because the MEC 

approach cannot generate the overall best choice if the inputs are incorrect and being incoherent 

means that at least one of the held moral beliefs must be incorrect.6 However, as noted above, 

we may need to accept some incoherence and thereby some inferior MEC outputs as compared 

to perfectly coherent credence inputs, in order to meet other requirements.  

Imagine someone having a 50% credence in Kantianism, 50% credence in consequentialism 

and if she is asked how her credence is distributed among the sub-forms of consequentialism, 

she says 40% utilitarianism and 40% rule consequentialism. This adds up to 80% credence in 

consequentialist theories which together with the 50% in Kantianism is a total of 130%. Clearly, 

 
6 I shall note that Coherentism is often contrasted with epistemic foundationalism which addresses the structure 

of an agent’s beliefs. In foundationalism some beliefs are only justified because of other beliefs that are justified.  

In my approach however, the combination of coherence and updating incorporates the basic idea of 

foundationalism and I see no need for discussing this in length. It is not the standard approach in expected utility 

theory either. It may, however, be possible to construct a normative model using foundationalism as a basis. 
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we would say that this agent’s probability beliefs could be improved, as they violate a basic 

probability rule: 

(1) Probabilistic consistency: Credences in first-order normative theories should add up to 

one. This is what John Broome calls Bayesian requirement: “When p, q and r are 

mutually contrary propositions such that (p or q or r) is necessarily true, rationality 

requires of N that N’s degrees of belief in p, q and r respectively add up to one.” 

(Broome, 2013, p. 198) Where N represents a moral agent. 

Baron composed a list of rules that fall within the concept of coherence. “Other constraints on 

probability judgments have to do with the need for coherence among judgments concerning 

various propositions. This means that our probability judgments must obey the rules of 

probability as a mathematical system. Related judgments must ‘cohere’ according to these 

rules.” (Baron, 2009, p. 114) Without going into detail, his list contains rules about additivity, 

conditional probability, independence and the multiplication rule. These could be used as a 

starting point for a full normative model but are not necessary for the purposes of this paper. 

Rather, what is important here is the following second rule, which captures a basic idea of 

coherence: 

(2) Logical consistency: Be logically consistent in your probability judgments, i.e. avoid 

contradictions in your moral beliefs. In Broome’s words: “Rationality requires of N that 

N’s degrees of belief at t that p and also believe at t that not p.” (Broome, 2013, p. 155) 

However, as Broome notes, it does not follow that if rationality requires (1) and (2) that it also 

requires us to identify violations of (1) and (2) and change our beliefs accordingly. This 

indicates that I am merely scratching the surface of the discussion of what rationality generally 

requires one to do or believe under normative uncertainty. 

Coherence requires more than (1) and (2). MCAs cannot sensibly hold any credence distribution 

as long as it is probabilistically and logically consistent. 

Besides being probabilistically consistent with one another, coherent beliefs gain in 

justification from being inferred from one another in conformity with the canons of 

cogent inductive reasoning. (Murphy, 2020, bii para. 2) 

Kahneman and Tversky also note: 

For judged probabilities to be considered adequate, or rational, internal 

consistency is not enough. The judgments must be compatible with the entire 
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web of beliefs held by the individual. Unfortunately, there can be no simple 

formal procedure for assessing the compatibility of a set of probability 

judgments with the judge's total system of beliefs. The rational judge will 

nevertheless strive for compatibility, even though internal consistency is more 

easily achieved and assessed. (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p. 1130) 

What rules can we construct from compatibility? One intuitive rule for drawing from evidence 

is the following. 

(3) “If you have stronger evidence for theory A then you should assign higher probability 

to A.” (Baron, 2009) Irrelevant factors should not change the probability distribution. 

Another rule that has been raised in the context of coherence is: 

(4) The psychological realization condition, which requires that one’s beliefs must stand in 

some relation in the persons mind. It must be inferred from another or at least depend 

on other belief such as if the agent’s credence in consequentialist theories would change 

to be close to zero that would change the agent’s credence distribution over the other 

theories in some way. 

These rules put limits on which credence judgments count as appropriate, i.e. suitable to reach 

the given moral goal. Improving on this part alone may improve overall decision making. 

Striving for coherent beliefs is necessary, but not sufficient for making the overall best decisions 

under moral uncertainty. There is more that MCAs need to do, to avoid to perfectly coherently 

commit moral wrongs. They need to be open to and search for new evidence. 

3.4 Search for Evidence 

In their book Moral Uncertainty (2020), MacAskill, Bykvist and Ord write a whole chapter on 

the value of moral information and the difficulties involved in calculating how much we should 

be willing to “pay” for new moral information, especially imperfect information. They argue 

that the value of moral information can be calculated in the same way as we would calculate 

the value of empirical calculation. For details see chapter 9 in their book. 

Moral information is what I call evidence here. 
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[S]omething is a piece of moral information iff coming to possess it should, 

epistemically, make one alter one’s beliefs or one’s degrees of belief about at 

least some fundamental moral proposition. (MacAskill et al., 2020, p. 230) 

They explain that “the term ‘moral information’ could apply to experiences, arguments, 

intuitions, or knowledge of moral facts themselves”, which is the definition I adopt here. In the 

following I will often merely speak of arguments as examples for moral information/evidence 

for reasons of simplicity. Moral information will most likely be imperfect information: it will 

improve our epistemic state rather than giving us certainty.  (MacAskill et al., 2020, p. 242) 

Being aware that new evidence may change one’s credence distribution and the fact that it is 

ceteris paribus better to have more information when making judgments, produces the 

following rules.  

(5) If you reasonably believe that it is likely that there is evidence that may change your 

credence distribution, you should look for that evidence. 

MacAskill et al give an argument for what counts as reasonable: One should calculate the 

expected choice-worthiness of gaining new moral information. Without going into detail, it 

ultimately depends on how reliable one takes the information to be. “If one believes that one 

will not learn very much from doing study, research or reflection on ethical matters, then the 

expected choice-worthiness of gaining that moral information will be low.” (MacAskill et al., 

2020, p. 245) 

How do we gain moral information? Examples which MacAskill et al name include studying 

or researching moral philosophy, engaging in ethical reflection. The classical sources of 

knowledge and justification are perception, introspection, memory, reason and testimony 

(Steup & Neta, 2005). Perception cannot be a source of knowledge for metanormative 

questions, as we cannot perceive it. Introspection may be possible, however, it is not clear to 

me what metanormative introspection would look like. Reasoning can be simply translated to 

thinking. Thinking is arguably the biggest source of knowledge here as the examples cited 

above show, which all relate somehow to thinking. I understand testimony in the sense that 

someone presents a theory, normative criteria or an argument of theirs, as it happens when 

one listens to a lecture on moral philosophy, which inspires the listener to think in new 

directions or reflect on their current credence distribution. Memory as a source of moral 

information would be retrieving a piece of information that has been forgotten. Arguably, this 
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information is not new, however, has the capacity to change one’s moral beliefs about at least 

some fundamental moral proposition. 

Another question remains: How long should a MCA search for new moral information? The 

answer is captured by the following rule: 

(6) Search must be sufficient in the sense that “it best serves the thinker’s personal goals, 

including the goal of minimizing the cost of thinking.” (Baron, 2009, p. 63) 

Meaning that at some point the cost of further search for moral information may pose such high 

opportunity costs that it is not appropriate for an agent to pursue the search further. Since the 

personal morally relevant goal of MCAs is to avoid moral wrongs search must reach a level 

where appropriate fulfilment of other requirements of rationality in order to reach that goal are 

ensured. 

There is one more crucial requirement for both good search and inferences: 

(7) “Search and inference are ‘fair’ when they are not influenced by factors other than the 

goals of the thinking itself.” (Baron, 2009, p. 63) 

This means giving for example each argument the chance to change one’s mind, regardless of 

how plausible it seems intuitively and incorporating it neutrally as far as possible. 

So, after having checked that one is coherent, (5) - (7) cut out at least some ignorant or lazy 

thinking, which means being one step closer to good thinking. 

All of this together is what Baron would call a step towards actively open-minded thinking 

(good thinking). This is what I believe MCAs wanting to avoid moral wrongs should strive for. 

In general, then, actively open-minded thinking is most likely to lead to true beliefs. In 

addition, when we cannot be sure that a belief is true, good thinking will ensure that our 

confidence in the belief is in proportion to the evidence available. Appropriate 

confidence is, in most cases, a more realistic goal than certainty. (Baron, 2009, p. 70) 

One last note at this point: Two people with exactly the same evidence might still arrive at 

different conclusions even when considering requirements for both inferences and evidence 

search as much as possible. This is precisely because credence remains a subjective variable. 

We can point to a few constraints and show that the thinking that lead to some credence 

judgments is not appropriate. We cannot point to a unique way of forming credences under 
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every circumstance for every agent just like this is not possible for empirical uncertainty 

problems.  

This account is a first attempt to point to at least a few promising components of the best 

possible style of thinking about the plausibility of first-order normative theories in order to form 

appropriate credences. It remains rather vague and is surely in need for completion. For 

practical and theoretical purposes, it would be great to develop more precise rules. However, 

as they may become more complex and detailed, the developed standard of good thinking may 

not be too bad for practical purposes after all. 

Now that we have worked out how rationality may require MCAs to form their credence 

distribution, we can better understand what it means to be biased. It would simply mean to 

systematically violate at least one of the 7 given rules. Now, we can look for deviations (step 

2) from that standard in order to find out where we need to improve. 

4.  The Descriptive Step: How Do We Think? 

4.1 The Methodology of Analysing Biases 

There are around 200 cognitive biases to be found in the scientific literature. All of which could 

potentially be relevant to decisions under normative uncertainty.  

I focus on availability and status quo thinking as causes of biases. We seem to have a fairly 

good picture of their nature and sufficient empirical evidence of when and how they influence 

decision making. This gives us the necessary basis to theoretically analyse them in the context 

of credence judgments. All other biases are not necessarily less relevant. Again, this descriptive 

part should be seen as an example rather than a complete analysis. It is a first attempt to unravel 

the influence of some thinking patterns on our judgments under normative uncertainty. 

The procedure will be the following: Since there is little empirical information on biases in 

credence judgments, we must consult the general literature on cognitive biases. 

For both of the following cognitive biases I will first sketch what we know from psychological 

research (4.2.1 and 4.3.1). Building on that I show that there are many reasons in favour of 

those thinking patterns being present in our thinking about the plausibility of normative 



 

21 
   

theories, too (4.2.2 and 4.3.2). Looking back at the normative standard, I will further show for 

both of them, where they deviate from it (4.2.3 and 4.3.3). 

4.2 Availability Thinking 

4.2.1 What We Know from Research 

The availability heuristic was discovered in the early 1970s by Kahneman and Tversky as part 

of their investigation into mental shortcuts (heuristics) that people subconsciously use to solve 

complex tasks under uncertainty (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973).  

Our brains frequently replace rather complex questions with similar easier questions. “A person 

who is asked ‘What proportion of long-distance relationships break up within a year?’ may 

answer as if she had been asked ‘Do instances of swift breakups of long-distance relationships 

come readily to mind?’” (Kahneman & Frederick, 2012, p. 4). This is an example of the 

availability heuristic. 

Doing this, we are not aware of the substitution of questions and since “the target attribute and 

the heuristic attribute are different, the substitution of one for the other inevitably introduces 

systematic biases.” (Kahneman & Frederick, 2012, p. 5) We are biased towards answers that 

are easily available to the mind in a given situation. 

Tversky and Kahneman first wrote about the availability heuristic in the context of evaluating 

frequencies or probabilities of events. They suspected that the judgment process is mediated by 

availability considerations. Their research suggests that the number of relevant examples that 

subject can recall, influences their frequency and probability judgments (Tversky & Kahneman, 

1973).  

Later research has confirmed that availability is a relevant mediator in probability evaluations 

and that such effects remain even when accessibility of positive/negative memories are actively 

manipulated by priming subjects or inducing certain moods (Gabrielcik & Fazio, 1984; 

MacLeod & Campbell, 1992). For frequency estimations, a series of studies contrarily indicates 

that availability is not a relevant factor when judging frequencies (Manis, Shedler, Jonides, & 

Nelson, 1993). 

Besides this, the effect has been shown to exist in set size judgments (Manis et al., 1993) and 

even in social judgments, where people demonstrated an egocentric bias when assessing their 
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own and their partners’ contributions to certain activities. The authors ascribe the bias to the 

increased availability of examples that have been experienced by the self (Fiedler, 1983). 

Other research has shown that the mere ease of recall serves as a distinct source of information 

next to the content that is recalled. In this study subjects recalled of examples for their own 

assertive behaviour. When this is easy, the subject’s self-assessment showed higher 

assertiveness. If it is hard to recall examples of assertive behaviour, they reported lower 

assertiveness (Schwarz, Bless, Strack, Klumpp, & al, 1991; Schwarz & Vaughn, 2012). 

Availability has also been used to partly explain biases in general scientific hypothesis 

generation, where specified and unspecified hypotheses are used, and subjects consistently 

showed overconfidence in specified hypotheses because difficulty retrieving unspecified 

hypotheses. This shows how some categories of instances that are by nature harder to 

remember, can be systematically neglected in judgments due to their complexity (Mehle, 

Gettys, Manning, Baca, & Fisher, 1981). 

A similar effect exists with vivid information: In two studies it was found that concrete and 

colourful language influences judgments about a woman’s fitness as a mother and that the 

presence of photographs affected judgments about the proportion of male and female students 

at two universities. Vivid presentation of information affected its ready accessibility in memory 

(Shedler & Manis, 1986). 

From this overview, we can see that with the availability heuristic, Kahnemann and Tversky 

seem to have uncovered one of the predominant mental shortcuts. Over various decision 

situations with diverging tasks, subjects’ judgments are at least partly influenced by which 

relevant instances are most available to the mind. Now, how could availability mediate the 

process of finding a subjective credence distribution? 

4.2.2 Application to Credence Judgments 

The robustness of these findings gives reason to believe that judgments under normative 

uncertainty are mediated to some extent by availability, too, if the decision-situations are similar 

in relevant aspects. 

We know that heuristics are applied when uncertainty is involved. Thinking about our credence 

distribution, we are clearly dealing with high levels of uncertainty. In empirical estimations, we 

have some objective measure to calibrate to. In metanormative thinking, we are left with 
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subjective judgments alone, which demands increased cognitive effort and opens the floor to 

the use of heuristics instead of appropriate complex thinking.  

We also know that we make use of the availability heuristic when judgment tasks are complex. 

Judgments about credences are complex. Arguably even more complex than the rather simple 

estimation tasks that are used in most studies on the availability heuristic. If the question 

whether the letter “K” is more often the first or the third letter in English words gives rise to an 

availability caused bias (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973), what do questions like “How plausible 

do you judge Kantianism?” produce? Thinking about such questions requires evaluating a wide 

range of possible theories, their up- and downsides, their implications and much more. It seems 

to be a more multi-dimensional task than all the experiments that have been run on the 

availability heuristic so far, giving reason to believe that at least some points, availability 

considerations may play in.  

Credence judgments require lots of thinking, retrieving and remembering. There is nothing 

observable to be found when it comes to metanormative questions. Precisely the kind of 

cognitive tasks (remembering, accessing information, retrieving, …) that we seem to frequently 

escape using shortcuts, are especially important for metanormative decision making. If theories 

which I have learned about/talked about last, are those that are more likely on the top of my 

mind and retrieved more easily and then followingly likely to be judged with higher credences, 

the availability heuristic could largely distort credence judgments. This may also mean that 

theories which one learned about a while ago might not play a role in the calculus at all. And 

theories that we do not know about in general can naturally not be available.  

We may here take the experienced ease of recall as a source of information, too. If I am thinking 

about whether Rule Utilitarianism is more plausible than Act Utilitarianism, I might come to 

compare the pros and cons I learned about for both of them. Listing instances of two categories 

like pros and cons, has been the setup of many of the above cited studies and a classic set up in 

which availability has been proven to distort judgments. If the pros for Hedonism come more 

readily to my mind, this may bias me towards hedonism. This effect could happen for various 

reasons: For instance, I may have for example just taken a seminar on Hedonism or I had a 

really good book on hedonism which explained the theory vividly and with colourful language, 

which, as we know, increases availability. 

Also, we know that own experiences are more readily available than reports from others. It 

therefore may make a difference where I got information about moral theories from: did I reason 

myself or did I merely listen to another’s reasoning. The intensity of active involvement in the 
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thinking process may lead to higher availability of the information at some later point. Having 

reconstructed an argument and understood it thoroughly seems to be a relevant factor here. 

Understanding an argument usually involves active cognitive effort and thereby increased 

availability. So, we may end up placing too much weight on our own arguments, at least if we 

do not make an active effort to understand other arguments we hear or read about. 

What we also learned from research is that some instances may be underestimated because they 

are for some reason systematically harder to recall (unspecified theories compared to specified 

theories). Is there something we may systematically underestimate because we have a harder 

time remembering it? Probably. We can think of mathematically complex theories or long, 

counterintuitive arguments as possible candidates. Obviously, a theory does not become less 

plausible due to its property of being complex (unless we argue that good theories ought to be 

simple). If that property leads to systematically lower credences in such theories via availability 

effects, or we judge such theories less plausible, because we do not fully understand them, we 

end up being biased towards simple and easily understandable theories for no good reason. 

Summing up, there are many reasons to believe that at least some credence judgments are 

mediated by availability.  

4.2.3 The Deviation 

Comparing the descriptive insights into human decision making to the normative standard, it 

can be shown why the availability heuristic leads to biases. The use of the availability heuristic 

violates two basic requirements: 

(3) “If you have stronger evidence for theory A then you should assign higher probability 

to A.” (Baron, 2009) Irrelevant factors should not change the probability distribution. 

(7) “Search and inference are ‘fair’ when they are not influenced by factors other than the 

goals of the thinking itself.” (Baron, 2009, p. 63) 

Giving the most available information disproportionate weight in the decision process hinders 

us from drawing fair and evidence-based inferences from the information we have, creating 

suboptimal metanormative decision-outcomes. 

In sum, these possible deviations are what can be called availability bias in credence judgments. 
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4.3 Status Quo Thinking 

4.3.1 What We Know from Research 

Let’s turn to the second thinking pattern: status quo thinking. First, I sketch what research has 

shown about this particular kind of thinking (4.3.1), then I apply this knowledge to the context 

of credence judgments (4.3.2) and again make the bias, i.e. the deviation from the standard of 

rationality developed in the normative section explicit (4.3.3). So, what do we know from 

research? 

In 1988 Samuelson and Zeckhauser first published a series of decision-making experiments 

which demonstrated that individuals disproportionally stick to the status quo. Their results 

implied that an alternative becomes significantly more popular when it is designated as the 

status quo (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988).  

Today, it is well-known that we show a context-independent tendency towards the status-quo 

option in decision-situations, which cannot be explained by the actual superiority of the status-

quo option (Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1991). 

Since the discovery of the tendency towards the status quo, research has focused on unravelling 

the underlying factors that cause this tendency. Simple preference for the status quo option is 

not enough to explain the full scope of the observed bias in judgments. The following list 

contains explanations that seem to play a role in biasing people’s judgments toward the status 

quo: Loss aversion, regret avoidance, preference for the status quo, bias toward omission, 

repeated exposure, rationalization, existence, longevity and limited attention. 

Loss aversion, regret-avoidance & preference for the status quo 

A first explanation came from Daniel Kahnemann and colleagues in 1991. Loss aversion and a 

preference for keeping things as they are were shown to account for most of the status quo bias 

in their experiments. Loss aversion describes behaviour where subjects prefer avoiding losses 

to having an equivalent gain (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984). Loss aversion is tightly connected 

to regret avoidance. Kahneman and Amos Tversky observed in 1982 that people’s regret is 

greater for bad outcomes that they actively bring about than for bad outcomes that result from 

inaction. 

Later research, which aimed at clarifying the underlying neural mechanisms, also suggests that 

status quo bias is regret-induced. It confirmed that subjects regret (measured by neural 
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processes in the brain) was higher after an erroneous status quo rejection compared with 

acceptance (Nicolle, Fleming, Bach, Driver, & Dolan, 2011). 

Overall, the tendency towards the status quo is therefore at least partly an implication of some 

loss-aversive thinking, our wish not to feel regret and a preference for the status quo. At least 

for decisions under empirical uncertainty. 

Bias toward omission 

Baron and Ilana Ritov (1994) emphasized that doing nothing as opposed to something or 

maintaining one’s previous belief as opposed to change are two distinct factors that need to be 

separated. In a series of three experiments, they showed that much of the tendency towards the 

status quo can be explained by a preference for inaction instead of a preference for keeping 

things as they are. They tested scenarios in which change occurs unless action is taken, where 

subjects preferred inaction over action independent of whether inaction meant change. They 

concluded that the tendency towards the status quo is at least partly caused by a bias toward 

omission. This bias stems from the common preference for harmful omissions over equally 

harmful actions (Baron & Ritov, 1994; Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991). And of course, if we 

show a tendency towards inaction, then that will favour retaining the status quo. 

Repeated exposure 

When subjects are exposed to something repeatedly, they tend to start liking it more than they 

would otherwise do (Bornstein, 1989; Harrison, 1977; Zajonc, 1968). This simple effect also 

explains the tendency towards the status quo because we are naturally exposed to what exists 

all the time as opposed to non-existing alternatives. Thereby, the status quo will be evaluated 

more favourably and perceived as more true (the truth effect) (Eidelman & Crandall, 2012). 

The authors note: “Like mere exposure, the truth effect is not specific to any one domain but 

instead occurs for a broad array of topics, including people, politics, history, art, geography, 

religion, science, and marketing.” (Eidelman & Crandall, 2012, p. 272) 

Rationalization 

Especially, when existing states are the result of our own choices, we are motivated to justify 

those decisions, upgrading what was chosen and downgrading what was not (BREHM, 1956). 

It was demonstrated that people like the world to be a just, manageable and predictable place 

and tend to see the world that way (Lerner, 1980). Similar motivations to rationalize have been 

shown to exist with extant social systems (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004) and even members of 
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underprivileged groups rationalize their own disadvantage (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Ni 

Sullivan, 2003). 

Existence & Longevity 

We treat existence as a prima facie case for goodness. Without giving it much thought, we 

simply assume the goodness of existing states (Eidelman, Crandall, & Pattershall, 2009). 

Taking what is as what ought to be is a classical naturalistic fallacy but by definition favours 

the persistence of the status quo (Eidelman & Crandall, 2012). 

People value the status quo regardless of the costs associated with change. This has been shown 

for system changes and aesthetic qualities of galaxies. It holds across different contexts 

(Eidelman & Crandall, 2012). 

Besides existence, the longer something exists, the better justified it is perceived (Eidelman, 

Pattershall, & Crandall, 2010). Even negative stimuli benefit from longevity. The use of torture 

was judged as more justified when it was around for long then when it was newly introduced 

(Crandall, Eidelman, Skitka, & Morgan, 2009). 

Limited attention 

The status quo bias increases with the number of alternatives. This has been shown in an 

experimental (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988) and later in an empirical setting, where 

individuals in the US equity mutual fund market demonstrated more severe status quo bias in 

segments, where there are more funds to choose from (Kempf & Ruenzi, 2006). 

In sum, this sketches what is known about the status quo bias and its causes. Many factors seem 

to contribute to the frequently observed tendency towards the status quo in choices. Now, how 

could the status quo mediate the process of finding a subjective credence distribution? 

4.3.2 Application to Credence Judgments 

In the context of credence judgments, “status quo” could refer to at least two things.  

(i) the credence distribution we currently hold 

(ii) the set of most believed theories in our environment (friend group, some institution, 

society, …) 

We could be biased towards our current credence distribution, or we could be biased towards 

the most popular theories in for example our society, for the similar reasons. Both fall within 
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the scope of the status quo bias because they are characterized by a tendency to remain in the 

current state as opposed to change.  

Note that we may have good reasons to prefer popular theories or to rather stick towards the 

credence distribution in which we have invested much thought and consideration. What can be 

called status quo bias are merely those extra tendencies towards the status quo that cannot be 

reasonably explained by the superiority of the status quo. 

Do we have any reason to believe that the above listed causes of the status quo bias influence 

credence judgments? If so, we have reason to believe that a status quo bias exists. 

Loss aversion, regret-avoidance & preference for status quo 

We may simply show a preference for the status quo, of any kind, too, since this is an observable 

phenomenon which occurs whenever there is a status quo default option. 

We know that as soon as some option is designated as the status quo, it is favoured more often. 

(i) If we are aware of “our credence” distribution, it has become a status quo. Simply by 

designating it as such, we may evaluate it more favourably.  

(ii) The most popular theories in our society, form an implicit status quo. For example, 

Kantianism, Utilitarianism and Virtue Ethics form the basics of ethics taught in many schools 

and universities. The set of those theories enjoys much more attention than the set of all other 

theories, which may lead to a bias towards well-known, widely accepted theories. 

Regret seems to play no major role in mediating credence judgments, as we most likely not 

know whether our credences lead to wrong or right actions. There can simply be no feeling of 

regret. A similar argument holds for loss aversion. There is nothing decision-makers “possess” 

that they could be reasonably afraid to lose through changes in their credence distribution. We 

may, however, be averse to taking moral risks. The loss would be lives lost or harm caused. 

However, whether this effect weighs equally strong as classical loss-aversion towards 

possessing goods, cannot be said from mere analysis. 

This class of processes, which served as the youngest explanation for the status quo bias, seem 

to be rather irrelevant in the context of credence judgments. 

Bias toward omission 

There is more that may cause a status quo bias. The demonstrated preference for omission may 

lead people to believe that falsely sticking to the popular theories is better than actively seeking 

alternatives and being wrong about them. If inaction is preferred here, for reasons of omission 
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or mere cognitive laziness, this may lead decision-makers (i) to not change their credence 

distribution enough or (ii) to not deviate enough from popular views in the sense that they would 

deviate more if it was not for the status quo effect. 

Repeated exposure 

People are by definition more frequently exposed to (ii) the popular theories in society. If people 

pursue ethics in some institutional setting, they will probably first be exposed to Kantianism, 

Utilitarianism and Virtue Ethics. Over the course of their studies, those are talked about, studied 

and discussed more frequently. At the same time, (i) engaging with our own credence 

distribution, we evaluate the status quo distribution much more often than alternatives. We are 

exposed to the status quo repeatedly, which may lead us to believe it is truer. 

Rationalization 

Credence distributions are the result of deliberate choices. We know that people like their 

choices to be justified. We are motivated to come up with good reasons for why we hold those 

beliefs, which gives them disproportionate weight. This is the classical process of 

rationalization. In addition, we like to see that we are making good choices, so we are inclined 

to believe that our credence distribution is a good choice. The increased uncertainty of 

metanormative issues may even increase such effects. The less we know what is right and 

wrong, the more we need to justify. Rationalization may therefore play a major role in credence 

thinking. 

Existence & Longevity 

The existence and longevity effect may lead to (ii) overconfidence in existing and long-standing 

theories. We may think that the theories that exist, exist for a reason. Those that do not exist, 

are hard to imagine, but there may be alternatives that we would judge plausible if we knew 

about them. We may also mistake theories that have been popular for a long time or (i) our own 

credence distribution that has not been changed in a long time as good. Whereas the majority 

could be mistaken and not having changes in the own belief set could also be due to a lack of 

search for alternatives. 

Limited attention 

The status quo effect increases with the number of alternatives. This is a problem for credence 

judgments, as there is an infinite number of alternatives. Think of all the possible combinations 
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of theories that one could have non-zero credence in. Having to evaluate and compare all 

relevant scenarios requires immense cognitive effort and probably exceeds out attention limit.  

All these effects could lead to a bias towards the status quo (i) credence distribution or the status 

quo (ii) theories in one’s environment in credence judgments. 

4.3.3 The Deviation 

Having disproportionate credence in at least one theory because of the above mentioned effects 

as opposed to careful argumentation for why one should take the fact that the status quo is the 

status quo as reason to increase credence in this view, violates the basic requirements for 

drawing inferences: 

(3) “If you have stronger evidence for theory A then you should assign higher probability 

to A.” (Baron, 2009) Irrelevant factors should not change the probability distribution. 

(7)  “Search and inference are ‘fair’ when they are not influenced by factors other than the 

goals of the thinking itself.” (Baron, 2009, p. 63) 

 The status quo credence distribution or popular theories should not be overvalued because they 

are perceived as the status quo. This is an irrelevant factor. 

Such behaviour may also violate the following search rules from the normative part: 

(5) If you reasonably believe that it is likely that there is evidence that may change your 

credence distribution, you should look for that evidence. 

(6) Search must be sufficient in the sense that “it best serves the thinker’s personal goals, 

including the goal of minimizing the cost of thinking.” (Baron, 2009, p. 63) Meaning 

that at some point the cost of further search for arguments may pose such high 

opportunity costs that it is not appropriate for an agent to pursue the search further. 

If we prefer inaction over action or prefer the status quo for some other goal-unrelated reason, 

we may not be actively looking for evidence enough, even if it is likely that it may change our 

credence distribution. Thereby, sufficient search may not be reached. 

In sum, these possible deviations are what can be called status quo bias in credence judgments. 
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5.  The Prescriptive Step: How Can We Improve Thinking? 

5.1 The Debiasing Process 

The use of the availability heuristic has benefits in many everyday life situations, where we 

want to decide quickly in reoccurring decision situations. What comes to mind quickly and 

easily is usually what we have used in recent decisions and therefore the most important ideas 

to think about now. And there are usually good reasons for why the status quo is the status quo. 

Not every sticking to the status quo or using available information is necessarily a sign of poor 

reasoning. However, the forgone section has shown, that we may apply availability and status 

quo thinking in situations where it violates some basic normative thinking rules which leads to 

suboptimal judgments. MCAs should therefore strive to counteract such availability and status 

quo effects. 

We want to close the gap between the normative model and descriptive behaviour. What should 

such a debiasing process look like? 

In 1994 Brekke and Wilson defined mental contamination as the process in which a decision-

maker ends with an unwanted judgment because of mental processing that is unconscious or 

uncontrollable. “Unwanted” means the decision-maker would prefer not to be influenced by 

those processes. They presented a model which breaks the debiasing process down into a few 

steps, which are needed to close the gap between normative standards and descriptive behaviour 

if a bias is present. The process indicated by the blue arrows leads to perfect mental correction, 

i.e. successful debiasing. If the answer to any of the blocks is “no”, a bias is created. 
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Figure 1. The process of mental contamination and mental correction from  

Wilson and Brekke (1994) 

 

It starts with the decision-maker being aware of the bias, when performing it. Unfortunately, 

we seem to often not realize that our judgments are biased due to for example missing feedback 

or ambiguous causal determinants of the outcome (Hogarth, 2001). It is therefore crucial to 

spread knowledge about biases. Up to this point, this whole thesis aimed at introducing 

metanormative biases as a real issue and raising awareness for the possible presence of such 

cognitive biases in our metanormative reasoning. So, we have already taken a first step towards 

successful debiasing. But mere awareness is not enough. Several studies show that simply 

telling subjects about the bias and asking them to avoid it does not work (Pohl & Hell, 1996; 

Quattrone, Lawrence, Finkel, & Andrus, 1984). Therefore, the model contains more. 

The second block is one on which much of the debiasing literature focuses. How can we 

motivate people to want to correct their biases? Debiasing revolves much around finding the 

best strategies to motivate people to make better decisions. Such approaches include giving 

incentives, nudging or making people accountable for the outcome (Larrick, 2008). None of 

this is relevant for our purposes, as we assume MCAs to be naturally motivated to debias, as 

this is the only way towards reaching their goal. 
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What is more interesting is the following block. Awareness for the direction and magnitude of 

the bias is necessary for the process to continue. This addresses the lack of information when it 

comes to biases in normative and metanormative reasoning. In the previous section I have 

shown that we have reason to believe that biases are present in credence judgments, but this 

does not compensate missing research. For successful debiasing, studies and experiments are 

needed that specifically tackle normative and metanormative thinking. Additionally, the general 

studies on biases and heuristics are often ambiguous and merely demonstrate that a bias exists. 

What is needed to develop fitting debiasing strategies in later steps, is knowledge about the 

actual underlying processes that cause the observed bias. Only then can we successfully 

counteract such effects. 

The block “Able to adjust response?” is ultimately what Baruch Fischhoff has defined as 

debiasing: the application of methods to reduce and remove unwanted mental processing (he 

calls this “biases” in his paper) that introduce biases (he calls this “errors”) into judgments and 

decisions (Fischhoff, 1982). The mental contamination process suggests that debiasing cannot 

be reduced to the mere application of correct methods, yet it is the core part of the debiasing 

process. 

It contains two distinct challenges. We need to develop effective debiasing strategies and we 

need to be able to apply them correctly in relevant situations. Fischhoff has already extracted 

25 possible different strategies for debiasing, depending on the kind of bias (Fischhoff, 1982). 

His and other results have been recently evaluated by Richard Larrick (2008). There remains 

much disagreement about which kinds of strategies work best for which kinds of biases. Since 

biases in metanormative judgments will differ to some degree from other biases, we may need 

to adapt existing strategies or come up with new, fitting ones. This is a project that cannot be 

addressed yet, as the knowledge about the concrete influence of biases is missing. 

However, it would be wrong to conclude that there is nothing we can say at this point about 

counteracting biases on in credence judgments. The following are some starting points that can 

give practical guidance even at this early stage in the process. 

5.2 Towards Successful Debiasing 

One thing we can learn from three decades of research on debiasing strategies is that successful 

biasing strategies share a common feature: Moving away from intuitive thinking towards 

deliberate reflective thinking (Croskerry, Singhal, & Mamede, 2013). 
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This idea rests on the dual process theory which suggests that our brains generate judgments 

through two different kinds of processes (Wason & Evans, 1974). One being a fast, automatic 

and unconscious process (System 1), the other being a slower, conscious process of active 

thinking (System 2). The names “System 1“ and “System 2” are commonly used to distinguish 

between the two thinking processes (Kahneman, 2011). Biases are mostly present in our System 

1 thinking, however, persist in System 2 judgments if not actively tackled. Debiasing can only 

work in System 2 thinking, where intuitive judgments are evaluated and updated. Being able to 

perform this switch in thinking may be the critical feature of cognitive debiasing (Croskerry et 

al., 2013; Kahneman & Frederick, 2002). 

So, be it availability, status quo or any other cognitive bias that we want to avoid, “applying 

cognitive effort, rationalizing, slowing down, using tools and aids, and bringing more 

information and facts to the decision-making process” (Kahneman, 2011), in other words, 

System 2 thinking, is a good way to start. 

Beyond that, a general good cognitive strategy seems to be “consider the opposite”. It is simple 

and has been effective at reducing different kinds of biases (Arkes, 1991; Mussweiler, Strack, 

& Pfeiffer, 2000). “’Consider the opposite’ works because it directs attention to contrary 

evidence that would not otherwise be considered” (Larrick, 2008, p. 8) However, thinking in 

the opposite direction can backfire as shown in two studies that attempted to debias hindsight 

by thinking about alternative outcomes. Counterfactual thoughts, which was perceived difficult, 

consistently increased the targeted hindsight bias instead of reducing it (Sanna, Schwarz, & 

Stocker, 2002). What we can learn from this is that considering the opposite is a good idea, but 

too much of is counterproductive. 

A second general strategy could be called “name your reasons”. There is evidence that simply 

asking subjects for the reasons behind their judgments can help with debiasing hindsight and 

some type of framing effects (Arkes, Faust, Guilmette, & Hart, 1988; Miller & Fagley, 1991). 

Having to justify our decisions may therefore help us identify faulty thoughts. 

Useful rules are what we ultimately need for debiasing to be practically successful. We want to 

find optimal debiasing strategies based on the biases present and break them down to a set of 

useful heuristics that help MCAs in decision situations. As Baron describes: 

Such heuristics may take the form of ‘words to the wise’ that we try to follow, such as 

‘Make sure each paragraph has a topic sentence’ or (in algebra) ‘Make sure you know 

what is ‘given’ and what is ‘unknown’ before you try to solve a problem.’ In studying 
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probability, one might learn the general rule ‘All sequences of equally likely events are 

equally likely to occur.’ (Baron, 2009) 

Training in rules has been proven to be successful at least for simple rules, that subjects should 

remember. In the field of economics, Larrick and colleagues (1990) showed that besides other, 

students could be trained to ignore sunk costs in financial domains. Darrin Lehman & Richard 

Nisbett (1990) demonstrated that students of social sciences and psychology show improved 

reasoning about statistical problems after three years of coursework in this area, while showing 

no improvement in other domains. So, training may be an effective tool in future debiasing 

processes, because such simple recommendations, if derived correctly, can help MCA’s become 

better decision makers. 

The effort needed to overcome major cognitive biases may be larger than thought. Eric 

Schwitzgebel and Fiery Cushman (2015) examined the effects of framing and order of 

presentation on professional philosophers’ judgements about two simple moral puzzles. Neither 

framing effects nor order effects appear to be reduced even by high levels of academic expertise, 

they conclude. 

In sum, these are some relevant considerations when entering the debiasing process. 

5.3 Example: The Reversal Test 

For the status quo bias, a heuristic exists that seems to be transferable to metanormative 

decision-making. Nick Bostrom and Toby Ord (2006) proposed a simple self-check to eliminate 

status quo bias in applied ethics: the reversal test. 

When a proposal to change a certain parameter is thought to have bad overall 

consequences, consider a change to the same parameter in the opposite direction. If this 

is also thought to have bad overall consequences, then the onus is on those who reach 

these conclusions to explain why our position cannot be improved through changes to 

this parameter. If they are unable to do so, then we have reason to suspect that they 

suffer from status quo bias. (Bostrom & Ord, 2006, p. 10) 

It stems from the idea that it is very unlikely that the parameter in question is in fact at its 

optimum. So, if one opposes to change in both directions, they might do so unreasonably. 

That way, credence judgments could be checked. Imagine changing your credence distribution 

in direction x. If you are hesitant, imagine changing it in the opposite direction. If you judge 
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this to be a bad adjustment, too, you need to explain why the current credence distribution is 

the best distribution you can reach. If this cannot be reasonably done, some adjustment would 

be good, after all, and the original views should be rethought. 

The reversal test is one example of how practical advice for MCAs and all other decision-

makers could look like. It rests on the assumption that a status quo bias exists in credence 

judgments, that debiasing is the overall best strategy as opposed to not debias and that the 

reversal test is a sufficient strategy to debias the error in its magnitude and direction. 

6.  Conclusion 

This thesis was meant to support morally conscientious agents (MCA) in their project of 

avoiding moral wrongs under normative uncertainty. It was guided by the following question. 

How can we improve decision making under the possible influence of cognitive biases on 

metanormative judgments? 

Currently, the most promising metanormative approach to minimize risks of wrongdoings 

requires MCAs to maximize expected choice-worthiness across options. In order to do that, 

decision-makers need to make judgments about the plausibility of certain first-order moral 

theories (credence judgments). I have made a simple but relevant point here. Cognitive biases 

exist in all classes of judgments. We should assume that they also distort our metanormative 

judgments. I identified a few pathways through which this could happen and focused on the 

influence of cognitive biases on credence judgments. 

If I am right, MCAs need to limit biases in their thinking in order to reach their goal. I introduced 

a three-step approach towards improving decision-making, containing a normative, descriptive 

and prescriptive part. As a first step, I developed the basic framework of a normative model 

which serves to evaluate metanormative plausibility judgments (credence judgments). In the 

second step, I analysed descriptive studies for two biases in detail, the availability caused bias 

and the bias towards the status quo, showing for each that we have reasons to believe that they 

exist in plausibility judgments about first-order moral theories and if this is so, where they 

deviate from the normative model. In the third step, I suggested a framework for the future 

debiasing process as well as some relevant considerations which are useful even at this early 

stage in the debiasing process. 
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This thesis has most generally been an introduction to metanormative debiasing. To improve 

decision-making in the future, we need to be aware of the existence and robustness of cognitive 

biases across contexts and tasks. We need a more thorough understanding of how and where 

they influence judgments. Insights from moral psychology, especially the studies of moral 

reasoning and moral development can be helpful here. Only then can we develop and train 

fitting counteracting strategies. 

Looking beyond the scope of this thesis, there remain additional hurdles which need to be 

overcome for decision-making under normative uncertainty to be practically successful. How 

do we translate choice-worthiness into judgments? How can humans with limited cognitive 

capacity make good evaluations about infinite possible credence distributions? How do we 

know what to do in a specific situation, even if we successfully figured out our credence 

distribution? 

Even if the assumptions about normative uncertainty being relevant and MEC being correct 

changed, it would not make cognitive biases irrelevant. Whenever we talk about avoiding moral 

wrongs and we enter the practical landscape, we need to have a discussion about cognitive 

biases for this project to be successful. Therefore, this branch of interdisciplinary research 

deserves more attention. Whatever the path from here will look like, there is a lot to be learned 

from psychology when it comes to the practical application of meta-/normative principles. 
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