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Examining the Relationship Between an 
Autonomous Teammate’s Ethical Decision Making 
and Trust 
Jeremy Lopez (Clemson University), Claire Textor (Clemson 
University), Beau Schelble (Clemson University), Rui Zhang 
(Clemson University), Richard Pak (Clemson University), Nathan 
J. McNeese (Clemson University), and Guo Freeman (Clemson 
University). 
 
Whereas current automated systems are often considered tools, 
future autonomous systems will be capable of participating in 
human-autonomy teams (HATs) that contain humans and 
autonomous agents working interdependently toward a common 
goal. Existing works have detailed factors that will influence a 
HAT’s effectiveness, including trust. Certain domains (e.g., 
military) sometimes require their members to make decisions that 
may violate ethical principles. However, little is known about how 
ethical violations may influence trust in autonomous teammates 
(ATs). The current study aims to address this knowledge gap. In a 
2 (adherence) x 4 (ethical principle) within-subjects factorial 
survey, 87 Air Force cadets responded to vignettes that placed them 
in a HAT responsible for determining the military’s next action. 
Each vignette described the current situation, a unique AT’s 
recommendation, and the expected outcome. For each vignette, the 
AT recommended an action that either adhered to or violated an 
ethical principle (divided equally). The ethical principles were: 
minimizing harm to non-combatants; prioritizing conflict-ending 
actions; utilizing proportional actions; and, selecting actions with 
high probabilities of success. Following each vignette, participants 
rated the ethicality, their agreement with the recommendation, and 
their change in trust. Results revealed that although any ethical 
violation resulted in lower ethicality, agreement, and trust ratings, 
only ethicality ratings varied based on which principle was 
violated. That is, actions resulting in civilian harm were perceived 
as most unethical, followed by those which were disproportionately 
aggressive. These findings suggest that trust in an AT may be 
independent of the ethicality of its actions. 


