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Abstract

We test the importance people attribute to the realization of
small gains in outcome value for cases where the decision-
maker must competitively distribute significant harm between
separate groups. We find that, in line with recent non-
consequentialist moral theories, subjects (i) sometimes rank
giving those that stand to suffer harm equal chances above
maximizing outcome value and (ii) that whether they opt for
equal chance procedures (‘coin flips’) depends on the
magnitude of the value that can be secured by not offering
them. Our findings vindicate the idea that there can be
‘irrelevant utilities’ in cases of competing claims to avoid
harm. Our study thus extends existing work on decision-
making in conflict of harm cases along several dimensions, and
we demonstrate their import for determining which version of
‘partially aggregative’ accounts in normative ethics aligns best
with common sense.

Keywords: irrelevant utilities; aggregation; distributive ethics;
harm; moral decision-making

1. Introduction

Doctors and healthcare professionals frequently have to
choose between competing courses of action that lead to
different individuals or groups suffering harms of differing
magnitude: confronted with scarce medical resources and
limited time, doctors must sometimes competitively choose
whether to operate on one person with a serious condition or
several with less serious ones. On a macro-level, healthcare
administrators must decide whether to provide resources to
treat common, but less harmful conditions at the expense of
more serious, but rare conditions. Relevantly similar trade-
offs also arise in non-medical contexts: For example, military
commanders and anti-terrorist police may face scenarios
where they can only avert an imminent, catastrophic threat by
choosing one amongst several options that will all
foreseeably cause harm of varying magnitudes to different-
sized groups of innocent civilians.

Given the high stakes in many such decisions,
understanding our process of reasoning, and improving
accounts of how such decisions should be reached is of
immense practical importance. Moreover, questions of what
to do when moral claims of differing weights conflict with
each other is of crucial importance in normative ethics, where
competing theories make very different prescriptions as to
how such conflicts should be resolved. And yet, experimental

work that systematically maps the prevalence of central
moral intuitions to which theorists appeal when arguing about
how decision-making in conflicts ought to be resolved is still
in its infancy (Dolan et al. 2003, Shah 2009).

Our study contributes to this body of work: we investigate
under what conditions subjects are prepared to forego
beneficial outcomes in order to offer different groups that
stand to be harmed by a decision equal chances of avoiding
the harm. We demonstrate that a significant number of
subjects judge as if some benefits were ‘irrelevant utilities’
(Kamm 1993). We also show how the decision to offer equal
chances rather than maximize outcome value is conditioned
by the magnitude of the value that offering equal chances
would sacrifice, even if the additional value is primarily of an
aesthetic kind. Our contribution thus extends existing work
on anti-aggregative moral reasoning: First, we confirm, that
‘irrelevant utility’-thinking is widespread, something that
only recently has been tested for the first time (Kneer &
Viehoff 2023). Second, we show that ‘irrelevant utility’-
thinking also has purchase for aesthetic value and in non-
medical contexts. In our discussion, we assess the importance
of our robust finding of ‘irrelevant utility’ thinking for the
question which of two variants of partially aggregative moral
theories best coheres with common sense.

2. Background: When to Aggregate?

The historically most prominent approach to resolving
conflicts of the kind described above in bioethics and policy-
making has been cost-benefit analysis (CBA) measured in
terms of QALYs/DALYs or some other metric of outcome
value (Loomes and McKenzie 1989; Hoedemackers and
Dekkers 2003; Weinstein, Torrance, and McGuire 2009). To
illustrate, consider Death vs Paraplegia: We can save either
(1) one person from death or (ii) one thousand people from
paraplegia. The CBA method will allocate a QALY/DALY
based value for the avoidance of death and the avoidance of
paraplegia and will then calculate the ‘net value’ of (i) and
(i) by summing the QALYs/DALYs between patients on
each side. Since the avoidance of paraplegia, though less
important than avoiding death, is still very weighty, we likely
save the 1000 from suffering it, thus leaving the one to die.
Though CBA here coheres with the intuitive judgment of a
majority of subjects (Damschroeder et.al. 2007, Kneer &
Viehoff 2023), it has faced serious theoretical objections
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from non-consequentialist philosophers: being unrestrictedly
aggregative, CBA also mandates that, as a matter of choice-
worthiness, decision-makers rank very small improvements
in health outcomes to groups made up of very many
individuals above very significant improvements in health
outcomes to a smaller number of people. To illustrate,
consider Death vs Migraines, a scenario where we can only
(i) save one person from death or (ii) save a huge number N
of people from suffering a mild, short migraine (Norcross
1997, 1998; Dorsey 2009; Schonherr 2018; Horton 2021).
Unrestricted aggregative approaches like CBA suggest that
for some (potentially very large) N, we should prevent that
number of migraines rather than save a person’s life. But this,
many have insisted, runs counter to moral common sense and
fails to appropriately take into account the importance of the
claim by the single person whom we could save (cf. Kamm
1993, 2008; Scanlon 1998; Otsuka 2006; Frick 2015).

‘Partial aggregation’ as an alternative to CBA

Faced with the judgments that we should aggregate claims in
cases like Death vs Paraplegia but not do so in cases like
Death vs Migraines, philosophers have recently begun to
formulate ‘partially aggregative’ views that accommodate
both these data points and offer some coherent moral
explanation when aggregation is and isn’t permissible (and
why). Partial aggregation is a class of approaches according
to which decisions amongst claims of a similar or ‘relevant’
weight or magnitude should be judged in accordance with the
aggregative model of CBA (e.g. Death vs Paraplegia), whilst
cases where the harms that we can avoid on one side of a
binary decision are much less weighty for each affected
person (e.g. Death vs Migraines) are judged in accordance
with a non-aggregative model such that there is no number of
short migraines the avoidance of which can justify not saving
a person’s life.

Though earlier statements of partially aggregative views
can be found in the works of both Scanlon (1998) and Kamm
(1993, 2008), the current debate is indebted to a recent
attempt by Voorhoeve to systematically lay out such an
approach, which we calls ‘Aggregate Relevant Claims’
(ARC). It goes as follows (2014, 66):

1. Each individual whose well-being is at stake has
a claim on you to be helped. (An individual for
whom nothing is at stake does not have a claim.)

2. Individuals’ claims compete just in case they
cannot be jointly satisfied.
3. An individual’s claim is stronger:

a. the more her well-being would be increased
by being aided; and

b. the lower the level of well-being from which
this increase would take place.

4. A claim is relevant if and only if it is sufficiently
strong relative to the strongest competing claim.

5. You should choose an alternative that satisfies
the greatest sum of strength-weighted, relevant
claims.

Using the notion of moral claims with the two dimensions of
(1) strength and (ii) relevance can help to capture the relative
importance that each person’s wellbeing has on the decision-
maker. Specifically, (4.) and (5.) in combination can yield the
pair of intuitions that underpinned the judgments in Death vs
Paraplegia and Death vs Migraine: it is because paraplegia
is, but migraine isn’t, relevant to death that we should sum
(‘aggregate’) instances of paraplegia but not migraines when
the alternative is that of saving a life. The difference between
a claim merely being /ess strong than another and that claim
being irrelevant to the other is perhaps best spelled out in
terms of the distinction between outweighing and disabling,
e.g. in relation to reasons (Dancy 2006; Tadros 2019): A less
weighty harm is merely outweighed because of the severity
of what satisfying this claim would cost. An irrelevant claim,
by contrast, is disabled in that it simply cannot have any duty-
grounding force in the deliberation when its realization would
prevent satisfying a much, much more important claim.

Variants of Partial Aggregation. Voorhoeve’s pioneering
study of ARC left open a number of issues that subsequent
accounts have sought to address, most notably the question
how partially aggregative views apply to scenarios (i) where
the two competing option sets contain both claims that are
relevant and those that are not relevant to the strongest
competing claims and (ii) situations where the option set
contains more than two options and we therefore (seem to)
run into potential cycling/intransitivity issues (for respond to
these, see: Voorhoeve 2018; Mann 2021; Lazar 2018; Tadros
2019; Harney & Khawaja 2023). Amongst those favoring
partially aggregative views, at least two ways of
understanding the crucial criterion of ‘relevance’ have
crystalized, leading to divergent strategies of addressing
potential difficulties for more complex scenarios. According
to anchor by strength (AS), a claim, in order to be relevant,
must be sufficiently strong relative to the strongest overall
claim in the conflict. (AS) appeals to the idea that whatever
we end up doing, it would be deeply problematic for a very
weak claim or value gain to play a role in our deliberation
about whether to help or refrain from helping somebody who
has a very strong claim not to suffer serious harm.
Alternatively, we may conceive of the relevance criterion in
terms of anchor by competition (AC): a claim, in order to be
relevant, must be sufficiently strong relative to the strongest
claim with which it competes (Tomlin 2017; Mann 2021).
AS and AC lead to differences when we try to extend
partially aggregative views to more complex scenarios. One
prominent version is the one recently put forward by Tadros
(2019): after introducing a further distinction (whether
irrelevance is local or global) he opts for local AC. (Local
relevance implies that a claim whose choice-worthiness can
be silenced as a result of it being irrelevant to a stronger claim
with which it competes is only ‘locally’ silenced: it may still
‘counterbalance’ other competing claims in the overall
choice situation. Put differently: where two equally weighty
claims can be found on each side of a decision, even very
minor claims—say, the alleviation of a headache, could
potentially determine which of two options we should
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pursue) The resulting overall view, further discussed in Gils
and Tomlin (2020), is a form of sequential claim matching:
Claims of the highest relevance level R1 are
matched/cancelled with claims that are relevant to it;
remaining claims are then taken to establish the new highest
relevance level R2 and remaining claims are matched against
it, and so forth, until one option is the only one with
‘outstanding’ claims. For visualization, consider a schematic
proposed by Gils and Tomlin (2020: 22):

LEVEL (R=N+2) GROUP A GROUP B
1 1
3 5
5 3

Table I: Sequential Claim Matching and
Relevance Levels (Gils & Tomlin, 2020: 22)

In this example, if we assume that relevance extends ‘down’
for two levels, but no more, then, according to Tadros’ view,
we start with ‘matching/cancelling’ the single claim in group
A at level 1 with the 5 claims at level 3; suppose 5 claims at
level 3 just outweigh the one claim at level 1, say by 4 to 1.
Now, in the next step, the single remaining level 3 claim is
weighed against the 3 level 5 claims. Since these outweigh
this single claim, we ought to save group A. By contrast, if
we follow AS as the proper conception of the relevance
criterion, then the 3 claims by those at level 5 would be
excluded ab initio and, consequently, we would opt to save
group B instead.

What becomes clear if we compare this form of local,
anchor-by-competition (AC) relevance to the AS alternative
is that, importantly, it runs counter to one moral intuition that
one might intuitively have thought to go hand in hand with
the anti-aggregative judgment in Death vs. Migraines. This is
the judgment that the alleviation of some harms is too
insignificant to play a role in our decision whom to save.

The relevant intuition comes out clearest in a case designed
by France Kamm, Sore Throat: a decision-maker has only
enough medicine to save either person A or person B from a
lethal illness, but if the decision-maker saves B, then they will
have a little medicine left which can be used to cure person
C’s sore throat. (If A is cured, C will suffer from the sore
throat for a week.) Kamm thinks that we should not be
influenced by such minor ‘sweetening’. Rather, the
appropriate course of action, many would think, is a coin
flip—in the context of our decision-situation, the additional
benefit of avoiding C’s sore throat is an ‘irrelevant utility’.

According to Tadros’ locally restricted aggregation and
other versions of AC, having matched the two lethal illnesses
between A and B, we should allow C’s sore throat to
determine what we should do (it is, after all, an unmatched
claim). But this seems to violate the anti-aggregative intuition
that minor improvements cannot prevent us from giving each
of A and B an equal chance of survival by, for example,
flipping a coin.

The significance of ‘moral common sense’

Partial aggregation as a topic has attracted a huge deal of
scholarly attention over recent years, both from advocates
and critics. Importantly, we can distinguish two parts to the
overall debate:

(1) One sub-debate focuses on the question whether
unrestricted aggregation or partial aggregation are
more convincing overall approaches to distributive
ethics (Halsted 2016; Horton 2017, 2018, 2020;
Privitera 2017; Lazar 2018).

(2) A more recent second debate concerns the issue
which of a number of possible variants of the partial
aggregation position (notably AS or AC) is most
convincing (Voorhoeve 2014, 2018; Tomlin 2017
Tadros 2019; Gils & Tomlin 2020; Riiger 2020;
Steuwer 2021; Mann 2021, 2022; Brown 2020,
2022; Hart 2022; Harney & Khawaja 2023).

Both in relation to (1) and (2), appeals to intuitive judgments
to seemingly widely shared moral intuitions abound. We
therefore think that understanding what actual moral
common sense amounts to matters a great deal: First, authors
on all sides of this debate implicitly or explicitly rely on the
method of reflective equilibrium, whereby the theorist seeks
to develop principles that conform their intuitive judgments
about particular cases (Rawls 1971; Daniels 1996), and all
parties agree that intuitive judgments have considerable
prima facie authority for theory construction.

But if it turned out that intuitive armchair judgments by
philosophers differed dramatically from those of the wider
population, or if empirical studies showed that judgments
about core cases were frequently shaped by idiosyncratic
factors (such as psychological dispositions or situational
factors), then we should worry about the normative status of
the principles that derive from reflective equilibrium (Tobia,
Buckwalter, Stich 2013; Kneer et al. 2021).

In their debate with unrestricted aggregationists, defenders
of partially aggregative views especially should worry about
the status of intuitions, given how central the appeal to
intuition about cases like Death vs. Migraines figures in their
overall rationale for rejecting the former view. Defenders of
unrestricted aggregation (like CBA) have in turn sought to
undermine the confidence we should have in judgments like
Death vs. Migraines, for example by explaining that we
should be sceptical about our intuitions regarding very large
numbers (Broom 2004; Parfit 2013). They have done so
because unrestricted aggregation here contradicts what most
theorists take to be moral common sense. If we were to lose
our conviction in this particular moral judgment, the case for
partial aggregation would weaken significantly.

In relation to the second sub-debate, namely which variant
of partial aggregation is most persuasive, it has recently
become clear that at least AC and prominent accounts based
on it, must, in order to fend off objections by those arguing
for unrestricted aggregation, reject Kamm’s intuition from
Sore Throat above. Now if AC-based accounts must, like
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unrestricted aggregative views, reject a—supposedly widely
held—anti-aggregative moral intuition, then it matters how
prevalent and robust said intuition actually is amongst folk.
Luptakova & Voorhoeve (2023, 3) present a second reason
why establishing the prevalence of public intuitions about
conflict cases matter greatly beyond theory construction:
whilst philosophical theories in normative ethics should
exclusively aim for truth, those public institutions that will
ultimately be required to implement the correct theories must
also aim to be legitimate, that is, acceptable to those subject
to their decisions. Where public policy diverges significantly
from the moral beliefs of those to whom they apply, they not
only become potentially impossible to be implemented, but
may also violate a moral constraint on public justifiability or
legitimacy. So if we want our institutions to conform to both
standards of moral correctness and public legitimacy,
uncovering moral common sense is of importance.

2. Existing Experimental Work

Evidence of anti-aggregative intuitions

Philosophical suspicion of CBA is to some extent vindicated
by recent experimental work. In various studies, a substantial
number of subjects indicate a ‘mixed view’ that combines
aggregative and non-aggregative judgments. On the one
hand, subjects are prepared to offer equivalence ratios for
harms that are close to each other in severity. (In other words,
they offer a finite number or range in response to the question
“How many more patients with less serious impairment y
would need be cured for it to be the case that the decision-
maker should choose this course of action rather than curing
n number of patients with the more serious impairment x?”).
But, crucially, a significant number of subjects combine such
aggregation-implying responses with what is called ‘off-scale
refusals’ (Damschroeder et.al. 2007): when asked how many
cases of a much lesser impairment (e.g. ganglion cyst) would
need to be treated to outweigh treating a more serious
impairment (e.g. acute appendicitis), over 90% of subjects in
one recent study reported that ‘no number’ would suffice
(Kneer & Viehoff 2023). Other recent experimental work by
Luptakova & Voorhoeve (2023) reaches similar, if less
definitive, results. Older studies too indicate that significant
numbers of subjects reject moral decision-making that is
based on unrestricted aggregative approaches to conflict
cases (Ubel et al. 1996; Damschroder et al. 2007; Pinto-
Prades & Lopez-Nicolas 1998). The documented mix of
responses matches the pair of judgments in Death vs.
Paraplegia (“Aggregate!”) and Death vs. Migraines (“Don’t
Aggregate!”) that defines partial aggregation as a view.

Limits of existing experimental work

Three features of the existing empirical work clearly indicate
the need for more extensive, rigorous empirical analysis:
First, the more dated studies suffer from a number of
shortcomings that limit their usefulness and external validity
(for discussion, see: Voorhoeve 2018, Kneer & Viehoff
2023): Some of these studies rely on exceedingly small and

unrepresentative sample sizes combined with unfortunate
framings in axiological terms (Ubel et.al. 1996, for example
has a sample size of N=42, all college students) whilst others
do not permit readers to fully gauge the total or relative
number of participants that displayed the combination of
judgments characteristic of partially aggregative views
(Pinto-Prades & Lopez-Nicolas 1998; see Voorhoeve 2018).

Second, existing experimental work elicits subjects’ non-
aggregative intuitions only in relation to a particular set of
cases and in one specific domain, namely healthcare priority
setting in medical contexts where subjects must make trade-
offs between competing groups with impairments that differ
in severity. What is missing from the literature at present are
studies that test a related, but different anti-aggregative
intuitions about whether decision-makers ought to diverge
from maximizing outcomes in order to distribute fair chances
to those standing to suffer harms. Such intuitions play an
important role in non-consequentialism and, as we showed
above, have recently been shown to matter for the question
which variant of partial aggregation is most grounded in
moral common sense.

Third, existing studies have exclusively focused on medical
contexts and trade-offs between individuals’ claims to the
avoidance of harm. But in order to increase our confidence in
the prevalence of anti-aggregationist intuitions, we should
also test such intuitions in non-medical contexts and for value
scales that do not exclusively rely on issues of harm and
claims to welfare-based conditions.

3. Experiment

The principal goal of the experiment was to test for
previously unexamined anti-aggregative intuitions in
competitive harm trade-off cases that should display
‘irrelevant utility’-characteristics. We also designed the study
with a view to extending the corpus of experimental work
beyond narrow medical cases to military/law enforcement
contexts where decisions about competing harms also loom
large. Moreover, we aimed to ascertain whether or not values
other than the avoidance of harm or bad health outcomes can
matter when subjects are required to choose between
maximizing outcomes or distributing fair chances amongst
victims. The overall goal was thus to increase the validity of
findings regarding anti-aggregationist common sense in
several regards. Data and materials are available under
https://osf.io/Sny43/.

3.1 Participants, Methods & Materials

Participants. 246 participants were recruited on Amazon
Mechanical Turk to complete a paid Qualtrics online survey.
The IP address location was restricted to the USA.
Participants who failed an attention check, responded
excessively quickly (t<20s), or whose native language was
not English were excluded. 207 participants remained (mean
age=37 years, SD=12 years), of which 108 were female.

Methods & Materials. The vignette describes a terror drone
heading for the market square where thousands are gathered
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for a rock concert. Smith, a military commander, can shoot
down the drone on Stanton Street, which will lead to the
smallest number of civilian casualties. Shooting it down on
Stanton Street No. 24 “an ordinary, recently built house” will
lead to the death of five civilians. So will shooting it down
over Stanton Street No. 27. No. 27 has a minor advantage
over No.24 (it has a beautiful front garden) or a moderate
advantage (it is a landmark building). Participants had to
choose whether Smith should shoot it down over No.24
(ordinary house), No. 27 (beautiful garden v. landmark
building) or else take the decision by aid of a coin flip.

We used a 2 contrast (minor v. moderate difference in
utility) x 2 perspective (first-person v. third-person) design,
to which participants were randomly assigned. In the first-
person conditions, participants had to state what they would
do in the shoes of Smith, in the third-person design they had
to choose what Smith should do. Perspective is seriously
understudied in experimental philosophy and moral
psychology. Given that the limited evidence to date is mixed
(see Feltz et al. 2012; Kneer 2018; Frisch et al. 2022; Horvath
& Wiegmann 2022) it needs considerably more attention.

This implicit task was followed by an explicit task:
participants were asked whether the individuals of the
ordinary building had a lesser claim to be saved than inhabit
the special building (i.e. the one with a nice front garden or
the landmark building). As a manipulation check, we asked
participants to rate the severity of harm of killing five to save
many when the former live in (i) an ordinary house, (ii) a
house with a nice front garden, or (iii) a landmark building
on a scale from 0 (not bad at all) to 100 (extremely bad).

3.2 Results

Implicit Task. As hoped for, the difference in perceived
severity between having the drone explode over an ordinary
house (M=49.85, SD=33.31) did not differ significantly from
having it explode over a house with a nice front garden
(M=50.86, SD=32.53), paired samples t-test #(206)=-1.38,
p=167, two-tailed. The perceived severity of shooting down
the drone over the landmark building (M=58.00, SD=31.84)
significantly exceeded the perceived severity of shooting it
down over either of the other buildings (ps<.001).

Since perspective (first person v. third-person) proved
nonsignificant (for N=207, x(1)=.239, p=.887, Cramer’s
V=.034) we collapsed the results, see Figure 1. Contrast
(minor v. moderate), i.c. whether to shoot down the drone
over No. 24, No. 27 or flip a coin had a significant impact on
action preference (for N=207, %*(2)=30.26, p<.001, Cramer’s
V=.382, a medium-sized effect).

100%
80%

60%

40%
20%
O [ ]

Beautiful Garden Landmark Building

mNo. 27 (special) @No. 24 (ordinary) OCoin Flip

Figure 1: Proportions of responses in the minor difference
condition (shoot down drone over the house with beautiful garden
v. ordinary house) and the moderate difference condition
(landmark building v. ordinary house).

Since of particular importance for our purposes, we
aggregated action preferences into determinate (shoot down
the drown over No. 24 or No.27) and randomized ones (flip
a coin), see Fig. 2. Contrast proved significant again (for
N=207, ¥*(1)=29.16, p<.001, Cramer’s V=375, a medium-
sized effect). In the moderate contrast condition (ordinary
building v. landmark building) the proportion of people
opting against a coinflip (82%) significantly exceed chance
(binomial test, two-tailed, p<.001). In the minor contrast
condition (ordinary building v. building with beautiful
garden), those opting against a coinflip (46%) were in the
minority (no significant difference from chance, p=.439).

100%
80%
60%
40%

20% ’_‘
0%

Beautiful Garden Landmark Building

m Determinate @ Randomized

Figure 2: Proportions of responses across conditions.

Explicit Task. As regards the explicit task, in which
participants were asked whether the people in the ordinary
house had a lesser claim to be saved than those in the special
house (beautiful garden v. landmark building), contrast
(minor v. moderate) had a significant impact (for N=207,
v2(1)=5.22, p=.022), see Fig. 3. Note, however, that the effect
size was very small (Cramer’s V=.159), and that in both
conditions, the vast majority (>91%) of participants
considered the claims of the inhabitants of both houses
equally strong (significantly above chance, ps<.001).
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100%
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20%

0% =

Landmark Building

Front Garden
@ Lesser Claim @Equal Claim

Figure 3: Proportions of responses across conditions in the abstract task

3.3 Discussion

Three of our experimental findings are especially
noteworthy: First, the data suggests that a significant
percentage of subjects does not judge in accordance with the
unrestricted aggregative assumption the CBA-model
prescribes: they reject the idea that, when weighty claims of
individuals conflict, maximizing outcome-value is the only
consideration that matters in our overall assessment of an
option’s choiceworthiness. Specifically, they do not accept
that, where lives are at stake and the additional ‘value’ that
can be realized is the continued existence of a beautiful
garden or an aesthetically pleasing building, such
considerations should play a role in our assessment. Our
findings here are in line with the extant literature that
documents the existence of significant anti-aggregative
sentiment amongst subjects for cases where the harms or
values differ dramatically in magnitude (cf. Ubel et al. 1996;
Damschroder et al. 2007; Pinto-Prades & Lopez-Nicolas
1998; Voorhoeve 2018; Luptakova & Voorhoeve 2023).

Second, our experiments indicate widespread existence of
‘irrelevant utility’ intuitions amongst laypeople. They
coincide with studies that investigate the prevalence of such
intuitions in other contexts. For example, recent experiments
in relation to where healthcare resources should be allocated
indicate that some minor harms appear to be ‘irrelevant
utilities’ in such cases (Kneer & Viehoff, 2023).

Third, the data indicates that how much chances matter
clearly depends on the significance of the cost that can be
avoided by refusal. In other words, whilst subjects consider
giving affected individuals fair chances of avoiding harm
matters to some extent, they also care about producing good
outcomes, and, when it would be very costly to give those
with equally strong claims equal ex ante chances, subjects
typically prefer to bring about better outcomes. As our
findings show, even relatively minor increases in ‘better
outcome’ (from ‘beautiful garden’ to ‘landmark building’)
significantly reduces the proportion of subjects that are
prepared to grant individuals with equally weighty claims to
avoid harm equal chances of avoiding them.

4. General Discussion

We close by recapitulating our core findings, explaining
their importance, and highlighting areas for future research.
Our study has extended existing work along several

dimensions: First, we have added to the growing evidence
that a significant percentage of subjects do not follow
unrestricted aggregation views in distributive conflict that
contain claims and values of very different magnitudes.
Second, we establish that a significant number of subjects
report intuitions that closely align with the idea that in matters
of life and death, minor improvements in outcome value
constitute ‘irrelevant utilities’, that is, values that are
outranked by distributing fair chances. Whilst our finding is
of independent interest to the wider issue of non-

consequentialist ethics, it should be of particular
noteworthiness to those interested in the intra-partial-
aggregation debate.

Finally, by both using a vignette from a military or law
enforcement context and evaluating minor benefits that are of
primarily aesthetic rather than welfare-related value, we have
been able to establish that anti-aggregative and partially
aggregative judgments, which had thus far only been
documented in health contexts, also register outside of them.

In closing, we want to emphasize the need for further
systematic research in this field and provide some potential
avenues for how to proceed. Our study is amongst the first to
investigate trade-offs that do not occur exclusively between
claims that individuals have to certain outcomes, but also
between claims to outcomes and claims to (fair) chances to
have one’s claims satisfied. Though our experiment clearly
indicates that people care about giving fair chances to those
with claims that are of equal weight, there remains much to
explore. Two examples must suffice here:

First, we know very little about the relevant thresholds at
which even those willing to ‘sacrifice’ outcome value for the
sake of fair chances deem these outcomes sufficiently
weighty to silence/outweigh procedural considerations. One
plausible hypothesis—yet to be tested—is that these
thresholds are relative to the absolute strength of the claims
that are tied on each side: presumably, protecting a beautiful
garden will register more significantly when the choice is
between preventing a number of minor injuries on each side
than when we are dealing with questions of life and death. To
test this, one would need to vary the severity of the tied claims
whilst keeping the ‘irrelevant’ value or benefit constant.

Second, research should further explore the relevant
characteristics of both those that report ‘irrelevant utility’
intuitions and those that ‘always aggregate’ for outcome
value. Do anti-aggregative intuitions about chances vs.
outcomes translate directly to anti-aggregative and anti-
consequentialist judgments in outcome-only cases? Or are
the important differences in how people respond to these?
Moreover, do respondents who display consequentialist/anti-
consequentialist leanings in these scenarios also display
matching judgments in relation to other moral questions, e.g.
the demands of impartiality between one’s own interests and
those of others? Answering these questions would enhance
our understanding of the landscape of aggregation-related
moral intuitions. Our study has shown that ‘irrelevant
utilities’ are relevant after all—now we should move on to
when (and why!) they are relevant.
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