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General Introduction

It is important for any civilization to have a set of rules for its citizens, explicitly 
(e.g., written laws) and implicitly (e.g., social consensus), if such a civilization is destined 
to achieve some form of permanency. As the specific contents of such rules differ over 
time and geographical location, they embody their respective civilizations, and provide 
guidelines on how individuals and groups are expected to interact with one another. 
Within such rules, one can distinguish different types of guidelines. For instance, there 
are conventional guidelines, which are social rules and conventions valid for its respective 
social context (Turiel, 1983). However, if conventional guidelines (e.g., whether or not 
uniforms are worn to school) are defied, no interpersonal harm is necessarily caused. By 
way of contrast, there are also moral guidelines (e.g., not engaging in physical violence 
towards others), which if defied do lead to interpersonal harm. This principle of moral 
harm (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987; Turiel, 1983), however, must be interpreted broadly. For 
example, hitting someone might cause that individual direct physical harm, but also if you 
steal someone’s possessions, that individual might not be able to support himself and his 
family, which is a more indirect form of harm.

The moral principle that the latter type of guidelines represents, has been suggested 
to be found in virtually any modern organized civilization (Gibbs, Basinger, Grime & 
Snarey, 2007; Schwartz, 1994). In other words, the principle that one ought to do no harm 
to another, when no reason for such harm is present, is widespread. Even before modern 
day civilizations existed, it is believed that some of the most ancient civilizations known 
to man also adhered to this principle. For instance, the implicit laws of Ancient Egypt 
(roughly from 3000 BC to the beginning of the first millennium) were based on the Ma’at; 
a concept of truth, fairness and justice (Karenga, 2004). It was apparently so important for 
the Ancient Egyptians, that even a goddess (i.e., Ma’at) was believed to exist to promote 
these beliefs. Also in later cultures (e.g., the Celts; Kelly, 1988) and among many religions 
(e.g., Christianity; Carroll & Prickett, 2008) similar beliefs were and still are predominant 
(although large differences existed in what was perceived as legitimate elicitors to inflict 
harm upon others).

Although a long and rich history of the promotion of moral behaviour exists in 
many civilizations, the prevalence of harm-based immoral behaviour is also widespread. 
More specifically, externalizing behaviour (i.e., behaviour that directly or indirectly 
[through the violation of societal norms] harms others; cf., Barriga, Morrison, Liau & 
Gibbs, 2001) remains an issue in most modern civilizations (cf., Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
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2011; Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2009). Though immoral behaviour can take 
many and complex forms (as morality does too; Shweder & Haidt, 1993), the focus of this 
dissertation will be on stereotypical externalizing behaviour of adolescents (i.e., offences 
and felonies frequently used in externalizing behaviour research; cf., Barriga, Morrison et 
al., 2001; Brugman & Aleva, 2004; Tarry & Emler, 2007).

Early explanations for externalizing behaviour

As most civilizations attribute substantial amounts of importance to the absence of 
externalizing behaviour among its citizens (due to that the prevalence of such behaviour 
is physically, psychologically and economically taxing; Groot, De Hoop, Houkes & Sikkel, 
2007), many scholars and armchair psychologists try and have tried to find explanations 
for why some individuals hurt others, while others do not. For example, early explanations 
for the occurrences of externalizing behaviour included possession by otherworldly 
entities, such as demons or devils (Churchland, 1989). More specifically, it was not the 
individual voluntarily engaging in forms of externalizing behaviour, it was the alien entity 
that was responsible. A few millennia later, the focus on external influences was traded in 
for a focus on the offending individual himself. In the late 18th and early 19th century a 
new “scientific” branch called phrenology sprouted, which attributed specific behaviours 
or capacities (including externalizing behaviour) to “bumps” on specific parts of the skull 
(cf., Gall & Spurzheim, 1810). Although later (and now) considered no more than pseudo-
scientists (cf., Magendie, 1838), phrenologists were at least right that the brain is important 
when investigating human behaviour. Even though psychology rose as a formal science 
regarding human behaviour in the late 19th century (Gray, 2011), thereby surpassing 
supernatural and pseudo-scientific explanations, still remarkably little consensus was 
obtained as to what exactly drives individuals to externalizing behaviour.

Cognitive Moral Development and Externalizing Behaviour

Moral Reasoning. A prominent explanation that found its origin in the early 
20th century is given by the cognitive-developmental approach. Piaget (1932), among 
others, suggested that specific cognitive characteristics could be “responsible” for one’s 
externalizing behaviour. More specifically, one’s reasoning on why one should adhere to 
moral standards and values (i.e., moral reasoning). According to Piaget, individuals provide 
two types of reasons. Firstly, at earlier ages, individuals believe that moral guidelines 
should be adhered to, because they have been set by a higher authority (i.e., adults). This 
made Piaget call such reasoning heteronomous. Secondly, through the interaction with 
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peers as they grow older, individuals (co-)construct moral guidelines which they deem 
obligatory in itself, rather than obligatory through customs or convention. Such reasoning 
was therefore named autonomous by Piaget. Piaget also suggested that this shift from one 
type of reasoning to the other happens over the course of eleven dimensions.

This concept of progression in moral reasoning was later picked up by Kohlberg 
(1958) in his doctoral dissertation, thus setting the basis for an abundance of moral 
cognitive developmental research into externalizing behaviour. The distinction between 
two types of reasoning was expanded to three levels, where each level contained two 
stages, and where each stage represented a type of reasoning. For instance, the first stage 
(i.e., punishment and obedience-orientation) features characteristics similar to Piaget’s 
heteronomous reasoning; adherence to moral guidelines is justified to avoid punishment 
inflicted by authorities. Even though studies on the relationship between moral reasoning 
and externalizing behaviour started shortly after the turn of the 20th century (Betke, 
1944), and prominent scholars started promoting a relationship (e.g., Blasi, 1980), these 
same scholars acknowledge that this relation is modest, complicated, and not necessarily 
causal. Therefore, the cognitive-developmentalists also focused their attention on other 
cognitions besides moral reasoning.

Cognitive Distortions. One of the additional cognitive processes of interest is 
the occurrence of neutralization techniques battling guilt and shame, when engaging in 
externalizing behaviour. These processes were first mentioned by Sykes and Matza (1957) 
– as a response to the believed existence of delinquent “subcultures” (Cohen, 1955) – as 
they reported that many delinquent adolescents provide a multitude of reasons, which 
would make acting delinquent “okay”. For instance, a specific technique would be to 
deny that one’s externalizing behaviour caused any harm or damage (e.g., “It is okay 
to steal that bicycle, the owner probably does not care”) or to blame the victim for one’s 
behaviour (e.g., “He should have locked his door, if he did not want me to break in”). 
Proponents of this phenomenon suggest that individuals who are more likely to come up 
with such reasons and successfully apply them to minimize their own guilt following or 
in the anticipation of externalizing behaviour, are thus more likely to live a life filled with 
harmful behaviour. Later these techniques would be coined as cognitive distortions (i.e., 
“inaccurate or biased ways of attending to, or conferring, meaning upon experiences”; 
cf., Barriga, Gibbs, Potter & Liau, 2001, p. 1), and represent a cognitive deficit, rather 
than being a more superficial attitudinal process. While cognitive distortions would 
become a major component of externalizing behaviour research in the late 20th and early 
21st century (Maruna & Copes, 2005), suggesting a relationship (Helmond, Brugman,  
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Overbeek & Gibbs, 2011), the concept has not been without its issues (Maruna & Mann, 
2006).

Moral Identity. A second cognitive process that only more recently and modestly 
was included in cognitive developmental theories and research is moral identity (e.g., 
Blasi, 1993). Moral identity is the process of one’s self-perception of moral characteristics 
(e.g., helpful or fair) and the prominence of those characteristics in one’s identity (among 
other non-moral characteristics, such as intelligent or musical). For example, an individual 
who would say he is very helpful towards his peers, and that this characteristic is very 
important for his self-concept, and only mildly considers himself to be playful, and 
also does not make a big deal out of that, would be considered to have a very moral-
oriented identity. The majority of previous research investigated and confirmed a link 
between moral-oriented identities, increased moral behaviour (Arnold, 1993) and 
moral exemplarity (Colby & Damon, 1995), but only a minority investigated the link 
to externalizing behaviour. While these few studies do suggest an inverse relationship 
between moral identity and externalizing behaviour (e.g., Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001; 
Johnston & Krettenauer, 2011), moral identity has a lot of catching up to do in terms of 
study quantity related to externalizing behaviour, to match the abundance of research 
regarding moral reasoning and cognitive distortions.

Attitudes, Emotions and Externalizing Behaviour

Contrasting the cognitive developmentalists, there are those who oppose the 
thought that moral cognition (and especially moral reasoning) is responsible for triggering 
externalizing behaviour. For instance, in the early 21st century, two social scientists wanted 
to redirect externalizing behaviour research to two old “forgotten” concepts: attitudes and 
moral values (Emler & Tarry, 2007; Tarry & Emler, 2007). Although the former concept 
was widely considered relevant in social psychology (e.g., Azjen & Fishbein, 1973), in 
developmental psychology these concepts were, respectively, subjected to heavy criticism 
and a lack of clear empirical results. As these criticisms emerged around the same time 
the moral reasoning deficit achieved significant popularity (Kohlberg, 1978; Wicker, 1969), 
it took them a few decades to re-enter the field of externalizing behaviour research. With 
this re-emergence, more clear (and intriguing) results came along as well; more supportive 
attitudes towards authority and attributed importance to the adherence to moral values 
were inversely related to the exhibition of externalizing behaviour (Tarry & Emler, 2007). 
However, the results were not limited to these two concepts, as moral reasoning was also 
claimed to be “debunked” as a predictor for externalizing behaviour.
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This weak (or non-existent) relationship between moral reasoning and externalizing 
behaviour was already mentioned earlier, around the turn of the new millennium, by 
Haidt (2001). Moreover, Haidt argues not only that this relationship is still largely 
open for discussion, he also suggest that moral reasoning is not capable of influencing 
behaviour. More specifically, as moral reasoning is an intentional process, it simply takes 
too much time for reasoning to intervene in the quick occurrence of behaviour. Thus, 
moral reasoning is considered a product of behaviour, occurring after the (im)moral act. 
Therefore, in relationship to externalizing behaviour research, Haidt emphasizes the 
need to focus upon moral intuition and emotion, which are capable of operating (and 
influencing) behaviour on “short notice”. These two moral concepts exhibit overlap with 
Tarry and Emler’s (2007) suggestion of moral values as research concept, as the attribution 
of importance is suggested to be closely related to emotions (Nunner-Winkler, 2007). 
More specifically, individuals are expected to care more for the adherence to values they 
deem important, and thus exhibit stronger emotional reactions when those values are 
defied, than for values they deem unimportant. This would provide an explanation of 
the negative relationship between moral values and externalizing behaviour, as reported 
by Tarry and Emler, as individuals whom experience strong immediate (moral) emotions 
when confronted with or inflicting some form of moral transgression are less likely to 
engage in or continue to engage in externalizing behaviour (Haidt, 2001).

Furthermore, Haidt addresses an issue largely ignored by cognitive 
developmentalists, which is moral judgment. Though knowledge of what is right 
and wrong (and thus able to adequately judge morally) is by no means a “buffer” for 
externalizing behaviour (e.g., Cima, Tonnaer & Hauser, 2010), the concept of moral 
evaluations is still relevant to externalizing behaviour (cf., Mears, Ploeger & Warr, 1998). 
Whilst cognitive developmentalists have largely focused on the “why” of morality (i.e., 
reasoning), and Haidt’s (2001) argument to focus on moral emotional-intuitive evaluations, 
the integration of evaluation and reasoning has yet to be incorporated in externalizing 
behaviour research. This is remarkable, as both these evaluative and reasoning processes 
are unmistakably related to each other, and associated with (as either an elicitor or product 
of) externalizing behaviour.

Context and Outline of Dissertation

When reviewing the past and present of research into externalizing behaviour, it 
appears the current research field – one decade into the 21st century – is in a transitional 
phase from one paradigm to another. The well-established paradigm consists largely of 
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Kohlberg’s legacy, that of moral reasoning and its fellow moral cognitions (which are still 
furiously being defended by cognitive developmentalists; cf., Brusten, Stams & Gibbs, 
2007). The newly emerging paradigm is more diffuse, part due to its novelty, consisting of 
attitudinal and emotional components. In the middle of this transition, there is the current 
dissertation. The main theme of the manuscripts in this volume is externalizing behaviour. 
In accordance to a rich scientific tradition, this dissertation will address which (and if) 
moral processes are related to the exhibition of externalizing behaviour. This as there is still 
no definitive explanation to the occurrence of externalizing behaviour among adolescents, 
which does represent a major societal problem (Loeber & Farrington, 1998; Snyder & 
Sickmund, 1999). Furthermore, not only will be evaluated which of these processes are 
related to behaviour, but also what the respective relevance of these moral processes are, 
when examining the “bigger picture”. However, the dissertation does not limit itself to 
association, but also investigates whether the operationalization and conceptualization 
of externalizing behaviour and moral processes play a part in the interpretation of 
externalizing behaviour research. The first two chapters will largely focus on the cognitive 
developmental approach (i.e., moral reasoning) and the last two chapters will focus on an 
emotional-intuitive approach (i.e., the attribution of importance to moral values). A brief 
overview of each chapter and its contents will now follow.

The first chapter concerns the validation of an instrument for primarily assessing 
moral reasoning according to Gibbs (1979), namely the Sociomoral Reflection Measure 
– Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO; Basinger, Brugman & Gibbs, 2007). The instrument 
was designed to be a mass-applicable instrument for a wide range of target populations. 
The main research question is therefore, logically, is the SRM-SFO a valid and reliable 
instrument for assessing moral reasoning? The validity of the instrument is evaluated 
among young adolescents and incarcerated juvenile delinquents, while being applied in 
both group and individual contexts. Beyond the validation of the SRM-SFO, the chapter 
also touches upon the concepts of moral value evaluation (i.e., the attribution of importance 
to moral values) and self-serving cognitive distortions (according to Barriga, Gibbs and 
colleagues, 2001), and their relation (together with moral reasoning) to externalizing 
behaviour among adolescents.

The second chapter addresses a specific phenomenon observed in several studies 
concerning the relationship between moral reasoning and registered delinquency. 
While cognitive developmentalists suggest that there are delays in the general moral 
reasoning of incarcerated juvenile delinquents (Stams et al., 2006), these delays appear 
to be especially present for value domains concerning law violations (e.g., Brugman & 
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Aleva, 2004). Moreover, these delays appear to be even more specific for juvenile sex 
offenders, as they only relate to the sexual offence concerning their own victim (Van Vugt 
et al., 2008). To investigate this phenomenon, the main research question of this chapter 
is: can the SRM-SFO expose a sexual offence-specific delay in moral reasoning? This 
chapter can be considered a “follow-up” on the first chapter, as it expands the instrument 
with additional items related to sexual offences and investigates aspects of one of the 
cognitive developmentalists’ critical assumptions to moral cognition (i.e., the structural 
unity hypothesis; Colby & Kohlberg, 1987). In addition, the chapter conceptualizes moral 
reasoning in an alternative manner, allowing the co-existence of preconventional and 
conventional reasoning.

The third chapter investigates whether a classical cognitive developmental model 
for externalizing behaviour (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001) is enhanced with the addition 
of emotional-intuitive components (i.e., moral value evaluation), when applying features 
of Haidt’s (2001) social-intuitionist model concerning moral reasoning. More specifically, 
the process of moral value evaluation is integrated in the model as the “precursor” of 
moral reasoning, moral identity and cognitive distortions. The main research question 
is: do moral value evaluation, moral reasoning, moral identity and cognitive distortions 
predict externalizing behaviour? Which of these processes is most important (if any)? 
How do these moral processes relate to each other? In contrast to the first two chapters, 
this chapter operationalizes externalizing behaviour in a different manner, using self-
reports of externalizing behaviour, instead of comparing incarcerated and non-offending 
adolescents. Furthermore, some concerns regarding the construct validity of Barriga, 
Gibbs and colleagues’ (2001) self-serving cognitive distortions are addressed, as the arrival 
of moral value evaluation brings some new perspectives.

The fourth chapter concerns a literature review of moral value evaluation’s 
relationship with externalizing behaviour, as the first and third chapters (alongside a modest 
amount of literature; Tarry & Emler, 2007) suggest that this “forgotten” concept might be 
relevant after all. The different operationalizations of externalizing behaviour from the 
previous chapters are combined. Firstly, the classical approach of comparing adolescent 
juvenile delinquents who are incarcerated and non-incarcerated adolescents (favoured by 
cognitive developmentalists; cf., Stams et al., 2006) is investigated. Secondly, there is the 
direct relationship with self-reported externalizing behaviour (favoured by opponents of 
the moral cognition explanation of externalizing behaviour; cf., Tarry & Emler, 2007). The 
main research question is therefore: do incarcerated and non-offending adolescents differ 
in their attribution of importance to moral values? Is moral value evaluation related to 
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self-reported externalizing behaviour? The results from the fourteen reviewed studies are 
then related to classical and modern theories regarding the occurrence of externalizing 
behaviour. More specifically, the viability of the results within the theories is discussed, 
and of the theories alongside the results. For instance, the neutralization theory (Sykes & 
Matza, 1957) and its modern operationalizations receive special attention.
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Abstract

The current study introduces the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form 
Objective (SRM-SFO), a recognition instrument for measuring moral reasoning and moral 
value evaluation, in the perspective of the ongoing debate on the relationships of both these 
processes to juvenile delinquency. The SRM-SFO’s validity was primarily investigated 
in a non-delinquent juvenile sample (N = 351), with appropriate moral, attitudinal and 
behavioural measures. Furthermore, investigations of secondary importance were also 
performed with an incarcerated juvenile delinquent sample (N = 45). The results indicate 
that the SRM-SFO is a promising instrument, with evidence for validity and reliability 
for its moral reasoning and moral value evaluation scores. In the perspective of the 
moral reasoning debate on juvenile delinquency, moral reasoning turned out to be a 
secondary predictor (alongside primary predictor attitude towards authority) for self-
reported delinquent behaviour, while the lower levels of moral reasoning expected for 
incarcerated juvenile delinquents were not found. Furthermore, it was found that moral 
value evaluation is related to self-reported delinquency and differentiates incarcerated 
juvenile delinquents from non-delinquent adolescents.
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Introduction

Morality-oriented research in the field of delinquent behaviour among adolescents 
has predominantly focused on moral reasoning (i.e., the level of overall justification of 
moral values or decisions according to Kohlberg’s moral development stages, Kohlberg, 
1981, 1984). The majority of these studies utilized a distinction between registered (and often 
subsequently incarcerated) delinquent adolescents and non-delinquent adolescents (i.e., 
formal delinquency), which lead to an abundance of evidence indicating that lower levels 
of moral reasoning were more prevalent among officially registered delinquents (Stams et 
al., 2006). However, the historically important concept of values in morality research (cf., 
Brown & Herrnstein, 1975) is now returning to the field of juvenile delinquency research, 
in the form of moral value evaluation (i.e., the attribution of importance to moral values, 
cf., Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press). In a study which purpose it was to debunk the 
moral reasoning deficit explanation for delinquency, Tarry and Emler (2007) reported that 
moral value evaluation was a significant predictor of self-reported delinquent behaviour 
(i.e., informal delinquency). Furthermore, Tarry and Emler did not find any relationship 
between moral reasoning and delinquent behaviour, while one’s attitude towards 
authority was the most important predictor (surpassing moral value evaluation).

As advocates in favour and disfavour of the moral reasoning deficit explanation for 
juvenile delinquency have locked their scientific “horns” on whether moral reasoning and 
moral values are relevant to juvenile delinquency (Brusten, Stams & Gibbs, 2007; Emler 
& Tarry, 2007), this debate invites further investigation. For example, very few studies 
have reported both on moral reasoning and moral value evaluation in relation to juvenile 
delinquency, making the quantitative foundation of both sides’ arguments weak at this 
point. Furthermore, both parties have vastly different perspectives on how to operationalize 
delinquency among adolescents, resulting somewhat in a comparison of apples and 
oranges. More specifically, the proponents of the moral reasoning deficit frequently refer 
to and apply the formal delinquency operationalization (Brusten et al., 2007; Stams et al., 
2006), whereas opponents prefer the informal delinquency operationalization (Emler & 
Reicher, 1995; Tarry & Emler, 2007). In conclusion, there is need for subsequent research 
that integrates opposing perspectives.

Answering this call, we introduce and evaluate a new instrument for measuring 
moral reasoning and moral value evaluation: the Sociomoral Reasoning Measure – Short 
Form Objective (SRM-SFO, Basinger, Brugman & Gibbs, 2007). The SRM-SFO is the latest 
instrument in a line of sociomoral reflection measures, succeeding the previously validated 
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Sociomoral Reflection Objective Measure – Short Form (SROM-SF, Basinger & Gibbs, 
1987) and Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form (SRM-SF, Gibbs, Basinger & Fuller, 
1992). By combining the strengths, and minimizing the disadvantages of its predecessors, 
the SRM-SFO aims to become an objective measure of moral reasoning suitable for large-
scale research. Mirroring the SRM-SF, the SRM-SFO is a moral dilemma-free measure, 
relieving the participant of reading workload frequently found in other moral reasoning 
instruments (e.g., the SROM-SF, Basinger & Gibbs, 1987; and the Defining Issues Test 
[DIT], Rest, Narvaez, Thoma & Bebeau, 1999). Furthermore, the SRM-SFO also mirrors 
the SROM-SF, as it does not require written production of moral reasons, but assesses 
moral reasoning through the recognition of objectively staged moral reasons, further 
relieving the participant (and the researcher, as no timely scoring and coding procedures 
are necessary). In sum, these workload-relieving characteristics suggest that the SRM-SFO 
is a suitable instrument for research on any scale, and among a wide range of participants 
(even among “difficult” samples, such as young adolescents, delinquents and individuals 
with reading difficulties), all while being less susceptible to the high attrition rates found 
with higher workload instruments (e.g., Leenders & Brugman, 2005).

The SRM-SFO itself consists of ten item sets. Although the SRM-SFO does not 
contain any moral dilemmas on which the moral reasoning and attribution of importance 
to moral values is based, each of the SRM-SFO’s item sets is related to one of five more 
abstract moral value areas (i.e., mostly values related to the recently established “umbrella” 
domains of harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, ingroup/loyalty and authority/respect, 
Graham et al., 2011). These moral value areas are contract and truth (n = 4), affiliation (n 
= 1), life (n = 2), property and law (n = 2), and legal justice (n = 1), which also have been 
used (in a similar distribution) in the SRM-SF. Whereas originally twelve moral value 
domains were identified to be used for assessing Kohlbergian moral reasoning (Colby 
& Kohlberg, 1987), the five domains represented in the SRM-SFO have been found to 
be relevant and understandable for virtually everyone (Basinger & Gibbs, 1987; Gibbs 
et al., 1992; Gibbs, Basinger, Grime & Snarey, 2007). Each item set produces scores for 
two different concepts: sociomoral reflection maturity and moral value evaluation. The former 
moral concept is generally considered of primary importance, whereas the latter concept 
is of secondary importance (cf., Gibbs et al., 1992, p. 33). Contrasting this hierarchy of 
importance, participants are first assessed in regards to their evaluation of the importance 
of the moral value at hand (i.e., moral value evaluation), and subsequently on their moral 
reasoning according to Gibbs’ four-stage model (i.e., sociomoral reflection maturity, which 
is moral reasoning limited to stage 1 till 4 of the Kohlbergian model, Gibbs, 1979, 2010). 
The sociomoral reflection maturity score in the SRM-SFO is very much like its counterpart 
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in the SROM-SF (for more details, see the method section).

The main research question for the current study is: does the SRM-SFO reliably 
and validly assess moral reasoning and moral value evaluation among adolescents? As 
the SRM-SFO intends to measure Kohlberg-Gibbsian moral reasoning (Gibbs, 1979, 2010; 
Kohlberg, 1981, 1984), several expectations regarding the moral reasoning product are 
in order. Firstly, according to Kohlberg’s structural unity hypothesis (Colby & Kohlberg, 
1987) moral reasoning is a single dimensional construct, and thus this should be reflected 
in the moral reasoning product of the SRM-SFO. Therefore, the structural hypothesis is 
that confirmatory factor analysis shows one factor underlying the items related to moral 
reasoning. Furthermore, though no similar ad hoc hypotheses exist for moral value 
evaluation, its intended operationalization (i.e., an overall sense of attributed importance 
to moral values) also suggests a single factor underlying the moral value evaluation items. 
Secondly, previous research has suggested that moral reasoning is positively related 
to moral identity and moral value evaluation, and negatively to self-serving cognitive 
distortions (Barriga, Morrison, Liau & Gibbs, 2001; Brugman, 2008; Tarry & Emler, 2007). 
Furthermore, other studies have indicated that females utilize higher levels of moral 
reasoning than males during young adolescence (Garmon, Basinger, Gregg & Gibbs, 1996), 
and that higher educated individuals utilize higher levels of moral reasoning than lower 
educated individuals (Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs & Lieberman, 1983). Therefore, the criterion 
hypothesis is that the relationships and distinctions described above will also present 
themselves when assessing moral reasoning using the SRM-SFO. As with the structural 
hypothesis, no empirically-based ad hoc hypotheses exist for moral value evaluation. 
However, due to moral value evaluation’s moral nature, relationships mirroring those of 
moral reasoning are expected.

In perspective of the recent discussion on the moral reasoning deficit explanation 
for juvenile delinquency, two behavioural relationships are relevant as well. Firstly, 
the relationship between moral reasoning and self-reported delinquent behaviour (i.e., 
informal delinquency) will be examined, as both null-findings and (mild) significant 
relationships have been prevalent in previous research (e.g., Barriga, Morrison et al., 
2001; Tarry & Emler, 2007). Furthermore, the effects of adding moral value evaluation 
and attitudinal measures on authority (i.e. self-serving cognitive distortions related to 
oppositional defiance in the current study) to the relationship between moral reasoning 
and self-reported delinquency are examined, to mirror the analyses performed by Tarry 
and Emler (2007). Secondly, and of lesser importance, the recognitive moral reasoning of 
incarcerated delinquent adolescents is examined as well. Although it is well known that 
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the productive moral reasoning of such individuals has its deficits (Stams et al., 2006), 
recognition instruments of moral reasoning utilizing the current sociomoral reflection 
maturity procedure are frequently incapable of exposing this delay (cf., Basinger & 
Gibbs, 1987; Gavaghan, Arnold & Gibbs, 1983). We therefore expect to establish no moral 
reasoning deficit among incarcerated delinquents, or a mild deficit in line with the results 
of other recognition instruments (Stams et al., 2006).

Method

Sample & Procedure

The primary sample consisted of 351 non-incarcerated adolescents, who were 
in the age range of 11 to 17 years old (M = 13.8, SD = 1.1). These participants were 
evenly divided between both genders (51.0% males) and educational level, as 50.7% 
was following education at a lower level (i.e., secondary pre-vocational and vocational 
education) and the remaining adolescents at a higher level (i.e., higher education includes 
higher secondary pre-vocational education and secondary pre-university education and 
its tertiary educational equivalents). These adolescents were recruited from two Dutch 
secondary schools.

The secondary sample consisted of 45 incarcerated juvenile delinquents, who 
were in the age range of 12 to 23 years old (M = 15.8, SD = 1.8). These participants were 
overrepresented for males (66.7% males) and lower levels of education (75.6% were 
following education at a lower level). The juvenile delinquents were recruited from a 
Dutch youth detention centre and were either convicted and incarcerated for a violence, 
property or narcotics offence, or were placed under court custody.

Measures were obtained at a single time point, allowing for cross-sectional analyses. 
The non-delinquent adolescents were assessed in a group context (e.g., classroom), while 
the delinquent adolescents were assessed individually (as previous research experience 
has shown that group assessment in delinquent samples leads to loss of data and time due 
to a chaotic atmosphere).

Measures

The main instrument in the current study is the Dutch translation of the Sociomoral 
Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO [10 item sets], Basinger et al., 2007). 
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Each item set consists of three sub-sections. At the start of each item set, a moral issue or 
morally relevant situation is presented, which is related to one of the five moral value 
domains mentioned in the introduction. For instance, participants are encouraged to think 
about a time when they made a promise to a friend (i.e., the moral value domain of contract 
and truth). Then, the first subsection (i.e., moral value evaluation) assesses how important 
the participant believes the moral issue or situation to be (e.g., how important do you 
think it is that people keep their promises, if they can, to friends?) on a 3-point Likert-
scale; ranging from (1) very important to (2) important to (3) unimportant. This introduction 
replaces the frequently used moral dilemmas in other moral reasoning instruments (e.g., 
Basinger & Gibbs, 1987; Rest et al., 1999), as an elicitor of moral reasoning (cf., Gibbs et 
al., 1992).

The second sub-section (i.e., moral reasoning) begins with a question related to 
the moral issue or situation previously evaluated (e.g., if you had to give a reason why 
it is [at least sometimes] important to keep a promise to a friend, if you can, what reason 
would you give?), followed by four items. Each of these four items is related to one of the 
four stages of Gibbs’ theory of moral judgment (Gibbs, 1979, 2010). Furthermore, each of 
these items has three response categories: (1) yes, when participants want to indicate that 
it resembles a reason they would give; (2) no, when participants want to indicate that it 
does not resemble a reason they would give; or (3) not sure, when participants are unsure 
whether it resembles a reason they would give. Participants are only allowed to check 
one response per moral reason. An example of a stage 1 reason is “because otherwise that 
person will not be your friend any more”, whereas a stage 2 item is “because your friend 
might have done something for you in the past and you need friends”.

The third sub-section assesses which of the four items of subsection 2 resembles the 
reason the participant would give the most. Participants could then check the alternative 
associated with the reason in sub-section 2. If participants had only chosen the responses 
no and/or not sure, they were still required to pick the reason that resembled the one they 
would give the most.

Moral value evaluation scores were calculated by averaging the reversed scores 
of the items in sub-section 1. The possible score range was from 1.00 to 3.00, with higher 
scores representing increased attributed value to moral issues. Sociomoral reflection 
maturity scores were calculated by first assigning each item in sub-section 2 indicated 
with a yes a value equal to the reasoning stage related to that specific item (e.g., indicating 
yes to a stage 1 reason, would give that specific item a value of 1.00), and assigning a no 
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or not sure with no value. Then, the items in sub-section 3 were assigned a value equal 
to the reasoning stage they represent in sub-section 2 (e.g., indicating that reason A is 
closest to one’s own reasoning, while reason A is related to stage 2 reasoning, would give 
that specific item a value of 2.00). To finalize the individual item set sociomoral reflection 
maturity scores, the average of the four reason items in sub-section 2 (excluding any reason 
items indicated with a no or not sure) were averaged with the item value of sub-section 3, 
weighting sub-section 3 twice as heavy as sub-section 2 (this two-to-one ratio optimizes 
concurrent validity in regards to production measures, Gibbs et al., 1984). If participants 
had not indicated yes for at least one of the items in sub-section 2, they were assigned a 
value of ‘2.50’ as a total for sub-section 2. The overall sociomoral reflection maturity score 
is then constructed by averaging the individual item set sociomoral reflection maturity 
scores. The possible score range is from 1.00 to 4.00 (stage 1 to stage 4), with higher scores 
representing more advanced moral reasoning. The internal consistencies of the moral 
value evaluation and sociomoral reflection maturity scale were acceptable (Cronbach’s a 
was, respectively, 0.73 and 0.60).

Convergent measures. To assess moral identity an adaptation of the Good Self 
Assessment questionnaire (GSA [16 items], Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001) was used. The 
GSA consists of moral and non-moral personal characteristics, of which participants 
indicate how much they perceive themselves to possess such characteristics on a 4-point 
Likert-scale. Moral identity scores were constructed by averaging the indications of the 
moral characteristics, with higher scores indicating an increased moral identity. The 
internal consistency was acceptable (Cronbach’s a = 0.71).

To assess self-serving cognitive distortions the Dutch translation of the “How I Think”-
Questionnaire (HIT-Q [54 items], Barriga, Gibbs, Potter & Liau, 2001; Nas, Brugman 
& Koops, 2008) was used. Participants indicate how much they agree with statements 
representing self-serving cognitive distortions on a 6-point Likert-scale. The internal 
consistency was excellent (Cronbach’s a = 0.93). Furthermore, to as closely as possible 
re-enact the analysis done by Tarry and Emler (2007), the conceptually similar subscale 
oppositional defiance (i.e., hostility, disobedience and defiance towards authority figures) 
was used to represent attitude towards authority (which was not assessed in the current 
study). The internal consistency was acceptable (Cronbach’s a = 0.76).

To assess self-reported delinquent behaviour the Self Report Delinquent Behaviour 
list (SRDB [12 items], as in Leenders & Brugman, 2005) was used. The SRDB consists 
of delinquent behaviours appropriate for the current sample’s age range, of which 
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participants indicate how often they have participated in such behaviours on a 4-point 
Likert-scale. The internal consistency was acceptable (Cronbach’s a = 0.76).

Response styles. To assess response styles, the anomalous response scale from the 
HIT-Q (8 items, Barriga, Gibbs et al., 2001) and a social desirability measure (11 items, 
Nederhof, 1985) were used. Participants indicate whether they agree with improbable 
statements (e.g., I always tell the truth) on, respectively, a yes/no or 6-point Likert-scale. 
The internal consistencies were acceptable (Cronbach’s a was, respectively, 0.70 and 0.76). 
Furthermore, anomalous responding correlated with social desirability, r = +0.51, p < .001.

Results

Structural Hypothesis

To investigate whether the SRM-SFO has a single dimension underlying its moral 
reasoning and moral value evaluation scores, confirmatory factor analyses were performed 
with SPSS Amos 16 (Arbuckle, 2007). The secondary sample of incarcerated delinquents 
was excluded from the analysis to focus upon regular adolescents. Participants, who did 
not have valid scores on all ten items for moral reasoning or moral value evaluation, were 
excluded from the analysis (n was, respectively, 15 and 19).

Moral reasoning. An analysis of the single moral reasoning factor structure 
resulted in an acceptable fit, c² = 44.8, df = 34, c²/df = 1.3, p = 0.10, GFI = 0.974, CFI = 0.933, 
RMSEA = 0.031, when items 1 and 6 (both related to moral issues regarding friends) were 
allowed to covary. The factor loadings of all items were significant at p < .001, with the 
exception of item 4 of the value domain contract and truth, which was significant at p < 
.01. Factor loadings ranged from 0.19 to 0.51.

Moral value evaluation. An analysis of the single moral value evaluation factor 
structure resulted in an acceptable fit, c² = 38.7, df = 30, c²/df = 1.3, p = 0.13, GFI = 0.977, 
CFI = 0.979, RMSEA = 0.030, when the items of the value domain life were allowed to 
covary (i.e., items 6 and 7); and the items of the value domains property and law and legal 
justice were allowed to covary (i.e., items 8, 9 and 10); and items 3 and 6 were allowed to 
covary (related, respectively, to a moral issue keeping promises to children and saving a 
friend’s life). The factor loadings of all items were significant at p < .001. Factor loadings 
ranged from 0.31 to 0.70.
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Criterion Hypothesis

Convergent measures. To investigate criterion validity, Pearson correlations were 
performed between the SRM-SFO measures (i.e., sociomoral reflection maturity and moral 
value evaluation), as well as the convergent measures (i.e., moral identity, self-serving 
cognitive distortions and age) and response style measures (i.e., anomalous responding 
and social desirability). When participants had a missing value on any of the measures, 
they were only excluded from the analysis related to that particular measure. The 
descriptives of the SRM-SFO measures and its correlations with the convergent measures 
are shown in table 1.

Sociomoral reflection maturity. The results indicate that higher levels of moral 
reasoning are related to an increased moral identity, and a lower prevalence of self-serving 
cognitive distortions. Furthermore, individuals who were older did not exhibit higher levels 
of moral reasoning, compared to younger individuals. Also, the results are inconclusive 
in relation to anomalous responding, as it shows a strong relationship in delinquent 
adolescents, but only a marginally significant relationship in non-incarcerated adolescents.

Table 1.
Pearson correlations of SRM-SFO measures with secondary measures, and descriptives

 ND  D ND  D

  SRM   MVE

Moral identity +0.16**  +0.30† +0.31***  +0.63***

Self-serving cognitive distortions –0.29***  –0.43** –0.43***  –0.31*

Age +0.00  +0.09 –0.12*  –0.17

Moral value evaluation +0.22***  +0.08 

Social desirability –0.02  - +0.07  -

Anomalous response +0.10†  +0.38* –0.01  +0.17

Self-reported delinquent behaviour –0.20***  - –0.18**  -

 M 2.92  2.96 2.50  2.30

 SD 0.35  0.44 0.28  0.29

Note. † p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. ND = non-delinquents; D = incarcerated delinquents;  

SRM = sociomoral reflection maturity; MVE = moral value evaluation; the delinquent adolescents’ assessment did 

not include all measures (designated with a dash).
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Moral value evaluation. The results indicate that evaluating moral values as more 
important is related to an increased moral identity, and a lower prevalence of self-serving 
cognitive distortions. Furthermore, the results indicate a negative relationship with 
chronological age. Lastly, the results suggest that moral value evaluation is not subject to 
social desirable and anomalous responding.

Discriminant validity. To investigate the criterion validity of moral reasoning 
and moral value evaluation related to gender and educational level, a 2x2 MANCOVA 
was performed with gender (male versus female) and education (lower versus higher 
education) as the independent variables, and the sociomoral reflection maturity and moral 
value evaluation scores as dependent variables, while controlling for age. The secondary 
sample of incarcerated delinquents was excluded from the analysis to focus upon regular 
adolescents.

Table 2.
SRM-SFO measures mean and standard deviation differentiated for gender, educational level and 
delinquency

 Male Female F LE HE F ND D F

 M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD) 

SRM 2.86 (0.36) 2.98 (0.32) 9.737** 2.82 (0.34) 3.02 (0.33) 29.538*** 2.92 (0.35) 2.96 (0.44) 2.851†

MVE 2.46 (0.30) 2.55 (0.25) 8.593** 2.46 (0.29) 2.54 (0.26) 5.473* 2.50 (0.28) 2.30 (0.29) 5.713*

Note. † p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. SRM = sociomoral reflection maturity; MVE = moral value 

evaluation; LE = lower education (secondary pre-vocational and vocational education); HE = higher education 

(higher secondary pre-vocational education and secondary pre-university education and its tertiary educational 

equivalents); ND = non-delinquents; D = incarcerated delinquents.

Gender and educational level. Multivariate tests indicate a weak significant 
relation between the covariate age and the dependent variables, F(2, 345) = 2.351, p < .10,  
hp² = 0.01. In addition, significant effects for gender and educational level were observed, 
respectively F(2, 345) = 7.839, p < .001, hp² = 0.04, and F(4, 343) = 15.784, p < .001, hp² = 0.08, 
but not for the interaction between gender and educational level. The scores of the between 
subject tests for the dependent variables are shown in table 2. These results indicate that 
young adolescent women reason at a higher level and attribute more importance to moral 
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issues, when compared to young adolescent men, respectively, F(1, 346) = 9.737, p < .01,  
hp² = 0.03, and F(1, 346) = 8.593, p < .01, hp² = 0.02. In addition, the results indicate that 
higher educated young adolescents reason at a higher level and attribute more importance 
to moral issues, when compared to lower educated young adolescents, respectively, F(1, 
346) = 29.538, p < .001, hp² = 0.08, and F(1, 346) = 5.473, p < .05, hp² = 0.02.

Delinquency

Self-reported delinquency. To investigate whether moral reasoning and moral 
value evaluation are related to self-reported delinquency, Pearson correlations, followed 
by hierarchical regression analysis, were performed with moral reasoning, moral value 
evaluation, self-serving cognitive distortions and self-reported delinquency. When 
participants had a missing value on any of the measures, they were only excluded from 
the analysis related to that particular measure. The correlations between moral reasoning, 
moral value evaluation and self-reported delinquency are shown in table 1. The results of 
the hierarchical regression analysis among the male adolescents of the primary sample 
(thus as closely as possible mirroring Tarry and Emler’s [2007] analysis) are shown in 
table 3.

Sociomoral reflection maturity and moral value evaluation. The results indicate 
that both higher levels of moral reasoning and an increased attribution of importance 
to moral values are related to a lower prevalence of self-reported delinquent behaviour. 
However, when both measures are combined together with oppositional defiance and 
relevant covariates (i.e., age and educational level), only moral reasoning and oppositional 
defiance have any predictive value. More specifically, oppositional defiance is the most 
important predictor, while moral reasoning is the secondary predictor.

Officially registered delinquency. To investigate whether moral reasoning and 
moral value evaluation are related to officially registered delinquency, a MANCOVA was 
performed with delinquency (non-delinquent versus delinquent) as the independent 
variable, and the sociomoral reflection maturity and moral value evaluation scores as 
dependent variables. As the non-delinquent and delinquent groups differ in certain 
characteristics (e.g., distribution of educational level), a propensity score (cf., Rosenbaum & 
Rubin, 1983) was used as covariate to account for these differences (created by using gender, 
age, educational level, cognitive distortions, anomalous response, and moral identity). The 
propensity score approached normality, after a logarithm transformation. When participants 
had a missing value on any of the measures, they were excluded from the analysis (n = 2).
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Table 3.
Hierarchical regression predicting self-reported delinquency from age, educational level, moral 
reasoning, moral value evaluation and oppositional defiance

  Standardized regression coefficients

  Model 1 Model 2

Step Predictors b b R² Change

1 Age –0.01   0.04**

 Educational level –0.20*  –0.04  

2 Moral reasoning   –0.16* 0.17***

 Moral value evaluation   –0.00  

 Oppositional defiance   +0.38***  

Note. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. Overall R² = 0.21, F(5, 171) = 1.159, p < .001.

Sociomoral reflection maturity and moral value evaluation. Multivariate tests 
indicate a significant relation between the covariate propensity score and the dependent 
variables, F(2, 390) = 10.986, p < .001, hp² = 0.05. In addition, significant relations for 
delinquency were found, F(2, 390) = 5.141, p < .01, hp² = 0.03. The scores of the between 
subject tests for the dependent variables are shown in table 2. These results indicate that 
incarcerated juvenile delinquents attribute less importance to moral values, but that there 
are no (relevantly large) differences in the levels of moral reasoning, when compared to 
non-delinquents, respectively, F(1, 391) = 5.713, p < .05, hp² = 0.01, and F(1, 391) = 2.851,  
p < .10, hp² = 0.01.

Additional exploratory analyses indicate that there are no significant differences in 
moral reasoning on any items regarding specific moral value domains. However, raw data 
observations indicate that the delinquents’ score was (non-significantly) higher on most 
of the items, with the notable exception of item 8 (i.e., property & law), where they score 
lower than non-delinquents.

Discussion

The current study examined whether the SRM-SFO (Basinger et al., 2007) 
is a valid instrument for measuring moral reasoning and moral value evaluation, 
in perspective of the recent debate on whether moral reasoning or other concepts 
(e.g., moral value evaluation) are important in relation to juvenile delinquency (cf.,  
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Brusten et al., 2007; Emler & Tarry, 2007; Tarry & Emler, 2007). Instrument qualities of 
interest were the structural properties of the moral reasoning and moral value evaluation 
scores, convergent properties in relation to other psychosocial characteristics, and 
discriminating properties for gender and educational level. Furthermore, the measure was 
also applied to investigate the relationships of the SRM-SFO’s measures with self-reported 
and officially registered delinquency.

The results of the current study indicate that the SRM-SFO shows acceptable to good 
validity for both moral reasoning and moral value evaluation. Firstly, the instrument’s 
operationalization of moral reasoning and moral value evaluation can both be considered 
single dimensional constructs. The factor analyses indicated acceptable factor loadings 
values for both protocol scores, although only one loading was especially high (≥ 0.7) and 
one was especially low (≤ 0.2). These results were expected from theoretical perspectives 
on moral reasoning (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987), and the operationalization of moral value 
evaluation as an overall sense of attributed importance to moral values. Furthermore, 
from a methodological perspective, this is an important indicator of construct validity. 
Although in general methodologists recommend removing low loading items from a scale, 
due the scarcity of the items (i.e., only ten for both measures) this did not result in better 
instrument properties. Therefore, we recommend maintaining the original instrument.

Secondly, the moral reasoning and moral value evaluation scores behaved, with one 
exception, in accordance with all criterion hypotheses for the non-incarcerated adolescents 
(and incarcerated adolescents). The moral reasoning score did not exhibit a positive 
relationship with age, which it should have exhibited, because of its developmental nature. 
However, the relatively wide age range in this study might not be developmentally as 
wide as expected at first sight, as the students from the adolescent sample were only from 
two successive grades. It is not uncommon in the Netherlands for adolescents to repeat a 
grade, when they do not meet the minimum criteria for passing. Consequently, the wide 
range in age is probably due to individuals repeating a grade once or several times. The 
older adolescents probably have a lower IQ and are put in a (educational) developmental 
environment fit for individuals younger than themselves. Possibly their moral reasoning 
development is delayed, causing a non-correlation with chronological age (as earlier 
reports on the SRM-SFO using a different sample did report a positive relationship with 
age for moral reasoning; Brugman, Basinger & Gibbs, 2007).

From the perspective of the debate on whether moral reasoning is related to juvenile 
delinquency, the current study exhibits some contrasting results when compared to 
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previous studies. Firstly, moral reasoning was negatively related to self-reported delinquent 
behaviour, even when other (moral) predictors were present. Furthermore, moral value 
evaluation was no longer significantly related when paired with other predictors. These 
results contrast the recent study by Tarry and Emler (2007), who found the opposite effects 
for these two moral predictors in relation to delinquency. Although the current study can 
be considered unsupportive of Tarry and Emler’s claim that moral reasoning is not related 
at all to self-reported delinquency, their message that there are stronger predictors of 
behaviour than moral reasoning (i.e., attitudes) still stands. Secondly, the moral reasoning 
score did not differentiate between juvenile delinquents and non-delinquents. While we 
hypothesized such a non-finding, partly to the knowledge that recognition measures 
in general differentiate less than production measures between delinquents and non-
delinquents (Stams et al., 2006), the results remain striking nonetheless. Whereas a similar 
instrument (i.e., the SROM-SF, Basinger & Gibbs, 1987; Gavaghan et al., 1983) also had 
trouble distinguishing the moral reasoning of delinquents and non-delinquents, this null-
finding only arose after controlling for several covariates (e.g., intelligence). However, the 
current study was unable to find any effect, even before the covariate propensity score 
was added. Therefore, we believe that these previously mentioned concerns cannot fully 
account for the non-difference. For instance, the SRM-SFO’s moral reasoning score of the  
delinquent sample was moderately related to anomalous responding, whereas such a 
relation in the primary sample was only marginally present. This stronger relationship 
with anomalous responding among delinquents, plausibly exhibited itself as more pro-
social oriented responding (i.e., increased stage 3/4 recognition). Especially so, as the 
assessment condition of the delinquents likely elicits a socially desirable stance, when 
compared to the primary sample’s assessment condition (see limitations of the current 
study). In other words, instrument and assessment conditions plausibly have obscured 
the delinquents’ lower “true” moral reasoning level.

Nonetheless, the current results on moral reasoning and juvenile delinquency are 
an anomaly, contrasting (aspects of) previous studies into similar material (e.g., Stams et 
al., 2006; Tarry & Emler, 2007). While these results offer additional empirical foundations 
for the debate to build upon, some directions for future research are in order. One 
issue that remains in the current research field is the difference in operationalization of 
juvenile delinquency (i.e., formal versus informal). While both methods have their merits 
and demerits (Emler & Tarry, 2007), the studies utilizing only one of them show large 
variation in results when comparing both methods. As these studies differ in more than 
just operationalization of delinquency (e.g., moral reasoning instruments and participant 
characteristics), pinpointing the exact causes for this variance is hard, if not impossible. 
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The optimal approach for future research would be to use a multi-method approach (i.e., 
incorporating multiple assessments of juvenile delinquency and moral reasoning), among 
a wide range of participants. Therefore, any unwanted operationalization-specific effects 
would be identified and dealt with, making the interpretation of the moral reasoning 
deficit theory of juvenile delinquency much more straight forward.

Furthermore, as already briefly mentioned, a minor limitation of the current 
study is the difference in assessment context for the primary and secondary sample. 
The measures were applied in a classroom context for the primary sample, whilst in an 
individual setting for the secondary sample. The presence or absence of both peers and 
an authority figure (in a one-on-one situation) might suppress or elicit social desirable 
and anomalous responses. For instance, we believe that when filling in a questionnaire 
concerning morality with an authority figure present, it is plausible that one wants to 
present a better image of oneself, when compared to being surrounded by peers who 
might consider “being bad” an admirable quality (i.e., the debated “fake upwards” issue 
[believed to be] apparent in moral recognition instruments, cf., Emler, Renwick & Malone, 
1983). Moreover, undesirable differences in participant characteristics (e.g., age range 
of both samples) were also apparent; though they were controlled for by the addition 
of a covariate propensity score. However, as the current instrument is primarily to be 
used among non-delinquent and non-incarcerated adolescents, for whom the instrument 
exhibits sufficient validity, we believe these limitations to be minor concerns.

In sum, the current study successfully validates the SRM-SFO as a measure for 
moral reasoning and moral value evaluation (at least among non-delinquent adolescents). 
While it does not equal the construct validity of production measures, it remains proximate 
to the core concepts it assesses, while being easier to apply, code and score. Therefore, for 
the first time in many decades, the research field now has access to an objective moral 
reasoning measure fit for large-scale studies. Furthermore, the current results do not 
favour either side in the debate on whether moral reasoning and juvenile delinquency are 
related, as the study supports and contradicts arguments of both sides. 
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Abstract

The Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO) with 
additional items related to sexual moral issues was applied to an incarcerated sexually 
abusive juvenile population. Sexually abusive youths were expected to show a lower level 
of moral development related to sexual issues when compared to non-offending youths, 
but not for non-sexual issues. The sample consisted of 24 incarcerated sexually abusive 
male youths and 24 non-offending male youths. Results indicated that sexually abusive 
youths used more preconventional reasoning related to sexual issues when compared 
to controls. No differences were found in conventional reasoning on sexual issues and 
non-sexual issues. In addition, no differences were found in preconventional reasoning 
on non-sexual issues, thus partly confirming the main hypothesis. It was concluded that 
the original form of the SRM-SFO could not assess existing moral development delays in 
sexually abusive youths, but can with appropriate adjustments. Additionally, the results 
suggest that moral development is rather flexible in relation to moral value domains.
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Introduction

Being able to accurately predict who are at risk of displaying criminal behaviour 
may be crucial in preventing young individuals from falling into a life of crime. A delay 
in moral development is considered one of the leading dynamic cognitive predictors of 
criminal behaviour (see Stams et al., 2006). The current study serves two purposes. Firstly, 
acquiring more insight into the moral development of incarcerated sexually abusive 
youths. While this group constitutes a relatively small portion of all violent juvenile 
offenders (from 1999 to 2007 between 5-11% of all male minors who were questioned by 
the Dutch police for a violent crime, were linked to a sex offence, Centraal Bureau voor 
de Statistiek, 2009), these estimations are probably much lower than the real prevalence, 
due to underreport by victims to the authorities (Lisak & Miller, 2002). Secondly, 
applying the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO; Basinger, 
Brugman & Gibbs, 2007), a diagnostics instrument for moral development based upon 
the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form (SRM-SF; Gibbs, Basinger & Fuller, 1992) 
and the Sociomoral Reflection Objective Measure – Short Form (SROM-SF; Basinger & 
Gibbs, 1987), to an incarcerated sexually abusive juvenile population. While the SRM-SF 
is a dilemma-free (i.e., the measure does not incorporate lengthy descriptions of moral 
dilemmas, such as the famous Heinz-dilemma) production measure, asking persons to 
make their own moral reasoning explicit, the SROM-SF is a recognition measure, asking 
persons to choose between stage-typed reasons they recognize as their own. The SRM-
SFO, like the SRM-SF, has a dilemma-free format and, like the SROM-SF, it has objective 
stage-keyed items.

Moral reasoning as assessed by the SRM-SFO is largely based on Kohlberg’s theory 
of moral reasoning (Kohlberg, 1984) with some adjustments proposed by Gibbs (1979, 2010). 
According to Kohlberg, moral reasoning develops progressively through six invariant 
stages over time, each stage representing a certain mindset from which an individual decides 
what is “right” and “wrong”. The preconventional stages are labelled (1) punishment and 
obedience orientation and (2) instrumental purpose and exchange orientation; the conventional 
stages (3) interpersonal accord and conformity orientation and (4) societal accord and system 
maintenance orientation; and the post-conventional stages (5) social contract orientation and  
(6) universal ethical principles (for a detailed description of these stages, see Kohlberg, 1984). 

When applying these stages to criminal behaviour, criminal behaviour is expected 
to occur most in individuals who reason morally at the preconventional level. These 
individuals will only conclude that what they did was wrong, if they are punished for 
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their misbehaviour (i.e., stage 1) or when they find out that their misbehaviour has more 
drawbacks than benefits (i.e., stage 2). This, however, does not necessarily have to be the 
case, resulting in persistent criminal behaviour. When individuals enter the conventional 
level, it is expected that criminal behaviour is less likely to occur. Since the conventional 
(and post-conventional) stages focus on respecting interpersonal relations (respectively 
on a micro- and macro-level for stage 3 and stage 4), it would be paradoxical to behave 
in a criminal manner. One would violate others’ rights and/or societal norms by doing 
so, thus violating the newly developed interpersonal considerations. In other words, 
conventional reasoning buffers against criminal behaviour. This line of reasoning has been 
supported by numerous studies showing a pre-dominance of the second preconventional 
stage and transitional stage 2/3 over the conventional and post-conventional stages in 
incarcerated individuals when compared to non-offending individuals. For an overview 
of these studies, see Stams et al. (2006), and for studies using the SRM-SF Gibbs, Basinger, 
Grime and Snarey (2007). 

A prominent adjustment to Kohlberg’s theory by Gibbs (2010) is incorporated in the 
SRM-SFO: the removal of the post-conventional stages. Gibbs (1979) argued that the post-
conventional stages are very rare and unreachable without a university-level education, 
making them unobtainable for most individuals and not fitting the Piagetian stage criteria. 
With the SRM-SFO, individuals can only be measured on how they reason according to 
the preconventional (or immature) and conventional (or mature) stages.

The SRM-SFO includes items covering a total of five moral value domains: (1) 
contract and truth, (2) affiliation, (3) life, (4) property and law and (5) legal justice. These 
enable separate assessment of individuals’ moral value domains, thus approaching 
moral development as a flexible schematic entity (i.e., different cognitive schemas can be 
used for different contexts), instead of using Kohlberg’s rather rigid stage approach (i.e., 
one stage mindset is used for all moral issues, with limited flexibility between different 
contexts). This flexible approach of moral development has been supported by results of 
previous research. Incarcerated youths showed greater delay in moral development on 
issues directly related to criminal behaviour (Brugman & Aleva, 2004; Gregg, Gibbs & 
Basinger, 1994), labelled in the SRM-SFO and its predecessor the SRM-SF as property & 
law, when compared to issues not (directly) related to criminal behaviour.

Even though previous research into the SRM-SFO has shown that it is a promising 
diagnostic instrument (Brugman, Basinger & Gibbs, 2007), the current authors claim that it 
does not contain a complete overview of all moral value domains that can be distinguished 
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within moral reasoning. Colby and Kohlberg (1987a, p. 42) listed a total of twelve different 
moral value domains, including those currently assessed by the SRM-SFO. One of the 
moral value domains that was excluded from the measures constructed by Gibbs is erotic 
love and sex. Recent research into incarcerated sexually abusive youths’ moral development 
(using production measures) has produced some supporting evidence that this moral 
value domain (especially the ‘sex’ part of this domain, as is the focus of the current study) 
is crucial in assessing moral development delays in this specific population. 

In a study by Ashkar and Kenny (2007), it was reported that incarcerated sexually 
abusive youths showed lower levels of moral development related to hypothetical 
sexually abusive acts when compared to incarcerated non-sexually abusive youths. 
When measuring moral development related to hypothetical non-sexually criminal acts, 
the opposite effect was found: the non-sexually abusive youths showed lower levels of 
moral development when compared to the sexually abusive youths. Two limitations 
not mentioned by the original authors are: (1) there was no non-offending control 
group, limiting the comparison to two types of incarcerated youths; and (2) only moral 
development related to criminal behaviour was assessed (e.g., obeying the law, stealing, 
assault), therefore failing to produce information on more general moral development. 

In another study, Van Vugt et al. (2008) showed that incarcerated sexually abusive 
youths display lower levels of moral development when reasoning about the sex offence 
concerning their own victims, compared to non-offending youths’ level of non-sexual 
moral development. However, this difference was not found for moral reasoning about 
similar situations that did not include their own victims. In addition, it was found that 
sexually abusive youths did not differ from non-offending youths in non-sexual moral 
development (i.e., the five moral value domains assessed by the SRM-SF and SRM-SFO). 
A limitation not mentioned by Van Vugt et al. is that the newly constructed items related to 
moral reasoning on sexual issues (i.e., the items not related to the sexually abusive youths’ 
victims) were not presented to the non-offending population. Therefore, no information 
on how non-offending youths’ sexual moral development differs (if so) from that of 
sexually abusive youths was provided. In sum, both of these studies provide at least some 
evidence that incarcerated sexually abusive youths’ moral development is only delayed 
when confronted with moral issues congruent to their own offences, something that the 
SRM-SFO does not assess in its current form.

In addition to adding the moral value domain of erotic love and sex, the current 
authors also want to explore an alternative conceptualization of moral stages (Piaget, 



48  MARINUS G.C.J. BEERTHUIZEN

1932; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999) to address issues of both inadequate 
assessments within moral issues and of the overall moral reasoning level. According to 
Kohlberg (1984), moral development is a one-dimensional process, in which the stages 
reflect the deep structures in moral reasoning competence on justice. Moral competence 
is the highest stage of moral reasoning individuals can achieve at a certain point in their 
development (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987a, p. 5). The measurement procedure of the Moral 
Judgment Interview (MJI; Colby & Kohlberg, 1987b) and the SRM-SF (Gibbs et al., 1992, p. 
50) prioritizes higher stage reasoning. The MJI scores the highest level of moral production 
reasoning, but pays little or no attention to reasoning at a lower level (see Eisenberg, 1989, 
p. 97, for a criticism on this issue). Consequently, only the “upper” part of one’s moral 
reasoning is estimated by these measures, constituting the issue of inadequate assessment 
within moral issues.

Furthermore, later theories and their corresponding instruments adopt a “soft 
stage” approach that accepts the co-existence of different moral stages within a person 
at the same time (Piaget, 1932; Rest et al., 1999). However, when it comes to assessing 
an individual’s overall moral reasoning level, the stage scores on different issues are 
“averaged” in Gibbs’ approach. While this method is certainly an improvement to 
discarding information, there are theoretical and methodological objections to this 
approach. As the stages are qualitative entities that can co-exist, it would not do justice 
to the complexity of moral reasoning to treat stages as a quantitative interval concept, 
constituting the issue of inadequate assessment of the overall moral reasoning level.

Another objection unique to the SRM-SFO (and SROM-SF) is that two conceptually 
different scoring methods (i.e., rating and ranking) are used simultaneously and then 
mixed into one indication score, which is a statistically unorthodox approach. 

The current authors therefore present moral development as a two-dimensional 
process, distinguishing between preconventional and conventional reasoning. The 
distinction between these levels of reasoning is theoretically relevant for the current study’s 
topic of (sexual) criminal behaviour, as has previously been discussed. Also, the two 
stages within both reasoning levels are conceptually very similar, making it theoretically 
more acceptable to consider them as one entity. By presenting moral development as 
such, one still retains information on whether conventional reasoning buffers against 
criminal behaviour, as reasoned in previous research (Gibbs et al., 2007; Stams et al., 2006), 
while also retaining information on preconventional reasoning not presented in previous 
research. A study by Kempes, Van Pelt, Beerthuizen, Boom and Brugman (2010) using the 
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SRM-SFO and this alternate approach found supporting evidence for validity on both 
dimensions (e.g., a positive relationship between conventional reasoning and empathy).

 The main research question of the present study is whether the addition of items 
concerning moral development related to sexual issues is a significant addition to the 
discriminating capabilities of the SRM-SFO. The present study fills the theoretical gaps 
left by the previously discussed studies by adding items to the SRM-SFO related to sexual 
moral issues, and assesses moral development according to the SRM-SFO in both non-
offending youths and incarcerated sexually abusive youths.

 The global hypothesis is that sexually abusive youths are expected to display 
lower levels of moral development related to sexual issues when compared to non-
offending youths, but not when compared on moral development related to non-sexual 
issues. Our more specific hypothesis is that sexually abusive youths are expected to display 
more use of preconventional reasoning and less use of conventional reasoning on sexual 
moral issues, when compared to non-offending youths. Additionally, these differences are 
not expected to be displayed for non-sexual moral issues. 

Method

Sample

The sexually abusive youths group consisted of 24 juvenile men in the age range of 
14 to 23 years old (M = 17.7, SD = 2.1), who were (at the time of data collection) incarcerated 
in one of two youth detention centres, where they were also recruited; 88% (N = 21) were 
from Dutch ethnicity. Of these participants, 92% (N = 22) were following education at 
a vocational level and 8% (N = 2) on a higher level. The total incarceration length for 
the participants ranged from 7 to 72 months (M = 32.6, SD = 19.7), with a range of 1 to 
60 months (M = 21.1, SD = 17.4) at the institution where they were currently residing 
and receiving treatment (presence of treatment in places of previous incarceration is 
unknown). Treatment differed per participant and included informative talks, individual 
training, group training and counselling, specified to the needs and past sexually abusive 
behaviour of the participant. Any sexual interaction (e.g., touching of intimate parts) with 
a child below the age of 12, initiated or sustained by someone of 12 years or older, is 
considered a criminal act by Dutch jurisdiction. All sexually abusive participants were 
incarcerated for having participated in a sexual act with a child.
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 The non-offending youths group consisted of 26 juvenile men in the age range 
of 14 to 21 years old (M = 17.7, SD = 1.6) and were recruited from two lower vocational 
schools; all controls were from Dutch ethnicity. Exclusion criteria for the control group 
consisted of police contact with an ensuing sentence of community service and/or jail 
time. Two participants were excluded due to meeting the exclusion criteria, resulting in a 
final group of 24 non-offending control participants.

Study Design & Procedure

The study was a cross-sectional self-assessment questionnaire study. Permission 
was obtained from two youth detention centres, which had special programmes for 
sexually abusive youths, one secondary pre-vocational school and one senior secondary 
vocational education school to recruit participants within their organisations. Prior 
to participating in the study, all participants from both groups received cover letters 
containing details on the study and providing them with contact information for asking 
questions. When participants were below the age of 16, accompanying letters were sent to 
their parents or legal guardians. Parents and legal guardians who did not want their child 
to participate in the study were given the opportunity to inform the school/institution and 
researcher of their wishes. None of the parents and legal guardians approached used this 
right. Participants were informed that they would earn a participation fee of five euros.

The study itself consisted of an assessment by a paper-and-pencil questionnaire 
in an individual setting. Prior to filling out the questionnaire, active permission to 
participate in the study was obtained from the participants, and the participants received 
a briefing by the researcher on the questionnaire. The researcher remained in the same 
room as the participant for the entire assessment to respond to any questions or remarks 
the participant might have had. After the participant had finished, the researcher checked 
the questionnaire to make sure everything was filled out accordingly and that no items 
were left out, as well as retrieving background information from the participant. On 
the participants’ own requests, access to their files was limited. This resulted in limited 
information on the participants’ background characteristics, including some of the 
specifics of the sex crimes committed (e.g., penetration versus non-penetration offence, 
solo versus group offending).

Moral Development

To assess moral development, the Dutch translation of the Sociomoral Reflection 
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Measure – Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO; Basinger, Brugman & Gibbs, 2007) was used. 
The SRM-SFO consists of ten items, each containing three sub-sections (an example is 
shown in the appendix). At the start of each item, a moral issue or situation is presented 
(e.g., “Think about a time when you made a promise to a friend”). Each of these issues or 
situations is related to one of five moral value domains: contract & truth, affiliation, life, 
property & law and legal justice.

The first sub-section (sub-section 1; Moral Judgment Evaluation [MJE]) assesses 
how right or wrong the participant believes the moral issue to be (e.g., “Is it right or wrong 
for people to keep promises, if they can, to friends?”) on a 4-point Likert scale; ranging 
from (1) Right to (2) Usually right to (3) Sometimes right to (4) Wrong.

The second sub-section (sub-section 2; Moral Reasoning [MR]) consists of a question 
containing a statement related to the moral issue or situation of the current item (e.g., “If 
you had to give a reason why it is [at least sometimes] right to keep a promise to a friend, 
if you can, what reason would you give?”), followed by four items (i.e., reasons). Each 
of these four items is related to one of the first four stages of Kohlberg’s theory of moral 
development. Each of these items has three answer options: participants can indicate 
that it resembles a reason they would give (Yes); participants can indicate that it does not 
resemble a reason they would give (No) or that they are unsure about whether it resembles 
a reason they would give (Not sure). Participants are only allowed to check one option 
per item. An example of a stage 1 item is “Because otherwise that person will not be your 
friend anymore”, while a stage 2 item is “Because your friend might have done something 
for you in the past and you need friends”.

The third sub-section (sub-section 3) assesses which of the four items of sub-section 
2 resembles the reason the participant would give the most. Participants could then check 
the alternative associated with the reason in sub-section 2. If participants had only chosen 
the answer options ‘No’ and/or ‘Not sure’, they still had to pick the reason that resembled 
the one they would give the most.

For the purpose of the current study, two new items were constructed, representing 
sexual moral issues. One item contained a hypothetical sexual moral issue (i.e., “Imagine 
yourself in a situation where you are alone with somebody else. You want to have sex, 
but the other indicates he/she does not”), while the other item contained a general sexual 
moral issue (i.e., “People are not allowed to force others into having sex”). The moral 
reasons for sub-section 2 for both items were based upon the other moral reasons from 
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the original SRM-SFO and were checked by a moral development expert on moral stage 
validity (J.C. Gibbs, personal communication, December 20, 2008).

Moral Reasoning (MR) scores were calculated by averaging the scores on the 
preconventional and conventional items (of sub-section 2) for both non-sexual and sexual 
moral reasoning. If participants indicated ‘Yes’ on a preconventional item, they were given 
a score of ‘1’ for that particular item, while ‘No’ would result in a score of ‘-1’ and ‘Not 
sure’ in a score of ‘0’. The same was the case for the conventional items. The possible 
score range for each of the four reasoning indicators (i.e. preconventional non-sexual 
reasoning [PNSR], preconventional sexual reasoning [PSR], conventional non-sexual 
reasoning [CNSR] and conventional sexual reasoning [CSR]) was from -1.00 to 1.00, with 
higher scores representing increased preconventional reasoning or increased conventional 
reasoning. The internal consistency for the four moral reasoning indicators (i.e., PNSR, 
PSR, CNSR and CSR) ranged from poor to good (Cronbach’s a was respectively 0.67; 0.77; 
0.65; and 0.56).

The items of sub-section 1 and 3 were not involved in any of the analyses, 
respectively due to not being relevant to the hypothesis and being used for the original 
scoring method, which was discarded for the current study.

Results

When checking statistical assumptions, violations were found for normality and 
homogeneity of variance, resulting in non-parametric tests. No violations were found for 
outliers or multicollinearity. 

The data were analyzed by performing Mann-Whitney U tests with group type 
(non-offending youths versus sexually abusive youths) as the independent variable and 
preconventional non-sexual reasoning (PNSR), preconventional sexual reasoning (PSR), 
conventional non-sexual reasoning (CNSR) and conventional sexual reasoning (CSR) as 
the dependent variables. The means and standard deviations of the dependent variables 
are shown in table 1. The correlations between the different variables are shown in table 
2. CNSR and CSR correlated positively with incarceration length for the sexually abusive 
youths, indicating that participants who were incarcerated longer used more conventional 
reasoning on non-sexual and sexual issues.
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Table 1.
Mean and SD of moral development for non-offending youths and sexually abusive youths

 Non-Offending Youths  Sexually Abusive Youths

 M SD Range M SD Range U

PNSR 0.18 0.22 -0.30 – 0.60 0.19 0.35 -0.60 – 0.75 281.5

PSR -0.28 0.59 -1.00 – 1.00 0.50 0.61 -1.00 – 1.00 104.0***

CNSR 0.50 0.26 0.10 – 0.95 0.57 0.27 -0.10 – 1.00 246.0

CSR 0.46 0.49 -1.00 – 1.00 0.63 0.48 -0.75 – 1.00 218.5

Note. *** p < .001; PNSR = preconventional non-sexual reasoning; PSR = preconventional sexual reasoning; 

CNSR = conventional non-sexual reasoning; CSR = conventional sexual reasoning. The maximum range for all 

moral reasoning variables is [-1.00 – 1.00].

 

Table 2.
Correlations between different moral development value domains controlled for age

 PNSR PSR CNSR CSR ILCI

PNSR - +0.62** +0.69*** +0.53** +0.36

PSR +0.48* - +0.52* +0.24 +0.11

CNSR +0.37 +0.43* - +0.52* +0.48*

CSR +0.43* +0.62** +0.46* - +0.51*

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. PNSR = preconventional non-sexual reasoning; PSR = preconventional 

sexual reasoning; CNSR = conventional non-sexual reasoning; CSR = conventional sexual reasoning; ILCI = 

incarceration length current institution (sexually abusive youths only). Correlations for non-offending youths (N = 

24) are shown below the diagonal; correlations for sexually abusive youths (N = 24) are shown above the diagonal.

The Mann-Whitney U tests for PNSR, CNSR and CSR displayed no significant 
differences between the sexually abusive youth and non-offending youths group 
(respectively; U = 281.5, p = 0.89; U = 246.0, p = 0.39; U = 218.5, p = 0.14). A significant 
difference between the groups was found for PSR (U = 104.0, p < .001), indicating that the 
sexually abusive youths use more preconventional reasoning on sexual issues compared 
to the non-offending youths group.
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Discussion

The current study showed that the addition of items related to sexual issues was a 
significant improvement to the SRM-SFO when measuring moral development in sexually 
abusive youths. Our hypothesis that sexually abusive youths would show a lower level of 
moral development related to sexual issues when compared to non-offending youths, but 
not for non-sexual issues, was partly confirmed. The predicted equality of preconventional 
and conventional reasoning was found on non-sexual issues, as well as the predicted 
difference on preconventional reasoning on sexual issues. However, no difference was 
found on conventional reasoning on sexual issues. These results are largely in accordance 
with previous research, while providing a worthwhile addition to the literature on moral 
development in sexually abusive youths.

While the predicted difference in conventional reasoning on sexual issues was not 
supported by the results, the data did provide an explanation. The moderately strong 
relationship between the length of incarceration (and therefore the amount of therapy 
received) and conventional reasoning suggests that the therapy might have had some 
success in at least providing the incarcerated youths with the morally correct responses 
to sexual issues. It remains unclear, however, if these responses were genuinely how the 
sexually abusive youths felt and thought, or whether they were responses produced by 
intensive therapy. Another explanation could be that it is not the presence of conventional 
reasoning that buffers against criminal behaviour, as previously believed, but more so the 
absence of preconventional reasoning. In other words, instead of relying on considerations 
towards others to behave in a non-criminal manner, our results suggest it is the inability 
to rely on selfish considerations, which leads to non-criminal behaviour. However, the 
current study was too limited in scope, comparing only sexually abusive youths with non-
offending youths, to fortify these claims.

In addition, the recognition nature of the SRM-SFO could have influenced the 
results. One of the issues with a recognition instrument was shown in the data: namely 
moderate to high correlations between preconventional and conventional reasoning. 
While not all adolescents are capable of producing conventional reasons (especially stage 
4 reasons), it is likely that they are capable of recognizing those reasons as morally right. 
Even though the item formulation was whether it resembles a reason they would give 
(e.g., produce), the relatively short exposure to this new moral information could be 
enough for them to indicate it was, while it actually was not (yet). This could have resulted 
in relatively strong relations between genuinely recognized preconventional reasons and 
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the more impromptu recognized conventional reasons. This line of reasoning is supported 
by previous research into the SRM-SFO using the original scoring method, where the 
average Kohlbergian stage level was systematically half a stage higher when compared 
to other instruments (e.g., SRM-SF), when participants’ characteristics were comparable 
(Brugman et al., 2007; Gibbs et al., 2007). Therefore, future research should investigate 
whether similar results are also obtained through the use of production instruments.

The results discussed above suggest, from a more practical perspective, that if only 
the original form of the SRM-SFO had been used, no differences in moral development 
would have become apparent, as was found in previous research, while there actually 
might be a difference in moral development. These results are conceptually in accordance 
with the research by Van Vugt et al. (2008). However, the current study also extended 
beyond their findings that the only delay in moral development observed in sexually 
abusive youths was related to victim-specific sexual issues and not to non-sexual and non-
specific victim sexual issues. Van Vugt et al. did hypothesize a delay in sexually abusive 
youths’ moral development when confronted with sexual moral issues not related to their 
victim, but did not find any evidence for this. The current research offers an explanation 
for not finding this delay. Van Vugt et al. did not present non-offending youths with sexual 
moral issues, making the discovery of these differences beyond the scope of their research 
design. However, these comparisons and additions should be taken lightly. The current 
study applied the SRM-SFO, an instrument that assesses moral development through 
recognition of moral reasons, while Van Vugt et al. applied the SRM-SF, which is a moral 
reason production instrument. Even though these two instruments are conceptually 
related to another, one must take into account the notable differences between recognition 
and production instruments and their influences on the assessment of moral development.

The results of the present study provide some evidence for strengthening the 
argument that moral development is not a rigid entity that develops uniformly for all 
moral issue contexts, but that moral issue context (e.g., reasoning about sexual issues) and 
personal experiences (e.g., previously engaged in sexually abusive acts) might be crucial 
to assessing one’s moral development. This is in accordance with previous research into 
moral development (Brugman & Aleva, 2004; Gregg et al., 1994). Therefore, to adequately 
assess an individual’s moral development, one should take into account that individuals 
can have specific delays, and that these delays might have specific consequences in relation 
to criminal behaviour. Therefore, all moral reasoning instruments should focus on this 
concept of moral value domain diversity. In accordance with the previous statement, the 
SRM-SFO provides an opportunity to assess moral development per moral value domain, 
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though there are some limitations. Not all value domains are equally represented, and 
there is still inconclusive evidence whether the items are correctly allocated value domain-
wise.

The present study did have limitations. Firstly, there was a suboptimal amount 
of statistical power due to the limited sample size. This sample size was caused by 
both restricted access to incarcerated sexually abusive youths and willing educational 
institutions providing individual assessment opportunities. The individual assessment 
condition was considered crucial to make both groups as comparable as possible, making 
the limited sample size an unfortunate practicality. Therefore, the current study could 
be regarded as a small but necessary step forward in the field of research surrounding 
sexually abusive youths. Secondly, the two groups were not completely comparable on 
background characteristics. While the non-offending youths group consisted entirely of 
low-educated Dutch males, the sexually abusive youths sample showed some variation 
in both ethnicity and education level (i.e., also included non-Dutch and higher educated 
participants). Exclusion of these participants was not a viable option due to further limiting 
the sample size and thus statistical power. Future research should focus on acquiring 
larger and more diverse samples, making it possible to account for these variations in 
background characteristics, which was not possible in the current study due to the lack 
of appropriate matches in the non-offending youths group. Thirdly, generalization of 
these results is limited to incarcerated sexually abusive youths. The experience of being 
caught and incarcerated might have severe influences on one’s moral development. This 
might especially be the case with an instrument that is based on moral reason recognition. 
Three of the items of the adjusted SRM-SFO included moral reasons directly related to 
punishment through incarceration (two of which were related to sexual issues). These 
moral reasons were probably more recognizable for the sexually abusive youths, who 
actually know what it feels like to receive this form of punishment. To the best of the 
authors’ knowledge, nothing is known on moral development of sexually abusive youths 
who have not been caught/trialled for their crimes, limiting discussion on this specific 
subject to mere speculation. In addition, the known population of incarcerated sexually 
abusive youths is very heterogeneous, and previous research literature advises to tailor 
scientific assessment to the needs of the specific sexually abusive individual (Andrade, 
Vincent & Saleh, 2006). Due to the limited background information on the current sample, 
it was impossible to accurately determine how heterogeneous the sample was, and how 
this affected the results. This implies that generalization to other sexually abusive youths 
should be done cautiously, as different types of sexually abusive individuals should be 
perceived as different subpopulations.
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The present study also had its strengths. Firstly, the study assessed moral 
development related to sexual issues in both a sexually abusive youth and non-offending 
youth population, something that previously had not been done in this field of research. 
This has led to the suggestion that not only specific delays in moral development related 
to their own victims are present in sexually abusive youths (Van Vugt et al., 2008), but also 
in non-specific sexual development when compared to non-offending youths. Secondly, 
the assessment conditions were (virtually) identical for both groups; all participants were 
assessed in an individual setting with only the researcher present. Previous research into 
the SRM-SFO (Brugman et al., 2007) did not have these equal assessment conditions; the 
non-offending youth samples were assessed in classroom context, while the incarcerated 
youth samples were assessed as in the present study. Individual assessment has some 
advantages over classroom assessment: one of these is severely limiting the presence of 
item non-response, due to a researcher being present and able to check upon completion 
and to provide accurate assistance when needed. As the SRM-SFO is a relatively complex 
instrument, individual assessment could be worthwhile to reduce non-response due to 
understanding failure in the participant. Future research applying the SRM-SFO should 
therefore continue with this research design, or at least observe what the effects are when 
comparing classroom and individual assessment contexts (possibly including comparison 
of paper-and-pencil and computer operationalization as well).

In summary, the results of the present study suggest that the application of the 
original SRM-SFO would not have shown existing delays of moral development in 
incarcerated sexually abusive youths. The addition of items related to sexual issues 
were crucial for exposing this delay: sexually abusive youths displayed higher levels of 
preconventional reasoning on sexual issues, but not for preconventional and conventional 
reasoning on non-sexual issues, when compared to non-offending youths. While the 
current results indicate that assessing moral development by paper-and-pencil methods is 
promising, future research and development is needed to fine-tune this new methodology.
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Appendix

Example Item SRM-SFO (Item 11)

11. People are not allowed to force others into having sex.

I.  Is it right or wrong that people are not allowed to force others into having sex?
 ❍ Right ❍ Usually right ❍ Sometimes right ❍ Wrong

II. If you had to give a reason why it is (at least sometimes) right that people are
 not allowed to force others into having sex, what reason would you give?
      
 Does this resemble a reason you would give?

 A.  Because in a society you have to respect ❍ Yes  ❍ No ❍ Not sure 
 other people’s rights, including whether 

  or not to have intimate relations with 
  someone.
 
 B.  Because forcing people to have sex may ❍ Yes  ❍ No ❍ Not sure
  cause more problems than pleasure.
 
 C.  Because otherwise the other person will ❍ Yes  ❍ No ❍ Not sure
  turn you in and you will go to jail.

 D.  Because it is hard to imagine a more  ❍ Yes  ❍ No  ❍ Not sure
  selfish or indecent person than a rapist.

III. Of the reasons given, which one resembles the one you would give the most?
 ❍ A ❍ B ❍ C ❍ D (Choose one)
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Abstract

This chapter introduces the motivational concept of moral value evaluation (i.e., 
the attribution of importance to moral values). Based on previous empirical results and 
conceptual similarities with the social-intuitionist’s concept of moral judgment, moral value 
evaluation was expected to exhibit a negative association with externalizing behaviour. 
However, no direct effect was expected, as moral value evaluation was hypothesized to 
indirectly shape behaviour through the moral cognitive processes of moral reasoning, 
moral identity and cognitive distortions. To investigate these claims, data were collected 
from 542 Dutch adolescents in the age range of 11 to 18 years. It was found that the data 
overall supported our hypotheses. Moral value evaluation’s indirect effect was the second 
largest predictor of externalizing behaviour, while the immoral motivator of self-serving 
cognitive distortions was the largest (direct) predictor. Interpretations and implications 
of the results regarding moral value evaluation and self-serving cognitive distortions are 
discussed in relation to externalizing behaviour.
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Introduction

For almost half a century, research into the development of one’s morality has 
focused almost exclusively on the development of moral cognitive processes, stating that 
moral judgment (i.e., the evaluation of whether something is right or wrong, cf., Haidt, 
2001) is founded in moral reasoning (i.e., the moral reasoning about why something is 
right or wrong, cf., Gibbs, 1979; 2010; Kohlberg, 1981, 1984). Not surprisingly, the research 
into the relationship between morality and both moral and immoral behaviour (e.g., 
respectively, pro-social and externalizing behaviour) also focussed on moral reasoning. 
However, while moral cognitive developmentalists were confident of an associative link 
between moral reasoning and (im)moral behaviour (e.g., Blasi, 1980), a causal explanatory 
relationship had (and has) yet to be confirmed. For instance, lower moral stage reasoning 
was more prevalent among delinquent individuals than among non-offending individuals 
(a phenomenon that has been thoroughly acknowledged, Stams et al., 2006). This suggests 
a negative association between moral reasoning and externalizing behaviour, though it 
offers no definitive proof in regards to causality. Subsequent research, inspired by the 
suggestion that there is more to the explanation of behaviour than moral reasoning 
(cf., Blasi, 1980; Kohlberg & Candee, 1984), therefore strived to investigate other moral 
characteristics as well.

For instance, following the theoretical suggestion that the moral aspect of one’s 
identity is related to behaviour (e.g., the moral self, Blasi, 1993), several studies examined 
and, indeed, confirmed this relationship between moral identity and moral behaviour. One 
of the first studies to investigate the link between moral identity and behaviour, found a 
positive relationship between the moral characteristics in one’s identity and the occurrence 
of ethical behaviour (Arnold, 1993). Since then this relationship between moral identity 
and moral (or pro-social) behaviour has been widely established and acknowledged (cf., 
Hardy & Carlo, 2005). However, not only moral identity’s relationship to moral behaviour 
was examined, as recent studies also investigated its relationship with immoral behaviour. 
In a similar sense, an increased moral identity was either (directly or indirectly) related to 
a relative absence of immoral (i.e., externalizing) behaviour (Barriga, Morrison, Gibbs & 
Liau, 2001; Johnston & Krettenauer, 2011).

Another one of these processes that recently received a lot of attention is the 
concept of self-serving cognitive distortions (as envisioned by Gibbs and Potter, 1992; 
often operationalized through the “How I Think”-Questionnaire [HIT-Q], Barriga, Gibbs, 
Potter & Liau, 2001). Self-serving cognitive distortions are biased or inaccurate cognitive 
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processes that, if highly prevalent within an individual, facilitate externalizing behaviour 
(Barriga, Gibbs et al., 2001). Though clearly more an immoral motivator, rather than a moral 
motivator (cf., Rest, 1999), the notion that cognitive distortions are regarded relevant in 
delinquents is nothing new (Sykes & Matza, 1957). For many decades there have been 
reports of delinquents who blame others for their own externalizing behaviour (i.e., 
denying of responsibility), or say that their actions have little to no consequences (i.e., 
denying of injury). Such reports and attitudes have been interpreted as (the result of) 
distorted social information processes, now coined self-serving cognitive distortions. The 
claim that the high prevalence of such distortions would facilitate immoral behaviour has 
found empirical support (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001; Helmond, Brugman, Overbeek & 
Gibbs, 2011; Nas, Brugman & Koops, 2008).

About one decade ago, a multi-process cognitive developmental model was 
suggested (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001), with the intention to thoroughly bridge the gap 
between moral reasoning and externalizing behaviour (Blasi, 1980; Kohlberg & Candee, 
1984). Between moral reasoning and externalizing behaviour, the above discussed concepts 
of moral identity and self-serving cognitive distortions were introduced as mediating 
processes. In Barriga, Morrison and colleagues’ model moral reasoning was hypothesized 
to contribute to shaping one’s moral identity, as the use of higher stage reasoning (i.e., 
reasoning aimed at facilitating interpersonal accord on a micro- or macro-level) would 
be associated with an increased moral identity. Furthermore, both these processes would 
“buffer” against the use of self-serving cognitive distortions. More specifically, higher 
levels of moral reasoning and a moral identity would discourage (or motivate against) 
the use of immoral thoughts and attitudes to justify immoral behaviour. Lastly, these 
three so called moral cognitive processes (i.e., moral reasoning, moral identity and self-
serving cognitive distortions) would each retain their respective direct influences on the 
occurrence of externalizing behaviour. While the theoretical implications of the moral 
motivational cluster held up fairly well, two major issues arose during the empirical 
examination – by Barriga, Morrison and colleagues – of the moral cognitive model for 
externalizing behaviour. Firstly, no relationship was found between moral reasoning 
and moral identity. Secondly, the expected direct negative relationship between moral 
reasoning and externalizing behaviour was of a marginal magnitude.

However, the arrival of the moral cognitive model (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001) 
hardly brought any consensus to the field of externalizing behaviour research, as in the 
past decade the role of moral reasoning in behaviour was still disputed (cf., Brusten, Stams 
& Gibbs, 2007; Emler & Tarry; Tarry & Emler, 2007). As a result of this dispute, somewhat 
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unexpectedly, a relatively under-researched moral motivational concept emerged as a 
possible co-contender for the explanation of moral behaviour. It is this concept, namely 
moral value evaluation and its relationship with (im)moral motivation and externalizing 
behaviour, which are the main focus of this chapter.

Moral Value Evaluation

Owing to the novelty of the term in empirical research regarding externalizing 
behaviour, we will first introduce the moral motivational term on a conceptual level (the 
term made its initial appearance in Beerthuizen, Brugman, Basinger & Gibbs, 2011). We do 
this by dividing the concept in two parts (i.e., moral value[s], and evaluation), and discuss 
how these two parts intertwine.

Moral values. Moral values are frequently believed to be values based around harm, 
or rather, the absence of inflicting harm (Turiel, 1983). Nonetheless, recent perspectives 
on what constitutes a moral value exhibit more complex and non-harm characteristics, 
such as purity (Graham et al., 2011). However, in the current chapter we focus on those 
harm-based moral values. In his classical moral reasoning research, Kohlberg identified 
a total of twelve types of moral values, which he coined moral value domains, that are 
central to everyday life (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987a, p. 42). It is upon these values that the 
measurement of Kohlbergian moral reasoning is based. Five of these value domains, (i.e., 
contract and truth, affiliation, life, property and law, and legal justice) have frequently 
found their way into moral reasoning research regarding externalizing behaviour (e.g., 
Tarry & Emler, 2007). When discussing the concept of moral value evaluation in the 
current chapter, it is also these five value domains about which we speak.

Evaluation. Rather evidently when interpreting the term, moral value evaluation is 
an evaluation of moral values. Moreover, it is an evaluation of the importance of those moral 
values. Even more specifically, moral value evaluation is the attribution of importance 
to the adherence of behaviours that directly uphold moral values. In its essence, it is a 
bipolar evaluative process (of importance versus unimportance), similar to fundamental 
evaluation dimensions by Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum (1957; e.g., strong versus weak). 
The concept reflects an individual’s general sense of how important moral values are in 
everyday life, and how important it is to uphold these moral values. Furthermore, when 
compared with the moral cognitive processes mentioned above (e.g., moral reasoning), 
moral value evaluation is much more affective, intuitive and impromptu. Individuals 
are able to quickly report on whether they believe something to be important or not, 
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as this attribution is akin to, and founded within, one’s emotions; by definition, these 
are immediate, rather than mediated (Nunner-Winkler, 2007). Any reasoning about the 
substance behind one’s intuitive judgment on the importance of moral values therefore 
has to come second (although one’s reasoning might subsequently inform the importance).

As the concept of attribution of importance to moral values has barely existed before 
in externalizing behaviour research (Gregg, Gibbs & Basinger, 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 
1998), little is known about moral value evaluation (Tarry & Emler, 2007). This sciolism 
includes its psychosocial origins and its developmental patterns, if any. However, when 
looking beyond the semantic label of moral value evaluation, its conceptual embodiment 
(i.e., immediate evaluations of importance) and operationalization1 in previous literature 
does show overlap with another well-discussed moral concept, namely, moral judgment 
(according to Haidt, 2001). From a conceptual perspective, both are quick (i.e., they require 
little to no cognitive effort) and bipolar evaluations (i.e., good versus bad, important versus 
important) of actions, characteristics or values. Furthermore, both are expected to precede 
moral reasoning in everyday moral issues. In special issues however, as elaborated by 
Haidt (2001), their role may differ. It could perfectly be the case that everyone agrees on 
the importance of moral values, but does not agree on or is less sure about the decision 
to be taken, depending on the moral reasoning one is convinced to be the most adequate.

Previous literature. Though moral value evaluation has been largely ignored in 
more “classical” externalizing behaviour research (e.g., only two out of a potential fifteen 
studies on juvenile delinquents’ moral functioning examined by Stams and colleagues 
[2006], report peripherally on moral value evaluation), some recent studies do report 
on it more thoroughly. Two studies indicate that moral value evaluation is inversely 
related to self-reported externalizing behaviour (Beerthuizen et al, 2011; Tarry & Emler, 
2007). In other words, an increased attribution of importance to moral values is related 
to fewer self-reports of externalizing behaviour. Furthermore, the study by Beerthuizen 
and colleagues indicates that incarcerated delinquent adolescents exhibit lower levels of 
importance attribution when compared with non-incarcerated adolescents. These recent 

1 Moral value evaluation has been operationalized as an “elicitor of moral reasoning” in several 
successful measures of moral reasoning (e.g., SRM-SF, Gibbs, Basinger & Fuller, 1992; SROM-SF, 
Basinger & Gibbs, 1987; and SRM-SFO, Beerthuizen et al., 2011). That is, the items of assessment 
concerning one’s evaluation of moral values are presented first to the participant, with the moral 
reasoning items related to the moral value following. Moral value evaluation was originally meant 
as “just” an elicitor for moral reasoning and not as an autonomous measure (i.e., no registration 
protocols existed prior to the SRM-SFO, Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Gibbs et al., 1992).
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findings contrast with an assumption originating from two earlier studies (Gregg et 
al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998), the assumption being that both delinquents and non-
delinquents attribute equal levels of importance to moral values, this as both groups rate 
most of the moral values as important (in contrast to unimportant). A critical difference 
between the earlier and recent studies, however, is that the recent two also incorporated 
the ‘very important’ indication within their scales of analysis, thus using the full range of 
the moral value evaluation operationalization, while the earlier two did not.

Even though it is now apparent that some empirical literature is available, 
fundamental literature on the specifics of moral value evaluation remains scarce. In 
other words, much room is left for speculation on why recent studies report a negative 
relationship between moral value evaluation and externalizing behaviour. However, we 
intend to provide a (preliminary) answer to this question by combining the elaboration of 
the concept moral value evaluation above, its operationalization in the empirical literature 
so far (i.e., the SRM-SF in Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998; Tarry & Emler, 2007; 
and the SRM-SFO in Beerthuizen et al., 2011), and the literature of the relationship between 
moral cognition and externalizing behaviour (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001).

Elicitor of Moral Cognition

Moral value evaluation is in itself a potential associate of moral motivation, 
especially due to its close proximity to the concept of emotions, as discussed above, and its 
moderate to strong relationship with empathy, as demonstrated by a secondary analysis 
of a data-set evaluating an intervention for juvenile delinquents (Brugman & Van den 
Bos, 2007). It is plausible that when an individual holds certain moral values dear, he is 
more likely to adhere to those same values, because acting in any other way could be self-
threatening. More specifically, acting in a way not in coherence with one’s own perception 
on moral values, has the potential for causing emotionally distressing internal dissonance, 
such as moral guilt or shame (especially when such moral values are omnipresent, Gibbs, 
Basinger, Grime & Snarey, 2007). Given the notion that the experience of moral emotions is 
closely related to an absence of externalizing behaviour (Haidt, 2001), this would explain 
the negative relationship between moral value evaluation and externalizing behaviour in 
the previously discussed studies. However, empathy based moral motivators are weak, 
as their positive effects on moral behaviour fade quickly when other processes come 
into play (Prinz, 2011). This notion is also reflected in previous studies, where an initial 
substantial relationship between moral value evaluation and behaviour existed, but lost 
its magnitude when paired with other attitudinal or sociomoral processes (Beerthuizen et 
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al., 2011; Tarry & Emler, 2007). Given moral value evaluation’s distinct relationship with 
“stronger” moral cognitive processes (in relation to externalizing behaviour, i.e., moral 
reasoning, moral identity and self-serving cognitive distortions), we expect that moral 
value evaluation’s relationship in such multi-process contexts is mediated, rather than 
deflated. Building upon the moral cognitive model of Barriga, Morrison and colleagues 
(2001), we will now introduce moral value evaluation into this model.

Moral reasoning. Moral value evaluation should, according to analogies with Haidt’s 
social intuitionist model (2001) and moral value evaluation’s operationalization in several 
moral reasoning instruments, precede moral reasoning. However, one process preceding 
another does not automatically imply an association. Nonetheless, the essence of the 
moral values of those that have been used to conceptualize and operationalize moral value 
evaluation so far (i.e., Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Tarry & Emler, 2007), contain strong anti-harm 
elements, such as fairness and justice. In other words, these values represent facilitating 
factors for interpersonal accordance. As the higher stages of moral reasoning used in the 
present study embody reasoning embedded in a desire for interpersonal accordance (on 
a micro- and macro-level, contrasting the lower self-preservation stages), there is a strong 
similarity in moral content. We therefore expect the nature of the relationship between moral 
value evaluation and moral reasoning to be positive. That is, as according to the analogy 
with the social intuitionist model, moral reasoning is (at least partially) influenced by 
one’s evaluative stance on moral values. This positive relationship has been supported by 
previous empirical results (Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Tarry & Emler, 2007).

Moral identity. Furthermore, its relationship with moral identity is expected 
to be of a similar nature as to moral reasoning (i.e., moral value evaluation preceding 
moral identity, and of a positive nature). We predict this as the process of self-reflection 
on one’s identity resulting in the self-realisation of one’s moral being is inherently 
founded in a review of personal moral values, goals and behaviour (Blasi, 1980). This 
identity process therefore plausibly incorporates evaluations of which (and if) moral 
values are important to the individual. We therefore believe that individuals, who 
attribute increased importance to moral values, will also perceive themselves to be more 
moral. Moral identity, just as moral reasoning, is a deliberate process, and moral value 
evaluation is therefore expected to precede moral identity. Moreover, the preceding 
nature of moral value evaluation to moral identity is only “logical”, as moral value 
evaluation is theorized to precede moral reasoning, which in turn precedes moral 
identity. The positive relationship claimed to exist between moral value evaluation and 
moral identity has been confirmed in a previous study (Beerthuizen et al., 2011), and 
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was observed when performing secondary analyses on the data-set of an unpublished 
master’s thesis (Tiebout, 2008).

Self-serving cognitive distortions. Lastly, the relationship between moral value 
evaluation and self-serving cognitive distortions is expected to be of a negative nature2. 
We believe that cognitive distortions are more likely to occur, if one attributes less or no 
importance to moral values, as the process of moral disengagement is less self-threatening 
when such moral values have less value to the self. In other words, if you do not care 
about upholding moral values, it is easier to assume a stance in which the violation of 
these values is facilitated. This is in line with the reasoning and empirical results of the 
relationship between moral value evaluation and moral identity discussed above, and 
previously established relationships between moral identity and self-serving cognitive 
distortions (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001).

The current study. In sum, moral value evaluation is expected to precede the 
moral cognitive processes of moral reasoning, moral identity and self-serving cognitive 
distortions. Thereby it can be considered an influential elicitor of these moral cognitive 
processes. Its direct relationship to externalizing behaviour is expected to deflate to 
insignificance in the multi-process model, having its effect being mediated through the 
moral cognitive processes. To investigate these expectations, we have gathered empirical 
data concerning several moral and behavioural processes, similar to the processes as in 
the study by Barriga, Morrison and colleagues (2001). Besides the primary hypotheses 
discussed above, we also have some predictions (and exploration) of secondary 
importance. The relationships of the moral cognitive processes among each other, and 
self-reported externalizing behaviour are expected to change little, with two notable 
exceptions. Firstly, we expect a positive relationship to emerge between moral reasoning 
and identity (something Barriga, Morrison and colleagues did hypothesize, but did 

2 We want to note that from the more classical perspective on why self-serving cognitive 
distortions occur (i.e., to serve as a neutralizer of guilt/shame in individuals trespassing norms; Sykes 
& Matza, 1957), different relation valances can be expected. If one holds no value to morality, and 
trespasses them, then there is no need to distort one’s own cognition to avoid guilt and shame. From 
this perspective, a positive relationship can be expected, as the presence of moral values creates the 
need for cognitive distortions when engaging in externalizing behaviour. However, such a positive 
relationship, also between similar moral concepts (i.e., moral identity), and self-serving cognitive 
distortions has yet to be found. This potentially might be because self-serving cognitive distortions 
do not necessarily have to neutralize moral shame (e.g., one regrets violating others), but also 
immoral shame (e.g., one regrets others discovering his/her immoral nature/actions and subsequent 
repercussions) and disequilibrium caused by implicit socialization processes on behavioural conduct.



72  MARINUS G.C.J. BEERTHUIZEN

not find). For the current study, an alternative operationalization of moral identity was 
applied, which showed improved validity in previous research in relationship to its 
theorized relationship with moral reasoning (Brugman, 2008). Secondly, the strength 
of the relationship between moral identity and self-reported externalizing behaviour is 
expected to be of a weaker nature than previously reported. Younger adolescents (as in 
the current study) are less likely to have construed a “full” moral identity, when compared 
to older peers participating in the study by Barriga, Morrison and colleagues. Therefore, 
moral identity’s relationship with behaviour is not fully matured, which is expected to 
exhibit itself through a weaker relationship between the two (Hart, 2005). Lastly, the 
model will be explored for both males and females separately, to examine whether the 
null-findings reported by Barriga, Morrison and colleagues also hold up for a younger 
group of participants.

Method

Sample

For the current study, data from 191 Dutch adolescent participants were collected to 
investigate the relationship of moral value evaluation to moral cognitive and externalizing 
behavioural processes. To allow even relatively weak relationships to emerge within the 
model, these participants were combined with a similar adolescent sample of 351 Dutch 
participants from a previous methodological study (i.e., the non-offending sample from 
Beerthuizen and colleagues, 2011). The only major difference between the samples from 
the current and previous study was that the current sample consisted entirely of higher 
educated participants, while the sample from Beerthuizen and colleagues also contained 
lower educated participants.

This totals the current number of participants at 542 individuals, who are between 
11 and 18 years old (with an average age of 14.3 years, SD = 1.4) and evenly divided 
according to gender (i.e., 49.3% of the sample consisted of males). Most of the participants 
(67.2%) were following a higher level of education in respect to the Dutch educational 
system (i.e., higher secondary vocational education and secondary pre-university 
education; known in the Netherlands as, respectively, HAVO and VWO). The remaining 
participants were following education at a lower level (i.e., secondary pre-vocational 
and vocational education; known in the Netherlands as, respectively, VMBO and MBO). 
Participants were recruited from, and assessed at, their respective educational institutions, 
with data being collected at a single point in time, allowing for cross-referential analyses. 
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During assessment, participants were presented with a booklet containing the four 
instruments and measurement described below, and a form for background information.

Measures 

Firstly, to assess moral value evaluation and moral reasoning, the Dutch translation of 
the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO, Basinger, Brugman 
& Gibbs, 2007) was used. The SRM-SFO is a relatively novel recognition measure for moral 
reasoning, which also assesses moral value evaluation. Contrasting classical production 
measures of moral reasoning, such as the previously mentioned SRM-SF (Gibbs et al., 
1992) and the MJI (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987b), where participants have to write down or 
provide an interviewer with their reasons, the SRM-SFO provides its participants with a 
list of reasons to choose from. In addition, before each item assessing moral reasoning, 
participants indicate how important they believe the moral issue or value to be. For 
instance, one item assesses how important participants believe it is, in general, to tell the 
truth. An example of a moral reason one can select is “because a lie will sooner or later 
always be detected” (i.e., stage 2 reasoning, Kohlberg, 1984). Previous research has shown 
that the SRM-SFO exhibits acceptable validity and reliability for use in adolescent samples 
(Beerthuizen et al., 2011). Averaging the item scores for the moral value evaluation items 
created the overall moral value evaluation score. For more information on the coding 
and scoring process of the moral reasoning scores, see Beerthuizen and colleagues. The 
internal consistency of the moral value evaluation scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s a = 
0.70); and for the moral reasoning scale borderline acceptable (Cronbach’s a = 0.59).

Secondly, to assess moral identity, the Good Self Assessment questionnaire (GSA, 
as in Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001) was used. The GSA consists of a list of characteristics 
one can have, both of a moral and non-moral, though not immoral, nature. Participants 
indicate for each of these characteristics how much they believe themselves to possess 
those characteristics. For example, moral characteristics in the GSA include honest and 
helpful, while it also contains traits as funny and energetic as non-moral characteristics. 
As the newly collected sample used a slightly different version of the GSA than the sample 
from Beerthuizen and colleagues, the moral identity scores were transformed into Z-scores 
separately for both samples to account for these differences. Averaging the item scores for 
the moral characteristics created the moral identity score, resulting in acceptable internal 
consistencies for both samples (Cronbach’s a ranged from 0.70 to 0.73).

Thirdly, to assess self-serving cognitive distortions, the Dutch translation of the “How 
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I Think”-Questionnaire (HIT-Q, Barriga, Gibbs et al., 2001) was used. The HIT-Q measure 
consists of a list of statements one can relate to. Of these statements, the majority reflects 
a self-serving cognitive distortion, while other items assess one’s anomalous responding 
(i.e., socially desirable and perfunctory responding) or positive statements to mask the 
purpose of the questionnaire. Self-serving cognitive distortion statements include “it is 
okay to tell a lie, if someone is dumb enough to fall for it” and “if you know you can get 
away with it, only a fool would not steal”. The Dutch version of the HIT-Q has shown 
acceptable validity and reliability in samples similar to the ones in the current study 
(Nas et al., 2008). Averaging the item scores for the cognitive distortion items created 
the self-serving cognitive distortion score, resulting in an excellent internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s a = 0.93). The anomalous responding scale was not used in the current study, 
as its discriminatory function has not been convincingly demonstrated among Dutch 
adolescents (Van der Velden, Brugman, Boom & Koops, 2009).

Lastly, to assess externalizing behaviour, the Self Report Delinquent Behaviour 
list (SRDB, as in Leenders & Brugman, 2005) was used. The SRDB consists of a list of 
(minor) acts of delinquency or externalizing behaviours, which are normative for the 
target population of the current study (i.e., Dutch young adolescents). Such behaviours 
and acts include, but are not limited to, aggression (e.g., hitting someone) and property 
offences (e.g., vandalism). Participants indicate for each of these acts how often they had 
engaged in such behaviour. As with the GSA, the SRDB was slightly different for the 
used samples, and Z-scores were created for externalizing behaviour scores to account 
for these differences. Averaging the item scores of the whole list created the self-reported 
externalizing behaviour score, resulting in acceptable internal consistencies for both 
samples (Cronbach’s a ranged from 0.76 to 0.86).

Results

Descriptives

Before we investigate the full-blown model on externalizing behaviour, as 
hypothesized above, we will first examine the respective variables (i.e., moral value 
evaluation, moral reasoning, moral identity, self-serving cognitive distortions and 
externalizing behaviour) on a smaller scale. The descriptives of the variables are shown, 
differentiated for males and females, in Table 1. When comparing the descriptives of 
the variables with those in similar studies with similar participants, no anomalies or 
extremities were detected. For instance, the moral value evaluation scores show (in respect 
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to their scale) overall high scores (as was previously reported in Tarry and Emler, 2007), 
whereas the overall prevalence of self-serving cognitive distortions was well below the 
clinical level (as discussed in Nas et al., 2008).

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for moral value evaluation, moral reasoning, 
moral identity, self-serving cognitive distortions, and self-reported externalizing behaviour, 
differentiated for males and females

 Males Females

Variable M SD M SD RNG

MVE 2.44 0.30 2.53 0.24 1-3

MR 2.90 0.35 3.02 0.31 1-4

MIA 2.85 0.57 3.08 0.46 1-5

MIB 2.79 0.40 2.98 0.32 1-4

SSCD 2.58 0.72 2.20 0.60 1-6

EBA 2.03 0.80 1.50 0.41 1-5

EBB 1.72 0.40 1.55 0.32 1-4

Note. As the current sample and the one imported from Beerthuizen and colleagues (2011) had slightly different 

operationalizations for moral identity and self-reported externalizing behaviour, the raw data for those variables 

are presented separately for each sample (A = current sample, B = Beerthuizen et al., 2011). MVE = moral value 

evaluation; MR = moral reasoning; MI = moral identity; SSCD = self-serving cognitive distortions; EB = self-

reported externalizing behaviour.

Correlations

Next, we investigated the zero-order Pearson correlations (i.e., without controlling 
for any factors) among the variables. The results, again differentiated for males and 
females, are shown in Table 2. As the operationalizations of both moral identity and self-
reported externalizing behaviour differ slightly for different participants, Z-scores were 
used to account for these differences.

Moral value evaluation. Table 2 indicates that the results for moral value 
evaluation in regard to its relationship with the other moral cognitive and behavioural 
processes were as expected. An increased attribution of importance to moral values 
was related to both higher levels of moral reasoning and an increased self-perception of 
moral characteristics. Furthermore, this increased attribution was also related to a lower 
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prevalence of self-serving cognitive distortions and self-reported externalizing behaviour. 
Lastly, these relations were, roughly, the same for both males and females.

Table 2. Zero-order correlations for moral value evaluation, moral reasoning, moral identity, self-
serving cognitive distortions, and self-reported externalizing behaviour, differentiated for males 
and females

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. MVE - +0.13* +0.23*** -0.33*** -0.14*

2. MR +0.13* - +0.13* -0.23*** -0.07

3. MI +0.36*** +0.07 - -0.22*** -0.20**

4. SSCD -0.41*** -0.22*** -0.28*** - +0.50***

5. EB -0.21* -0.20** -0.21*** +0.52*** -

Note. As the current sample and the one imported from Beerthuizen and colleagues (2011) had slightly different 

operationalizations for moral identity and self-reported externalizing behaviour, Z-scores were used to account 

for these differences. Males are shown below the diagonal, females are shown above the diagonal; MVE = moral 

value evaluation; MR = moral reasoning; MI = moral identity; SSCD = self-serving cognitive distortions; EB = 

self-reported externalizing behaviour; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Moral reasoning. Furthermore, the results also exhibit most of the hypothesized 
relationships among the other moral cognitive and behavioural processes. Higher levels 
of moral reasoning were related to an increased self-perception of moral characteristics 
for females, as expected, but this was not the case for the male part of the sample. On the 
other hand, as hypothesized, higher levels of moral reasoning were negatively associated 
with the prevalence of self-serving cognitive distortions, both for males and females. A 
similar negative association was also found between moral reasoning and self-reported 
externalizing behaviour for males, but not for females.

Moral identity and self-serving cognitive distortions. Lastly, the expected 
relationships among moral identity, self-serving cognitive distortions and externalizing 
behaviour were all prevalent. An increased self-perception of moral characteristics 
was related to a lower prevalence of self-serving cognitive distortions, and less self-
reported externalizing behaviour, in both males and females. Lastly, for both sexes, a 
higher prevalence of self-serving cognitive distortions was related to more self-reported 
externalizing behaviour.
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Model Path Analysis

To investigate the expectation of moral value evaluation’s meditation through the 
other moral cognitive processes, a path model was constructed and analyzed with SPSS 
AMOS 16 (Arbuckle, 2007). To examine whether the relationships among the moral and 
behavioural variables differ for males and females, a multi-group approach was used, 
exhibiting the paths separately for both genders. The model is shown in Figure 1. The model 
itself is an untrimmed model, which means that all possible relationships between the 
variables are allowed to exist. More specifically, no paths are statistically removed, if they 
are marginally or not significant. This approach was chosen to mirror as closely as possible 
the path model of Barriga, Morrison and colleagues (2001), which used a similar approach, 
to allow for comparisons between the current model and theirs. As no parameters were 
excluded from the model, this results in a population discrepancy value of practically zero. 
As model fit analyses require a non-null population discrepancy value, model fit indexes 
are not appropriate to evaluate (or even provided by AMOS). Two participants did not 
report on externalizing behaviour, with no indication of any severe issues associated with 
missing values (cf., Scheffer, 2002), and were excluded from the analysis.

Self-Reported
Externalizing Behaviour

Self-Serving
Cognitive Distortions

Moral IdentityMoral Reasoning

Moral Value 
Evaluation

+0.13*
+0.13*

+0.49***
+0.51***

+0.36***
+0.22***

-0.33***
-0.28***

+0.03NS

+0.11✝

-0.09✝

+0.05NS

-0.15**
-0.13*

-0.08NS

-0.11*

+0.04NS

+0.05NS

-0.16**
-0.18**

Figure 1. Path analysis of unrestrained multi-process model on externalizing behaviour for males 
and females.

Note. All reported path coefficients are standardized. The top coefficients indicate males, 

the bottom indicate females; NS = non-significant; † = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01;  

*** = p < .001.
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Broadly speaking, the relationships among the model’s variables show similar directional 
relationships compared to the zero-order correlations. There are some notable exceptions 
though. Moral value evaluation is no longer directly related to self-reported externalizing 
behaviour for both sexes. Furthermore, the relationship between moral reasoning 
and moral identity for females is now only marginally present, whereas it first was of 
a stronger nature. A similar phenomenon can be observed for the relationship between 
moral reasoning and self-reported externalizing behaviour for males. Moreover, the 
association between moral identity and self-reported externalizing behaviour is no longer 
statistically supported for males.

The primary association between moral value evaluation and externalizing 
behaviour was expected to be of an indirect nature. This association is confirmed by the 
results. The indirect effect of moral value evaluation on externalizing behaviour was the 
strongest indirect effect of all variables included in the model (the b value was, respectively 
for males and females, -0.24 and -0.19). This indicates that an increased attribution of 
importance is related to a lower prevalence of externalizing behaviour, but only through 
full mediation by moral reasoning, moral identity and self-serving cognitive distortions 
(as no direct effect remains for moral value evaluation). The remaining indirect effects of 
moral reasoning and moral identity were of a weaker nature (b values ranged from -0.07 
to -0.11). The multi-process model as presented, explained 28% of the variance in self-
reported externalizing behaviour in males, and 27% in females.

Discussion

The current chapter intended to introduce the motivational concept of moral value 
evaluation, which is the attribution of importance to moral values. Although this concept 
is theoretically important in the field of externalizing behaviour, research on moral value 
evaluation is extremely scarce. Moral value evaluation was expected to negatively relate 
to externalizing behaviour. However, subsequent expectations state that if other processes 
were introduced in the relationship between moral value evaluation and externalizing 
behaviour, the relationship between moral value evaluation and externalizing behaviour 
would only remain in an indirect fashion. More specifically, moral value evaluation was 
expected to influence moral cognitive processes (i.e., moral reasoning, moral identity 
and self-serving cognitive distortions), which in turn shape behaviour. When empirically 
testing these predictions, they were largely confirmed.
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Moral value evaluation and externalizing behaviour

Most importantly, the drop of relational strength between moral value evaluation 
and externalizing behaviour occurred when moving from the zero-order context to that of 
the multi-process path model. This certainly strengthens the argument that moral value 
evaluation is an elicitor of “stronger” cognitive processes (e.g., self-serving cognitive 
distortions), which, in turn, demote (or promote) externalizing behaviour, although there 
is an alternative explanation. The assessment of externalizing behaviour consisted purely 
of retrospective report, also without addressing the context within such behaviours took 
place. It is plausible that, besides its indirect relationship with the general occurrence 
of externalizing behaviour, it has a stronger relationship with impromptu externalizing 
behaviour (i.e., when there is little to no time for cognitive processes between intention 
and initiation of externalizing behaviour, such as unplanned shoplifting). This is likely, as 
moral value evaluation has a strong emotional, intuitive and thus immediate component, 
making it possible for it to “intervene”, while other moral cognitive processes struggle 
for similar effects (Haidt, 2001). Future research into the relationship between moral 
value evaluation and externalizing behaviour should incorporate different contexts of 
externalizing behaviour, or measure “light” impromptu transgressions of moral conduct 
(e.g., cheating) in an experimental setting, to investigate these expectations.

Moral value evaluation and treatment

These results also have implications for the forensic clinical treatment of incarcerated 
adolescents. While major treatment programs (e.g., EQUIP, Gibbs, Potter & Goldstein, 
1995; and ART, Goldstein, Glick, & Gibbs, 1998) focus on improving the delinquent’s moral 
reasoning and cognitive distortions, the observed effects of these interventions on such 
cognitions range from negligible to modest (cf., Brugman & Bink, 2011; Nas, Brugman 
& Koops, 2005). As the current effects of such treatments leave something to be desired, 
research into improving the effects of these programmes is needed. A worthwhile process 
to focus upon in these investigations would be moral value evaluation, as several moral 
cognitive processes are founded within it (according to the discussed model). Actually, 
an appreciation of moral values is already stimulated in these programmes, but is not yet 
recognized as important. By studying moral value evaluation, and particularly how it can 
be enhanced, one can potentially augment other effects. For instance, by first enhancing 
one’s attribution of importance to moral values, one could indirectly improve upon one’s 
moral cognitions as well (probably more so in combination with treatment focussing on 
those moral cognitions). Furthermore, there is evidence that the attribution of importance 
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to moral values regresses in an incarcerated setting for individuals who do not receive 
treatment containing a moral competence component (Helmond, Brugman & Overbeek, 
2011), further highlighting the need to pay attention to moral values in institutionalized 
contexts.

Cognitive distortions and externalizing behaviour

In regards to the observed relationships among the other moral and behavioural 
processes, one relationship stands out, namely that of the immoral motivational process 
(i.e., self-serving cognitive distortions) and externalizing behaviour. While the directional 
relationship is as expected (i.e., higher prevalence of cognitive distortions are related to 
higher prevalence of externalizing behaviour), its magnitude is beyond the expectations. 
More specifically, few studies report such extremely strong associations (especially if 
multiple processes are involved, Cohen’s d = 1.15, very large according to Cohen, 1988) 
between cognitive processes and behaviour, as is reported in the current study for 
cognitive distortions. Moreover, within the current model (and for the current sample), 
it seems as self-serving cognitive distortions “swallow” the respective (moderately 
small) effects of the other moral predictors towards externalizing behaviour. By itself, it 
explains 25% of the variance in self-reported externalizing behaviour, with the additional 
predictors adding a mere 2-3%. While previous studies have indeed reported large 
positive relationships between self-serving cognitive distortions and externalizing 
behaviour (Helmond, Brugman, Overbeek & Gibbs, 2011), the current study’s relational 
magnitude outmatches these previous findings. This increased contribution of cognitive 
distortions to the explanation of externalizing behaviour plausibly caused by the current 
study’s inclusion of younger adolescents (perhaps in combination with a relatively high 
level of education). This claim is further strengthened by a similar study with children 
(aged 7 to 12 years), which exhibited an even larger magnitude of the relationship between 
cognitive distortions and externalizing behaviour than those currently reported (Van de 
Bunt, Brugman & Aleva, 2010).

Morality versus immorality 

As the current book’s focus is on moral motivation, a moral motivational 
interpretation of these results is in order. As discussed in the introduction, the concept 
of self-serving cognitive distortions is clearly an agent of immoral motivation. The 
cognitive effects from distorted social information processes facilitate the engagement 
in externalizing behaviour. Contrasting this immoral motivation are the “forces of the 
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good”, a moral cluster consisting of moral reasoning, moral identity and moral value 
evaluation. These processes, if “properly” developed (i.e., overall stage 3 reasoning or 
higher; adequate possession [and self-perception] of moral characteristics; and sufficient 
attributed importance to moral values) should ideally buffer against the temptations of 
“easy” immoral motivational processes. However, it appears, that these “good” forces 
are not doing too well among regular young adolescents (and children). The three moral 
processes are less associated with immoral behaviour combined, than immoral behaviour’s 
relationship with a single process of immoral motivation. The concept of immoral 
motivation is by far the strongest predictor of immoral behaviour. This is not entirely 
unexpected, given the knowledge of the “weak” nature of moral motivators among young 
individuals (Prinz, 2011). However, the influence of the moral cluster (including the moral 
motivator of moral self-perseverance, as discussed earlier) increases when individuals 
grow older, as is suggested when comparing the results of this chapter to the study by 
Barriga, Morrison and colleagues (2001). Once again, this is also not entirely unexpected, 
as even classic developmental psychologists already detected a maturation of the child 
and adolescents’ morality, as they grow older (Kohlberg, 1958; Piaget, 1932). Nevertheless, 
the dominant influence of immoral motivation (such as self-serving cognitive distortions) 
remains; even among highly educated older adolescent (as studied by Barriga, Morrison 
and colleagues).

Remaining issues 

While we acknowledge the substantial impact of immoral motivational factors 
on antisocial behaviour among young individuals, we want to address some issues of 
this observed relationship. The current (and predominant) operationalization of self-
serving cognitive distortions (i.e., the HIT-Q, Barriga, Gibbs et al., 2001) into externalizing 
behaviour research is potentially “contaminated”. That is, the items assessing self-serving 
cognitive distortions incorporate explicit externalizing behaviour (i.e., lying, stealing, 
physical aggression and oppositional defiance) similar to those used in externalizing 
behaviour measures. Therefore, the HIT-Q does not assess cognitive distortions “pur 
sang” (i.e., “inaccurate or biased ways of attending to, or conferring, meaning upon 
experiences”; Barriga, Gibbs et al., 2001, p. 1), but cognitive distortions based heavily 
within behavioural contexts. It is therefore no surprise that the current and previous 
studies (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001; Nas et al., 2008; Van de Bunt et al., 2010) find strong 
relationships with externalizing behaviour. The “inflated” nature of this relationship is 
further illustrated through a decrease in relational magnitude, when the behavioural 
component of self-serving cognitive distortions is neutralized (Berg, Meijer & Wouters, 
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2011). Again, we acknowledge the role of cognitive distortions regarding externalizing 
behaviour, but we do want to emphasize that behavioural context matters in the 
interpretation of such relations, as is also the case with other moral cognitive processes 
(i.e., moral reasoning; cf., Beerthuizen & Brugman, 2010; Brugman & Aleva, 2004; Gregg et 
al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998).

On a final note, we want to address two issues associated with the current chapter’s 
study. Firstly, the collected data was of a cross-sectional nature, limiting us to associative 
relationships and not causal relationships (though we do hypothesize such relationships). 
It is entirely plausible and likely that the occurrence of immoral behaviour has a feedback 
loop to the (im)moral cluster (as was demonstrated for moral reasoning, Raaijmakers, 
Engels & Van Hoof, 2005). However, with the current data, this cannot be confirmed or 
debunked. Secondly, moral value evaluation is currently “handicapped”. The width of the 
item indication span has always been limited to either two (i.e., unimportant and [very] 
important) or three (i.e., unimportant, important and very important) indication points. 
While it appears as a minor difference, its effect is notable, as the latter operationalization 
did produce significant results in the current study and previous research (Beerthuizen et 
al., 2011; Tarry & Emler, 2007), contrasting the studies using the former operationalization 
(Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998). This indicates that the dyad in attribution 
between important and very important is crucial in determining moral value evaluation’s 
relationship to externalizing behaviour, and not the dyad between unimportant and (very) 
important as previously studied. Widening the item indication span (e.g., to a 7-point 
width, allowing for various degrees of importance attribution) in future research would 
allow moral value evaluation to be studied more extensively and, for example, be used in 
diagnostic assessments.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter introduced the scarcely studied psychosocial concept 
of moral value evaluation, and its relationship with processes of moral reasoning and 
identity, and immoral motivation. The (preliminary) conclusion is that moral value 
evaluation is indirectly associated with externalizing behaviour, theorized to influence 
one’s moral cognition, which in turn shape behaviour. Of these moral cognitive processes, 
the immoral motivators of self-serving cognitive distortions were by far the strongest 
associates to their behavioural counterpart of externalizing behaviour.
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Abstract

Early theories and research addressed the role of moral values in the prevalence of 
externalizing behaviour. However, more recent research on externalizing behaviour has 
largely neglected the role of moral values. The current review examines the relationship 
between moral value evaluation (i.e., the attribution of importance to moral values) and 
externalizing behaviour among adolescents. Firstly, the (potential) role of moral value 
evaluation in earlier and recent theories is discussed. Secondly, a review of fourteen 
empirical studies is presented, which provides evidence that increased attributed 
importance to moral values is negatively related to both registered delinquency and self-
reported externalizing behaviour. Thirdly, these results are discussed in the perspective 
of earlier and recent theories. Lastly, future research directions are suggested, concerning 
the emotional-intuitive nature of moral value evaluation, its relational patterns with social 
behaviours, and its longitudinal characteristics.
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Introduction

In the previous century, two theoretical perspectives regarding moral values were 
competing against each other to become the dominant theory in the field of delinquency 
and externalizing behaviour research. On the one hand, it was believed that delinquents 
adhere to different moral values than non-delinquents, and therefore act in a delinquent 
manner (Cohen, 1955; Hirschi, 1969). On the other hand, it was believed that both 
delinquents and non-delinquents maintain similar moral values, and that other (cognitive) 
processes were responsible for the prevalence of delinquent behaviour (Cloward & Ohlin, 
1960; Kohlberg, 1958, 1978, 1981, 1984; Merton, 1938; Sykes & Matza, 1957). Of these two 
contrasting perspectives on the moral values of delinquents, the latter received the most 
philosophical and empirical attention, laying the foundation for a substantial amount 
of late 20th century and current research into juvenile delinquency and externalizing 
behaviour. Moreover, this acceptance of the universality perspective on moral values of 
delinquents resulted in the differential perspective largely being ignored (also partly due 
to the absence of adequate measures for moral values, cf., Pittel & Mendelsohn, 1966). 
However, as a small number of studies suggest that differences in importance attributions 
concerning moral values are related to adolescent externalizing behaviour, this neglect 
has come to an end (Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press; Beerthuizen, Brugman, Basinger & 
Gibbs, 2011; Tarry & Emler, 2007). This process of attributing importance to moral values 
was coined moral value evaluation by Gibbs (cf., Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Gibbs, Basinger & 
Fuller, 1992). Since these empirical studies address – and question – the key assumption of 
earlier and recent moral values perspectives on delinquency and externalizing behaviour, 
a more in-depth review of the literature is in order, which we present here. 

The subtitle of the current review compares moral value to sleeping beauty; a 
fairytale inspired metaphor. This metaphor is chosen to represent moral value evaluation, 
due to the “unorthodox” nature of the current literature review on externalizing 
behaviour (i.e., behaviour that directly or indirectly harms others through the violation 
of societal norms and standards; in this review this includes registered delinquency 
and incarceration, and self-reported externalizing behaviour). All literature reviews of a 
theoretical or empirical nature have one common characteristic, namely that they review 
previously published literature relevant to a central topic. The current review differs from 
other literature reviews in this respect that it does not. More specifically, the majority of 
studies addressed in the current review emerge from the vast field of “grey literature” (i.e., 
unpublished academic literature, contrasting the public nature of [peer-reviewed] journal 
articles). Furthermore, the literature addressed in this review also includes studies that did 
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not report on attributed importance to moral values (either empirically or theoretically), 
but did include operationalizations of the concept in their assessment procedure. In other 
words, the concept of moral value evaluation has thus been present in externalizing 
behaviour research, but only in a dormant state; hence the term “sleeping”. Moreover, the 
few recent studies (i.e., Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press; Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Tarry & 
Emler, 2007) suggest that moral value evaluation has unnecessarily been asleep, exposing 
its relevance in externalizing behaviour research. With the current review, we therefore 
examine whether moral value evaluation can be considered a “beauty” as well, as this 
would be the case if the recent studies turn out to be more than just isolated incidents. The 
current review would then become the metaphorical prince, who after a perilous journey 
finds the sleeping beauty, and whose kiss awakens her to the realm of externalizing 
behaviour research.

The literature review will first give a historical overview of theoretical perspectives 
on how moral values and moral value evaluation (could) have been related to delinquency 
and externalizing behaviour. Secondly, we will present empirical studies regarding 
the relationship between moral value evaluation and registered delinquency and self-
reported externalizing behaviour. Thirdly, we will relate these empirical findings back 
to the discussed theoretical perspectives. Lastly, we will suggest directions for future 
research concerning moral value evaluation.

Historical Overview

Earlier theoretical frameworks. As mentioned above, an antagonism is observable 
in theories on the universality of moral values. A key question among these theories is: can 
differences in the exhibition of externalizing behaviours be (at least partly) attributed to 
differences in moral values? The two most prominent (criminological) theories that affirm 
this question, and thus promote a differential view on moral values, are the subcultural 
deviance theory (Cohen, 1955) and the control theory (Hirschi, 1969). Contrasting with 
these theories are three prominent theories that claim universality of moral values: the 
strain theory (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960; Merton, 1938), the neutralization theory (Sykes & 
Matza, 1957), and Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1958, 1978, 1981, 
1984).

Subcultural deviance theory. Cohen (1955) states that delinquents form deviant 
subcultures, which nevertheless aim at similar goals as the majority culture (e.g., 
maintaining a [micro-]society), adhere to different social rules and value different moral 
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perspectives. For instance, the ways in which (micro-)societal bonds are construed and 
maintained are direct opposites for both cultures. Whereas the majority culture strives to a 
societal equilibrium through adherence to moral values (e.g., not stealing from others), the 
deviant subculture strives to a similar societal equilibrium (although on a much smaller 
scale) through adherence to immoral values (e.g., stealing from others). Furthermore, 
Cohen also theorizes that the different moral values among delinquents are the cause for 
their externalizing behaviour.

Control theory. In a similar train of thought, Hirschi (1969) argues that the lack 
of adherence to societal accepted moral values is the origin of externalizing behaviour, 
though the hypothesized process by which these moral values are regressed is of a different 
nature. Contrasting Cohen’s theory on the acceptance of immoral values provided by an 
alternative society (Cohen, 1955), Hirschi focuses on the rejection of societal moral values by 
the individual. Therefore Hirschi’s approach is much more focused on the (dis)connection 
between the delinquent individual and the majority culture, contrasting Cohen’s focus on 
the connection between the delinquent individual and the delinquent subculture. That is, 
in Hirschi’s view, if society does not successfully socialize the individual (e.g., through 
punishment after offence or stimulating the development of conscience) it “looses” the 
individual to delinquency. After all, why would one adhere to societal accepted moral 
norms and values, which are not necessarily beneficial on an individual level, when one 
has no bond with or investment in such a society? Furthermore, according to Hirschi, 
delinquents are not considered to be forming or belonging to subcultures, in which 
different values are transferred among its population.

Strain theory. Merton (1939), and later Cloward and Ohlin (1960), state that society 
provides both goals for individuals to achieve, and adequate means to do so. These goals 
include both concrete objects (e.g., money) and abstract entities (e.g., social status); and 
the means are represented in prosocial values and behaviours, such as obeying the law 
and honest, hard work. The cause for delinquency here originates from the fact that not 
everybody can achieve all (or any) of the societal set goals and aspirations by the use 
of society’s adequate means. That is, when the achievement of the goal becomes more 
important than adherence to the societal provided means, one will resort to externalizing 
behaviour. Important to note here is that the delinquent individual does not reject the 
societal values in general, but does not adhere to the adequate means, thus removing a 
causal role of moral values for predicting delinquency.

Neutralization theory. In a similar mindset regarding the universality of moral 



96  MARINUS G.C.J. BEERTHUIZEN

values, Sykes and Matza (1957) claim that one’s neutralization techniques are the key for the 
prevalence of externalizing behaviour. Neutralization techniques are (cognitive) processes 
in which justifications and rationalizations are created for externalizing behaviour. These 
techniques are used to counter internal dissonance (e.g., shame and guilt), which results 
when one acts in contrast to one’s own values (that are created by socialization processes). 
The more skilled one is in successfully applying these neutralization techniques (i.e., 
they actually reduce cognitive dissonance), the more prone one is to (continually) act 
delinquent. These techniques do not necessarily have to be post hoc processes, but can 
also be applied in the anticipation of externalizing behaviour. The crucial assumption here 
is that delinquents share the same moral values as non-delinquents, and equally strongly 
believe that adherence to these moral standards is important. If this were not the case, 
neutralization techniques would not be necessary (as has been suggested by Copes, 2003, 
and Cromwell & Thurman, 2003).

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. While the idea that deficiencies in moral 
reasoning could be responsible for the prevalence of externalizing behaviour dates from 
before Kohlberg (Piaget, 1932), it was Kohlberg who incorporated moral values into a 
theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1984). Kohlberg states that a number of moral 
values (e.g., telling the truth) are prevalent in “every society and culture” (Kohlberg, 1984, 
p. 189), and thus claims a universality of moral values. Such a broad claim would also 
include delinquent subcultures, and externalized behaving individuals. Kohlberg (1958, 
1978) and other cognitive developmentalists (cf., Blasi, 1980) attribute immoral action 
(including externalizing behaviour) to a cognitive process, namely moral reasoning. That 
is to say, deficits in the development of moral reasoning would be the cause, as individuals 
displaying externalizing behaviour are hypothesized as not having progressed to the 
prosocial stages of moral reasoning (i.e., stage 3 and above) and remain in the egocentric 
stages (i.e., stage 1 and 2, Kohlberg, 1981, 1984).

Characteristics of moral values in earlier theories. When perceiving the 
perspectives on moral values in these five theories, we can differentiate two processes: 
acceptance of moral values and importance evaluations of moral values. While some 
studies have treated the processes as being the same (e.g., Gregg, Gibbs & Basinger, 
1994), we want to emphasize the distinction between both (though apparent similarities 
in conceptual embodiment are defendable). Acceptance reflects the tendency of an 
individual to agree, in general, that a certain value is best to adhere to (i.e., certain values 
are considered “good”). Furthermore, all five theories assume that society, either on a 
macro-level (i.e., the majority culture) and/or micro-level (e.g., the delinquent subculture 
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or family), provides the moral values for its people. More specifically, society teaches us 
what the right things to do are. These theories therefore attribute the mechanism of one’s 
acceptance of (im)moral values to socialization, or in other words, transmission of moral 
values, which has been hypothesized to be partly responsible for other moral capacities 
as well, such as moral reasoning (Gibbs, 2010). The evaluation of importance, on the other 
hand, reflects the attributed importance of an individual to adhere to moral values, and 
thus the concept of moral value evaluation (cf., Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press). As 
previously stated, such evaluations of moral values are an explicit component of the 
neutralization theory, though not of the other discussed theories. However, despite its 
lack of explicit address in these theories, it is plausible that moral value evaluation plays a 
role. For instance, a lack of attributed importance by the individual to conformist societal 
values may contribute to the acceptance of alternative moral values (as in the subcultural 
deviance theory), society’s failure to socialize the delinquent (as in the control theory), the 
shift from moral to immoral means to achieve societal goals (as in the strain theory), and 
the delinquent’s inability (or unwillingness) to reason at a prosocial level (as in Kohlberg’s 
theory of moral development).

Though moral value evaluation potentially was, and still is, an interesting 
concept to study, it was acceptance of moral values that received the majority of earlier 
researchers’ attention. The bulk of moral value research focused on moral knowledge 
and judgment, as it let participants judge certain (im)moral actions and stances to be 
“right” or “wrong” (Pittel & Mendelsohn, 1966). Responses in adherence to societal 
standards were considered as an acceptance of moral values. However, this same bulk 
of early research suffered from a number of deficiencies, making the empirical findings 
regarding acceptance of moral values (both in favour and disfavour of causal inference to 
[externalizing] behaviour) hard to interpret. For instance, a standardized instrument on 
the acceptance of moral values was never obtained (to the best of our knowledge), and 
an instrument for moral value evaluation was not obtained until several decades later 
(i.e., the Sociomoral Reflection Objective Measure – Short Form [SROM-SF]; Basinger & 
Gibbs, 1987; the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form [SRM-SF]; Gibbs et al., 1992; 
and the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective [SRM-SFO]; Beerthuizen 
et al., 2011). Moreover, a clear distinction between moral values (i.e., values related to 
preventing interpersonal harm) and conventional values (i.e., values related to social 
and societal conventions), as proposed by Turiel (1983), was also non-existent in earlier 
research. Therefore, it may come as no surprise that a distinct connection of moral values 
to externalizing behaviour was lacking in this line of research (Kohlberg, 1978), and that 
the research field lost its interest in the concept.
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Recent perspectives on moral value evaluation. It was only more recently that 
the theoretical perspective regarding moral values was peripherally addressed in a study 
on self-reported externalizing behaviour among male adolescents (Tarry & Emler, 2007). 
While the main purpose of the study was to debunk the believed causal relationship 
between moral reasoning and externalizing behaviour (which their results supported), 
moral value evaluation exhibited a significant negative relationship with self-reported 
externalizing behaviour. According to Tarry and Emler, a theoretical framework on 
externalizing behaviour that specifically addresses the relationship with one’s attribution 
of importance to moral values (and not one’s acceptance of moral values) is lacking. 
Addressing the lack of such a framework was further prioritized by a (partial) replication 
of the Tarry and Emler study results by Beerthuizen and colleagues (2011).

Elicitor of moral processes. Answering the call, Beerthuizen and Brugman (in 
press) addressed the concept of moral value evaluation more thoroughly. In their study 
they utilize elements of both social-intuitionist perspectives on morality (Haidt, 2001) 
and moral cognitive perspectives on antisocial behaviour (Barriga, Morrison, Liau & 
Gibbs, 2001). That is to say, Beerthuizen and Brugman suggest that the importance 
evaluation of moral values does not directly influence behaviour, but rather stimulates, or 
triggers, cognitive aspects of morality (i.e., moral reasoning, moral identity and cognitive 
distortions), which in turn trigger or impede externalizing behaviour. For instance, one’s 
self-perception of moral characteristics (i.e., moral identity; a moral cognitive process) 
is embedded in an evaluation of one’s past moral behaviour, stances and values (and 
therefore is embedded in moral value evaluation). Furthermore, Beerthuizen and Brugman 
emphasize the emotive (and intuitive) aspect of moral value evaluation, as the judging of 
what is important is closely intertwined with emotions (Nunner-Winkler, 2007), therefore 
making such evaluations precede cognition. However, the framework assumes/predicts a 
cyclic process in which also cognition (and behaviour) ad hoc influences one’s evaluation 
of moral values, though because of a lack of longitudinal empirical data currently, such 
claims cannot be tested yet.

This prospective model embodies and contrasts aspects from both the differential 
and universal theoretical perspectives of earlier theories. That is, it does not detach itself 
from previous perspectives, but rather synthesizes them, providing a more complete and 
integrative perspective on externalizing behaviour. For instance, it acknowledges that the 
evaluation of moral values (but not the moral values themselves) differs for those who 
exhibit externalizing behaviour and for those who do not. Furthermore, in accordance with 
the differential perspective, it acknowledges a causal role for this differentiation in moral 
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values to externalizing behaviour. However, this role is indirect, as it acknowledges that 
other (cognitive) processes directly trigger behaviour, in accordance with the universality 
perspective on moral values. Contrastingly, it does not address acceptance of moral values 
as do the majority of the earlier theories.

In sum, moral values have been an integral, though recently under-examined, 
component of a number of prominent theories regarding externalizing behaviour. While 
the earlier theories are contrasting on their stance on moral values, more recent work 
tries to integrate a number of perspectives on the relationship between moral values and 
externalizing behaviour. We will now examine empirical work about the relationship 
between moral value evaluation and externalizing behaviour, which is crucial for an 
empirical evaluation of the discussed theories.

Empirical Studies on Moral Value Evaluation

Empirical work on moral value evaluation has been scarce, as was duly noted by 
Tarry and Emler (2007). However, moral value evaluation could have potentially made an 
appearance in a number of published studies, as the concept has been incorporated in a 
number of measurements widely used in externalizing behaviour research (i.e., measures 
for moral reasoning, the SROM-SF and the SRM-SF). For instance, in a comprehensive 
meta-analysis of the moral reasoning of juvenile delinquents, 15 out of 50 studies used a 
measure containing a moral value evaluation component (Stams et al., 2006). However, to 
the best of our knowledge, only two of them peripherally report on moral value evaluation 
(Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998). To obtain a sufficient amount of empirical work 
to review, we therefore also included unpublished material (i.e., bachelor’s and master’s 
theses) and relevant studies that did measure moral value evaluation, but did not report 
on them. If a study is outside the public academic realm, the appropriate statistics are 
reported in the main text alongside the interpretations. If a study did not report on, but 
did assess moral value evaluation, the appropriate analyses (as performed by the first 
author) are reported in the main text alongside our interpretations. Moreover, we also 
tried to obtain data-sets from previous relevant studies (dating back to as early as 1983). 
Unfortunately, many associated scholars were unreachable as to having left the research 
field, and many data-sets were lost or did not register the necessary items regarding moral 
value evaluation. This resulted in the loss of a substantial amount of interpretable relevant 
studies.

Firstly, we will discuss the different measures on one’s attribution of importance 
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to moral values, used by the empirical studies in our review. Secondly, we will discuss 
two (contrasting) perspectives on the operationalization of externalizing behaviour (i.e., 
registered delinquency versus self-reported externalizing behaviour), used by the empirical 
studies in our review. Thirdly, we will discuss studies that relate moral value evaluation to 
registered delinquency. Lastly, studies that concern self-reported externalizing behaviour 
will be discussed.

Measures of moral value evaluation. Although being a subordinate component of 
the instrument, an early appearance of a standardized measure of moral value evaluation 
can be found in the SROM-SF (Basinger & Gibbs, 1987). The SROM-SF is a recognition 
measure for assessing moral reasoning according to Gibbs’ four-stage model (Gibbs, 1979, 
2010), by presenting the participant with two moral dilemmas (one of them being the 
classic Heinz-dilemma) and accompanying items primarily regarding moral reasons. In 
eight out of a total of 41 items, the participant is also asked to indicate how important he 
or she believes a certain moral act or stance - related to the moral dilemma - to be (e.g., 
saving the life of a friend, or not stealing). Participants are given the possibility to rate the 
moral stance or act to be unimportant, important or very important on a 3-point Likert-
scale. Afterwards, participants indicate which of the four reasons presented (each related 
to a stage of Gibbs’ four stage model of moral reasoning; Gibbs, 1979, 2010) resemble their 
own, if they were to provide reasons why the moral action or stance is important (regardless 
of their own beliefs or indicated importance). The Likert-scale operationalization and the 
sequence of evaluation of importance before reasoning would become the mainstream 
appearance of moral value evaluation in other Gibbsian instruments on moral reasoning.

In the production (and moral dilemma-free) counterpart of the SROM-SF, the 
SRM-SF (Gibbs et al., 1992), moral value evaluation became a more prominently present 
component. Sub-items related to moral value evaluation (similar in operationalization to 
the SROM-SF) were now included in all of the 11 item-sets, again preceding the (now 
production) task for moral reasoning. Although more prominently present, moral value 
evaluation was apparently not considered a relevant part of the instrument, as no clear 
scoring or registration instructions were provided in the instrument manual (Gibbs et 
al., 1992). In a similar fashion, moral value evaluation was incorporated in every item of 
the SRM-SFO (Beerthuizen et al., 2011), another recognition measure of moral reasoning. 
It is important to note that for the discussed instruments, moral value evaluation was 
considered to be only a “warming up” to get participants cognitively active on their 
own morality (Gibbs et al., 1992, p. 37-38). This stance, in combination with the lack of 
operational guidelines for its use in research, makes it clear that moral value evaluation 
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was not considered a relevant component of instruments of moral reasoning.

An instrument less frequently used in the field of delinquency research is the Values 
In Action Inventory of Strength (VIA-IS; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Originally meant as 
an assessment tool developed for the field of positive psychology, the VIA-IS assesses 
positive characteristics within individuals (e.g., creativity and leadership). However, in a 
limited number of publications regarding social behaviour, the VIA-IS has been adjusted by 
only using subscales regarding moral values (e.g., honesty), showing conceptual overlap 
with the moral value evaluation of the SRM instruments. One distinct difference is that the 
adjusted VIA-IS assesses personalized importance (versus more generalized importance 
as in the SRM instruments), operationalizing moral values as being an important aspect of 
one’s own behaviour and mindset (exhibiting conceptual overlap with measures for moral 
identity; cf., Arnold, 1993).

Measures of externalizing behaviour. A common point of discussion among 
scholars is related to the operationalization of delinquency and externalizing behaviour. 
Whereas some put the emphasis on the official registration and incarceration as a measure 
of externalizing behaviour (cf., Brusten, Stams & Gibbs, 2007), embodying the traditional 
contrast of the delinquent versus the non-delinquent individual, others believe self-report 
measures to be the most appropriate (cf., Emler & Tarry, 2007).

The operationalization of registered delinquency is often straightforward, insofar 
that participants are divided into a group of participants whom have been registered as 
delinquent (either through police records, criminal convictions or incarceration) and a 
control group who are not registered as delinquents (occasionally filtered for delinquently 
behaving individuals with no police contact or criminal record). The supporters of self-
report measures argue that the official registration of being delinquent is not the same 
as actually displaying externalizing behaviour, and that the processes and consequences 
related to being registered as such (e.g., incarceration), have their influences on psychosocial 
characteristics. Therefore, several self- and other-report measures on externalizing 
behaviour (and delinquency) have emerged over the years. While many informal 
measures exist, several thoroughly validated measures of externalizing behaviour exist as 
well. For instance, two validated and widely used measures for externalizing behaviour 
– one of which is also present in the current review – are the Child Behavior Checklist 
(CBC) and Youth Self-Report (YSR) by Achenbach (1991a, 1991b). In both the informal 
and validated measures, each item is related to a specific behaviour, which is antisocial or 
delinquent in nature (e.g., I have stolen something from a shop). To each of these items, 
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participants (or familiars of the participant) respond on a continuous scale (e.g., Likert) 
that reflects the frequency of the participant’s engagement in such behaviour (usually 
restricted to limited period of time). This engagement can either be reported on an abstract 
level (as in the CBC and YSR) with a scale ranging from never to very often, or take on 
more concrete forms with a scale ranging from never to actual quantitative reports. Such 
self-report measures could then be used to make a distinction between non-delinquent 
and delinquent participants for comparative analyses, or used as a continuous variable in 
correlational analyses.

Confirming the concerns of self-report proponents, one study suggests that moral 
value evaluation is prone to changes during incarceration (i.e., juvenile delinquents 
whose treatment did not include a moral reasoning competence component, exhibited 
a regression in their attribution of importance to moral values; Helmond, Brugman & 
Overbeek, 2011). We therefore want to present the studies relating moral value evaluation 
to externalizing behaviour in two parts. Firstly, we will present the traditional contrast 
of the incarcerated adolescents and non-incarcerated adolescents, focused on their 
differences in the attribution of importance to moral values. Secondly, we will present 
the direct relationship between moral value evaluation and self-reported externalizing 
behaviour for non-incarcerated adolescents. In this manner, we can compare the results 
from both operationalizations, and establish whether any regressive incarceration effects 
on moral value evaluation might have occurred, and whether this is relevant for the 
interpretation of the results.

Registered delinquency. In this section studies investigating the differences 
between non-registered adolescents and officially registered (and incarcerated) delinquent 
adolescents in their attribution of importance to moral values are reviewed. All of the 
studies used one of the instruments discussed above. One study concerns an unpublished 
work that did not address, but did assess, moral value evaluation. The studies exhibit a 
mix of results, indicating that there is either no relationship, or a negative relationship 
between registered delinquency and moral value evaluation. The details of the four 
studies are shown in table 1.
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Table 1. Studies that relate moral value evaluation to registered delinquency

Study Participants Measure 
of MVE

Measure of registered 
delinquency

Control 
factors

Outcome 
(d)

Status

Beerthuizen, 
Brugman, 
Basinger & 
Gibbs (2011)

351 male and female 
non-offending 
adolescents, Mage = 13.8 
years; versus 45 male 
and female incarcerated 
juvenile delinquents, 
Mage = 15.8 years

SRM-SFO Incarceration in youth 
detention centre for 
a violence, property 
or narcotics offence, 
or placed under court 
custody

Gender, age, 
school level, 
cognitive 
distortions, 
anomalous 
responding, and 
moral identity

–
(0.74)

Submitted

Gregg, Gibbs 
& Basinger 
(1994)

163 male and female 
non-offending 
adolescents, Mage = 15.7 
years; versus 160 male 
and female incarcerated 
juvenile delinquents, 
Mage ≈ 16.0 years

SRM-SF1 Incarceration in youth 
detention centre for 
4th to 1st degree 
felonies 

Gender 02 Published

Notenboom, 
Petterson 
& Selfhout 
(2002)

51 male non-offending 
adolescents, Mage = 
17.9 years; 71 male 
incarcerated juvenile 
delinquents, Mage = 18.3 
years

SROM-SF Incarceration in youth 
detention centre for 
a public disturbance, 
violence, vandalism, 
sex or property offence, 
or placed under court 
custody

- –
(0.96)

Unpublished 
bachelor’s 
thesisNR

Palmer & Hollin 
(1998)

332 male and female 
non-offending 
adolescents; Mage ≈ 17.8 
years; versus 126 male 
incarcerated juvenile 
delinquents, Mage = 17.4 
years

SRM-SF1 Incarceration in youth 
detention centre or 
registered for (mainly) 
property offences

- 02 Published

Note. MVE = moral value evaluation; SRM-SFO = Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (Beerthuizen, Brugman, 
Basinger & Gibbs, 2011); SRM-SF = Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form (Gibbs, Basinger & Fuller, 1992); SROM-
SF = Sociomoral Reflection Objective Measure – Short Form (Basinger & Gibbs, 1987); – these studies exhibited a negative 
relationship between moral value evaluation and registered delinquency; 0 these studies exhibited no relationship between 
moral value evaluation and registered delinquency.

NR  this study did not report any moral value evaluation statistics, but were obtained from the raw data set by the first 
author.

1  these studies collapsed the 3-point Likert-scale used for the MVE items (i.e., unimportant, important, very important) to 
a dichotomous scale (i.e., unimportant, important) with the latter two indicators being merged into ‘important’.

2  these studies provided no statistical values, they only reported that there were no (relevant) differences in the 
attribution of unimportance/importance between adolescent non-offenders and incarcerated juvenile delinquents. 
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Null findings. Two studies primarily aimed at investigating the relation between 
moral reasoning and registered delinquency peripherally address moral value evaluation 
(Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998). For instance, Palmer and Hollin indirectly 
connect moral value evaluation with moral reasoning. In their study they conclude that 
moral reasoning of delinquents is especially lower for the moral value domains of property 
and law, and legal justice. These two value domains are further on reported to have received 
less attributed importance compared to the other value domains, though no hard numbers 
are given or inferences made. Nonetheless, both studies state that both non-delinquent and 
delinquent adolescents attribute the same amount of importance to moral values. Therefore, 
the studies conclude that their results provide general support for Kohlberg’s universality 
claim (Kohlberg, 1984), and the strain and neutralization theory (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960; 
Merton, 1938; Sykes & Matza, 1957). However, only Gregg and colleagues did an actual 
statistical analysis (i.e., Chi-square) to support their claim, but even so did not provide any 
statistical values. Moreover, both studies did not mirror the full operationalization of moral 
value evaluation in the SRM-SF in their analysis, by collapsing the indications of important 
and very important into one degree of importance. Since alternative analysis methods could 
have kept the full operationalization intact, this weakens their rationale to collapse the 
scale (i.e., to adhere to the needs of a Chi-square analysis).

Significant findings. Contrasting the results of these two studies, Beerthuizen 
and colleagues (2011) do report a difference in moral value evaluation between non-
delinquent adolescents and incarcerated delinquents. That is, non-delinquent adolescents 
attributed more importance to moral values in general than their incarcerated counterparts  
(d = 0.74, one-way MANCOVA, F[1, 391] = 5.713, p < .05). In Beerthuizen and colleagues’ 
introduction study of the SRM-SFO instrument, the moderately-large effect was held 
when being controlled for by a large number of covariates (e.g., gender). Similarly, 
the data set used by Nootenboom, Petterson and Selfhout (2002) for a study on moral 
reasoning, attachment and moral orientation provided similar (though larger) differences 
(d = 0.96, one-way ANOVA, F[1, 158] = 35.703, p < .001) as those reported by Beerthuizen 
and colleagues. Concluding, it is important to note that both these studies’ analyses did 
maintain the 3-point operationalization of moral value evaluation, while using recognition 
instruments (i.e., respectively, the SRM-SFO and SROM-SF).

Discussion. It is clear that these pairs of studies exhibit contrasting results, 
regarding the role of moral value evaluation in registered delinquency. Possible causes 
for this contrast could be minor differences (e.g., layout and item quantity) between 
production (i.e., SRM-SF) and recognition instruments (i.e., SRM-SFO and SROM-SF). 
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However, this is highly unlikely, due to a substantial overlap in the item structure of 
those items related to moral value evaluation in all of the instruments, and the empirical 
result that the moral value evaluation protocol scores for both the SRM-SF and SRM-
SFO are highly correlated (r = +0.58, p < .01; Oosterlaken, Brugman & Oskam, 2011). A 
more relevant contender is the width of the item indication span (i.e., two versus three 
indications of various degrees of importance), as previously suggested by Beerthuizen and 
Brugman (in press). As the average moral value evaluation protocol scores of the studies 
that utilize the 3-point operationalization show a tendency to remain in the indication 
area between important and very important (i.e., MMVE varies between 2.1 and 2.5, SDMVE 
varies between 0.2 and 0.4, with a range of 1-3; Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Nootenboom et al., 
2002), it is no surprise that the studies that combine those two indications did not produce 
any significant results. Moreover, the empirical fact that unimportant is by far the least 
selected alternative (Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998), further illustrates the need 
for a full scale of importance attribution in such research.

In sum, while the amount of literature on differences in moral value evaluation 
– using the full scale of its instruments – between non-offending and incarcerated 
adolescents is limited (Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Nootenboom et al., 2002), it does show a 
distinct contrast with the literature mentioned as a possible cause for the neglect of moral 
values (Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998) in recent research (Tarry & Emler, 2007). 
Since these two causes for neglect did not properly utilize moral value evaluation, these 
new prospects make moral value evaluation a valid alternative or supplement to other 
moral cognitive predictors in registered delinquency research. On a final note, not only 
new research is appropriate, but re-analyses of past research should not be excluded, given 
the fact that moral value evaluation has been underreported, and not under-researched.

Self-reported externalizing behaviour. In this section, studies that included a 
continual frequency measure of self-reported externalizing behaviour in relation to moral 
value evaluation are reviewed. All of the studies used one of the instruments to measure 
moral value evaluation discussed above. Furthermore, the participants of all studies 
were not incarcerated at the time of data collection, for any delinquent act they might 
have reported. Four studies are unpublished works, none of which explicitly addressed 
moral value evaluation. Of the seven studies available to the (quasi-)public domain (i.e., 
published, accepted or submitted), one did not address moral value evaluation. All of the 
studies reviewed exhibit a negative relationship between moral value evaluation and self-
reported externalizing behaviour. That is, increased attribution of importance to moral 
values is related to a decreased prevalence of self-reported externalizing behaviour. The 
details of the 11 studies are shown in table 2.



106  MARINUS G.C.J. BEERTHUIZEN

Table 2. Studies that relate moral value evaluation to self-reported externalizing behaviour

Study Participants Measure 
of MVE

Measure of 
externalizing behaviour

Control 
factors

Outcome 
(d)

Status

Beerthuizen & 
Brugman (in 
press)1

191 male and female 
secondary school pupils, 
Mage = 15.2 years

SRM-SFO Self-report on vandalism, 
theft, social misconduct 
and aggression

- –
(0.58)

Accepted

Beerthuizen, 
Brugman, 
Basinger & 
Gibbs (2011)

351 male and female 
secondary school pupils, 
Mage = 13.8 years

SRM-SFO Self-report on vandalism, 
theft, social misconduct 
and aggression

- –
(0.41)

Submitted

Brugman, 
Tavecchio, 
Van Os & Høst 
(1999)

188 male and female 
secondary school pupils, 
Mage = 15.0 years

SROM-SF Self-report on vandalism, 
theft, social misconduct, 
aggression and narcotics 
offences

Age and IQ –
(0.56)

PublishedNR

De Ridder (2010) 72 male and female 
tertiary school students, 
Mage = 19.4 years

SRM-SFO Externalizing behaviour 
subscale from the YSR 
measure

Age –
(0.58)

Unpublished 
master’s 
thesisNR

Noe (2008) 55 male and female 
homeless adolescents, 
Mage = 18.8 years

SRM-SF Delinquency subscale 
from the YSR measure

- 0
(0.25)

Unpublished 
master’s 
thesis

Oosterlaken, 
Brugman & 
Oskam (2011)2

295 male and female 
secondary and tertiary 
school students, 
Mage = 15.7 years

SRM-SF
SRM-SFO

Self-report on vandalism, 
theft, aggression, 
narcotics offences, 
traffic violations 
and miscellaneous 
misconduct

Age –
(0.53A)
(0.59B)

Submitted

Padilla-Walker 
(2007)

151 male and female 
secondary school pupils, 
Mage = 16.3 years

VIA-IS Delinquency subscale 
from the YSR measure

- 0
(0.24)

Published

Padilla-Walker & 
Nelson (2010)3

134 male and female 
secondary school pupils, 
Mage = 16.2 years

VIA-IS Delinquency subscale 
from the YSR measure

- –
(0.82M)
(0.75F)

Published

Post (2004) 200 male and female 
secondary school pupils, 
Mage = 13.6 years

SROM-SF Self-report on vandalism, 
theft and aggression

Age –
(0.32)

Unpublished 
master’s 
thesisNR

Tarry & Emler 
(2007)

789 male secondary 
school pupils, Mage = 
13.0 years

SRM-SF Self-report on vandalism, 
theft, social misconduct 
and aggression

Age and IQ –
(0.56)

Published

Van der Ven 
(2008)

20 male and female 
adolescents receiving 
partial forensic care, 
Mage = 16.4 years

SRM-SFO Externalizing behaviour 
subscale from the YSR 
measure

Age 0
(0.53)

Unpublished 
master’s 
thesisNR
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Note. MVE = moral value evaluation; SRM-SFO = Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (Beerthuizen, Brugman, 
Basinger & Gibbs, 2007); SROM-SF = Sociomoral Reflection Objective Measure – Short Form (Basinger & Gibbs, 1987); SRM-SF 
= Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form (Gibbs, Basinger & Fuller, 1992); VIA-IS = Values In Action Inventory of Strength 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004); YSR = Youth Self-Report (Achenbach, 1991a); – these studies exhibited a negative relationship 
between moral value evaluation and self-reported externalizing behaviour; 0 these studies exhibited no relationship between 
moral value evaluation and self-reported externalizing behaviour.

NR  these studies did not report any moral value evaluation statistics, but were obtained from the raw data sets by the first 
author.

1  only 191 participants from the Beerthuizen and Brugman (in press) study were included in the table, excluding the 351 
participants that were re-analysed from the Beerthuizen, Brugman, Basinger & Gibbs (2011) study.

2  the study included two measures of moral value evaluation, thus the effect sizes are reported separately, A = SRM-SF,  
B = SRM-SFO. 

3  the study reported the relations separately for males and females, thus the effect sizes are reported separately,  
M = males, F = females 

Null findings. However, three studies report that this negative relationship 
between moral value evaluation and the prevalence of externalizing behaviour is non-
significant. Two studies concern unpublished master’s theses, where one investigated the 
relation between history of parenting, delinquency, moral reasoning (measured by the 
SRM-SF) and substance abuse among homeless adolescents (Noe, 2008), while the other 
investigated coping strategies, moral development and delinquency among adolescents 
(Van der Ven, 2008). As the focus of these studies was not on moral value evaluation, the 
papers itself did not provide any information beyond some limited raw results, or did 
not report on it at all. There are two immediate explanations for the negative relations 
in these two studies (r ranged from –0.13 to –0.26, p ≥ .05), when compared to the other 
studies under review. Firstly, the studies concerned respectively homeless adolescents 
and adolescents receiving forensic care instead of “regular” adolescents, thus making the 
context in which delinquency took place different when compared to regular adolescents. 
For instance, the prevalence of externalizing behaviour can be considered more of an 
actual “survival” technique among homeless adolescents, therefore (partially) bypassing 
a possible influence of moral characteristics (cf., Tavecchio, Stams, Brugman & Thomeer-
Bouwens, 1999). Secondly, the modest correlations were very unlikely to be found 
significant due to a statistical power shortage (1-b = 0.14 with N = 55; and 1-b= 0.21 with 
N = 20).

Another study producing non-significant results concerns the characteristics of 
mother-child interaction, adolescents’ moral values and behaviour (Padilla-Walker, 2007). 
While a similar lack of statistical power is partially responsible (1-b = 0.43 with N = 151), 
differences in the measurement instrument are also a plausible cause. That is, the choice 
of which items from which subscales are used might be crucial. Of the reviewed studies, 
the VIA-IS is used in the study that produces the smallest effect size (Padilla-Walker, 
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2007) and the largest effect size (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2010). However, in the former 
study a selection of items from the subscales honesty (i.e., items related to telling the 
truth) and kindness (i.e., items related to prosocial behaviours and attitudes) were made, 
while in the latter study also items from the fairness subscale (i.e., treating others fairly) 
were used. This provides evidence that certain moral values are more strongly related 
to externalizing behaviour than others (cf., Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998), 
especially considering that the samples in the two studies using the VIA-IS were highly 
similar (as were the addressed research themes in both studies).

Significant findings. Empirically contrasting these three studies, the study that 
could be considered the “pioneer” of (re-)addressing the significance of moral values 
in (self-reported) delinquency research is that of Tarry and Emler (2007). By assessing 
attitudes towards authority and moral values alongside moral reasoning and self-
reported externalizing behaviour, they report a negative relationship between moral value 
evaluation and externalizing behaviour among young adolescents. While these results 
are largely in accordance with the other studies examined in this review, the behavioural 
significance of moral values is questioned by some. In a response to Tarry and Emler’s 
paper, anecdotal evidence is reported concerning one juvenile delinquent’s attribution of 
high importance to the moral values he had violated (Brusten et al., 2007). Brusten and 
colleagues argue that the attribution of importance to moral values should be viewed 
from the perspective of one’s stage of moral reasoning. This, as the moral reasoning of the 
delinquent was very immature, fitting his previous misconduct and not his moral values.

Relationship with non-behavioural processes. While this anecdote suggests that there is 
no relation between moral value evaluation on the one hand, and moral reasoning on the 
other hand, several studies suggest there is a modest relationship. That is, increased levels 
of importance attribution to moral values are related to the exhibition of higher stages 
of moral reasoning (Beerthuizen et al., 2011, r = +0.22, p < .001; Beerthuizen & Brugman, 
in press, r = +0.13, p < .05; Tarry & Emler, 2007). Besides providing evidence that moral 
value evaluation is related to both self-reported externalizing behaviour (r ranged from 
–0.14 to –0.21, p < .05, in the studies by Beerthuizen and colleagues, and Beerthuizen 
and Brugman) and moral reasoning, these same studies also provide evidence that the 
attribution of importance to moral values is related to a number of other predictors of 
externalizing behaviour. For instance, Tarry and Emler (2007) report a moderately strong 
positive relationship of moral value evaluation with attitudes towards authority (i.e., the 
primary predictor of delinquency in that particular study). Furthermore, Beerthuizen and 
colleagues also report that it is positively related to moral identity (r ranged from +0.31 to 
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+0.63, p < .001), and negatively to self-serving cognitive distortions (r ranged from –0.31 to 
–0.43, p < .05). In turn, both of these concepts have been related to externalizing behaviour 
in several publications (cf., Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001; Johnston & Krettenauer, 2011). 
While potentially apparent in the study by Beerthuizen and colleagues, the possibility 
of an indirect relationship (i.e., mediation) from moral value evaluation to self-reported 
externalizing behaviour was further investigated in Beerthuizen and Brugman (in press). 
In this study, moral value evaluation’s relationship with self-reported externalizing 
behaviour was fully mediated through a number of moral cognitive predictors (differing 
slightly for males and females). While not addressed by Tarry and Emler, a similar (partial) 
mediation could have occurred in their study. The magnitude of moral value evaluation’s 
relation to self-reported externalizing behaviour dropped when combined with attitudes 
towards authority (and several covariates), with which moral value evaluation also has a 
substantial relationship.

Measurement influences. One study applied two different measurements of moral 
value evaluation (i.e., the SRM-SF and SRM-SFO; Oosterlaken et al., 2011). This was to 
investigate the combined predictive capabilities of production and recognition instruments 
regarding moral reasoning, moral identity and self-serving cognitive distortions on self-
reported externalizing behaviour. While not addressed explicitly in the paper, the study 
exhibited significant negative correlations for both measures of moral value evaluation 
with a self-report recognition measure of antisocial behaviour (r ranged from –0.26 to –0.30, 
p < .01). Furthermore, as previously mentioned, both measures of moral value evaluation 
were also highly related (r = +0.58, p < .01). This provides evidence that the results of 
studies using the SRM-SF as a written production measure (i.e., not as the alternative 
oral interview procedure), can be regarded as similar to those of the SRM-SFO in terms of 
interpreting the overall results. However, whether any relationship with and between the 
SROM-SF and VIA-IS exists, remains unknown. This is especially crucial to know, as these 
instruments show the largest variation in moral value evaluation operationalization when 
compared with the SRM-SF and SRM-SFO. More specifically, the SROM-SF and VIA-IS 
utilizes different wordings of moral values, and the SROM-SF (especially its shortened 
version) contains fewer items as well. Moreover, studies using these instruments provide 
both the higher and lower relational magnitudes between moral value evaluation and 
externalizing behaviour of the studies currently reviewed (Padilla-Walker, 2007; Padilla-
Walker & Nelson, 2010; r = –0.16, p < .05, Post, 2004), further emphasizing a need to 
explore the relationships among the moral value evaluation components of the discussed 
instruments.
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Gender and age influences. All studies reviewed, with one exception (Tarry & Emler, 
2007), included both males and females as participants. While at the moment there 
are few indications of the relation between moral value evaluation and self-reported 
externalizing behaviour being influenced by gender (Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press; 
Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2010), such claims should be made cautiously due to the limited 
amount of research. This is especially true as the attribution of importance to moral 
values differentiated for males and females, as females attributed more importance to 
moral values when controlling for age (d = 0.36, one-way MANCOVA, F[1, 346] = 29.538, 
p < .001, Beerthuizen et al., 2011). Another participant characteristic that appears to be of 
no (or modest) influence is chronological age. The studies reviewed provide a relatively 
wide age range (especially within the field of juvenile delinquency research), stretching 
from young adolescence to early adulthood (i.e., 13 to 19 years old), exhibiting a steady 
relationship with externalizing behaviour. However, given the fact that – at the moment – 
there are no clear theoretical considerations for any developmental characteristics of moral 
value evaluation (Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press; Tarry & Emler, 2007), combined with 
mixed relationships between moral value evaluation and age within studies (r ranged 
from –0.13 to +0.13, p < .05, Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Tarry & Emler, 2007), such conclusions 
should once again be made cautiously. More so, as it has been suggested that cognitive 
processes (e.g., cognitive distortions) can alter one’s values over time (Dodge & Schwartz, 
1997), such processes could possibly affect the importance evaluations of those moral 
values as well. In other words, the (hypothetical) developmental trajectory of moral value 
evaluation could be influenced by the developmental trajectory of other moral cognitive 
processes.

Discussion. In sum, the results regarding the relationship between moral value 
evaluation and self-reported externalizing behaviour (and delinquency) suggest that 
there is, either directly or indirectly, a negative relationship between the two. As with 
the studies about registered delinquency, the amount of research reporting on moral 
value evaluation remains scarce, although the results from the scarce public literature are 
backed up with the data sets from those studies that assessed, though not reported, moral 
value evaluation (e.g., r = –0.27, p < .01, Brugman, Tavecchio, Van Os & Høst, 1999), and 
data sets associated with unpublished academic works (e.g., r = –0.28, p < .05, De Ridder, 
2010). These results suggest that moral value evaluation is also a valid alternative research 
concept for those who prefer to operationalize delinquency in a self-report manner. In 
regards to the comparison of registered and self-reported delinquency and externalizing 
behaviour, it is still plausible that incarceration effects have taken place among delinquent 
adolescents (cf., Helmond et al., 2011). Nonetheless, moral value evaluation is still proven 
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to be related to externalizing behaviour, before such effects could have taken place. In 
sum, moral value evaluation is negatively related to both officially registered and self-
reported delinquent and externalizing behaviour.

On a final note, the concept of moral value evaluation does not necessarily need 
to be limited to the field of externalizing behaviour. In two of the studies reviewed, 
substantial positive relational magnitudes (d was between 1.19 and 1.68) were reported 
between moral value evaluation and age-appropriate prosocial behaviour (e.g., charity 
work, Padilla-Walker, 2007; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2010). Furthermore, in the data 
set used for an unpublished master’s thesis, regarding the validation of the SROM-SF 
among Dutch adolescents (Mage = 17.1 years old) from various ethnicities, similar relations 
were found (Hekhuis, 2006). Though smaller in magnitude, a significant relationship was 
prevalent between moral value evaluation and a self-report on volunteer work, giving 
to charity, and general helping behaviour (r = +0.19, p < .01, when controlling for age). 
Furthermore, moral value evaluation has also been suggested to precede moral identity 
construction (Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press), an identity concept that is an important 
concept in prosocial behaviour research (cf., Hardy & Carlo, 2005). In other words, moral 
value evaluation’s relationship with prosocial behaviour is a process worth investigating.

What do these results mean in perspective of the theories discussed above? We 
will answer this question by re-examining each of the five theories and discuss how 
(and if) the empirical work on moral value evaluation incorporates into the theoretical 
framework. Furthermore, we will discuss how moral value evaluation can be studied in 
future research.

Relating the Empirical to the Theoretical

Subcultural deviance theory and control theory. The subcultural deviance 
theory and control theory’s suggestion that there are differences in which moral values 
are accepted and adhered to by delinquents (Cohen, 1955; Hirschi, 1969), finds indirect 
support in the reviewed studies. Given this evidence of a negative relationship with both 
registered and self-reported externalizing behaviour, it is clear that there are differences 
in, at least some, aspects of what constitutes moral values between those who behave 
delinquent and those who do not. However, while conceptually similar, importance 
evaluations of moral values are not the same as acceptance of moral values (which is the 
core conceptualization of moral values in these theories), as argued above. This makes 
the reviewed results, regarding moral value evaluation in perspective of these theories, 
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proximate evidence at best. To acquire a more complete perspective on the whole of what 
constitutes moral values, the interaction (if any) between acceptance and evaluations 
of moral values should be investigated. Furthermore, the subcultural deviance theory 
suggests there is a dyad of non-accepting conventional moral values on the hand, and 
accepting non-conventional immoral values on the other hand. Thus, a similar analogy 
should be used for moral value evaluation. That is, the attribution of importance to moral 
values as dictated by the majority culture should oppose the attribution of importance 
to immoral values of a delinquent subculture. The reviewed studies did not assess 
evaluations of immoral values, bounding any inferences between evaluations of moral and 
immoral values to a suggestive level at best. For instance, one of the closest configurations 
of what could constitute an immoral value is confined to a limited selection of self-serving 
cognitive distortions (e.g., it is okay to tell a lie, if someone’s dumb enough to fall for 
it; Barriga, Gibbs, Potter & Liau, 2001). Given the moderately high negative relationship 
between moral value evaluation and self-serving cognitive distortions (cf., Beerthuizen 
& Brugman, in press), this leaves some room for a dual conceptualisation of moral value 
evaluation (i.e., coexisting values of morality and immorality). While a philosophical 
debate might be in order to distinguish evaluations of moral values from evaluations of 
immoral values (e.g., if one attributes importance to always telling the truth, does that also 
mean that one attributes no importance to telling lies when beneficial?), such a debate is 
beyond the aims of the current paper.

From a theoretical perspective, the lower levels of importance attribution found within 
the empirical works among those who act delinquent can coincide with the theoretically 
expected non-acceptance of moral values. That is, it is logical that one attributes no or less 
value to that what he rejects, over that what one accepts. Moreover, the expected origins 
of differences in moral values (i.e., anomalous socialization) are also applicable to moral 
value evaluation. This is plausible, as attitudinal aspects related to delinquent behaviour are 
transferable by peers (cf., Warr & Stafford, 1991), as is suggested by the subcultural deviance 
theory. With the knowledge that moral value evaluation is closely related to such attitudes 
(Tarry & Emler, 2007), moral value evaluation is plausibly susceptible to similar processes. 
On a similar train of thought regarding the transmission of values, taking into account the 
egocentric moral nature of the young socially uninitiated individual, the individual acquires 
a more prosocial stance through socialization (cf., Kohlberg, 1981, 1984). If such processes 
are inadequate and fail, as suggested by the control theory, it is plausible one never attains 
a normative attribution of importance to moral values, due its remaining egocentric nature. 
However, given the unknown developmental pattern of importance evaluations of moral 
values, as argued above, this suggestion remains speculative.
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Although the results “fit” adequately with the subcultural deviance and control 
theories, some relativity is in order. Given the strong tone on the rejection of moral values 
by delinquent individuals, a similarly strong attribution of unimportance to moral values 
is expected to coincide. Although the results indicate that there are substantial effects in 
this direction, they have to be perceived within the context of their operationalization. 
That is, what do these means represent in reality? With high scores on moral value 
evaluation being prevalent, regardless of being a registered delinquent or the occurrence 
of delinquent behaviour, the results suggest that in general at least some importance is 
attributed to moral values. In other words, the reviewed literature suggests that a full 
attribution of unimportance to moral values by those who act delinquently is a too strong 
perspective.

Strain theory. The reviewed studies do not contradict the general gist regarding 
the role of moral values in relation to delinquency from the strain theory (Cloward & 
Ohlin, 1960; Merton, 1938). More specifically, both delinquents and non-delinquents 
accept similar moral values, and it is the strain experienced by not achieving societal 
goals through conventional means, that provokes delinquent means to do so. However, 
the reviewed studies somewhat contrast the assumption that moral values do not differ 
between delinquents and non-delinquents. While the theory suggests that delinquent 
individuals still accept societal moral values, it does not address the evaluations of those 
moral values. As suggested above, that rejection of moral values plausibly coincides with 
(some form of) devaluation of moral values. However, the opposite is not necessarily 
true. That is, acceptance of moral values does not necessarily mean one believes those 
same moral values to be important. It is plausible that certain accepted moral values are 
considered less relevant and that the importance of that moral value is bound to certain 
contextual circumstances, as differences in attribution of importance have been found in 
non-moral values as well (Schwartz, 1994). Moreover, similar intrapersonal variation and 
its relation to specific delinquency have also been found for other moral processes (e.g., 
moral reasoning; Beerthuizen & Brugman, 2010; Brugman & Aleva, 2004; Gregg et al., 
1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998). Given the results from the reviewed studies, a causal role for 
moral value evaluation is therefore plausible within the strain theory.

Furthermore, lower levels of attribution of importance to moral values could be the 
result of the suggested strain. While a straightforward explanation would be that cognitive 
processes initiated by the suggested strain deteriorate one’s (importance evaluation of) 
moral values (Dodge & Schwartz, 1997), perhaps a more complex process takes place. Since 
the theory suggests a focus shift from adherence to moral values (i.e., adherence to societal 
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means) to adherence of non-moral values (i.e., striving towards achievement of societal 
goals), this shift possibly influences one’s moral perspective too. More specifically, certain 
moral values (e.g., not harming another for personal gain) are then considered into the 
direction of non-moral or conventional values (Leenders & Brugman, 2005). As adherence 
to moral values is generally considered more important than adherence to conventional 
values (Nucci & Nucci, 1982; Smetana, 1995; Tisak, 1995), the general negative relationship 
between moral value evaluation and delinquency from the reviewed studies may reflect 
such a non-moralisation of moral values and its behavioural consequences.

Neutralization theory. The reviewed studies provide some intriguing results 
regarding the claim of the neutralization theory (Sykes & Matza, 1957). This claim 
consists of two parts. Firstly, both delinquents and non-delinquents accept and attribute 
importance to the same moral values. Therefore, moral values are not causally related 
for the occurrence of delinquent behaviour. Secondly, as delinquency violates moral 
values, the prevalence of neutralization techniques occurs. Furthermore, the skill with 
which one creates and utilizes these neutralization techniques is the key for the (continual) 
occurrence of delinquency.

Concerning the first part of the claim, Sykes and Matza (1957) suggest (among 
other arguments) that the exhibition of guilt and shame among delinquents is a sign that 
they adhere to similar moral values as non-delinquents. That is, why would one express 
these feelings after moral trespass, if one adheres to different moral values, or find such 
moral values unimportant? This is supported by the reviewed studies, as relatively high 
levels of moral value evaluation are prevalent among a wide range of different individuals 
(even registered delinquents), and that these levels of moral value evaluation would 
plausibly still elicit feelings of guilt and shame in those whom act delinquent. However, 
the exhibited variation in the evaluation of moral values and externalizing behaviour 
among participants still reflects some link to delinquency. However, as argued earlier, this 
level of devaluation does not reflect a total detachment (as suggested in the subcultural 
deviance and control theories), and could still be considered as supportive (or at least not 
unsupportive) for the neutralization theory.

In support of the second part of the claim, a growing amount of literature indicates 
that increased prevalence of neutralization techniques (i.e., cognitive distortions) is 
related to an increase in self-reported externalizing behaviour (cf., Barriga, Morrison, et 
al., 2001) and registered delinquency (cf., Nas et al., 2008). In other words, those whom act 
delinquent utilize more neutralization techniques than those who do not act delinquent, 
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which is in line with the neutralization theory’s suggestion. However, there are some 
results that appear contrasting to the neutralization theory. As Sykes and Matza (1957) 
suggest that neutralization techniques originate to combat feelings of dissonance conjured 
by violating moral values one holds dear, a positive relationship between attachment to 
moral values and the prevalence of these neutralization techniques is expected. That 
is, if one attributes no or less importance to moral values, one has no or less need for 
neutralization techniques when violating those values. Since previous research has 
affirmed this line of reasoning (Copes, 2003), thereby contrasting the reviewed studies 
results (i.e., both in general and incarcerated populations a negative relationship was 
prevalent between moral value evaluation and neutralization techniques, Beerthuizen & 
Brugman, in press, Beerthuizen et al., 2011), this raises some questions concerning the 
nature of both moral value evaluation and neutralization techniques in these studies, and 
the nature of the relationship between these two processes.

Firstly, does moral value evaluation as operationalized in these studies reflect 
its theoretical counterpart? In other words, does a written measure on how important 
you believe moral values are correspond to the emotional-intuitive component of moral 
functioning? Truth is, that this is not known (yet). Though the relationships with other 
moral processes are as expected and thus supportive of such correspondence, this 
evidence can be considered modest, as such relationships can also be expected with other 
prosocial concepts. For instance, as suggested by Tarry and Emler (2007), moral value 
evaluation could reflect a cognitive or self-presentational consistency regarding prosocial 
characteristics. Furthermore, given the moderately strong relationship with an attitudinal 
concept in the same study, it could reflect more of an attitudinal process, rather than a 
moral emotional-intuitive process. Moreover, as it has been suggested that individuals 
have different levels of internalized or autonomous moral stances (Gibbs et al., 1992), it is 
plausible that moral value evaluation represents more of an attitudinal process for type A 
individuals (i.e., moral stance as a result of convention), and more of an emotional-intuitive 
process for type B individuals (i.e., moral stance as a result of internalization). Secondly, 
do the neutralization techniques in the reviewed studies (i.e., self-serving cognitive 
distortions as envisioned by Barriga, Gibbs, and colleagues, 2001) reflect a cognitive deficit 
process of neutralization? These cognitive distortions are also highly prevalent among 
lower educated non-offending adolescents (Nas et al., 2008) and also occur in intergroup 
contexts among non-offending individuals (Emler & Reicher, 2005). Furthermore, they are 
also prevalent among clinical samples known for their callous-unemotional traits regarding 
externalizing behaviour (e.g., psychopaths; Cima, Tonnaer & Hauser, 2010; Simourd 
& Hoge, 2000). In other words, they are not necessarily neutralizing any dissonance 
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caused by the violation of one’s own values, alternatively suggesting them to be akin to 
general attitudes on externalizing behaviour that are not related to any cognitive deficits. 
Thirdly, what exactly does this negative relationship between moral value evaluation and 
neutralization techniques embody? As mentioned previously, it has been suggested that 
cognitive distortions affect moral values. Perhaps this negative relationship is the product 
of such a process. More specifically, the higher prevalence of cognitive distortions has 
successfully regressed one’s attribution of importance to moral values. However, given 
the cross-sectional nature of this relationship in the reviewed studies, such claims cannot 
be supported by empirics. Another alternative explanation is offered by Beerthuizen and 
Brugman (in press), in that high levels of moral value evaluation make the appliance of 
cognitive distortions more self-threatening to one’s self-concept and they are therefore 
less likely to occur (as has been suggested for moral identity as well, Barriga, Morrison et 
al., 2001).

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. In perspective of Kohlberg’s theory of 
moral development, and specifically its claim on the universality of moral values (Kohlberg, 
1984), the current studies do not directly contradict its claims, but do add some nuisance, 
as with the neutralization theory. In other words, the universality claim by Kohlberg 
(1984) is not implausible, as even individuals from delinquent subcultures – who exhibit 
externalizing behaviour – report some importance to moral values. These results therefore 
replicate the suggestion from a review specifically addressing Kohlberg’s universality 
claim across (mostly) geographically diverse cultures and societies (Gibbs, Basinger, Grime 
& Snarey, 2007). Gibbs and colleagues peripherally addressed that adolescent delinquents 
constitute a minor exception to the otherwise generally high attribution of importance to 
moral values among regular individuals, though not undermining Kohlberg’s universality 
claim. However, as this review too suffered from a limited amount of available data (i.e., 
five studies reported on moral values, two of which addressed juvenile delinquents, which 
were also included in the current review, Gregg et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998), they 
call for more systematic assessment of moral values in future research. This scarcity of 
research, in combination with the previously discussed limitations of those studies in the 
current review, makes such claims regarding a universality of moral values suggestive 
at best for the moment. Moreover, Gibbs and colleagues did not distinguish between 
acceptance and evaluation of moral values among delinquent adolescent (as was argued 
above), further troubling a clear cut perspective on the universality claim. However, in 
defence of Kohlberg’s universality claim, as higher attribution of importance to moral 
values can insinuate acceptance of those moral values (as argued with the subcultural 
deviance, control and strain theory), the claim is far from being falsified.
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Furthermore, from the perspective of moral reasoning being a causal process for 
externalizing behaviour, the reviewed results show some support for that. Two studies 
assessing incarcerated juvenile delinquents reported a delay in moral reasoning (Gregg 
et al., 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998), and five studies assessing moral reasoning and 
self-reported externalizing behaviour exhibited a negative relationship (Beerthuizen 
& Brugman, in press; Beerthuizen et al., 2011; Oosterlaken et al., 2011; Post, 2004; Van 
der Ven, 2008). However, an equal amount of studies either report a non-relationship 
between externalizing behaviour (i.e., registered delinquency or self-reported) and moral 
reasoning, or did not assess moral reasoning, making such claims on the basis of only the 
reviewed studies suggestive at best.

Elicitor of moral processes perspective. One out of two key assumptions of the 
suggestion presented by Beerthuizen and Brugman (in press) is strongly supported by the 
reviewed studies. That is, emotional-intuitive moral processes are related to the prevalence 
of externalizing behaviour. Regarding the assumption that this relationship is indirect, 
only the “introduction” study of moral value evaluation specifically addresses this claim 
(Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press). This makes any concrete claims regarding this aspect 
at best premature, although similar mediation processes with attitudinal processes were 
possibly prevalent in Tarry and Emler (2007), due to a moderate relationship between 
moral value evaluation and attitudes towards authority. Moreover, due to the novelty of 
the term moral value evaluation and its overall conceptual neglect, it comes as no surprise 
that very few studies have addressed these indirect relationships. We therefore would 
like to limit our discussion on the elicitor perspective and refer any interested readers on 
moral value evaluation to the paper by Beerthuizen and Brugman.

In sum, the concept and the empirics of attribution of importance to moral values 
generally fits well in a number of theories (non-)relating moral values to the prevalence of 
externalizing behaviour (including delinquency). When only acceptance of moral values 
was addressed, evaluations of these moral values can be considered a relevant addition 
to the theory. However, some issues remain unresolved. For instance, what is the exact 
relationship between acceptance and evaluations of moral values? Furthermore, some 
empirical results exhibit anomalous characteristics when perceived from the perspective 
of these theories. To address these issues, uncertainties and empirical gaps, we will now 
suggest directions for future research.
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Directions for Future Research

Although the definition of moral value evaluation states that it reflects one’s 
attribution of importance to moral values, there remain some (empirical) uncertainties 
whether it is linked to the emotional-intuitive moral process it is hypothesized to be 
(within the context of the current studies). To acquire more conclusive evidence either 
in favour of its current definition or in favour of alternative conceptualisations, moral 
value evaluation should be linked to actual emotional processes. That is, higher levels 
of attributed importance to moral values should reflect increased emotional responses 
when such values are violated, as the concept of importance and emotion are closely 
connected (Nunner-Winkler, 2007). A direction of research to investigate this claim could 
be to assess an individual’s report on their importance evaluations of moral values and 
measure their emotional response (e.g., startle reflex; cf., Lang, Bradley & Cuthbert, 1990) 
when confronted with transgressions of those same moral values. We believe that this 
relationship is likely as the emotional valence of moral value evaluation is supported by 
its relationship with affective empathy. This belief comes from the emergence of multiple 
moderate to strong correlations (r ranged from +0.30 to +0.63, p < .01, between T1-T3) 
between moral value evaluation and affective empathy, when secondary analyses were 
performed on a data set used in a study on the effects of restorative education among 
151 delinquent adolescents (Brugman & Van den Bos, 2007). As affective empathy has 
previously been related to externally elicited emotional responses (cf., Davis, 1994; Duan 
& Hill, 1996), as is hypothesized for moral value evaluation, this relationship provides 
some preliminary support for the emotional valence of moral value evaluation. Moreover, 
some indirect support is offered by the suggestion that affective empathy is an inhibitor 
of externalizing behaviour among children and adolescents (cf., De Kemp, Overbeek, De 
Wied, Engels & Scholte, 2007; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988), in similar fashion as moral value 
evaluation, as suggested in the current review. Additionally, beyond emotional or affective 
responses, more “hardware” associated relations are relevant as well, as the importance of 
several affective components in the human brain in moral processes have previously been 
acknowledged (cf., Greene & Haidt, 2002), and also in relation to externalizing behaviour 
(cf., Raine & Yang, 2006).

Furthermore, the relationship between moral value evaluation and social 
behaviour (i.e., both negative and positive) should be examined more thoroughly. Firstly, 
while the results are very much in the same directions, the amount of literature regarding 
externalizing behaviour is modest in comparison to other moral cognitive processes, such 
as moral reasoning (cf., Stams et al., 2006). Moreover, as the majority of instruments used 
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for moral value evaluation are also in their own respect limited in their operationalization 
(e.g., narrow response scales and few items), the reviewed results should be replicated 
using more detailed and sophisticated measures. Furthermore, such instruments could 
more thoroughly incorporate a distinction between certain values, allowing assessing 
attachment to specific moral values (this is currently not viable with the SRM instrument 
family, and with limitations with the VIA-IS). Such developments would allow one to 
investigate whether increased attributed importance to specific moral values is more 
strongly related to externalizing behaviour (or specific externalizing behaviours). These 
specific contextual influences (i.e., the relationship between moral/cognitive processes 
and behaviour is stronger when there is a contextual match) have previously been found 
in moral reasoning (Beerthuizen & Brugman, 2010; Brugman & Aleva, 2004; Gregg et al., 
1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998), cognitive distortions (Berg, Meijer & Wouters, 2011), and 
have been acknowledged as plausible by critics of the role of general moral values in 
delinquency (Brusten et al., 2007). Moreover, given the suggestion that mainly an indirect 
relation exists between moral value evaluation and (self-reported) externalizing behaviour, 
future studies should include more mediating factors. These do not necessarily have to be 
limited to cognitive processes of morality, but may include attitudinal processes as well 
(Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press; Tarry & Emler, 2007). Such studies would contribute to 
further evaluating more recent theories on the role of morality in externalizing behaviour 
(Beerthuizen & Brugman, in press), and also continue the investigation of other factors in 
relation to externalizing behaviour.

Additionally, more interactive and cyclic processes regarding moral value 
evaluation and externalizing behaviour should be investigated. While some theories 
specifically mention that internalized moral values inhibit the prevalence of externalizing 
behaviour, the opposite could be true as well. In other words, the prevalence of 
externalizing behaviour by oneself or by peers (co-)deteriorates one’s moral values, as 
has been suggested for moral reasoning (Brugman, 2011; Raaijmakers, Engels & Van 
Hoof, 2005), and attitudes (Warr & Stafford, 1991). Similarly, the suggestion that cognitive 
distortions also influence moral values over time (Dodge & Schwartz, 1997), further 
illustrates the necessity of interactive longitudinal research. Such research would also be 
crucial to remove the current general lack of developmental knowledge on the evaluation 
of moral values. The concept of attachment is potentially a crucial process in the (normal) 
development of moral value evaluation, as it is suggested that securely attached 
individuals exhibit more adequate interpersonal empathic responses (Grusec & Davidov, 
2010), and more successfully internalize prosocial moral stances (Van IJzendoorn & 
Zwart-Woudstra, 1995). Since moral value evaluation is hypothesized to incorporate both 
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aspects of empathy and morality, attachment could very well influence its developmental 
path. As attachment and moral reactions are assessable at a very young age (Nucci & 
Nucci, 1982; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters & Wall, 1978), developmental research regarding 
the evaluation of moral values (and potential deficits) might already be relevant among 
very young children.

With these promising results and proposed future directions of research about 
moral value evaluation and externalizing behaviour, it might be worthwhile to re-address 
the acceptance of moral values. Perhaps this direction of research is the most challenging, 
due to the obstacles it faced (and perhaps did not overcome) during the previous century. A 
critical addition to the field would be a standardized measurement of acceptance of moral 
values. Such an instrument should be more obtainable than it was over five decades ago, 
as a vast amount of philosophical and empirical literature about moral values emerged 
since (cf., Graham et al., 2011; Turiel, 1983), combined with the acquisition of research 
experience on non-moral values (cf., Schwartz, 1994), and the renewed viability of moral 
values’ role regarding an explanation of the prevalence of externalizing behaviour (as 
suggested by the current review). If such research would emerge, this would also allow 
researchers to investigate whether acceptance and evaluation of moral values interact.

Lastly, the reviewed studies do not only provide new directions for research on 
moral values, but also for neutralization techniques in relation to delinquency. Due to 
the recent growth of such neutralization techniques (i.e., self-serving cognitive distortions 
as envisioned by Barriga, Gibbs, and colleagues, 2001) as a dynamic cognitive predictor 
for various forms of delinquency (cf., Barriga, Hawkins & Camelia, 2008; Lardén, Melin, 
Holst & Långstrom, 2006; McCrady et al., 2008; Wallinius, Johansson, Lardén & Dernevik, 
2011), and the addressed questions on the nature of these distortions in this review, some 
(re-)clarification studies might be in order.

Summary and Conclusions

The current review examined whether moral value evaluation has a role in the 
prediction of externalizing behaviour (including delinquency) among adolescents. More 
specifically, are higher levels of attributed importance to moral values, such as honesty and 
helping those in need, related to an inhibition of externalizing behaviour? The majority 
of the studies indicate that moral value evaluation indeed has a role; both in relation to 
registered forms of delinquency (i.e., trial and incarceration following the exhibition of 
externalizing behaviour), and self-reported forms of externalizing behaviour. When 
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such relations were prevalent, they were either directly (also alongside other predicting 
processes, such as attitudes), or indirectly in nature (i.e., through other moral cognitive 
processes, such as moral reasoning, moral identity, self-serving cognitive distortions). The 
few studies that reported that moral value evaluation was not or only weakly related 
to externalizing behaviour, exhibited distinct differentiations in research and instrument 
characteristics with the studies confirming a significant relationship.

Linking this evidence back to the fairytale inspired metaphor from the introduction, 
we can state that moral value evaluation has indeed been unnecessarily “sleeping” in the 
field of externalizing behaviour research. Furthermore, we are confident to apply the term 
“beauty” to moral value evaluation, as its relationship with externalizing behaviour is 
no longer an isolated incident. Moreover, this message would not have been as strong 
if only published literature was included, which indicates that literature reviews also 
benefit from inclusion of grey literature and “unorthodox” procedures such as large scale 
secondary analyses. Since the delinquency research field is interested in new directions 
to take regarding an explanation for the prevalence of harmful behaviour (cf., Emler & 
Tarry, 2007), we suggest that moral value evaluation could be such a direction. However, a 
number of empirical and theoretical gaps remain, specifically concerning the development 
of moral value evaluation and how deviant characteristics of such development – in societal 
perspective – relate to deviant behaviour. Furthermore, given the modest amount of 
previous literature concerning this topic, a definitive statement on moral values is still out 
of our scientific reach. Therefore, this review therefore can be considered the metaphorical 
prince awakening sleeping beauty, thus providing a stepping stone on which more vast 
amounts of literature on moral value evaluation can be built.
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Summary and General Discussion

The main focus of the current dissertation was to investigate whether moral 
processes are associated with externalizing behaviour. Two moral processes received 
particular attention: moral value evaluation (i.e., the attribution of importance to moral 
values) and moral reasoning (i.e., the justification of moral values or decisions, Kohlberg, 
1981, 1984). Furthermore, immoral self-serving cognitive distortions and moral identity 
were investigated to a lesser extent. Besides the association between these moral processes 
and externalizing behaviour, the constructs themselves (and their operationalization 
within this dissertation) were also evaluated.

During the investigation of these moral processes and thus the congregation of 
this dissertation, several remarkable events and discoveries occurred. Firstly, with the 
validation of the Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective (SRM-SFO, 
Basinger, Brugman & Gibbs, 2007) in the opening chapter, an objective (Kohlbergian) moral 
reasoning measure suitable for large scale research among adolescents was obtained. 
Furthermore, the practicality of this new instrument was immediately demonstrated by 
its appliance in two empirical studies concerning sexually abusive youths and “regular” 
externalizing behaviour among adolescents. This shows that the SRM-SFO (although with 
sometimes minor adjustments) is capable of being a relevant instrument among many 
forms of externalizing behaviour and delinquency research, with the potential for other 
research fields as well. Moreover, the SRM-SFO played a major role in the literature review 
concerning moral value evaluation.

This brings us to the second remarkable discovery. Although moral values have 
been present in externalizing behaviour research (although perhaps underappreciated), 
the current dissertation is one of the first academic works that specifically targeted moral 
values’ relationship with immoral forms of behaviour. Moreover, the current dissertation 
(re-)discovered the relevance of the importance evaluation of moral values in externalizing 
behaviour research. That is to say, a theoretical foundation of how the attribution of 
importance to moral values influences behaviour is provided, together with a theory-
confirming empirical foundation. Furthermore, the dissertation also takes this empirical 
foundation for moral value evaluation to the next level, by synthesizing research further 
confirming the hypotheses concerning moral value evaluation.

In sum, the current dissertation consists of an innovative and remarkable collection 
of academic results and suggestions. Since four moral processes have been identified as 
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the main associates of the dissertation’s behavioural component, the summary, integration 
and discussion of the dissertation’s results, will be presented separately for each of these 
processes.

Moral reasoning

Externalizing behaviour and delinquency. In all chapters moral reasoning and its 
relationship with externalizing behaviour and delinquency is (at least briefly) discussed. 
Concerning the traditional distinction between the delinquent and non-delinquent’s 
moral reasoning, the research findings of the current dissertation are mixed as compared 
to previous results. In the opening chapter, one of the key observations which cognitive 
developmentalists (e.g., Brusten, Stams & Gibbs, 2007; Kohlberg, 1978; Piaget, 1932) 
consider supportive of the moral reasoning deficit explanation in delinquents was not 
replicated. The delinquent individuals did not reason at a lower level, when compared to 
the non-delinquent individuals, which is well established empirical observation (Stams et 
al., 2006). Even when taking into account that recognition measures (such as the one used in 
the current dissertation) have more trouble with exposing this delay (cf., Basinger & Gibbs, 
1987; Gavaghan, Arnold & Gibbs, 1983; Stams et al., 2006), there is more to it. That is to 
say, the incarcerated adolescents exhibited a very mild advance in moral reasoning (when 
controlling for a multitude of other [moral] processes and characteristics). These results 
are strikingly unique in the wide range of research investigating similar relationships. 
More specifically, a (mild) advance in moral reasoning for delinquent adolescents has only 
been reported twice before (i.e., Petrino, 1980; Stams et al., 2008) among four vast research 
syntheses incorporating this classical distinction (i.e., Blasi, 1980; Nelson, Smith & Dodd, 
1990; Smetana, 1990; Stams et al., 2006).

Several explanations for this unusual phenomenon can be retrieved from the first 
half of the dissertation. As already mentioned in the opening chapter, the delinquent 
sample’s moral reasoning protocol score exhibited a moderately strong relationship with a 
variable used as a social desirability construct, or proxy thereof (cf., Van der Velden, 2009). 
In other words, the observed moral reasoning scores among delinquents are related to 
their desire to present themselves in a socially desirable manner (a phenomenon usually 
not found with similar moral reasoning instruments, cf., Gibbs, Basinger & Fuller, 1992; 
Basinger & Gibbs, 1987). Due to the SRM-SFO’s recognition nature, and its distinct and 
overt prosocial content among the stage 3/4 reasons, social desirability attitudes are 
relatively easily “concretized”. More specifically, it is plausible that delinquent individuals 
indicated recognition of moral reasoning above their actual reasoning level, because they 
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evaluated these higher staged reasons as what others (such as the researcher or their 
counsellor) deem adequate reasoning (i.e., the debated issue of “faking” a high[er] moral 
reasoning stage, cf., Emler, Renwick & Malone, 1983, Fisher & Sweeney, 1998). Such a 
process is plausible, especially as their assessment condition (i.e., face-to-face) is more 
prone to elicit social desirable responses, when compared to the assessment condition of 
their non-delinquent counterparts (i.e., classroom).

However, a second explanation emerges when incorporating the second chapter 
and other literature outside of this dissertation. Of the three studies producing an 
advance in moral reasoning for incarcerated adolescents, two of them included a Dutch 
delinquent sample (i.e., the first chapter and the study by Stams and colleagues, 2008). 
This might suggest that a cultural effect is at work, or more specifically, an effect of the 
Dutch correctional culture. The suggestion that the overall treatment of delinquents 
impacts their moral reasoning is not new, as a regression in moral reasoning has been 
suggested during institutionalization for (at least British) delinquents (Emler, Heather 
& Winton, 1978; Emler & Reicher, 1995). A progressive effect is plausible as well, if the 
circumstances of institutionalization would be suitable for such an advance. For example, 
a longer period of incarceration in a comfortable and positive (moral) atmosphere has 
been suggested to enhance one’s productive moral reasoning (Brugman & Aleva, 2004). 
As Brugman and Aleva also mention that a humanizing regime was in place (p. 335) in 
Dutch juvenile correctional facilities, the positive moral atmosphere they observed in the 
facility of their study is more widespread. That would include the institutions investigated 
in the two Dutch studies reporting an advance in delinquents’ moral reasoning. The 
results of the second chapter further support this suggestion, as the use of conventional 
reasoning (on sexual and non-sexual topics) was positively related to length of the Dutch 
delinquent participants’ incarceration. In addition, when looking at the overall effect sizes 
of the newer Dutch studies – utilizing proper matching procedures – in the meta-analysis 
by Stams and colleagues (2006), they tend to exhibit relatively small effect sizes (i.e., 
below the overall effect size of 0.76). In sum, these observations indicate that the Dutch 
correctional system possesses unique characteristics, plausibly resulting in the irregular 
and empirically unexpected effects on the moral reasoning of juvenile delinquents. This 
is even more remarkable, as the overall increases in productive and recognitive moral 
reasoning tend to be mild, even when individuals are specifically targeted to have their 
reasoning augmented through interventions (Smetana, 1990).

Contrasting the first chapter, the second chapter did (partly) find the delay in moral 
reasoning hypothesized by cognitive developmentalists, regarding juvenile sex offenders. 
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More specifically, juvenile sex offenders recognized more preconventional reasoning 
on sex as their own, when compared to non-offending controls. As expected, from the 
domain-specific delay hypothesis, there were no differences in pre- and conventional 
reasoning regarding non-sexual issues. Interestingly, the delinquent participants did 
recognize more conventional reasoning than expected, with regard to sexual issues. This is 
illustrated by the non-significant effect on conventional reasoning on sex. These intriguing 
results would not have become apparent if the original SRM-SFO score was utilized, as in 
a previous version of the second chapter (i.e., Beerthuizen, 2009) the single dimensional 
protocol score resulted in a similar delay for sexual moral reasoning and non-delay for 
non-sexual moral reasoning, though providing no details on the use of specific level 
reasoning.

Furthermore, the SRM-SFO’s measure of moral reasoning exhibits a significant 
relationship with self-reported externalizing behaviour (at least for males) in chapters one 
and three. These results contrast the claim of opponents of the cognitive developmental 
approach, that moral reasoning is not related at all to measures of self-reported externalizing 
behaviour (Emler & Tarry, 2007; Tarry & Emler, 2007). However, this relationship weakens 
when other sociomoral concepts and associates are introduced (i.e., age, moral reasoning, 
moral identity and cognitive distortions), as has been the case in previous studies (e.g., 
Barriga, Morrison, Liau & Gibbs, 2001, Høst et al., 1998). Especially the introduction of 
cognitive distortions appears to “swallow” moral reasoning’s impact on externalizing 
behaviour. An explanation for this deflation is three-fold.

Firstly, the measure for moral reasoning represents a proximate operationalization 
of moral reasoning, due to its recognition nature, therefore producing weaker results 
(which has also been recognized in research utilizing the classical distinction, Stams et al., 
2006; Van Vugt et al., 2011). When conducting research, one would ideally always measure 
a concept as close to its “core” as possible, as proximate concepts are less accurate by 
definition. However, with moral reasoning that would constitute a production measure, 
and then preferably through oral assessment, which is a time and resource costly business 
(hence the need for valid recognition measures, as is discussed in chapter 1). Even with 
such “core” measures, the relationship remains weak among other moral cognitive 
predictors (though stronger than reported in the current dissertation, e.g., Gibbs, Basinger, 
Grime & Snarey, 2007).

Secondly, this initially “handicapped” operationalization is further weakened 
through the use of an “augmented” measure for cognitive distortions. As suggested in the 
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third chapter, the operationalization of self-serving cognitive distortions (as envisioned 
by Barriga, Gibbs, Potter & Liau, 2001) exhibits signs of conceptual contamination with 
self-reported externalizing behaviour, and once “cleansed”, it performs worse in relation 
to externalizing behaviour (Berg, Meijer & Wouters, 2011). This is even more relevant, 
as the explicit behavioural component of the cognitive distortions measure shows large 
overlap with the externalizing behaviour measure, whereas the moral reasoning measure 
only has a minority of items directly related to an externalizing behavioural context. To 
“even things up”, one should only use external behavioural context-free measures of 
both moral reasoning and cognitive distortions, allowing for relationships between clean 
operationalizations of (im)moral processes, or one should at least use the context-specific 
type for both measures, allowing all measures to be “contaminated” (as seems to be a 
developing trend in the construction of cognitive distortions measures, cf., Barriga, Gibbs, 
Potter, Konopisos & Barriga, 2007; Barriga, Hawkins & Camelia, 2008; Burt, 1980).

Lastly, perhaps moral reasoning is not (causally) associated with self-reported 
externalizing behaviour, mirroring the main message given by Tarry and Emler (2007). 
The results on the relationship between moral reasoning and externalizing behaviour 
are at best of low impact. Even when regarding the previously given explanations for 
such a deflated relationship, the results are largely in line with other studies. In other 
words, this dissertation is not the first bundle of academic work to not find any or a weak 
association between moral reasoning and self-report measures of externalizing behaviour, 
as was reported by Tarry and Emler (2007, p. 171); without association, there can be no 
causation. The only thing that proponents of the cognitive developmentalist approach 
have going for their theory – in regards to self-reported externalizing behaviour – is a 
minority contrasting these null-findings (as mentioned by Tarry and Emler). However, 
any definitive conclusions regarding this specific topic are premature, as the amount of 
research regarding self-reported externalizing behaviour is modest when compared to the 
research utilizing the classical distinction between delinquent and non-delinquent (e.g., 
Stams et al., 2006). Furthermore, an extensive empirical and/or conceptual summary of 
such studies (i.e., respectively, a meta-analysis or review) is still lacking in the field of self-
reported externalizing behaviour research. Thus the discussion on whether an association 
exists between moral reasoning and self-reported externalizing behaviour has not yet 
come to a definitive end, let alone the discussion on whether such an association reflects 
causation, and any extended research could swing the debate either way.

Operationalization and conceptualization. Some interesting results emerged 
in regards to moral reasoning’s operationalization and conceptualization in the current 
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dissertation. The originally intended embodiment of the SRM-SFO’s moral reasoning 
protocol score behaved in accordance to the expectations. However, the two-dimensional 
operationalization (i.e., preconventional [immature] versus conventional [mature] 
reasoning) exposes apparent conceptual issues with the instrument, that invite to reassess 
our interpretation of the single dimensional score.

More specifically, the results exhibit moderate to high positive correlations among 
all stages and levels of moral reasoning, where one would initially not expect any of that 
magnitude (i.e., between pre- and conventional reasoning). One could even say that the 
results exhibit relationships one would expect of elements from a single construct or factor. 
In addition to these results from the current dissertation, similar results using the SRM-SFO 
were reported in an extensive study carried out by a Dutch foundation for test development 
among elementary school pupils (CITO; H. Kuhlemeier, personal communication, 9 August 
2011). More specifically, high correlations were prevalent among all four stages of reasoning 
(r ranged between +0.44 and +0.62, p < .05). Furthermore, similar results were also found 
for a different, though highly similar, recognition measure of moral reasoning (i.e., the 
Sociomoral Reflection Objective Measure – Short Form [SROM-SF], Gibbs et al., 1984). When 
performing secondary analyses on a data-set used for investigating the relationships between 
moral reasoning and juvenile delinquency (Notenboom, Petterson & Selfhout, 2002), a high 
correlation occurred between preconventional and convential reasoning (r = +0.51, p < .001). 
However, the observed relationships between these different levels and stages of moral 
reasoning are not uncommon when examining more methodological literature regarding 
recognition measures for moral reasoning. For instance, in a study regarding the DIT’s (Rest, 
1979) hierarchical reasoning structure (Boom & Molenaar, 1989), similar high correlations 
were found among the stages in the preconventional and conventional level (i.e., stages 
2/3/4). This poses no threat to the conceptual validity of the moral reasoning measure, as 
long as a simplex structure is found among the levels of moral reasoning (i.e., the proximate 
levels of reasoning are closer related to another than to distant levels of reasoning). Regarding 
this simplex structure, the study by the CITO indicates (so far) that no severe violations are 
present for the SRM-SFO, though this remains open for debate and further investigation.

Conclusion. In sum, the moral reasoning operationalization in the SRM-SFO holds 
up well to its initial evaluation. Though the instrument’s moral reasoning operationalization 
is not without its flaws, the author is confident that the instrument is adequate for use in 
(non-delinquent) adolescent samples. Nonetheless, as with most novel instruments, further 
development is recommended to optimize the instrument. Especially so, as it is the SRM-
SFO’s ambition to be the first objective measure of moral reasoning suitable for large scale 
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research in young adolescents.

Moral value evaluation

Externalizing behaviour and delinquency. Mirroring the attention that is given 
to moral reasoning, moral value evaluation can be considered the other “big” moral 
component of interest in this dissertation. A component that up until now, in relation to 
externalizing behaviour, did not receive adequate scientific coverage in potentially relevant 
publications (e.g., Gregg, Gibbs & Basinger, 1994; Palmer & Hollin, 1998). Furthermore, 
the results could be considered unexpected by some, especially as they appear very 
contradictory to what was previously believed about the concept. More specifically, 
previous beliefs state that overall moral value evaluation was either a minor concept or 
irrelevant (cf., Brusten et al., 2007; Gibbs et al., 1992), while the current dissertation shows 
it is neither minor nor irrelevant. The final chapter shows clearly that the study that called 
for a further investigation into moral value evaluation – due to its striking results – is not 
an isolated incident (i.e., Tarry & Emler, 2007). Moreover, besides establishing a negative 
relationship in the majority of studies on self-reported behaviour, the results also suggest 
that a similar negative relationship emerges when utilizing the classical distinction 
(something that previous research assumed was not the case). However, the two final 
chapters discuss this more extensively than any dissertation discussion should reasonably 
allow, and therefore the current focus will be on something different.

Moral values versus moral reasoning. It cannot be denied that the SRM-SFO 
plays a major role in the current dissertation, as it has been used (or at least frequently 
referred to) as a key instrument in every chapter. As the instrument measures two moral 
processes, and thus produces two protocol scores for these moral concepts, a comparison 
in methodological and conceptual performance of the two is obvious. As previously 
mentioned, the SRM-SFO’s moral reasoning operationalization has its limitations. The 
moral value evaluation score, in part due to its simplicity, does not suffer from these 
issues. For instance, the opening chapter indicates that moral value evaluation sports 
acceptable internal consistencies suitable for large studies (and that by stretching the 
scale even higher internal consistencies are obtained, potentially making it suitable for 
individual assessment, Knopperson, 2011). Moreover, the first chapter indicates that moral 
value evaluation suffers little from undesirable methodological effects (e.g., susceptibility 
to social desirability attitudes). By way of contrast, the moral reasoning operationalization 
does struggle with its relatively low internal consistencies (Cronbach’s a ≈ 0.60, cf., the 
first and third chapter). Furthermore, when evaluating the performance of both moral 
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concepts towards other relevant psychosocial concepts, moral value evaluation performs 
well regardless of context. Opposing this performance, the SRM-SFO’s moral reasoning 
operationalization appears to perform well among adolescents, though not among 
(young) adults. This contrast in contextual performance is illustrated by, for instance, an 
unhypothesized null-finding concerning the relationship between moral reasoning and 
moral identity among adults (i.e., r ranged from –0.10 to +0.04, p ≥ .05, when performing 
relevant secondary analyses on data sets from master’s theses incorporating the SRM-
SFO, De Ridder, 2010; Tiebout, 2008). Unlike moral reasoning, moral value evaluation did 
exhibit this relationship with moral identity (i.e., r ranged from +0.36 to +0.40, p < .01). In 
other words, the primary measure (i.e., moral reasoning) remarkably did not do better 
psychometrically (though not significantly worse for that matter among adolescents) than 
its overall neglected (and “downplayed”) elicitor (Gibbs et al., 1992).

Let us also move beyond the moral concepts as incarnations of their operationalization 
and into the realm of empirical research on externalizing behaviour. When both concepts 
are investigated side-by-side regarding their relationship with self-reported externalizing 
behaviour, they appear to be evenly matched by each other (and equally outmatched 
by attitudes and cognitive distortions). Chapters one and three suggest that both moral 
reasoning and moral value evaluation’s relationship with externalizing behaviour deflates 
when the model becomes more complex (as is discussed above, and was earlier reported by 
Tarry and Emler, 2007). This deflation is even so severe, that there remains only little direct 
impact from moral reasoning on self-reported externalizing behaviour (but only for males), 
and none whatsoever from moral value evaluation. Put more bluntly, both moral processes 
do not perform very well in a complex model. However, this “underperformance” was not 
unexpected, as the gap between moral cognition and moral action was acknowledged to be 
quite wide (Blasi, 1980), and previous attempts to cross the chasm exhibited similar results for 
(at least) moral reasoning (Barriga, Morrison, et al., 2001). It is in this aspect (i.e., the indirect 
effect on externalizing behaviour), that moral value evaluation does seem to surpass moral 
reasoning, in so much that it behaves like moral reasoning was hypothesized to do – and 
could not do itself – in a moral cognition model (Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001). It exhibits 
all the relationships it is expected to have, of moderately strong magnitudes (cf., chapters 
one and three), something that moral reasoning currently has not matched. However, these 
observations remain few, and the quality of quantity is something the research into the 
duality of moral reasoning and moral value evaluation yet has to obtain. This is also the 
case in the field of registered delinquency, making any conclusions (either definitive or 
premature) on both moral processes’ performance unsubstantiated. Nonetheless, the few 
studies that examine moral value evaluation adequately do show similar results with the 
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potential for even larger overall effects (i.e., the first chapter; Nootenboom et al., 2002) than 
the fast congregation of studies assessing moral reasoning (i.e., Stams et al., 2006). 

Conclusion. The concept of moral value evaluation is off to a great start with this 
dissertation. For instance, the empirical foundation for an association between moral 
value evaluation and externalizing behaviour is firm. However, at the same time we must 
acknowledge that this start, although great, is just the beginning. Therefore, moral value 
evaluation still has a long way to go. It is certainly recommended that the moral concept is 
to be investigated thoroughly, especially as it is still uncertain what it exactly constitutes. Is 
it an emotionally-driven motivator? Or is it a malleable attitude? Or perhaps a part of one’s 
moral identity? Or perhaps all of the above? With the (hopefully stimulating) results of the 
current dissertation and increasing interest in concepts proximate to moral value evaluation 
(cf., Graham et al., 2011), more definitive answers can be obtained in the foreseeable future.

Moral identity

Although only a minor player in the current dissertation, the results regarding 
moral identity are still relevant. Whereas the positive relationship between moral identity 
and prosocial behaviour has been well examined (cf., Hardy & Carlo, 2005), this is not the 
case for externalizing (or antisocial) behaviour. The third chapter is therefore providing 
some needed literature to the emerging field of moral identity and externalizing behaviour, 
and thus becoming a successor in the short line of studies doing so (i.e., Barriga, Morrison 
et al., 2001; Johnston & Krettenauer, 2011). 

Besides further confirming the negative relationship between moral identity and 
externalizing behaviour, another result is intriguing. In the first chapter, a very high 
correlation is observed between juvenile delinquents’ moral identity and their attribution 
of importance to moral values. In fact, they appear much higher than the same relationship 
observed in non-offending adolescents. Also, secondary analyses on the first chapter’s 
data do not exhibit a significant (or relevant) difference in moral identity between the two 
groups (also when utilizing the original scoring method by Arnold, 1993). As the third 
chapter suggests that the process of moral identity includes a review of how important 
one believes moral values are, this subsequently means that adolescent offenders and non-
offenders differ in their construction of moral identity. More specifically, the moral identity 
of incarcerated juvenile delinquents is more influenced by one’s importance attribution to 
various moral values, than is the case for non-offending adolescents. 
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The cause for this phenomenon remains unclear at the moment. For instance, it 
could be an effect of the institutional context. When in prison, freedom is severely reduced, 
sometimes even to the point one has little to no influence over one’s own life (e.g., solitary 
isolation cells). In other words, the different contexts in the incarcerated delinquent’s life 
are reduced as well. As different contexts are crucial in the construction and integration 
of the adolescent identity (cf., Van Hoof, 1997), the same applies to moral identity as well. 
The absence of such contexts could force a more “isolated” process of moral identity 
construction. In such an isolated process personal beliefs would be prominent, as virtually 
everybody has them, while an influence of social activities and behaviours are not, as 
they are heavily restricted in incarcerated life. This would result in the closer match of 
moral value evaluation and moral identity for incarcerated adolescents, when compared 
to regular adolescents, whom do have access to different contexts. Furthermore, the 
suggestion that both groups report similar moral identities can be attributed to a similar 
contextual effect. When one and its peers all have engaged in some form of immoral 
behaviour (i.e., the offence which led to the delinquent’s incarceration), a shift in what is a 
“normal moral standard” might occur. Therefore incarcerated adolescents can still report 
a “normal” moral identity (when compared to regular adolescents), while simultaneously 
reporting lower levels of attributed importance to moral values.

To further investigate these suggestions, more research on the moral identity of 
incarcerated delinquents is needed, as these speculations are merely based on data of the 
current dissertation. Such research can be considered valuable, as a more moral oriented 
identity is suggested to prevent the use of cognitive distortions (Barriga, Morrison et al., 
2001), which is the main focus of several correctional interventions (e.g., EQUIP; Gibbs, 
Potter & Goldstein, 1995; ART, Goldstein, Glick, & Gibbs, 1998). Therefore, information 
on the change and/or stability of the offender’s moral identity, before and during 
incarceration, might provide insight in how to maximize the effectiveness of current 
correctional interventions.

Self-serving cognitive distortions

Though the first and third chapter exhibit the expected results in regard to the 
relationship between cognitive distortions and both externalizing behaviour and other 
sociomoral processes (e.g., Barriga, Morrison et al., 2001), the latter part of the dissertation 
does question the nature of the Gibbs-Potterian cognitive distortions typology (Gibbs & 
Potter, 1992, as measured with the How I Think – Questionnaire [HIT-Q], Barriga, Gibbs, 
Potter & Liau, 2001).
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As was suggested in the fourth chapter, self-serving cognitive distortions 
conceptually show much kinship with a favourable attitude towards antisocial behaviour. 
Furthermore, this conceptual similarity with attitude is not denied by the term-coiners 
themselves, as they envision self-serving cognitive distortions to be a part of youths’ 
negative attitudes (Brusten et al., 2007, p. 185), and prefer to see them included in future 
“attitude” research (p. 187). This conceptual lenience is somewhat striking, because 
in the author’s opinion a cognitive distortion does not equal an attitude. When going 
back to the definition of such a distortion (i.e., “inaccurate or biased ways of attending 
to, or conferring, meaning upon experiences”, Barriga, Gibbs, Potter & Liau, 2001, p. 1), 
it is clear that this refers to a cognitive process. However, when comparing this to the 
operationalization of such cognitive distortions (i.e., statements regarding one’s stance 
towards externalizing behaviour, Nas, Brugman & Koops, 2008, p. 183-184), there is a gap. 
More specifically, the operationalization is not a cognitive distortion in itself, but rather a 
(hypothesized) attitudinal result from a cognitive distorted process. This suggested gap 
between the cognitive process and the operationalization that supposedly represents this 
process is supported by a simple secondary analysis of previous results, that “only” 4-22% 
of the variance in self-serving cognitive distortions is explained by one’s performance in 
an actual social information processing task (Nas et al., 2008). Even so, one could consider 
such a response task on ambiguous information too distant from the core cognitive 
distorted concept (i.e., they are “only” responses resulting from cognitive processes), 
which would require more immediate assessment of distorted processes (cf., Horsley, 
De Castro & Van der Schoot, 2010). In other words, there is a lot of room left for other 
non-cognitive distorting processes to influence these attitudes, such as the suggested 
contextual contamination (i.e., previous delinquent acts). Combined with the cognitive 
distortion theory contrasting results in regards to moral value evaluation, this bundle 
of information invites to reinvestigate the Gibbs-Potterian cognitive distortion concept 
(Gibbs & Potter, 1992). A logical alternative conceptualisation would be the “regular” 
attitude (cf., Tarry & Emler, 2007), as the current state of affairs does not unanimously 
support the neutralization or cognitive distorted nature, but does leave little doubt of its 
attitudinal association with externalizing behaviour.

Concluding remarks

An often misused interpretation of the philosophical-scientific term Occam’s razor 
states that when competing theories exist for a phenomenon, one should settle for the 
simplest correct theory. The more correct interpretation is that one should settle for the 
correct theory that makes the least additional assumptions. Regardless, with Occam’s razor, 
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the emphasis is on “correct theory” first and “simplicity” second. As very early theories 
have shown, simple explanations are not always correct. For instance, the “a demon made 
me do it” or “my crime-bump is very big” explanations are very straightforward, though 
ultimately false (at least according to virtually all modern scientists and science funding 
organisations). However, when the “correctness” of multiple contrasting theories is not 
crystal-clear, as currently is the case, it might be worthwhile to use the razor. That is, 
one should not trade in simplicity, unless this definitely results in increased explanatory 
power. 

In regard to modern approaches (moral reasoning versus attitudes/values) to the 
phenomenon of externalizing behaviour, one could say that it appears as if the razor has 
not been applied for a while. The thoroughly examined moral reasoning approach to 
externalizing behaviour appears to be overly complex, when compared to the relatively 
under-researched approach of attitudes and values. The former approach states that the 
utilization of certain staged moral reasons, when confronted with (hypothetical) moral 
situations, would explain one’s externalizing behaviour. Furthermore, the use of reasons 
develops through several stages, and its development is influenced by a multitude of 
factors. In sum, quite a number of assumptions (which are also questioned by some, cf., 
Krebs & Denton, 2005). By way of contrast, the latter just says: if one does not care about 
exhibiting good behaviour, he is less likely to do so.

Of course, the definitive explanation for externalizing behaviour is probably not 
that simple. However, given the enormous amount of attention the relative complex moral 
reasoning theory of externalizing behaviour has received, and the relatively few definitive 
answers it has provided, it might be a worthwhile strategy to use a conceptual simpler 
approach. Especially as these simple approaches of attitudes and values have potential 
to amount to correct theories (cf., this dissertation and Tarry & Emler, 2007). Therefore, 
this dissertation ends with a final recommendation to externalizing behaviour researchers, 
which is to devote (a part of) their attention to “simpler” concepts as moral values and 
attitudes, in relation to externalizing behaviour.
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Samenvatting 
(Summary in Dutch)

Al eeuwenlang probeert men verklaringen te vinden waarom sommige mensen 
externaliserend probleemgedrag – zoals antisociale gedragingen en criminaliteit – 
vertonen, en waarom andere mensen dat niet doen. In de ontwikkelingstak van de 
psychologie zijn vier individuele morele kenmerken belicht, die relevant zouden zijn 
bij het verklaren van externaliserend probleemgedrag. Deze kenmerken zijn: moreel 
redeneren, morele waarde-evaluatie, morele identiteit, en cognitieve vertekeningen. Het 
doel van dit proefschrift was het verder bestuderen van de relaties tussen deze morele 
kenmerken en externaliserend probleemgedrag.

In het eerste hoofdstuk kwam naar voren dat zowel hogere niveaus van moreel 
redeneren als de evaluatie van morele waarden, gerelateerd waren aan lagere niveaus van 
zelfgerapporteerd externaliserend probleemgedrag. Een soortgelijke relatie werd echter  
niet gevonden bij de klassieke vergelijking tussen niet-delinquente jongeren en jongeren 
die in een jeugdinrichting verblijven. Zo was het niveau van moreel redeneren van de 
opgesloten jongeren niet lager dan van hun niet-delinquente leeftijdsgenoten. Bovendien 
werd, tegen de verwachting in, gevonden dat de toekenning van belangrijkheid aan 
morele waarden voor deze twee groepen wèl verschilde. De niet-delinquente adolescenten 
hechtten meer belang aan de handhaving van diverse morele waarden (zoals de 
waarheid vertellen) dan de jongeren in een jeugdinrichting. Deze resultaten suggereren 
– overwegend – dat zowel moreel redeneren als evalueren verklarende factoren zijn voor 
externaliserend probleemgedrag.

In het tweede hoofdstuk werd de relatie tussen moreel redeneren en criminaliteit 
gedetailleerder onderzocht. Zo werd er niet gekeken naar “algemeen” moreel 
redeneren en criminaliteit, maar specifiek naar moreel redeneren over seksueel gedrag 
en zedendelinquentie. Bij een vergelijking van moreel redeneren tussen jongeren die 
op het VMBO of MBO zaten, en jongeren die gedetineerd zijn voor een zedenmisdrijf, 
werden gedeeltelijk de bevindingen van het eerste hoofdstuk gerepliceerd. Zo waren er 
geen verschillen in de herkenning van het gebruik van redenen op preconventioneel en 
conventioneel niveau, als het ging om moreel redeneren in het algemeen. Echter, als er 
gekeken werd naar het redeneren over seksueel gedrag, dan bleken de jongeren die een 
zedenmisdrijf hadden begaan meer preconventionele redeneringen te herkennen als zijnde 
hun “eigen”. Een dergelijk verschil voor conventionele redeneringen gerelateerd aan 
seksueel gedrag werd niet gevonden. Uit deze bevindingen kan geconcludeerd worden 
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dat, als het gaat om de verklarende rol van moreel redeneren op probleemgedrag, deze 
rol een contextspecifiek kenmerk heeft. Dat wil zeggen, als men een achterstand heeft op 
een specifiek moreel waardegebied (zoals seksualiteit), dan heeft dit alleen gevolgen voor 
gedragingen die te maken hebben met dat waardegebied (zoals aanranden).

In het derde hoofdstuk werd de aandacht gevestigd op het evalueren van morele 
waarden. Hoewel deze evaluatie van belangrijkheid in een aantal instrumenten voor 
moreel redeneren was ingebouwd (als “opwarmer” voor het moreel redeneren), ontbrak 
een volwaardige academische beschouwing van dit construct. De in dit proefschrift 
gepresenteerde beschouwing portretteert morele waarde-evaluatie als een emotioneel-
intuïtief proces. Emotioneel, omdat belang hechten sterk verwant is aan emotionele 
processen. Intuïtief, vanwege de fundamentele aard van de evaluatie van morele waarden. 
Verder suggereert deze beschouwing dat morele waarde-evaluatie indirect is gerelateerd 
aan externaliserend probleemgedrag, via een volledige mediatie door moreel redeneren, 
morele identiteit en cognitieve vertekeningen.

Het vierde hoofdstuk constateerde dat de resultaten uit (onder andere) het 
eerste en derde hoofdstuk ook buiten deze studies gevonden kunnen worden. Door een 
overzicht te geven van veertien academische studies uit gepubliceerde en grijze literatuur, 
wordt duidelijk dat morele waarde-evaluatie negatief samenhangt met zelfgerapporteerd 
externaliserend gedrag, en officiële registratie als delinquent. Deze empirische constatering 
heeft consequenties voor een aantal theorieën over crimineel gedrag. Bijvoorbeeld, zo 
claimt een theorie dat iedereen (ook criminele en zich antisociaal gedragende individuen) 
belang hecht aan morele waarden. Het is dan ook volgens deze theorie niet deze 
belanghechting die relevant is voor gedrag, maar het vermogen om succesvol gevoelens 
van schuld en schaamte te neutraliseren die opkomen bij het overschrijden van de morele 
waarden die ook door het betrokken individu worden gedeeld. Echter, omdat duidelijk 
is dat niet iedereen in dezelfde mate belang hecht aan morele waarden, genereert dit een 
aantal vragen over de aard van dergelijke neutralisatie (en de morele waarde-evaluatie).

Eén van de belangrijkste bevindingen van dit proefschrift was dat deze evaluatie 
van morele waarden – tegen de verwachtingen op basis van voorgaande literatuur – 
relevant is voor het onderzoeksveld van externaliserend probleemgedrag. Hoewel de 
aard van de morele waarden evaluatie nog onduidelijk is, biedt dit proefschrift genoeg 
handvatten voor vervolgonderzoek. Een tweede belangrijk product van het proefschrift 
is de totstandkoming (en validatie) van een nieuw instrument voor het meten van het 
ontwikkelingsstadium van moreel redeneren en van morele waarde-evaluatie: de 
Sociomoral Reflection Measure – Short Form Objective.
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Dankwoord 
(Acknowledgements)

In een academische referentie naar een proefschrift wordt – volgens de handleiding 
rondom publiceren van de American Psychological Association – slechts gesproken van 
één auteur. Maar iedereen die ooit zelf een proefschrift heeft geschreven, of iemand in zijn 
omgeving dat heeft zien doen, weet dat de promovendus meer “co-auteurs” heeft dan 
dat je redelijkerwijs zou kunnen vermelden in de lijst der auteurs. Want naast mensen die 
een academische bijdrage leveren, zijn er ook mensen van buiten de wetenschap die een 
bijdrage leveren aan een promotie. En omdat beide vormen van bijdragen cruciaal zijn 
geweest voor de succesvolle totstandkoming van mijn proefschrift, wil ik dan ook mensen 
uit beide categorieën noemen en daarvoor bedanken.

Als eerste wil ik mijn promotor, Daan, bedanken. Want zonder jouw aanbod, 
tijdens een periode van academische vermoeidheid mijnerzijds, om wetenschap weer 
leuk te maken in de vorm van een promotie, was ik wellicht nooit de titel van meester 
der wetenschap ontgroeid. Naast het aanbieden van dit promotietraject, heb je mij nog 
meer academische buitenkansen gegund. Zo wordt, bijvoorbeeld, dankzij jou één van 
de hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift opgenomen in een boekpublicatie te midden van 
“groten” uit de ontwikkelingspsychologie; iets wat ik nog steeds als zeer bijzonder zie. 
Daarnaast wil ik je ook bedanken voor jouw begeleiding, adviezen, kritieken, en vooral de 
mogelijkheid om af en toe eigenwijs te mogen blijven. Het was vooral deze relatieve vrijheid 
die wetenschap voor mij weer leuk maakte, en mij ertoe dreef om de “onwaarschijnlijke” 
taak van zo’n snelle promotie aan te nemen en af te ronden. Tijdens het officiële afscheid 
sprak je van een “geluk” dat mij tijdens mijn promotie toeviel. Hoewel je doelde op 
faciliterende factoren buiten jezelf, wil ik benoemen dat het hebben van jou als begeleider 
voor mij ook een grote vorm van “geluk” is geweest. Nogmaals, dank je wel.

Als tweede wil ik een – letterlijk – onmisbare groep bijdragers aan mijn proefschrift 
bedanken, namelijk de jongeren die de moeite hebben genomen mee te doen aan de 
beschreven onderzoeken. Zonder data, geen analyses, en zonder analyses, geen academisch 
proefschrift. Daarbij wil ik natuurlijk ook de instellingen en hun medewerkers bedanken 
voor hun inzet om de verschillende jongeren te kunnen benaderen. En last but not least, wil 
ik ook de studenten bedanken wier dataverzamelactiviteiten het mogelijk maakte voor 
mij om zo snel mijn promotie af te ronden.
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Verder is er een andere filosofische doctor te bedanken uit een niet-sociaal 
wetenschappelijke discipline, namelijk Annemarie. Naast het mij meermaals behoeden 
voor het maken van een “faux pas” op het gebied van spelling en grammatica (zelfs 
in deze zin nog), ben je natuurlijk ook mijn “amoureus succes” (zoals Daan dat ooit zo 
mooi beschreef). Jouw steun en liefde maakten mijn promotie-inspanningen een stuk 
aangenamer, en daarvoor wil ik je “des profondeurs de mon cœur “ bedanken (NUF!). 
Hopelijk kan je het mij ooit vergeven dat ik je mijn stukken zo vaak heb laten lezen, dat je 
uiteindelijk zelfs wist wie de heren Tarry en Emler waren.

Daarnaast bedank ik mijn collega’s van de afdeling ontwikkelingspsychologie 
voor de gezellige tijd die ik met hen heb gehad tijdens (en voor) mijn promotie. Een 
speciale dankbetuiging gaat uit naar een tweetal van kamer H225: Anne en Martine, mijn 
kamergenoten en paranimfen. Dank jullie wel voor de gezellige tijd op de kamer (en 
daarbuiten, bijvoorbeeld rondom automaten die warme chocomel dispenseren). Ik kan 
alleen maar hopen dat mijn toekomstige kamergenoten van jullie kaliber zijn, en eenzelfde 
tolerantie voor mijn ruige muzieksmaak zullen hebben. En om deze alinea gericht aan 
directe collega’s af te sluiten, nog een “What’s up?” gericht aan Eddie.

Buiten de afdeling heb ik veel plezier gehad met medepromovendi Hans, Arne en 
Anouk. Nu hadden wij elkaar al leren kennen tijdens onze gezamenlijke research master, 
maar het was ook erg gezellig om met elkaar nog een tijdje op de faculteit te verblijven. 
Dus dank voor de bezoeken aan de monopolist van warme dranken op de Uithof, de 
“eersterangs” inzichten in hoe het is om mee te doen aan psychologische experimenten, en 
de gesprekken over obscure Noord-Europese muzikale gezelschappen. Horns up!

Dan wil ik nu mijn ouders bedanken, wier meerzijdige steun voor mijn academische 
carrière al bijna mijn hele leven merkbaar is. Zij hebben het voor mij mogelijk gemaakt 
om een universitaire opleiding te volgen. Niet alleen door te voorzien in een ideale 
levensomstandigheid om dit te verwezenlijken, maar natuurlijk ook door mij een gunstig 
genenpakket mee te geven. Mam, pap, dank jullie wel. En ook een bedankje aan mijn 
zusje, Liske, die de leukste statistiekstudent is waaraan ik ooit les heb mogen geven.

Als laatste wil ik dan al mijn vrienden bedanken voor hun aanwezigheid en de 
ontspannende activiteiten die wij hebben ondernomen. Het was altijd fijn om tijdens een 
hectische en drukke periode soms even te kunnen vergeten dat je eigenlijk hard verder 
moest werken aan je proefschrift. Dus dank jullie wel voor de avonden in de kroeg, de vele 
gespeelde bordspellen (RANDOM! UNBALANCED!), de bijzondere muzikale ervaringen, 
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de avonturen met orcs en elven, het eten van epische hamburgers, de bezoeken aan de 
bioscoop, het coöperatieve “online gaming”, en de algehele enerverende, doch doelloze, 
activiteiten zoals “roadtrips” naar een Wijk bij Duurstediaanse snackbar.
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