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Article

Rights and Responsibilities
Are Substitutable Framings
That Differentially Affect Judgment

Allon Vishkin1,2 and Jeremy Ginges1,2

Abstract

Do employers have a responsibility to treat their workers equally or do employees have a right to be treated equally? In common
discourse, rights and responsibilities are often used as substitutable framings for the same event, but they may differentially shape
judgment. In this investigation, we develop an experimental manipulation of rights versus responsibilities and evaluate whether
framing an arrangement between two parties in terms of rights, versus responsibilities, affects people’s judgment. We found that
people judged unequal distributions between two parties as less fair when framed in terms of rights than in terms of responsi-
bilities. Furthermore, people judged a rights framing as fairer for an unequal (vs. equal) contractual agreement. Thus, a subtle
framing manipulation can increase or decrease people’s sensitivity to unequal distributions. We discuss potential mechanisms for
this effect and implications for behavioral law as well as the potential to nudge people’s sensitivity to inequality.
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Most groups, whether families, workplaces, or communal orga-

nizations, have means of distributing roles and rewards among

their members. Sometimes these arrangements are seen as just

or normative, while other times they are seen as violating

norms of fairness. In this article, we argue that one contribution

to variation in such judgments may be whether such arrange-

ments are described in terms of rights or in terms of responsi-

bilities. While rights and responsibilities are often seen in

common discourse as substitutable framings for the same event

(Moghaddam et al., 2000), we theorize and demonstrate that

these different framings may shape judgments of fairness. Spe-

cifically, we show that people perceive unequal distributions as

less fair when they are framed in terms of rights than when they

are framed in terms of responsibilities, whether such distribu-

tions address the minutiae of dinner chores or relate to tasks

with well-established gender roles.

Rights and responsibilities or duties1 are often seen as just

two alternative and substitutable means of describing the same

event. For example, Bentham (1780/1970) argued that rights

are redundant with respect to responsibilities and duties. Other

scholars point out that rights and duties are correlative, such

one person’s right implies another person’s duty (Hohfeld,

1917, 1919). While the notion of rights pervades much of mod-

ern Western thought and is appealed to in the U.S. Declaration

of Independence and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and

Citizen formulated during the French Revolution, people in dif-

ferent cultures differ in their tendency to describe arrangements

in terms of rights or responsibilities (Hong et al., 2001).

We theorized that a tendency to describe relationships in

terms of rights versus responsibilities might have important

consequences for judgments about unequal distributions of

roles or goods within relationships. Specifically, a rights fram-

ing might increase the perceived unfairness of unequal distribu-

tions more than a responsibilities framing. This reasoning is

based on three lines of evidence. First, work on cultural differ-

ences in value judgments (Miller & Luthar, 1989; Vauclair &

Fischer, 2011) suggests that rights might promote moral con-

siderations related to individual autonomy, including fairness

(Graham et al., 2009), whereas responsibilities might promote

moral judgments based on relations with one’s social group.

Second, in the legal literature comparing jurisprudence that is

rights-based (as is common in the West) versus jurisprudence

that is duties-based (such as in Jewish law), it is argued that

under a rights frame, moral equivalence between two groups

is simply associated with normative equality between these

groups (Cover, 1987). Meanwhile, the same is not true under

a duties frame because differences in duties may be due to dif-

ferences in judged capacities of different parties. For example,
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a rich person may be seen as having a greater duty than a poor

person to help a person in need. A similar sentiment is echoed

in the Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights (1981),

which stipulates that “everyone shall undertake obligations

proportionate to his capacity.” Finally, while popular and the-

oretical conceptions of the origins of rights view them as an

ontological fact of an individual’s existence, conceptions of

responsibilities stem from relationships between an individual

and other agents in their environment (Moghaddam et al.,

2000). To the extent that rights are viewed as inhering to indi-

viduals whereas responsibilities are dependent on one’s social

context, unequal rights might be more likely to be perceived as

more unfair than unequal responsibilities. Consequently, we

predict that in an arrangement with an unequal distribution

between two parties, such a distribution will be judged as more

unfair when framed in terms of rights than in terms of

responsibilities.

Developing an Experimental Paradigm

We developed an experimental paradigm that tests these differ-

ent framings while maintaining clean experimental manipula-

tions. First, building on insights from the legal literature on

the equivalence between rights and responsibilities (Bentham,

1780/1970; Hohfeld, 1917, 1919), we switched the grammati-

cal subject and object of sentences (e.g., Children have a

responsibility to respect their parents is identical in content

to Parents have a right to be respected by their children). Next,

given that placing a target person in the subject or object posi-

tion of a sentence can influence judgments of that person

(Niemi & Young, 2016; see also Bohner, 2001; Young & Phil-

lips, 2011), it is necessary to control for the different place-

ments of grammatical subjects and objects. One way to

achieve this is to describe reciprocal rights and responsibilities

for two different actions, A and B, between two parties, X and Y,

such that X has a responsibility to A toward Y and Y has a

responsibility to B toward X (in the responsibilities condition)

and X has a right to B from Y and Y has a right to A from Y (in

the rights condition). Such reciprocal relations cannot be

applied aptly to two parties with unequal status. For instance,

in the previous example, many people might think that it is

more appropriate to say that parents have a right to be respected

by their children than it is to say that children have a right to be

respected by their parents. Due to this constraint, vignettes in

Studies 1–3 presented a distribution of roles between two peo-

ple of similar and reciprocal status. These roles were framed

either in terms of responsibilities or in terms of rights and were

unequal in the sense that the goods or roles being exchanged

were not equivalent to each other, based on the idea in Brown

vs. Board of Education (1954) that separate is inherently

unequal.

We describe our operationalization of unequal distributions

in Studies 1–3 as asymmetric distributions, by which we mean

any arrangement or agreement between two parties in which

the goods being traded are not identical to each other. Partici-

pants were asked to judge the fairness of the distribution

described in each vignette. Study 1 tested whether even a rela-

tively inconsequential issue—the distribution of dinner chores

between a married couple—is judged as more or less fair when

framed in terms of responsibilities versus rights. Study 2 tested

a more consequential division of labor regarding the distribu-

tion of traditional gender roles between a married couple,

whose advantage to men has created unequal outcomes

between men and women (Bernard, 1981). Study 3 tested an

alternative explanation to these findings by examining the dis-

tribution of chores between two strangers. In these studies, we

maintain complete correlativity between responsibilities and

rights, such that the entitler, entitlee, and entitlement are the

same in both framings.

It may be argued that the asymmetric distributions in Studies

1–3 are not necessarily perceived as unequal. Study 4

addressed these limitations by manipulating the equality of a

distribution between two parties (equal vs. unequal) and asking

participants to indicate whether it is fairer to frame such a dis-

tribution in terms of rights or in terms of responsibilities. To the

extent that an unequal distribution is perceived as less fair when

framed in terms of rights, a rights framing of an unequal distri-

bution can ensure the interests of the disadvantaged party by

guaranteeing that the distribution is indeed perceived as

unequal. In contrast, to the extent that an unequal distribution

is perceived as more fair when framed in terms of responsibil-

ities, a responsibilities framing of an unequal distribution might

diminish the perception that the disadvantaged party is indeed

disadvantaged. Therefore, we expected that people would

select the rights framing as more fair for the unequal (vs. equal)

distribution.

Data and syntax are available for all studies (https://osf.io/

8u2vm/?view_only¼7fe39d7a1c8541a99fbe83235e122dc1).

Study 1

Method

Participants

There was no basis for determining an effect size prior to run-

ning Study 1. Therefore, the target sample size was set to 200,

which was sufficiently powered to detect a small effect size

(d ¼ 0.20) at 80% power (Faul et al., 2009). A total of 300 par-

ticipants located in the United States were recruited from

MTurk. To ensure that participants read the vignettes carefully,

we included a rigorous attention check, for which the likeli-

hood of passing by guessing is less than 5%. Ninety-six parti-

cipants failed the attention check, leaving 204 participants

(43% female, Mage ¼ 35.13). Results remained unchanged

when including all participants. Participants were compensated

$0.30 for their participation.

Materials

Vignettes. A vignette described an asymmetric distribution per-

taining to dinner preparation between two people. In the rights

condition, the vignette read as follows:
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Bill and Sophie are a married couple. They decide to divide up the

dinner chores at home. In particular, Sophie will have the right to

have her food cooked by Bill, whereas Bill will have the right to

have his dirty dishes cleaned by Sophie.

The responsibilities condition referred to responsibilities

instead of rights. The vignette in the responsibilities condition

was as follows:

John and Emma are a married couple. They decide to divide up the

dinner chores at home. In particular, John will have the responsibil-

ity to cook food for Emma, whereas Emma will have the responsi-

bility to clean John’s dirty dishes.

To rule out potential confounds, the presentation of vign-

ettes included three counterbalances. First, some participants

first read the rights and then the responsibilities vignette,

whereas other participants first read the responsibilities and

then read the rights vignette. Next, the names of the particular

characters were counterbalanced, such that for some partici-

pants Bill and Sophie appeared in the rights vignette and John

and Emma appeared in the responsibilities vignette, whereas

the reverse was true for other participants. Finally, the associ-

ation between a particular gender and a particular role was

counterbalanced. For example, for some participants, the male

character (Bill or John) was responsible for cooking food and

the female character (Sophie or Emma) was responsible for

cleaning dishes, whereas the reverse was true for other

participants.

Procedure

Participants were asked to read each of two vignettes, one

framed in terms of rights and one framed in terms of responsi-

bilities. Following each vignette, they were asked to judge their

impression of the arrangement based on the extent to which

they think the arrangement is equal, unfair (reverse-scored),

immoral (reverse-scored), and respectful of both sides

(as ¼ .78 and .73 in the rights and responsibilities conditions,

respectively) on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (To a very great

extent). Participants also completed two filler items by indicat-

ing the extent to which they think the arrangement is conveni-

ent and inefficient. Finally, participants completed an attention

check in which they were asked to indicate which two sets of

names appeared in the vignettes they read out of seven sets

of names.

Results and Discussion

A paired-samples t test revealed that, consistent with the

hypothesis, participants judged the asymmetric distribution as

less fair when framed in terms of rights (M ¼ 4.28,

SD ¼ 0.71) than when framed in terms of responsibilities

(M ¼ 4.41, SD ¼ 0.57), t(203) ¼ 3.74, p < .001, 95% CI

[.06, .19], dRM ¼ .28. A mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA)

revealed that effects were not qualified by the counterbalanced

role assigned to each gender, F(1, 202) ¼ 0.36, p ¼ .55. These

results reveal that a rights (vs. responsibilities) framing affects

the perceived fairness of asymmetric distributions.

Study 2

The scenario in Study 1 focused on dinner chores, a common

daily task. However, it is unclear whether framing more

socially sensitive arrangements in terms of rights will also

affect perceived fairness. Therefore, Study 2 tested a more con-

sequential division of labor related to more traditional gender

roles (Goodnow, 1998): taking care of household chores versus

joining the workforce.

Method

Participants

Achieved power in Study 1 was greater than 95%. Therefore,

we recruited a similar sample size as in Study 1. Of 300 parti-

cipants located in the United States recruited from MTurk, 120

participants failed a rigorous attention check, leaving 180 par-

ticipants (49% female, Mage ¼ 38.11). Results remained

unchanged when including all participants. Participants were

compensated $0.30 for their participation.

Procedure

The procedure was identical to the procedure in Study 1 with

two exceptions. First, participants read about the distribution

of tasks pertaining to traditional gender roles. For example, the

vignette in the responsibilities condition was as follows:

John and Emma are a married couple. They decide to divide up the

needs of the family. In particular, Emma will have the responsibil-

ity to take care of the household chores, whereas John will have the

responsibility to provide an income.

All counterbalances were identical to those present in Study

1, including for gender roles. In addition, the attention check

required identifying the correct two sets of names from a list

of nine sets of names. The likelihood of passing the attention

check by guessing is less than 3%.

Results and Discussion

A paired-samples t test revealed that, consistent with the

hypothesis, participants judged the asymmetric distribution as

less fair when framed in terms of rights (M ¼ 3.62,

SD ¼ 0.96) than when framed in terms of responsibilities

(M ¼ 3.72, SD ¼ 0.92), t(179) ¼ 2.83, p ¼ .005, 95% CI

[.03, .17], dRM ¼ .21. A mixed ANOVA revealed that effects

were not qualified by the counterbalanced role assigned to each

gender, F(1, 178) ¼ 0.25, p ¼ .62. These results replicate the

findings from Study 1 and extend them to a division of labor

related to more traditional gender roles.
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Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that framing an asymmetric dis-

tribution in terms of rights, relative to responsibilities, leads to

judgments of such a distribution as less fair. However, an alter-

native explanation to Studies 1 and 2 is that people are used to

thinking of intimate relationships in terms of responsibilities.

Consequently, presenting the arrangement of a married couple

in terms of rights may arouse disfluency, which then leads to

less favorable judgments (Winkielman et al., 2003). According

to this account, it is not the framing of rights (vs. responsibil-

ities) per se that increases the perceived unfairness of asym-

metric distributions, but the use of rights in a context where

it is less fitting. Study 3 sought to rule out this alternative expla-

nation by examining whether it generalizes to a noncommunal

relationship which may be more likely to be construed in terms

of symmetric distributions than a communal relationship

(Fiske, 1992) and to replicate the previous findings in a prere-

gistered study (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x¼bp8ts6).

Method

Participants

Given that achieved power in Study 1 was greater than 95%,

we recruited a similar sample size in the present study. Of

300 participants located in the United States recruited from

MTurk, 68 participants failed a rigorous attention check, leav-

ing 232 participants (46% female, Mage ¼ 37.96). Results

remained unchanged when including all participants. Partici-

pants were compensated $0.30 for their participation.

Procedure

The procedure was identical to the procedure in Study 1 with

two exceptions. First, the vignette described the two people

as “strangers who have recently become apartment-mates”

rather than as a married couple. Next, as in Study 2, the atten-

tion check required identifying the correct two sets of names

from a list of nine sets of names.

Results and Discussion

A paired-samples t test revealed that, consistent with the

hypothesis, participants judged the asymmetric distribution as

less fair when framed in terms of rights (M ¼ 4.01,

SD ¼ 0.75) than when framed in terms of responsibilities

(M ¼ 4.16, SD ¼ 0.70), t(231) ¼ 3.88, p < .001, 95% CI

[.07, .22], dRM ¼ 0.26. A mixed ANOVA revealed that effects

were not qualified by the counterbalanced role assigned to each

gender, F(1, 230) ¼ 0.39, p ¼ .53. These results replicate the

findings from Studies 1 and 2 and extend them to relationship

between strangers.

Study 4

Studies 1–3 demonstrated that framing an asymmetric distribu-

tion between two parties in terms of rights, relative to

responsibilities, increases the perceived unfairness of such a

distribution. As we noted in the Introduction, a clean manipu-

lation of a rights versus responsibilities framing requires select-

ing scenarios that describe an asymmetric distribution between

two parties of equal status. While asymmetric distributions also

imply unequal outcomes, people may not necessarily perceive

such distributions as inherently unequal. Indeed, in all three

studies, the mean levels of perceived unfairness were above the

midpoint of the scale. Consequently, in Study 4, we manipu-

lated the distribution as equal versus unequal and asked parti-

cipants to choose whether it is fairer to describe the

distribution in terms of rights or in terms of responsibilities.

Since results from Studies 1–3 revealed that a rights framing

of an unequal distribution is perceived as less fair, a rights

framing of an unequal distribution can ensure the interests of

the disadvantaged party by guaranteeing that the distribution

is perceived as unequal. In contrast, since a responsibilities

framing of an unequal distribution is perceived as more fair,

a responsibilities framing of an unequal distribution might

diminish the perception that the disadvantaged party is indeed

disadvantaged. Therefore, we expected that people would

select the rights framing as more fair for the unequal (vs. equal)

distribution.

To maintain more realistic and more concise wordings of

alternative framings, Study 4 included framings of rights and

responsibilities that were phrased clearly and succinctly. We

also used a vignette describing a contractual business relation-

ship to extend the previous findings to a novel interpersonal con-

text. The contribution of each party to such a transaction is

necessarily different, with one party transferring goods and the

other party transferring payment. We manipulated the equality

of the distribution by specifying whether or not both parties

required similar levels of flexibility in fulfilling their part of the

contract. Study 4a used a within-subject design. To address the

possibility that such a design implicitly invites participants to

compare between the different scenarios, Study 4b used a

between-subjects design. Study 4b was preregistered (https://

aspredicted.org/blind.php?x¼si5ps5).

Method

Participants

Given that the previous studies were sufficiently powered, we

sought to recruit a similar sample size per condition as in the

previous studies. Participants were native English speakers

from the United States who were recruited on Academic Proli-

fic (www.prolific.co). Three hundred and two participants

completed Study 4a and nine failed an attention check, leaving

293 participants (38% female, Mage ¼ 37.52). Six hundred and

one participants completed Study 4b and 20 failed an attention

check, leaving 581 participants (53% female, Mage ¼ 34.50).

Results remained unchanged when including all participants.

Participants were compensated $0.37 for their participation in

Study 4a and $0.32 in Study 4b.
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Materials

Vignettes. A vignette describing the writing of a contract

between a supplier and a distributor was framed either in terms

of equal demands from both sides or in terms of unequal

demands from both sides. In the equal condition, the vignette

read as follows:

A supplier and a distributor enter a contract specifying a time

frame for delivery and payment. The supplier requires some flex-

ibility in delivering the goods and the distributor requires some

flexibility in transferring payment.

In the unequal condition, the vignette described an unequal

demand between the two sides. One counterbalanced condition

read as follows:

A supplier and a distributor enter a contract specifying a time

frame for delivery and payment. The supplier requires some flex-

ibility in delivering the goods but the distributor doesn’t require

flexibility in transferring payment.

The other counterbalanced condition described the distribu-

tor, rather than the supplier, as requiring flexibility in fulfilling

the contract.

Procedure

In Study 4a, which was within-subject, participants first read

the vignette describing equal demands and then read the vign-

ette describing unequal demands. In Study 4b, which was

between-subjects, participants were randomly assigned to one

of the two vignettes. For the vignette describing an unequal

demand, a counterbalance randomly assigned participants to

one of the two descriptions in which either the supplier or the

distributor requires additional time to fulfilling the contract.

Following each vignette, participants were asked, “Given

this mutual [unequal] demand, which formulation of the rele-

vant clause in the contract do you think is more fair?” The three

answer choices in the equal condition were: Each party has a

right to have the contract fulfilled within 3 weeks; each party

has a responsibility to fulfill their part of the contract within

3 weeks; or both formulations are equally fair. The three

answer choices in the unequal condition were The (distribu-

tor/supplier, counterbalanced) has a right to have the contract

fulfilled within 3 weeks; The (supplier/distributor, counterba-

lanced) has a responsibility to fulfill their part of the contract

within 3 weeks; or both formulations are equally fair. The first

two answer choices were presented in a randomized order.

Finally, participants completed an attention check in which

they were asked to indicate what period of time was discussed

in the clause in the contract out of six possible answer choices.

Results and Discussion

Study 4a

Participants indicated that the rights framing of the clause in the

contract was more fair when describing an unequal demand

(19.1%) than when describing an equal demand (6.1%), but that

the responsibilities framing was more fair when describing an

equal demand (53.6%) thanwhen describing an unequal demand

(50.2%). The framings were viewed as identical when describ-

ing an equal demand (40.3%) more than when describing an

unequal demand (30.7%). A McNemar test for paired nominal

data revealed that the rights framing was selected as fair more

Figure 1. Change (Study 4a) or difference (Study 4b) in selection of framings (unequal arrangement minus equal arrangement).
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frequently in the unequal condition than in the equal condition,

w2(N¼ 293)¼ 22.82, p < .001,OR¼ 4.45 (see Figure 1). Selec-

tion of the responsibilities framing did not differ between condi-

tions, w2(N ¼ 293) ¼ 0.76, p ¼ .38.

Study 4b

Participants indicated that the rights framing of the clause in

the contract was more fair when describing an unequal demand

(12.2%) than when describing an equal demand (7.0%), but that

the responsibilities framing was more fair when describing an

equal demand (65.0%) than when describing an unequal

demand (43.4%). The framings were viewed as identical when

describing an unequal demand (44.4%) more than when

describing an equal demand (28.0%). The rights framing was

selected as fair more frequently in the unequal condition than

in the equal condition, w2(1) ¼ 4.53, p ¼ .033, Cramer’s

V ¼ .088 (see Figure 1). The responsibilities framing was

selected as fair less frequently in the unequal condition than

in the equal condition, w2(1) ¼ 27.39, p < .001, Cramer’s

V ¼ .217.

The results of Studies 4a and 4b reveal that participants per-

ceived a rights framing as more fair when describing an

unequal (vs. equal) arrangement. To the extent that a rights

(vs. responsibilities) framing increases the perceived unfairness

of unequal distributions, a rights framing can also guarantee the

recognition that a disadvantaged party is perceived as being

disadvantaged. Both studies also revealed a stronger preference

for the responsibilities (vs. rights) framing in all conditions,

apparently reflecting a baseline preference for conceiving of

interpersonal interactions in terms of responsibilities than in

terms of rights.

General Discussion

Although rights and responsibilities are often treated as substi-

tutable framings, the present investigation reveals that they

lead to different judgments. Studies 1–3 revealed that people

judge an asymmetric distribution as less fair when framed in

terms of rights (vs. responsibilities). Furthermore, Study 4

revealed that people are more likely to judge a rights framing

as more fair when formulating a contractual guarantee for an

unequal distribution, relative to their judgments when formu-

lating a contractual guarantee for an equal distribution. These

findings demonstrate that a subtle framing manipulation can

increase or decrease people’s sensitivity to unequal distribu-

tions and suggest that people might be more opposed to

inequality when it is framed in terms of unequal rights than

in terms of unequal responsibilities.

We suggested that the difference between responsibilities

and rights in shaping judgments of unequal distributions might

stem from the greater sensitivity of responsibilities (vs. rights)

to context. In particular, responsibilities appear to be more

dependent on individual capacities (Cover, 1987) and relation-

ships (Moghaddam et al., 2000). If so, people might be more

likely to attribute unequal distributions framed in terms of

responsibilities to context than unequal distributions framed

in terms of rights and therefore perceive them as less unfair.

While these studies demonstrate that rights and responsibilities

differentially affect the judgment of unequal distributions, they

are silent regarding the precise reason why this is so. We note

that even for a well-documented manipulation of framing that

leads to the endowment effect (Kahneman et al., 1991), the pre-

cise explanation is still disputed (Morewedge & Giblin, 2015),

yet this does not diminish from its theoretical and practical sig-

nificance. Nevertheless, identifying why alternative framings

lead to different judgments is critical to understanding the gen-

eralizability and the boundary conditions of the effect and is an

important avenue for future research.

One implication of these findings is with regard to the nor-

mative equivalence of rights and duties. Some legal scholars

have argued that rights and duties are normatively equivalent

(Bentham, 1780/1970; Hohfeld, 1917, 1919), whereas others

contend otherwise (Cover, 1987; Hart, 1982; Porat, under

review). While the present investigation addresses their

descriptive equivalence rather than their normative equiva-

lence, framing effects carry important implications for beha-

vioral law (Ulen, 2014). For instance, the present findings

suggest that in order to guarantee the entitlements of workers,

a contract between workers and employers would best be

framed in terms of worker’s rights than in terms of employer’s

responsibilities.

Future research is needed to investigate the cross-cultural

generalizability of these studies which sampled North

Americans. Rights might increase the perceived unfairness

of unequal distributions only in cultures where equality is

explicitly endorsed, such as in the United States. Alterna-

tively, rights may increase support for explicitly endorsed

values only in countries that chronically think in terms of

rights, such as in the United States (Hong et al., 2001),

while responsibilities may increase support for explicitly

endorsed values in countries that chronically think in terms

of responsibilities. In addition, following the equivalence

between duties, obligations, and responsibilities that appears

in the literature, the studies only tested for the influence of

responsibilities vis-à-vis rights. Nevertheless, there may be

meaningful differences between these terms that remain to

be explored.

Cross-cultural differences in the endorsement of equality

have been attributed to differences in values (Schwartz,

2006): some cultures value egalitarianism, whereas other cul-

tures value hierarchy. However, given that cultures differ in

their emphasis on rights or responsibilities (Chiu et al., 1997;

Hong et al., 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), the present

investigation suggests that another source of cultural variation

with regard to the endorsement of equality may be how egali-

tarianism is framed. The value of egalitarianism may be more

consequential in a culture that emphasizes rights than in a cul-

ture that emphasizes responsibilities, even if both cultures

value egalitarianism to the same extent. Future research can

examine this question.
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Framing social relations in terms of rights versus responsi-

bilities may affect additional types of judgments. Rights may

increase perceived unfairness, but responsibilities may sensi-

tize people to other considerations in moral reasoning. For

instance, to the extent that responsibilities are rooted in con-

crete interpersonal relationships (Moghaddam et al., 2000), a

responsibilities framing may lead people to prioritize relational

types of moral judgment (Rai & Fiske, 2011) more than

abstract considerations of fairness and equality.

Alternative framings of rights versus responsibilities may

also affect judgments outside the domain of moral reasoning.

To the extent that some rights are viewed as inherent to being

human (“natural rights”), framing the loss of an entitlement in

terms of rights may foster a prevention mindset (Higgins,

1998). For example, losing access to healthcare from one’s

employer may foster a stronger prevention mindset when the

healthcare is framed in terms of the employee’s rights than in

terms of the employer’s responsibilities. In addition, the legal

literature has noted that rights contain special normative

force—rights are trumps that supersede other considerations

(Dworkin, 1984). To the extent that this is also true at the

descriptive level, then framing social relations in terms of

rights may lead to more extreme judgments than when framed

in terms of responsibilities. For example, a contractual relation-

ship between two parties that face a conflict may be more dif-

ficult to reconcile when each side is assigned rights than when

each side is assigned responsibilities. The range of judgments

and behaviors that may be shaped by being framed in terms

of rights versus responsibilities is potentially broad and

requires systematic investigation. More generally, the ability

to frame the same arrangement in terms of rights or in terms

of responsibilities might be leveraged to nudge people’s beha-

vior (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), and consequently the precise

manner in which these different framings affect judgment

requires systematic investigation.
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Note

1. FollowingBentham and others, we use the terms duties, obligations,

and responsibilities interchangeably (Hart, 1982, footnote 20; see

also Chiu et al., 1997; Cover, 1987; Hong et al., 2001).
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