
Side-Effect Effect Without Side Effect: Revisiting Knobe’s Asymmetry 
 

Florian Cova, Hichem Naar 
 
 

Florian Cova 

Institut Jean Nicod, Ecole Normale Supérieure, 29 rue d’Ulm, 75005, Paris, FRANCE 

florian.cova@gmail.com 

Hichem Naar 

Institut Jean Nicod, Ecole Normale Supérieure, 29 rue d’Ulm, 75005, Paris, FRANCE 

hichem_naar@hotmail.fr 

 
 



1. Knobe’s asymmetry as the ‘side-effect effect’ 
 
In a series of seminal papers, Joshua Knobe (2003, 2004, 2006) gives us reasons not to 

believe that all folk psychology’s purpose is to predict and explain each other’s behaviour. By 

running a series of experimental studies on people’s intuitions about intentional action, he 

indeed succeeds in providing a puzzling counterexample to the thesis according to which 

prediction and explanation are the sole functions of folk psychology. What the data suggest is 

that people’s ascriptions of intentionality are massively influenced by considerations — 

including, according to Knobe, moral considerations — that are generally not considered as 

playing any significant role in our folk psychology.  

In his 2003 study, Knobe investigated whether people judge predictable side effects of an 

action as performed intentionally or not. In a series of vignette experiments, he found an 

interesting asymmetry: people considering a bad side effect (e.g., harming the environment) 

were more likely to judge the agent as performing it intentionally than people considering a 

good side-effect (e.g., helping the environment). This effect, Knobe tells us, is found both in 

young children (Leslie et al., 2006) and in other cultures (Knobe and Burra, 2006). 

So far, studies about this asymmetry have focused exclusively on people’s ascription of 

intentionality in the case of side-effects, hence the name currently given in the literature to the 

asymmetry: the ‘side-effect effect’. This is probably due to the fact that this is a highly 

debated issue in the field of philosophy of action: while some consider that expected side-

effects are not intentionally performed (Mele, 2001), others have defended the opposite thesis 

(Harman, 1976; see also Bratman, 1984, 1987). But no one ever suggested that goals or 

means of an action could be said not to have been performed intentionally. So, among 

experimental philosophers, such asymmetry is not expected to be found elsewhere in the 

structure of action. Contrary to this assumption, we have found that the same kind of 

asymmetry can be found in ascriptions of intentionality for side effect is also to be found in 

cases in which the means are to be judged. In other words, people are more inclined to judge 

means as performed intentionally if they consider them as wrong than if they consider them as 

right. This is a surprising result that might have deep implications for the debate around 

Knobe’s asymmetry. 

 

2. Experimental design 

 

2.1. Material 



 

We designed 12 pairs of scenarios describing actions (with a goal, means necessary to achieve 

this goal and sometimes side effects). In 4 pairs (borrowed from Knobe, 2003 and Mallon, 

2008) only the side effect was changed within pairs: one scenario featured a morally good 

side effect while the other featured a morally bad side effect. The same thing was done with 

only the means for 4 other pairs of scenarios. Finally, for the 4 remaining pairs, only the 

moral valence of the goal of the action was modified. 

‘Means’ and ‘Side effect’ scenarios featured a man intending to achieve a goal but explicitly 

not caring about what must be done in order for the goal to be carried out. In the ‘Goal’ 

condition, agents cared very much about the goal they were trying to achieve. Here is a pair of 

‘Side effects’ scenarios: 

 

Bad side effect: A terrorist tells his leader: 

“We’re planning to bomb a nightclub. It will 

allow us to kill many Americans and it will 

also kill some Australians who happen to be 

there.” The leader answers: “Well, it would be 

good to kill Australians, but I don’t really care. 

All I care about is killing as many Americans 

as possible.” The terrorist blow up the 

nightclub and Australians are killed. 

Good side effect: A terrorist tells his leader: 

“We’re planning to bomb a nightclub. It will 

allow us to kill many Americans and it will 

also drive down property costs, helping a 

nearby orphanage to expand.” The leader 

answers: “Well, it would be good to help the 

orphanage, but I don’t really care. All I care 

about is killing as many Americans as 

possible.” The terrorist blow up the nightclub 

and the orphanage expands. 

 

And here is a pair of ‘Goal’ scenarios: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bad goal: The vice-president of a company 

tells the chairman of the board: “I heard that an 

association was raising funds for promoting 

return to racial segregation. I thought you 

might be interested. The chairman answers: 

“Yes, indeed, I’m deeply interested. I always 

thought it was important to support the fight 

against niggers. Check how much we can give 



them.” The chairman of the board gives money 

to the association. 

Good goal: The vice-president of a company 

tells the chairman of the board: “I heard that an 

association was raising funds for research 

against cancer. I thought you might be 

interested. The chairman answers: “Yes, 

indeed, I’m deeply interested. I always thought 

it was important to support the fight against 

cancer. Check how much we can give them.” 

The chairman of the board gives money to the 

association. 
 

 ‘Means’ scenarios will be presented in details in the “Results” section. 

 

2.2. Subjects and procedure 

 

There were 30 participants (9 men and 21 women) and the age mean was around 24. Previous 

to the experiment, all participants were asked if they knew about the ‘Knobe effect’. None of 

them did. All scenarios were displayed on a computer screen and split into three parts. At the 

end of each scenario, subjects had to answer a question about the scenario. This could be a 

morality question: “Can we praise/blame X for doing Y?” or an intentionality question: “Did 

X intentionally Y?” The two questions always bore on the element of the scenario that 

changed within the pair to which it belonged. The experiment was designed so that, for each 

pair of scenarios, participants had to answer one morality question and one intentionality 

question. It resulted that each participant answered the same number of morality and 

intentionality questions. 

 

2.3. Results 

 

For ‘bad’ scenarios, the morality question asked participants if the agent could be blamed for 

having brought about the targeted goal / mean / side effect. In the ‘good’ scenarios, they were 

asked if the agent could be praised for it. So, the morality question measured in each case to 

what extent the targeted goal / mean / side effect could be attributed to the agent. The 

following table indicates for each condition how many participants answered “yes” to the 

morality question: 

 



 Goal Means Side Effect 

Bad 87% 88% 78% 

Good 80% 28%*** (p < 0.001)1 17%*** (p < 0.001) 

 

For the intentionality question, the following table shows how many participants answered 

that the agent brought about the goal / mean / side effect intentionally: 

 

 Goal Means Side Effect 

Bad 95% 82% 62% 

Good 90% 42%*** (p < 0.001) 10%*** (p < 0.001) 

 

As we can see, we were successful in replicating Knobe’s asymmetry. Indeed, participants 

were more likely to say that the agent brought about a side effect intentionally when it was a 

morally bad side effect than when it was a morally good side effect. As presupposed by 

philosophers, we did not find such a difference for bad and good goals. But, contrary to what 

was implicitly held by the literature on Knobe’s asymmetry, we found a similar asymmetry in 

the case of bad and good means. This suggests that the so-called “side-effect effect” does not 

deserve its name, for it is not limited to side effects. Here are the four pairs of ‘Means’ 

scenarios and, for each scenario, the percentage of participants who answered that the agent 

did bring about the means intentionally: 

 

                                                
1 We used paired bilateral t-test. 

‘Bad’ % ‘Good’ % 

A man named André tells his wife: “My 

father decided to leave his immense 

fortune to only one of his children. To 

be his heir, I must find a way to become 

his favorite child. But I can’t figure 

how.” His wife answers: “Your father 

always hated his neighbors and has 

declared war to them. You could do 

something that would really annoy 

them, even if you don’t care. Andre 

decides to set fire to the neighbors’ car. 

100 A man named André tells his wife: “My 

father decided to leave his immense 

fortune to only one of his children. To be 

his heir, I must find a way to become his 

favorite child. But I can’t figure how.” His 

wife answers: “Your father always 

admired people who gave money to 

humanitarian-aid organizations. You could 

give money to a humanitarian-aid 

organization, even if you don’t care. 

Andre decides to give money to the 

20*** 



Did he intentionally harm the 

neighbors? 

humanitarian-aid organization. Did he 

intentionally help a humanitarian-aid 

organization? 

The vice-president of a company tells 

the chairman of the board: “We have 

found a new way to increase 

productivity. If we shorten our workers’ 

coffee break, they will lose less time at 

the cafeteria and work more.” The 

chairman answers: “I don’t care about 

them having a shorter break. All I want 

is to increase productivity. Let’s do 

this.” The workers’ break is shortened. 

Did the chairman intentionally shorten 

the workers’ break? 

93 The vice-president of a company tells the 

chairman of the board: “We have found a 

new way to increase productivity. If we 

give our workers a one-hour break for 

taking a nap, they will be in better health 

and work more.” The chairman answers: 

“I don’t care about them taking a nap. All 

I want is to increase productivity. Let’s do 

this.” The workers are given a one-hour 

naptime. Did the chairman intentionally 

give the worker a one-hour naptime? 

40** 

A soldier tells his commander: “We 

have captured an enemy. He could tell 

us where our enemies are hidden. But 

he’s stubborn and won’t talk to us. We 

need to torture him so he will speak.” 

The commander answers: “I don’t care 

about what happens to him. All I want is 

to know where our enemies are hidden. 

Torture him!” The prisoner is tortured 

by the soldier and talks. Did the 

commander intentionally have the 

prisoner tortured? 

100 A soldier tells his commander: “We have 

captured an enemy. He could tell us where 

our enemies are hidden. But he’s badly 

injured and could die soon. We need to 

heal him and save his life so he will 

speak.” The commander answers: “I don’t 

care about what happens to him. All I want 

is to know where our enemies are hidden. 

Heal him!” The prisoner is healed by the 

military physician and his life is saved. 

Did the commander intentionally have the 

prisoner healed? 

73* 

A member of a gang tells his leader: 

“I’ve just been told the police was after 

us. We need to find a discrete way of 

getting rid of our money, so they will 

have nothing to charge us with.” The 

leader answers: “The most discrete way 

is to give all our money to weapons 

smugglers. I don’t care about helping 

them but this is the best way.” The 

33 A member of a gang tells his leader: “I’ve 

just been told the police was after us. We 

need to find a discrete way of getting rid 

of our money, so they will have nothing to 

charge us with.” The leader answers: “The 

most discrete way is to give all our money 

to an humanitarian-aid association. I don’t 

care about helping them but this is the best 

way.” The money is given to the 

33 



 

 

3. Discussion 

 

3.1. Future directions of experimental research about Knobe’s asymmetry 

 

The problem raised by Knobe’s asymmetry can be stated in the following way: why do many 

people consider that bad side effects, but not good side effects, are brought about 

intentionally? Those who have tried to answer this question have followed one of the three 

following ways. The first way is by giving a deflationist account: it consists in showing that 

the asymmetry is a mere artifact and has no interesting meaning (for example, that it is an 

emotional bias, or a pragmatic interference) (Adams and Steadman, 2004a, 2004b). The 

second way is by engaging in a psychological inquiry: it aims at discovering which factors 

cause people to consider a side effect as intentional, without reducing them to an uninteresting 

bias (Knobe, 2003, 2004, 2006). The third way is by performing a conceptual analysis: it 

consists in providing an analysis of the folk concept of “intentional action” that explains the 

asymmetry (Nichols and Ulatowski, 2007, Cushman and Mele, 2008). So far, those who 

chose the psychological inquiry as well as those who turned themselves toward the conceptual 

analysis seem to have thought that answering the problem consisted in discovering ‘special 

rules’ that would apply only to side effects and that there was no problem about the means 

used by an agent to achieve their goal, for they were supposed to be performed intentionally. 

But, as we have seen, this assumption is false. As a result, a new set of questions must be 

added to the old one: what exactly is the range of the asymmetry? Does it apply to all kinds of 

side effects? When does it apply to means? These questions do not ask for an explanation of 

the asymmetry but for an account of its exact nature, and answering them is probably a 

necessary step in order to find an explanation of this phenomenon. Thus, these results are 

certainly susceptible to give a new direction to research about Knobe’s asymmetry. 

 

3.2. The significance of experimental philosophy and Knobe’s asymmetry for philosophical 

conceptual analysis 

 

money is given to the weapons 

smugglers. Did the leader intentionally 

help the weapons smuggler? 

humanitarian-aid association. Did the 

leader intentionally help the association? 



Finally, we would like to go back to the theoretical and experimental approach according to 

which experimental data can provide help and insights to conceptual analysis. According to 

Knobe and Nichols (2008), “the aim [of experimental philosophy] is to provide an account of 

the factors that influence applications of a concept”. Although this project is not identical to 

the philosophical “old-fashioned” conceptual analysis (as there is no reduction of a concept to 

other concepts), experimental findings can have a great importance for philosophical 

conceptual analysis. “Old-fashioned” conceptual analysis, assuming the auxiliary hypothesis 

that people are not always making mistakes in making use of their concepts, make falsifiable 

predictions about people’s behaviour. If your concept analysis leads you to analyze 

“intentional action” as “something that was brought about knowingly”, then you make the 

prediction that most people will answer that foreseen side-effects are intentional, and Knobe’s 

asymmetry will falsify your analysis. So, we do not deny that, in theory, experimental 

findings can have a great importance for philosophical conceptual analysis and thus for the 

philosophical analysis of the concept of intentional action. 

Nevertheless, if we grant experimental philosophers that there is such a thing as a (or many) 

folk concept(s) of intentional action, how do we know that this kind of experiments is really 

and directly probing that (those) concept(s)? Let us assume first that philosophers have a 

concept of {intentional action}2 which they intend to analyze. Let us then assume that 

{intentional action} is not a technical concept (as would be {qualia}) and that philosophers 

share it with non-philosophers, so that analyzing their own concept is the same thing as 

analyzing the folk concept of {intentional action}. (We are confident many experimental 

philosophers will share these assumptions.) While traditional philosophers analyze the shared 

concept of {intentional action} by analyzing their own concepts, experimental philosophers 

try to probe the folk concept of {intentional action}. But how are they trying to do that? They 

use direct questions with the words “intentional” or “intentionally”. 

This is where we can cast a doubt upon their methodology. Philosophers use the words 

“intentional” and “intentionally” in relation to their own concept of {intentional action} (let 

us just assume that). But do non-philosophers use these same terms in relation to the same 

concept? How do we know that they don’t use the same words to express other concepts? It is 

possible that non-philosophers share with philosophers the same words and the same concepts 

but that they do not relate both in the same way. 

                                                
2 We use {} to signal concepts, in opposition to “” that signal words. 



This skepticism could seem a little ridiculous, for the concept {x} that is probed by 

experimental philosophers using “intentionally” seems very similar to the philosophers’ 

concept of {intentional action}. This impression of similarity is reinforced by the nature of 

Knobe’s original findings: his findings, though surprising, went not too far from 

philosophers’ intuitions. In fact, in a wonderful ‘Hegelian’ move, they even seemed to give a 

psychological explanation of the debate among philosophers about the intentionality of side-

effects, proving that both side were somehow right (and wrong). Knobe’s asymmetry, though 

puzzling, reflected the difficulty of the traditional conceptual analysis in such a way that there 

was little doubt that the probed concept was the very same that philosophers had tried to 

analyze. 

But, is this similarity still obvious if we take our data into account? Can we still say that the 

concept that has been probed by this kind of experiment is the concept of {intentional action} 

that philosophers have tried to analyze? As we have already pointed out, all philosophers (and 

even experimental philosophers) have agreed to say that means were intentionally performed, 

regardless of their moral worth. But, this doesn’t seem to be the case in our experiment. If we 

still hold that philosophers and non-philosophers share the same concept of {intentional 

action}, then we must say that the word “intentionally” does not express the same concept in 

the mouths of philosophers and those of non-philosophers, which is a methodological 

problem for experimental philosophy. 

An experimental philosopher, siding with the folks, could answer that what our experiment 

shows is that philosophers have been widely mistaken. The first problem is that, in this case, 

there’s no way to determine whether philosophers or non-philosophers are mistaken, since 

there’s no philosophical debate to be reduced by a unitary and solid folk wisdom. The second 

is that it is hard to know when we must stop saying that someone must be mistaken and must 

declare that we are in presence of two very distinct concepts. To solve this issue, experimental 

philosophers need a better background theory about what concepts are, when two concepts are 

the same and when they are different, if they want to claim that they can contribute to 

conceptual analysis (for similar critics, see Machery, 2008). So, it’s not sure that, about the 

conceptual analysis of the particular concept of {intentional action}, experiments can prove 

philosophers wrong, since we do not know if philosophers and experimentalists are 

investigating the very same concept. 

A possibility would be that “intentionally”, used in these contexts, just means “something 

done knowingly and for which the agent deserves to be praised or blamed”. This solution 

accounts for most of the data and makes “intentionally” a moral term, and not a folk 



psychological term. Indeed, one of Knobe’s main points is that, according to him, his findings 

show that our folk psychology has other functions than the explanation and prediction of each 

others’ behavior. This conclusion is justified if we consider (i) that his findings show that the 

application of the concept probed by “intentionally” is influenced by non-theoretical (moral) 

considerations (which is the case) and (ii) that this concept is part of our folk psychology. As 

long as we do not know which exactly is the concept probed by Knobe’s experiments and if 

people make use of this concept in their explanation of each others’ behavior, it is difficult to 

grant (ii) and thus to consider that Knobe has shown that our folk psychology has intrinsic 

non-theoretical features. It could be that the folk concept of “intentional action” plays no role 

in folk predictions and explanations of others’ behaviour, but that the word “intentionally” is 

used only to express some moral approbation or disapprobation. If this is so, it would be an 

abuse to consider this mysterious concept as a part of our folk psychology. 
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