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Omission Bias

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Cognitive Psychology, Behavioral Economics, Ethics, Moral

Psychology

1. Core Definition

The omission bias is a pervasive cognitive bias characterized by the tendency to judge harmful

actions more severely or morally worse than equally harmful omissions. This phenomenon

highlights a fundamental asymmetry in human moral judgment and decision-making, where the act

of initiating a harmful outcome is perceived as more blameworthy than failing to prevent the same

harmful outcome, even when the consequences are objectively identical. The bias suggests that

individuals are often less inclined to assign responsibility for harms that result from inaction, even if

that inaction was a conscious choice and directly led to negative outcomes. This distinction

between "doing" and "not doing" plays a significant role in how individuals evaluate moral

responsibility, assign blame, and make choices in situations involving potential harm.

At its heart, the omission bias reflects a preference for inaction, or a default to the status quo, when

faced with choices that could lead to negative consequences. The perceived directness of

causality often influences this bias; an overt action is seen as a direct cause, whereas an

omission's causal link to harm might be viewed as more indirect or diffuse. For example, if a doctor

actively administers a drug that causes a severe allergic reaction, they are often judged more

harshly than a doctor who fails to prescribe a necessary drug, leading to a similar deterioration in a

patient's health. The visible, tangible nature of an action makes its consequences more salient and

thus, in the human mind, often more reprehensible, even if the eventual suffering caused by an

omission is just as profound and preventable.

This bias extends beyond simple moral judgments into complex real-world scenarios. It influences

how individuals perceive their own responsibilities and the responsibilities of others in various

contexts, from personal ethics to public policy. The underlying psychological mechanisms are

thought to include a combination of factors: the greater salience of actions compared to inactions,

the perceived difficulty in establishing a causal link for omissions, and an inherent human aversion

to direct involvement in causing harm. Furthermore, the omission bias can be influenced by how

scenarios are framed, the presence of clear alternatives, and the specific ethical frameworks

individuals employ, whether consciously or intuitively, when making moral assessments.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

While the specific term "omission bias" gained prominence in the field of moral psychology and

behavioral economics in the late 20th century, the distinction between acts of commission and

omission has deep roots in philosophical and ethical discourse dating back millennia. Ancient
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Greek philosophers, for instance, grappled with questions of responsibility for inaction. Later,

scholastic thinkers like Thomas Aquinas explored the moral relevance of sins of omission versus

commission, often recognizing the moral weight of failing to do good, but frequently treating direct

harmful actions as more grievous. This historical recognition underscores that the human mind has

long struggled with the nuanced moral evaluation of inaction.

In modern psychology, the systematic study of the omission bias began to formalize in the 1980s

and 1990s. Pioneering work by researchers such as Jonathan Baron and Mark Spranca, and later

Ilana Ritov, provided empirical evidence for this cognitive phenomenon. Their experiments

demonstrated that people consistently judged negative outcomes resulting from actions as morally

worse or requiring greater compensation than negative outcomes resulting from omissions, even

when the objective harm was identical. For example, studies often presented participants with

scenarios involving vaccination decisions, where actively vaccinating a child who then suffers a

rare adverse effect was judged more harshly than not vaccinating a child who then contracts a

disease. These studies provided a robust foundation for understanding the psychological

underpinnings of the bias.

The development of the concept was also influenced by related ideas in cognitive science, such as

the status quo bias, which describes a preference for things to remain as they are, and a

reluctance to change. An omission can be seen as upholding the status quo, whereas an action

represents a departure from it. Furthermore, the omission bias is closely linked to debates in

ethical theory, particularly between consequentialism (which focuses on outcomes) and deontology

(which emphasizes duties and rules). While a consequentialist would ideally view equally harmful

actions and omissions as equally bad, empirical evidence suggests that human moral intuitions

often align more with deontological principles that place a greater emphasis on direct agency and

the avoidance of direct harm.

3. Key Characteristics

Asymmetrical Moral Judgment: The most salient characteristic of the omission bias is the

systematic difference in how individuals evaluate morally equivalent harms depending on whether

they resulted from an action or an inaction. Harm caused by a deliberate act is typically perceived

as more blameworthy, requiring greater compensation, and is often punished more severely than

harm caused by a failure to act, even when the intention and outcome are comparable. This

asymmetry is not necessarily based on a rational assessment of responsibility but rather on an

intuitive moral calculus.

Perceived Causality and Responsibility: Actions are often seen as having a more direct, clear,

and attributable causal link to outcomes than omissions. When someone actively sets a fire, the

causal chain is straightforward: the person's action led directly to the damage. In contrast, when
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someone observes a fire being set but fails to report it, their omission's role in the ensuing damage

might be perceived as more indirect, less volitional, or less responsible. This perception of diluted

causality for omissions contributes significantly to the reduced assignment of blame.

Preference for Inaction (Status Quo Preference): The omission bias often manifests as a

preference for inaction over action when both carry potential risks. This is intertwined with the

status quo bias, where individuals prefer to maintain the current state of affairs rather than take

steps that might alter it, especially if those steps involve uncertainty or potential negative

consequences. Choosing to do nothing feels safer or less risky, even if doing something (or not

doing something different) would lead to a better outcome.

Role of Intention and Agency: While the omission bias is primarily about the act/omission

distinction, the perceived intention behind the act or omission also plays a crucial role. An

intentional omission to cause harm is generally judged more severely than an unintentional one,

yet still often less severely than an intentional harmful action. The degree of perceived agency--the

sense of being the direct originator of a negative event--is often higher for commissions than for

omissions, even if the agent was fully aware of the potential consequences of their inaction.

Emotional and Cognitive Processes: The bias is driven by both emotional reactions and

cognitive heuristics. Actions that cause harm often evoke stronger negative emotions (e.g., anger,

disgust) than omissions, which might elicit less intense reactions or even a sense of relief from

having avoided direct involvement. Cognitively, it might be easier to mentally simulate the

counterfactual "what if they hadn't acted?" than "what if they had acted?" when considering an

omission, making the responsibility for inaction harder to process.

4. Significance and Impact

The omission bias has profound implications across numerous domains, influencing individual

decision-making, ethical judgments, legal frameworks, and public policy. In the realm of medical

ethics, for example, it is a critical factor in decisions surrounding end-of-life care. Clinicians and

families often perceive "withdrawing life support" (an action) as morally more problematic than

"withholding life support" (an omission), even though both lead to the same outcome of patient

death. Similarly, the public's perception of vaccination risks is heavily influenced by this bias; the

rare but direct harm from a vaccine is often viewed as worse than the less direct but statistically

higher risk of harm from contracting the disease due to non-vaccination.

In the legal system, the omission bias can influence judgments of criminal negligence or civil

liability. While some legal systems do hold individuals accountable for certain omissions (e.g.,

failure to rescue in some jurisdictions, or parental neglect), there is often a higher burden of proof

or a lesser degree of culpability assigned to omissions compared to active harmful acts. Juries and

judges may find it intuitively harder to assign severe blame for failing to prevent harm than for
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directly causing it, which can lead to inconsistencies in the application of justice and the

assignment of penalties.

Beyond individual and legal contexts, the omission bias also shapes public policy and societal

responses to large-scale issues. For instance, governments and populations may be less inclined

to take proactive, costly actions to mitigate long-term risks like climate change (an omission of

preventative action) compared to reacting to an immediate, catastrophic event (a direct, visible

harm). The perceived responsibility for collective inaction can be diffused, making it harder to

garner support for policies that require significant intervention but address harms that are distant or

less directly attributable to any single omission.

Furthermore, in financial decision-making, the omission bias can manifest as a reluctance to sell

underperforming stocks or divest from ethically questionable companies, even when such actions

would be financially or morally beneficial. The act of selling (a commission) might incur a loss or be

perceived as admitting a mistake, while holding onto the asset (an omission) allows the current

state to persist, even if it leads to worse long-term outcomes. Understanding this bias is crucial for

developing strategies to counteract its influence and promote more rational and ethical choices in

complex, high-stakes environments.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite extensive empirical support for the existence of the omission bias, several debates and

criticisms surround its moral significance and theoretical interpretation. One central philosophical

debate concerns whether the distinction between acts and omissions is genuinely morally relevant.

Consequentialists argue that if two scenarios lead to the same outcome, the path by which that

outcome was reached (action vs. omission) should not matter morally. From this perspective, the

omission bias is seen as an irrational deviation from true moral reasoning, an intuitive error that

leads to inconsistent and potentially harmful judgments.

However, defenders of the moral relevance of the act/omission distinction, often drawing from

deontological ethics, argue that there are fundamental moral differences. They might contend that

individuals have a more stringent duty not to actively cause harm than a duty to prevent harm,

especially if the latter involves significant personal sacrifice or intervention in complex situations.

This perspective suggests that the omission bias is not merely a cognitive error but reflects a

deeply ingrained and perhaps morally justifiable intuition about the unique wrongness of actively

inflicting harm. The challenge lies in determining when this intuition is valid and when it leads to

perverse outcomes.

Another area of debate revolves around the role of intention. While research often shows the

omission bias persists even when intentions are controlled, the precise interplay between

perceived intention, foresight, and the act/omission distinction remains complex. Critics also

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/consequentialism/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-deontological/
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=33325
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Omission Bias 6

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

question the generalizability of the bias across different cultures and contexts. Some studies

suggest that while the bias is widespread, its strength can vary depending on cultural norms,

individual differences in moral reasoning, and the specific framing of the moral dilemma. This

indicates that while it may be a fundamental human tendency, it is not entirely immutable.

Finally, there is an ongoing discussion about the relationship between omission bias and other

cognitive biases, such as the identifiable victim effect (where people are more willing to help a

specific, known victim than an anonymous, statistical one) or the status quo bias. While these

biases often appear alongside the omission bias and may share common psychological roots,

understanding their distinct contributions and interactive effects is crucial for a complete theoretical

understanding. The challenge for researchers is to delineate the specific conditions under which

the omission bias is most pronounced and to develop effective interventions to mitigate its

potentially detrimental effects on rational and ethical decision-making.
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