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Abstract 

The intent of thi s study was to eva luate the relat ionship between moral reasonin g 

and level of contact in sport. Specificall y, the study was perfo1med to dete1mine whether 

mora l reasoning patterns di ffe r between athletes who parti cipate in competiti ve sports of 

varying degrees of contact, as we ll as comparing athletes to nonathletes. The study 

examined athletes di vided into groups by the level of contact in vol ved in each sport and 

nonathletes as a contro l group. The specific hypotheses under study were: 1) increased 

leve l of contact in spo11 is assoc iated with lower levels of moral reasoning; and 2) 

nonathletes will score higher in moral reasoning than athletes who compete in medium or 

hi gh contact spo11. Part icipants included 142 athletes and 45 nonathletes . Athletes 

represented varying levels of contact sports including low contact (baseball , softball , golf, 

tenni s, and track), medium contact (basketball and vo lleyball ) and hi gh contact (football ). 

All paiti cipants completed the Hahm-Beller Values Choice In ventory (HBVCI) . Scores 

on the HB VCI refl ected each parti cipant 's level of moral reasoning in the spo11 milieu. At 

al I levels of contact, athletes ' moral reasoning scores were lower than non ath le tes. 

Athletes who parti cipated in hi gh contac t sports had lower moral reasoning scores than 

all other parti ci pants. Gender differences were fo und for both athletes and nonathletes as 

wel l. The results lend support to the ex isting hypothes is that moral reasoning is 

influenced by parti cipati on in competiti ve spo11 , specificall y that increased contact in 

sport leads to lower levels of moral reasoning. Th is research adds to our understanding of 

the moral reasoning patterns of college at hletes. 
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Cl 11\PTU~ I 

1\:TRODl 'CTION 

Proponents say that participation in an organized sport bui lds character and 

111stills ::t sense of teamwork , comradary, and fair pl ay. Thi s adage has come under serious 

cri ti ci. m gi\'en today's climate of intenti onal injuries during spo11ing events. Is 

aggres ion an acceptab le part of team sports or is it morall y unacceptable? According to 

Bredemeier and Shields (1986a), sport is a world within a world, where the rul es and 

mora l restraints that we follow in everyday life do not appl y. The usual concerns are 

temporarily set aside and infliction of pain is accepted, and even applauded, in many 

cases. There appears to be a difference between moral reasoning in "real life" and moral 

reasoning in sport. In other words, pa11icipating in sports can be seen as stepping out of 

real life into a unique context or play realm. 

Competition , Aggression , and Injurious Acts 

Because of the popula1ity of competitive spo11s and the importance placed on 

winning at all costs, athletes are often called upon to make difficult moral decisions. 

Stoll , Beller, Cole, & Burwell (1995) determined that intercollegiate athletes have 

significantly lower levels of moral reasoning than their nonathlete peers. Both Division I 

and Division III National College Athletic Association (NCAA) athletes were included in 

the study. These authors suggest that the manner in which competitive activity is 

perceived may be responsible for these athletes ' deficiencies in moral reasoning matu1ity. 

The source of the problem may be the exclusionary, selfish nature of sports competition, 

in which responsibility is externalized. This objectifying of opponents, as well as the 



se lfi sh win-at-a ll -cost ori entati on, may affect athletes ' moral judgments (Stoll et al. , 

1995). 

While hi ghl y competiti ve behavior is a natu ral occu ITence at thi s level of sport 

competiti on, hos til e aggre sion has no relati onsh ip to the goa ls of spo11 (Tenenbaum, 

Stewa11 , Sin ge r, & Duda, 1996). Howe\'er. aggressive ac t have long been accepted as a 

pa,1 of spo11 and are often encouraged by spectator . nfo nun atel y. aggres ive acts in 

spo11s have become hos ti le and violent. and are no\\' n.:cognized as a oc ial problem. both 

on the fi eld and off (Tcnenhaum ct al.. 1996 ). These author define aggre ion in po11s 

as a case of one per on in ni ctin g an a\'Cl'. i,·c timulu on another. phy i all y. ,·crball y, or 

even gcsturally. and \\'ith the intent to injure . :\ nurnhcr of a::-g rc i,·c :i 1 . ranging from 

,·crhal ahu . c to physical conta t. arc frequentl y cn_aged ,n hy athl tc . and oa he and . 

suq1ri sin gly . spectator . . 

Fe\\' studic~ h:l\ c C\ am ,ncJ the ctfc ·1 of ·01111 e11t1nn c n aggrc .. i,·c bcha,·ior in 

spn11 . .-\ crnrd,n g 10 Tcnenbau am ct al. ( 19%). the pnmar~ goal of :ig::-re. ,on in th 

athle tic settin g i. tn hn n::- abou t ,., ·tor~. and . om :ithlcte. :ind oa ·he. fe I that in order 

to" in. ·heatin g :ind a::-gressi n ar ne · . ar~. Thi. "1nntng-1. - , er~ thtn::- mentalit y 

increases the lik liho d of 1nten t1onall ~ 111_1un ou, a ·t · and make. them more a eptablc t 

athletes . 

l nas1ud,· nf ➔Oh 1_l1 s·h olanJ · 1ll·::-'ha. kc1hallpla~c . Brcdcmci r ( l9 -) 

found moral rcisnning to he in, T'l ~ reb t d tn the athlete: · lcgit1m:1 · ~ judgement 

reg:1rdi ng injurious a · ts . Thc,c :1th lc tc s "ere 111tcn JC\\ ,J anJ a: kcd to ma ke judgement 

in t\\O different contc \t s. a h~pnthct1 ·al conte\t anJ an eng:.1ged ·onte.\t. The 

h~ pL1 thetical conte\l in, oh·ed a set of fo ur m 1ral Jilemma ·. t,, o tha ,, ere port- pecific 



and two that were about daily li fe . The athletes were asked to reason about and respond 

to the four di lemmas. The engaged context involved a postgame interview, conducted 

im mediately after the players finished competing in an important game. 

After the athletes responded to the moral dilemmas in the hypothetical context, 

they were administered a measure designed by Bredemeier (1985) called the Continuum 

of Injurious Acts (CIA) . It was specifically designed to assess legitimacy judgments of 

athletes' concerning intentionally injurious acts in the context of sport. The CIA consists 

of 6 cards depicting sport acts with increasingly more serious consequences (Bredemeier, 

1985). Participants were asked to sort the cards into two piles, with one pile considered 

legitimate and the other not legitimate. The context was considered hypothetical because 

the athletes were asked to make their judgments based on a fictitious protagonist in the 

last dilemma presented. This dilemma involved a professional football player who could 

increase his team 's chances of playing in the Super Bowl by injuring a key opponent. The 

results of this card sort were used to determine participants' level of moral reasoning. 

The engaged context, measured 3 weeks later, after an important game, consisted 

of a 45 minute interview in which the players described any injurious acts which they or 

their opponents engaged in during the game (Bredemeier, 1985). Following this 

discussion, the CIA was administered once again; however, this time the players were 

asked to base their judgments concerning intentionally injurious acts within the context of 

a critical game. They were instructed to imagine themselves in this game and consider the 

acts as personally conducted. 

Bredemeier (1 985) found that moral reasoning for both life and sport situations 

was negatively correlated (( s ranged from -.27 to -.83) with legitimacy judgments. In 
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.1dd1t1nn . al l the athletes accepted a greater number of injuri ous acts as legitimate 111 the 

rnga~ed context than in the hypothe ti ca l contex t, and the co ll ege basketba ll players 

endorsed larger numbers of injurious acts as legitimate than the hi gh school basketball 

players. 

Ph vs ica l Contact and Moral Reasonino 

Bredemeier, Weiss , Shields, and Cooper (1986) organized sports into three 

catego1ies based on the level of contact involved. Swimming, tennis, baseball , and track 

are examples of low contact sports while soccer and basketball would be considered 

medium contact spo11s . Football, wrestling, and judo are examples of high contact sports. 

These authors suggest that moral growth may be hindered due to the interactions that take 

place between athletes dming high contact sports . 

The pa11icipants in the study were middle elementary school children in grades 

four through seven . A total of 42 girls and 64 boys participated in this study, which was 

designed to investigate the relationship of sport involvement vaiiables with children 's 

moral reasoning maturity. Aggressive tendencies in both life and sport contexts were also 

measured (Bredemeier, Weiss , Shields, & Cooper, 1986). The sports related variables of 

interest were sport participation and interest in sports. The children repo11ed each type of 

organized sp011 in which they had pa11icipated, the number of seasons they had 

participated in each sport, who their favorite athlete was, and which sport they liked to 

watch the most. All of the sports were categorized as low, medium, or high contact. 

The children were also interviewed to determine their level of moral development, 

and two se lf-report measures were used to assess aggression tendencies . Responses to 

hypotheti cal moral dilemmas were used to assess the childrens ' levels of moral 



1',1,i,111 11 g rl1c scnnn g or the responses fo r thi s study \\ 'as based on Haan 's 1nleract1 onal 

llllKlcl nr moral de\'elopment (Haan, 1978). Each child was given an average score ha~ed 

on responses to fou r stori es, two spo11s related and two based on everyday li fe . 

Aggression tendencies were assessed based on responses to the Children 's Action 

Tendency Scale (CATS; Deluty, 1979), which involves everyday situations, and the Scale 

of Chi ldren 's Acti on Tendencies (SCATS ; Bredemeier & Shields, 1986a), which is 

related to spo11-specific contexts. Scores on the CATS and SCATS are deri ved from the 

types of behavioral responses children choose in reaction to conflicts encountered in life 

and sport settings. The responses are categorized as asse11ive, aggressive, or submissive, 

with aggressive alternatives fm1her subdi vided into physical or nonphysical categories. 

It was found that the length of time that boys and girls had competed in their 

respective level of contact sports was inversely related to moral reasoning in spo11 and 

everyday life. Boys and girls who had par1icipated longer in sp011 had lower levels of 

moral reasoning. It was also found that boys who participated in high contact sp011s and 

girls who pa11icipated in medium contact spo11s (the highest level of contact in which 

girls participated) indicated greater tendencies to aggress both in daily and spo11 contexts. 

Boys who had reported that they enjoyed watching high contact sports also tended to 

have lower levels of moral reasoning than boys who reported they liked watching low or 

medium contact sports. These results suggest that aggressive behavioral tendencies may 

extend from the playing field into other areas of life. Observing high contact sports may 

also increase children 's aoaressive tendencies (Bredemeier, Weiss, Shields, & Cooper, 
bb 

1986). 
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In a simil ar study of children in fou11h throuoh seventh orade Bredemeier (1994) 
b b ' 

fou nd th at moral reasonin g and aggression scores again predicted assertive and 

aggre sive tendencies in both sport context and daily life context. These children were 

assessed by 45-minute individual interviews, the CATS, and the SCATS . The interview 

consisted of two moral dilemmas concernino dail y life situations and two reflectino 
0 0 

experiences common to children participating in spo1t . The children ' s responses to 

questions about each dilemma were recorded and each child was assioned scores 
0 

representing hi s or her leve l of moral reasoning about life and sport . The results of this 

study suggest that aggressive and asserti ve tendencies are closely linked to moral 

reasonin g during conflict ituation s. 

The behavioral respon es children choo e when they experience conflict have 

moral impli cations. Asserti veness is seen as neither e enti all y egocentric nor altrui stic , 

and is considered the most appropriate response to confl ict ituati ons. Aggress ion is 

consistent with egocentri m, but not congruent with altrui m. It is the least adequate 

response to a confli ct becau e aggres ors are likely to impo e their will on others and are 

oft en hostil e or coercive . Submiss ion is also an unde irable re pon e to a conflict because 

others· need or rights are considered. while one· own intere t are forfeited 

(Bredemeier. 199-l ). 

Bredemeier ( 199-l) fo und a clear corTelati onal pattern aero s scores on sport and 

life moral reasoning and spon and life ac ti on tendencie . There was a strong negative 

con elati on between moral rea oning and :1ggress ion and a strong positi ve relationship 

bet\\'een moral reasoning ;ind a serti on. A weak positive corTel ati on was found between 

moral reasoning and submi ssion. The onl y signi ficant di ffe rence fo und regarding school 



lc,·cl \\ 'J S an increase in aggression and a decrease in assertion in the context of sport 

from youn ger to older children. 

These findings may have implications reoardino the link between moral reasonin° 
b b b 

and behavior in sports, especial ly with regard to the decrease in assertion as chi ldren 

move from elementary school sports to the more competitive league of youth sports. 

Bredemeier (1994) suggests that fewer opportunities for negotiation and an increased 

emphasis on winning in competitive leagues places power relations above personal 

expression. As play becomes more structured and competitive at higher levels , there is 

less oppo11unity for children to settle matters themselves and learn to compromise, thus 

achieving moral balance. An increase in aggression and submission coincides with a 

decrease in assertion. Although tendencies towards aggressive actions may only surface 

when chi ldren enter the spon realm, a clear correlation was seen across sport and life 

contexts (Bredemeier, 1994). 

Moral Reasoning. Age, and Education 

Research involving cross-sectional and longitudinal data , as well as sequential 

analyses show evidence for a positive correlation between age and moral reasoning. As 

People aoe moral reasonin o scores tend to increase (Rest, 1986). As individuals become 
b ' b 

older there is a presumption that they become more advanced in their ability to think 

logically and their moral stage responses are higher. A person is categorized as reasoning 

at a pa11icular stage as defined by his or her scores on the measure of moral judgment 

used. Rest states that although the data on age trends tells us that there is moral 

development in people over time, it does not explain the mechanisms in volved. The 

question as to the causes and conditions of development remains to be answered. 



Rest ( I 986) also argues th at fo rmal educati on has an even more si ani fi cant v 

relationship to moral development than age does. Although it is not clear what fo rmal 

educati on actuall y represents in terms of moral growth , or whether it is something about 

the people who seek hi gher education, there is an empirical link regarding fonnal 

education and more mature mora l reasoni ng cores (Rest & Thoma, 1985 ). The results of 

thi s study provide longitudin al and cross-sec ti onal data indi cati na that the moral v 

judgment scores of those who attend col lege continue tori e, while the moral judgment 

scores of those with little or no co ll ege usually plateau. 

There is al o empi1ica l e\'idence that the I ngth of tim an athle te ha pani cipated 

111 an organi zed spon is negati,-cly related to moral rca onin g matu1i ty. Bredemeier. 

Weiss . Shi elds. & ooper ( 19 6) found th at th numb r f ca on b y omp t d in 

hi gh cont ac t spons wa in\'cr ely related lo their moral rea. oni ng matunty. Girl who had 

more e.\ pcrience in medium contact pons. the h1ghc l !e,-cl of con ta l in whi h girl 

compete. \\-ere found to rea:on at a lt1\\er moral le,cl than girl "h had l1ttlc or n 

e.\perience . Both the boy. and girl.." ho,, ere 111 grade. f ur thr ugh ,·en. 

demonstrated greater tenden ·i . to\\ ard phy 1 al aggrc J\' ne in th on te t f daily 

1·1· II O I I h cJ t I e,· den 111 ntrar_,··. wh n the 1 cas \\-c as spon . nt1 ot1'r an .11erc1. a o 1 

sports contc.\ l is de 1gncd with mor:il rca 011mg ::-rrnth 111 m111d (Bredemeier. \ e1 , 

Shield ·. & hew ·huk. I 9 6: \\ 'an 11lak. am II. · . n or _c. 19 ). The re ult f the e 

studic · indicate that intcn-cnti on t hn1quc :.ire 

perce ptions and I romoting moral rca 011111g . 

Bredemeier. \\' ei ss. hielcJ-;. aml h w ·huk (19 6) studied fi,-c to c,-cn year old 

l°hildren in :i •amp setting. imp! 'ment1ng an 111 encnt1 on progr;im to promote morall y 



concct behavior. Parti cipants in the sport camp received ei ther ext,insic rewards such as 

sti ckers, or learned appropriate behav ior through peer oriented dialogue. While neither 

strategy was found to be supe,ior, the researchers found that both reinforcements and 

di alogue increased moral growth by increasing sportsmanlike behaviors. 

Wandzilak et al. (1988) conducted a study of male junior high school basketball 

players to determine the effecti veness of interventi on on moral reasoning and behavior in 

a spo11 setting. Panicipants included two teams of 10 pl ayers , with one team serving as 

the control group . The athletes in the experimental group were asked to defi ne 

spo11sman ship at the beginning of the interventi on. After the first practice they were 

asked to give examples of good spo,tsmanship and bad spo11smanship. A 15-minute 

di scuss ion of issues common to basketbal l was also conducted at each practice. Specific 

dilemmas as we ll as guidelines to consider duri ng decision making were presented each 

day for two weeks, and three pl ayers from eac h group were carefull y observed all season. 

Results of pre- and postsea on mea ure did not reveal ignificant differences 

between the experimental group, who received the inter ention, and the control group 

(Wandzilak et al. ). However, the e au thors were able to detect distinct changes in the 

behavior patterns of the groups . They concluded that the behavior pattern of the control 

group support s the notion th at athleti c experience is rel ated to decreased sportsmanship, 

but , it is possi ble to alter those behaviors. Throughout the nine-week season, the 

expeiimental group showed a decrease in the number of un portsmanlike behaviors and 

an increase in sportsmanlike behaviors. 
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E\ cn tuJ ]ly rn orJ lit y heconie , a characteri sti c of acti on, and moral behavior is a 

consequence of moral development (B lasi, 1980). But what determines whether an acti on 

is considered moral ? Mwamwenda (1992) believes it would be unreasonable to contend 

that moral behavior is not influenced by moral knowledge. Therefore, indi viduals will 

ultimately do what they think is 1ight, because that is what they believe to be true. If they 

did not hold thi s knowledge, expecting them to behave morally would be inconcei vab le . 

Conseq uentl y, a person's moral reasoning is what gives moral significance to his or her 

ac ti on (Smoll & Smith , 1996). 

As an example, if an athlete (Kim) were to stop and help an opponent who was 

gasping for air during the open-water swim phase of a triathlon, the act of helping could 

be interpreted in various ways. If Kim was leading, and gave up her chances of winning 

because she sincerely wanted to help , she would be acting morally. On the other hand, if 

she felt that she probably wasn ' t going to win, and she stopped to help in order to obtain 

medi a coverage as a hero , her act would not be considered morally motivated (Shields & 

Bredemeier, 1995). 

Theories of moral development and philosophy are multiple and diverse. We can 

only touch upon the major contemporary approaches to the understanding of morality in 

order to keep a very complex subject manageable. According to Shields and Bredemeier 

(1995), Lawrence Kohlberg 's (1984) theory of moral development is the most detailed 

theory in existence and his influence on the subject remains unparalleled even after his 

death in 1987 . Kohlberg 's influence lives on through hi s students and colleagues via 

modificati ons of hi s work. 

I(\ 



Knhlhcrg ·s cogniti vc -dc,·clopmcntal approach to the study of moral deve lopment 

resulted in a six st:igc hierarchical model in which each stage is assigned to a level of 

moral deve lopment (Kohlberg, 1984). The six staoes are then orouped into three leve ls 
b b 

kno\\'n as preconventional , conventional, and postconventional. The identification of each 

stage is , by necessity, based solely on moral reasoning (Kohlberg, 1984). 

Kohlberg 's developmental stage theory includes the fundamental p1inciples of 

cogniti ve disequilib1ium and justice (Beller, Stoll , & Hahm, 1992). When individuals 

must make decisions which invol ve or affect others, cognitive disequilibrium is said to 

occur. In essence, concern for others results in inadequate reasoning. This disequilibrium 

promotes the formation of new p1inciples, through higher order thinking, thus leading to 

advances in stages of moral development . The p1inciple of justice is concerned with 

equality and human ri ghts, and is fundamental to moral development. 

Kohlberg (1981) argues that morality is a philosophical (ethical), rather than a 

behavioral , concept and recommends that philosophical principles be integrated with 

empi1ical psychological findings. He suggests that there are basic moral principles that 

are universal and moral behavior is motivated by these principles . Individuals are seen as 

movino throuoh invariant staoes of development, from lower to higher, and expressing a 
b b 0 

level of moral reasoning corresponding to the stage they are in. When moral conflict 

a1ises, we use the principle of justice to find resolution. 

Justice is the central and most uni versal principle of morality, therefore moral 

development is the development of justice reasoning (Kohlberg, 1984). However, 

Koh Ibero recoonizes that J·ustice alone does not entirel y define what constitutes moral 
b ;:;, 
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domain . In addi tion to justi ce, he also includes a vi11ue emphasized in teachings of 

Chri stian ethi cs . The Greek word fo r thi s vi11ue is agape and it is defined as "the vi11ue 

we ca ll charity, love, caring, brotherhood, or community" (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 227). Thi s 

virtue is known in contemporary research as prosocial behavior. 

Kohlberg's stage theory of moral de velopment (Kohlberg, 1981 ; 1984) began as a 

disse11ati on proposal in 1955 and one result is a questi onnaire that is widely recogni zed 

as a measure of moral development. The questi onn ai re consists of nine scenarios which 

are used to assess which stage an indi vidual is functi onin o at and thus hi s or her level of 
....., ::, ' ' 

moral development (Hall , 198 1 ). Accordin g to Hall , Kohl berg' s questi onnaire is not onl y 

considered to be hi ghl y subjective , it is also difficult to score. With each dilemma the 

parti cipant is requi red to respond to a nu mber of questions, indicating that the ability to 

ex press oneself verball y may affect an individual' stage scores. 

One of the most infl uenti al modification of Kohlberg's theory is one by James 

Re t (1986) . He is re ponsible for developing the Defining Is ues Test (DIT; Rest, I 986) 

a well -known measure of moral developmen t. The DIT po it that people inte rpret moral 

dil emmas and the c1i ti cal i sues invo lved according to their leve l of development. 

A simple overview of the proce ses or p ychological func tions necessary fo r a 

person to act morall y wi ll be given as an example of what is meant when we discuss 

moral reasoning. Rest's f our-Component Model of mora l development was chosen to 

illu trate thi s process because it appears the mo t straight forward and u es everyday 

language. Rest' s mode l appear to be the major theoretical advance that has deve loped 

f I · h t ·t ·11co1norates the relationship between rom research on moral de \'e opment. 111 t a 1 1 t' 
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thl,u~ht. cmot1nn . and behavior. Accord ing to Rest, mora l behavior result s fro m the 

lll\nh·cment of the fo llowi ng four components or psychological processes: 

l . A person must interpret the situation in terms of what courses of ac ti ons are 

possible and who wil l be affected by the action(s) . The welfare and interests 

of each paity in volved must be considered as well as the expectations of the 

interested pa11ies. 

2. A person must decide which course of action is morally ri oht or fair and C, , , 

realize that this is what they should (morally) do regarding this situation . 

3. A person must p1ioritize his or her moral values and they must come before 

personal values or desires . The intention must be to do what is right (morally). 

4. A person must be able to execute and implement his or her good intentions by 

following through with an action . This is the moral behavior. 

Rest's DIT has been used to assess moral reasoning in various contexts, including 

the study of moral reasoning in athletic populations (Brower, 1992; Brown, 1992; 

Wandzilak, et al. , 1988). It is a six-item scale, with each of the six dilemmas requiring 

twelve responses, and is defined as an easily administered, objective measurement tool. 

However, according to Hall (1981), "the perceived need to maintain a high degree of 

consistency with the theoretical concept put forth by Kohlberg" (p. 45) does not allow the 

DIT to meet its objectives. Beller et al. (1992) agree, describing the DIT as difficult to 

administer and score. They also suggest that meaningful results may not be found with 

small samples because of response inconsistencies. 
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Haan ( 1978) developed an interactionist model of moral development that is 

based on three concepts: moral balance, moral di alogue, and moral levels . Moral balance 

involves mutually agreed upon 1ights and obligations. Moral dialogue is seen as what 

ac hieves and sustains moral balance and can include body lanouaoe and action as well as o b 

explicit statements. Haan's conceptualization of interpersonal morality has five levels and 

is based on the premise that morality is constructed throuoh social Ii vino balancino one's 
0 o, 0 

own interests against those of others. Moral development is said to begin from an 

egocentric perspective (Levels 1 and 2), progress to an other-oriented perspective (Levels 

3 and 4), and reach equilibration , or mutual -interest balancing at Level 5. 

The most impo11ant component of Haan's model of moral interacti on is 

communication (Bredemei er & Shields, 1986b). Bredemeier and Shields report that 

human exchange leads to the formati on of moral balance , which in tum serve to regulate 

moral !if e. Moral balances also help define mutual right and responsibilities, thus play 

an important role in constructin g resolution du1ing connict ituation . Haan' model ha 

been employed in several tudie of moral rea oning in athletic populations (Bredemeier, 

1985 & 1994; Bredemeier & Shields. 1986a, 1986b, & 19 6c: Bredemeier, Weiss, 

Shields, & Cooper, 1986). Bredemeier and co lleague have found Haan 's model 

applicable to the study of moral reasoning in phy ical act ivity context . 

Moral Reasonin g and Athletic 

The moral rea onin g which guides the behavior i what interests u in regards to 

aggression and potentiall y injurious ac t in po11. Bredemeier and Shields (1986b) 

sugge -t that a type of bracketed moralit y may ex ist in sport. in which the usual moral 

bl . · I t· I •e teiiiporaiily suspended and there is little or no regard for the o 1ga11ons t 1a1 one ee s ai 
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other persons involved . Bredemeier and Shi elds refer to th is bracketed morality as game 

reasoni ng. There is a so11 of moral rationali zati on that takes pl ace where behavior that 

would normall y be considered inappropriate is accepted and often applauded in the 

contex t of spo11. Winning appears to be what counts, rather than how you play the game. 

Bredemeier and Shields (1986b) used Haan 's model of interactional morality to 

ex pl ore the concept of game reasoning and demonstrate the level of egocentricity 

in volved in athletes' moral reasoning about sports. They conducted indi vidual interviews 

with 100 hi gh school and college basketball pl ayers and nonathletes, using fo ur 

hypotheti cal moral dilemmas . Two dilemmas were sport spec ific and two were from 

everyday life contexts. In additi on, 20 of the hi gh school basketball pl ayers and 20 of the 

co llege basketball pl ayers were randoml y selected to pan ic ipate in a post-game interview. 

Th is second interview, conducted several weeks after the fir t, occu ITed fo llowing an 

impo11ant game late in the season. Moral judgments regarding specific aggressive acts 

and moti vati ons behind instances of physical contac t were discu sed. 

Results of thi s study empi1icall y suppon the content ion that a moral 

transformati on takes pl ace in sport (Bredemeier & Shi el ds, 1986b). Egocentri city was 

seen as appropriate, accordin g to the athletes' respon e , and game reasoning was 

substituted fo r moral reasoning. Game reasoning is sociall y legitimated due to the goal of 

competiti ve sport and the common be lief that span is morall y nonconsequential. 

Responses also indicated that span re lated morali ty is more egocent ric th an moral 

reasoning related to everyday life , parti cul arl y in males. 

Jn a compaiison of moral reasoning of basketball players and nonathletes, 

Bredemeier and Shields (1986a) fo und college basketball players to be lower in moral 



reasoning than coll ege nonathletes. The study consisted of 100 high school and college 

basketball players and nonathletes and had an equal distribution of males and females . 

All participants responded to four hypothetical moral dilemmas two stories about moral 
' 

situations in everyday life (Haanian) and two stories about moral situations in sports. All 

were scored by trained research assistants, and were assigned two scores. One score was 

called a life score and represented the participants' level of moral reasoning about 

dilemmas occurring in everyday life. The other score, or sport score, represented their 

average level of moral reasoning on the sport dilemmas. 

Bredemeier and Shields (I 986a) found no difference in the moral reasoning 

scores of high school athletes and high school nonathletes. College nonathletes' moral 

reasoning was significantly more mature than college basketball players in both life and 

sport related events, and females ' moral reasoning, regarding sport, was more mature 

than males ' moral reasoning. In a second study, 20 college level swimmers were added. 

There was no significant difference found in moral reasoning scores of college swimmers 

compared to college nonathletes. Consequently, Bredemeier and Shields cautioned 

against making generalizations about the relationship between moral reasoning and 

participation in sports. 

In a study of male and female intercollegiate basketball players, Hall ( 1981) used 

Kohlberg' s moral judgment questionnaire and four self-developed sport specific 

scenarios to analyze stages of moral development in 65 intercollegiate basketball players. 

The athletes were significantly more mature in their reasoning about sport specific 

situations than in dilemmas not related to sport. Older athletes, those ages 20 to 23 , were 

found to be less mature than younger athletes in non-sporting dilemmas. No relationship 
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\\'a found between length of time an athlete had pa1ticipated in spoits and moral 

reasoning matu1ity. Hall concluded that pa1t icipation in athleti cs does not adverse ly affect 

an individual's moral judgment. 

Brower (1992) used the DIT to compare moral reasoning levels of basketball 

athletes, swimmin g athletes, and nonathletes. Male and female varsity basketball players 

and swimmers were recruited from two uni versities (a CAA Di vision I school and a 

CAA Di vision III school) in the Chicago area. A group of nonathletes from the same 

instituti ons were also included. Several difference were found between the e groups and 

di visions. A total of 141 co ll ege student (96 athlete ) pani ipatcd in the tudy. There 

were no significant difference found when :.1thlcte were compared to nonathlete in 

ei ther division. Brower al of ound no diffcrcn e in the moral rea oning core of the 

swimmers and nonathlete at either di\'i . ion . Howc\'er. ha kctball player at both the 

'.'\ AA Oi\'ision I and CA Di,·i. ion Ill u111vcr. itic . red lower than w1mmer and 

nnnathlctc . Al:o. N A :\ Oi\'i ·i n I athlete .. ·orcd . 1gn1f1 ·anti: I " r than ): A 

Di,·ision Ill athlete . Thi wa found b th f r b:.1 kctball playe and wimmc 

Brown ( 1992) al o u ed th DIT to a . c moral r a ning le\'cl of 11 giate 

athletes. Pani cipant in the tudy were . J _intramural . ccr playc . - -4 of whi h were 

male and 3 of whi h were female . The athlete . \\Crc bet,,ccn the ag of I and 3 . 

ar h ind1 at1n.- that athlete wcr lower in Bro\\n's finding · failed to upp rt pat re _ 

moral rca onin o maturitv th an 11 nathl tc . H wc,·cr. thr u=-h the u c of killed and 
=:: -

neutra l ob crver . and the a c ment of game heha,·ior and mi ondu t itation by 

·1·· · · I 1...1 to 1,, .., ke m re ,· lid determination of moral ol 1c1al s. Bro\\·n belte,-c 1e was ~1L 1 e ,, ' 

· J · t. It" a on luded that participant conduct than are allowed bv lwpo1het1 a 11ua ion · 
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with the most experience, and those competing at the highest level engaged in 

mi sconduct significantly more often. Also, the number of years of soccer experience a 

participant had was found to be a valid predictor of sport misconduct. 

In the Stoll et al. (I 995) study, moral reasoning scores of nonathletes and athletes 

at a NCAA Division I school and eight Division III NCAA schools were compared. The 

authors do not specify which sport or sports the athletes participated in; however, due to 

the large sample size it is probable that several different sports were represented. Students 

from both level colleges were used in separate studies. One compared the general 

students to athletes at the NCAA Division I level and the other study compared general 

students to athletes at the NCAA Division III level. Participants from the NCAA Division 

I school included 718 non-athletes and 277 athletes. The NCAA Division III schools 

yielded 206 nonathletes and 387 athletes. All were randomly selected and administered 

the Hahm-Beller Values Choice Inventory in the Sport Milieu (HBVCI; Beller et al. , 

1992). 

Stoll et al. ( 1995) found nonathletes to be significantly higher in moral reasoning 

maturity than their athletic counterparts. There were equal differences between the 

NCAA Division I athletes and their peer groups and the CAA Division III athletes and 

their peer groups. These findings suggest that something about the way competitive 

activity is viewed, rather than money, glamour, and national prestige, may be affecting 

the moral reasoning of college athletes. As these authors explain, CAA Division III 

athletes are not under the same type of pressure to win-at-all-costs as the NCAA Division 

I athletes. The differences include not only little or no media attention or scholarships, 

but also much smaller budgets and coaching salaries as well. 
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Limi tations of Exist in Literature 

Studies of mora l reasoning have primarily focused on comparisons between 

athletes and nonathl etes. Moral research has also focused primarily on very few 

sports, making it difficult to generalize to other contexts. A broader range of sports needs 

to be explored to consider the roles of various sport experiences and their relationship to 

moral reasoning scores of athletes who compete in them. Specifically, moral reasoning 

level s between athletes who compete in high contact sports have not been examined in 

relationship to those of athletes who compete in low or medium contact sports. 

Current Study 

Although the literature suggests that moral reasoning in athletes is less mature 

than their nonathlete peers in general, a study assessing the moral reasoning level of 

athletes in several sports is necessary to add to the existing literature. The purpose here is 

to investigate whether moral reasoning becomes increasingly negatively impacted as one 

become involved in higher contact sports. If the children and youth of today view sport 

figures as their heroes and look to them to set a standard, it is important to find out how 

college athletes morally reason about everyday life and conduct while playing sports. 

A comparison of moral reasoning scores with the level of physical contact an 

athlete is exposed to may help us in understanding the connection between sports and 

moral reasoning. Stoll et al. (1995) suggest that the importance we as a society place on 

winning or excelling at activities may be the problem, rather than money or fame. 

However, we think a combination of these factors is more likely. 

According to S. K. Stoll (personal communication, October 13, 1998), the 

purpose of collegiate sports is education. However, it appears as though other factors 
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have di mi ni shed the true purpose of sports Extreme competitiveness, the winning-i s­

everything mentality, and the involvement of the media and national sponsors have 

changed the face of competitive sport. 

Stoll and colleagues look at competition in sports based on what it "should be" or 

the classic ideal position (personal communication, October 13, 1998). Beller et al. 

(1992) developed the Hahm-Beller Values Choice Inventory (HBVCI), which will be 

used in the current study, based on this position. It is grounded in deontic ( ethical) theory. 

These authors argue that according to deontics there are certain codes of conduct 

(principles) which are universal , and the HBVCI is based on three of them. Honesty, 

Responsibility, and Justice are the principles measured by the HBVCI. According to the 

authors of the HBVCI, honesty is the act of being trustworthy as well as truthful. This 

code of conduct takes lying and cheating into consideration, and requires that to be an 

honest person, one must follow rules and laws. Responsibility is being morally 

accountable for all actions, past, present, and future . Rational conduct is part of being 

responsible. Justice refers to fairness in the treatment of others, and is based on doing the 

right (fair) thing. 

Beller et al. (1 992) believe that applying these three principles to any moral 

dilemma will result in a solution that can be measured deontologically by the HBVCI. 

Scores are interpreted as a reflection of moral knowledge, rather than a predictor of moral 

action. Results can be expressed by four scores, a mean deontological score, an honesty 

score, a responsibility score, and a justice score. 

There is a dynamic interplay in the sports setting between athletes and various 

socializing agents. Tenenbaum et al. ( 1996) have found not only that this interplay may 
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affect mora l reasoning in athletes duri ng sporting events, but that the fans li ke violence. 

The media is also culpable because of the way it exploits the sports fans' desire fo r 

violence. 

It is important that we as researchers seek to detennine why athletes engage in 

aggressive and potentially injurious behaviors durino competitive sportino events and 
b b , 

whether these behaviors are related to their level of moral reasoning. There is empirical 

evidence which suggests that the analysis of athletes' moral reasoning can help bring 

about a better understanding of athletic aggression (Stephens, Bredemeier, & Shields, 

1997). However, current studies have not explored the differences in moral reasoning as 

they relate to level of contact in sport . 

Existing research supports a negative relationship between moral reasoning 

maturity and athletic aggression (Bredemeier, 1994; Bredemeier & Shields, 1984). This 

study seeks to determine whether there are differences in levels of moral reasoning 

between collegiate athletes who participate in sports resulting in varying frequency and 

intensity of contact. If age and level of education are related to moral judgement (Rest, 

1986), we would expect collegiate athletes to have reasonably mature, and similar, levels 

of moral reasoning. According to Rest, there is overwhelming evidence for a 

developmental trend in moral judgment, and there is an empirical link between moral 

judgment scores and years of formal education. 

The literature indicates that moral reasoning maturity may be influenced by 

participation in contact sports. Most recent studies have included basketball players and 

nonathletes. Swimmers are also included in at least two studies. Thus, while we have data 

representing moral reasoning patterns of athletes who participate in medium contact 

21 



span. as well as those who are in a low (or no) contact sport, there is no research 

comparing them with athletes who compete in a high contact sport. We chose athletes 

who compete in a variety of different sports for this study in order to have representation 

of each level of contact in competitive sport for comparison. 

This study can help to determine if the level of contact in sports influences levels 

of moral reasoning. The use of a measure specifically designed for the sport milieu will 

add further significance to the results. Results may extend the existing literature 

regarding the effect of moral reasoning on conduct within competitive sport, and allow us 

to more clearly define the actual relationship between the two. If level of contact is found 

to be related to athletes ' moral reasoning, implications may exist regarding interventions 

and facilitation of moral reasoning skills in athletic programs. The specific hypotheses 

under study are: 1) increased contact in sport is associated with lower levels of moral 

reasoning maturity, as measured by the HBVCI; 2) nonathletes will score higher in moral 

reasoning maturity, as measured by the HBYCI, than athletes in medium and high contact 

sports but not hioher than athletes in low contact sports. , 0 
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Pa11i cipants and Design 

CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

Athletes from all competitive spo11 teams at a small south-central university, and 

nonathletes from three psychology classes were recruited to participate in the study for 

extra credit. A total of 142 athletes from nine teams and 45 nonathletes completed the 

Hahm-Beller Values Choice Inventory (HBVCI) during the study. 

Athletes participating in low contact sports included 43 males and 37 females 

(age: M = 19.64 years, SD= 1.28). All were undergraduate students (M = 14.35 years of 

education, SD= 1. 10). The number of years these athletes had participated in their 

respective spo11 ranged from 1 to 17 (M = 7 .59 years , SD= 5.49). These athletes included 

63 Caucasians, 10 Af1ican Ame1icans, 3 Hi spanics, and 4 from other nationalities. 

Athletes participating in medium contact sports included 15 males and 25 females 

(age: M = 19.98 years, SD= 1.27). There was one graduate student who participated in 

the study, therefore their level of education ranged from 13 to 17 years (M = 14.62, SD= 

1.08) and the number of years these athletes had participated in their respective spo11 

ranged from 1 to 15 (M = 7.22, SD= 4.16). Of these , 24 were Caucasian, 15 were 

African Ame1ican, and 1 was Hispanic. 

All 22 pai1icipants at the high level of contact were males (age: M = 18.54, SD= 

0.96). All were undergraduate students (M = 13.27 years of education, SD= 0.63). These 

athletes reported between 1 and 14 years of pai1icipation in the game of football (M = 

8.21 , SD = 4.18). Of these , 17 were Caucasian, 3 were Af1ican American , and 2 were 

Hi spanic . 
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Nonathl etes included 11 males and 34 female parti cipants (age : M = 23 .53, SD= 

7. 19). Their level of educati on ranged fro m 13 to 17 years (M = 14.62, SD= 1.37). They 

were represented by: 33 Caucasians, 7 African Ame1i cans, 3 Hispanics and 2 from other 

nati onalities 

A consistency measure built into the HBVCI indicated that 25 athletes and 9 

nonathletes had responded in a haphazard manner. Therefore these participants scores 

were dropped from the analysis, yi elding a fin al sample size of 153 subjects. The sample 

consisted of 117 athletes and 36 nonathletes. The final analysis included 64 athletes from 

low contac t sports (golf, tenni s, track, softball , and baseball ), 33 athletes from medium 

contact spo11s (volleyball and basketball ), and 20 athletes from a hi gh contact sport 

(football ). 

Thi s was a quasi-experimental study examining natura ll y occuning levels of 

contact in sport and leve ls of moral reasoning. The independent vari able was the level of 

ph ysical contact in each spo11, hi gh, medium , or low. The dependent vari able was the 

overall moral reasoning score fro m the HB YCI. 

Measures 

Demographics. Parti cipants repo11ed their gender, age , nat ionality, educati on level 

(freshman, sophomore, junior, or senior), main spon, and years of pa11i cipati on on a 

separate demographi c fo rm (see Appendi x A). 

Moral Reasonin g. The HB YCI (Beller et al. , 1992) was used to measure the moral 

· A d. B) It · s compri sed of 25 questi ons, seven of reason111 g level of each player (see ppen ix · 1 

· h. J ·esponsibility and seven of which which concern honesty, seven of w 1c 1 concern 1 , 

· · · ·e added as a consistency (validity) concern justice. The rema111111g four questions wei 

'1 A 



rnc .i, 111c 111 mdci tn dctcrminc if participants \\'cre ;_inswe rin g hapha ;,ardl y. Each ques ti on 

1~ am,,,ercd on a Li\.;e 11 -1ype scale ranging fro m strongly agree to strongly di sagree, with 

agree. disagree. and neutra l in the middle. Respondents were asked to circle the response 

\\ hi ch be t describes thei r feelings. The HBVCI yields a mean total reasoning score. 

Higher mean scores renec t a hi gher level of moral reasoning as indicated by choices of 

strongly agree or stron gly disagree on specific scenarios . 

Respondents are asked to reason critically while reading various descriptions of 

common dilemmas which occur in spo11. Reasoning critically is defined by the HBVCI 

authors as "systematically think[ing] through a moral problem taking into consideration 

ones' own values and beliefs while weighing them against what others and society values 

and believes [sic]" (Stoll et al., 1995, p. 7). 

The HBVCI has yielded consistent Chronbach's Alpha values of .74 to .88 in 

studies of more than 10,000 athletes and coaches in North Ame1ica (Beller et al., 1992). 

ConcuITent validity was established by coITelating the HBVCI with the DIT. A 

coITelation of r = .82 between the total deontic reasoning score on the HBVCI and the 

DIT P Index indicates concurrent validity. While the DIT has established itself as a valid 

and reliable instrument, the HBVCI is considered noteworthy as "the only instrument to 

assess moral reasoning in the sport mjlieu" (Beller et al., 1992, p. 6). 

Procedure 

After obtaining permjssion to conduct the study, coaches were contacted by 

phone , and all agreed to participate. At a workout or practice session, the coach 

introduced the primary researcher to the players, who then gave the players a b1ief 

descripti on of the nature of the study. All players who agreed to participate were told that 



the purpose of the study was to determine how colleoe students make dec isions about 
0 

dilemmas that commonly occur in sport. Nonathletes were recruited with the assistance 

of instructors from the Psychology Department and given the same information about the 

purpose of the study. 

P1i or to completing the HBVCI all participants were asked to sign an in fo rmed 

consent document (see Appendi x C). All pa11icipants were tested in group settings, such 

as a classroom, during the Fall Semester. All groups were admini stered the HBVCI by 

the p1imary investi gator. Parti cipants were read direc ti ons and told to read each question 

carefull y and to answer based on their own be liefs or personal fee lings. They were told 

that there are no 1ight or wrong answers. Each group wa monitored to eli minate 

discussions between respondents and to en ure that panicipants an wered ba ed on their 

own fee lin gs and knowledge. The inven tory ha an allo11ed completion time of 45 

minutes, but most pai1icipants completed all items in 15 t 20 minutes. 

26 



CHAPTER Ill 

RESULTS 

There were five different sets of analyses performed for this study. First, in order 

to determine if groups were equivalent , demographic information of participants from 

each of the levels of contact was compared. Next, demographic information of 

participants who gave invalid responses on the HBVCI was compared to demographic 

information of participants who gave valid responses to determine if there were 

systematic differences between those participants retained and those excluded from the 

analysis Third, because previous literature was inconclusive regarding the effects of 

gender on moral reasoning, the HBVCI scores of males and females were compared to 

determine if there were differences between these participants in level of moral 

reasoning. Finally, the hypotheses under study were examined by evaluating the HBVCI 

scores of participants at varying levels of contact (nonathlete, low contact, medium 

contact, and high contact) to determine differences in moral reasoning. 

Each set of analyses was considered to be independent. Therefore, Bonferroni 

corrections (Pedhazur, 1982) were applied for each set rather than using an experiment 

wide correction. When a follow-up test was needed, the Scheffe test was used. 

Comparison of Demographic Information for the Different Groups 

Demographic information from all groups in the study was analyzed to determine 

if systematic differences existed between groups with regard to age, level of education, or 

years of participation in sport. This set of analyses was performed in the event that 

existing differences could account for variation in moral reasoning scores between the 

groups There were three Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) performed in this set of 

27 



analyses : therefore, the Bonferroni co1Tecti on was set at Q. < .OJ 7. Results of a One Way 

:\00\l ex amini ng age revealed that there were sionificant di ffe rences in aoe between 
D D 

the groups CE (3, 183) = 13.96, Q. < .000). Specificall y, nonathletes were older than 

athl etes who parti cipated in low contact, medium contact, and high contact sports. 

Resul ts fro m a second One Way ANOVA indicate that there were sionificant differences 
D 

in education level among the groups CE (3, 183) = 8.37, Q. < .000). Specificall y, 

parti cipants in high contact sports had significantl y less educati on than participants in 

medium contact spo11s, participants in low contact spo11s, and nonathletes. Finall y, results 

of a One Way ANOVA indicated that there are no di ffe rences (E = (1 , 11 8) = 0.13, Q. = 

.71 ) in the number of years that athletes in low, medium, and hi gh contact spo11s had 

pa11icipated in that spo11. 

Valid Versus In valid HB VCI Scores 

There were three t-tests perfo rmed in thi s set of analyses , therefore the Bonfen oni 

conec ti on was set at Q. < .017 . There were no di ffe rences (!(l ,185)= -0.83 , Q. = 0.19) in 

age between those part ic ipants who had valid HB VCI scores (M = 20.63 ; SD= 4.39) and 

th ose parti cipants who had invalid HB VCI scores (M = 20.00; SD= 1.89). There were no 

di ffe rences(! (1 ,185) = 0.19, Q. = 0.852) in level of educati on between those parti cipants 

who had valid HBVCI scores (M = 14.34; SD= 1.20) and those parti cipants who had 

invalid HB VCI scores (M = 14.38; SD= 1.1 6). There were no differences(! (1,1 85)= 

0.9 1, 12 = 0.36) in years of part icipation in sport between those participants who had valid 

HBVCI scores (M = 5.4 1; SD= 5.1 6) and those pai1icipants who had in valid HB VCI 

scores (M = 6.32; SD= 6.04) . - -



Moral Reasonin g and Gender 

There were three t-tests perfo · d · h' f · 1me mt 1s set o analyses; therefore the BonfeITom 

co1Tection was set at Q < .017 • Results of a paired t-test indicated differences between 

genders in HBVCI scores(! (1 ,185) = -8.48 , Q < 0.000). Females (M = 65 .81 ; SD= 

10.26) were significantly hi gher in their moral reasoning as compared to males (M = 

53.13; SD= 10.18). This analysis included all participants . Interestingly, differences in 

scores obtained by nonathlete males and females (l_(l,143) = -3.60, 12 < 0.001 ) were 

significant as well as differences in male and female athletes (t (1 ,140) = -6.38 , Q < 

0.000). Once again, scores of female nonathletes (M_ = 72.77; SD= 10.15) were found to 

be significantl y hi gher than male nonathletes CM = 59.46; SD= 12. 16, and fe male athlete 

scores (M = 62.00 ; SD= 8.14) were significantl y hi gher than male athletes CM= 52.26; 

SD= 9.64). 

Moral Reasoning and Leve l of Contact 

As there was on ly a si ngle ana ly i in thi et. the BonfeIToni conec ti on was set at 

12 < .05. Because there wa a ignificant difference between males and fema les in HB VCI 

scores , gender was included a a cova1iate in the ana ly is. In addition , age and level of 

education were included as cova1i ates a parti cipants indi ffere nt levels of contac t 

differed in these vaiiables. As shown in Figure I. results of a One-Way Analys is of Co­

Variance (A TCOVA) indicated that even after controlling for gender, age , and leve l of 

educati on there was a sionificant difference Cf (3 .1-+9) = 3.9-+, 12 = 0.01; see Table 1) on 
0 

HB VCI scores amono levels of contac t. Specifically, nonathletes (M = 69.67; SD= 
0 

12.78), had moral reasoning scores that were ignificantl y higher th an athletes in low 

cont ac t (M = 57.84: SD= 11.96), medium contac t (M = 58.67; SD= 7.65), and hi gh 

?9 



contact (M = 48 .50: SD = 8.97) spo11s. Athletes in hi gh contact sports had moral 

rea oning scores significantl y lower than nonathletes and athletes in low and medium 

contact spo11s. Athletes in low and medium contact sports did not differ in moral 

reasoning scores. 
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Low Contact ;\l edium Contac t High Contact 

Figure I. Moral Reasonin g Scores a Measured by the HBVCI by Level of Contac t. 

Table 1 

Sum of Square . Degree of Freedom. Mean quare . F-ratio :rnd p-\"alue for the 

A COY A Compa1i ng Moral Reasoning bv Le\'cl of ontact 

Source ss df \.1S E Q 

Level of Contac t 109 1.55 3 363 . 5 3.9➔ .0 1 

Level of Educati on 39.-H 39.-l l 0.-B .52 

Gender 3882 .90 3 2.90 -l2 .0-l <.00 1 

Age 699 . 7➔ 699.7➔ 7.58 .007 

E1TOr V a1i ance 13-l86.20 1 -l6 92.37 

Tab le 2 li sts means and standard de\"iations of each sport , aiTanged by level of 

contact. Scores range fro m hi ghest to ]o,, est in each category. 
~ ~ 



Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for HBVCI Scores by Sport 

Team M SD 

Low Contact 

Tennis Women 69.29 6.05 

Track Women 66.50 6.38 

Golf Women 61.20 7.60 

Track Men 61.00 9.42 

Softball 59.80 11.79 

Tennis Men 54.71 14.53 

Golf Men 51.00 7.21 

Baseball 46.87 8.29 

Medium Contact 

Basketball Women 61.25 7.96 

Volleyball 58.75 5.15 

Basketball Men 57.00 9.34 

High Contact 

Football 
48.50 8.97 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to compare moral reasoning scores of student 

athletes who compete in spo11s with varying level s of contact (low, medium, and high), as 

well as compaiing these athletes with nonathletes from the same institution. The specific 

hypotheses under study were: 1) that level of moral reasoning was inversely related to 

level of contact; as level of contact increased, level of moral reasoning would decrease; 

and 2) nonathletes scores on the HBVCI will be sionificantly hioher than those of athletes v v 

who compete in medium and hi gh contact sport. 

Based on prior research in the area of athlet ics and moral reasoning, it was 

expected that there would be signifi cant di ffere nces between one or more of the groups 

under study. 1onathletes were expected to score signi ficantl y hi gher than athletes 

competing in medium and hi gh contac t spo11 . o significan t di fference was expected 

between scores of athletes who compete in low contac t spo11s and non-athletes. 

However, the results indicated ignificant difference in level of moral reasoning 

between the scores of athletes at fill le\'els of contact when compared to nonathletes. 

Athletes were significantl y lower in moral rea oning than nonathletes. This finding is 

consistent with several other tudies in which col lege athlete were fou nd to reason at a 

signifi cantl y lower moral level than nonathletes (Bredemeier & Shields, 1986c; Hall , 

198 1; Stoll et al. , 1995). However, these result repre ent a partial discrepancy with 

outcomes of other studies in which athletes who compete in low contac t spo11 

(swi mmers) did not di ffe r from nonathletes in moral reasoning scores (Bredemeier & 

Shields, 1986a: Bro \\'er. 1992). 
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Gender Differences in Moral Reasonin o 

There are inconsistencies in the literature where moral reasonin o levels between 
b 

gender are concerned. Although Brower (1992) and Brown (1992) repo11ed finding no 

significant gender differences in studies involving college athletes, gender differences in 

moral reasoning scores have been found by other researchers (Bredemeier & Shields, 

1984, 1986a, 1986c; Hall , 1981). Results from this study suppo11 the latter body of 

research. Not onl y did female athletes score si0 nifi cantl y hi oher than male athletes but 
b b ' 

female nonathletes also scored significantl y hi gher than their male counterparts. 

While numerous studies on the general population (c.f., Rest, 1986) have failed to 

show significant differences between males and females with regard to moral 

development , the findin gs of the cuITent study indicate th at the athleti c environment may 

have di ffe rent effec ts on the moral reasoning of males and fe males. Hall (1 98 1) repo11ed 

that "the pressure to win fac tor was the chief contribut ing fac tor to predicting the 

di ffe rence" (p. 81 ) where gender was concerned. Thi s reasoning may coincide with the 

idea that many male athletes who participate in collegiate sport have hi gh expectat ions of 

ente1i ng the professional ranks in their chosen sport (Brower, 1992). Regardless of the 

reason, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that di ffe rences in the moral reasoning 

levels of males and fe males do exist, at least with respec t to student-athlete populations. 

In addition, previous research using the HB VCI (Bell ar et al. , 1992) indicates that female 

athletes and nonathletes have higher levels of moral reasoning than male athletes and 

nonathletes. The results of thi s study are consistent with thi s fi nding in that even 

nonathlete females have hi gher levels of moral reasoning than nonathlete males. This 



indicates that females have hi 0 her leve ls of moi·al reaso · d. · 
i:, nmg regar mg spo11 settmgs 

regardless of whether they are athletes. 

Level of Contact and Moral Reasonino 

Results also indicate that athletes who compete in high contact sport have 

significantly lower moral reasoning abilities than nonathletes and athletes who compete 

in both low and medium contact sports. Since hi gh contact sport was represented by only 

one sport (football) in our study, we cannot generali ze to other hi gh cont act spo11s. 

However, results suggest that football pl ayers are signi ficantl y lower in their moral 

reasoning as compared to athl etes who compete in medium and low contac t port. 

When we anal yze the di ffere nce in moral reason ing between athletes who 

compete in low and medium contac t sports, there doe n ' t appear to be a difference. Thi 

contradicts previous studi es , which have found ignificant difference between wimmers 

and basketball players (Bredemeier & Shield . 19 6a: ~md Brower, 1992). While the 

resu lts of these tudies indicate that ba ketball player (medium ontact) have lower 

level s of moral reasonino th an swimmer (low c nta t). our tud y indicate that 
b 

basketball player and athlete who compete in low ontact port . including go lf. track, 

tenni s, softball , and ba ebal l. have imilar le,·el of moral rea onin g. Thi difference 

could be due to a difference in the type of po11 u ed to repre ent low contact ports. 

When interpreting the e finding . the fact that onl male were included at the 

l l b Ollle Con l·deration. ince male have lower core than e\'e of hi gh contact sport ear 

· l · · t · t thi level of contact may have females overal l, the absence of fema e pa111c1pan a 

affected the results. \Ve must al O consider that the athlete competing in high contact 

· · l • l f d · ton than athletes " ·ho participated 111 sport ,,·ere significantl y lower 111 their e, e o e u a 1 



lo\\' contac t spoi1s, medium contact spons, and nonathletes There was also a sionificant . :::, 

difference in age between athl etes competin g in hi gh contact spon and nonathletes. 

Because hi gher levels of moral reasoning are positi vely con-elated with age and 

educati on, it is possible that our results are confo unded by these va1i ables. However, the 

effec t of level of contac t remained signi ficant even when all of the e variables were 

included as covari ates in the analys is. 

When moral reasoni ng score \\'ere compared acros sport. b;,iseball players 

scored lower on the HBYC I than \\'Ould be expected. Thi s finding" ;,i unexpected as 

b;,iscb;,il l is considered a low con tac t sport. \\'hich wou ld indic;,itc hi ghe r lc\'el of mor;:il 

rc;:i soning. However, baseball pl;,i yc r · core \\'Crc imilar to the core of foo tball 

playe rs. Whi le. once ;,igain. we must take into con idcr;:it1 n that these athl tc \\'Crc all 

males. gender is onl y one component th at ha. been a.. 1ated ,,,th lo\\'er moral rea oning 

scores. Perhap a more sa lient factor r garding th1 find1n_ 1 th length f parti ipation 

reported in thi s pani cular p rt . The a,·cra~ ~-cars of part, ipation f r th ba eball 

players in thi s stud y xceedcd 11 y ars. ,, hi ·h 1. higher than the number of yc:i th :i t 

athletes in lo\\'. medium. and hi gh conta t p rt . had part1 1p:1ted. Br demcier. \\ ei . 

Shields . & hc\\'ch uk ( 19 6) fo und th Jt length of p:1rt1 1pat1on 111 a par11 ular type of 

spon ,,·as irwer ·ely related to rnor;:il rc;:i onlllg . Br ,, n ( 199_ ) al of und that the number 

of year · so er player had p:1rti •ipatcd in that p rt \\'J a ,·alid pr di t r of mi onduct. 

The more cxperien cd pbyer . and th eat higher le, cl of ompct1 ti on. exhibited 

significantly more mis ·onduct. Therc f re . it I P 1blc that number of yea of 

participation in spor1 influenced the moral rea oning ore · of ba cball players . 



It is also poss ible that baseball and softball as II I b · d , we , , ave een categori ze 

inconectl y as low contac t sports. When compared to other spo11s categorized as low 

contact (Bredemei er, Weiss , Shields, & Cooper, 1986), such as golf, track, tennis , or 

swimming, there seems to be significantly more contact involved in baseball and softball. 

For example, many times there is contact between a runner and a catcher at home plate in 

either baseball or softball. However, seldom do you see any type of physical contact 

between golfers who are competing against one another. 

Limitations of Study 

Conclusions from this study are limited to the athletes at the institution under 

study. Consequently, athletes at other institutions may differ from the participants 

examined in this study. It is possible, however, that inferences may be made to 

populations at similar institutions . The quasi-expe1imental nature of this study requires 

that causal statements be made with care. The use of hypothetical vignettes must be 

considered, as participants may respond based on the social desirability of response 

choices rather than their actual feelings . Because there are no female athletes 

pa11icipating in high contact sport, gender compaiisons cannot be made at this level. 

Conclusions 

Results coincide with prior studies, which have indicated that nonathletes have 

higher levels of moral reasoning maturity than athletes in general. While previous 

investigators of moral reasoning in sport have been p1imarily interested in comparing 

athletes and nonathletes, the differences noted here between level of contact and 

indi vidual spo11s suooests the need for continued research. Our findings indicate th at 
;:,;:, 

· · b t veen athletes competin ° in sports there are sionificant differences m moral reasoning e \ ;:, 
;:, 



"ith \'aryi ng levels of contac t as we ll as in several indi vidual sports. Additi onall y, male 

athletes may reason at signi ficantl y lower levels th an female athletes. Analysis of 

pe!1inent findin gs could lead to fresh understandings concerning the relationship between 

moral reasonin g and athleti c aggression. If these findin gs fac il itate an increase in the 

research pe11aining to moral behav ior in spo11, we may be a step closer to developing 

effecti ve intervention strategies to combat this gro\,·ing social problem. 
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APPENDIX A 

Demographic Survey 

Please place a check mark in the appropriate spaces below. 

Male __ Female 

__ Caucasian __ African American __ Hispanic __ Other 

Freshman __ Sophomore __ Junior __ Senior __ Graduate 

List Main Varsity Spo11 _________ _ 

Years of Pa11icipation in Main Spon _____ _ 

Age __ _ 

For Office Use Only 
_A_NA 

, C' 
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HAHM-BELLER VALUES CHOICE I VE TORY 



l ll li i lllllll [ ITJ 
HAHM - BELLER VALUES CHOICE 

INVENTORY* 
In The Sport Milieu 

following questionnaire describes incidents that have occurred in sport settings. Each 
The stion addresses moral values. Because there are no right or wrong answers, P'ease circle 
que ,wer that best describes your feelings. SA = Strongly Agree; A • Agree, N • Neutral; o • the an . 
Disagree; so • Strongly Disagree. 

. . · .. ... 
I -.,1 • 

I • 

i 

! ' 

(I) -

, 

•Copyright 1989 
Chung Hae Hahm, Ph.D., 
Jennifer M. Beller, Ph.D., & 
Sharon Kay Stoll, Ph.D. 
All Rights Reserved 

Demographic Information 

Athlet. Coach Tuch« ■ Admlnl1tr1t« 

Non-Athlete ■ 

U.t Main Sport _________ _ 

TNm Sport ■ lndlvldu• Sport ■ 
How m.,y yun hav. you pa,11clpa~?· _____ _ 

Ag, 

Clllztr11hlp __________ _ 

CotchJng EducaUon: PE MaJ« ~ ACEP ~ PACE m Woruhop _____ _ 

U.t Canadian Level, __ _ o~«·-------



2. During the double play in baseball, players must tag second base before •--------~ 
throwing to first. However, some players _deliberately fake the tag, thus deliver- I I 
ing a quicker throw to first base._ Pretending t? tag second base is justified be- SA A N D SD 
cause it is a good strategy. Besides, the umpire's job is to call an illegal play. • 

3 ••• Blood dopi~g·1s•n~pc,~e~~~·~ ~~.~P:~-~Mtt~l~9~~~d~b lt ~ . 
iatei· rulu in allmajorcompetibons: Jost l:>efore•a.•t.a~-~ a.thletea•usethetec~ 
· to freeze .their blood and return the nid bloodcelll tcfthe b cty, ••Thi 1a1 

~!i~r~::~;::;:~i~;Z!~~~ra~,_•• 
4. Swimmers are taught to stand completely still just before the gun shot that 

f '.l i !! ii;~ It I I ii·! !ii i!~~ !~~/{ if/~/ ·!-!iii ii iii!iiri!: l 

s.1c A "° 11 +s~d 
starts the race. Some coaches teach their swimmers to move their head and I I 
upper body slightly which possibly forces an opponent to false start. If swim- SA A N D SD 
mer B false starts he will probably stay in the blocks a fraction longer when the 
race starts. Consequently, swimmer A may have an advantage during the race . ._ _______ _. 
Because all competitors have equal opportunity for this strategy, this is an ac-
ceptable means for swimmers to increase their advantage. 

6. A female gymnast with Big nme U tries diligently to be a great athlete, but . •---------.. 1 
alas the gods are not with her. The more she works, the more she seems to fall I 
at the most inappropriate times: the big mee~. She deci~es to seek he

1
IP for her SA A N D 5~ 

mental shortcomings. She sets monthly appointments with her scho~I s sport _ _ 
psychologist. In six months, the meetings prove fruitful, and she begins to see ._ _______ ... 
results. 

1;· 1■ 
~ Basketball player A skillfully dribbled the ball around her opponents t~ :a I I 
c sk~t. Just as she moved toward the basket, she was trip~d by playe i~ts SA A N D SD 
aus,ng the basket to be missed If player A had not been tnpped, two : 0 A 

Probably would have been made· Player B i.s charged with a foul and p :r ._ _______ _. 
~Ult shoot two free throws. Player A missed the two shots from the ';!~t ::: 
ro~· :laye~ B is demonstrating good strategy by forcing player A to 5 

hots instead of an easy lay-t1p. 

-· . - •--~ 



A gold ,nedal track athlete was told to undergo drug tesf d . . 
g,,national competition. Because she played by the rules tg u~':l recent in-I 
te .- and did not use perfonnance enhancing rtn, .. - she' 

0
ompesed on her SA A N 

O 
I 

me" ... ' bel' d that athletl · · ... ~. ppo the drug SO testing . She ieve c organizatt0ns had no moral autho . to 
f rct her to be tested. Because she and other athletes are truthful ~ ---------.1 :sting assumes they are untruthfu~ drug tuting should not be ma~dato~~ 

10_ certain basketball teams are coac~d to run plays that cause the O _ ,---------. 

nts to foul. Players and coaches believe this is clever strategy be ppoth I I 
ne f I ut of the gam · · he cause e SA A N D SD 
opponents may ouh_ oty f la t~g1v

1
ing t ir team an advantage. Because 

the coach orders t 1s pe o P Y, Payers should follow his directions. _ -------11.A highly recriJited sprinter from Zimbawa attends every practice, wcms 
diligently, and ii highly reapectad by h11_ peers and ~chea. Ht 111 good I I 
student, sits In fro":! of every cla11, and as an active participant. Ke ii an NCAA SA A N 

O 
SD 

finalist and must mau three days of class for the championships. As per 
unJverslty policy, he contacts all of his profeuora and receives pem,iuion to ._ _______ _. 
take his final exams at a different time and place. 

12. A star football player had a history test on Friday, the day of the cross town ,----------. 
rival football game. He knew about the test for several weeks , however he I I 
waited until Thursday to study. Other teammates prepared for the test. On Fri- SA A N D SD 
day he said he was having difficulty concentrating on his studies. If the instruc-
tor permits the athlete to take the test at a later date, the instructor would be •---------.. 
acting fairly. 

13. Coaches display confidence and trust in the officials by remaining on the 
bench and calming their players when questionable c.alls a.re made. During a I I 
basketball game the center biocked a shot, however she was called for a fouJ. SA A N D SD 
The players, fans, and coaches clear1y believe she blocked the 1h01 by only 
touching the ball. The team and fana wer1 outraged but the coach calmed her •---------,. 
players and encouraged them to forget the c.all and continue p(•ying. S.c.auu 
the coaches mutt place mutual confidence in t.he offic ials , the coach acted 
properly. 

14. A tennis star is preparing to play a match. She complains of not fHling I I 
we ll during the wannup. This star player finally lost a match. When dlscuu lng SA A N D so 
the game, she continually remarked that " I just did not play my be s1 ~ me" . 
Because the player believed her but game was not played, her statemem was .,_ _______ _ 
acceptable. 

15· Player A who la the center on an Ice hocby team skated the puck down th• •---------. 
Ice, around several opponents. He had a clur shot at thl ~ tu he pu sed I SD I 
Pllyer B. Player B, while p<etending to go for the puck .• dec ided to tum at the. SA A N D 
lut ••cond to trip player A with his stick. ConHqutnt,ty, player A mt1.1 td tht _ 
OO&l. Because player A must now attempt a penalty shot instead of N IY goal, ._ _______ _ 
th11 Is demonstrating good stratagy. 

16
· During a volleyball game playe.r A hit the ball over the net The b ll barely · I so I 

grued off player B's fingers and landed out of bounds. However the re f•~• did SA A N D 
~~ •~• pl~yer B touch the ball. Because the referee ls_res ~onsible for c•lhng 

violations, player B is not obligated to report the vio lat ion. 1---------
17, A ,ta.... ood on Ls known fot his hard•---------, 
Wort 'ung linebacker for Big rme U is a g pers • tit and ii aggre~ I I 
,i., •lld determination. He ii also known u a fierce compe °' ta player SA A N o SD 
He on •very play The but part about him i,s that he ls a consumma · 

g~"•• the oame' and the experienc.~ gained from it. He_ is •:~d":C~~;.'r ~~ L--------­
bi . 'P<>rt. Ht has won every team award for sportsmanlike c 
g lflttrstite rivalry, he shakes hands with all opposing playitr& and coaches. 

H tm-Be lier Values C hotC8 I nve ntocY 
a 49 



"C111r..i 1 11 IJ1"1pcr ~ f) - ~tro I D - - ng \ 1s.1grcc 

11, A fttld hOCPY player la pennittad to hit1ha baU hard. P"tvicilng the ball ia,_...~--■.-..._ __ ..._ ~r==~~~J::~5-~I 1•~~ A' ~•:o:,I),' 3D rl 

2 J;.'i~~~~~~;'~;~i""i/l;~!~i8•~,!!::ii• ........•.•. , ... ,.,,,;~ .0e+ ::•!H'Qi:·· 
11. Football players are not allowed to move beyond the line of scrimmage un-
til the ball is , _napped. Some _coaches encourage their players to charge across lr-------.... 

1 the lint of 1 cnmmage a f~ct,on of a second before the ball is snapped. The of- SA A N D SD 
ficiall have difficulty see~ng the early movement, therefore, the team has an ad-
vantage compared to the•~ oppo~ents. Because the strategy is beneficial and •-_______ _, 
the officials must call the infraction, the team's actions are fair. 

21. Part of our rights as human beings is the freedom of choice. Because we P-------.... 
have frHdom of choice, we should be able to take any perfonnance enhancing I SA A N I 
drug we choose. Also, because drug ingestion only affects our bodies, we are D SD 
not hurting anyone else. Hence when a governing body bans a drug, our free-
dom of choice is violated. ._ _______ .. 

23. The star of the swim team at Big rune U was 21 and had just completed I I I 
great collegiate career by winning both of her events at the NCAA SA A N D SD 
Championships. Her parents traveled over 200 miles to support her and cheer 
her on to victory. After the finals, they take her out to dinner to celebrate. She ... _______ __. 
decides to have a glass of white wine with her fish filet entree. 

~-•dl■iifi8lf ~~. AC!' ~#i 
~s.·1~~··~~k~;··;·~;~=;11t1

: ~

1

~

1~::;~=;=:e;~:~:~~~h::;;;;;~·;;·oft~~·hurt, hit-
ting hard and smashing players into the boards is nonnal. Player A 1nd B are .---------, 
0PP0nenta playing in a championship game. While trying to control_ the puck, 1 I 
Pla~er A smashed player B into the boarcls. Even though the puck IS on ~e op SA A N D SD 
l>Oarte aide of the arena player B a few minutes later, retaliated by smas~mg • 
Player A into tht board~ Becaus'.e "hitting hard" and "smashing players into '--------­
the boards" are an inher~nt part of the game, player B's action was acceptable. 

Hatm-Beller Values C~ lnventnfY 
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Informed Consent Document 

You are being asked to parti cipate in a research stud Th· f . . 
yo u with information about this study and to answe/~ is 

0
1:111 is designed to provide 

ny questions you may have. 

1. TITLE OF RESEARCH STUDY 

Decision Making Processes in College Students 

2. PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR 

Sherlean King, Graduate Student , Austin Peay State Uni versity, Psycholoo 
Department, Clarksville, TN. e,Y 

3. THE PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

This study will seek to determine how college students make decisions and answer 
questions based on common dilemmas which occur in sports. There are no 1ight or 
wron g answers. You should answer each question according to your own beli efs and 
fee lings. 

4. PROCEDURES FOR THIS RESEARCH 

You will be asked to complete a questionnaire that asks how you fee l about certain 
situati ons that commonly occur in competiti ve spo11s. You will be given a range of 
answers to choose from and will be asked to pick which answer best descri bes how 
you feel. We expect the session to last 15-30 minutes. After completing the 
questi onnaire you are free to leave or to ask any ques ti ons you may have. 

5. POTENTIAL RISKS TO YOU 

There are no known ri sks from pa11ici pation in this study. 

6. POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO YOU OR OTHERS 

A 
. . . 1 b ·b t' o to science and helping 

s a part1c1pant in the study, you wil e contn u me, y 
researchers oain insi oht into the decision-making patterns of coll~ge studenhtsl. ou 

t:, t:, • · · ·f are enrolled m a psyc O ogy 
may also receive extra credit for pa111c1pat1on I you 
course. 



Please read the statements below. They describe your rights and 'b'I' . . . . respons1 1 1t1es as a participant m this research project. 

I. I agree to participate in the present study being conducted by Sherlean King, a 
graduate student in the_Department of Psychology at Austin Peay State 
University, and supervised by Dr. Rick Grieve, a faculty member in the 
Department of Psychology at Austin Peay State University. I agree to complete 
one questionnaire. 

2. I have been informed in writing of the procedures to be followed and about any 
risks that may be involved. I have also been told of any benefits that may result 
from my participation. Ms. King and Dr. Grieve have offered to answer any 
questions I may have regarding the procedures. Ms. King can be contacted at 
(931) 232-6008 between 8 A.M. and 5 P.M. M-F, or anytime on the weekends. 
Dr. Grieve can be contacted at (931) 221-7235 between 9 A.M. and 4 P.M. M-F. 

3. I am aware that I am free to terminate my participation at any time dming the 
experiment without penalty or prejudice. I am also aware that I may have all 
information obtained from me withdrawn from the study and destroyed at any 
time before the study is submitted for publication. 

4. J realize that by signing this form, I willingly consent to participate in the cUI;·ent 
study. I also acknowledge that I have been given a copy of this form to keep or 

my records. 

NA.ME (please p1int) 

SIGNATURE 

DATE 
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Debriefing 

As previously stated, there are no righ~ or wrong answers regarding the dilemmas you 
just responded to. We were interested m your beliefs and feelings about each 
situation . However, we were not entirely honest in the di sclosure of the purpose of 
thi s research. We stated that the study was designed to determine how college 
students make deci sions and answer questions based on common dilemmas that occur 
in spans. Thi s is true. But, we are specificall y intere ted in determinin g patterns of 
moral reasonin g regarding these dilemmas. The questionnaire you completed 
measures moral reasoning in the span environment. A previou ly tated, your 
answers are entirely confidenti al and yo ur name will not be atta hed to or recorded 
with any of the data. Funhermore, the in fo m1ed con en t do ument will be tored 
separatel y from the data co llec ted. Thank you again for your pani ipation . If you 
have any questi ons pl ease feel free to a k no\\' or all at a later ttm . On e again. I an 
be reached at (93 1) 232-6008 between 8 .M. and SP. . 1-F. or anytime on 
weekends. You can also contac t Dr. G1ieve at (9 I ) 2_ I - _35 n 11.T.Th.or F. from 

10 A.M . to 5 P.M. 



VITA 

Sherlean D. King was born in Venezuela, South America on October, 18, 1959. 

She graduated from Southside High School in Fo11 Smith, Arkansas in May, 1978. In 

May of 1993 she recei ved the degree of Bachelor of Science in Psychology from Middle 

Tennessee State Uni versity. She entered the Clinical Psychology graduate program at 

Austi n Peay State University in August , 1997 and in December 1999 recei ved a Master 

of Arts degree in Clinical Psychology, graduating with honors. 

She is presentl y finishing her internship at Harriet Cohn Mental Health Center in 

Clarksville, Tennessee. 
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