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Abst r act 

Research in men's moral de ve l opment d d was c on ucte , 

utili z i ng Abell's (1986) Men's Moral Thought in 

Responsibility stages. Abell's stages are an adaptation of 

those p resented by Kohlberg and Gilligan; however, she 

f ocused upon men's sensitivity and connectedness in 

relationships. An instrument design similar to Rest's 

Defining Issues Test was incorporated for collecting data. 

Age and education have previously been identified in 

Ko hl bergian research as the two variables most correlated 

with higher le vels of moral reasoning. These two variables 

were analyzed in this project. Men ages 18-25 were compared 

with men over age 30; those with a h i gh school education 

were compared with those with at least three years of 

coll eg e experience. An anal ysis of variance i ndicated 

educ a ti on was a significant fact or in men res pondi ng in a 

more sensiti ve and connected manner t o the dilemmas 

pr esented. These findings a r e c ons is ten t wi th p re v i ous 

r esearch. 



MEN ' S MORAL REASONING 

IN INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 

--------- ---------------------------

A Thesis 

p res ented t o the 

Gr aduate a nd Research Counci l o f 

Austin Pea y State Un iv e r s ity 

---- ----- --------------------------

In Pa r tia fu f' l me n t 

of th e Re uirements o r the De ree 

~aste o f . r s 

by oug s L. Libby , Jr . 

De cembe r 198 



To the Graduate Council : 

I am submitting herewith a Thesis written by Dougla s 
L . Libby , Jr ., entitled "Men ' s Mo r al Reasoning in Intimate 
Relati o n s hips , " I recommen d that i t ::ie acce~ted in partial 
fulfillment of the requirement fo r the deg ree o f , aste r of 
Arts , with a major in Ps y chology . 

~~~C/2_ __ 
. a ·or Professor 

we have read his the s·s 
nd r ecommen i s ccept nee : 

,, 'I 
....,, - /1 . l ; 

- L u'--l;l'-'f'""<. - - 3:-.t.-_C. _ t:t..c--_ l _ - - - - - - - - - -
/ 

Scc o n o mm. e 

: h i r . o m i j r 

& r ::. . 

. 00 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

My sincere appreciation is extended to Dr . Susan Kupisch , 

chairperson of the Department of Psychology at Austin Peay State 

University , who offered guidance , expertise and encouragement in 

this research . Appreciation is also extended to Dr . Garland 

Blair and Dr . Patricia Chappell for their assistance and 

expertise in their respective fields . 

Appreciation is extended to Dr . Rober s ·v ley f o r his 

guidance , patie nce and assistance i n procur i n su bj ec t s fo r this 

study . 

finally the auth o r wishes t o e x e nd ra · turle to ho s e 

who vo lunteered to serve as s ub j ec s hiss y . 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPT ER 

1. INTRODUCTION AND RE VIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . 
Review of the Literature . . . . . 
Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development 

Gilligan's Stages of Women's Moral 
Development . . . . . . . 

PAGE 

1 

1 

3 

5 

13 

Abell's Stages of Men's Moral Responsibility .. 16 

Presentation of the Problem 21 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The Sub jects 

The Instrument 

The Procedure 

3. RESULTS 

4. DISCUSSION AND SUMMAR Y . 

TABLES 

1. 

2. 

3. 

The Labels, Means and Significance of the 
Groups in Mens Moral Reasoning .... 

The Anal ysis of Interaction Between Groups 
for Mo r a l Rea s o n ing ..... • • • • • 

Summary of Analysis for the Study of Me ns 
Mo ral Reasoning in Intimate Relationships. 

REFERENCES ... , , · · · · 

AD DE NDUM 

23 

23 

23 

24 

25 

26 

29 

29 

30 

31 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

INTRODUCTION 

Within the·past two decades, much has been written about 

moral development. Initially, research was conducted by 

Piaget and Kohlberg. Subsequently, studies were expanded 

into the realm of women's moral development by Gilligan 

(1977) and Lyons (1983). Recently, Abell (1986) proposed 

hypotheses about men's moral development within significant 

relationships. Abell's (1986) scales are similar to the 

Kohlberg and Gilligan scales; however, they particularly 

focus upon sensitivity, responsibility, connectedness, and 

empathy within intimate relationships. 

This study uses Abell's (1986) scales to test men in 

several ''realistic" dilemmas. The men were required to 

make forced choices corresponding with three of Abell's 

five moral developmental stages. The paper flows through a 

natural progression. It details definitions of moral 

development, the theories of Piaget and Kohlberg, the 

adaptation of Gilligan (1977) and her work with women's 

moral decision making, and the latest revision of 

Kohlberg's scales presented by Abell (1986). 

A study of this nature furthers our understanding of 

men's cognitive and moral development. We should be able 

t o better understand what influences traditional masculine 
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identity . The study focuses upon th~ . bl f 

~ var1a es o age 

(experience) a nd education, since these were identified by 

Piaget, Kohlberg a nd Rest as the most influential variables 

in attaining higher stages of moral development. It is 

noted, however, that there may be other variables of 

importance which influence cognitive/moral development in 

maintaining equally satisfying relationships. 

A study of men's moral and cognitive development in 

relationships highlights important new concepts as it 

focuses on men's cognitions, sensiti vity , responsibility 

and connectedness in establishing relationships in family 

units. This study attempts to identify men's cognitions 

which influence their behaviors in establishing such 

relationships. It identifies congruencies between those 

cognitions and Abell's stages of moral development. 

Additio nally, a study of this type, expanded and validated, 

could be used in combination with other marital 

satisfaction indices as a predictor of marital or 

relationship style and satisfaction. As such, it could be 

used i n pre-marital counseling to help couples id entify 

their preferred relationship style and to help them make 

better choices in the type of person with wh ich the y wish 

to have a relationship. 



Revi ew of the Literature 

There are many definitions of moral , h • oe av1or or 
moralit y . In order to gain a begi' nni· ng position, we look 

at Webster's (1973) definitions , some of which are listed 

here : "relating to principles of right and wrong , " 

"ethical judgments , " "capable of right and wrong action," 

"a doctrine or system of moral conduct," "part i cular moral 

principles or rules of conduct" and "confo rm i t y t o i deals 

of right human conduct " (p. 74 8) . These provid e a bas ic 

underst a nding of mora l thought and beha vio r althoug h they 

do no t address act i on as it a pplie s to our own s ubj ect­

i vi t y in specific s i tuat io ns. 

Rest (1983) listed six i deas wh ich ha ve bee n us ed by 

psychologists as crit e r ia fo r j udgi ng a pe r s on ' s l evel of 

morali t y . The y are " behavior that helps another human 

bei ng, beha v ior i n c o nfo r mity with social norms, th e 

i nternalization o f soc ial no r ms, the aro us al of e mpathy or 

gui lt o r both , reasoning abo ut j us tice and putting 

another ' s interest ah ead of o ne 's own" (p . SSE) . Rest 

i nd icat ed none o f the cr ite ria a r e su fficient to give an 

unders ta nding o f it. 

3 

Th e hist o r y of moral development leads us to t he fat~er 

of cog nit i ve de vel o pme nt , P iage t . While Piaget studied and 

develope d his theory of cogniti ve de velo pm en t, he 

fl. tt i·ng , t wo s tage theory of mo ral elabo r ated upon a l oose 
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beha v i o r that relies upon the child's ( 4 7 ) ages - respect 

fo r the authority that the adult holds. h Te child regards 

the adult as wiser, more powerful, and superior to self. 

He also usually has admiration, affection, and fear for the 

adult (Rest 1983). Piaget's (1932-1965) second stage is 

more abstract and deals with moral autonomy. It 

corresponds roughly to ages eight to adult. Here the 

individual is learning about the underlying structures of 

social knowledge. He/She is learning social rules which 

govern activity, learning to cooperate and attain mutual 

goals, and working out contracts and promises. Piaget 

emphasized that these learning situations are ideally 

interacted within a peer oriented environment. 

Kohlberg (1969) was heavily influenced by Piaget's 

stages of moral development. Kohlberg's scales of moral 

development were expanded and more detailed. His central 

theme as Piaget's, was justice. They focused upon the 

logic of action and people's rights. 

Kohlberg's assessment technique consisted of presenting 

hypothetical moral dilemmas to his subjects after which he 

conducted an indepth interview to assess the level of moral 

reasoning used to solve the dilemma. The most famous 

di lemma used by Kohlberg was the Heinz Dilemma. In this 

d ilemma Heinz faces the problem of possibly having to steal 

an ex pensi ve drug from a local pharmacist. 

dying and needs this drug to save her life. 

Heinz's wife is 

Heinz cannot 
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afford th is drug a nd the pharmacist will not lower his 

price. The question then is "what should Heinz do? " 

Kohlberg listened to the provided solution and tried to 

elicit the subject's underlying reasoning for his / her 

solution to Heinz's dilemma. He then matched the subject's 

reasoning criteria with the appropriate stage of his moral 

development theory. 

Kohlberg 's theory of moral development i s divided into 

three levels: Preconventional, Conventional , and 

Postconventional. There are two stages per level with the 

second stage, the transit ion st age , being more advanced and 

forming the basis for the next level. 

Level I Preconventional Morality: Stage 1 Obedience 

and Punishment Orientation . At this stage, the child or 

immature adult sees moralit y as externa l to themse lv es . 

They are told how t o act and be l ie ve they must be ha ve in 

the prescribed manner . Power is oerceived a s outside of 

the self ; rules are handed do wn and must be un questi oning -

ly obeyed . At this stage of thin king , the pe rs on would 

respond " it 's wrong" or "it's against the la w" wi thout 

questioning why an act is right or wr ong. To them the fact 

they are punished proves they are wrong . Hence in the 

Heinz dilemma the person would not co nsi de r or do any th ing 

authority sa ys is w~ong. 

Level I: Stage 2 Individualism and Exchange . The 

· tone v iewpoint of right 
per son recognizes there is not J US 
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or wro ng. On any given subJ'ect or . action the individual is 

capable of seeing different points of view although it is 

believed one should pursue his / her individual interest. At 

this stage, punishment is a risk the individual wishes to 

avoid. The basic philosophy is a fair exchange in 

situations such as, "If you scratch my back, I'll scratch 

11 II f yours, or an eye or an eye." People at this stage are 

still thought to be preconventional because they act as 

isolated individuals, not as productive concerned members 

of a famil y or society. Stealing may be considered, not 

for a moral reason, but because it would fit Heinz's best 

interest. 

Level II Conventional Morality: Stage 3 Good Inter-

personal Relationships. At this stage, individuals see 

morality as more than self interest and negotiated deals. 

The beliefs are that one shou ld live up to s ocietal and 

family standards and behave in an appropriate manner. This 

entails having good motives and interpersonal feeli ngs such 

as empathy, love, trust, honest y , and pos itive regard for 

others. The person at this stage i s concerned with what is 

"good" or seemingly right. Behavior may be expressed 

against someone who is seemingl y perpetrating a mo ralistic 

wrong but who is within the boundaries of the la w. As 

Wou ld believe Heinz would be such, a person at this stage 

co rrect in steali ng the drug fo r his wife. 
He would reason 

H . for h1·s w1'fe, loved her a nd did not e 1nz was concerned 
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wi sh f o r her to die . The d ruggis t wouln be v iewed as 

g reed y , se lfi s h , a nd only i nterested 1· n f ' pro 1t even though 

he is wi thin the boundaries of the law. This is considered 

conve nti onal moral i t y as it assumes anyone would be right 

to do wha t Heinz did ( Kohlberg, 1963) 

Level II: Stage 4 Ma i ntai ning t he Soc ial Order. 

Ind iv i duals are more concerned about societ y as a whole . 

The y understand socia l o r der needs to be ma i nt ai ned; henc e , 

the y believe in performing one's dut i es, obe y ing laws, a nd 

in havi ng r e spect for a ut ho rity . They fully und ers ta nd t he 

concept s o f stage t h r ee , but they a r e concerned with what 

would ha ppen t o s o c i e ty if everyo ne began breaking laws 

because the y felt the y had a good rea son. Th ey un de rs t and 

s oc ie t y could not f uncti o n pr oper l y i n this manne r a s t he r e 

would be c ha os. The s e people "have a concepti on of the 

function of laws for s oc iet y as a who l e" (Co l by & 

Kohl berg , 1983, p . 27 ) . The y think from a fu l l - fled ged 

membe r-of-soc i et y perspec t ive. At this s tage , Heinz ma y 

express h is so r r ow a nrl the s eemingl y un f airness to his 

wi fe ' s situation, but he would be lieve the laws were good 

fo r society as a whole a nd acce pt i ts ru l ing . 

Leve l I II Pos tco nventio nal Mora litv : Stage 5 Soc i al 

Contact a nd I nd i vid ual Right s. While a smooth fun c tioning 

. people a s k "wha t makes fo r a good society is good, t hese 

s oc i et y? " f St epping back from s oc i etal The y are caDable o . 

1 con s id er the ri g ht s and norms a nd in a t heo r etica wa y 
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They telieve people 

should e nter in t o a social cont t . rac where rights, liberty , 

a nd lif e woul d be protected and procedures for changing 

unfair laws would exist. In response to the Heinz dilemma , 

these respondents would say they do not generally favor 

breaking laws but the wife's moral right to iive must be 

protected as all life must be protected. Hence they 

generally defend Heinz's theft. They tend to understand 

and believe morality and rights take priority over some 

laws. They often reason, for example, that property has 

little meaning without life. They are trying to determine 

logically what a society ought to be like (Kohlberg, 1981) 

Level III: Stage 6 Universal Principles. Though Stage 

5, respondents believe in individual rights and in settling 

di sputes through a democratic process, the results may not 

always be just. Hence Kohlberg's conception of Stage 6 

justice follows from the philosophers Kant and Rawls as 

well as civil rights leaders Ghandi and King. To these 

people justice requires observation in an impartial manner 

of the claims put forth by each of the parties involved in 

confrontation. The basic dignity of all the indi vi duals is 

respected and the universal principles of justice apply to 

al l. In actual practice, this requires decision making to 

be done while placing oneself in the place of the 0ther 

· a· · · h ' the s1·tuation. i n 1v1d ua l s involved wit in 
This allows one 
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t o see all poi nts of vi ew and · 

impartiality is maintained. 

I f this is do ne , the druggist in the Hei' nz 
dilemma would 

recog nize life must be valued 
over property as he wouldn't 

wish t o pl ace himself in the wife's place wi'th _ property 
val ued more than he is worth. 

In the 1980's, Kohlberg ceased scoring his subjects at 

stage 6. He did not find subjects who consistently scored 

at this level and he concluded his interviews did not 

consistently distinguish between stage 5 and stage 6. One 

issue which distinguishes between stage 5 and stage 6 is 

civ il disobedience. People at stage 5 would be hesitant to 

commit civil disobedience; at stage six when justice and 

individual rights are violated, breaking the law seems more 

justified. 

A significant development within the area of moral 

development was the designing of the Defining Issues Test 

(DIT) by James R. Rest. Rest wished to design a more 

easily administered and objectively scored assessment 

method of moral development which would yield high 

correlations comparable with Kohlberg's rating system. 

Rest (1983) reported there are well over 1000 studies 

using various versions of Kohlberg's test and the DIT. 

Th . larg~st body of research in the area 1s constitutes the r--

of moral development and judgment. 

including Kohlberg's The DIT uses six moral dilemrna s , 

h bJ·ect reads the dilemma, he / she Heinz dilemma. After t e su 
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must rate 12 issue statements. 

There are two issue 

statements corresponding to each stage of 
Kohlberg's theory 

Of moral development. Rest · 
requires the subject to rate 

each statement on a five point scale from highest agreement 

to lowest agreement. Once the subject has rated the 12 

statements, he / she must rank the four most · important state-

ments. Along with the ratings and rankings, a p index 

(Principled Considerations) is also attained. This is the 

percentage of top rankings a subject gives to stage 5 and 6 

items (Rest 1983). 

Rest (1983) pointed out there can be advantages and 

disadvantages to every assessment method. While this 

method of assessment is quicker than Kohlberg's interview 

method, there are several threats to the internal and 

external validity of the DIT. First, subjects can randomly 

check off items without even reading the assessment 

material. Second, the subject may pick out the more 

complex items without ever actually understanding the 

items. Finally, the subjects may try to fake h igh because 

they do not have to justify their answers. 

Due to these disadvantages, Rest employed features 

which were designed to counteract these problems. First, a 

· · d 'o etween the rat i ng and ranking to consistency check is use 

ascertain if the sub j ects are checking items in a 

meaningle ss pattern. It is assumed the sub j ect will 

basically score at the same stage wit h each of the 
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rlilemm as . I f the sco r i ng p tt 

a erns are inconsistent , the 

quest ionnaire i s di sc a rded . s econd, Rest uses M items 

whic h are no nsensical statements d • esigned to sound 

i mpressi ve but in fact do not mean anything. There are two 

M items with each dil emma. If too many M items are chosen 

throughout the questionnaire, it is discarded. 

As developmental theorists point out, one of the most 

impor tant variables in developmental change is age. 

Co nsequently, researchers look for cross-sectional age 

trends. This can be observed in Piaget's comparison of 

younger children to older children, Kohlberg's studies and 

DIT research which compared junior high school, high 

school, college and graduate students. Rest (1983) 

reported that various studies using the DIT found 

ag e / education accounting for 38% to 50 % of the variance, 

while other studies have yielded .60 to .70 correlati on s. 

Rest noted adults who are not in school tend to stay at the 

same stage level when tested in longitudinal studies. A 

small po rtion of subjects move downward (7%). More 

dramatic change is noted over periods of four years or more 

( 19 83). 

Man y criticisms ha ve been noted concerning Kohlberg's 

theory . Hogan (1975) believed Stage 3, Conventional 

the h l'ghest stage people should attairi Morality , should be 

wh ' l h ' should not be considered nor 1 e 1gher stages 

encouraged . dang erous for people to 
He believed it is 
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pl ace the i r principles above 

society's laws. Such thinking 

could cause societal unrest and upheaval. 

Kohlberg believed his moral st ages to be universal and 
invariant for all cultures. Th 

e research he and others 

conducted 

belief . 

model is 

in various countries tended t · o support his 

However, Simpson (1974) believed Kohlberg's 

culturally biased and is based on Western 

stage 

philosophies . This criticism may have some merit as 

researchers have found various cultures which develop to 

stage 3 and proceed no higher. 

Critics also question what Kohlberg's moral judgement 

interview reveals about real life decision making. Studies 

comparing students' responses on Kohlberg's dilemmas and 

their reason for involvement in protest found little 

correspondence (Hogan 1975) . People from a ll stages were 

found willing to protest. Although they expressed higher 

moral reasoning in choosing solutions Eor the dilemmas, 

their reasoning for social protest corresponded to lowe r 

stages . 

Finally, and most important to this paper, Gilligan 

proposed another criticism which indicates women apply 

t heir moral development in a di f ferent manner. She used 

K hlb Of moral de velopment and applied them o erg ' s six stages 

. as onposed t o Kohlberg's to women in real life situations, ~ 

h d Women were more concerned 
ypothetical d i l emmas. She faun 

With care and response to others . Their concern d id not 
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appear t o be base d on ri gh ts , bu t rather upon how the o t her 

pers on i nvol ved ma y fee l and r es pond t o he s i tuatio n . 

Gil ligan bel i eves caring a nd empat hy go beyo nc ·us ti ce and 

rig hts fo r fema le s . 

I n her st udy , Gil l iga n (1 97 cond uced research with 

wome n wh o were ma ki ng a r eal i e decisi o s e 

i nt e r v iewe d women who were fa c ·ng t e or i e a o f 

aho rt i ng a p regna nc y . In app y·n · oh ber ' s s a e s 

is sues fac i ng women , s he od if · ed .e s a s :o 0 e 

i rec t y apply t o womens ' 0 re s o 

Level I : Ori e nt ati o n 0 .. s 

sta e , the inciivi..d ual cen e s 0 s ~ ',I : r a r / .. 

issue bein s u r•; i va 0 se . e ::,e 0 

i ca ly so ve her p r ob e s a ; '1 • I 0 ',I 

-1 nd does no be i e v h r s r ~ C 0 T. 

ues i on o f r i c :s 0 WO il e., r ~ r 

needs ca me in 0 confli w WO \~ec s 0 

concern i n which neerl nc t s 

of r s o ! Q 'w 
.,,. re, C':' I 

s a e I he re is a a c ;" ... 

c ons r a i r .ce . 
exam e , is vie we d as 

The Pi rs t Tran s 

~espons i!')il' t v . Here the 
e . ·. s::. e x er: e 

J ta hment r c o nnecte e s 5 '•" : : ~ o e r s . 

ad ~ a r 
t:.ie fe male begin s t o assume '-

f a 0 1-,_e ::- e rs o 
d ar e i nc urles he re s o ns ibi i l a 

woman at t hi s s tage is i 
ra t e 
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of ha v ing someone to love, c f 

are or and al leviate their 

loneline ss. As she Degins to • - consider the aspects of 

responsible care for another person, she 
begins to realize 

she has to care responsibly for herself. The decision 

focuses upon what she would like to do and what she should 

do. 

The The Second Level: Goodness as Self-Sacrifice. 

woman at this level, according to Gilligan (1977), 

"validates her claim to social membership through the 

adoption of societal rules" (p. 496). She has made the 

transition from selfishness to a responsi bl e member of 

society. The conventional woman at th i s level proclaims 

her worth by utilizing her ability to care for, be 

sensitive to, and understand others . The conflict to a 

woman at this level arises ove r the unwill ing ne ss t o hurt 

someone. She does not wish to hurt othe r individua l s but 

neither does she wish to hurt herself. She frequently 

comes into opposition with significant o thers in making her 

deci s io n, wh i ch leaves her believing a ny decisio n is 

equally unsatisfactory. Someone will be hurt a nd t he woman 

must choose the victim . As the heading of thi s level 

indicate s, the woman t ypi cally portrays her goodness 

through self-sacrifice, doing as significant others 

request. . t t o thers, she exemplifies By gi vi ng to 1mpor an 

'bl for her own needs . her love although she is not responsi e 
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Th e sec ond Transit ion: From Goodness to Truth. The 

i ndi v i dua l beg i ns t o consid th er e relationship between 

he r sel f and others. She begins to think i' n terms of being 
selfish again. Honest y or t th ru are considered; she 

quest io ns whether it is selfish or responsible to include 

her own needs in solving her dilemma. She considers the 

intention and consequence of all points of v iew and bases 

her decision on her conclusions. "Thus she stri ves to 

encompass the needs of both self and others, to be 

responsible to others and thus be good but also to be 

r esponsible to herself and thus t o be hone st a nd real" 

(Gilligan 1977, p. 500). 

The Third Level: The Morality of Nonviolence. At this 

level the woman asserts the belief she shou l d be committed 

to non v iolence or not hurt i ng anyone. The belief is she 

should be responsible to herself and others and t he 

occurrence of the pregnancy or dilemma itself precludes a 

nonviolent resolution. Howe ver, now she must ma ke a 

decision which is best o r least non vio l e nt t o all part i es 

concerned, immediatel y and in the future. Gillig a n (19 77) 

states, "care then be~omes a uni versal obli gati on" ( p. 

504 ) . Her future actions must be respons ib l e between sel f 

and others. Res ponsi b ility is a sse r ted in ma ki ng sure a 

· · · bec a use sh e will not s imi la r situati o n does not arise again 

al l ow herself t o hurt someone again. 

Lyon s (19 83 ) e la borated t he c ont ra s t in her stud y 
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i ndicat i ng that, although Kohlberg h . 

as identified moral 
devel opmental patterns in · t· 

Jus ice, he had not expanded his 

theories of moral development and th · . 
e1r connection with the 

understanding of relationships which she believed central 

in conceptualizing morality. Lyons (1983) maintained there 

are two modes of relating to people: 1) separate / objective 

which is maintained by Kohlberg's theory of "rights" and 

"justice", and 2) connected, which is based in care and 

response. 

Subsequent research has not supported Gilligan's 

arguments of a difference between men and women's moral 

reasoning. This may be due in part to her choice of 

subject matter which required women to observe their 

dilemma from the viewpoint of caring, sensitivity and 

connectedness. Empirical research since the time of 

Gilligan's study reveals little evidence of women scoring 

lower than men on Kohlberg's system especially when 

education and occupations are controlled (Rest, 1983). 

Abell (1986) has taken these theories of moral develop­

ment one step further in order to look at men's 

connectedness, sensitivity and responsibility towards 

women. Like Kohlberg and Gilligan, Abell (1986) devised a 

three level theory of men's moral responsibility to women. 

Her stages are based on Gilligan (1977) and Lyon's ( 198 3) 

v iew of responsibilit y to self and 0thers. Her three 

levels are similar to Kohlberg's and Gilligan's in that 
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there are transitional stages between Levels 1 and 2 and 3 . 

Ge nerally the focus is the s lf 
e at Level 1 and continues to 

primarily be on the self at Level 2. Gradually it changes 

at transition 2 and is on both self and others at Level 3 . 

Individuals can be stuck at any t d sage an possibly 

regress at times depending on the situation and the 

stressors involved. However, the stages should coincide 

with cognitive development initially and with educational 

level at later stages. The earlier stages should coincide 

with cognitive development experienced in childhood through 

adolescence. Levels 1 and 2 should be experienced and 

attained by the completion of the adolescent stage . 

The indepth descriptions of Abell's three levels and 

the transition stages are as follows: 

Level 1 Preconventional . Typicall y at this level, the 

male is in a "power down" situation in that power lies 

outside himself. His initial focus is o n survival of self. 

Other important people, usually parents, have the power and 

make the important decisions . There are limitations as to 

what the individual can do. If the male does make 

decisions, they are made impuJ.si vely and t he effect of 

'd red Feelin<JS are thei r actions on others are not consi e · 

usually not communicated or there are feelings of 

iso lation. 1 Plays the major role Pleasing important peop e 

in decision making (Abell 1986) . 

. the focus is upon the Transition 1 . In this transition , 
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sel f , alt ho ugh there is a beginning 

separati on or free i ng 

of onesel f from the dom i na t ing i nfluence of others. At 

t hi s stage, the ma l e, typically an adolescent, begins t o 

assume responsibility for himself d an makes dec i sions which 

fo rm his identity. More power is assumed and is 

experienced through aggression, competition, and mastery . 

This stage would be equi valent to Er i kson's s t age of 

Identity vs. Defusion (1968). "Speak i ng for onesel f 

without consideration of the effect upon othe r s is the 

ha l lmark o f this stage" (Abel l , 1 986, p . 21) . 

Abell ( 1986 ) stated t ha t i n th i s tra ns ition the ma le 

bel ie ves that he i s expected t o be powerful in s oc i e ty , 

whic h is a part of the established be li e f s ys tem , so he 

experiments with powe r i nterpersonall y . Si nce the ma j ori t y 

of mal es at this leve l ar e , in fa c t , subordi na t e t o ot he r s , 

a bas ic i nc ongruit y exis t s. Henc e the male exerts power 

ove r some o ne less power ful , usua lly a young woman , who a l so 

te nds t o support that powe r. 

As the male i s f o rming h is ide ntit y , his fo cus is 

primarily on himsel f and he is not aware of t he 

cons eque nces of his dec i s ions upo n others . He ma y 

frequent ly f i nd h i mse l f in conflict with others in 

rela t io nsh ip s and h i s i de alized se lf i s challenged as he 

. Th1·s caus e s him to co ns i der what o t hers gai ns experience. 

It will begin to cause an a re t hinki ng and fe e l i ng . 

h the fo cus will stay 
acc ept a nc e o f diffe r e nt ia t ions al th0ug 
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pri maril y on the self in relat 1· h' _ ons 1ps. 

Level 2 Conventional: Stane 3. 
~ At this level, the male 

assumes responsibility for the care 
and protection of 

Others (Abell, 1986). It wold 
u seem there is a sense of 

being more connected to others. However, care and 

protection are applied to traditional male roles. 
The men 

provide materially and protect in an aggressive sense. 

emphasis is still on the self, as well as on work, 

competitiveness, and money. The importance of others is 

still secondary, and there is little demonstration of 

affect . 

The 

Intimacy is a crisis at this stage, according to Abell 

(1986) . Strengthening connectedness can be enhancing but 

it may also be threatening and overwhelming. "The emphasis 

on competition with other men and achievement in work seems 

to prohibit the demonstration of caring". (p . 23). 

The emphasis of power and dominance in relationships is 

the hallmark of Level 2. The man is more powerful and 

dominant as head of the household and is seen as making 

decisions on behalf of others. The wife ma y even be seen 

as a possession or subservient, "thus the consequences of 

decisions upon others and actions taken as a result of the 

decisions are not fully considered nor under st00d" (Abell, 

1986, p. 23). d Can al so lead to violence Such attitu es 

wi thin families . The greater the power differential , the 

mo re li kelihood of abuse . 
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Tr a ns ition 2 : Stage 4. 

In th is transitional stage 
between the conventional and postc . 

onvent1onal stages, the 

Proce ss o f r e flection about self , 
- , ones values, and 

in timate relationships with others commences (Abell, 
1986

). 

Here the male's awareness increases as well as his 

expression of feelings. His capacity to understand the 

feelings and perspectives of others increases, and this 

allows him to begin to assess the effects of the 

consequences of his choices upon others. These new 

abilities allow him to consider the effects on others 

before he made choices also. A sharing of power begins to 

emerge and decisions are discussed and more often shared. 

The concept of power also takes on new connotations as 

power becomes more internal and personal rather than 

positional. "There is less importance placed on 

controlling others" (p. 26). 

Level III Postconventional: Stage 5. In this final 

stage, "the responsibility felt to self and others in close 

pe rsonal relationships is considered equally" (Abell, 1986, 

p . 26). The re-evaluation and definition of the self in 

context of societal values continues to take place. 

Co nnectedness between oneself and others increases a nd 

decisions are made considering all members of the family. 

, worth and there The worth of others is equal to ones own 

i s an aware ness of the l' nt e rdepende nc e o f their lives. The 

male at this level exemplifies an equal sharing of power, 
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mutual respect , a true sharing of feelings and an 

ack nowledgement of the need f 
s O 0thers as being equal to 

his own. 

The male at Level 3 "e l'f• xemp 1 ies an androgynous person. 

The demonstration of compassion and care is infused with 

equal respect, which is part of equality in power and the 

sense of the worth of others being equal to one's own 

worth" (p . 27). 

Presentation of the Problem 

In conducting research on these stages, Abell proposed 

to conduct clinical interviews as did Kohlberg and Gilligan 

in their respective studies. She proposed to question men 

on the most difficult decision they've made within intimate 

relationships of their lives. In this manner, she could 

obtain large amounts of data from each male which might be 

indicative of the moral responsiveness stage t hey have 

attained. However, the method is time consuming as well as 

difficult to standardize. 

The author of this paper developed a test which is 

similar in design to Rest's DIT research, as a n attempt to 

develop an easier method of assessment. Real l ife 

situations were used which presented a moral dilemma for 

the male concerning his intimate relati onship. There were 

• h correspond to Abell 's forced choice issue statements whic 

stage s. 

lts oreviously attained by 
In keeping with research resu • 
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Ko hlberg and Rest , the factors o f age and education were 

inv es tiga te d a s t hey relate to response levels. Two 

hypo t he s es are proposed. First, age will be a significant 

f act o r in men attaining higher levels of moral reasoning. 

second, men with higher levels of education will attain 

significantly higher scores of moral reasoning on Abell's 

moral responsibility stages. 



The Subjects 

Chapter 2 

MET HODO LOGY 

The s ubj ect s we re ob t ai ned f 
rom the mid-south in the 

Hopk in s v il l e, Kentuc ky region. There were 120 subjects 

from t wo a r ea coll eges as well as businesses and civi c 

gr oups. Ma l es of various ages with h' h a 19 school education 

were obt ai ned from factories, bus 1· nesses, · · c1v1c groups and 

public serv ice and maintenance crews. 

The Instrument 

The i nstrument consisted of three dilemmas similar to 

actual situations experienced in most intimate heterosexual 

r elationships. After reading the dilemma, t he subject read 

t hree separate clusters of three statements each. Each of 

the statements corresponded to one of Abell's (1986) three 

levels of men's moral thought in responsibil i ty. All three 

levels are represented in this study to show direction 

cons i stent with age and education as factors related to 

moral de ve lopmental stages. Stages two and f our, which are 

transition levels, were omitted for simplicity. The 

subj ects were requested t o indicate the most important 

s t ate ment, in sol v ing the dilemma in each o f the three 

The Sub J·ect rece ived a sc o re for each sepa r ate c l usters. 

oil emma . d t he Su bJ·e c t woul d consistent ly It wa s expecte 

23 
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choose the statements which corres d d . 

po n e t o his own 
cog nitions . 

A questio n asking fo r t he su bJ' ect' 1 · 
s so ut1on was 

requested at th e end of each dilemma. These answers were 

no t qua nt i tati vely analyzed in the data. They may be used 

i n future r e search. At the end of the three vignettes, a 

question asking the subject to rate the satisfaction of 

t heir current intimate relationship was provided. This 

rating was on a nine point scale from least satisfied to 

very satisfied . 

. The Procedure 

The subjects completed questionnaires in small groups 

or alone. They were requested to sign an agreement for 

participation form, informed their answers were to be 

confidential and instructed to not sign their 

questionnaire. They were directed to identify strongly 

with the male in the dilemma and to be as honest as 

possible in choosing the statements which would most 

accurately correspond to their cognitions and action. 



Chap er 3 

RESULTS 

n a na1y s i s o f variance i t 
n a wo x t wo design was used in 

ana lyzin t he data . The men wer 
e se para ted into cells consistent 

w' t h he ir age and educational level . Th e cells were: 18 to 25 

year ol d ale s with a high school education le ss; 18 or to 25 

year o ld ma es with at least three year s of college , 30-year-old 

1 a es o r older with a high school education or less , and 30-year-

old males with at least three years of college. The sub jects 

received a score for each dile mma as well as an overall score 

combining the scores of all three dilemmas . 8ach of the state­

ments were weighed with the higher stage statements recei ving the 

greater weights . The statements which recei ved the number one 

ranking were scored and combined for the score for the dil emma. 

A significant diff erence at p <. 05 was not in evidence 

between age groups when the data was subjected to an analysis of. 

variance . The mean for gro up Al (18 to 25 year olds) was 39 . 367; 

the mean for group A2 (30 plus year olds) was 40 .50 . 

A si~nificant differe nce, p <. 05, was ev ident between the 

edu cation group s . The mean for the high school group (B2) was 

36 . 933 ; the mean for the college group (Bl) was 42.933. 

A post hoc a nal ysis for interaction betwee n AB indicated 

t ere · · f · t di' fference between the interaction was no s 1gn1 1ca n -

grou[)s . 

25 
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Chapter 4 

DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 

The results of this researc h supported the hypoth e sis that 

educatio n is significant in attaini· ng hi'g her levels of moral 

rea s on ing i n intimate relati o nships. This i s consistant with 

pre vio us resea rch conducted by Kohlberg and Rest. According to 

Rest 's DIT research , adult groups with comparable educational 

levels attain sim ilar scores irrelevant of their age. Among 

adults it appears moral reasoning is more highly correlated with 

education , whereas age trends are associated with children and 

adole scents. Rest (1983) indicated after adults finish formal 

educat ion they seem to plateau and maintain the same level of 

moral reasoning as they become older. The results of this 

research f urther indicate this may be true. The levels of moral 

reasoning chosen in solving the dilemmas were consistent and 

non s ignifican t in both the high school groups and college groups 

despite their age differences. It is suggested the educational 

process allows the individual access to varied philosophies, 

opinion s a nd facts which may challenge and facilitate change in 

cognitions that then may be translated into higher levels of 

moral reasoning and behavior in relationships. 

The re sults of the research may lead one to the assumption 

that are more sensitive, empathetic, more hig hly educated men 

f and others, equal minded and more co nnected , respectfu l o f sel 

() f The more hig hly educated men in this 
an androgynous pe rson . 

26 
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study consisten tl y chose leve l three 1 . 
so ut1ons to the dilemmas 

which exemplified the above-mentioned tt . 
a r1butes. Men who had 

obtai ned a high school education 1 or ess, frequently chose 

answers where they would maintain power and control in a 

situation. They see themselves primarily as providers and 

protectors , frequently make decisions with little consideration 

for others , a nd have less of an awareness of other's emotional 

needs or desires. 

While the results of this research are consistent with 

previous research and indicate education facilitates higher moral 

cognitions in relationships, it does not give an indication of 

men's behavior in actual relationships. A flaw in this type of 

research is that men can choose the socially desirable response 

without indicating their actual behavior. Abell's research 

methods of interviewing each subject, while much slower and more 

tedious, may result in lower and more realistic scores for men in 

general. 

Future research should include Abell's transition Stages 2 

and 4 which were eliminated in this study. The inclusion of 

these stages would help to more accurately dentify the stage of 

an individual's level of moral responsibility as well as help 

the more Soc ially de sirable le vel three elimina te the choosing of 

respo nses. to a lowering of group scores and This may lead 

possibly identify some age trends which were not significant in 

thi s study. 
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5UMMARY 
~ 

A study was co nduct ed utilizing Abell's (1986) Men's Mor a l 

Thought i n Respo nsibi lity stages. Abell's stages are an 

adapta tion of t ho s e de vel oped by Kohlberg and Gi lligan; howe ver, 

she focu sed on men's sensiti vity and connectedness in relat i on­

ships. The variables age and education were controlled as they 

have pre viousl y been identified as the two variables most 

co rrelated wi t h higher levels of moral reasoning. An instrument 

similar to Rest's Defining Issues Test was incorporated in 

co l l ecting data from 120 men. An analysis of variance of the 

data indicated a college education was significant in men 

r esponding to higher levels of moral reasoning. 



TABLE 1 

The Labels, Means and Significance 
of the Groups in Mens Moral Reasoning 

Cell Label 

30 Plus Years 

18-25 years of age 

College Education 

High School Educ. 

Mean 

40.500 

39.367 

42 .933 

36 . 933 

TABLE 2 

Significance 

No Sig. Difference 

No Sig. Difference 

S ignificant Differ. 

p < • 05 

The Analysis of Interaction Between Gr oups 
for Moral Reasoning 

Label Mean 

30 plus yrs ., col. ed . 43 . 467 

18- 25 y . o ., college ed . 42.400 

30 plus y rs ., h.s . ed . 37 . 533 

18 - 25 y . o., h .s. ed. 36 , 333 

Significance 

lo Sig . Difference 
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TABLE 3 

Summary of Anal ysi s fo r the Study of 
Mens Moral Reasoning in Intimate Relationships 

source ss df Ms F p 

To t a l 3847 . 467 11 9 

A (Age) 38 . 533 1. 38 . 533 1. 638 0.200 

B (Educ . ) 1080.00 0 1. 1080 . 0000 45 . 910 0 . 000 

AB (Age & Ed) 0 . 133 l. 0 . 13 3 0 . 006 0.938 

Error 1 2728.8 00 116 . 23.524 
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ADDENDUM 



INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT 

The purpose of this investigation is to 
research men's moral 

reasoning in relationships. y 0 ur responses are confidential. At 

no time will you be identified nor will anyone other than the 

investigators have access to your responses. The potential 

hazards which may occur from participation are not signi ficant as 

based on previous moral development research. The demographic 

information collected will be used only for purposes of analysis. 

Your participation is completely voluntary, and you are free to 

terminate your participation at any time without any penalty. 

The scope of the project will be explained fully upon 

compl e tion. 

Thank you for your cooperation. 

I agree to participate in the present study being conducted 
under the supervision of faculty member of the Department of 
Psychology at Austin Peay State Uni versity . I have been 
i nformed, either orally or in writing or both, about the 
procedures to be followed and about any discomforts or risks 
which may be involved . The investigator has offered to answer 
any further inquiries as I may have regarding the procedures. I 
understand that I am free to terminate my participation at any 
t i me without penalty or prejudice and to have al l data obtained 
f rom me withdrawn from the study and destroyed. I have also been 
to ld of an y benefits that may result from my participati on. 

Name (Please Print) 

Sig nature 

Da te 



QUESTIONNAIRE I NSTRUCTIONS 

please read the stories and following groups of statements 

caref ul ly , Yo u are requested to rank the statements in each 

group from "most important" to "least important." Rank the "most 

t " importan statement as a "l" and the "least important" as a "3." 

please try to identify strongly with the male in the story and 

respond as you honestly feel to the statements. At the bottom of 

the page please give your solution to the problem if you feel 

your solution is more appropriate. Your responses are 

confidential. Please do not sign your questionnaire. You are 

onl y requested to provide your age and educational l evel. 

Age _________ _ 

Education _______ _ 



WORK 

Robert and Judith have both established succes f 
1 . . s u_ careers 'th progre ssi ve companies. They are still growing personally 

wid profess ionall y and are looking forward to a very comfortable 
~~fe together. They talked_and agreed previously that if their 
~ompa nies expand~dthant~ required on~ olf t~em_to move the other 

ld go along wi e move especia ly if it would be beneficial wou ·1 J d'th' d .. 
to their fami Y·. u i s a vertising company has offered her a 
romotion, d?ubling her salary, though she ~ust be willing to 

P e 1 500 miles to the southwest. Robert is now quite confused mov ' . . 
to what to do. He enJoys working for his company, likes the as h . . 
a of the country e is in and has a very good salary. His are . h · · 

company is putti~g pr~sths~reh on im to stay, promising him a 
promotion and raise wi int e next two years. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Is it important for Robert to maintain silence 
concerning his feelings, since his wife is excited 
about the move. He also remembers his promise to 
be willing to move? 

Is it important for Robert as man of the household 
to assume total responsibility for care and 
protection of the family and make the decision? 

How important is it for Robert to re-evaluate 
himself, consider his agreement with his wife and 
consider her feelings and needs? 

Is it important for Robert t o recognize that 
traditionally, ultimatel y he has ~he mo~t 
responsibility in providing for his family? 

Robert to consider his wife's Is it important for t h 
i·mportant as his own in relation to e career as 

family? 

Is it 
along 
would 
think 

-------

go 

------- ----------------------------- -------------

7. 
· d 11 ootio ns t to consi er a • 

Is it important for Rober tions on all members of 
d the effects of those op an 

1
? 

the family equal Y· 



8. 

----
--

How important is it for Robert to simply consider 
the survival of the family? Judith will be making 
a large salary and they will be comfortable. 

How important is it for Robert to recognize his 
career and his monetary potential will be most 
important as his family grows? 

ld you solve this problem? 
[-lOW WOU 

------------------------------------ ---------------------

--------

--------------------------------------------------------
-----------------------------------------------------



CHILDREN 

pe ter and Jane have been married for 17 ' ld H h 1 years and have three chi re n. ' e . as a wa ys described Jane as push and 
demand i ng. Ja ~e s biggest request over the years has ybeen that 

ter take acti ve control of the family Jan 
Pe t 1 f th h . · e expects her 
husband t ~ se ru es . o: . e c ildren, make t hem responsible for 
the i r actions, and d~sc1pl1ne th~m for their inappropriate 
b ha vior. Peter believes the children should be 1 ft 

1 e . . . . e a one an<i 
t hey will turn out alright. This ~1ffer~nc~ in parenting styles 
has been the source of ex~reme marital difficulties. Peter has 
al wa ys cover~d for the children when they got into trouble and 
has always picked up after them: The children ha ve learned to 
ef fecti ve~y play one parent against the other. Recentl y the 
eldest child, a 14-ye~r old m~le, has been expelled from school 
several times ~or ac~1ng out 1n class, making threats, and f or 
f ighting. He 1s facing several beyond parental control charges 
and has just been arrested for shoplifting i n excess of $100. He 
will be going to court soon, will face sentencing and probab l e 
removal from his home. Peter believes he is still 
philosophical ly correct i n his paren t i ng sty le a lthough he is 
beginn i ng t o ha ve some small doubts. What are the i ssues facin g 
Peter in sol v ing this conflict of parenting st yl e s with hi s wi f e? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

- 6. 

Is it important for Peter to face the facts of his 
son's behav ior, admit his wif e was correc t a nd do 
things her wa y? 

Is it important f o r Pet e r t o ta ke comp lete co nt r ol 
of his f amil y and i nfo r m t hem of the way thing s 
are going t o be i n t he fu tu r e ? 

How important i s i t for Pet er t o re - evaluat e 
himsel f and h i s pare nti ng s tyl es and in 
conjunction wi th h is wif e mak e mutu a l dec i s io ns 
concerning th e children? 

How impo r ta nt i s i t fo r Peter t o_ ass ume h i s r o le 
as head of the house ho ld a nd _b~g1~ to make 
dec i sions and impleme nt st ab 1l1ty . 

Is it important fo r Pe t e r t o cons i de r ahs_ many 
i ble and share is 

parenting st y les a s p~ss f ' l y and all ow t heir 
tho ughts wi t hlth~ wh~u~e s am~eg ulations and 
input i n de ve oping ' 
consequences? 

l· s it for Peter to re st e, r ve hi s How i mport a nt s 
. . nd go along with the cou r dec 1s1on a 

r ec ommendation ? 



------------- ---------------------------------

-
-
-

7. 

8. 

Is it important f o r Peter to consider each member 
of the family equally in making decisions? 

Is it important for Pete r t o ma ke a qui ck dec i si on 
and proceed on from t his s i t uat io n? 

Is it important f o r Peter t o make hi s own 
decisions and not c onsi der oth e r demand s and wants 
as these have previousl y con t ributed to f am ily 
conflict? 

Ho w would you s o l ve th i s pr oblem? 

----------------------------- ----

----------------------------------------- ---------

---------------------------------- ---------------- -------

t e You r satisf a ct io n Pl ease ra in your current relationship . 

o t 
Satisfi ed 

I ----- - - - - -- __ __ j ery 
Sa isfied 
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