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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Moral decision-making, as one of the most complex cognitive and emotional processes, plays a pivotal
role in shaping individual and social behavior (Hamzagic & Krettenauer, 2024). Such decisions often arise in situations
where individuals must choose between alternatives that carry distinct ethical consequences. This type of decision-
making often occurs in situations where different options have varying ethical consequences, placing the individual
in a position where they must choose between conflicting values. In simpler terms, moral decision-making means
choosing between right and wrong, good and bad, or just and unjust (Lim & Kim, 2021).

Based on the research literature, various factors can influence moral decision-making. In this regard, one factor that
prior studies have specifically examined and that appears to also impact moral decision-making is anger. Anger, as a
natural emotion, is frequently accompanied by an increase in immediate and intense judgments about justice and
injustice. It can lead to a decrease in flexibility in ethical thinking and hinder a comprehensive evaluation of the
situation (Coté-Lussier & David, 2025). Moreover, the complex and reciprocal relationship between the emotion of
anger and ethical decision-making can be influenced by certain mediating variables. Among these variables are
empathy and behavioral inhibition.

Empathy, as the ability to understand and internalize the feelings and emotional experiences of others, is considered
a key component in human interactions and ethical processes (Fonseca et al., 2024). It leads to more reasonable and
responsible moral decisions by reducing emotional burden and increasing attention to the perspectives of others
(Batson, 2023).
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Alongside empathy, behavioral inhibition is another variable that may mediate the relationship between anger and
moral decision-making. This is because individuals with high behavioral inhibition show less tendency toward
emotional actions (Zarean et al., 1400) and their decisions are accompanied by fairness, flexibility, and attention to
ethical consequences (Cliggit et al., 2013).

These findings suggest that empathy and behavioral inhibition can be considered as potential mediating factors in
the relationship between anger and moral decision-making. Therefore, the present study was conducted with the aim
of investigating the structural relationships between anger and moral decision-making mediated by empathy and
behavioral inhibition.

Method: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design aimed at exploring structural relationships among
psychological variables. The statistical population consisted of adult residents of Tabriz in the year 2024. Using a
convenience sampling method, a total of 286 individuals were selected to participate in the study. The inclusion criteria
were being in the age range of 18 to 40 years, having no disability, severe physical problems or medical condition that
could interfere with participation (based on a self-report form), and having informed consent to participate in the
study. Participants who failed to complete the questionnaires accurately or who withdrew during data collection were
excluded from the final analysis. Research instruments included: Revised Everyday Moral Decision-Making Task
(Rosen et al., 2015); State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory—2 (STAXI-2; Spielberger, 1999); Basic Empathy Scale
(Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006); Behavioral Inhibition/Activation System Scale (BIS/BAS; Carver and White, 1994).

Results: A total of 286 participants comprised the final sample of this study, including 195 women and 91 men. The
mean and standard deviation of age were as follows: for women, 31.31 + 10.71; for men, 34.73 £ 12.93; and for the
total sample, 32.39 + 11.53. Figure 1 illustrates the structural model of the study along with standardized path

coefficients.
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Figure 1. The Structural Relationships Among the Research Variables

The path coefficients presented in Figure 1 show that the direct effect of anger on empathy (p=0.25, p<0.01) is
positive and statistically significant. The direct effect of anger on behavioral inhibition (f =—0.53, p <0.01) is negative
and also statistically significant. Additionally, the direct effect of empathy on moral decision-making (=0.46,
p <0.05), as well as the direct effect of behavioral inhibition on moral decision-making (f =0.21, p <0.05), are both
positive and significant. However, the direct effect of anger on moral decision-making ( =-0.15, p > 0.05) was not
statistically significant.

To further examine the mediating roles of empathy and behavioral inhibition in the relationship between anger and
moral decision-making, a bootstrap analysis was conducted. The results are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Indirect Effects Using the Bootstrap Method

Bootstrap Confidence Interval
Indepgndent Mediator Dependent Variable i Effect Size  Sig
Variable Lower Bound  Upper Bound
Anger Empathy Moral Decision-Making 0.006 0.327 0.096 .016
Anger Behavioral Inhibition ~ Moral Decision-Making -0.232 -0.015 -0.097 .026

The results in Table 1 indicate that the indirect effect of anger on moral decision-making through empathy is positive
and statistically significant. Also, the indirect effect of anger on moral decision-making through behavioral inhibition
is negative and statistically significant. Therefore, it can be said that empathy positively mediates the relationship
between anger and moral decision-making, while behavioral inhibition serves as a negative mediator in this
relationship.

Discussion: This study aimed to examine the structural relationships between anger and moral decision-making,
mediated by empathy and behavioral inhibition. The model fit indices indicated that the conceptual model
demonstrated an acceptable level of fit with the observed data. The findings also revealed that empathy mediates the
relationship between anger and moral decision-making. This finding aligns with the results of de Jesus et al. (2022),
who emphasized the role of empathy in the link between anger and decision-making in their research.

This relationship can be explained by considering that empathy is associated with a reduction in anger-related
emotional reactivity and irritability, and enhances individuals’ capacity to regulate impulsive responses and aggressive
behaviors (Saladino et al., 2021). In this regard, empathy contributes to more thoughtful and responsible moral
decisions by decreasing emotional overload and enhancing attention to others’ perspectives (Batson, 2023).

Furthermore, the results indicated that behavioral inhibition mediates the relationship between anger and moral
decision-making. This can be explained by the regulatory capacity of the behavioral inhibition system in modulating
emotional responses associated with anger. In this context, evidence suggests that behavioral inhibition reduces the
intensity and urgency of anger-related reactions, thereby enabling more profound cognitive processing and moral
reconsideration (Tang & Schmeichel, 2014). Consequently, individuals with high behavioral inhibition are less likely
to act impulsively or unethically, and their decisions tend to reflect fairness, flexibility, and attention to moral
consequences. These findings imply that strengthening behavioral inhibition may serve as an effective strategy for
managing anger and improving moral decision-making processes. Thus, the mediating role of behavioral inhibition in
the relationship between anger and moral decision-making is justifiable.

Finally, as with any research, the present study faced certain limitations that must be considered when generalizing
the results. One such limitation is the use of self-report measures, which may be subject to response bias. Another is
the cross-sectional design of the study. Future research is recommended to complement self-report tools with
interviews and alternative measurement methods to minimize measurement error. Additionally, longitudinal studies
are suggested to better infer causal relationships among the variables. From an applied perspective, it is recommended
that programs be developed to manage anger, enhance empathic skills, and strengthen behavioral inhibition, in order
to improve moral decision-making in ethically challenging situations.
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