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Abstract This study examined the reliability and validity of the Moral Orientation
Measure (MOM), which was administered to 75 juvenile delinquents and 579 non-
delinquent adolescents from lower socio-economic and educational backgrounds.
Confirmatory factor analysis of a two-factor model, with punishment- and victim-
based moral orientation as factors, showed an adequate fit to the data, indicating
construct validity of the MOM. Moderate associations between moral orientation
and sociomoral reasoning, as well as empathy, were also considered indicative of
construct validity. Additional evidence for construct validity was found in only small
associations between moral orientation and social desirability and verbal intelli-
gence. Stronger victim-based orientation proved to be associated with less norm
trespassing behaviour in non-delinquent adolescents and more prosocial behaviour in
juvenile delinquents, which was considered indicative of concurrent validity. The
results of this study strengthen the case for the MOM as a reliable and valid
instrument to assess moral development in adolescents at risk of behavioural
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maladjustment, showing that moral orientation is differently associated with morally
relevant behaviour in delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents.
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From a theoretical and practical viewpoint, more insight into moral development is
needed to understand antisocial and prosocial behaviour in delinquent and non-
delinquent adolescents. Theoretically, several constructs, such as sociomoral
reasoning (cognitive component) and empathy (affective component) have been
proposed to explain morally relevant behaviour in adolescents and to show
differences between juvenile delinquents and non-delinquent peers. Gibbs (1992,
2003) argues that both components (sociomoral reasoning and empathy) provide
important and complementary contributions to moral behaviour. The desire to act
morally, i.e. moral motivation, can arise both from the cognitive construction of a
situation as unjust or wrong and from the empathic response to a victim.

According to the cognitive developmental approach to morality (Blasi 2005;
Kohlberg 1981; Nucci 2004), behaviour can only be moral if it is motivated by
moral judgment. In its ultimate form, moral judgment derives its moral character
from formal criteria, such as impartiality and prescriptive role-taking. Kohlberg
provided extensive research data on moral development, using a standardized
measure of moral reasoning, the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI). Based on the data
generated by the MJI, Colby and Kohlberg (1987) describe five hierarchically
ordered stages of moral reasoning.

In Kohlberg’s view, delinquency would seem to be morally acceptable at the self-
centred lower stages, whereas the higher stages may function as a buffer against
aggressive, antisocial, and delinquent behaviour, as it is imperative that the well-being
of others be taken into account. At stage 1 (moral egocentrism) “offending is justified if
punishment can be avoided”; at stage 2 (moral reciprocity as a fact) “offending is
justified if personal gains outweigh the costs” (Palmer 2003, p. 168). Gibbs et al.
(2007) emphasize that stage 3 (ideal moral reciprocity) represents a major achievement
in moral development, as it is based on the coordination of social perspective-taking,
implying mature moral understanding. Stage 3 is already prominent during early
adolescence, and it becomes the modal global sociomoral reasoning stage in late
adolescence (Gibbs et al. 2007). Stage 4 (institutional) starts in late adolescence and
extends the stage 3 mature understanding within the interpersonal sphere to complex
social interactions in social institutions. Thus, a stage 4 perspective would make it
more difficult to engage in antisocial acts involving strangers. Stage 5 (social contract
or individual rights orientation) is only attained by very few people. Gibbs (1979)
even argues that stage 5 is a form of meta-ethical reasoning that should be omitted
from Kohlberg’s model, as it is not reached spontaneously but by formal education at
the university level. In studying the relationship between moral reasoning and
delinquency one’s focus of interest lies in the development from stages 1 and 2 to
stage 3; that is, from concrete to ideal reciprocity.
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Kohlberg’s stage theory has recently been criticized by Krebs and Denton (2005),
who claim that moral judgement stages are only weakly associated with behaviour
and may be used in a flexible way in accordance with different social contexts and
purposes. They argue that different kinds of contexts pull for different forms of
moral judgment. The business world, for example, is guided by a stage 2 moral
order, based on instrumental exchange; marriage is guided by a stage 3 moral order,
based on mutuality, and the legal system is guided by a stage 4 moral order, based on
maintaining society. People move in and out of moral orders, not stages of moral
development. Gibbs (2006), however, and Pizarro and Bloom (2003) show that
higher stage moral judgment increases resistance to low stage pulling contexts and
facilitates moral action. A recent meta-analysis by Stams et al. (2006) shows
developmentally delayed moral judgment to be strongly associated with juvenile
delinquency, even after they had controlled for socio-economic status, cultural
background, gender, age, intelligence, assessment method, publication bias,
institutionalization and period of incarceration.

Hoffman considers empathy to be the core of morality, since it involves empathizing
with the potential victim. Empathy is defined as an affective response to another’s
distress that is “more appropriate to someone else’s situation than to one’s own”
(Hoffman 1991, p. 275). Hoffman views moral development as a socialization process
in which children internalize norms and values from their parents. For internalization
to succeed, parents have to focus children’s attention on the consequences of their
actions for others. As a result, children feel obliged to obey moral considerations for
intrinsic reasons rather than out of fear for external sanctions. Empathy is considered
to develop through four successive phases: global empathy, in which no distinction is
made between the emotions of others and self; egocentric empathy, in which the
distinction between the emotions of others and oneself is available, but no adequate
response is given to the other’s emotions; empathy for another’s feelings, which
means a responsive reaction to another person’s feelings; empathy for someone’s life
condition, which demonstrates insight into another person’s life conditions and its
consequences in the long term (Hoffman 2000).

The relationship between the development of moral reasoning and empathy is
complex, and currently no accepted view concerning this relationship is available. It
is apparent, however, that egocentrism is common to the lower stages of moral
judgment reasoning and empathy. Pizarro (2000) emphasizes that both the capacity
to experience empathy (moral emotion) and the ability to regulate empathy
efficiently (moral cognition) are necessary for one to be a moral individual. A
person who is incapable of experiencing moral emotions may adequately reason
about moral issues but cannot respond adequately in a real life (moral) situation,
since he or she is not signalled by others’ distress. Empathic emotions make it hard
for a person to neglect moral judgment.

From a more practical viewpoint it should be noticed that a delay in moral
development could have consequences for judicial accountability, since juvenile
offenders may not be held fully responsible for their actions if they lack
understanding of right and wrong (moral cognition) or the capacity to feel empathy
for their victims (moral emotion). Second, recidivism is more likely when there is a
delay in moral development (e.g. Leeman et al. 1993; Little 2005). Notably, Le Sage
(2004, 2005) examined forensic psychology reports that were used to assist courts in
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making decisions about juvenile offenders and found that 75% of the offenders were
diagnosed to have a serious delay in moral development.

Two problems arise, however, when one is assessing moral development in
forensic clinical practice. First, the use of different definitions, such as guilt,
responsibility, empathy and moral judgment, hampers communication between
forensic psychologists, juvenile court members, and professionals in the correctional
system. Second, no easy-to-administer instrument is available to assess delay in
moral development of juvenile offenders in a reliable and valid way, focusing both
on moral cognition and moral emotion. The conclusions drawn concerning moral
development by the forensic psychologist tend to be based on juvenile delinquents’
attitudes towards their criminal offences and are dependent on the moment the
juvenile offender is questioned about his or her criminal activities. Therefore, as a
rule, the delay in moral development that a forensic psychologist can distract from
information delivered by the juvenile delinquent in an unstandardized clinical
interview lacks reliability and validity.

The Moral Orientation Measure (MOM) was designed by Brugman et al. (2006) as
an easy-to-administer instrument to assess moral development in forensic clinical
practice, aiming to integrate the moral cognitive component (moral judgment) and the
moral affective component (empathy). It consists, therefore, of two types of items: (1)
punishment-based items reflecting the degree to which someone identifies with the
perpetrator’s interest to avoid punishment; (2) victim-based items reflecting the degree
to which someone is concerned with, can identify with, and understands, the victim’s
situation, feelings and perspective. The MOM presents a number of morally relevant
situations, each including a perpetrator and a victim. The respondent is asked to
evaluate how serious the consequences are for each person involved.

The aim of this study was to assess the reliability and validity of the MOM, using
samples of delinquent and non-delinquent (pre)adolescents. In order to claim
construct validity of the MOM, one must establish the two components (punishment-
and victim based orientation) in a confirmatory factor analysis. In addition, moral
orientation should be significantly associated with sociomoral reasoning and
empathy, showing weak or absent associations with verbal intelligence and social
desirability (Lord and Novick 1968). Finally, concurrent validity would be
established if delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents showed differences in
moral orientation, or if moral orientation predicted morally relevant behaviour
(prosocial, externalizing, and norm trespassing behaviour). In multiple hierarchical
regression analysis, we examine whether sociomoral reasoning and empathy
contribute to the prediction of morally relevant behaviour after moral orientation
has been taken into account. This analysis examines whether the MOM can serve as
a practical substitute for instruments assessing sociomoral reasoning and empathy
that are currently being used in scientific research but not in forensic psychological
practice. The regression analysis will be conducted separately for juvenile
delinquents and non-delinquent adolescents so that we are able to generalize safely
to both populations of interest.

In all analyses, we take gender differences into account, as Gregg et al. (1994)
found that female adolescents score higher on sociomoral reasoning than do male
adolescents. Jaffee and Hyde (2000) found that distinct moral orientations do exist,
although these orientations were not as strongly associated with gender as was
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expected. Also, in all analyses, we control for age, socio-economic status, verbal
intelligence, and level of education, as moral functioning may be associated with
these variables (e.g., Blasi 1980; Gibbs et al. 2007; Smetana 1990; Jolliffe and
Farrington 2004; Stams et al. 2006). As a recent Dutch study showed differences
both in child-rearing practices and in morally relevant behaviour (aggression and
delinquency), comparing cultural minority groups with adolescents of Dutch origin
(Wissink et al. 2006), we also take cultural (ethnic) background into account.

Method

Participants

A total of N=654 adolescents participated in this study: n=400 male (61%) and n=
254 female (39%). The sample consisted of delinquent and non-delinquent
adolescents from 10 to 20 years of age, being at elevated risk of behaviour problems.

The juvenile delinquent subsample (n=75) consisted of convicted adolescents
who resided in correctional institutions (53%) and adolescents receiving an
alternative sanction (47%), such as educational training focusing on social skills or
community service. There were 60 male offenders (43% were convicted for a sexual
offence, 23% for a violent criminal offence and 33% received an alternative sanction
for a minor or first offence) and 15 female offenders (who all received an alternative
sanction). The average age was mean (M)=16.20 (standard deviation, SD=1.56),
ranging from 13 years to 20 years. The ethnic background of the adolescents was
defined by criteria of the International Statistical Institute (ISI). An adolescent was
considered to belong to an ethnic minority group when at least one of his or her
parents was a native from a country that is or has been part of the Dutch policy on
minorities or integration. Approximately half of the juvenile delinquents had a Dutch
background (49%); the other half consisted of adolescents belonging to an ethnic
minority group (51%). The level of formal education was low (vocational schools)
for 86% of the juvenile delinquent participants; 14% attended middle or high school.
Seven percent of all these delinquent adolescents attended a special education
programme for learning and behavioural problems. Socioeconomic status (SES) was
a combination of the educational and occupational backgrounds of both parents (Van
Westerlaak et al. 1990) and was computed on the basis of sample-specific factor
loadings and standard deviations. Mean scores correspond to socioeconomic strata in
the following way: 3 to 9 lower class, 9 to 12 middle class, and 12 to 16 upper class
(Bernstein and Brandis 1970). The mean SES score was M=7.12 (SD=2.19), which
indicated that the delinquent sample could be considered as lower class.

The non-delinquent subsample consisted of 579 urban, inner-city adolescents, 340
male (59%) and 239 female (39%). The average age was M=14.60 years (SD=
2.12 years), ranging from 10 years to 20 years. Fifty seven percent had a Dutch
background, and 45% were from ethnic minority groups. The percentage of
participants enrolled in grammar schools was 14%. Of the remaining 86% of the
participants, 83% attended vocational schools, and a much smaller percentage (17%)
attended middle or high schools. Their level of formal education was predominantly
low. Twenty-three percent of the students were attending a programme of special
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education for learning and/or behavioural problems. The mean SES score was M=
7.75 (SD=2.65), which indicated that the non-delinquent sample could be
considered as lower class.

Measures

Moral orientation The Moral Orientation Measure (MOM) consists of nine morally
relevant situations (Brugman et al. 2006). Two items are attached to each situation
corresponding with either punishment- or victim-based moral orientation. The
respondent evaluates the consequences for the persons involved in the situations on a
4-point Likert-type scale, varying from “not serious” to “very serious”. An example
of a situation: “Dave and Richard are having a fight in the school yard. Dave
threatens Richard with a knife”. Adolescents were asked to respond to two following
items: “A, The principal calls Dave into his office and sends him to detention
(punishment-based orientation); B, another guy tries to step in and gets injured
(victim-based orientation)”. Table 1 presents all situations and items.

Table 1 Results of confirmatory factor analysis of the moral orientation measure: factor loadings for each
item on the two latent variables (N=654)

Items Victim-based Punishment-based

1. Nesrin’s younger sister collects marbles. Nesrin snatches the marbles from her and loses them on
purpose.

A. His sister can’t play with her marbles anymore 0.50
B. Nesrin’s father sees this and punishes him 0.38

2. Beyhan steals the answers of a test
A. The teacher finds out and the whole class must redo the test 0.47
B. The teacher finds out and punishes Beyhan 0.52

3. Steven calls John’s mother names
A. John’s mother is now very upset 0.66
B. Steven may not borrow John’s scooter anymore 0.56

4. A child has a seat in a crowded train. An elderly man, who has trouble walking, gets in. The child
refuses to give up its seat

A. The old man has to remain standing 0.63
B. The old man gives the child an angry look 0.41

5. Jessica skips school
A. Her teacher is worried about Jessica 0.48
B. Her teacher puts Jessica in detention 0.66

6. Azizia is being bullied by Susan at school every day
A. Azizia feels miserable because of this 0.72
B. Susan is punished by the teacher 0.62

7. After a night of clubbing, Nicky calls a cab. There is one spot left. Nicky gets in and takes off. Her
friend is still in the bathroom

A. Her friend has to pay for another cab all by herself 0.50
B. Nicky’s friend won’t go out with her anymore 0.55

8. Kevin hits his sister
A. His sister gets a black eye 0.67
B. Kevin is punished by his parents 0.65

9. Dave and Richard are fighting in the schoolyard. Dave threatens Richard with a knife
A. Another guy steps in and gets injured 0.65
B. The principal calls Dave into his office and puts him in detention 0.67
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Social desirability The tendency to give socially desirable answers was measured
with the Social Desirability Scale (Rutten et al. 2007). This scale consists of
dichotomous items describing socially desirable attributes that are based upon the
11-item Marlowe–Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Crowne and Marlowe 1960).
Nederhof (1981) validated this scale for the Netherlands. To increase the reliability
and validity of this scale, four items were added by Rutten et al. Two examples of
items are “I always practise what I preach” and “I never boast”. Adolescents indicate
whether each statement, for them personally, is true or false. The scale for social
desirability proved to be reliable, with Cronbach’s α being 0.81.

Verbal intelligence Verbal intelligence was assessed with the Groninger Intelligence
Test (GIT): subtask Analogical Reasoning (Luteijn and Van der Ploeg 1983; Zwanepol
et al. 2002). This subtest consists of 20 multiple-choice items asking the subject to find
a logical connection between pairs of words. The items gradually increase in difficulty.
An example of an item is: “strong—stronger”; “big—bigger”; “tall—?” The options
from which the respondent could choose were: “tallest”, “shorter”, “taller”, “shortest”
and “higher”. The split-half reliability proved to be sufficient: α=.062.

Level of sociomoral reasoning The Sociomoral Reflection Measure—Short Form
(SRM-SF) was used to assess the level of sociomoral reasoning (Gibbs et al. 1992;
Zwart-Woudstra et al. 1993). The measure involves the production of reflective
sociomoral judgment. The questions include response options representative of the
moral stages 1 to 4. The first two stages, unilateral-physicalistic and exchanging-
instrumental, respectively, constitute the immature or pre-conventional level of
moral reasoning. The third and fourth stages, mutual-prosocial and systemic-
standard, respectively, constitute the mature or conventional level. The SRM-SF
contains 11 items addressing sociomoral values. Five moral value areas are
distinguished: contract and truth, affiliation, life, property and law and legal justice.
In this study, the SRM-SF was orally administered and completed by 120 non-
delinquent and 75 delinquent adolescents. The interviews were audio-taped,
transcribed and scored (blind for group membership) according to the rules specified
by Gibbs et al. (1992). In our study, the SRM-SF showed good internal consistency
reliability: α=0.81. Inter-rater agreement proved to be satisfactory, according to the
criteria formulated in the SRM-SF scoring manual (Gibbs et al. 1992, p. 57). The
correlation between raters was r=0.89 (norm r=0.80, P<0.001) and their mean
discrepancy in the score for Sociomoral Reflection Maturity was only 0.14 (norm=
0.20). The global stage agreement within one interval was 91%, and the exact global
stage consensus was 76%.

Empathy To assess emotional empathy we used the Index of Empathy in Children
and Adolescents (Bryant 1982), which is the adapted version for children and
adolescents from the Questionnaire Measure of Emotional Empathy (Mehrabian and
Epstein 1972). This test measures emotional aspects of empathy. The questionnaire
contains 22 items and uses a 9-point Likert-type scale (“very strongly disagree” to
“very strongly agree”). An example of an item is “It makes me sad to see a girl who
cannot find anyone to play with”. With α=0.71, the questionnaire proved to be
reliable.
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Prosocial behaviour In order to assess prosocial behaviour, we adapted the Prosocial
Behaviour Questionnaire (PBQ) (Weir and Duveen 1981), to be used as a self-report
measure of prosocial behaviour in adolescents. The PBQ contains 20 4-point Likert-
type scale items, ranging from “rarely applies” to “certainly applies”. The items
represent positive social behaviours, such as helping, sharing and supporting others.
Some examples are “I spontaneously pick up things which another person has
dropped” and “I take the opportunity to praise the work of others who are less able”.
Internal consistency reliability was satisfactory, with α=0.71.

Externalizing behaviour To assess externalizing behaviour (aggression and delin-
quency) we used the broadband scale for externalizing behaviour of the Youth Self
Report Questionnaire (Verhulst et al. 1997). The adolescent participants rate
themselves for how true each item is now or was within the past 6 months, using
a 3-point scale (“not true”, “somewhat or sometimes true” or “very true or often
true”). The reliability proved to be good, with α=0.90.

Norm trespassing behaviour To assess norm trespassing behaviour we used the Norm
Trespassing Behaviour Questionnaire (Leenders and Brugman 2005). Four dimensions
of norm trespassing behaviour can be measured using this questionnaire: vandalism,
minor theft, major theft and aggression, as well as the frequency of this behaviour. The
questionnaire contains 12 items. An example is: “Have you ever shoplifted an article
worth €10 or less from a supermarket?”. The respondent can answer: “No”, “Yes,
once”, or “Yes, more than once”. Reliability proved to be good, with α=0.81.

Results

The results are reported in three sections. In the first section, construct validity and
internal consistency reliability are assessed by confirmatory factor analysis and the
computation of Cronbach’s alpha. In the second section, we examine construct validity
by calculating correlations between moral orientation and sociomoral reasoning,
empathy, verbal intelligence, and socially desirable responding. In the third section,
concurrent validity is assessed in two ways. First, we examine differences between
delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents in moral orientation, sociomoral reasoning,
empathy, and morally relevant behaviour (norm trespassing, externalizing, and
prosocial behaviour). Thus, concurrent validity is evaluated against the differences that
instruments reveal in assessing sociomoral reasoning and adolescents’ self report of
empathy and morally relevant behaviour. Second, we conduct a series of multiple
regression analyses to examine whether moral orientation predicts morally relevant
behaviour, and whether the Moral Orientation Measure can replace existing instruments
assessing sociomoral reasoning and/or empathy.

Construct validity and reliability

In order to establish construct validity, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis on
all items of the Moral Orientation Measure, allowing pairs of items to correlate within
situations or in cases of similar wordings (e.g. “Mirjam is punished by the teacher” and
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“Kevin is punished by his parents“). A two-factor solution, with punishment- and victim-
based orientation as latent variables, showed a reasonable fit to the data: RMSEA=0.04,
CFI/TLI=0.96, X2 (121)=234, P<0.001. The root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) was lower than 0.06, the ratio between the X2 statistic and the degrees of
freedom was lower than 2.5, and the centrality fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI) were larger than 0.95 (Hu and Bentler 1999). Punishment- and victim-based
moral orientation proved to be reliable, with internal consistency reliabilities of α=
0.81 and 0.82, respectively. Table 1 presents the final factor solution, showing the
items and the corresponding factor loadings of punishment- and victim-based
orientation. All factor loadings were highly significant. Punishment- and victim-
based orientation were weakly correlated, r=−0.12, P<0.05.

Support for construct validity was also found in small associations between both
moral orientations and verbal intelligence and social desirability (see Table 2).
Punishment-based orientation was negatively associated with verbal intelligence (r=
−0.24, P<0.001) and positively associated with social desirability (r=0.16, P<0.001).
Victim-based orientation was not significantly associated with verbal intelligence [r=
0.06, not significant (n.s.)] and showed a significant, but small correlation with social
desirability (r=0.14, P<0.001). Significant associations were found between punish-
ment-based orientation and sociomoral reasoning (r=−0.24, P<0.001) and victim-
based orientation and empathy (r=0.28. P<0.001). Similar patterns of associations
were found in the delinquent and non-delinquent group (see Table 4).

Concurrent validity

The results dealing with concurrent validity are reported in two sections and are
based on all participants who completed the SRM-SF (N=195). In the first section,
we conducted analysis of covariance to examine differences between delinquent and
non-delinquent adolescents in sociomoral reasoning, empathy, moral orientation, and
morally relevant behaviour (norm trespassing, externalizing and prosocial behav-
iour). In the second section, we predict morally relevant behaviour from moral
orientation, controlling for verbal intelligence, social desirability, and background
variables, by conducting a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses. In the
final step of the multiple regression analyses, we added sociomoral reasoning and
empathy to establish whether moral cognition and moral emotion still contribute to
morally relevant behaviour after moral orientation has been taken into account.

Table 2 Associations between moral orientation and sociomoral reasoning, empathy, verbal intelligence
and social desirability

Parameter N Victim-based Punishment-based

Verbal IQ 618 0.06 −0.24***
Social desirability 643 0.14*** 0.16***
Sociomoral reasoning 195 0.03 −0.24***
Empathy 638 0.28*** −0.07

***P<0.001 (one-tailed significance)
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Differences between delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents

First, in a series of one-way analyses of variance we established that there were no
significant differences in sociomoral reasoning, empathy, moral orientation, and
morally relevant behaviour between adolescents who committed a sexual offence, a
violent offence or a first minor offence. Therefore, we treated the delinquent
adolescents as one group. Subsequently, we conducted a series of t-tests and χ2

analyses to inspect differences between delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents
on all background and control variables, including social desirability and verbal
intelligence. The groups differed in age, t (189.24) = −6.45, P<0.001, and gender
distribution, X2 (1, N=195) = 11.14, P<0.001. Next, we conducted a 2 (delinquent/
non-delinquent) × 2 (gender) analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), controlling for age.

A significant interaction effect of delinquency and gender was found on sociomoral
reasoning, F (1,190)=4.02, P<0.05, indicating that juvenile delinquents scored higher
on sociomoral reasoning than their non-delinquent counterparts (see Table 3). The
effect for boys, however, just failed to reach significance: t (126)=−1.77, P=0.08, n.s.
(non-delinquent boys M=2.27, SD=0.50, delinquent boys M=2.42, SD=0.46). In
contrast, the effect for girls proved to be significant: t (65)=−3.70, P<0.001.
Delinquent girls had higher scores on sociomoral reasoning (M=2.78, SD=0.38) than
non-delinquent girls (M=2.24, SD=0.42). Furthermore, as expected, we found a main
effect of delinquency on norm trespassing behaviour, F (1, 181)=4.90, P<0.05,
indicating that juvenile delinquents reported more norm trespassing behaviour than
juvenile non-delinquents. We found no significant differences between delinquent and
non-delinquent adolescents in moral orientation.

The comparison group contained a number of adolescents showing high levels of
norm trespassing and externalizing behaviour (aggression and delinquent behaviour).
These adolescents, however, cannot be considered delinquent, since they have not
been registered as such, and they may mask true differences between delinquent and
non-delinquent youth. In order to obtain a clean comparison group, we removed all
non-delinquent participants scoring in the highest quartile on the scale for norm

Table 3 Differences between delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents in moral cognition and moral
affect, moral orientation, and morally relevant behaviour

Parameter Non-delinquent (n=120) Delinquent (n=75) t d

M SD M SD

Moral cognition and affect
Sociomoral reasoning 2.26 0.46 2.47 0.45 3.20**1 0.46
Empathy 5.13 0.18 5.19 1.30 0.32 0.10
Moral orientation
Victim-based 2.96 0.58 3.06 0.57 1.22 0.17
Punishment-based 1.41 0.48 1.45 0.52 0.59 0.08
Morally relevant behaviour
Externalizing 12.15 7.84 14.86 9.85 2.07* 0.32
Norm trespassing 1.33 0.29 1.48 0.37 2.79** 0.47
Prosocial 2.60 0.46 2.69 0.44 1.26 0.20

*P<0.05, **P<0.01 (one-tailed significance)
1 two-tailed significance
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trespassing behaviour and/or in the clinical range on the scale for externalizing
behaviour. Subsequently, we repeated all analyses with the adjusted comparison
group. The results remained the same.

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis

In preliminary analyses, we examined associations between background variables
(age, socioeconomic status, culture (Dutch=1 and ethnic minority=2), gender (male=
1 and female=2), level of education (low=1 and middle/high=2) and type of education
(regular=1 and special education=2), control variables (verbal intelligence and social
desirability), empathy, sociomoral reasoning, punishment- and victim-based moral
orientation, and dependent variables (norm trespassing, externalizing, and prosocial
behaviour) in delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents (Table 4). Correlations
between background and control variables were low to moderate. In the delinquent
group, correlations did not exceed r=0.37, P<0.001 (verbal IQ and level of formal
education), whereas, in the non-delinquent group, correlations did not exceed r=
0.56, P<0.001 (gender and type of education). Only background and control
variables that were significantly related to one or more of the dependent variables in
the delinquent or non-delinquent group were included in the regression analyses, so
that we could secure an adequate ratio between predictor variables and participants.
These variables were socioeconomic status, culture, gender, verbal intelligence, and
social desirability.

We conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses for delinquent
and non-delinquent adolescents to predict norm trespassing, externalizing and
prosocial behaviour from moral orientation. The predictors were entered in the
following order: step 1, background variables (SES, culture and gender); step 2,
control variables (verbal intelligence and social desirability); step 3, punishment- and
victim-based moral orientation, and step 4, moral cognition (sociomoral reasoning)
and moral affect (empathy). In Table 5, the results of the regressions are presented.
The (cumulative) R2 indicates the total amount of variance accounted for by the
variables in the equation. The R2change (ΔR2) indicates the increment in amount of
variance accounted for. The beta coefficients show the association of each variable
with the dependent variables, controlling for all predictors.

In non-delinquent participants, we found significant regression equations for
norm trespassing behaviour, F (9, 110)=2.86, P<0.01, externalizing behaviour, F (9,
110)=2.39, P<0.05, and prosocial behaviour, F (9, 110)=7.77, P<0.001. The total
amount of variance accounted for in norm trespassing behaviour was 19%.
Background variables and victim-based orientation accounted for 8% and 5% of
the variance, respectively. Male non-delinquent participants showed more norm
trespassing behaviour than their female counterparts. A stronger victim-based
orientation proved to be associated with less norm trespassing behaviour. The total
amount of variance accounted for in externalizing behaviour was 16%. Control
variables significantly predicted externalizing behaviour, with 10% of the variance
accounted for. More social desirability predicted lower levels of externalizing
behaviour. Finally, the total amount of variance accounted for in prosocial behaviour
was 39%. Background variables accounted for 12% of the explained variance,
control variables and moral cognition and affect (sociomoral reasoning and empathy)
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accounted for an additional 16% and 9% of variance, respectively. Female
participants showed more prosocial behaviour than their male counterparts. Social
desirability predicted more prosocial behaviour. Finally, more empathy was
associated with more prosocial behaviour.

In delinquent participants, we only found a significant regression equation for
prosocial behaviour: F (9, 65)=4.11, P<0.001. The total amount of variance
accounted for in prosocial behaviour was 36%. Both control variables and victim-
based orientation contributed 16% and 10% to the variance accounted for,
respectively. More social desirability and stronger victim-based orientation were
associated with higher levels of prosocial behaviour.

Discussion

This study focused on the reliability and validity of the Moral Orientation Measure
(MOM) in a Dutch sample of delinquent and non-delinquent (pre)adolescents from
10 years to 20 years of age. Construct validity was established by means of
confirmatory factor analysis, yielding two (reliable) factors representing punishment-
and victim-based moral orientation. Evidence for construct validity was also found
in moderate associations between moral orientation and both sociomoral reasoning
and empathy, and only small associations between moral orientation and social
desirability and verbal intelligence. The MOM thus appears to measure both moral
cognition and moral affect and does not seem to be very sensitive to socially
desirable answering and differences in language skills. Stronger victim-based
orientation was related to less norm trespassing behaviour in non-delinquent
adolescents and more prosocial behaviour in adolescent delinquents, which was
considered indicative of concurrent validity. Sociomoral reasoning and empathy did
not contribute to the prediction of morally relevant behaviour after moral orientation
had been taken into account. We found no differences in moral orientation between
delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents.

Although delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents showed no differences in moral
orientation and empathy, we found unexpected differences in sociomoral reasoning in
the sense that female delinquents showed a higher level of sociomoral reasoning than did
non-delinquent female adolescents. This finding can be considered remarkable, since
meta-analyses revealed a large developmental delay in the moral reasoning of juvenile
delinquents in comparison with non-delinquent adolescents, even after correlates such
as intelligence, age, socioeconomic status and gender had been controlled for (Nelson et
al. 1990; Stams et al. 2006). In fact, it is the first reversal seen in 50 studies that have
been conducted so far. The anomaly comes with the small group of delinquent
females, who are at straight stage 3 (standardized root mean residual (SRMS) =278).

First of all, it should be noted that the types of crimes committed by female juvenile
delinquents are generally less violent and less serious than those committed by male
offenders (Acoca 1999; Lenssen et al. 2000). Furthermore, female juvenile delinquents
differ from their male counterparts in terms of family dysfunction, substance abuse,
psychopathology, trauma, affiliation with deviant peers, and school problems (Hubbard
and Pratt 2002; Lenssen et al. 2000). Many female juvenile delinquents have been the
victim of physical, sexual and emotional abuse or exploitation (Mullis et al. 2004),
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which might enhance identification with the victim and foster role-taking abilities,
possibly resulting in higher levels of moral reasoning. Finally, moral reasoning has
been shown to be more strongly associated with male offending than with female
offending (Stams et al. 2006). As the relationship between moral reasoning and
offending is moderated by gender, future studies should pay attention to gender
differences in intentions to offend. For instance, Tibbetts and Herz (1996) showed that
anticipated shame accounted for most gender effects on intentions to offend.

A plausible explanation for the low level of sociomoral reasoning in the
comparison group relative to the delinquent group could reside in the at-risk status
of the former group. The mean juvenile delinquents’ moral judgment score for boys
was about what one might expect for juvenile delinquents, SRMS=242 (Gibbs et al.
2007), but the comparison group’s mean was almost a straight stage 2, both for boys
(SRMS=227) and girls (SRMS=224), which is extremely low. The comparison
group consisted of urban, inner-city adolescents from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds (almost half of the adolescents had an ethnic minority background). Their
level of formal education was low, while 23% of the adolescents attended a special
education programme for learning and behavioural problems.

A second explanation is found in a possible intervention effect. All juvenile
delinquents had been or were involved in programmes that partially focused on
cognitive restructuring. This may have increased their level of sociomoral reasoning,
which is inherently a cognitive process (Gibbs 2003). Juvenile delinquents scoring
relatively high on sociomoral reasoning, however, still reported more norm
trespassing and externalizing behaviour than did their non-delinquent age mates.
Therefore, we assume that, although judicial interventions may have positively
influenced sociomoral reasoning, this may not have had an effect on juvenile
delinquents’ behaviour yet. Additional support for this interpretation is found in lack
of significant associations between sociomoral reasoning and morally relevant
behaviour in the delinquent group.

Most importantly, the link between moral cognition and moral behaviour may not be
straightforward (Blasi 1980). From a rational choice theory of crime (Nagin and
Paternoster 1993), it is plausible to suggest that both relatively time stable character-
istics (e.g. moral conscience) and “choice structuring properties” of offences (Cornish
and Clarke 1986) should be taken into account, such as attractiveness of the offence
target, ease of committing the offence, and perceived costs and benefits.

In our study, punishment-based orientation was not associated with any of the
criterion variables. From a rational choice perspective, however, it may be
hypothesized that relationships between punishment-based orientation and morally
relevant behaviour (delinquency, aggression, norm trespassing behaviour) depend on
perceived risk of punishment, especially in criminally prone individuals (Wright et
al. 2004). In a recent multi-level study of moral school climate (Stams et al.,
manuscript in preparation), at the individual level (differences between students
within classes), strong punishment-based orientation was found to be related to more
school misconduct, whereas, at the school level (differences between classes), high
punishment-based orientation was found to be related to less school misconduct.
Notably, school misconduct expresses itself in a highly supervised environment in
which perceived risk of punishment may interact with punishment-based orientation
in the regulation of adolescent behaviour.
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Lack of (direct) associations between moral reasoning and delinquency is also
explained by Rest (1979), who argues that four processes are involved for moral
behaviour to ensue, that is, moral sensitivity (spotting the issue), moral judgment
(thinking it through), moral motivation (desire to act morally), and moral action
(carrying through). One single process does not predict moral behaviour. Instead,
moral behaviour depends on the entire process, involving both affective and cognitive
aspects that function together (Greene and Haidt 2002; Pizarro 2000; Wagar and
Thagard 2004).

The Moral Orientation Measure may be the first instrument that aims to assess both
moral emotion and moral cognition in an integrated way, as it invokes emotion-laden
judgment of moral transgressions. In our study, stronger victim-based orientation proved
to be associated with less norm trespassing behaviour in non-delinquent adolescents and
in more prosocial behaviour in juvenile delinquents, whereas empathy only proved to be
associated with prosocial behaviour in non-delinquent adolescents. Sociomoral
reasoning and punishment-based moral orientation were not associated with morally
relevant behaviour. We therefore suggest that empathy-related responding is an
important protective factor for both delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents who
may be at risk of deviant behaviour. Moreover, there is evidence that moral orientation
better predicts morally relevant behaviour than empathy (moral emotion) or sociomoral
reasoning (moral cognition) do.

Some limitations of our study should be mentioned. First, the limited number of
delinquent participants is responsible for a lack of statistical power. Second, all
delinquent participants were involved in an intervention possibly affecting socio-
moral reasoning, empathy and moral orientation (Leeman et al. 1993; Nas 2005),
which makes it difficult to demonstrate concurrent validity by making comparisons
between delinquent and non-delinquent youth. Third, the comparison group should
be considered as an at-risk group, possibly containing juvenile offenders, which may
have negatively affected the establishment of concurrent validity in terms of group
differences. The results, however, remained the same after we had repeated the
analyses with a ‘clean’ comparison group. Nevertheless, removing adolescents with
high scores on norm trespassing and externalizing behaviour from the comparison
group may not have been sufficient, since juvenile offenders who have not been
officially recorded as delinquent may systematically under-report socially undesir-
able behaviour (Breuk et al. 2007). Therefore, a fourth limitation of this study is that
the assessment of morally relevant behaviour was based on questionnaire self report.
Despite possible under-reporting of antisocial behaviour in juvenile delinquents
(Breuk et al. 2007), there is empirical support for the reliability and validity of
questionnaire self report of antisocial behaviour in adolescents (Junger-Tas and Hean
Marshall 1999; Singh 1979; Verhulst and Van der Ende 1992). Moreover, we found
significant differences between delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents in norm
trespassing and externalizing behaviour, which finding is in line with that in studies
showing correspondence between officially recorded offending and self report of
delinquency (Emler and Reicher 1995; Gold 1970).

The MOM showed acceptable construct validity, but evidence for concurrent
validity was limited to significant associations between victim-based moral
orientation and morally relevant behaviour in either the delinquent or non-delinquent
group. The power of the MOM to show differences may be enhanced by
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systematically varying the situations presented to the adolescents, according to the
type of delinquent act (e.g. petty crime or serious and violent offending) and
circumstances under which norm trespassing behaviour is performed (gender and
cultural background of the victim and offender).

The results of this study indicate that the MOM is a reliable and valid instrument to
assess moral development in adolescents at risk of behavioural maladjustment, showing
that moral orientation is differently associated with morally relevant behaviour in
delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents. The Moral Orientation Measure is
considered to have high ecological validity, as it presents familiar, meaningful,
situations to the respondents, and because the MOM is representative of real-life
decision-making, which is based on both cognitive and affective information. Since
unfavourable scores on punishment- and victim-based moral orientation represent a
delay in moral development, the Moral Orientation Measure can make an important
contribution to the assessment of (limited) accountability of juvenile delinquents and the
evaluation of judicial interventions directed at moral functioning.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
Noncommercial License which permits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
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