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Civilian casualties contribute to the perpetuation of intergroup conflicts through increased radicalization and hostilities, but little is known on the psychological processes that affect responses to outgroup civilian casualties. The goal of the present research was to explore two factors expected to lead group members to act more cautiously, thereby reducing civilian casualties: perceived accountability and forecast group-based moral emotions. In two studies, Jewish–Israeli civilians (Study 1) and soldiers (Study 2) were asked to forecast their group-based moral emotions in case of Palestinian (i.e., outgroup) civilian casualties, then exposed to accountability manipulations. Participants who expected to feel low levels of shame and were primed with accountability made more cautious decisions than those in the control condition. Participants who expected to feel high levels of shame were unaffected by accountability primes. Theoretical and practical implications regarding forecast moral emotions and accountability as an intervention in intergroup conflicts are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

A little past midnight of Midsummer, 21 June 2016, Muhammad Rafat Badran, a 15-year-old Palestinian was traveling by car with his cousins in the Central West Bank. The boys were returning from an outing to a swimming pool in the village of Beit Sira, not far from Ramallah, when their car was mistakenly identified by the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) to be involved in throwing rocks and firebombs. The soldiers shot multiple times at the suspect vehicle: Muhammad was killed immediately, and his cousins were wounded (Harel et al., 2016). This incident is but one example of how uninvolved civilian casualties can result from errors and misjudgments, with tragic results.

Civilian casualties often occur during severe intergroup conflicts, despite rules of conduct such of the International Humanitarian Law that are designed to minimize them. While it is difficult to gauge actual numbers of civilian casualties (e.g., Ryan, 2018; Crawford and Lutz, 2019), evidence has accumulated that collateral damage—unintentional or incidental injury or damage to persons or objects that would not be lawful military targets in the circumstances ruling at the time (U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2013)—can have a deleterious impact on intergroup conflicts beyond the obvious human suffering and financial burden. The incidental death of non-combatants can contribute to the perpetuation and even escalation of conflict through increased radicalization and more negative attitudes toward the rival outgroup (e.g., Condra and Shapiro, 2012; Deri, 2012; Lyall et al., 2013; Shaver and Shapiro, 2015; Farooq et al., 2020; though see Shah, 2018).

Existing research focused on public attitudes toward enemy civilian casualties, yielding conflict results: Some opinion polls and lab experiments revealed an aversion to civilian casualties (e.g., Friedrich and Dood, 2009; Kreps, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2015, 2017; Walsh, 2015; Johns and Davies, 2019), whereas others found a more lenient view on the issue (Larson and Savych, 2007; Gallup, 2011; Sagan and Valentino, 2017; Carpenter and Montgomery, 2020; Slovic et al., 2020). In the present research, we explore a different angle of ingroup members’ answer to the question of potential outgroup civilian casualties. We go beyond mere attitudes regarding collateral casualties or support for macro-level policies and focus on group members’ decisions in situations, in which they would be required to make an immediate, life-or-death response that might result in the incidental killing of uninvolved civilians. In situations of violent conflicts that involve terror attacks on civilians, such occurrences can become real all too often. We focus on two elements that may affect the decision-making process and reduce tolerance of collateral casualties: accountability and forecast group-based moral emotions, while exploring possible connection between them.



ACCOUNTABILITY AND TOLERANCE OF CIVILIAN CASUALTIES

Accountability refers to an implicit or explicit expectation that one may be called upon to justify one’s beliefs, feelings, and actions to others (Scott and Lyman, 1968; Semin and Manstead, 1983; Tetlock, 1992). Accountability can be conceptualized as a primarily social phenomenon in which individuals seek to maintain prestige and avoid “losing face” to any potential observers of their actions. It usually implies that individuals who do not provide an adequate justification for their actions will suffer negative consequences, ranging from scornful stares to loss of livelihood, liberty, or even life (Stenning, 1995). Conversely, people who provide satisfactory justifications will experience positive consequences, ranging from mitigation of punishment to lavish rewards, like a prestigious position in political office (Lerner and Tetlock, 1999). This conception of accountability expands its relevance to nearly every action or belief of an individual that could be witnessed or observed by others, especially on socially or politically relevant issues (Wayne et al., 2016).

The effect of accountability on decision-making has been tested in multiple fields, including medicine (Han et al., 2009), business negotiations (Lerner and Shonk, 2006), tax audits (Buchman et al., 1996), postwar aid (Skitka et al., 1991), education (e.g., Miller, 1995; Fuhrman and Elmore, 2004; Burke, 2005), the criminal justice system (Stenning, 1995), and representative government (e.g., Przeworski et al., 1999; Behn, 2001; Grant and Keohane, 2005). Accountability that meets certain criteria can promote thoughtful and careful consideration of the merits of a specific attitude or preference (Lerner and Tetlock, 1999). This form of accountability, which leads to “preemptive self-criticism” (Tetlock, 1983, p. 81), may therefore induce people to choose a more cautious course of action when confronted with potential aggressors, thus reducing the risk of civilian casualties. Thus, we expect that when individuals experience a sense of accountability, they would be less tolerant of enemy collateral casualties compared with situations, in which no perception of accountability is evoked.



GROUP-BASED MORAL EMOTIONS

The term “preemptive self-criticism” can also depict another factor that may impact ethical decision-making: forecast group-based moral emotions. Moral emotions influence the link between moral standards and moral behavior, driving people to behave in moral, socially appropriate ways in their social interactions and intimate relationships (Retzinger, 1987; Baumeister et al., 1994; Leith and Baumeister, 1998). Self-reflection evokes emotions that provide immediate reinforcement, either positive or negative, of behavior—not only behavior that already took place, but also planned behavior and its expected outcomes (Tangney et al., 2007). By providing immediate and salient feedback on our social and moral acceptability, moral emotions are a significant force in regulating behavior.

In the context of intergroup relations and intergroup conflict, shame and guilt are arguably some of the most relevant moral emotions. Group-based guilt is associated with appraised responsibility of one’s ingroup for moral violations (Branscombe, 2004); it is evoked when one feels personally or collectively complicit in other group members’ transgressions (Lickel et al., 2011), or actions that are seen as illegitimate (Branscombe et al., 2002) and can motivate group members to rectify the wrongdoing and make reparations to the victims (e.g., Doosje et al., 1998; Iyer et al., 2003; Čehajić et al., 2011). Group-based shame, on the other hand, is associated with appraisals implying that a wrongdoing tarnishes the moral image of the group (Lickel et al., 2011). Group-based shame was shown to induce a desire to distance the ingroup from the shame-invoking situation (Lickel et al., 2004; Iyer et al., 2007), yet there are inconsistent findings regarding its association with pro-social motivations (Rees et al., 2013; Berndsen and Gausel, 2015) and pro-reconciliation actions, such as expressing contrition over wrongdoings and compensating the outgroup (Brown and Čehajić, 2008; Allpress et al., 2010; Gausel et al., 2012).

The majority of research on group-based shame and guilt focuses on the emotions evoked either by past transgressions or present moral violations. However, self-conscious emotions can provide feedback regarding future actions, and whether those actions comply with one’s moral standards and values (Tangney et al., 2007). Forecast group-based moral emotions—that is, expected shame and guilt over future wrongdoings—can also impact on group members’ future actions. This notion received empirical support from a series of studies conducted by Shepherd et al. (2013a), in which expected group-based shame was associated with less ingroup favoritism, more egalitarian intergroup behavior (Shepherd et al., 2013b), and increased support for collective action and willingness to make reparations (Shepherd et al., 2013c). We therefore expect that forecasting higher levels of group-based guilt and shame over expected collateral casualties would be associated with lower support for actions that would lead to such casualties.

Furthermore, shame is driven by the damaged reputation or loss of respect and honor in the eyes of others (Crozier, 1998; Mosquera et al., 2002; Smith et al., 2002), which resonates with the concept of accountability. This suggests that forecast moral emotions and accountability may operate in tandem to impact the decision whether to take an action that may result in the death of outgroup civilians or to refrain from action at the possible cost of ingroup lives. Shame, in particular, can be construed as a form of internalized accountability system. We therefore expected that forecast group-based moral emotions would moderate the effect of the accountability manipulation. One possible outcome was additive: The most cautious decisions would be made by individuals who expected to feel high levels of guilt and shame over outgroup civilian casualties and were exposed to an accountability manipulation. Another potential outcome is derived from the notion that shame, in particular, can be construed as a form of internalized accountability system; therefore, it is possible that individuals who already forecast high levels of shame would be less affected by accountability manipulations. Both possible directions of the moderation were explored. Finally, we tested the possibility that forecast group-based guilt would also moderate the effect of the accountability manipulation, either making participants even more reluctant to put outgroup civilians at risk when primed with accountability, or making the manipulation redundant.



CURRENT RESEARCH

To test our hypotheses, we conducted two studies in the context of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.1 In Study 1, which was conducted in the lab, Jewish–Israeli students were first asked to forecast their level of group-based emotions in case of incidental deaths of enemy civilians, then underwent a traditional accountability manipulation, and responded to a set of vignettes presenting potential attackers/bystanders. In Study 2, Israeli Defense Force (IDF) soldiers and officers were recruited to respond to a modified series of vignettes adapted to their role as likely first responders on the scene; accountability was primed by requesting participants to describe military debriefings they had undergone during their military service. We expected that high levels of forecast moral emotions would lead to more cautious responses that decrease the chance of incidental civilian casualties. We also expected that priming a sense of accountability would lead to more cautious decision-making compared with no intervention. Finally, we examined the possibility that the accountability manipulation would have a different effect on participants with lower levels of forecast moral emotions than on those with higher levels of forecast moral emotions, which represent internalized accountability.



STUDY 1: TESTING THE PROPOSED MODEL

Study 1 was conducted at the height of the “Knife Intifada,” often referred to as “Lone Wolves Intifada” in the Israeli media, while Palestinian attacks against Jewish–Israeli civilians and security forces were almost daily occurrences. This period of conflict escalation began in September, 2015 and lasted several months, in which dozens of Palestinian attacks were attempted against Jewish–Israeli soldiers and civilians. According to Israeli reports, between October, 2015 and October 2016 there was a total of 166 stabbing attacks and 89 attempted stabbings; 108 shootings; 47 vehicular (ramming) attacks; and one vehicle bus bombing (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2018). The attacks occurred in numerous towns and settlements in Israel and were directed at both civilians and soldiers, thus exposing much of the population to the threat of attack. Most Palestinian “lone wolves” were young (their median age was 20) and who did not seem to be backed by a broad Palestinian consensus, nor were the Palestinian political organizations much involved in the uprising (Chorev, 2019). During this period, nearly 50% of Palestinian attackers were killed; in some incidents, Israeli soldiers and members of other security forces allegedly used excessive force to “neutralize” attackers or suspect attackers (B’Tselem, 2015). This combination of circumstances made salient both the sense of imminent threat and the potential mistaken response that could cost civilian lives.

Against this backdrop we conducted Study 1. The goal of the study was to examine the effects of accountability and forecast moral emotions on the decision whether or not to choose an action that may lead to enemy civilian casualties. This decision was operationalized by presenting Jewish–Israeli participants with ambiguous vignettes describing possible terror attacks and requesting them to decide whether the potential attacker in each vignette should be shot.


Participants and Procedure

Seventy-three Jewish–Israeli students participated in the study in exchange for course credit.2 The sample included 11 men and 62 women whose ages ranged between 20 and 44, M = 22.89, SD = 2.90. The study was conducted in three sessions. In the first online session, which was part of a larger survey, participants completed a demographics section that included a measure of political orientation. Political orientation was included as control measure because of its connection with support for aggressive policies in intergroup conflict in general (e.g., Sibley and Duckitt, 2008; Jost et al., 2009) and with tolerance of enemy civilian casualties in particular (e.g., Uhlmann et al., 2009; Schori-Eyal et al., 2019). In the second online session, approximately 3 weeks later, participants forecast their group-based emotions regarding a scenario, in which uninvolved civilians are inadvertently harmed during an attempt to stop a terror attack. In the third and final session, conducted in the lab 24–48 h later, participants were randomly assigned to either the accountability condition or the control group (anonymity). After a short explanation, which served either as a manipulation or control, participants were presented with eight vignettes describing possible terrorist attacks similar to the description they had read in the first session and were asked to make a decision about each vignette. Finally, participants were debriefed by the experimenter.



Measures

At T1 political orientation was measured using the item “how would you describe your political orientation?” ranging from 1 (radical left) to 7 (radical right). At T2 forecast group-based emotions were measured by requesting participants to assess the degree to which they expect to feel different emotions if civilians were incidentally harmed during a terror attack (see Supplementary Material for all full measures). Participants then responded on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 6 (very much) regarding 11 emotions, including shame and guilt over harming uninvolved civilians.3

At T3, we carried out an accountability manipulation based on Lerner et al. (1998) and its adaptation by Wayne et al. (2016). Participants assigned to the accountability condition were told by the experimenter that after completing the questionnaire they would be interviewed by another researcher, who would ask them to elaborate on the rationale behind their decisions. Participants in the control condition were told that their decisions and answers will remain completely anonymous.

Next, we measured tolerance of enemy collateral casualties (TECC) using eight short vignettes. The vignettes were based on real events that occurred during the “Knife Intifada” (2015) and depicted mostly ambiguous situations that could be construed as a terror attack or of an obvious attack with a possible (but not certain) attacker. The number of indicators that the target was indeed an attacker was varied across the scenarios. After each vignette, participants were asked to determine whether the person described should be shot with the intent to kill. The responses were yes/no.

Based on participants’ responses to the vignettes we calculated a bias measure (c), based on the standard signal detection formula (Stanislaw and Todorov, 1999), which averages the z-score corresponding to the hit rate and the false alarm rate, with a loglinear correction for extreme values (Hautus, 1995; Stanislaw and Todorov, 1999; see Supplementary Material for detailed explanation). Positive responses were coded as false alarms for all scenarios (i.e., they were treated as noise trials), except for the most extreme scenario, where there was considerable evidence that the target was indeed the attacker. For this scenario, a positive response was coded as a hit (i.e., this was treated as a signal trial).4 Positive scores indicate a cautious bias, with higher scores indicating a more cautious bias, a score of 0 indicates a neutral bias, whereas negative scores indicate a lax bias, with lower scores being even more lax.



Results and Discussion

Means, SDs, and zero-order correlations of variables in Studies 1 and 2 are presented in Table 1. To test our predictions of the effects of accountability, forecast group-based moral emotions, and a possible interaction between them, PROCESS Model 1 of Hayes (2013) was used to predict TECC, measured by the bias in the decision whether the target should be shot with intent to kill. Guilt and shame were tested as possible moderators in separate analyses. We controlled for political orientation in both studies.5



TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations and zero-order correlations between variables (studies 1-2).
[image: Table1]

Results of the analysis with forecast shame as a moderator [r2 = 0.24, F (4, 66) = 5.28, p < 0.001, change in r2 = 0.05] when the interaction term was added to the model indicated a marginally significant main effect of the experimental condition: participants in the accountability condition tended to be less likely to choose the “shoot” option compared with those in the control condition (b = 0.07, SE = 0.04, t = 1.89, p = 0.06). Forecast shame was not a significant predictor (b = 0.01, SE = 0.02, t = 1.14, p = 0.26). Taking into account the main effects, the interaction between forecast shame and experimental condition was a significant predictor of TECC (b = −0.05, SE = 0.02, t = −2.07, p = 0.04).6 Analysis of the simple effects (see Figure 1) indicated that while the experimental condition did not affect participants with high levels of forecast shame (b = −0.001, SE = 0.06, t = 0.20, p = 0.84), participants with low levels of forecast shame who expected to be held accountable were less likely to make the “shoot” decision compared with those in the control condition (b = 0.16, SE = 0.06, t = 2.81, p < 0.01). The difference between low- and high-forecast shame was significant in the control condition (b = 0.04, SE = 0.02, t = 2.39, p = 0.02), but not significant in the accountability condition (b = −0.01, SE = 0.02, t = −0.51, p = 0.61). When we conducted the analysis with guilt as a moderator [r2 = 0.18, F (4, 66) = 3.67, p = 0.01], only accountability was a significant predictor of TECC (b = 0.08, SE = 0.04, t = 2.05, p = 0.045). Forecast group-based guilt did not have a main effect (b = 0.003, SE = 0.01, t = 0.23, p = 0.82) and did not moderate the effect of accountability on TECC (b = −0.02, SE = 0.03, t = −0.81, p = 0.42).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1. Interaction between forecast group-based shame and accountability predict tolerance of enemy collateral casualties as decision-making bias in Study 1.


We decided to conduct an additional analysis, in which the TECC measure was composed of the sum of “shoot” decisions. The goal of this analysis was to examine whether the pattern of results remained similar when tolerance of enemy civilian casualties is operationalized as the total number of times in which participants chose to shoot a suspect. We found that participants in the accountability condition made fewer “shoot” choices in total compared with those in the control condition (b = −1.09, SE = 0.42, t = −2.59, p = 0.01). Forecast shame was also a significant predictor (b = −0.17, E = 0.1, t = 2.14, p = 0.04). Taking into account the main effects, the interaction between forecast shame and experimental condition was a significant predictor of TECC (b = −0.22, SE = 0.1, t = 2.14, p = 0.04). The difference between low- and high-forecast shame was significant in the control condition (b = −0.66, SE = 0.25, t = −2.65, p = 0.01), but not significant in the accountability condition (b = 0.12, SE = 0.24, t = 0.48, p = 0.63). The total model was significant [r2 = 0.48, F (4, 66) = 4.84, p < 0.01]. When we conducted the analysis with forecast guilt as a moderator, it did not predict this measure of TECC nor moderate the effect of the manipulation.

The results are in line with existing literature on accountability and its impact on decision-making. Priming accountability led participants to make more cautious decisions and fewer “shoot” choices in the ambiguous situations presented. We also found that forecast group-based shame (but not guilt) over incidentally killing enemy civilians moderated the effect of accountability on tolerance of enemy collateral casualties, measured as the level of bias in the “shoot” decisions. Of the two potential directions of moderation, these results support the second one we considered, but not the additivity hypothesis. The pattern of results suggests that in this context, accountability, and forecast group-based shame have a similar effect on decision-making. Accountability is a social phenomenon (Tetlock, 1992), driven by the concern that one may “lose face” if unable to justify one’s choices to an observer. Similarly, one facet of shame is the concern that one’s actions (or the actions of one’s group) would tarnish the social image (Lickel et al., 2011). Group members who are already concerned with the impact of the unintentional killing of uninvolved civilians on the group’s reputation and image—that is, those who expect to feel shame—are unaffected by the accountability manipulation.

One possible explanation is that the lack of effect on high-shame could be the result of a ceiling effect, as all participants were quite conservative in their decision-making and often chose not to shoot. Alternatively, these results could imply that for individuals who expect to feel shame, accountability is superfluous; they already take the possible negative consequences, namely the collective loss of face over incidental killing of uninvolved civilians, into account, regardless of whether or not they are held accountable for their decisions by an external judge.

How, though, can we explain the finding that expecting to feel guilt did not yield a similar effect? Even in the tense, hostile atmosphere of violent conflict escalation, the inadvertent killing of uninvolved enemy civilians was expected by our participants to induce similar levels of shame and guilt. It is possible, then, that forecast shame affects decisions in this context, but guilt remains separate from choosing a course of action. Mistakenly identifying a terrorist and killing bystanders may arouse group-based guilt, but not enough to alter decisions. In contrast, being concerned with the social cost of tarnished image and the negative judgment of others (either by expecting shame or feeling accountable) leads group members to choose more cautious actions.

Study 1 was carried out in a relatively small sample of college students, who were also characterized by a majority of women and a mostly centrist political orientation. In an attempt to replicate the results in a different sample and to test a different form of accountability, we conducted Study 2 among participants drawn from a unique population: soldiers and officers in active duty in the IDF, for whom the possibility of being in a position to stop a terror attack is highly feasible.




STUDY 2: PRIMING ACCOUNTABILITY AMONG ACTIVE DUTY SOLDIERS

Based on the results of Study 1, we developed more nuanced hypotheses regarding the influence of accountability and forecast group-based emotions on tolerance of enemy collateral casualties, while taking into account the difference between the two moral emotions. Specifically, we expected that shame, but not guilt, would moderate the effect of the accountability manipulation on our outcome measures, so that those with lower levels of forecast shame would make more cautious decisions (i.e., fewer “shoot” choices) compared with those in the control group. We tested these hypotheses among active duty soldiers, who are more likely than the civilian sample of Study 1 to encounter the dilemma of possible collateral casualties, while trying to stop a terror attack. This was particularly true for our respondents as many of the, 2015–2016 terror attacks in Israel involved IDF soldiers—as targets, as those on scene and trained to stop an attack, or both. In Study 2, we evoked a sense of accountability by asking respondents to recall military debriefings or post-action reflective analyses.

The process of debriefing is an important part of military learning after missions. In “after-action review” practiced in the US Army (2011) participants talk through what happened in a military incident. In the IDF, soldiers and officers sit down in groups after battle to reconstruct what happened, a process in which the soldiers’ thoughts and feelings are considered part of the reality of combat (Shalev et al., 1998). When applied to—and tested in—a civilian context (surgical teams in a large hospital), debriefings were found to foster accountability norms (Vashdi et al., 2007). We therefore assumed that reminding participants who are members of the IDF of situations, in which they were debriefed would put them in a mindset of explaining and justifying their actions—in other words, make them feel more accountable.


Method


Participants and Procedure

One hundred and fifty-seven IDF soldiers and officers volunteered to take part in the study.7,8 Thirty participants were recruited via social networks and completed the study online. The rest of the participants were approached on the train on their way to their army bases and completed a pen-and-paper questionnaire. The sample included 101 men and 46 women (10 participants declined to answer), whose ages ranged between 18 and 31, M = 20.00, SD = 2.50. Twelve respondents were career-track soldiers and officers; the rest were regulars on mandatory active duty. One hundred and twelve served either in combat or combat-support units; 27 respondents served in administrative units, and 25 chose not to answer the question. The mean duration of their military service was 16.08 months (SD = 10.66).9 Five participants identified as non-Jewish and were excluded from further analysis.10 No other participants were excluded.

Participants received the link to the questionnaire (if online) or were approached by a research assistant (if on the train). After completing the forecast emotions measures, participants were randomly assigned either to the accountability condition or the control condition. They wrote a short passage about military debriefings (accountability) or physical exercise in the military (control). Then, they read modified versions of the eight scenarios and made the decision whether the suspect should be shot. Then, they completed a short demographics questionnaire and were debriefed about the study.




Measures

Forecast group-based emotions were measured using a modified version of the tool used in previous studies, focusing on the respondents’ potential role in a future military incident that could arouse these emotions. Participants were then presented with the list of eight emotions used in Study 2, including shame and guilt.11

The accountability manipulation was also modified to the context of military service. Participants in the accountability condition were asked to recall and write about two recent situations in which they were debriefed during their military service. Participants in the control condition were asked to recall two recent situations in which they exercised during their military service.

Tolerance of enemy collateral casualties. The eight vignettes were adapted to the military context with the aid of an IDF major from a combat unit. After each vignette, participants were asked “should you, as a soldier on the scene, shoot the person described with intent to kill?” and the bias measure was calculated accordingly. As in Study 1, we also tested our hypotheses with TECC measured as the sum of “shoot” choices.



Results

As in Study 1, we used PROCESS Model 1 to test separately for forecast shame and guilt as moderators. The full model was significant [r2 = 0.11, F (4, 125) = 3.99, p = 0.005, change in r2 = 0.02 when the interaction term was added to the model]. In the first analysis and after taking into account the main effects of forecast shame and experimental condition, we found again that shame marginally moderated the effect of the accountability manipulation on the “shoot” bias (b = −0.13, SE = 0.07, t = −1.83, p = 0.07). Analysis of the simple effects (see Figure 2) revealed that participants with high levels of forecast shame were unaffected by the experimental condition (b = −0.13, SE = 0.16, t = −0.77, p = 0.44). Participants with low levels of forecast shame who had written about debriefings they had undergone during their military service tended to make fewer “shoot” decision compared with those in the control condition (b = 0.26, SE = 0.15, t = 1.81, p = 0.07). The difference between low- and high-forecast shame was not significant in the control condition (b = 0.05, SE = 0.05, t = 1.04, p = 0.30) or in the accountability condition (b = −0.07, SE = 0.05, t = −1.38, p = 0.17). Forecast shame (b = −0.01, SE = 0.04, t = −0.18, p = 0.86) and experimental condition (b = 0.09, SE = 0.11, t = 0.83, p = 0.41) were not significant predictors. When the analysis was conducted with TECC as the number of “shoot” decisions, we found a slightly different pattern of results: the accountability manipulation was a marginally significant predictor of this measure of TECC (b = −1.57, SE = 0.81, t = −1.94, p = 0.054), and forecast shame was not a significant predictor (b = −0.21, SE = 0.16, t = −1.31, p = 0.19). Forecast shame marginally moderated the effect of the accountability manipulation on the total number of “shoot” decisions (b = 0.4, SE = 0.22, t = 1.82, p = 0.07). The effect of the accountability manipulation was marginally significant among participants who forecast low levels of group-based shame (b = −0.77, SE = 0.45, t = −1.69, p = 0.09), and non-significant among those who expected to feel high levels of shame (b = 0.44, SE = 0.52, t = 0.85, p = 0.4). The entire model was significant [r2 = 0.13, F (4, 126) = 4.88, p = 0.001].
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FIGURE 2. Interaction between forecast group-based shame and accountability predict tolerance of enemy collateral casualties as decision-making bias in Study 2.


We conducted the same analysis with forecast guilt as the moderator. Neither forecast guilt (b = 0.02, SE = 0.04, t = 0.47, p = 0.64) nor the experimental condition (b = 0.08, SE = 0.11, t = 0.72, p = 0.47) nor the interaction between them (b = 0.04, SE = 0.07, t = 0.06, p = 0.96) were significant predictors of the shoot bias. A similar pattern was found with TECC as the sum of “shoot” decisions.

Study 2 replicated the effect of accountability priming among soldiers who expected to feel low levels of shame, inducing more cautious decisions in situations to which they, more than civilians, are exposed. Though, interestingly, the overall pattern of results differed from the previous study. Respondents who expected to feel high levels of shame tended to make more “shoot” choices when primed with accountability, and the experimental condition did not have the predictive effect found in the previous study. When TECC was assessed as the sum of “shoot” decisions, the results were more similar to Study 1 but the simple effect among low-shame participants was only marginal.

One possible explanation is that the accountability manipulation was not as strong a manipulation as the one used in Study 1; our respondents recalled situations in which they were debriefed, but did not expect to be held accountable (in contrast to Study 1 participants). The pattern of results may also have been affected by the social climate and the contrary messages to which Israelis, and particularly members of the security forces, were exposed at the time.

While the rules of engagement guiding IDF and other security forces had not been formally changed during the “Knife Intifada,” public discourse was leaning toward more use of lethal force. Calls to kill attackers in every situation were made by senior Israeli officials, such as MP Yair Lapid, head of a centrist party, who said: “Do not hesitate. Even at the start of an attack, shooting to kill is correct. If someone is brandishing a knife, shoot him.” Then, Minister of Public Security Gilad Erdan stated that “every attacker who sets out to inflict harm should know that he will likely not survive the attack”; and the commander of the Jerusalem Police Department at that time, Major General Moshe Edri, announced, “Anyone who stabs Jews or hurts innocent people is due to be killed.” In contrast, Chief of the General Staff Gadi Eisenkot, who was the Commander-in-Chief of the IDF during the Knife Intifada, gave a clear admonition to follow the Israeli military’s rules of engagement: “A soldier can only unlock the safety catch if there is a threat to him or his fellow soldiers. I do not want a soldier to empty a magazine on a girl holding scissors.”

Israeli Defense Force soldiers and officers have therefore been required to make split-second decisions on how to act while balancing conflicting messages. It is possible that asking soldiers to recall situations of debriefings led them to interpret their instinctive decisions as the “wrong” choice, over which they would be debriefed and possibly sanctioned. Thus, low-shame soldiers made more cautious decisions after being primed with accountability, whereas high-shame soldiers “corrected” more in the direction of shooting the suspects described in the vignettes. It is important to bear in mind, though, that the only significant simple effect found in Study 2 was consistent with the previous study, while other trends remained non-significant.




GENERAL DISCUSSION

In two studies conducted among Jewish–Israeli civilians and IDF soldiers, we examined the effects of accountability, forecast group-based moral emotions, and the interaction between them on tolerance of enemy collateral casualties. The results, we obtained suggest an interaction between forecast shame and accountability on tolerance of enemy civilian casualties. When primed with accountability, group members who did not expect to feel much shame over the incidental killing of uninvolved enemy civilians were more likely to choose not to “shoot” suspects in ambiguous situations. In contrast, group members who forecast high levels of shame were unaffected by experimental manipulations of accountability. Group-based guilt did not predict TECC, nor did its interaction with the accountability prime.

The results of the studies provide some support for our hypotheses, but it is important to acknowledge their limitations. The samples are relatively small, and although the pattern of interaction between accountability and forecast group-based shame was similar in both studies, the interaction was found significant in Study 1 and only marginally significant in Study 2. Thus, while these results are suggestive of an interesting direction, future research in larger samples is needed to replicate and confirm them. Despite these limitations, we offer some thoughts on what our findings suggest.

The findings of the two studies presented are in line with the notion that in some situations shame can be an adaptive emotion. Often construed as a highly aversive emotion that entails an appraisal of the self as fundamentally flawed (Lewis, 1971), much of the previous literature associated shame with a tendency to avoid failure and its consequences for oneself and others (Gilbert and Andrews, 1998; Tangney and Dearing, 2002; Tracy and Robins, 2004). However, more recent evidence shows that shame can also be linked to constructive approach orientation (e.g., Gausel et al., 2018; Mashuri and van Leeuwen, 2020), particularly in situations in which one’s failure, or one’s social image, seem more reparable (Leach and Cidam, 2015). When the failure or social image appear difficult to repair, suggest Leach and Cidam (2015, p. 984) in their meta-analysis, “What better response can there be to shame […] than to lessen one’s approach of it?” Killing uninvolved civilians is an irreparable act; thus, forecast shame over such detrimental future action can lead to avoiding the undesirable outcomes altogether by choosing the more cautious, and less deadly, option.

Yet, we found that forecast shame tended to have a moderating effect on tolerance of enemy collateral casualties rather than a main effect. As suggested earlier, this consistent relationship indicates that individuals who expect to feel high levels of shame are unaffected by the accountability manipulation, possibly because they have already internalized the external agent or judge to whom they need to justify their actions. Therefore, they tend to choose the more cautious option, regardless of whether they are primed to think of accountability or not. For those who forecast little shame over their group’s actions, accountability mimics the effect of shame by inducing them to make more choices that would not result in the outcome that would taint their group’s social image.

The interpretation of shame as internalized accountability also explains, at least in part, why accountability did not have a main effect on participants’ decisions in Study 2. For respondents who already experienced “preemptive self-criticism” (Tetlock, 1983) in the form of forecast shame, the priming of accountability was redundant and did not impact their decisions. Another possible explanation is that the subtle priming manipulation of Study 2 was not sufficient to produce a main effect, though it resulted in a conditional effect. This also suggests that accountability has the potential to be a useful tool to induce thoughtful and conscientious decision-making process in challenging and complex situations within intergroup conflict. Future research that further examines the intersection between moral emotions and accountability in this context, both among decision-makers and members of the public, could shed additional light on the underlying mechanisms and assist in developing accountability-based interventions.

While the moderated effect of accountability and its potential benefits are rooted in previous findings, the finding that forecast guilt did not affect tolerance of enemy collateral casualties is more puzzling. Why did guilt, long considered to be the more adaptive of the two moral emotions (e.g., Dearing et al., 2005; Tangney et al., 2007; Stuewig et al., 2010), have no effect on group members’ choice of action? Our findings are consistent with research that demonstrated that shame, but not guilt, affected outcomes such as support for collective action (Shepherd et al., 2013c), reduced ingroup favoritism (Shepherd et al., 2013a), and reconciliation orientation in violent reciprocal conflicts (Gausel et al., 2018). Moreover, it is possible that in the context of the decisions our participants were presented with, the expectation of guilt was mostly detached from the actual action taken. In other words, group members care about their ingroup’s image in this context (i.e., their expectation of shame) rather than about the actual moral aspects of inadvertently killing uninvolved enemy civilians (i.e., forecast guilt).

Finally, let us consider the manner in which tolerance of enemy collateral casualties was assessed. This concept is more traditionally assessed by directly asking participants to indicate the number of uninvolved civilians they would deem acceptable “collateral casualties” (e.g., Sagan and Valentino, 2017; Schori-Eyal et al., 2019), a measure that may be susceptible to social desirability (Krumpal, 2013; though see Carpenter and Montgomery, 2020). Our approach tackled the issue simultaneously more directly and more circuitously, by asking respondents about concrete, less hypothetical scenarios which are closer to their own reality. The tool we devised was uniquely tailored to the situation in which ingroup civilians—not necessarily members of the armed forces—found themselves likely to address such decisions. We contend, however, that the merits of applying SDT-based measures of TECC goes beyond the specific situation and can be usefully adapted to other contexts.

The present research provides some evidence on forecast moral emotions, accountability, and their potential impact on decision-making in the context of enemy collateral casualties. Future research that replicates these findings, examines the underlying mechanisms in greater detail and expands the scope of the research to additional contexts, while addressing the limitations of the current set of studies, would support our suggestion that these psychological processes can act in tandem to induce more moral decision-making in intergroup conflicts.
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FOOTNOTES

1We also conducted a third study, in which accountability was manipulated by presenting participants with a text describing its benefits in organizational settings. This manipulation failed, and the study is included in the Supplementary Material.

2Since our main hypothesis was regarding moderation of the effect of accountability on forecast shame, we report sensitivity to detect an interaction in terms of change in the r-squared when the interaction term is added to the model. Assuming a two-tailed alpha of 0.05 and standard power (80%), we had power to detect on effect of change in r-squared of 0.09.

3The other emotions, we measured were anger at the Palestinians, pride, hatred, pity, happiness, empathy, fear, despair, at anger over harming uninvolved civilians. None of these emotions significantly predicted tolerance of enemy collateral casualties or moderated the effect of accountability on TECC.

4While our mean distribution of scenarios was uneven (i.e., it contained more false alarms than hits), this reflects our focus on when situations collateral causalities. In addition, changing this coding method does not affect the results as it simply shifts the entire distribution of bias scores.

5All variables were examined for outliers; two outliers (SD > 2.5) were found on the TECC measure (more than 2.5 mediations below the mean) and excluded from further analysis.

6One hundred and ninety-one soldiers and officers agreed to take part in the survey; those who did not complete it properly (i.e., did not write anything in response to the prompt or, among those who were recruited online, took over 30 min to complete the study) were excluded from analyses.

7Assuming a two-tailed alpha of 0.05 and standard power (80%), we had power to detect on effect of change in r-squared of 0.048.

8A relatively large number of respondents declined to provide personal information; we assume that this is because soldiers are encouraged to maintain secrecy about their military service.

9We assumed that the multiple identities and roles of non-Jewish soldiers, and the complexity of their position as members of the IDF in a conflict that primarily targeted Jews, would introduce additional variables that cannot be taken into account with a sub-sample of N = 5.

10Group-based pride, anger, fear, empathy, hatred, and remorse were also measured; none of them significantly moderated the effect of accountability on TECC. Hatred and empathy each predicted the level of TECC, but these findings are outside the scope of the present paper.

11In addition, the signal scenario, where shooting with the intent to kill was coded as the correct decision (i.e., a hit) was strengthened by adding a sentence that described the attacker was turning toward another person with the knife raised. This indicates an immediate danger to someone else which could justify the use of lethal force.
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