
PSYCHOSOCIAL BARRIERS 

TO UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS’ 

MORAL JUDGMENT 

by 

LUCY ELLIOTT ROBERTS 

DAVID I. WALKER, COMMITTEE CHAIR 
MICHAEL J. LAWSON, COMMITTEE CO-CHAIR 

HYEMIN HAN 
YOUN-JENG CHOI 

MORGAN KIPER-RIECHEL 

A DISSERTATION 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

in the Department of Educational Studies in Psychology, Research Methodology and Counseling 
in the Graduate School of 

The University of Alabama 

TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA 

2020 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Copyright Lucy Elliott Roberts 2020 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 



 

 

ABSTRACT 
 
 

Historically, higher education has had a significant impact on an individual’s moral 

development due to multiple social and cognitive factors suggested for promoting growth (Rest, 

1986; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, King & Mayhew, 2002). Yet, more recent studies have 

evidenced a decline in advanced reasoning scores amongst undergraduate students compared to 

previous generations with little attention to potential factors that contribute to these trends.  

In order to address declining moral reasoning scores, this study was designed to identify 

potential psychosocial barriers that may hinder an individual’s moral development in college. 

Using a quantitative, exploratory research design, this study looked at the ways in which 

symptoms of trait anxiety and depression may interfere with a student’s ability to fully engage in 

the collegiate experience, and therefore engage in the types of opportunities that may support 

their moral growth. Findings demonstrated a weak but unique relationship between moderate 

levels of anxiety and a prioritization of reasoning that relies on laws and norms when considering 

social cooperation, even when controlling for depression. However, there was no evidence of the 

effects of anxiety evidenced for any other levels of moral reasoning. Future studies may seek to 

expound upon these findings by attending to various personal characteristics of students’ 

experiences as well as examining other types of moral judgement reasoning. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 Historically, civic participation has been an aim of higher education institutions 

(Thomas & Benenson, 2018; Rest & Narvaez, 1994). Approaches to examining civic 

participation and engagement have distinguished between political aspects, such as voting, and 

non-political aspects, such as volunteering in the community (Ehrlich, 2000). Differences in 

approaches aside, civic participation involves an increased sense of duty to the community and 

aims to benefit the common good (Michels & De Graaf, 2010). The facilitation of civic 

responsibility in college includes an array of tasks: the development of ethics and social 

responsibility; the recognition of both human diversity and similarity; and the fostering of social 

justice (Jacoby & Ehrlich, 2009). An emphasis on social justice is important for democratic 

societies which aim to promote moral behavior amongst its citizens (Westheimer & Kahne, 

2004). 

Moral considerations are particularly significant for individuals engaging in society. The 

concept of morality has been a subject of scholarly concern amongst academics in the disciplines 

of philosophy and psychology, as well as for leaders in education and religion. An important 

differentiation made in moral literature is between macromorality, or the ways in which 

individuals make sense of social cooperation, and micromorality, which involves every-day 

decisions of individuals (Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999; 1999a; 1999b). Micromoral 

processes are significant for face-to-face interactions and the enrichment of personal 
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relationships that require ideals of care and loyalty (Rest et al.). And yet, micromorality 

does not address the ways in which cooperation is developed in the larger community, where 

individuals interact with unknown acquaintances and strangers. According to the neo-

Kohlbergian approach to moral development (Rest et al.), macromorality is concerned with the 

formal structures in society, including institutions and laws that influence social cooperation. 

Further, macromorality attends to community-wide ideals such as fairness, equality, justice, and 

even impartiality (Rest et al.). 

It is well-documented that formal education has a significant impact on an individual’s 

macromoral development (Rest, Deemer, Barnett, Spickelmier, & Volker, 1986; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991). In particular, an individual’s bedrock schemas, or the ways in which they 

understand and utilize foundational moral concepts are of particular importance. A multitude of 

social and cognitive factors have been suggested as promoting moral growth within the 

collegiate experience (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). By engaging in the college environment, 

students are exposed to diverse perspectives, are provided opportunities to develop advanced 

cognitive skills such as reasoning, and are immersed into a collegiate culture that supports values 

of integrity and honesty (King & Mayhew, 2002). For the college student, the development of 

macromoral convictions is crucial for present and future participation as citizens in societies that 

rely on justice, fairness, and equality to govern and guide relations. Macromoral principles are 

broached in college through experiences in which individuals recognize themselves as relating to 

others in the world and which encourage the development of skills required to better humanity 

(Kuh & O’Donnell, 2008).  

Regardless of collegiate aims, more recent studies of macromoral judgment development 

have consistently evidenced a decline in advanced moral reasoning and an increase in personal 
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interest reasoning (Center for the Study of Ethical Development Reports, 2011; 2015; 2019). 

Personal interest reasoning is related to individuals being largely concerned with their own 

personal stakes, as well as those close to them when making decisions that have societal 

consequences (Rest et al., 1999; 1999a; 1999b). In a paper presented at the American 

Educational Research Association in 2008, Thoma and Bebeau suggest that declines in advanced 

moral reasoning may be due to broader social trends, such as increases in electronic use, declines 

in personal interactions, and rises in narcissism (e.g., Twenge et al., 2008), related to self-

interested attitudes. However, no significant findings have demonstrated a link between 

advanced moral reasoning and narcissism; yet, negative effects are evidenced for the relationship 

between advanced moral reasoning and social media use (Saculla, 2010, MA thesis). These 

patterns are representative of one potential relationship between moral reasoning and 

psychosocial aspects amongst college students and may provide information about barriers for 

moral growth; however, psychosocial considerations remain largely unaddressed in moral 

reasoning literature. 

Changes in moral reasoning scores in recent data of college students necessitates further 

examination of the experiences of the modern student. College has been considered a time period 

of both social and contextual disruption for students (Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Paul & 

Brier, 2001), and opportunities afforded in college have proved to create challenges for 

psychosocial adjustment (Conley, Shapiro, Huguenel, & Kirsch, 2018). Although many students 

enter college excited about new possibilities and experiences (Cleary, Walter, & Jackson, 2011), 

they often face challenges. In particular, the transition from leaving high school to entering 

college is a time of increased vulnerability and stress, given that individuals entering college 

often have to navigate adult roles and responsibilities (Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 
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1995), forge new social networks (Aquilino, 2006; Laursen & Collins, 2009; Larose & Boivin, 

1998), take on financial and economic burdens, and make educational and career choices 

(Aquilino, 2006; Laursen & Collins, 2009). Even after the initial transitions that college students 

make when beginning college, they often find it difficult to balance all aspects of their lives 

while in college, such as school work, relationships with friends, family and romantic partners, 

extracurricular activities, and plans for the future (Association of Anxiety and Depression, 2019). 

While such a vast amount of opportunities can be exciting and even precipitate personal, 

intellectual and moral growth for students, college has also become a time in which many 

students feel overwhelmed (Robbins & Wilmer, 2001). 

Many psychological disorders and mental health concerns first manifest for individuals 

during college (McGorry, Purcell, Goldstone, & Amminger, 2011). Mental health concerns are 

increasingly common amongst undergraduate students (Blanco et al., 2008). In fact, there is a 

higher prevalence of mental health concerns in higher education settings as compared to the 

general population, specifically for anxiety and depression (Sontag-Padilla et al., 2014). The 

American College Health Association’s National College Health Assessment (ACHA-NCHA II) 

for Fall 2018, surveyed 26,181 college students across all classifications in college (e.g., first 

year; second year, etc.). 18.9% of college students surveyed reported feeling overwhelming 

anxiety within the last 12 months. Although higher education institutions have implemented 

initiatives to address increasing rates of concerns (Mowbray et al., 2010), most institutions are 

unable to accommodate the heightened demands. Moreover, many students do not seek mental 

health treatment at all (Eisenberg, Golberstein & Gollust, 2007). As a result, many mental health 

concerns including anxiety remain untreated. 
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Across literature, anxiety has been defined and studied in a variety of ways, and the 

functions of anxiety differ. One such distinction has been made between state anxiety and trait 

anxiety. State anxiety is a temporary emotional state that involves feelings of stress and 

apprehension and may be adaptive in function and nature (Spielberger, 1966). Most people 

experience state anxiety in their normal everyday lives in response to stressful situations (Mental 

Health Foundation, 2014). While state anxiety can be maladaptive, causing a time period of 

panic or even failure, it can also be growth-producing as individuals rise to meet challenges. 

Alternatively, trait anxiety refers to a stable tendency of an individual to experience anxiety 

across many situations (Gidron, 2013), and is maladaptive in nature. Individuals with trait 

anxiety often experience anxiety regardless of the presence of a potential threat (Robinson 

Vytal, Cornwell, & Grillon, 2013). High trait anxiety has been evidenced as a vulnerability for 

the development of anxiety disorders (Raymond, Steele, & Series, 2017; Chambers, Power, & 

Durham, 2004). By studying the presence and symptom levels of trait anxiety, information about 

anxiety disorders is gleaned. Further descriptions of both state and trait anxiety are provided in 

chapter 2 of this dissertation. 

   Trait anxiety has been associated with social and cognitive impairment, and has the 

potential to be detrimental for an individual’s functioning, along with their personal 

development. Social functioning for this study is defined by the quality of an individual's 

interactions with their environment, as well as “the ability to fulfill their role within such 

environments as work, social activities, and relationships with partners and family” (Bosc, 2000, 

p.1). The impact of anxiety on social functioning has been associated with negative 

repercussions for relationships (Kessler, Walters, & Forthofer, 1998), and has been related to 

lower quality of social support and fewer contacts with friends or acquaintances (Coyne & 
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Downey, 1991). Avoidance of social interactions, or a lapse in activities which are sometimes 

caused by anxiety, may have serious implications for an individual’s opportunities to engage in 

daily life, as well as activities that promote moral growth. For instance, those with anxiety may 

avoid participating in extracurricular activities that have the potential to expose them to 

alternative perspectives and provoke laborious thought, both of which have potential to promote 

moral growth. Additionally, college students with anxiety may miss academic opportunities to 

engage with others, including class discussions and material that may stimulate reflection on 

important issues. Social withdrawal is not optimal for a society where social cooperation depends 

on the development of macromoral reasoning; furthermore, social withdrawal may stunt moral 

growth. 

Anxiety-related deficits in cognitive function may prohibit the development or utilization 

of higher-level cognitive skills needed for the advancement of macromoral judgment 

development. Furthermore, even when present in an activity, those with anxiety may not be able 

to engage as fully as those without anxiety due to an inability to concentrate and think clearly 

(Robinson et al., 2013). Anxiety-related cognitive distortions, such as overgeneralizations and 

personalizations can interfere with an individual’s ability to perceive accurate information in 

social contexts (Letienberg, Yost & Carroll-Wilson, 1986). Additionally, anxiety has been shown 

to have an information-processing bias related to negative material, meaning that an individual 

with anxiety may perceive non-threatening information as threatening (Hartley & Phelps, 2012). 

The social stimulation that is required for moral growth according to Kohlberg (1981), may be 

inhibited or skewed for someone with anxiety. 

By interfering with the interaction of intellectual, cultural and social aspects that are 

essential for moral judgment development in college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), trait anxiety 
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has the potential to impede an individual’s macromoral growth by reducing the social 

interactions and cognitive functions that encourage moral growth. At a time when college 

students are exploring their own perspectives of social ideals and cooperation, the mental health 

burden of anxiety may limit a student’s ability to engage in their environment in ways that allow 

for adequate growth. Furthermore, anxiety may function as a barrier for moral judgment 

development.  

It is important to note that high rates of comorbidity have been observed between anxiety 

and depression (e.g., Mineka et al. 1998; Kessler 2012). For example, 40-50% of those 

diagnosed with Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) are also diagnosed with some type of anxiety 

disorder (Dotson et al., 2014). Although anxiety and depression are both emotional disorders 

related to distress, and share common neurobiological components (Beck & Clark, 1988), the 

features of their dysfunctions often present differently amongst individuals. Researchers 

recommend controlling for the confounding variables of anxiety and depression when examining 

one or both of the disorders (Castaneda et al., 2008). While depression is not a major focal point 

of this study, the comorbidity rates between anxiety and depression warrant further examination 

into depression in this study. Further descriptions and definitions of depression will be provided 

in chapter 2.  

Statement of Problem 

Despite a vast database of moral judgment research with undergraduate students, research 

has yet to fully investigate the range of possible psychosocial antecedents to macromoral 

judgment development. Although a few previous studies have found correlations between types 

of psychological distress and macromoral judgment development (e.g., Thoma & Bebeau, 2008), 

literature has not fully explored this relationship, and has been less concerned with psychosocial 
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factors that may hinder moral development. More specifically, there is little research regarding 

how experiences of anxiety affect macromoral judgment development. Moral research has 

established that higher education promotes moral judgment development due largely to the social 

and cognitive aspects of participation in college (e.g., King & Mayhew, 2002); however, more 

recent trends in moral judgment development have demonstrated a decline for the undergraduate 

population (Dong, 2011; Center for the Study of Ethical Development Reports, 2015; 2019). 

Considering the prevalence of anxiety amongst undergraduate students and concerning the 

potential for anxiety to interfere with social and cognitive opportunities that may facilitate moral 

growth, this study sought to address a gap in the literature and our understanding.  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore psychosocial antecedents to macromoral 

judgment for undergraduate students, with particular attention toward the symptomology of trait 

anxiety. In particular, this study aimed to increase our knowledge of psychosocial barriers to 

macromoral judgment development for undergraduate students by exploring the relationship 

between anxiety and macromoral judgment development. This study sought to fill a gap in 

literature by focusing on the relationship of trait anxiety and macromoral judgment development.  

The following research questions guided the research process:  
 

1. What is the relationship between anxiety and macromoral judgment development 

for undergraduate students? How does the relationship between macromoral 

judgment development and anxiety differ across years in college? To what extent 

does depression explain the relationship between anxiety and macromoral judgment 

development?  

2. To what extent does anxiety limit social and cognitive engagement for students?  
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3. Does social and cognitive engagement mediate the relationship between anxiety and 

macromoral judgment development? 

 In pursuit of these research questions, a quantitative, exploratory research design was 

employed. All analyses were conducted using data drawn from a sample of undergraduate 

students at a southeastern university in the United States. More specifically, participants were 

recruited in the first semester of their first, second, and third years in college. Quantitative 

methods examined the extent to which a relationship exists between macromoral judgment 

development and the symptomology of trait anxiety. Online surveys were administered that 

explored the following: macromoral judgment development, as evidenced by the Defining Issues 

Test (DIT-2); trait anxiety, as evidenced by the State Trait Anxiety Inventory; symptomology of 

depression, as evidenced by the PHQ-9; and college student social and cognitive engagement, as 

evidenced by the Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ). 

Expected results were based on relationships evidenced in empirical literature, 

particularly when considering the proposed mediation model. It was proposed that trait anxiety 

would predict and interfere with moral judgment development due to possible barriers that 

individuals with anxiety may face, preventing them from engaging in social and cognitive 

opportunities that are related to moral growth.  It was predicted that as individuals experience 

varying levels of anxiety symptomology, they may be unable to adequately participate in 

meaningful opportunities in the college environment, therefore making their experiences of 

college different from those of their non-anxious peers.  

 Findings from this study contribute to the body of literature regarding undergraduate 

students and macromoral judgment development by attending to a unique, largely unstudied area 

within moral judgment research. Moreover, this study provides groundwork for future studies to 
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explore psychosocial constructs macromoral judgment development. Identifying relationships 

between macromoral judgment development and trait anxiety in college allows for further 

understanding of the undergraduate student’s experience and may eventually contribute to the 

creation of interventions that reduce the effects of trait anxiety on functioning. With rising rates 

of anxiety amongst college students, interventions may become particularly important in 

reducing anxiety’s impact on social and cognitive aspects of the college experience, therefore 

affecting identified barriers for macromoral development. For the professor in an undergraduate 

setting, results may provide further insight into the experiences of college students, allowing for 

more empathic responses and altered instruction. Ultimately, by addressing any psychosocial 

barriers to macromoral development for college students who are newly able to participate in 

democratic activities (i.e., voting), society may benefit as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This chapter reviews literature from three distinct areas of study in order to provide 

context for research, which seeks to integrate these perspectives. First, moral development will 

be discussed broadly in order to provide context for this study, emphasizing the neo-Kohlbergian 

approach to moral judgment development as a necessary feature of social cooperation in society. 

Second, research concerned with understanding anxiety will be explored, highlighting the 

importance of trait anxiety in assessing the symptomology of clinical anxiety. Third, literature 

examining the emerging adult population will be addressed, with a specific focus on 

undergraduate college students’ development and experiences across college. Finally, although 

sparse, research exploring the link between all three of these areas will be discussed, attempting 

to provide evidence of a potential connection between moral judgment development and mental 

health concerns for undergraduate college students. 

Moral Development 

Moral development has been a subject of significant study and debate in the field of 

psychology since its origins. Influenced by centuries of philosophical debates, psychologists, 

practitioners, and researchers have been concerned with the ways in which individuals engage 

and evolve morally. Over the past two centuries in particular, multiple influential theories have 
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been postulated that have contributed to an understanding of moral development, as well as to 

the 
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advancement of moral research (Killen & Smetana, 2014). Although an extensive review 

of scholarly traditions is beyond the scope of this dissertation, an overview of the major 

approaches to moral development will provide context for this study. Walker and Thoma (2017) 

identify five traditions for approaching the development of the moral person, each emphasizing a 

particular aspect of the human moral experience: virtues, cognition, moral identity, emotions, 

and character strengths (Walker & Thoma). Utilizing these identified traditions, the following 

sections will broadly review the progression of the field of moral development. 

Moral research in the early 20th century was predominantly influenced by perspectives in 

social psychological theory, positing that moral virtues are developed through a socialization 

process (Durkheim, 1906). Having philosophical roots in the works of Aristotle, moral virtues 

have been emphasized as essential for living a moral life (Aristotle, trans. 1931). According to 

Durkheim (1961), children are passive recipients who become immersed in cultural and social 

norms, and eventually internalize norms for themselves. Virtue-based approaches continue to 

emphasize virtues as the main medium by which character is developed; moreover, virtues 

become a stable part of an individual’s character and influence moral action, including emotions 

and judgments (Walker & Thoma, 2017). 

Like virtue-based approaches, Sigmund Freud (1922; 1927) understood moral notions as 

being developed through interactions with an individual’s parents and society-at-large; however, 

Freud’s work took a different approach, initiating research on the moral conscience. Drawing on 

the moral concept of reciprocity as presented by Kant in his writings about the “Golden Rule,” 

Freud examined the role of an individual’s drives and motivations for their actions as important 

in the development of the ethical component of an individual’s psyche (Killen & Smetana, 

2015). According to Freud’s theory, one’s personality subsists of three components: the id, 
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which is the pleasure component of the personality; the superego, which is the moral component, 

important for emotional regulation and suppression of desires; and the ego, which is responsible 

for reconciling the conflicting desires between the id and the superego. Conflicting desires 

between the components of the personality often precipitate defense mechanisms and result in a 

distortion of moral experiences (Chao, 2015).  

More recent research on moral conscience extends Freud’s developmental theory, 

responding to the criticism that Freud’s theory did not specify which moral notions should be 

internalized by the superego. Kochanska and Askan (2006) describe a process whereby a child 

and parent have reciprocal interactions that allows children to become aware of right conduct and 

care for others. As a result, the child learns mechanisms for decreasing negative behavior. 

Thompson (2014) has continued this research, acknowledging the conscience as a self-regulatory 

mechanism which allows a child to accommodate moral emotion and right conduct.  

In 1932, Jean Piaget, a developmental psychologist well-known for his work in childhood 

cognitive development, challenged notions of social psychology proponents with the creation of 

his model of moral development. In his book, The Moral Judgment of the Child, Piaget (1932) 

opposed the claims of previous researchers who promoted the idea that society inflicts moral 

standards on an individual (Carpendale, 2009), and therefore shapes an individual’s morality. 

Instead, Piaget (1932) asserted that moral development was closely related to cognitive 

development and that a child has an important role in constructing their own understandings of 

moral knowledge (e.g., justice and fairness) through their interactions with their environment. 

Piaget’s observations of children led him to conclude that interactions with the environment have 

an effect on a child’s cognition and moral understandings; further, a child matures by means of 

an “increasing awareness of reciprocity as the organizing principle” (Lickona, 1976, p. 226).  
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Piaget’s theory set the groundwork for the cognitive developmental approach to moral 

development that dominated the 1950s and 1960s. The cognitive-developmental approach to 

morality boasts a robust body of research emphasizing moral reasoning as the main determinant 

of moral decision-making (e.g., Kohlberg, 1981). Having origins in Kant’s theories of 

rationalization (1785), as well as Rawl’s theory of justice, Kohlberg advanced Piaget’s theory on 

moral development.   

Like Piaget, Kohlberg (1963) noticed that children constructed meaning of their social 

interactions and experiences; however, Kohlberg departed from Piaget’s work after studies with 

the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI) (1963; 1969). The MJI, created by Kohlberg to study 

cognitive processes involved in moral reasoning, asks participants to verbally make and explain 

decisions about a series of moral dilemmas. From his studies, Kohlberg was able to distinguish 

between six sequential stages of moral development, grouped into three levels of morality. 

According to Kohlberg, each stage represents a pattern of thought that is stimulated through 

social interactions and helps to determine the ways in which an individual understands moral 

order (Kohlberg, 1976; 1981). As individuals progress in moral maturity, each stage brings a re-

organization of thought patterns, providing “a broader perspective than insights achieved at the 

prior stages” (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987, p. 5).  Further, as individuals progress, their concepts of 

justice and fairness expand from a focus on egocentric concepts to those of ethical responsibility. 

It is important to note that the Neo-Kohlbergian approach, derived from Kohlberg’s approach to 

moral development, was established in the late 1990s. This approach will be discussed in detail 

in a subsequent section, in order to provide context for the current study. 

In part as a response to the cognitive developmental approach, Blasi (1983), in his Self-

Model offers a different perspective of morality by examining the extent to which an individual 
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believes that moral issues are essential to their identity. Blasi asserts that “one has a moral 

identity just when moral categories are essential, central, and important to one’s self-

understanding” (1984); and further, when an individual is motivated to act morally. Blasi’s 

empirical research concerns the degree to which personal commitment to morality transfers into 

action and behavior (Blasi, 1980; Damon & Hart, 1992). Similarly, Colby and Damon (1992) 

propose that moral identity encompasses a unity between the self and moral systems. 

Additionally, Moshan (2005) explains that these researchers particularly emphasize the self as a 

moral agent, having the ability to act based on moral concerns and principals, such as care and 

concern for others.   

Aquino and Reed (2002) take a slightly different approach regarding moral identity, 

arguing that moral identity is one type of identity amidst other types of social identities. In 

particular, these authors claim that moral reasoning and cognition are significant; yet, “they are 

only part of the story” (Aquino & Reed, 2002, p. 1425). In particular, Aquino and Reed 

emphasize the importance of self-regulatory processes such as perseverance.  

A more recent, yet related area of research regarding moral identity has emerged. Moral 

exemplars represent ‘extreme cases’ whereby examples of human moral excellence are examined 

(Damon & Hart, 1992). For research with moral exemplars, the ways in which individuals derive 

personal satisfaction from doing good and contributing to social and community outcomes is of 

particular importance (Colby & Damon, 1992). Frimer and Walker (2007) discuss this notion in 

terms of the concepts of moral agency and communion; whereby, agency refers to motives that 

promote the self within society, such as wealth and achievements; and communion refers to 

altruism related to familiar persons and care for the well-being of strangers (Frimer, Walker, 

Dunlop, Lee & Riches, 2011). According to theory and evidence from this line of research, 
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moral exemplars balance both moral agency and communion as a part of their own personality 

and identity, developing this capacity over time. Advances in recent research with adults 

necessitates future studies with children in order to examine concepts such as will and integrity 

(Lapsley and Stey, 2014).  

Various perspectives have acknowledged emotions as playing a role in moral 

development (e.g., Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007), having philosophical origins in Hume’s 

work on sentiments motivating morality (1739/1967); however, more recent research emphasizes 

emotions as playing a fundamental role for moral behavior (Nucci & Narvaez, 2014) and moral 

self-hood (Kristjánsson, 2010). Current research emphasizes the importance of recognizing 

emotions when considering a moral person, shifting away from the previously polarized 

perspectives regarding emotion and rationality (Walker & Thoma, 2017).  

In his article titled, “The emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach 

to moral judgment,” Haidt (2001) proposes the social intuitionist model as an alternative to 

rationalist approaches to morality. Haidt makes reference to the debate between rationalism and 

intuitionism in the fields of philosophy and psychology, stating that reasoning has been 

overemphasized. Yet, he points out that intuitions, are a kind of cognition, just as is reason. 

Whereas rationalism promotes reasoning (e.g. Piaget, 1932; Kohlberg, 1963; Turiel, 1983), Haidt 

(2001) describes intuition as an emotional process, “…more akin to perception, in which one 

‘just sees without argument that they are and must be true’” (Harrison, 1967, p. 72). In fact, he 

claims that a moral judgment is typically the result of a quick, automatic evaluation, and “usually 

an ex post facto process used to influence intuitions (and hence judgments) of other people” 

(Haidt, 2001, p. 2). In other words, the outcome of the judgment, and not the process of 

determining the judgment, is available to the consciousness. Haidt (2001) is careful to point out 
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that his work in the article is outside of the moral judgment domain and that he is proposing a 

cross-disciplinary approach; however, his work serves to broaden perspectives for moral research 

and draw attention to the fact that an interdisciplinary approach may be most beneficial for 

understanding the complexities of moral development.  

As an alternative to the disease model of psychology, Seligman has been credited with a 

shift towards emphasizing human flourishing, basing research on the identification of an 

individual’s character strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman 2011), and promoting  

well-being for individuals. Identifying and developing character strengths has been compared to 

previous approaches (Rogers, 1959) and is connected to an individual’s resilience.  For positive 

psychology, multiple issues have arisen due to the complexity of moral situations (Kristjánsson, 

2005). Therefore, looking at particular contexts has been a recent focus in order to pinpoint the 

specifics of an individual’s growth. Positive psychology aims to cultivate the components that 

aid thriving amongst individuals and communities.  Although recent research emphasizes 

flourishing, much more research is needed in order to understand its specific impact for moral 

concerns.  

Neo-Kohlbergian Approach 

Regardless of the multiple theories of moral development, theories in the cognitive-

developmental domain have been widely evidenced and utilized. Although the cognitive-

developmental approach to morality dominated the 1960s-1970s, it has also remained influential 

for contemporary research (Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs, & Lieberman, 1983; Rest, Deemer, Barnett, 

Spickelmier & Volker, 1986; Walker & Taylor, 1991; Naravez & Lapsley, 2005; Walker, 2006; 

Kipper, 2017). Most significantly, the neo-Kohlbergian approach emerged in the late 1990s in 

response to criticisms of Kohlberg’s work, and based on over 25 years of research (Rest, 
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Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999). Presently, the Center for the Study of Ethical Development 

continues to promote, distribute and score the Defining Issues Test (DIT), in order to allow for 

the promotion of further research purposes. The following section describes the emergence of the 

neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral development. 

James Rest’s (1983) Four Component Model (FCM) provides a framework for 

organizing moral research that involves both cognitive and affective processes, attending to 

multiple features of moral agency. He asserted that moral development is not a single unitary 

process, but it includes four integrated processes: Component I, which involves perception and 

sensitivity to moral material; Component II, which involves moral judgment reasoning 

processes; Component III, which involves a propensity towards choosing right action over 

conflicting personal issues (moral motivation); and Component IV, which involves the ability to 

consistently follow through on an action (moral character). Moral behavior, then, results from the 

employment of all four processes (Rest 1984).  

Moral Judgment Development 

Much of the research for the cognitive-developmental approach to morality has focused 

on component II of the FCM, which is moral judgment development. This component addresses 

reasoning processes associated with moral development and involves an individual’s increasing 

awareness of justice and social cooperation (Kohlberg, 1983). In order to find an efficient 

alternative to Kohlberg’s Moral Judgment Interview (MJI), Rest (1974) created the Defining 

Issues Test (DIT) to tap into moral judgment processes. Instead of answering verbally, 

participants respond to hypothetical moral dilemmas by reasoning about moral preferences from 

provided statements. Through this task, an individual’s tacit knowledge is assessed, providing 

insight into an individual’s moral judgment development through their activated moral stages 
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(Kohlberg, 1979). The DIT has become the most popular device for measuring moral judgment 

development for late adolescence and young adulthood and has provided a significant amount of 

empirical research. Further details regarding the specifics of the DIT instrument will be 

discussed in Chapter 3 of this dissertation.  

Based on 25 years of data collection from the DIT, Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, and Bebeau 

(1999) present an approach to moral judgment development that addresses many of the criticisms 

of Kohlberg’s work. Their neo-Kohlbergian approach originates from Kohlberg’s approach, yet 

makes some deviations and seeks to advance his theory. The neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral 

development distinguishes between macromorality, or the ways that individuals understand 

social cooperation, and micromorality, involving everyday decisions of individuals (Rest et al.). 

Macromorality is evidenced as an individual’s behavior influences the structure of society as 

well as public policies (Rest et al). Individually, social cooperation necessitates an important task 

of citizenship (Rest, 1994) and moral character development (Nucci & Narvaez, 2014), and it is 

associated with placing value in the shared ideals of society rather than personal concerns (Rest 

et al.).  

In order to establish the neo-Kohlbergian theory, the authors begin by using Kohlberg’s 

core assumptions, which include employing cognition as a starting point and regarding morality 

through a developmental sequence (Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 2000). Differences 

between Kohlberg’s theory and the neo-Kohlbergian theory are detailed by the authors in their 

book (for an extended version see Rest et al., 1999a). A notable difference is the substitution of 

‘soft’ schemas of development instead of Kohlberg’s ‘hard’ stages of development; whereby, 

schemas are representative of “shifting distributions” (p. 384) in developmental conceptions. 
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Authors present three developmentally ordered schemas to explain how individuals perceive the 

role of institutions and systems in society (Rest et al., 2000). 

Developmentally ordered schemas provide insight into the factors that an individual 

prioritizes as they make judgments about hypothetical moral dilemmas, defining moral growth as 

a “gradual shift from lower to more complex conceptions of social/moral cooperation” (Thoma 

& Dong, 2014, p. 3). A schema can be defined as a general structure of knowledge residing in 

long-term memory (Bartlett 1932; Taylor & Crocker, 1981), which is activated by a stimulus in 

order to help an individual process an experience (Rest et al., 2000). The personal interest 

schema (PI), in which individuals prioritize laws and conventions that serve their own interests, 

is the least developmentally advanced schema. Individuals that reason from this schema are 

concerned with personal stakes for themselves and for those close to them (e.g., their family and 

friends) (Rest et al., 2000). The next developmentally advanced schema is the Maintaining 

Norms (MN) schema, in which individuals prioritize laws and traditions. Individuals that reason 

from this schema are focused on the norms of society, deeming them as a necessity to govern and 

expecting norms to establish reciprocity amongst citizens (Rest et al., 2000). Finally, the 

Postconventional Schema (PC), which represents the most developmentally advanced schema, 

represents reasoning that is focused on shared ideals, above and beyond structures of law (Rest et 

al., 1999b). Further, at the foundations of postconventional reasoning is the idea that moral 

obligations are ‘open to scrutiny’ (Rest et al., 2000).   

Although researchers distinguish between schemas, it is important to note that individuals 

often reason across multiple schemas, making decisions that prioritize notions of more than one 

developmental schema (Rest et al., 2000). Therefore, individuals vary in the degree by which 

they have consolidated their perspectives. If an individual generally prioritizes a particular 
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schema, that individual is most likely to be considered as being in a consolidated state. However, 

if an individual does not consistently prefer one schema more than the others, the individual is 

considered as being in a transitional state (Rest et al., 1999b). 

The neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral judgment development has provided significant 

contributions to moral research in larger part due to the utilization of the Defining Issues Test 

(DIT), as previously described. Across multiple studies, moral reasoning scores from the DIT 

have been positively associated with the following: “measures of intelligence, cognitive skills 

and academic performance” (e.g., Murk & Addleman, 1992); perspective-taking and empathy 

(e.g., Eisenberg, Carlo, Murphy, & Van Court, 1995); and measures of ‘openness to experience’ 

(e.g., Cawley, Martin, & Johnson, 2000), among others. Researchers promote the fact that the 

DIT provides a unique source of information (Thoma, Narvaez, Rest & Derryberry, 1999). 

In addition to focusing on macromoral concerns, neo-Kohlbergian researchers sought to 

address more context-specific aspects of moral judgment. Bebeau and Thoma (1999) propose 

examining intermediate concepts. Unlike the abstract schemas laid out by the macromoral 

approach, intermediate concepts are more specific; however, they are less specific than concrete 

ethics codes. Intermediate concepts are context-specific, relating to how an individual interprets 

and reacts to moral and ethical situations. Furthermore, intermediate level judgments require 

more interpretation than concrete ethic codes. For example, in order to address ethical issues 

concerning young professionals in dentistry, Thoma and Bebeau (1998) created a prototype 

measure for assessing intermediate level concepts amongst dental students. In particular, they 

aimed to address concepts that are not addressed by ethics courses, examining how professionals 

engage and make decisions when presented with ethical situations in their work environment.  
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It is important to note that Kohlberg’s theory, and its successor neo-Kohlbergian theory 

has faced multiple criticisms (e.g., Rosen, 1980). For instance, Blasi (1983), and Bee (1994), 

among others, criticized Kohlberg’s approach for being limited in its ability to predict behavior, 

and focus on the disconnect between judgment and action. Regardless, Kohlberg himself 

proposed that moral behavior is more easily predicted at higher levels of moral development and 

that there should be a correlation between reasoning and behavior (Kohlberg et al., 1975). 

Studies have demonstrated that higher levels of moral development are related to prosocial 

behaviors (Blasi, 1980; Rest et al.,1986; Rest & Narvaez, 1991; Thoma, 1994). Further, neo-

Kohlbergians acknowledge that moral judgments are not alone sufficient in determining moral 

behaviors without the considerations of other processes (Rest et al., 1999b). 

Another important criticism of Kohlberg’s work is that it fails to address the role of affect 

and emotion in making moral judgments and overemphasizes rationalism and reasoning. Debates 

over the roles of multiple systems involved in moral judgment relate to a long-standing 

disagreement in the field of moral psychology, specifically identified by the differences between 

the roles of reason and emotion in moral judgment (Monin, Pizarro, & Beer, 2007). Rest (1983), 

influenced by Kohlberg, contributes to the long-standing debate amongst researchers regarding 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes, stating that “…there are no cognitions completely 

devoid of affect, no affects completely devoid of cognitions, and no moral behavior that is 

independent of cognition and affects" (p. 20).  

Higher Education Trends for Moral Judgment Development 

Moral judgment development increases rapidly across high school and college years, 

supporting the Kohlbergian claim that moral judgment is developmental (Thoma & Dong, 2014). 

Research consistently demonstrates that undergraduate students grapple with the issue of society-
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wide cooperation (Thoma, 1993). Indeed, an individual’s understanding of social cooperation 

tends to shift towards preferences of more principled moral reasoning based on principles of 

fairness and justice (Rest, 1979).   

It is well-documented that formal education has a significant impact on an individual’s 

macromoral judgment development (Rest et al., 1986; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) above and 

beyond age or maturation (Kitchener, King, Davison, Parker, & Wood, 1984). Studies 

consistently show an increase in postconventional reasoning and a decrease in conventional 

reasoning for college students when using the Defining Issues Test (Rest, 1979; King, Wiseman, 

Kelly & Kelly, 1985; King & Kitchener, 1994). In a longitudinal study over ten years, Rest and 

Thoma (1985) examined the relationship between moral judgment development and formal 

education for students beyond high school. They found that participants who continued in higher 

education showed an increase in moral development scores according to the DIT; whereas, those 

who did not continue in higher education, or only continued for a year or two, showed that moral 

development scores ‘leveled off,’ meaning that individuals did not continue to advance in 

developing moral judgment. It is important to note that students may naturally advance in moral 

reasoning regardless of their circumstances, as some students may be “predisposed” to seek 

intellectual stimulation and enjoy working on complex problems (Rest & Thoma, 1985, p.714); 

however, literature suggests moral judgment development plateaus after leaving college (Rest, 

1979). More recently, in a database of over 172 DIT studies with undergraduate students, King & 

Mayhew (2002) found that dramatic gains occur for macromoral judgment development through 

participation in college.  

Moral judgment development has revealed identifiable patterns and trends across studies 

for the undergraduate population, even when controlling for age. Beginning in adolescence, 
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individuals gain awareness to ‘the discovery of society’ (Adelson & O’Neil, 1966; Youniss & 

Yates, 1997). Once an individual has progressed past a reliance on sociocentric perspectives, 

they are better able to consider societal concerns in college. Typically, once an individual has 

entered into their second year of college, they are more likely to demonstrate mixed levels of 

moral judgment development understandings, and eventually are able to demonstrate more 

advanced reasoning in later years of college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998). 

Little is known about the exact means by which the shift in moral reasoning occurs in 

higher education environments (Derryberry & Thoma, 2000); however, research has 

recommended multiple features of the college environment that contribute to moral growth. For 

instance, Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) discuss the range of intellectual, cultural, and social 

experiences that contribute to the advancement of moral judgment development. Thoma & Rest 

(1985) suggest the role of socialization into the college milieu is a significant factor for moral 

growth. Additionally, Rest et al. (1999) asserts that cognitive development through college may 

be “a necessary but insufficient condition for making moral reasoning gains” (p. 409). Rest and 

colleagues (1986) emphasize the significance of both a supportive environment, as well as a 

motivated individual in order for moral growth to occur. 

Studies suggest that college experiences promote moral development by providing a 

social environment that exposes students to a range of factors including diverse perspectives and 

ideas, values of academic integrity and personal responsibility, and opportunities for engagement 

in civic activities such as volunteering (King & Mayhew, 2002).  Individual effects, such as the 

type of individual that attends college (Rest et al., 1986) as well as an individual’s preparedness 

for change and transition (King & Mayhew, 2002), may serve to determine the extent to which 

individuals take advantage of opportunities for growth. College environmental effects, including 
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the school mission and educational experiences such as classroom discussion and reflection 

about important issues, help to foster reasoning and judgment skills (Mayhew & King, 2008). In 

fact, Kohlberg (1979) previously stressed the importance of the social stimulation that can be 

created through “moral decision-making, moral dialogue, and moral interaction” (p. 49) such as 

that found in college classrooms. When examining college social groups, Thoma & Ludewig 

(1993) found that students who had several independent groups of friends scored higher on the 

DIT, suggesting a link between diverse groups of friends and the development of moral 

judgment. Indeed, the quantity and quality of social interactions with family, peers, and 

instructors have been shown to affect moral judgment (Aybek, Cavdar, & Mutlu 2015). 

Across studies of higher education, various aspects of both the collegiate experience and 

student factors have been examined in order to determine specific factors that promote moral 

development. Studies have looked at institution type (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; McNeel, 

1994), academic disciplines and intervention types, and individual student factors such as 

gender, political orientation, and year in school (King & Mayhew, 2002). Studies examining 

institution type have yielded some consistent results demonstrating that students at liberal arts 

colleges and research institutes are more likely to achieve high moral reasoning scores than those 

attending two-year colleges (McNeel, 1994) or community colleges (e.g., Good & Cartwright, 

1998; Shaver, 1985). However, studies regarding moral judgment differences across academic 

disciplines (e.g., humanity disciplines compared to the science disciplines) have been largely 

inconclusive (King & Mayhew, 2002). Specific student factors have revealed general patterns 

and trends. For instance, women’s moral reasoning seems to be influenced greater than men’s 

moral reasoning (Wilson, 2007). Additionally, trends for race have also been observed, with 

white students being more likely to show moral reasoning increases than African 
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American/Black students after the first years in college (Mayhew, 2012). 

Historically, trends for moral judgment have shown an increase for students across 

participation in college in both longitudinal and cross-sectional studies (Rest & Thoma, 1985). 

Freshmen students in particular have experienced rapid growth during their first year in college. 

More recently, in the Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education, Mayhew et al. (2012) 

found that moral reasoning scores on the DIT were significantly higher after the first year in 

college, F (1, 1465) = 80.386, p < 0.001, with mean DIT P-scores at 41.64, than at the beginning 

of the first-year in college, 37.00 (p. 377). Further, Mayhew and colleagues (2012) found that 

changes occurred regardless of institution type. Mean scores on the DIT represent the extent to 

which an individual prioritizes the postconventional schema over the maintain norms and 

personal interest schemas when making decisions about hypothetical moral dilemmas. In 

addition to first year gains, students often move between moral phases throughout college 

(Thoma & Rest, 1999), and developmental gains in moral reasoning vary as a function of 

students' moral phases (Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2010). 

Declines in Norms  
 

Although higher education has historically evidenced an important role in the facilitation 

of macromoral judgment development, more recent studies have demonstrated an overall decline 

in postconventional reasoning scores on the DIT-2 than for previous cohorts (Dong, 2011). 

According to the Center for the Study of Ethical Development (CSED), norms for the years 

2005-2009 evidence a significant decline in postconventional reasoning scores and an increase in 

personal interest scores for college students. Recent norms for undergraduate P-scores can be 

compared to previous cohorts in order to examine this trend. P-scores represent the extent to 

which participants prioritized postconventional reasoning when making decisions about 
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hypothetical moral dilemmas. Norms from 2009-2011 for the DIT include a sample of 32,989 

college students with P-score means at 35.09, (SD, 5.21). This score, compared to previous 

norms, shows a decrease in postconventional reasoning. For example, Rest’s (1979) sample of 

2,479 undergraduate students found that P-score means were at 42, (SD, 13.2).  

As previously mentioned, Thoma & Bebeau (2008) suggest that declines may be due to 

broader social trends, such as an increase in electronic use, a decrease in personal interactions 

and an increase in narcissism (e.g., Twenge, Konrath, Foster, Campbell, & Bushman, 2008), 

related to self-interested attitudes. However, no significant findings have demonstrated a link 

between postconventional reasoning and narcissism, although negative effects are evidenced for 

postconventional reasoning and social media use (Saculla, 2010). These lines of research speak 

to the need to explore how psychosocial factors may contribute to a decline in trends for 

postconventional reasoning, and yet, studies have not fully investigated other types of 

psychosocial factors that may be instrumental in affecting trends, such as psychological distress. 

Anxiety 

Anxiety disorders constitute a worldwide health problem with massive psychological, 

social, and economic costs (Beddington et al., 2008). According to the National Institute for 

Mental Health (NIMH), roughly 40 million people, or 18% of the United States’ population, 

have a diagnosable anxiety disorder. Although anxiety is treatable, only about one-third of 

individuals with anxiety actually receive treatment (Association of Anxiety and Depression). 

Left untreated, anxiety can have profound effects on an individual’s social and cognitive 

functioning. 

 The American Psychological Association (APA), defines anxiety as “an emotion that 

consists of feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes like increased blood 
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pressure”; however, anxiety has been defined in a variety of ways across psychological literature. 

Anxiety has been theoretically classified and assessed in the following ways: “as a trait, a state, a 

stimulus, a response, a drive and as a motive” (Endler & Kocoviski, 2001, p. 2). Because of the 

array of perspectives on anxiety, distinguishing its particular features is important. Sigmund 

Freud discussed anxiety as an emotional state that includes feelings of apprehension, tension, 

nervousness, and worry accompanied by physiological arousal (Spielberger, 1966, p. 1). Further, 

Freud observed anxiety as providing help for individuals in threatening situations; however, he 

noticed that extreme amounts of anxiety occurred for individuals with psychiatric disorders. 

Freud’s observations have been acknowledged by many, yet the study of anxiety has taken 

diverse paths.  

In the 1960s, Cattell and colleagues (Cattell & Scheier, 1961) proposed that there were 

two types of anxiety that could be differentiated: ‘state anxiety’ and ‘trait anxiety.’ State anxiety 

refers to a transient, emotional state that involves feelings of stress and apprehension, as well as 

an enhanced sympathetic nervous system. State anxiety may fluctuate and vary in intensity 

(Horikawa & Yagi, 2012). Trait anxiety, on the other hand, refers to a stable tendency for an 

individual to “attend to, experience and report negative emotions such as fears, worries, and 

anxiety across many situations” (Gidron, 2013, p. 1). Trait anxiety is a personality dimension 

that is related to particular tendencies and dispositions which an individual may possess and is 

known to be a vulnerability factor for clinical anxiety disorders (Elwood, Wolitzky-Taylor & 

Olatunji, 2012). Spielberger (1966) expounded upon Catell’s work, creating the first 

assessment to distinguish between state and trait anxiety called the State-Trait Anxiety 

Inventory (STAI). This assessment has been used in both clinical settings towards diagnosing 

patients with anxiety, and in research towards understanding types of anxiety in various 
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populations. Cut-off scores provide information that is meant to detect clinically significant 

symptoms of anxiety (Julian, 2011). More detailed information on the STAI will be provided in 

chapter 3.  

State Anxiety 

State anxiety, also described as ‘situational anxiety,’ serves as an adaptive function that 

allows individuals to react to situations of distress or danger and take appropriate actions 

(Robinson et al., 2013; Raymond, Steele, & Series, 2017). Individuals often experience state 

anxiety in their day-to-day lives as they respond to events and situations (Lawton, deVoe, & 

Parmelee, 1995). In fact, most individuals experience anxiety in response to threatening 

circumstances or events; yet, these states are often short-lived and can be adaptive and growth-

producing (Mental Health Foundation, 2014). State anxiety is characterized by subjective 

feelings of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry, and by activation or arousal of the 

autonomic nervous system, enacting a fight, flight, or freeze response by the central nervous 

system (STAI). If a state of anxiety is prolonged, anxiety may become maladaptive and 

distressing (Kirsch & Windmann, 2009). 

Trait Anxiety 

 According to Spielberger (1966), trait anxiety represents a stable tendency of an 

individual to react with anxiety to perceived threats across time; furthermore, trait anxiety is 

related to anxiety proneness (Julian, 2011). Trait anxiety is observed through self-report 

measures and provides information on the frequency of anxiety symptoms for an individual 

(Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lushene, Bagg, & Jacobs, 1983), as well as the extent to which anxiety 

symptoms are typical for an individual (Taylor, 1953). For individuals with trait anxiety, which 
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is maladaptive in nature, perceived threats are subjective in nature and exist whether or not an 

imminent threat is life threatening or dangerous (Robinson et al., 2013).   

Trait anxiety has been hypothesized as having roots in biological bases which leads to 

biases and perpetuate anxious states (Cramer, Sluis, Wichers, Geschwind, & Aggen, 2012). It 

has been demonstrated that “frequent anxious states calibrate the brain to anticipate a hostile 

environment, increasing the risk that anxiety will come to dominate an individual’s behavior” 

(Raymond et al, 2017, p. 2). High trait anxiety is likely to be the result of biological factors in 

combination with a host of other factors such as the environment and life events. 

Because of its nature, trait anxiety often predicts future anxiety states for an individual 

(Reiss, 1997).  More specifically, individuals with trait anxiety often experience state anxiety in 

situations in which other individuals do not, and experience increased intensity for state 

anxiety compared to those without trait anxiety (Gidron, 2013).  High trait anxiety has been 

evidenced as a vulnerability for the development of anxiety disorders (Raymond et al., 2017; 

Chambers et al., 2004).   

Clinical Anxiety  

Clinical anxiety, which is present in anxiety disorders, is defined by criteria laid out in 

the Diagnostic Statistics Manual-V (DSM-V) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Many 

factors contribute to the causes of anxiety, including genetics, brain chemistry, biology, 

personality, life events, and environments (Association for Anxiety and Depression of America). 

There are multiple types of anxiety disorders, including Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD), 

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), Panic Disorder (PD), Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD), and Social Anxiety (SAD), affecting 18.1% of the United States population each year. 

GAD is one of the most common anxiety disorders, and most anxiety disorders involve a 
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component of generalized anxiety (Association for Anxiety and Depression of America, 2019). 

According to the DSM-V, GAD involves excessive worry, and may include symptomatology of 

the following: edginess or restlessness; fatigue; impaired concentration or feeling as though the 

mind goes blank; irritability (which may or may not be observable to others); increased muscle 

aches or soreness; and difficulty sleeping. A diagnosis of GAD follows after symptoms persist 

for at least six months, and other explanations and conditions for distress have been ruled out, 

including other psychiatric conditions (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

In addition, subthreshold Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD), which involves clinically 

distressing symptoms that do not meet the threshold for diagnostic cut-off points, is also 

associated with reduced quality of life and functional impairment. Individuals experiencing 

subthreshold anxiety evidence “psychological symptoms that are mild, atypical, masked and/or 

brief but recurrent” (Haller, Cramer, Lauche, Gass, & Dobos, 2014), and may not meet the full 

six-month duration cut-off for clinical anxiety (Burstein, Beesdo-Baum, He, & Merikangas, 

2014). Additionally, relaxing DSM criteria evidences subthreshold GAD as having twice the 

prevalence as a full GAD diagnosis (Haller, Cramer, Lauche, Gass, & Dobos, 2014). Although 

severity and manifestation of symptomology may differ in intensity and duration across 

individuals with GAD and subthreshold GAD, research evidences a disruption in functioning 

above and beyond normal “problems of life” (Spitzer & Wakefield, 1999) or situational stress 

and anxiety.  

In clinical research, anxiety disorders have often been examined through measures of trait 

anxiety, as trait anxiety has demonstrated a vulnerability for developing clinical anxiety. 

Symptoms explored through trait anxiety measures speak to the symptoms of clinical anxiety, 

although they do not necessarily indicate a clinical diagnosis (Iunes et al., 2017). For those 
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experiencing symptomology of GAD and subthreshold GAD, symptoms may include the 

following: somatic symptoms, including increase heart rate, nervousness, stomach cramps, 

lightheadedness; emotional symptoms, including feelings of being out of control or powerless, 

feeling fearful, excessive worry about the past; behavioral symptoms, including avoidance of 

particular situations that may cause anxiety, social withdrawal from friendships and family; and 

cognitive symptoms, including obsessive thoughts related to fear, negative perspectives, inability 

to concentrate and the inability to think clearly. The potentially profound effects of these 

symptoms on an individual’s life warrant further inquiry into the ways in which functional 

impairment may limit an individual’s engagement in everyday activities such as time with family 

and friends, work, and play.  

Social functioning. Anxiety has the potential to interfere with many social aspects of an 

individual’s life. Individuals experiencing high anxiety may be more likely to avoid certain types 

of social interactions (Turner, 1988) and communication such as talking with strangers (Wu, 

Luo, Broster, Gu, & Luo, 2013; Duronto, Nishida, & Nakayama, 2005; Samochowiec & Florack, 

2010). Further, anxiety has been associated with negative impacts on social relationships 

(Kessler, Walters, & Forthofer, 1998) and has been related to lower quality of social support and 

fewer contacts with friends or acquaintances (Coyne & Downey, 1991). Anxiety affects both 

behavioral indicators of social functioning, which are quantitative measures of social functions 

(i.e., frequency of social activities) and affective indicators of social functioning, which include 

subjective measures of interpersonal function (i.e., perceived social affiliation). Research has 

acknowledged that social support is particularly important for psychological wellbeing and can 

help to safeguard individuals experiencing stressful life events that may cause anxiety (Andrews, 
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Tennant, Hewson, & Vaillant, 1978; Barrera, 1981; Procidano & Heller, 1983; Sarason, Sarason, 

Potter, & Antoni, 1985).  

Cognitive functioning. Anxiety has been associated with deficits in cognitive 

functioning, and in particular brain structure and function (Dotson, et al., 2014). Beck (1967) 

originally suggested that the impairment of emotions, which were related to the presence of 

anxiety, perpetuated difficulties in attention, memory, and interpretation. Although evidence is 

somewhat limited, research trends generally demonstrate an attentional bias for anxiety (Bar-

Haim, Lamy, Pergamin, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van IJzendoorn, 2007), characterized by 

information-processing biases toward negative or threatening material (Teachman, Joormann, 

Steinman; & Gotlib, 2012; Vytal et al., 2012). Further, anxiety has been marked by hyperarousal 

(Khazanov & Ruscio, 2016) and a bias for early sensory detection, which leads to threatening 

interpretations. Additionally, sensory bias increases “risk aversion decision-making” (Blanchette 

& Richards, 2010, p.585).  

In their review of studies for the relationship between anxiety and cognition, Robinson et 

al. (2013) confirms evidence that clinical anxiety is related to decreased attentional control and 

inhibited ability to utilize short-term memory. Worry, in particular, which is a major symptom of 

anxiety, has evidenced limits for working memory resources (Eysenck, 1985; Rapee, 1993). This 

suggests that when clinical anxiety is present for an individual, there is a decrease in adaptive 

cognitive abilities and cognitive control. Blanchette and Richards (2010) discuss evidence that 

supports the claim that emotion profoundly affects an individual’s ability to employ higher-level 

cognitive processes such as interpretation, judgment, decision-making, and reasoning. Deficits in 

cognitive functioning may prohibit the development or utilization of higher-level cognitive skills. 
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Co-morbid Anxiety + Depression 

High rates of comorbidity have been observed between anxiety and depression (e.g., 

Mineka et al. 1998; Kessler 2012). For example, 40-50% of those diagnosed with Major 

Depressive Disorder (MDD) are also diagnosed with some type of anxiety disorder (Dotson et 

al., 2014). Additional estimates demonstrate 60% of those with anxiety also have depressive 

systems (NAMI, 2018). Multiple reasons for the high rates of comorbidity have been suggested. 

Although anxiety and depression are both emotional disorders related to distress, and share 

common neurobiological components (Beck & Clark, 1988), as well as overlapping symptoms 

such as trouble sleeping (NAMI, 2018). Researchers have recommend controlling for the 

confounding variables of anxiety and depression when examining one or both of the disorders 

(Cataneda et al., 2008). 

While depression is not a major focal point of this study, the comorbidity rates between 

anxiety and depression warrant further examination into the profile of depression. Depression 

disorders are highly common in the United States and have been referred to as an economic 

burden (Kessler, 2012). Indeed, up to 5% of the population experiences depression at any given 

time (Murphy et al., 2000). The National College Health Assessment for Fall 2018 revealed that 

17.1% of students surveyed felt so depressed that they found it difficult to function at some time 

over the last 12 months (ACHA-NCHA-II). Although there are multiple types of depression, 

varying by feature and timeframe, all are associated with cognitive and social dysfunction (e.g., 

Hammar & Ardal, 2009). The symptoms of depression that are considered for this study are 

those associated with Major Depressive Disorder (MDD). DSM-V characteristics for MDD 

include the following: depressed mood, most of the day; diminished pleasure in activities; weight 

loss or weight gain; insomnia or hypersomnia; problems with restlessness or psychomotor 
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retardation; fatigue; feelings of excessive or inappropriate guilt; and inability to concentrate 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Depression can be distinguished between state-like episodes and more chronic 

manifestations, based on intensity and duration of symptoms, and is associated with deficits in 

cognitive and social functioning (Castaneda et al., 2008). Studies also suggest that depression is 

associated with significant disability and poorer quality of life (Papakostas et al., 2004). 

Literature evidences a disruption in cognitive functioning for all types of depression, and more 

specifically, for executive functioning, attention and memory (Austin et al., 2001; Castaneda et 

al., 2008). Depression has been linked to problems with participating in social life, as well as 

“problems in meeting others’ expectations in the society” (Hammar & Ardal, 2009, p. 1). 

Overlaps and distinctions between anxiety and depression in literature is a controversial 

matter, and much remains unknown. As previously indicated, both anxiety and depression have 

been associated with social and cognitive dysfunction; however, the manifestations of each may 

differ based on the nature of each disorder. For instance, anxiety is related to excessive worry 

and hyperarousal, while depression is associated with anhedonia (Zbozinek et al., 2012), and 

hopelessness. From a cognitive perspective, Beck and colleagues (2015) assert that anxiety states 

involve perceived threats, while depression emphasizes loss and deprivation, causing differences 

in the affective states of each. For the purpose of this study, it is important to recognize that 

while there is often overlap in the presentation of symptoms, there are differences between the 

two disorders, which may impact an individual differently. 
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Undergraduate Students 

To better understand the profile of the current undergraduate student population, relevant 

literature detailing their experiences, transitions and vulnerabilities will be discussed in the 

following section.  

Emerging Adulthood 

A traditional undergraduate student enters college during a stage of life that is now 

termed “emerging adulthood” and is marked by distinct developmental features (Arnett, 2007) 

and psychological correlates (Arnett, 2000). Emerging adulthood is a phase of life in 

industrialized societies that follows adolescence (late teens to mid-twenties) and is noted for the 

following: the age of identity explorations, the age of instability, the self-focused age, the age of 

feeling in-between, and the age of possibilities (Arnett 2004a; 2004b). Arnett (2000) describes an 

emerging adult as follows: “having dependency of childhood and adolescence, and not yet 

entered the enduring responsibilities that are normative in adulthood, emerging adults often 

explore a variety of possible life directions in love, work, and world-views” (p. 469). Erikson 

(1968) specified identity development as central to adolescence; and emerging adulthood 

literature explains that identity exploration continues past adolescence into the young adult years. 

Psychosocial moratorium, which is a state in which an individual explores commitments, is 

normative for the emerging adult population as they explore new roles in work and love (Arnett 

2000). 

Emerging adults are tasked with multiple developmental milestones, including 

establishing an identity (Arnett, 2000), and specifically a moral identity (Aquino, Freeman, 

Reed, Lim & Felps, 2009). As previously mentioned, in a study with university students 

regarding the development of moral motivation, Frimer and Walker (2009) stated that as 
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individuals mature, “morality can and should become a sensitized concern for the way one’s 

choices impact upon one’s social and ecological environment” (p. 1680).  

Vulnerabilities 

Emerging adults entering college and exploring opportunities for the first time are often 

excited and look towards their new transitions positively (Cleary, Walter, & Jackson, 2011). 

Furthermore, transitions tend to bear upon emerging adults’ well-being. A vast number of 

potential vulnerabilities exist beginning in adolescence and continuing through emerging 

adulthood, due to the interactions between genes, environment, and development (e.g., Caspi et 

al., 2005), as well as tasks and transitions in emerging adulthood (Schulenberg, Sameroff, & 

Cicchetti, 2004). In particular, the transition from leaving high school to entering college may be 

a time of increased vulnerability, given that individuals entering college often have to navigate 

increasingly adult roles, take on new academic and economic responsibilities, and forge new 

social networks (Aquilino, 2006; Laursen & Collins, 2009).  Changes in social groups, 

separation from home, increased personal responsibilities and financial considerations, and 

academic obstacles all provide unique stressors for this population (Kadison & DiGeronimo, 

2004). As a result, risk factors for the development of interpersonal issues and psychological 

concerns are prevalent for the emerging adulthood population. Well-being in emerging adulthood 

is a critical determinant for well-being in later life, yet many emerging adults are overwhelmed 

(Robbins & Wilmer, 2001). Successful navigation of college transitions bears upon an 

individual’s mental health trajectory across their lifetime (Lapsley, 2014). 

College has been considered a time period of both social and contextual disruption 

(Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Paul & Brier, 2001) and a time when many psychological 

disorders and mental health concerns first manifest (McGorry, Purcell, Goldstone, & Amminger, 
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2011). Mental health problems are increasingly common amongst undergraduate students 

(Blanco, et al., 2008). In fact, there is a high prevalence of mental health concerns in higher 

education settings as compared to the general population, specifically for anxiety and depression 

(Sontag-Padilla et al., 2014). Many emerging adults in college report homesickness, friend-

sickness, a sense of isolation, and increased interpersonal conflict (Boute et al., 2007), making it 

difficult to fully participate in social activities. Furthermore, researchers have found that many 

first-year college students report low levels of mental health, and specifically, high levels of 

depression and anxiety (Pryor, Hurtado, DeAngelo, Palucki Blake, & Tran, 2010). Poor mental 

health in college is associated with the risk of dropping out of college (Hartley, 2010), as well as 

lower educational achievements, substance abuse, and violence (Patel, Flisher, Hetrick, & 

McGorry, 2007).   

Anxiety. According to the Center for Collegiate Mental Health, the most commonly 

reported mental health concerns amongst college students are anxiety and depression (Center for 

Collegiate Mental Health (CCMH), 2018), and the trend levels have continued to increase.  

Further, anxiety disorders are the most common disorders amongst college students. According 

to the American College Health Association’s National College Health Assessment, 18.9% of 

undergraduate students reported feeling overwhelming anxiety within the last 12 months 

(ACHA-NCHA-II), including 17.2% of males and 19.9% percent of females. Anxiety has serious 

implications for undergraduate students, which can lead to a developmentally challenging 

transition to adulthood, difficulty for academic success (Kessler et al.,1994), decreased 

productivity (Wang et al., 2007), substance use (Angst, 1996; Weitzman, 2004), and problems 

with social relationships (Druss et al., 2009). 
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Psychological Distress + Macromoral Judgment Development 

Although there is little existing research regarding the relationship between psychological 

distress and moral judgment development, a few studies have broached the topic in various ways. 

Some studies have used measures of psychological constructs as a part of a larger study, 

attending to psychological constructs as a by-product. For instance, Derryberry & Thoma (2000), 

in a study on college friendships, found that students with fewer friends and higher levels of 

depressive affect scored higher on the DIT-2 than the norms of the population. More specifically, 

their study found that those with higher levels of moral judgment felt different than their same-

age peers, had fewer friends, and therefore experienced feelings of depression more commonly. 

However, this study did not attend to the onset of depressive symptoms, which would shed light 

on whether depression had impact on the development of moral judgment throughout an 

individual’s time in college.  

In a study with 81 college students, Brookings and Serratelli (2006) found a negative 

correlation between existential anxiety and PC score (r = -.25, p < .05) on the Defining Issues 

Test, suggesting a negative correlation between existential anxiety and advanced moral judgment 

development. Here, existential anxiety is defined by a tendency towards feelings of despair, 

alienation from others, and emptiness. This study suggests that those who experience ‘existential 

anxiety’ have lower judgment developmental scores, pointing towards a protentional link 

between moral judgment scores and anxiety levels.  

More recent studies have looked at the effects of neuro-bio mechanisms on moral 

judgment behaviors. Specific neurotransmitters such as serotonin and oxytocin have been 

explored in relation to moral judgment development. Serotonin has demonstrated effects on 

moral judgment development and behavior (Crocket, Clark, Hauser, & Robbins, 2010). As an 
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important neurotransmitter for regulation of social behavior for human biology, deficits in 

serotonin have been linked to clinical mental health disorders such as anxiety (Bystritsky, 

Khalsa, Cameron, & Schiffman, 2013). Research has demonstrated that prosocial behaviors are 

associated with typical levels of serotonin or enhanced serotonin levels, possibly due to the 

ability to control violent or negative impulses (Davidson, Putnam, & Larons, 2000). For 

individuals with anxiety, serotonin is one of the neurotransmitters that is often compromised. 

Crocket et al. (2010) found that the presence of serotonin increases an individual’s aversion for 

harming others, which ultimately provides evidence that increased serotonin may be associated 

with higher levels of moral judgment. If serotonin is compromised for individuals with anxiety, 

moral judgment reasoning may also be affected.   

The effects of oxytocin have also been explored in association with moral judgment 

development. Bethlehem, Baron-Cohen, van Honk, Auyeung, & Bos (2014) examine the ways in 

which oxytocin has therapeutic effects for individuals. To begin, it is important to note that 

oxytocin has been linked to anxiolytic effects (Churchland &Winkielman, 2012); and in 

particular, it is associated in a decrease for those with anxiety disorders (Labuschagne, et al., 

2010). Additionally, oxytocin has been linked to promoting social information (Hollander et al., 

2007), and more specifically, “cognitive empathic abilities” (Domes et al., 2007, Bartz et al., 

2010). Alternatively, oxytocin has been associated with anti-social characteristics, including an 

increase in envy (Shamay-Tsoory, Aharon-Peretz & Perry, 2009) and defensiveness toward out-

group members (De Dreu et al., 2010). To reconcile these discrepancies, studies looked at the 

relationship between anxiety, stress, and social influences (Heinrichs & Domes, 2008; 2009). A 

reduction in anxiety, which prompts a reduction in social threat, has demonstrated the potential 

to aid in the promotion of pro-social behavior (Bethlehem, Baron-Cohen, van Honk, Auyeung, & 
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Bos, 2014), and an improvement in coping mechanisms for stress. Bethlehem et al. looked at 

reward sensitivity and postulated that an increase in oxytocin levels leads to heightened social 

sensitivity; furthermore, social sensitivity may lead to an increase in heightened causation and 

protective behavior (Stripens et al., 2012), which may lead to negative outcomes. 

Each of these studies point towards a potential relationship between psychological 

constructs and macromoral judgment development; however, there is a largely unexplored gap in 

literature concerning these potential relationships. Even more, the construct of trait anxiety has 

not been examined within this context.  

Summary 

This chapter has established the context for this study by reviewing three separate areas 

of relevant research: macromoral development, anxiety, and emerging adulthood, as well as the 

connections among them. Several significant inferences for this study were discussed. First, th 

neo-Kohlbergian approach to morality has provided significant contributions towards 

understanding the macromoral judgment development of undergraduate college students (Rest et 

al., 1974; Rest & Thoma, 1985; Thoma & Ludewig, 1993; King & Kitchener, 1994; Mentkowski 

et al., 2000). Macromorality, which considers an individuals’ conceptions of social cooperation 

(Rest et al., 1999), is important for societies that prioritize justice and fairness. Higher education 

has evidenced a significant impact on an individual’s macromoral judgment development (Rest 

et al., 1986; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) through multiple features of the college environment, 

including intellectual, cultural, and social experiences (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998). Second, 

anxiety has demonstrated a disruption in social and cognitive factors (Robinson et al., 2013). 

Anxiety disorders have become a worldwide problem (Beddington et al., 2008), with even 

greater prevalence for undergraduate students than compared to the general population (Sontag-
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Padilla, et al., 2014). Third, undergraduate students are a part of a stage of life that is termed 

emerging adulthood, which involves multiple developmental tasks and transitions (Arnett, 2007), 

psychological correlates (Arnett, 2000), and vulnerabilities for mental health concerns 

(Schulenberg, Sameroff, & Cicchetti, 2004). Further, many psychological disorders and mental 

health concerns first manifest in college (McGorry, Purcell, Goldstone, & Amminger, 2011). 

Finally, few studies address associations amongst psychological concerns and moral judgment 

development (e.g., Thoma & Bebeau, 2008). There is a gap in the literature concerning the 

relationship between macromoral judgment development and anxiety, specifically for 

undergraduate students.
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

This study aimed to increase knowledge of the psychosocial antecedents to macromoral 

judgment development for undergraduate students by exploring the relationship between trait 

anxiety and macromoral judgment development and providing insight into potential barriers for 

moral growth. In particular, symptoms of trait anxiety, as indicated by the State Trait Anxiety 

Inventory (STAI) provided evidence of potential clinical anxiety. As previously mentioned, high 

trait anxiety is a predictor of clinical anxiety (Raymond et al., 2017; Chambers et al., 2004); 

however, high trait anxiety does not necessarily indicate a clinical diagnosis of anxiety. 

Additionally, due to the high prevalence of co-morbidity between anxiety and depression, the 

PHQ-9 was utilized to provide evidence of depression symptomology. This study is the first of 

its kind in that it examines particular mental health constructs, in this case trait anxiety and 

depression in relation to macromoral judgment development. Further, the study considered the 

extent to which the construct of trait anxiety may act as a barrier to macromoral judgment 

development by interfering in social and cognitive aspects of undergraduate college students’ 

lives.  

Regardless of contemporary approaches in moral judgment research, the neo-Kohlbergian 

approach to moral judgment development, and in particular, the use of the Defining Issues Test 
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(DIT-2), continues to provide a “theoretical model and research strategy” that is useful 

for inquiry into moral development (Thoma & Dong, 2014, p.1). The approach is supported by 

several decades of empirical literature and can be utilized in understanding moral growth 

throughout college.   

Limits to focusing solely on moral judgment in this study deserve mention. As many 

critics have suggested and as neo-Kohlbergian researchers have acknowledged, moral judgments 

are not sufficient in determining moral behaviors without the considerations of other processes 

(Rest & Naravez, 1991). Rest’s Four Component model (FCM) suggests four related but distinct 

processes for determining moral behavior: moral sensitivity, moral judgment, moral motivation, 

and moral character (Rest, 1983). Research using the DIT can only tell us about one of the 

processes involved in moral behavior, moral judgment, which may not necessarily predict moral 

behavior. However, there is evidence suggesting that higher levels of moral development are 

related to prosocial behaviors (Rest, 1986). Studies using the DIT can tell us about individuals’ 

macromoral reasoning processes and help us understand the ways in which individuals engage in 

society. As a result, the DIT can provide unique insight into cognitive processes underlying 

moral behavior but cannot speak to other aspects of moral processes. Regardless, Rest (1986) 

points out that high levels of moral reasoning on the DIT helps establish that any moral failure in 

behavior (e.g., acting in an immoral way) cannot be attributed to a failure in moral judgment 

reasoning, and may necessitate examination into other moral processes.   

Three distinct but significant bodies of literature are integrated in this study, as explored 

in chapter 2: cognitive-developmental literature regarding moral development, specifically 

within the neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral judgment development; psychological literature 

regarding anxiety, focusing on trait anxiety that relates to markers of clinical anxiety; and 
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emerging adulthood literature with regards to the undergraduate student population. Following 

the example of many previous studies in the neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral judgment 

development (Thoma & Dong, 2014), this study investigated the construct of trait anxiety as it 

relates to macromoral judgment development.  

In order to address these research aims the following research questions were utilized to 

guide the methods:  

1. What is the relationship between macromoral judgment development and trait 

anxiety for undergraduate students? How does the relationship between macromoral 

judgment development and anxiety differ across years in college? To what extent 

does depression explain the relationship between anxiety and macromoral judgment 

development?  

2. To what extent does anxiety limit social and cognitive engagement for students?  

3. Does engagement mediate the relationship between trait anxiety and macromoral 

judgment development? 

Research Design 

A quantitative, exploratory cross-sectional research design was employed to examine the 

extent to which a relationship exists between macromoral judgment development and trait 

anxiety. The symptomology of Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) and subthreshold GAD was 

assessed through the presence of trait anxiety. Surveys were utilized to explore relationships 

between variables. The use of quantitative data was a logical choice because much of the DIT 

research on macromoral judgment has been based in quantitative methods. Quantitative data was 

collected via instruments in order to examine identified variables of moral judgment 

development, anxiety and depression, as well as psychosocial factors of social and cognitive 
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engagement. The independent variable for the study was trait anxiety, defined as a stable 

tendency for an individual to “experience and report negative emotions such as fears, worries, 

and anxiety across many situations” (Gidron, 2013). Trait anxiety was assessed as a continuous 

variable, with higher scores suggested as being related to symptoms of clinical anxiety. The 

dependent variable was moral judgment development, which was assessed categorically by 

moral judgment schema summary scores for the DIT-2 (N2 score, PC score, MN score, and PI 

score). 

Procedures 

This study utilized a one-time, online survey administration. Participants were recruited 

via convenience sampling through undergraduate courses at a southeastern United States 

university. Instructors were emailed in advance in order to receive consent to recruit students 

from their classes and asked to offer extra credit for student participation. The surveys were sent 

via an email link and took about 30-40 minutes to complete. Participants took surveys in the 

following order: Defining Issues Test-2 (DIT-2) (Rest et al., 1999); Student Engagement 

Questionnaire (SEQ); State Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-AD) (Speilberger, 1983); and the 

PHQ-9 (Kroenke et al., 2001). The order of surveys was set in order to control for any test-

specific effects of anxiety for the participants. For instance, by ordering the psychosocial 

assessments last, any questions or statements that have the potential to provoke situational or 

state anxiety were not provided until the end of the survey and did not affect previous items. 

Additionally, demographic information was collected. Students were asked to complete an 

informed consent before participating in the study. 

It is important to note that participants were provided with the information for the 

counseling services on campus, as well as emergency hotline numbers at the end of the surveys 
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in the case of any mental health concern. Participant identification was randomized and remained 

anonymous, and any identifying data was discarded. 

Participants 

Participants were recruited from undergraduate courses at a public university in the 

southeastern United States via email, and surveys were presented online for extra credit or course 

credit. Participants were recruited halfway through the first semester of the academic year of 

2019 - 2020. This time period was chosen in order to ensure that students were surveyed past 

their midterm examinations and before the end of the semester exam preparation. Avoiding the 

time period around midterm and final exams aimed to decrease the influence of any possible 

outside stressors on students while they participated in the study. Participants were in their first, 

second and third years in college, falling into the traditional college student age range of 18-22 

years of age. Any students outside of this range were excluded (e.g., fourth year students and 

above). These specific parameters were utilized to examine the relationship between trait anxiety 

and moral judgment development across a range of academic years in college, with attention to 

various patterns that may occur within each year of college.  

Participant Characteristics 

Participants in this study included 192 undergraduate students from a range of science 

and humanities courses; however, 22 participants were purged because of incomplete data and/or 

Defining Issues Test reliability checks (discussed in a subsequent section in this chapter). An 

additional eight participants were excluded due to falling outside the specified age range and 

years in school. The final number of participants included 162 undergraduate students. The study 

sample was comprised of a majority of female participants, with 77.8%  female and 20.4% male 

participants, and a majority of white participants, with ethnicity percentages dispersed as the 
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following: 83.3% white, 9.3% Black or African American, 1.9% Hispanic or Latino, 1.9% 

Asian/Pacific Islander, 1.2% Native American or American Indian, and the remaining 2.5% was 

unknown. Participants’ ages were spread heavily over years 18-20, as 43.8% of participant’s 

reported being 18 years old, 35.2% of participants reported being 19 years old, and 17.3% of 

participants reported being 20 years old. A much smaller portion of students spread across years 

21-23, with 2.5% of students reporting being 21, 1.2% of students reporting being 22 and older. 

The sample was heavily compromised of participants in their first year in college, at 61.7% of 

participants. Participants in their second and their years included 21%, and 17.3%, respectively.  

In addition to the above statistics, participants were also asked about whether or not they 

held a job in addition to their schoolwork, to gauge the amount of added responsibility and 

potential stress that a participant faced. 65.4% of participants reported not having a job, while 

35.6% reported having a job. Another demographic question asked participants about whether 

the state in which the university was located was their home state, or if they were from “out of 

state.” The question aimed to perceive any particular transitions and stressors that participants 

may be facing such as being geographically far from home for the first time and acclimating to a 

new environment. 42% of students reported the university’s state was their home state, while 

58% reported having a different home state. See Table 1 for the complete descriptions of 

demographics for the sample. 
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Table 1 
 
Participant Demographic Characteristics 
Variable       N    % 
 
Gender       161 
 
 Female      126   77.8 
 Male       33   20.4 
 Other        2   1.2 
 
Ethnicity      162 
 
 White      135   83.3 
 Black/African American    15    9.3 
 Hispanic/Latino      3    1.9 
 Asian/Pacific Islander      3    1.9    

Native American/American Indian    2    1.2 
Other        4    2.5 

 
Age       162    
 

18       71   43.8 
 19       57   35.2 
 20       28   17.3 
 21        4    2.5 
 22+        2    1.2 
 
Year in School      162 
 
 Year 1      100   61.7 
 Year 2       34   21.0 
 Year 3       28   17.3 
  
Home State      162 
  
 University      68    42 
 Other       94    58 
 
Job       162 
 
 Yes       56   34.6 
 No      106   65.4 
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Materials 

The following four surveys were included in the online study: Defining Issues Test (DIT-

2), State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-AD), Patient Health Questionnaire- 9 (PHQ-9), and the 

Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ). Each is described below.  

Defining Issues Test (DIT-2)   

The Defining Issues Test (DIT-2) is a measure of macromoral judgment development. 

The DIT has been recommended as the measure of choice for higher education assessments of 

moral judgment development (Bailey, Scott, & Thoma, 2010, p. 8) and has been highly 

supported by empirical research (Rest et al., 1999). DIT researchers explain that the measure taps 

into the cognitive structures underlying a participant’s reasoning processes by employing a 

recognition task instead of asking participants to verbally explain their reasoning, as was 

previously used in the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI) (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987). Criticisms of 

DIT research have questioned the ability of the DIT to address the complexity and subtleties of 

moral research; however, the DIT has evidenced postconventional reasoning while verbal 

assessments have been limited in assessing more advanced levels of moral judgment reasoning 

(Rest et al., 1999b).  

Although the DIT-1 and its revision, the DIT-2 are highly correlated, the DIT-2 provides 

multiple improvements over the original DIT (Rest et al, 1999). Most significantly, the N2 index 

is introduced for measuring moral reasoning scores and provides an increase in construct validity 

due mainly to a new approach for analyzing the data. The N2 score considers preference for 

postconventional schemas as well as the de-prioritization of less advanced moral schemas (Rest 

et al., 1999b). Additionally, the DIT-2 shortens the number of dilemmas from six to five and 

revises instructions and items for clarity and ease (Rest et al). Finally, the DIT-2 provides a new 
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technique for assessing reliability, in order to correct for the large percentage of DIT-1 data that 

has been discarded due to potentially ‘bogus data’ (Rest et al., 1999b, p. 644).  

On the DIT-2, participants are asked to respond to five hypothetical moral dilemmas. For 

each dilemma, they are asked to specify the action that they believe the main actor should take. 

Next, participants rate the importance of a series of twelve related statements in considering an 

appropriate action. Finally, participants then rank the four most important issues that they believe 

are of significance for the dilemma. By reading and reasoning about the hypothetical dilemmas, 

the DIT-2 activates moral schemas to the extent to which an individual has developed them. 

High-rated statements represent the schema which a participant prefers. Summary scores are 

derived for each schema based on the extent to which a participant prioritizes the personal 

interest (PI), Maintaining Norms (MN), and Postconventional (PC) schemas. Additionally, the 

N2, which is the preferred summary score, takes into consideration both rating and raking scores, 

calculating the prioritization of the PC schema and the de-prioritization of the PI schema.  

DIT researchers argue that the use of schemas allow insight into the implicit processes 

and mental operations for an individual (Rest et al., 1999). Schemas act as a catalyst for 

information processing by allowing individuals to draw on prior knowledge (Bartels, Bauman, 

Cushman, Pizarro, & McGraw, 2014). By providing a recognition task that activates schemas on 

the DIT, individuals can recognize, discriminate, and integrate new information (Rest et al.). The 

items included in the DIT allow for a balance between ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ information 

processing, meaning that participants are given enough information to understand an argument of 

reasoning, while also not providing too much information, requiring the individual to interpret 

their own meaning of the information (Rest et al).  

52



 

 

In addition to the DIT-2 schema summary scores, other primary scores are often 

investigated in order to further understand moral development concepts: Utilizer score (U-

SCORE), Consolidation/Transition (CONSTRAN), and Type Indicator (TYPE). The U-Score 

score provides insight into the extent to which a participant prefers a Kohlbergian framework 

when reasoning about moral concepts. In particular, the U-score examines the consistency 

between an individual’s identified action choice in a hypothetical moral dilemma and the items 

they select to justify their specified choice. Higher U-scores represent higher consistency 

between an individual’s reasons and specified action choice. Further, the U-score may act as a 

moderator between moral judgment and moral action (Thoma et al., 1991).  

The Consolidation/Transition score examines the extent to which a respondent’s answers 

indicate whether they are developmentally consolidated within one schema, meaning that they 

seem to clearly discriminate when making decisions, or whether they choose responses that 

indicate that they are in developmental transition—failing to discriminate between schemas, or 

prioritizing more than one. In addition, type indicator refers to the individual’s specific schema 

prioritization, as well as whether an individual’s profile is consolidated or transitional. Seven 

types have been hypothesized by DIT researchers: Type 1, in which the personal interest schema 

is dominate and consolidated; Type 2, in which the personal interest schema is dominant but 

transitional; Type 3, in which the Maintain Norms schema is the dominant schema but 

transitional, and the personal interest schema is secondary; Type 4 in which Maintain Norms is 

the dominant schema and the profile is consolidated; Type 5, which prioritizes the Maintain 

Norms schema but is transitional, with the Postconventional schema being secondary; Type 6, in 

which the Postconventional schema is dominant but transitional; and type 7, in which 

Postconventional schema is dominant and consolidated. To reiterate, types 1, 4, & 7, are 
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consolidated, and types 2, 3, 5 & 6 are transitional. These types may be used to further 

understand participant profiles and make comparisons amongst groups.  

The DIT-2 has been utilized in numerous studies (Thoma, 2002). Its validity is based on 

the following criteria: differentiation of age and education groups; longitudinal gains; correlation 

with cognitive capacity measures; sensitivity to moral education interventions; correlation with 

behavior and professional decision making; and predicting to political choice and attitude (Rest 

et al., 1999; Thoma, 2014). Additionally, researchers report rates of reliability estimated for 

Cronbach’s coefficient alpha between .70 and .80.  

Finally, in order to attend to concerns regarding bogus data, as well as the ability of 

participants with mental health concerns to take the DIT-2, reliability checks were utilized. 

Within the assessment, DIT researchers generated methods for recognizing data that are 

reflective of moral reasoning or reflective of bogus data. Checks for reliability are assessed by 

the following: problems with random sampling, missing data, alien test-taking sets, and non-

discrimination. Scores that total above 200 on the New Check score are purged when scoring due 

to reliability concerns (Center for the Study of Ethical Development, 2019). 

It is important to note that the DIT-2 Short form was utilized for this dissertation study. 

The short form includes scenarios 1, 2, and 4, as recommended by the Center for Ethical Study 

(DIT-2 Guide), as these stories have the highest correlations of the combination of three stories 

(Rest, 1986). Additionally, Rest (1986) verifies that the properties of the DIT short form are 

similar to the standard version. Justification for the use of short form in this study was based 

upon the need to limit the amount of time required for participants to take the online 

questionnaires, increasing the likelihood that participants completed the entire study. Utilizing 

the short form reduced the time by about 15 minutes, requiring only 20-30 minutes to complete 
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the measures in total. By using the short form of the DIT-2, the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) 

was reduced by about 10 points, and external correlations were also reduced by 10 points. The 

final reliability for the DIT-2 Short Form in this dissertation was .55. 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-AD)   

The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-AD), created by Spielberger, Gorsuch, & 

Lushene (1970), is a questionnaire used to assess the degree that an individual experiences both 

state and trait anxiety. The STAI has been widely used in research and clinical practice to 

measure anxiety amongst high school and college students (Julian, 2011). The inventory 

distinguishes between state and trait anxiety, defining state anxiety as a “transient momentary 

emotional status that results from situational stress” (Speilberger et al., 1970), and trait anxiety as 

“a predisposition to react with anxiety in stressful situations” (Speilberger, 1983). In 1983, the 

inventory was updated to provide a purer measure of anxiety, more sensitive towards detecting 

between statements that correspond with anxiety and depression (Speilberger, 1983). 

The STAI is a self-report inventory comprised of two 20-item measures. On average, it 

takes ten minutes to complete both; however, it could take up to twenty minutes if an 

individual is emotionally distressed or has a lower level of education. The first measure, the 

State Anxiety Measure STAI- Form, Y-1, provides questions about how a participant is 

currently feeling (Speilberger, 1983), tapping into the presence of state anxiety. This measure 

is able to access an individual’s current mood and feelings which includes a focus on feelings 

such as tension and nervousness. On the other hand, the STAI- Form Y-2 examines how people 

generally feel throughout their lives (Speilberger, 1983). For this scale, participants rate the 

frequency of anxiety symptoms, providing insight about trait anxiety.  
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To score the STAI, both state and trait anxiety scales employ a Likert scale and provide 

separate sum scores. The State Anxiety Scale (Y-1) utilizes questions about current feelings, 

asking respondents to answer based on the presence of state anxiety qualities: not at all, 

somewhat, moderately so, very much so. The Trait Anxiety Scale (Y-2) examines how people 

generally feel and asks respondents to rank frequency of anxiety symptoms based on the 

following Likert scale: almost never; sometimes; often; almost always. Each item is scored based 

on a weighted score rating of 1-4. For both scales anxiety-present and anxiety-absent items are 

included, with a rating of 4 representing high anxiety for anxiety-present items, and items are 

reversed to examine anxiety-absent items (Spielberger, 1983). In order to interpret scores, each 

scale provides a score from 20 to 80. Levels of anxiety can be interpreted within the following 

categories for each scale: 0-30, indicating low levels of anxiety, 31-49, indicating moderate 

levels of anxiety, and 50-80, indicating high levels of anxiety (Spielberger, 1983).  

When administering the STAI, it is recommended that the state anxiety scale is given 

before the trait anxiety scale. The state anxiety scale is sensitive to environmental conditions 

within which the test is administered, and scores may be influenced if anxiety is provoked by 

taking the trait anxiety scale first. Alternatively, the T-anxiety scale is not vulnerable to testing 

conditions (Spielberger et al., 1970). Additionally, the name and instructions for the state anxiety 

scale may be altered in order to prohibit the influence of any emotions on test-taking; however, 

the trait anxiety scale is to be administered as is standard.  

The STAI has been one of the most vastly used measures of anxiety and has been used in 

both research and clinical practice (Julian, 2011). Reliability for the state anxiety scale is lower 

than the trait anxiety scale due to the nature of the constructs (Spielberger, 1983). State anxiety 
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detects temporary states and is sensitive to changes (Metzger, 1976), with test-retest rates at .45. 

The test-retest reliability for the trait anxiety scale was computed at .97 (Spielberger, 1983).  

Validity for the STAI was established by testing over 10,000 participants. Content 

validity was established by including items from other anxiety measures, with correlations 

between the STAI and Cattell and Scheier's Anxiety Scale Questionnaire at .85 (Cattell & 

Scheier, 1963). Construct validity for the trait anxiety scale is limited for discriminating between 

depression and anxiety, which complicates analysis for this study. In fact, high correlations have 

been found for measures of depression and the STAI trait anxiety scale (Kennedy, Schwab, 

Morris, & Beldia, 2001); however, the present study addresses this particular complication by 

including a depression measure to control for co-morbid effects between anxiety and depression.  

Patient Health Questionnaire- 9 (PHQ-9)  

The Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9), developed by Kroenke, Spitzer, and Williams 

(2001), is a brief, self-report instrument used for screening, diagnosing, monitoring, and 

measuring the severity of depression. It utilizes the depression scale from the PRIME-MD 

diagnostic instrument for common mental disorders (Kroenke et al.) and asks questions 

regarding an individual’s depression symptoms. Individuals respond with one of the following: 

not at all, several days, more than half the days, nearly every day. On average, the PHQ-9 takes 

about a minute to complete its nine questions (Kroenke et al.). 

To determine the presence of DSM-diagnostic criteria for clinical depression, answers on 

the PHQ-9 are totaled in order to determine cut-off scores specified for mild (5), moderate (10), 

moderately severe (15), and severe depression (20). The measure provides evidence for 

frequency of symptoms of depression as well as the extent of severity of symptoms.   
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The PHQ-9 has been used in clinical settings to detect the presence and severity of 

clinical depression. Two major studies, including 3,000 patients from primary care settings 

(Spitzer, Kroenke, & Williams, 1999) and 3,000 patients from Ob-Gyn clinics (Spitzer, 

Williams, Kroenke, Homyak, & McMurray, 2000) have provided both reliability and validity for 

the measure. Reliability for the PHQ-9 was established with Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of 0.89 

in the primary care study, and Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of 0.86 in the Ob-Gyn study. 

Construct validity was assessed through multiple methods including clinic visits, frequency of 

days with impairment in function, and symptom-specific difficulty (Kroenke et al., 2001). 

Additionally, diagnostic validity was also established and has been found to have comparable 

sensitivity to longer depression measures in detecting DSM-IV depression criteria. 

Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ) 
 

A brief questionnaire was created by the researcher in order to gain insight into social and 

cognitive engagement for students in college. The Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ) 

asks participants to consider their experiences as a college student during the semester in which 

they take the survey. The questionnaire is a 15-item, self-report measure, taking no more than 

five minutes to participate. Participants respond by choosing the statement that they feel most 

accurately describes themselves. Statements utilize a Likert scale and ask participants to respond 

to the following: ‘Sounds like me most of the time,’ ‘Sounds a lot like me,’ ‘Sounds like me 

sometimes,’ and ‘Sounds nothing like me.’  

The original questionnaire, as designed by the researcher, contained 16 items. A brief 

preliminary study was conducted in order to refine and validate the questionnaire, and the 

researcher dropped one item after factor analysis. The study will be discussed in a subsequent 

section. Question creation and selection for the SEQ was based on literature which suggests 
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certain types of experiences and environmental circumstances support the development of 

morality (Rest & Thoma, 1985; King and Mayhew, 2002). Five aspects of student behavior in 

particular are explored: academic behaviors, personal behaviors (perceptions and motivations), 

community service behaviors, social behaviors, and cognitive behaviors. Items corresponding to 

each of the aspects will be discussed below.  

Three items regarding academic behaviors are included that assess the extent to which 

participants interact with instructors and students who they do not already know. Further, 

participants are asked about opportunities for discussion and reflection in the classroom, based 

on the importance of moral dialogue and interactions that are suggested as promoting moral 

growth (King and Mayhew, 2002).  Finally, a third item asks participants to respond regarding 

the extent to which they have had a positive experience during the semester, allowing insight into 

their personal perceptions. 

Five items regarding personal behaviors are included that relate to the potential for an 

individual to both recognize and participate in opportunities for moral growth. More specifically, 

an individual’s perceptions and motivations are investigated. Rest & Thoma (1985) emphasize 

the significance of student motivation to learn and develop their cognitive capacities; therefore, 

participants are asked to respond to a statement about their motivation to learn. Additionally, 

participants are asked to respond to statements about the extent to which they feel challenged in 

college and about their openness to new experiences and perspectives. These items are based on 

research demonstrating the importance of an individual’s preparedness for change, and therefore 

their potential for moral growth (e.g., King and Mayhew). Students are also asked about whether 

they attend class often, which taps into their motivations, and whether they feel that values such 

as integrity and honesty are emphasized through campus communications and classroom 

59



 

 

announcements.  Although various college environments may differ in the significance they 

place on these values, the previous statement may reflect a participant’s perceptions and 

awareness of the environment. Recalling the fact that anxiety may interfere with attentional 

control (Robinson et al., 2013), and may demonstrate attentional bias characterized by 

information-processing biases towards negative information (Teachman, Joormann, & Steinman, 

2012; Gotlib, 2012; Vytal et al., 2012), it is important to consider the ways in which students 

perceive information.  

Two items regarding community service behaviors are included as another facet of 

engagement. Questions ask participants about the extent to which they feel that values of honesty 

and integrity are stressed to them through administrators and instructors in college, and the 

frequency that they are made aware of opportunities for community service. Additionally, King 

and Mayhew (2002) stress the importance of not only the college environment emphasizing 

values, but also providing opportunities for service and volunteer work for moral growth. As a 

result, another question in the section speaks to how often participants take part in community 

service activities such as volunteer work, missions, and or donations.  

Two items regarding participants’ social behaviors assess how often an individual spends 

time with their friends as well as the quality of conversations and interactions that they have (i.e., 

the discussion of meaningful topics). Based on the assertion that diverse groups of friends offer 

opportunities for moral growth (e.g., Thoma & Ludewig,1993), participants are asked to respond 

to statements about the number of different social groups in which they participate and the extent 

to which they feel that their friends differ in their social opinions, political perspectives or 

religious beliefs. 
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Two items that relate to cognitive behaviors were originally included in the questionnaire 

but were not included in the final analysis sum score due to theoretical and methodological 

concerns; however, they are discussed here as they were included in the original 15-item 

questionnaire. The items asked individuals to respond to the following: the extent to which an 

individual feels as though ‘their mind goes blank,’ or that they are unable to articulate their 

thoughts, hitting on the importance of being able to understand and contribute to a moral 

discussion; and their difficulty in concentrating, which may speak to more general cognitive 

concerns that affect student engagement.  

For scoring, each of the 15 statements in the final questionnaire corresponds to one of the 

five established factors: items 2, 3 & 15 correspond to class behaviors; items 1, 8, 11, 12, 13 

correspond to personal behaviors; items 9 & 10 correspond to community service behaviors; 

items 5, 6 & 7 correspond to social behaviors; and items 4 & 14 correspond to cognitive 

behaviors. To score the questionnaire, responses are scored from 4-1, with 4 indicating a higher 

level of engagement, ‘sounds a lot like me,’ and 1 indicating a lower level of engagement, 

‘sounds nothing like me.’ However, items 4 and 14 are reverse-scored due to their indication of 

cognitive functioning. The scores from each response are summed to provide an overall 

engagement score. The highest engagement score is 60, indicating that a participant chooses the 

highest possible engagement score for each of the fifteen items. Additionally, each factor is 

summed in order to analyze a score for each of the five separate factors: academic behaviors, 

personal behaviors, community service behaviors, social behaviors, and cognitive behaviors. 

Preliminary Study 

  A brief preliminary study was conducted at a university in the southeastern United States. 

The purpose of conducting the study was to refine the Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ) 
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and to provide adequate validity and reliability. Additionally, the study attempted to ensure that 

the items in the survey adequately measured the intended constructs of engagement. A revised 

version of the original survey was determined for use in the data collection for this dissertation.  

An a priori power analysis indicated that 175 participants were needed for a preliminary 

study utilizing a bivariate correlation, two-tailed normal model, with an estimated medium effect 

size, 80 and p = .05 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). Participants were recruited for the 

preliminary study via convenience sampling in undergraduate classes at the university. 

Recruitment was conducted through email, and questionnaires were provided online for extra 

credit or course credit. 213 students participated, and 206 were included in analysis after 

reliability checks for completion and consistency. Participant demographics included a majority 

of female participants: 91% were female, 8% were male, and the rest chose not to respond. 

Participant year in college was dispersed across five categories: 15% of participants in year 1, 

26.7% in year 2, 36.4% in year 3, and 21.9 % were in year 4 or higher.  

The preliminary study included five questionnaires: the Student Engagement 

Questionnaire (SEQ), Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS) (Bronk, Riches & Mangan, 2018), Growth 

Mindset Scale (Dweck, 1999), Moral Growth Mindset Scale (Han, 2019), and Moral 

Disengagement Scale (Moore, Detert, Trevino, Baker, & Mayer, 2012). Each will be discussed 

in a subsequent section. Online questionnaires took no longer than 10 minutes for participants to 

complete on average. 

Construct validity. 

As previously mentioned, the original survey included 16 items. After data collection, in 

order to understand the underlying structure of the survey as well as the relationship between the 

items, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was employed. EFA was also useful in providing 
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construct validity. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy, which examines 

whether data is appropriate for EFA, confirmed that the sample was an acceptable strength to 

proceed, at .72. Additionally, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity demonstrated that the data was 

appropriate to conduct factor analysis, χ 2 (120) = 120.0, p < .001. 

A scree plot indicated that five eigen values were above 1.0 on the x-axis, which 

explained the following variances for the specified values, 16.9%, 7.2%, 5.7%, 4.4%, and 3.1%, 

respectively. After 5 factors, the scree plot demonstrated values that leveled off. The factor 

selection was confirmed by the Kaiser-Guttman rule, which states that the number of factors for 

a survey is equivalent to the number of values that are greater than 1 (Guttman, 1954).   

In order to obtain factor loadings for each of the identified five factors, principal 

components analysis with iterated communalities was employed. One item was eliminated 

because it did not meet a minimum requirement of .3 loading. Next, Varimax rotation with 

Kaiser Normalization was employed. Orthogonal rotation provided the best factor structure. 

Primary loadings ranged from .36 to .89. Internal consistency for each of the five factors was 

conducted, and included the following: α = .61, α =.54, α =.24, α = .61 and 5 α = 5.8, 

respectively. 

Concurrent validity. 

Five questionnaires were included in the preliminary study: Student Engagement 

Questionnaire, Claremont Purpose Scale (Bronk, Riches & Mangan, 2018), Growth Mindset 

Scale (Dweck, 1999), Moral Growth Mindset Scale (Han, 2019), and Moral Disengagement 

Scale (Moore, Detert, Trevino, Baker, & Mayer, 2012). Each of these measures corresponded 

with the social and cognitive aspects of engagement including purpose, growth, intelligence, and 

morality. 

63



 

 

Claremont Purpose Scale. 

The Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS) (Bronk, Riches, & Mangan, 2018) is a self-report 

scale that evaluates dimensions of purpose, defined as long-term intention towards aims that are 

meaningful to the self and have consequence for the world-at-large (Damon, Menon & Bronk, 

2003). The three dimensions of purpose are explored: personal meaning, reflected by an 

individual’s time, energy and commitment towards an individual’s purpose, goal-directedness, 

related to an individual’s aims or sense of direction; and beyond-the-self motivation, referring to 

an individual’s desire to make a difference in the broader world (Damon, Menon & Bronk, 

2003). It is important to note that the beyond-the self- motivation may not necessarily relate to 

morality; moreover, individuals may be pursuing purposes that are self-interested. Scale scores 

included the following: the goal-directedness scale, M = 4.07, SD = .619, personal meaning, M = 

8.83, SD = 8.76, and beyond-the-self motivation, M = 4.29, SD = .68042. Inclusion of each these 

dimensions in the CPS relates to SEQ items, particularly involving items from personal 

behaviors such as motivations and perceptions, as well as community service behaviors. 

Cronbach’s alpha was reported for each of the three scales, personal meaning, goal-directedness, 

& beyond-the-self motivation, respectively: α = .90,  α = .82, and α = .85.  

Growth Mindset Scale. 

The Growth Mindset Scale was created by Psychologist Carol Dweck (1999) and is based 

on an incremental theory of intelligence. A growth mindset is the belief that intelligence is 

malleable and that an individual’s beliefs about intelligence influence their achievement. An 

individual who has a growth mindset believes that their intelligence can change with effort, 

while an individual with a fixed mindset believes the opposite. Having a growth mindset has 

been associated with higher academic achievement (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck, 2007), 
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higher self-esteem and healthier relationships (King, 2012). Additionally, a fixed mindset has 

been associated negatively with depression (Connor & Davidson, 2003). The Growth Mindset 

Scale measures the extent to which individuals hold beliefs that align with a Growth Mindset. 

Participants scored M = 25.08, SD = 2.94 on the scale. Inclusion of the scale is appropriate as 

students with higher growth mindsets may be more likely to participate in the classroom and 

community service events, as well as being open to new experiences and challenges. Cronbach’s 

alpha was reported as α = .71. 

Moral Growth Mindset Scale. 

The Moral Growth Mindset Scale (Han, Choi, Dawson, & Chang 2019) is based on 

implicit theories of morality. Individuals with a moral growth mindset believe that morality may 

developed, increase and improve. For the pre-test for the Moral Growth Mindset Scale, authors 

aimed to examine developmental outcomes for implicit theories of morality (Han et al., 2019). 

More specifically, authors investigated whether a moral growth mindset led to students’ 

engagement as volunteers. Results showed that moral growth mindset was related to a students’ 

volunteer activity. Pre-test scores on the Moral Disengagement Scale demonstrated M = 4.8; SD 

= .85. Participants on the SEQ scored consistently with the pre-test, M = 4.89, SD = .88. The 

SEQ aims to examine social and cognitive experiences that may lead to moral development (Rest 

& Thoma, 1985; King & Mayhew, 2002); therefore, those with a high moral growth mindset 

score may also have high SEQ scores because they may be more motivated to participate in 

class, talk to professors, volunteer in the community, and reflect on important issues. Cronbach’s 

alpha was reported as α = .87.  
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Moral Disengagement Scale. 

Finally, the Moral Disengagement Scale (Moore, Detert, Trevino, Baker, & Mayer, 2012) 

aims to examine individuals’ tendencies to respond in particular ways when ethical situations 

arise. More specifically, it explores the degree to which individuals choose to distance 

themselves from usual standards of morality or moral self-sanctions in order to justify unethical 

behavior. Originally, Bandura (1986) described personal and social interests as being crucial for 

moral actions; furthermore, those who scored low on prosocial and aggression scales scored high 

on disengagement scales. Statements on the survey include those which allow individuals to 

choose an extent to which they agree with ethically questionable statements. Individuals are 

presented with statements and asked the extent to which they can relate on a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Participants in the preliminary study scored M 

= 16.52, SD = 6.37. It was expected that those with higher levels of disengagement may also 

have higher levels of social withdrawal, scoring lower on the SEQ. Cronbach’s alpha was 

reported α = .78. 

Bivariate Pearson correlations were conducted in order to examine the relationships 

between summary scores for each of the four questionnaires and the 15-item Student 

Engagement Questionnaire. A positive significant relationship was found between the SEQ and 

each of the CPS scales; Personal Meaning, r(202) = .246, p < .01; Goal-directedness, r(201) = 

.184, p < .01; and Beyond-the-Self Motivation, r(199) = .215, p < .01; which suggests a 

relationship between purpose and student engagement. However, no significant relationship was 

found between the SEQ and Growth Mindset Scale, the Moral Growth Mindset Scale, or the 

Moral Disengagement Scale.  
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In order to look further into the relationship between the questionnaires included in the 

preliminary study and the SEQ, each individual factor on the SEQ was examined. Pearson 

correlations showed that factor 1, academic behaviors, positively correlated with the Growth 

Mindset Scale and the Personal Meaning score from the Claremont Purpose Scale.  Factor 2, 

personal behaviors (perceptions and motivations), positively correlated with the Growth Mindset 

Scale and the Beyond-the- Self Motivation scale from the Claremont Purpose Scale,. 

Additionally, factor 2 was negatively correlated with the Moral Disengagement Scale.   

Factor 3, community service behaviors, positively correlated with all of the scales on the 

Claremont Purpose Scale, the Personal Meaning scale Goal-directedness, and Beyond-the-Self 

Motivation.  

Factor 4, social behaviors, positively correlated with the Moral Growth Mindset Scale, 

and the Personal Meaning scale from the CPS.  

Factor 5, cognitive behaviors, positively correlated with the Growth Mindset Scale, the 

Moral Growth Mindset Scaleand all scales on the CPS: the Personal Meaning scale, the Goal-

directedness scale, and the Beyond-the-Self Motivation. Table 2 reports the specifics of these 

results.  
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Table 2 
 
Correlations for SEQ Factors and Other Questionnaires in the Preliminary Study 
Factor    Academic     Personal    Community     Social     Cognitive 
 
Personal Meaning    .17*    ---        .18*     .14*           .27** 
 
Goal Directedness    ---   ---        .14*      ---           .34** 
 
Beyond the Self    ---   ---        .18**      ---           .15* 
 
Growth Mindset   .15*    .14*          ---      ---           .20** 
 
Moral Growth Mindset   ---  .24**          ---     .14*           .16* 
 
Moral Disengagement    ---            -.20**           ---      ---             --- 
 
 
Note. **Correlation significant at 0.01 (2-tailed).  
         *  Correlation significant at 0.05 (2-tailed). 
         --- Indicates no significant correlation. 
 

Internal consistency. 

An initial reliability analysis was carried out, in order to assess the internal consistency of 

the survey. Cronbach’s alpha for the original 16-item inventory was α = 0.718. After Exploratory 

factor analysis (EFA) was conducted, and the researcher dropped one item, Cronbach’s alpha 

was α = 0.700. Although there was a slight decrease in internal reliability from the original 

questionnaire, the reliability was still considered to be in the acceptable range. The final, 15-item 

questionnaire provided more significant concurrent validity than the original, which 

demonstrated that the questionnaire measured the intended constructs appropriately. Internal 

consistency for each of the five factors was conducted and included the following: α = .61, α 

=.544, α =.24, α = .61 and 5 α = 5.75, respectively. 
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Study Specifics.  

 It is important to note that only 13 items were used in the sum score for analysis in this 

dissertation, as cognitive behavior features were omitted during analysis. To start, reliability for 

the cognitive factor items was .498 (2 items), well below acceptable reliability. Additionally, 

cognitive items were the only items presented as negative statements, which required reverse 

coding. Following the recommendations specified by Lawson (2017), items regarding cognitive 

behaviors were more related to cognitive disengagement; therefore, conceptual issues became 

apparent. 

 For the final 13-item measure, overall reliability was .77. Additionally, the academic 

behaviors factor reliability was .61, n = 3; personal behaviors factor reliability was .58, n = 5; 

community behaviors factor was .67, n = 2; and social behaviors factor was .67, n = 3.  

Research Questions and Corresponding Analysis 
 
Research Question 1:  What is the relationship between macromoral judgment 

development and trait anxiety for undergraduate students?  

Pearson correlation analysis was utilized to analyze linear associations between the outcome 

variable, as indicated by the N2 summary score form the DIT-2, and the predictor variable, trait 

anxiety as indicated by the STAI-Y scale. Both outcome and predictor variables were treated as 

continuous, providing insight into the extent to which there is an association between 

macromoral judgment development and trait anxiety for college students. Additionally, Pearson 

correlations were also conducted between alternative DIT-2 summary scores, PC, MN, and PI, 

and trait anxiety, as indicated by the STAI-Y scale. Again, each of the variables were treated as 

continuous.  
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A multiple linear regression model was tested to determine the extent to which the 

preferred moral judgment score, N2, could be predicted by the independent variable in this study, 

trait anxiety, and multiple control variables: depression, gender, ethnicity and year in school. N2, 

anxiety and depression scores were continuous; however, the categorical variables gender 

ethnicity and year in school were dummy coded in order to include in the model. 

A series of multiple linear regressions were also conducted for each of the other moral 

judgment summary scores, PC, MN, and PI. As previously mentioned, the N2 index score takes 

into consideration the influence of the personal interest scores. Examining each individual 

schema score separately allowed insight into the particularities and natures of each schema.  

In addition to the previously described analysis, and to look further at the range of   

each of the moral judgment schema scores, a series of dummy variables were created to isolate 

the extreme ends of the range for each schema. The following variables were created: PC_high, 

PC_low, MN_high, MN_low, PI_high, and PI_low. Multiple logistic regression was employed to 

examine the extent that the independent variables of trait anxiety and depression were significant 

predictors of the moral judgment category in each model. 

 Finally, to assess non-linear relationships between moral judgment summary scores and 

trait anxiety, a quadratic regression model was tested to determine the extent to which a 

curvilinear relationship exists between variables. Additionally, depression scores indicated by the 

PHQ-9 were included in the model to control for its effect on the relationship. 

Research Question 1a:  How does the relationship between macromoral judgment 

development and anxiety differ across years in college?  

Participants’ years in school were dummy coded in order to examine patterns for students 

as they progress throughout college. Ordinary least squares regression (OLS) was employed to 
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examine the differences between macromoral judgment development (N2 summary score) and 

trait anxiety (STAI-T summary score) across participants from first, second, and third years of 

college. Additionally, depression scores indicated by the PHQ-9 were included in order to 

control for its effects on relationships.  

Research Question 1b:  To what extent does depression explain the relationship  
 
between anxiety and macromoral judgment development? 
 

A partial correlation was conducted to determine the relationship between an individual’s 

moral judgment development and trait anxiety when controlling for depression. Participants’ 

depression scores, as indicated by the PHQ-9, were assessed as a continuous variable. 

Additionally, the interaction effect between anxiety and depression was examined to allow 

insight into the extent to which the relationship between anxiety and macromoral judgment 

development differs based upon the presence of depression.  

Research Question 2:  To what extent does anxiety limit social and cognitive engagement 

for students?  

 Pearson correlation was employed to examine associations between trait anxiety as 

indicated by the STAI Trait summary score, and engagement as indicated by the summary score 

for the engagement questionnaire. Both variables were treated as continuous. Additionally, a 

partial correlation was conducted between trait anxiety and engagement while controlling for 

depression. 

Research Question 3:  Does engagement mediate the relationship between trait  
 
anxiety and macromoral judgment development? 
 

A simple mediation analysis was tested using multiple regression to observe whether 

engagement mediated the relationship between trait anxiety and macromoral development. The 
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examined paths were the following: path a examined the extent to which trait anxiety predicted 

engagement; path b examined the extent to which engagement predicated moral judgment 

development; and path c examined the extent to which trait anxiety predicted moral judgment 

development. Figure 1 illustrates this model.  

Figure 1.  
 
Mediation Model Analysis 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESULTS 

To further our understanding of moral development for college students, this study 

investigated the relationship between macromoral judgment development and trait anxiety. This 

exploratory, cross-sectional study specifically examined the extent to which the construct of trait 

anxiety may act as a barrier to macromoral judgment development by interfering in the social 

and cognitive aspects of college students’ lives. Using data collected from online questionnaires, 

a series of regression models were conducted to explore the relationships between the moral 

judgment summary scores, N2, PC, MN, and PI, and the indicators of mental health, trait anxiety 

and depression, as well as engagement scores. Additionally, a mediation model was tested. This 

chapter provides the results from the data analysis outlined by the previously established 

research questions.  

Research Question 1: What is the relationship between macromoral judgment development 

and trait anxiety for undergraduate students?  

Macromoral Judgment Development 

The analysis began by examining summary index scores from the Defining Issues Test 

(DIT-2). Overall, the sample mean scores demonstrated prioritizations of the personal interest 

schema most often, the maintaining norms schema secondly, and the post conventional was least 

often on average, which corresponded to lower N2 scores. In order to provide context for the 
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meaning of the scores, it was important to recognize the differences between the DIT-2 scores in 

the study sample and previously established norms from 2005-2009 (Dong, 2011). N2 scores, PC 

scores, and MN scores were lower than the previous norms, while PI scores were higher (see 

Table 3 for detailed results).   

Table 3 

Descriptive Comparisons of Defining Issues Test Scores and Established Norms 
                    Sample                     Norms* 

Moral Judgment        M  SD N    M        SD    N 
N2    25.78 14.61 162  34.76 15.45 32989 

PC    26.59 16.25 162  35.09 15.21 32989 

MN    29.82 14.35 162  35.06 13.89 32989 

PI    33.98 14.04 162  25.04 12.36 32989 
Note. Norms for the Defining Issues Test are drawn from the Center for the Study of Ethical  
Development for years 2005-2009.  
  

To interpret this data, it was helpful to begin by examining the maintain norms schema 

scores, as college students have historically prioritized laws and norms in college before having 

opportunities to advance morally through engagement in the college environment (Rest et al., 

1999). Maintain norms schema scores were lower than expected norms for 2005 - 2009 from the 

Center for the Study of Ethical Development (Dong, 2011), indicating that individuals did not 

prioritize maintain norms as expected, and instead prioritized other schemas more often when 

making judgments about hypothetical dilemmas. Simultaneously, N2 scores and P-scores were 

lower than the previously established norms, indicating that overall individuals had lower levels 

of moral reasoning than the 2005 - 2009 cohort. As mentioned in chapter 3, N2 scores and P-

scores are similar; however, the N2 score is adjusted for consistency in ranking important items. 

Lower N2 and PC scores demonstrated that individuals did not prioritize principled moral ideals 

on average. As expected, based on lower advanced reasoning and maintaining norms scores, 

74



 

 

personal interest scores were high in the sample, indicating a prioritization of reasoning that is 

concerned with the well-being one’s self and of those with whom they know. These findings 

were not surprising, although noteworthy, as they followed expected trends noted by Thoma & 

Bebeau (2008), where personal interest scores were observed as higher than previous cohorts.  

Descriptive statistics for the DIT-2 summary scores are reported by gender and year in 

school in Table 4. A point-biserial correlation showed a positive, significant association between 

gender and N2 score, with a weak effect size r = .17, p< .05, N = 159. This association showed 

that higher N2 summary scores were associated with female participants over male participants. 

Typically, a larger effect is seen between gender than the sample exhibited; however, a small 

sample size as well as the gender imbalance for the sample in this study may have contributed to 

the small effect size seen for gender. Contrary to expected results based on empirical evidence, 

there were no significant differences for individuals across years in college. For instance, a One-

Way ANOVA revealed no statistically significant differences for group means between years in 

school and N2 scores, F(2,159) = .64, p = .53. Additionally, a two-way ANOVA evidenced no 

statistically significant differences for N2 scores when considering the interaction between 

gender and age, F(4, 159) = 1.5, p = 2.1. Larger sets of empirical data using the DIT have 

revealed significant differences across years in higher education; however, it is possible that the 

sample was not representative of the population-at-large. Both the small sample size and the 

large portion of students in their first year as compared to years two and three may have 

contributed to these insignificant differences and may have limited the ability to examine 

patterns or associations between variables.  

  

75



 

 

Table 4  
 
Descriptive Statistics for DIT-2 Scores by Gender and Year in School 
       Female      Male           Year 1            Year 2             Year 3 
    M       SD                 M        SD                M       SD         M       SD          M       SD    
N2 24.61 14.25            30.80 25.05         26.44   15.37     23.29  13.57     26.61   13.1 
 
PC 26.03 15.74          29.80 17.81         27.13   16.71     23.82  16.56     28.45   14.3 
 
MN 30.03 13.40          26.87 16.93         28.3     13.65     30.1    16.71     28.45  13.15 
 
PI 34.44 14.47          31.92 13.33         34.13   37.25     37.25  14.87     29.29  13.65 
 
N =       126          33     100        34          28 
Note. Moral Judgment Scores are indicated by the following abbreviations: N2, Post 
Conventional (PC), Maintain Norms (MN), and personal interest (PI).  
 

Other indicators of macromoral judgment development from the DIT-2 were also 

examined. Overall, the utilizer score (U-score) had a mean of .16, SD = .17 (N = 143) with a 

range between -.21 and .55, which falls within the typical range for DIT scores, as determined by 

the Center for the Study of Ethical Development (Bebeau & Thoma, 2003; Thoma, Rest and 

Davison, 1991). The mean utilizer score indicates that individuals on average, when presented 

with hypothetical dilemmas, were less consistent in providing congruous justification for their 

identified action choices. Inconsistency for individuals may be related to a transitional state in 

their own cognitive structures of reasoning; furthermore, the transition/consolidation scores 

support the utilizer scores, demonstrating that 136 participants, or 84% of students were in 

transition within their respective schemas, and 26 participants, or 16% of students were 

consolidated within their respective schemas. Finally, the seven types of macromoral judgment 

scores as indicated by DIT researchers were each represented. Type 2, 3 & 6, which include 

participants in transitional states, represented 42%, 17.9%, and 16.0% of participants, 

respectively. Figure 2 provides the distribution of types amongst participants.  
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Types indicators for the Defining Issues Test revealed that the majority of participants 

were in transitional states, meaning that they prioritized one or two schemas, yet evidenced 

fluidity in answers about moral issues, indicating a potential for growth. The majority of 

participants, represented by type 2, indicated that the personal interest schemas were dominant 

but that they were in a transitional state. Crosstabs analysis showed that roughly 62% of those 

participants were in their first year. 

Figure 2.  
 
Bar Graph of Type Indicators on the Defining Issues Test 
 

        
                            1   2        3            4             5      6           7 
 

Type Indicators 
 

Note. Types indicators are represented by the following: Type 1, personal interest schema is 
dominate and consolidated; Type 2, personal interest schema is dominate but transitional; Type 
3, maintain norms is dominant, personal interest schema is secondary, and the type is 
transitional;  Type 4, maintain norms schema is dominant and consolidated; Type 5, maintain 
norms schema is dominant, post conventional schema is secondary, and the type is transitional; 
Type 6, post conventional schema is dominant but transitional; and Type 7, post conventional 
schema is dominate and consolidated. 
 

Anxiety 

Descriptive statistics for both state and trait scales of anxiety are reported to demonstrate 

normality for the scales across sample data. The STAI-X (state anxiety) sum scores were 
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comparable although slightly higher than the normed scores for the state anxiety. For the STAI-

X, the study sample state anxiety scores for male were M = 40.18, SD = 11.53 as compared to M 

= 36.47, SD = 10.02 for norms. Sample state anxiety scores for female were M = 40.21, SD= 

10.59, as compared to M = 38.76, SD = 11.95 for female norms. As previously mentioned, state 

anxiety was not a focus for this study; however, descriptive statistics were examined and 

reported to ensure consistency within the measures. Because STAI-X were only slightly higher 

and within one standard deviation of the norms, the sample anxiety scores were considered 

adequate and did not interfere with the study aims for examining trait anxiety.  

In order to provide further evidence of normality amongst the scales for state and trait 

anxiety, a Pearson correlation was tested and evidenced a positive significant relationship, r = 

.78, p = .000. This relationship was expected based on the nature of the measures. 

For the STAI-Y (trait anxiety), descriptive statistics for trait anxiety sum scores were 

somewhat higher for both male and female participants, although they remained within a 

standard deviation of the means. Males scored M = 43.38, SD = 8.5 as compared to established 

norms of M =38.30, SD = 9.18. For females, norms for study participants were M = 44.06, SD = 

8.25, as compared to M = 40.40, SD = 10.15 norms for female. Sum scores for trait anxiety were 

similar across the sample for years in school, with Year 1 averaging 43.75, SD, 7.78, Year 2 

averaging 43.50, SD, 9.10, and 44.89, SD 8.84; however, compared to norms, gender scores 

were slightly higher. See table 5 for more information.  
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Table 5  
 
Trait Anxiety Scores for Gender Compared to Norms 
            Sample        Norms 
        Mean  SD  N       Mean    SD       N 
Female    44.06 8.25 125      40.40    10.15   481 
 
Male    43.46 8.50  32      38.30     9.18    296 
Note. Norms for Anxiety are drawn from the STAI-AD Manual.  
 

These norms place individuals on average in the moderate category for anxiety, as 

established by the STAI-AD norms (Spielberger, 1983). To place in context, moderate categories 

of anxiety are indicative of the presence of anxiety symptoms, and individuals may demonstrate 

symptoms of anxiety disorders.  Although it is beyond the scope of this study to determine, it is 

useful to note that people who present moderate anxiety according to the STAI scales may have a 

diagnosable anxiety disorder such as Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) or a sub-GAD 

diagnosis (see chapter 2 for more information).While anxiety is present on average for the 

sample, the scores are not indicative of extremely high levels of anxiety, which may be 

debilitating to an individual’s experiences.  

It is interesting to note that males from the sample scored similarly to females, regardless 

of the small sample size distribution. This may speak to specific attributes of the individuals who 

might be likely to participate in a social science study. In this case, it may seem reasonable to 

speculate that the males that participated were anxiety-prone, and perhaps participated to receive 

the extra credit in their respective courses that was offered for their participation. Again, on 

average, male participants did not score extremely low or high, which suggests that those with 

low anxiety might not have perceived a need or desire to participate, and those with high levels 

of anxiety may have experienced a range of problematic symptoms that is often precipitated by 

anxiety (e.g., difficulty concentrating), which prevented them from participating in the study.  
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To address research question 1, initial Pearson correlation analysis was conducted, and 

demonstrated no statistical associations between the Trait Anxiety sum score and DIT-2 

summary scores: N2, r = .06, p = .44 ; PC, r = .09, p = .28 ; MN, r = .05, p = .52 ; and PI, r = -

.04, p = .62.  

Next, a multiple linear regression model was tested to determine the extent to which the 

preferred moral judgment score, N2, could be predicted by trait anxiety and multiple independent 

confounding variables in this study: depression, gender, ethnicity and year in school. N2, anxiety 

and depression scores were continuous; however, the categorical variables of gender, ethnicity 

and year in school were dummy coded in order to include in the model. Dummy codes 

represented gender (female = 1, male = 0), ethnicity (white = l, non-white = 0) and year 2 in 

school, (year 2 = 1, year 3 = 0), year 3 in school (year 2 = 0, year 3 = 1) and year 1 was the 

reference group. None of the predictor variables were significant predictors of the N2: anxiety (B 

= -.11, SE = .19, p = .57); depression (B = .43, SE = .26, p = .11); female (B = -7.44; SE = 2.97 

p = .01); white (B = 5.82, SE = 3.29, p = .079); year 2 (B = -1.68, SE = 2.95, p = .57); year 3 (B 

= 2.78, SE = 3.21, p = .39). The overall model fit was R2= .035.  

A series of multiple linear regressions were also conducted for each of the other moral 

judgment summary scores, PC, MN, and PI. Examining each individual schema separately aimed 

to gain an understanding of the particularities of schema scores. No significant relationships were 

found for schema scores and predictor variables, as demonstrated in Table 6.  
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Table 6 
 
Regression Analysis Summary for Mental Health Indicators Predicting Moral Judgment  

Post Conventional      Maintain Norms         Personal Interest 
Variables B t          p          B         t           p         B           t             p  
Anxiety        -.10     -.49      .63         .20      1.09      .28              -.06        -.34        .73 
                    (.21)           (.19)                      (.18) 
 
Depression    .53     1.79      .08        -.30     -1.13     .26              .05         .20         .84 
                 (.29)           (.26)                (.26) 
 
Gender        -5.19   -1.56     .12         .44        .15      .88              4.52       1.56       .12  

        (3.32)           (2.96)               (2.91) 
 
Ethnicity      6.01    1.64      .10         3.02       .92     .36             -5.46     -1.70      .09 
         (3.68)           (3.28)                       (3.22) 
 
Year 2         -2.48   -.075     .45         2.4        .82      .42              1.87       .65        .52 

        (3.29)           (2.94)                       (2.89) 
   
Year 3          3.38     .94       .35       5.78      1.81      .07              -5.60     -1.78     .08 

        (3.58)            (3.19)                       (3.14) 
 
Constant      27.0    3.15     .00        18.17     2.37      .02              37.97      5.05      .00 

       (8.58)          (7.65)                       (7.52) 
 

Adj R2                  .02               .01            .02 
 
F-ratio          F(6, 153) = 1.64            F(6, 153) = 1.13         F(6, 153) = 1.51  
        p = .14           p = .35         p = .18 
 
N         160              160           160 
Note. None of the relationship between the moral judgment schemas and predictor variables were 
significant. Gender was dummy coded, female = 1 and male = 0; Ethnicity was dummy coded, 
white = 1, non-white = 0; and year in school was dummy coded, year 2 (year 1 = 0, year 2 = 0, 
year 3 = 0); year 3 (year 1 = 0, year 2 = 0, year 3 = 1), and year 1 was the reference group. 
 

Insignificant results for previous multiple regression models warranted further 

examination of the moral judgment variables. In order to look further at the range of each of the 

moral judgment schema scores, a series of dummy variables were created to isolate the extreme 

ends. For instance, the continuous Post Conventional variable was divided into an ordered 

categorical variable with three levels: low, indicating 1 SD below the mean; mid, indicating 1 SD 

81



 

 

within the mean above and below; and high, indicating 1 SD above the mean. Then, dummy 

variables were created for each, with 1 indicating the presence of the identified category, and 0 

indicating the other two categories. For example, for high Post Conventional score, dummy 

codes represented (low = 0, mid = 0, and high = 1). This process was repeated with the Maintain 

Norms and the Personal Interest variables, creating two variables for each moral judgment score: 

PC_high, PC_low, MN_high, MN_low, PI_high, and PI_low. Multiple logistic regression 

revealed that independent predictors were not significant predictors of the high or low moral 

judgment categories in each model. Tables 7-9 demonstrate these findings.  
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Table 7 

Logistic Regression Analysis of Post Conventional High and Low 
       PC High       PC Low 
Variables  Odds     SE     Z Ratio      P    Odds    SE     Z Ratio      P 
Anxiety  1.01 .034  .33     .74     1.0 .04  0.6    .55 

Depression  1.05  .05 1.07     .28   .93 .05 -1.3    .19 

Gender    .45  .22     -1.62        .11  1.56 .93  .75    .45 

Ethnicity  1.18  .70  .28     .78    25 .14 -2.53    .01 

Year 2    .76  .44     -0.47     .64   1.7 .87  1.03    .30 

Year 3   1.41  .79  .61     .54   .52 .37 -0.91    .36 

Constant   17  .23     -1.28     .20   .25 .37 -0.95    .34   
 
Model χ2 =             6.08, p = .41    4.24, p = .64 
 
Pseudo R2  =         .04             .07 
 
N =           160            160 
Note. The post conventional variable (PC) was divided into an ordered categorical variable with 
three levels: low, indicating 1 SD below the mean; mid, indicating 1 SD within the mean above 
and below; and high, indicating 1 SD above the mean. Then, two dummy variables were created, 
with 1 indicating the presence of the identified category, and 0 indicating the other two 
categories. The high post conventional score dummy codes represented (low = 0, mid = 0, and 
high = 1). The low post conventional score dummy codes represented (low = 1, mid = 0, and 
high = 0). 
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Table 8  
 
Logistic Regression Analysis of Maintain Norms High and Low       

   MN High           MN Low  
Variables  Odds   SE    Z Ratio     P    Odds    SE    Z Ratio    P 
Anxiety  .10 .04 10.1  .92  .98 .03 -.50  .62  

Depression  1.01 .05 .18  .86  1.02 .05  .31  .76 
 
Gender   .46 .26      -1.38  .17  .47 .24      -1.46  .15 
 
Ethnicity  1.3 .83 .42  .68  .89 .50 -.02  .83 
 
Year 2   2.3 1.3 1.50  .14  2.22    1.13 1.57  .12 
 
Year 3   2.59 1.53 1.61  .11  1.14  .72  .20  .84 
 
Constant  .20 .30 -1.07  .29   .66       .91 -0.30  .76 
 
Model χ2 =   4.24, p = .64    4.66, p = .59  
 
Pseudo R2  =        .03           .03 
 
N=        162 
Note. The maintain norms variable (MN) was divided into an ordered categorical variable with 
three levels: low, indicating 1 SD below the mean; mid, indicating 1 SD within the mean above 
and below; and high, indicating 1 SD above the mean. Then, two dummy variables were created, 
with 1 indicating the presence of the identified category, and 0 indicating the other two 
categories. The high maintain norms score dummy codes represented (low = 0, mid = 0, and high 
= 1). The maintain norms score dummy codes represented (low = 1, mid = 0, and high = 0). 
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Table 9 
 
Logistic Regression Analysis of Personal Interests High and Low 

      PI High          PI Low  
Variables  Odds  SE  Z Ratio P            Odds     SE  Z Ratio P 
Anxiety .97  .03   -0.75           .45   .98   .04   -0.50          .61 
 
Depression 1.03  .05     .59           .56            1.03  .05     .63          .53 
 
Gender 1.77     1.09    .92           .36             .71  .40    -0.62         .54 
 
Ethnicity 1.2  .76    .28           .78             2.5  2.0    1.14          .25 
 
Year 2  2.2 1.05   1.66           .10  .76  .47        -0.44          .66 
 
Year 3  .38  .31  -1.20           .23            1.02  .64     .02          .98 
 
Constant .29 .42  -0.86           .39  .20  .31         -1.03          .31  

Model χ2 =        8.57              2.4 
 
Pseudo R2  =        .06              .02 
 
N =          160             160 
Note. The personal interest variable (PI) was divided into an ordered categorical variable with 
three levels: low, indicating 1 SD below the mean; mid, indicating 1 SD within the mean above 
and below; and high, indicating 1 SD above the mean. Then, two dummy variables were created, 
with 1 indicating the presence of the identified category, and 0 indicating the other two 
categories. The high personal interest score dummy codes represented (low = 0, mid = 0, and 
high = 1). The personal interest score dummy codes represented (low = 1, mid = 0, and high = 0). 
 

Insignificant relationships between MJD schema variables and mental health indicators 

suggests that orthogonality may exist between these constructs. Though research provides 

evidence that trait anxiety can interfere with an individual’s cognitive functioning, it is possible 

that the type of cognitive reasoning required for the Defining Issues Test is not affected by 

features of trait anxiety. Further, the questions on the DIT are hypothetical in nature and may not 

elicit a type of personal affiliation or experience for individuals that might be affected by the 

presence of trait anxiety. Even when variables were artificially categorized in groups, there were 

no significant patterns revealed.  
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Due to insignificant results with linear models, scatterplots were utilized to examine 

potential alternative distributions between moral judgment schema scores and trait anxiety. Upon 

examining scatterplots, it was determined that there may be a curvilinear relationship between 

variables. A quadratic regression analysis model was tested for each of the schema scores and 

trait anxiety. A significant, yet weak curvilinear relationship was observed between trait anxiety 

and Maintain Norms Schema (see figure 3); however, no significant relationship was observed 

between trait anxiety and N2, PC, or PI scores. Table 10 demonstrates the specifics for each 

quadratic model tested.  

Table 10 
 
Curvilinear Estimation Models Between Moral Judgment Development Schemas and Anxiety      
           N2    PC    MN*         PI 

         B         t       p     B         t           p        B           t           p         B           t            p           
Anxiety     -.10      -.07   .40     .85     1.55      .58      2.95      2.18       .03     -2.1      -1.55     .12 
       (1.4)   (.55)                        (1.35)       (1.37) 
 
Anxiety²     .00      .15    .88     -.01     -.44      .66    -.03    -2.12     .04          .02       1.47     .15 
       (.02)                (.02)   (.02)       (.02) 
 
Constant    25.6     .84    .40      4.88    .15    .89   -35.5    -1.21     .23      81.03     2.74      .01 
     (30.44)   (33.7)             (29.43)     (29.61) 
 
R²            .00      .01                .03                              .02 
 
Adj R²                 -.01       -.00                .02                    .00 
 
F-ratio          F(3, 156) = .8       F(2, 157) = .88            F(2,157) = .31           F(3,156) = .91  
     p = .51  p = .73    p = .50            p = .44 
 
N =          159    
Note. MN is the only significant model with a weak effect size, .03. Moral Judgment Schemas 
are represented by the following: N2 score is the preferred score, indicating the PC score 
adjusted for the PI score;  the PC score is the Post Conventional score; the Maintain Norms score 
is the Maintain Norms score; and the PI score is the personal interest score. Parentheses indicate 
standard error. 
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 It is interesting to note that the curvilinear relationship between trait anxiety and maintain 

norms remained significant, although weak, when controlling for the effects of depression, B = 

2.78, SE = 1.4, t = 2.0, p = .04. 

 To test whether the quadratic model was statistically a better fit for the data, the 

likelihood ratio was utilized. Adding a quadratic component to the model produced a significant 

increase in fit over the linear model. Accordingly, the quadratic model was adopted. Model 

comparison specifics are reported in Table 11.  

Table 11 
 
Linear and Quadratic Model Comparison 
Step       ΔR2        F for ΔR2        df         p  
1: Linear     .003            .41  (1,158)     .52 
2: Quadratic         .03           4.51  (1, 157)    .04 
Note.  Adding a quadratic component to the model produced a significant increase in fit. 
 
 A curvilinear model between trait anxiety and the Maintain Norms schema provides a 

unique revelation about the nature of students’ experiences. Practically, a significant curvilinear 

relationship means that the direction of the relationship increases up to a certain point, and then 

decreases from that point. For this particular relationship, as trait anxiety increased until it 

reached a score of 42, so did the likelihood of the prioritization of the maintain norms schema. 

However, as trait anxiety scores continued to rise, it was less likely for individuals to be 

prioritizing the maintain norms schema. So, higher levels of trait anxiety were not associated 

with prioritizing maintain norms.  

 The sample anxiety scores, as previously mentioned, were similar to average mean scores 

for the norms and indicated moderate anxiety on average. That being determined, it is not 

surprising that someone who exhibits moderate levels of trait anxiety prioritizes laws and norms 

for social cooperation. Norms may help to maintain a sense of control or stability that those with 
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anxiety may feel lacking. Further, it is possible that the maintain norms schema draws uniquely 

upon concrete structures in cognition in a way that other schemas may not. While determining 

the extent that other schema scores represent patterns of trait anxiety is not possible with this 

sample, the significant relationship with maintain norms is noteworthy.  

 Although it is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it may be reasonable to presume that 

individuals scoring on the extreme ends of the anxiety scale would also rely on alternative 

conceptions of social cooperation than those scoring in the mid-range. For instance, it may be 

possible that those scoring low for anxiety may be unconcerned with notions beyond what is 

immediately in their personal environment, relying more on personal interest reasoning. 

However, it is also possible that someone with low anxiety may be inclined to consider 

alternative moral ideals such as those endorsed by post conventional reasoning, as they may not 

have to overcome the restrictions of anxiety.  Alternatively, those with high levels of anxiety 

may be hindered by their anxiety and unable to reason beyond a focus on their own personal 

interests; and yet it is also possible that those with high levels of anxiety may rely on reasoning 

that is concerned with values that transcend established law and order, revealing an experience 

that could be similar to existential angst.  
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Figure 3 
 
Scatterplot of the Curvilinear Relationship between Trait Anxiety and Maintain Norms 

 

     Trait Anxiety  

Note. Figure shows a significant curvilinear relationship between trait anxiety and maintain 
norms.  
 

Finally, moral judgment type indicators were examined to understand differences 

between the profiles for each type when comparing mental health scores. Table 12 provides 

information about each type of moral judgment profile, and their respective overall mean trait 

anxiety scores and depression scores. Overall, trait anxiety scores were pretty similar across 

profile types with the exception of type 4, which was a bit higher, yet still within a standard 

deviation of the mean. Type 4, which is a small amount of the sample (4.9%) indicated 

individuals who prioritize maintain norms and are consolidated.  
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Table 12  
 
Defining Issues Test Type Indicators Scores by Mental Health Indicators 
Type  Trait Anxiety     SD           Depression      SD  
 1      44.25    7.72   4.0      4.55 
 2      42.18    8.75  5.63      6.28 
 3      45.04    7.24  7.14      5.72 
 4      49.25    9.18  8.25                  6.32 
 5      42.69    7.41  3.69      2.25 
 6      44.19    6.55  6.15      4.21 
 7      47.14    9.29  9.79      6.78 
 
N =       160     160             160      160 
Note. Type 2 had the largest percent of participants, at 62%. Types 2, 3, 5 and 6 were in 
transitional states, while 1, 4, and 7 were in consolidated states.  
 
 
Research Question 1a: How does the relationship between macromoral judgment  
 
development and anxiety differ across years in college? 
 
 Ordinary least squares regression (OLS) was employed to examine the differences 

between macromoral judgment development (N2 summary score) and trait anxiety (STAI-T 

summary score) across participants from first, second, and third years of college. Additionally, 

depression scores indicated by the PHQ-9 were included in order to control for effects on 

relationships. A non-significant relationship was found between the dependent variable, moral 

judgment, and the indicator variables of trait anxiety and depression across years in school, F(4, 

155) = 1.07, p = .37, R2 = .00. The following predictor variables were not significant: trait 

anxiety (B = -.82, SE = .189, p = .66); depression (B = .40, SE = .27, p = .14); year 2 (B = -3.62, 

SE = 2.91, p = .22); year 3 (B = .99, SE = 3.18, p = .76). 

 As expected, based on the previously described models from this chapter and small 

sample size, there were no linear relationships between moral judgment development and trait 

anxiety across years in school.  
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Research Question 1b:  To what extent does depression explain the relationship  
 
between anxiety and macromoral judgment development? 
 

Depression 
 

 PHQ-9 summary scores for the study sample were reported as M = 6.28, SD = 5.78. For 

the PHQ-9, the mean summary scores fell between mild and moderate depression, just slightly 

more than mild. Differences between gender was minimal, with females reporting M = 6.373, 

(SD = 5.9, n = 126) and males reporting M = 6.21 (SD = 5.31, n = 33). Across years in school, 

differences in mean depression scores remained small, but presented a slight increase for year 2 

(6.37, n = 34), and a decrease in year 3 (5.61, n = 28).   

A partial correlation was conducted to determine the relationship between an individual’s 

moral judgment development scores and trait anxiety when controlling for depression. Results 

indicated that there was no statistically significant relationship between any of the moral 

judgment schemas and trait anxiety when controlling for depression: N2, r(157) = -.02, p = .77; 

P, r(157) = - .01, p = .86; MN, r(157) = .12, p = .19; PI = r(157) = -.06, p = .46. However, zero-

order correlations did demonstrate that depression was moderately significantly related to trait 

anxiety, r(158) = .66, p = .00, affirming the expected association between constructs. (e.g., 

Cataneda et al., 2008). 

Research question 2: To what extent does anxiety limit engagement for students? 
 

Student Engagement 
 

On the Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ), participants scored an average of 38.65 for the 

overall sum score, with a SD of 5.89, which demonstrated an average that was a bit higher than 

the middle of the range for engagement. In other words, students on average indicated medium- 

high levels of engagement, suggesting that students were involved in their environments and 
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somewhat open to alternative perspectives and ideas; yet, they were also satisfied with their 

current experiences. As mentioned in chapter 3, only 13 items were included in the final sum 

score analysis due to theoretical and methodological concerns related to cognitive 

disengagement. The 13-item measure had a reliability score of .79. Individual factors sum-scores 

were not calculated due to inadequate reliabilities.  

Initially, both trait anxiety, as indicated by the STAI-Y trait summary score, and the 

engagement summary score, as indicated by the SEQ were treated as continuous variables, and 

Pearson correlation was employed to examine potential associations. A negative correlation was 

found between trait anxiety and engagement, r = -.37, N = 159, p = .00, although the association 

was weak. A negative association between trait anxiety and student engagement means that as 

students experience more anxiety, they are likely to become less engaged in their environment. A 

weak effect, however, lessens the likelihood that the association exists. A scatterplot of the 

correlation can be seen in Figure 4.   
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Figure 4 
 
Correlation Between Trait Anxiety and Student Engagement 
 
 

 

A partial correlation showed a significant, inverse association between trait anxiety and 

engagement when controlling for depression, r = -.23, p = .004. This is particularly important 

because although they have similar features, anxiety and depression do function differently. The 

data distinguishes that an association is present for anxiety and engagement, even when 

controlling for the effects of depression.   

Cognitive Disengagement 

 Due to conceptual and methodological concerns, two questions from the original 

engagement questionnaire were excluded from the final sum score analysis on the engagement 

questionnaire. However, these items were investigated further to examine the construct of 

cognitive disengagement as it was related to moral judgment, trait anxiety, and depression. The 

scores from two of the questions were examined independently: ‘I have trouble concentrating or 

focusing in class and/or on schoolwork,’ indicated by a variable named focus and ‘I feel as 
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though my mind goes blank and I am unable to articulate my thoughts or feelings in various 

situations,’ indicated by a variable named blank mind. 

Logistic regression models were employed to examine the relationship between the focus 

variable and moral judgment schemas, trait anxiety, and depression, while controlling for each 

variable, ethnicity and gender. The analysis revealed a negative, significant association between 

depression and focus. This negative relationship between depression and the ability to focus or 

concentrate in school demonstrates indicates that students who experience depression are less 

likely to be able to focus or concentrate on the task at hand. This is not surprising as depression 

has been linked to concentration and attention impairment (Austin et al., 2001; Castaneda et al., 

2008).   

Additionally, logistic regression models were employed to examine the relationship 

between the going mind blank variable and trait anxiety, while controlling for moral judgment 

development schemas, depression, ethnicity and gender. Analysis revealed that there was a 

negative, significant association between anxiety and mind blank when controlling for each of 

the individual moral development schemas (PC, MN & PI). A positive relationship between 

anxiety and the situation that ‘my mind goes blank and I am unable to articulate my thoughts or 

feelings in various situations,’ demonstrates that those who experience anxiety are more likely to 

experience concerns with their mind going blank, as well as other related concerns. Experiencing 

a “mind goes blank” phenomena is consistent with reported experiences of anxiety, as 

individuals may be responding to events and situations that are perceived as distressing, enacting 

their Central Nervous System to ‘freeze’ (Lawton, deVoe, & Parmelee, 1995; Kirsch & 

Windmann, 2009). 
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The differences in in relationships between two similar cognitive disengagement 

situations speaks to the subtle differences that anxiety and depression can have on an individual. 

Although the focus and mind blank questions themselves were positively correlated, r = .26, n = 

161, p = .001; although, focus was only associated with depression and mind blank was only 

associated with anxiety. Table 13 outlines the results. 

Table 13 

Logistic Regression Analysis Between Moral Development Schemas and Focus and Mind Blank  
        Focus          Blank 
Variables Odds    SE      Z Ratio    P   Odds      SE      Z Ratio      P 
PC   1.0  .02  .22   .83   .97   .02   -1.46      .14 
 
MN   1.0 .02  .04   .97   1.0   .02    .19      .85 
 
PI   .99 .02 -.04   .68   .97   .02  -1.28      .20 
 
Trait Anxiety  1.0 .03 -.00   1.0   .90   .03  -2.99      .00* 
 
Depression  .88 .04 -.28       .00*   .96   .05  -0.81      .42 
 
Ethnicity  .46 .28      -1.28   .20   1.04   6.0    .06      .95 
 
Gender   1.25 .59  .47   .64      2.6  1.42   1.78      .07 

Constant 10.93 .04  1.1   .27  92.76    201.0    2.09      .04 
 
Model χ2 =        .01          31.63 
 
Pseudo R2  =       .10           .17 
    
N=       162           162 
Note. Focus represents the question on the Student Engagement Questionnaire that asks 
participates to rate the extent to which they agree with the statement: ‘I have trouble 
concentrating or focusing in class and/or on schoolwork.’ Mind blank represents the question on 
the Student Engagement Questionnaire that asks participates to rate the extent to which they 
agree with the statement: ‘I feel as though my mind goes blank and I am unable to articulate my 
thoughts or feelings in various situations.’ 
 
*Indicates a significant association. 
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Research Question 3: Does student engagement mediate the relationship between  
 
anxiety and macromoral judgment development? 
 
 A simple mediation analysis was tested using a multiple regression model to observe 

whether engagement mediated the relationship between trait anxiety and macromoral 

development. Although a significant negative effect was found between trait anxiety and 

engagement, no significant effects were found between trait anxiety and moral judgment 

development, or engagement and moral judgment development. Therefore, there was no 

mediation observed. Table 14 demonstrates mediation analysis results.  

Table 14 
 
Mediation Analysis 

Predictors      B(SE) t  p  F  df    R2  
XàM               -.21(.07)      -2.95      .00     3.83     (8,150)  .17 
 
MàY      N2    .02(.20)        .08       .94      1.69     (5,155)  .05  

 
      PC  . 10 (.22)       -.44      .66     1.23      (5, 155)  .04 
 
      MN   .30 (.20)       1.51      .13      1.27    (5, 155)  .04 
 
      PI   .00(.05)        .08        .94     5.79     (7, 151)    .21 
 
XàY      N2  -.11(.19)      -0.57      .57     1.98     (6, 153)     .07 
 

     PC  -.10(.21)      -0.49      .63     1.64     (6, 153)     .06 
 

      MN   -.20(.19)      1.09       .28     1.13    (6, 153)    .04 
 
      PI   -.06(.18)      -.34       .73      1.51    (6, 153)  0.2             
Note: X factor is indicative of Trait Anxiety; M factor is indicative of Engagement; Y factor is 
indicative of separate MJD schema scores: N2, PC, MN, and PI. Path analysis includes the 
following:  XàM = a path; MàY = b path; XàY = c path. 
 
Moral Judgment Development and Engagement 
 
 Insignificant relationships between moral judgment variables and engagement may be 

related Student Engagement Questionnaire. While engagement in the college environment has 
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been predicted to lead to MJD, it may be that the identified features alone are not alone sufficient 

in examining an individuals’ potential for moral growth. Perhaps other types of factors, including 

personal characteristics should be considered. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between macromoral 

judgment development and trait anxiety among undergraduate students. Trends in previous 

research on moral development evidenced the importance of higher education for moral growth 

due largely to social and environmental opportunities. This study sought to further our 

understanding of antecedents to macromoral development for undergraduate students by 

attending to the influence of mental health on students’ engagement. In particular, this study 

looked at whether trait anxiety and depression acted as barriers to macromoral development by 

interfering in social and cognitive engagement opportunities that have been associated with 

moral growth in college.  

 Findings from this study indicate that there are no significant, linear relationships 

between macromoral development and trait anxiety or engagement.  However, a significant 

curvilinear relationship between trait anxiety and the maintain norms schema was supported by 

the data. While these findings indicate that trait anxiety and depression are not necessarily acting 

as barriers for moral growth, insight can be gleaned into the unique nature of the maintain norms 

schema. In this chapter, practical and theoretical interpretations of these findings will be 
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provided, as well as implications for extant research theory. To begin, this study’s contribution to 

the moral judgment development literature is discussed. 

Moral Judgment Development 

 This study examined one aspect of moral development, moral judgment, noting that there 

were other aspects involved that were not analyzed in the study (See Rest’s Four Component 

Model, 1983). In particular, the study aimed to examine undergraduate college students’ bedrock 

schema organization or understanding of social cooperation as they made judgments about 

hypothetical moral dilemmas. By using the Defining Issues Test (DIT), this study capitalized on 

decades of previous research that has examined undergraduate students’ moral judgment scores.  

Moral judgment scores were slightly lower for the sample than established norms from 

2005-2009 (Center for the Study of Ethical Development, 2011). Simultaneously, personal 

interest scores were higher in the sample, indicating a prioritization of reasoning that is 

concerned with the well-being of one’s own interests as well as the interests of those with whom 

they know. As described in Chapter 2, lower levels of reasoning, and particularly high personal 

interests suggests that students in the sample exhibited lower levels of moral reasoning than 

observed in the norms of previous years, between 2005-2009 (Center for the Study of Ethical 

Development).  

One explanation for students’ lower moral reason levels may lie in the nature of the 

sample. Due to the large number of freshman participants, it is possible that students in the 

sample had not yet benefited from the kinds of experiences that might encourage moral growth 

in college. While high personal interest scores are more commonly seen amongst high school 

students, students in the sample may not have had enough time in a higher education setting to 

grapple with social and moral concerns beyond those of their own personal interests. It is 
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interesting to note that although the largest percentage of students indicated a prioritization of 

personal interest reasoning, a majority of those students were also determined to be in 

transitional states. A transitional state signals that as an individual reasons about hypothetical 

moral dilemmas, they may often rely on moral judgment considerations other than the ones 

endorsed by their most dominant schema; therefore, exhibiting the potential for future moral 

growth.   

Trait Anxiety 

 As reported in chapter 4, Trait Anxiety scores for both males and females were within the 

established norm range provided by the STAI, indicating that individuals on average scored at 

the moderate anxiety level. An individual with anxiety at the moderate level may experience a 

spectrum of varying symptoms that can impact their functioning, making it difficult to pinpoint 

particular characteristics. As described in previous chapters, individuals with trait anxiety often 

experience maladaptive cognitive, affective, and physical symptoms, which can interfere with 

their everyday lives and their engagement in the college environment.  

It is useful to note that on average, individuals’ scores in the sample did not indicate 

extreme high or low levels of anxiety. Extreme ends of the range of anxiety may be simpler to 

conceptualize than the moderate level category. For instance, individuals with high anxiety levels 

typically experience profound disruptions in their everyday functioning due to symptoms of 

anxiety; and further, high levels of anxiety can be debilitating when left untreated. Individuals 

experiencing high levels of anxiety tend to prioritize situations where they feel safe, potentially 

neglecting important responsibilities such as class attendance and healthy activities such as 

socializing with friends (e.g., Elwood, Wolitzky-Taylor & Olatunji, 2012). Therefore, a highly 

trait-anxious individual may be unable to engage in the college environment in the same ways as 
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their non-anxious peers. Alternatively, those with low anxiety may experience the world 

differently than those with moderate to higher levels of anxiety. Although the data cannot speak 

to the specific characteristics of individuals with low levels of anxiety, it is reasonable to assume 

that those with low levels of anxiety are not burdened by maladaptive anxiety symptoms 

interfering in their lives. Additionally, when individuals with low anxiety do experience normal, 

everyday stress and anxiety, they may be better able to cope and overcome challenges than their 

peers who have higher levels of anxiety.  

Moral Judgment Development and Anxiety 

Linear Relationships 

 No significant linear relationships were found between moral judgment development 

schema scores (N2, PC, MN and PI) and trait anxiety. Further, when looking at differences 

between the moral judgment type indicators, there was little change for the mean scores of trait 

anxiety across types. Taken together, these results suggested that the constructs of moral 

development and trait anxiety may be orthogonal in nature, indicating no logical relationship 

between variables. As mentioned in chapter 2, macro aspects of morality attend to an 

individual’s internal construction of social concepts (Rest et al., 1999b). While cognitive 

reasoning is essential for moral progression according to the neo-Kohlbergian theory (e.g., Rest 

et al, 1999), it is only one of multiple important aspects, and consequently may be unaltered by 

mental health features.  

One conceivable explanation for a null relationship is that the hypothetical reasoning 

processes required by the Defining Issues Test may be unrelated to interpersonal aspects 

precipitated by and associated with trait anxiety, including an individual’s perceptions and 

emotions. In other words, it may be possible that individuals are able to utilize reasoning skills in 
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a way that is not affected by trait anxiety symptoms, and instead are able to engage in reasoning 

independently of whatever anxiety they may experience.  

Another potential explanation for the null findings is that trait anxiety may not interfere 

with an individual’s macromoral development. Social interaction with others is inevitable and 

naturally occurs for individuals beginning with their caregivers in childhood. However, it is 

possible that trait anxiety does not interfere with an individual’s bedrock schema development as 

they interact within the world. Schema organization reflects how individuals understand social 

cooperation cognitively; however, broad cognitive impressions do not necessarily involve 

affective components. Moreover, context-specific aspects of moral judgment may be more likely 

to be affected by trait anxiety (Bebeau & Thoma, 1999). 

As mentioned in chapter 2, intermediate concepts have been identified by Neo-

Kohlbergian researchers as a level that exists between bedrock schema interpretations and codes 

of ethics, and which are context-specific (e.g., Bebeau & Thoma, 1999). At the intermediate 

concept level, individuals must grapple with ambiguous and potentially conflicting moral 

interests in order to make a judgment about a particular ethical dilemma. Decisions are made 

considering local rules and social norms and employ intermediate concepts such as honesty and 

courage. Previously established knowledge and relevant insight must be employed, potentially 

being affected by the presence of trait anxiety. 

Given the contextual emphasis of intermediate concepts, there are multiple potential 

repercussions for the effects of trait anxiety on decision-making as individuals are required to 

relate more personally to moral material (dilemmas) than is required for reasoning about issues 

related to bedrock structures of cognitive understanding. First, it is possible that symptoms of 

trait anxiety may interfere with an individual’s ability to choose moral values over personal 
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values when they are dealing with overwhelming physiological symptoms (i.e., nervousness or 

panic). Additionally, anxiety can interfere with executive functioning that allows individuals the 

ability to handle complex emotions and engage in problem-solving tasks (Robinson et al., 2013). 

Research has also consistently evidenced that anxiety can cause misinterpretations and 

negatively biased interpretations (Bar-Haim, et al., 2007), which may lead an individual to have 

a lapse in their judgment in the moment. As an individual relates more closely to moral 

dilemmas at the intermediate concept level and may even imagine themself as the actor in a 

particular hypothetical dilemma, it is possible that the symptomology of trait anxiety could have 

an effect on their ability to make a morally rational decision.  

Overall, the distinctly rational nature of bedrock moral schemas and their assessment 

with DIT may circumvent effects of trait anxiety and may be more likely to present at a different 

level of moral judgment that is more clearly connected to the context of a person’s life, through 

intermediate concepts.   

Regardless of insignificant results for the mediation model and corresponding variables, 

it is possible that the results presented a false negative and were therefore unable to attend to any 

significant relationships amongst variables. One possible explanation is that the sample on 

average did not represent individuals who had experience prolonged time in a college 

environment. Because the sample was largely made of participants in their first year, it is 

probable that participants did not have the opportunity to engage for an adequate amount of time 

in class, amongst mates in their dorms, or in other social groups. Over time, participation in class 

discussion, exposure to alternative perspectives, and interactions with friends in the environment 

outside of the classroom may provide students the necessary space to develop more advanced 

considerations when reasoning morally. 
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Curvilinear Relationships 

 The regression analyses yielded a curvilinear relationship between the maintain norms 

schema and trait anxiety, while not demonstrating any other significant curvilinear relationships 

between moral judgment schemas and trait anxiety. This revelation is important as it provides 

unique insight into the nature of the maintain norms schema. 

Maintain norms prioritization is often evidenced amongst undergraduate students, as 

students grapple with their own perceptions of the established society-wide social laws and 

norms. As Rest et al. (1999) explains, individuals who prioritize maintain norms have shared 

characteristics that help to define their understanding of social cooperation: perceived need for 

social norms to govern and to apply to all individuals in a society; to be clear, categorical, and to 

establish reciprocity amongst citizens; and to establish hierarchical structures of role amongst 

individuals (i.e., chains of command). These individuals tend to make decisions based on a sense 

of duty to the law in order to ensure justice and reciprocity amongst those in society. For 

instance, on the DIT, hypothetical dilemmas often propose a ‘moral good’ concurrent to a 

‘societal law’ in order to assess this type of decision-making, requiring individuals to judge 

which considerations are most important and congruent to their own convictions. For 

undergraduate students, a reliance on maintain norms may help them to acclimate to a new 

environment, as they adjust to new routines and establish new ways of relating to others.  

When considering the differences between priorities for the maintain norms schema and 

those of other moral development schemas, an emphasis on societal structure seems to be unique 

to the essence of the maintain norms schema. Moreover, the personal interest schema prioritizes 

arguments that appeal to the interests of an individual even at the detriment of others, and 

interests are unique to the individual, lacking any particular objective framework for interacting 
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with others. Alternatively, the post conventional schema prioritizes moral ideals, which 

transcends societal laws and norms and is associated with meaningful, negotiable and shared 

ideals. However, there is no definitive structure which organizes behavior at the post 

conventional level. Instead, the maintain norms schema relies on a tangible, concrete framework 

to guide social interactions and further endorses the idea that without these structures, society 

would be chaotic and unorderly (Naravez, 2005).  

Social structure has often been viewed as a core organizing principle for social 

cooperation, endorsing defined relationships between agents in society and the responsibilities 

and rights of those agents (e.g., Castelfranchi & Poggi, 1990). For neo-Kohlbergian theorists, the 

maintain norms schema establishes social structure with laws and social norms, giving 

individuals a sense of moral certainty or guidance. However, the post conventional schema 

represents an evolution beyond more conventional ways of organizing society in which 

cooperation relies on all individuals to uphold universalizable principles (Green & Snarey, 

2011). It is therefore plausible that individuals with trait anxiety may prefer the structure and 

certainty that the maintain norms schema endorses and may not consider more ambiguous values 

associated with the post conventional schema.  

When considering the role that anxiety may have in the association with maintain norms, 

it is helpful to revisit the ways that anxiety can impact an individual’s cognitive functioning. In 

particular, cognitive distortions may contribute to an individual’s reliance on laws and norms, 

provoking them to rely on maintain norms foundations when reasoning. Cognitive distortions 

can be observed in the following categories: sensory, including detection of stimuli, whether 

threatening or benign; attention, focusing on certain negative stimuli while ignoring others; 

memory, including conservation and concentration of previous knowledge and experiences; and 
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executive function, involving decision-making (Robinson et al., 2013). Each of these distortions 

could contribute to a reliance on social norms for cues towards behaviors in society by honing 

into negative stimuli, eliciting fear and need for certainty, and influencing decision-making. 

Ultimately, by relying largely on society-wide laws to guide interactions, an individual with trait 

anxiety may find comfort in the established norms that influence their experiences. Additionally, 

an individual with trait anxiety may be consistently hesitant to explore alternative perspectives or 

engage in activities that would require them to interact with unfamiliar moral material and 

strangers.  

As previously mentioned, neither high nor low levels of anxiety were associated with the 

maintain norms schema. Considerations of moral growth may not be relevant to those with high 

anxiety levels, as their priorities may be rooted mainly in their own personal interests and 

securities. Regardless of any particular conceptions of social norms, those with high anxiety may 

largely prioritize survival, therefore being unable to attend to reciprocal aspects of social 

cooperation when reasoning. It is possible that individuals with high anxiety may not engage 

adequately with their environment and peers due to cognitive distortions and other often 

debilitating symptoms of anxiety. Alternatively, individuals with low levels of anxiety may be 

less concerned with concrete social norms and laws that are endorsed by the maintain norms 

schema, and instead may endorse more flexible perspectives on social cooperation, such as the 

notion that laws can be changed. It is possible that these individuals are open to notions of 

cooperation that appeal more to human rights and less on a rigid adherence to established laws, 

advocating for considerations of post conventional reasoning. 
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Engagement 

Results from this study suggest that students were engaged but not highly engaged with 

their school environment and their peers. Consistent with extant research and theory (e.g., 

(Coyne & Downey, 1991; Dotson, et al., 2014), engagement scores were negatively associated to 

trait anxiety scores, even when controlling for the effects of depression. The weak, negative 

associations between trait anxiety and engagement may indicate that the Student Engagement 

Questionnaire (SEQ) was not able to fully address the effect that trait anxiety may have on 

student engagement. Additionally, it is possible that while individuals with anxiety may 

participate in school and social activities, they may not glean the same types of benefits as their 

non-anxious peers. Although a negative association does suggest that trait anxiety acts as a 

buffer for engagement, the questionnaire was limited in its ability to provide strong evidence of 

these associations due in part to its reliance on assessing general activities (engagement) of 

students. Further, without more specific insight into interpersonal aspects of students’ 

experiences, such as personality characteristics and background experiences, the SEQ may not 

have adequately assessed a participant’s experiences as an undergraduate student.   

 Moral development schema scores showed no associations for engagement, suggesting 

that the SEQ does not attend to the particular aspects of engagement that may predict moral 

growth. It is possible that the antecedents of moral growth in college are much more complex, 

requiring attention to other facets of an individual’s countenance and experiences. For instance, 

individual factors, such as an individual’s preparedness for change and transition (King & 

Mayhew, 2002), personality characteristics, and cognitive skill levels when beginning college 

may contribute to their propensity for moral growth. Additionally, an individual’s background 
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and life experiences may have a larger effect on moral development in college than previous 

research has proposed, necessitating further investigation. 

Implications 

This study has implications for moral development theory as well as educational practice 

as it investigated a largely unexamined area in empirical research. In order to advance our 

understanding of undergraduate students’ moral judgment development, this study drew from an 

extensive body of research involving the Neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral development.  

The use of the DIT afforded fresh insight into the ways that social cooperation might be 

affected by mental health concerns such as anxiety and depression. Results may be used to 

understand and advance further research by replicating findings for a relationship between 

maintain norms and anxiety. Additionally, replication of results that show no effect between 

other moral judgment schemas and anxiety may be particularly helpful for future research and 

application. Finally, findings may be loosely applied to practice in the undergraduate classroom.  

This study appears to be the first of its kind to evidence significant curvilinear 

relationships between the maintain norms schema and moderate anxiety. Individuals who 

prioritize the maintain norms schema may be affected by anxiety in specific ways which 

influence their behaviors and social interactions. More specifically, they may behave in ways 

that endorse a strict adherence to laws and a desire to abide by the law; particularly when it 

affects their exchanges with other individuals. Individuals with moderate anxiety that endorse 

maintain norms considerations may find reassurance in adhering to the rules and regulations of 

communities, organizations, local governments, and federal authorities as they provide 

guidelines dictating right and wrong behavior. By attending to mental health considerations, and 

particularly the relationship between trait anxiety and maintain norms reasoning, future research 
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can begin to address these relationships in other samples of students across undergraduate 

college student populations. 

Nonsignificant linear relationships between the personal interest and post conventional 

moral judgment schemas for low, moderate and high anxiety may mean that the constructs are 

unrelated; and further, that low and high levels of moral judgment development rely on systems 

that are unrelated to anxiety. This finding could have positive implications for undergraduate 

students as it suggests that students who endorse personal interest or post conventional thinking 

may not be affected by anxiety in the same ways as their peers who endorse maintain norms 

reasoning. Since the development of post conventional reasoning requires intentional 

deliberation (Narvaez, 1999), uncovering the nuances of these relationships may be useful for 

future research.  

Beyond its importance for the advancement of contemporary theory, findings from this 

study have important implications for classroom learning. Knowledge about the prevalence of 

anxiety and its potential relationship with maintaining norms can help instructors understand the 

ways in which their students engage in class. Specifically, if undergraduates present anxiety 

symptoms, instructors can attend to their needs by offering supports to help them succeed in 

class. Practically, signs of anxiety (i.e., uneasiness, withdrawal, etc.) may alert an instructor to 

the need for attention towards interventions as appropriate. Recognizing signs of anxiety 

amongst undergraduate students, as well as signs of strict reliance on rules may help to identify 

areas that can be addressed by future interventions in the classroom and beyond.  

Limitations 

 Like all research efforts, this study’s design presents several limitations that serve to 

qualify the results. To start, the measures employed in this study may not have adequately 
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captured the intended constructs. Although measures were chosen carefully based on scholarly 

literature and empirical data, the Defining Issues Test (DIT) short form yielded a low Cronbach’s 

Alpha reliability coefficient and may have weakly attended to some of the more nuanced sub-

dimensions for the construct. Although the short form is generally ten points lower than the full 

version if the DIT, the short form is typically still within an acceptable range (Taber, 2017). 

Lower reliability means a lower rate of consistency for the construct of moral judgment 

development throughout the measure. Additionally, it could account for nonsignificant results 

between years across college that is commonly exhibited.  

The State Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) yielded good reliability coefficients for both 

the State and Trait questionnaires, respectfully; yet, alternative questionnaires may be more 

helpful in determining an individual’s experience of anxiety while teasing out the effects of 

depression. In fact, evidence has demonstrated that the STAI assesses both depression and 

anxiety (Bieling, Antony, & Swinson, 1998), despite the attempts of STAI researchers to 

distinguish between the constructs. Distinguishing between these constructs is important as they 

have similar features and presentations yet may affect moral development differently.  

The Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ), created by the researcher yielded an 

acceptable reliability coefficient. However, upon further reflection, the scale may not capture 

aspects of the higher education environment that might substantially encourage moral 

development amongst undergraduate students. For example, the SEQ was created to address 

aspects from literature that suggested the promotion of moral growth (King and Mayhew, 2002), 

including various ways that students might engage in the collegiate environment including 

academic, social and service-oriented opportunities. Although the measure did seem to be an 

adequate measure of student engagement as evidenced by significant inverse associations with 
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anxiety, it did not address the more complex aspects of the college student experience or 

distinguish between types of opportunities (e.g., academic versus non-academic activities). A 

revised SEQ that attends more closely to students’ personality characteristics and background 

experiences may enable a more nuanced, fine-grained investigation of moral judgment, mental 

health and engagement.  

In addition to concerns regarding measurement and construct validity, this research is 

limited by a small, localized sample that may not have been entirely representative of the 

undergraduate student population-at-large. To this point, although females are often sampled 

more than males in social research, females represented over 75% of participants in this study, 

potentially missing important input from male participants. Future research on the relationship of 

male gender and depression might benefit from recruitment strategies that more directly target 

male participants. Additionally, the large number of students in their first year of school as 

compared to years two and three may mean that the data is not truly reflective of individuals’ 

experiences across years in college. Recruitment of students in other years in college will be 

beneficial for future studies.  

Finally, this study did not account for the extent to which students may have received 

previous or current treatment for anxiety and depression, which could influence the data. For 

instance, it is possible that not enough time would have lapsed for students to have any particular 

shifts in moral reasoning due to effects of recent treatment and reduced anxiety. 

Future Directions 

 This study provided empirical support for a relationship between the maintain 

norms schema and trait anxiety. Future studies will benefit from expounding upon this 
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unexplored area in moral development theory in order to replicate findings with diverse samples 

of undergraduate students across years, genders, and ethnicities.  

Attention to measurement is another future direction for moral development research. In 

this study, the needs for improved measurement tools were manifest in two ways. First, the DIT 

short form yielded low reliability coefficients, suggesting that future research should consider 

utilizing the traditional five story version of the DIT. In addition, there are several constructs 

relevant to moral judgment that are not captured completely or measured in the DIT. Although 

the DIT extracts information about foundational bedrock schema organization, it cannot provide 

information about other process related to moral development; therefore, attention to these 

concepts may provide a more comprehensive picture of how moral development may be 

influenced by anxiety.  

In particular, future studies may benefit from considering other aspects of moral 

judgment development as described by Neo-Kohlbergian theory, including intermediate 

concepts. By examining decision-making at the intermediate concepts level, for example, 

research may be able to gain further insight into the ways in which anxiety may affect moral 

judgment development.  

Additionally, measures that can distinguish between the effects of anxiety and depression 

may be particularly useful for future studies, as research has demonstrated that while these 

emotional disorders share multiple similar components, they may affect individuals differently, 

and therefore may also affect moral development differently. The current study was unable to 

fully address these distinctions, and future research would be enhanced by attending to these 

particularities.  
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In addition to more precisely examining select features of moral development and anxiety 

(e.g., assessing personality characteristics and background experiences), future studies may 

reconsider ways to assess the complex features of the college environment that may influence 

and promote moral growth. The Student Engagement Questionnaire was only able to garner 

descriptive information about student behavior and experiences. It may be helpful to further 

investigate students’ backgrounds and life experiences, including previous experiences with 

anxiety or other mental health concerns. Further, considering personality characteristics and 

readiness for college may be helpful and provide a more meaningful way of understanding 

student engagement as it relates to moral development. Additionally, attending to the various 

types of opportunities and their effects on moral growth may be beneficial for future studies, 

allowing for insight into the particularities of the factors that influence moral growth. 

 Finally, sample selection may be especially important for future research. Ensuring that 

the sample is representative of the college student population at large will be essential to making 

advances in research. Further, concerns about the amount of time an individual has been in 

college and whether they have had opportunities to engage in experiences that promote moral 

growth may be better addressed by surveying students in mid to later years of college. By having 

adequate representation of students across each year in school, as well as more normal 

distributions of gender and ethnicity, better insight into relationships for the identified constructs 

can be explored.  

Summary and Conclusion 

This study is novel because it appears to be the first of its kind to explore the effect of 

trait anxiety on foundational moral development schemas for undergraduate students. Results 

indicated that having moderate trait anxiety was associated with an endorsement of laws and 
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social norms for establishing society-wide cooperation. However, other levels of anxiety 

demonstrated no relationships with moral development. This finding is compelling for moral 

development theory as it builds upon the well-established neo-Kohlbergian approach yet 

provides insight into a relevant yet previously unstudied area of mental health related 

antecedents and outcomes. When considering the prevalence of anxiety amongst undergraduates, 

and the burden that anxiety has on society, insight into the cognitive understandings of those 

with moderate anxiety is essential for future research in this area. Future investigation can 

expand upon this study in multiple ways, furthering our knowledge about these concepts and 

allowing us to consider ways to address mental health difficulties when considering moral 

judgment development.    
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Sample DIT-2 Question 
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APPENDIX B 

 
State-Trait Inventory for Adults 
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APPENDIX D 

 
Engagement Questionnaire 

 
For this brief questionnaire, please consider your experiences as a college student this semester.  

 
For each of the following questions, choose the statement that most accurately describes you. 

 
1. I attend my classes. 

 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me.  
Sounds like me sometimes.  
Sounds nothing like me.  
 

2. I talk to other students and/or the professor before, after or during class. 
 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

 
3.  I am asked to discuss and/or reflect on important issues in class. 

 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 
  

4. I have trouble concentrating or focusing in class or on schoolwork. 
 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 
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5. I spend time with friends five or more days per week. 

 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

 
6. I have friends in different social groups that I spend time with regularly.  

Social groups may include friends from various classes, organizations, jobs, etc. 
 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

7. I have meaningful conversations about important issues with my friends. 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

8. I feel that values such as honesty and integrity are emphasized through campus-
wide communications (emails, announcements, etc.), campus organizations, and/or 
classroom announcements. 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

 
9. I hear of community service opportunities such as volunteer work, missions, and or 

donations either through peers, professors, or social media outlets. 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
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Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

 
 

10. I participate in community service activities such as volunteer work, missions, and 
or donations. 
 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

 
 
11. I am motivated to learn new information and skills. 

 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 

 
12. I feel adequately challenged by class material including topics, discussions, and 

assignments. 
 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 
 

13. I am open to perspectives and opinions other than my own. 
 
Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 
 

14. I feel as though my mind goes blank and I am unable to articulate my thoughts or 
feelings in various situations. 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
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Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 
 

15. My experience in college this semester has been positive. 
 

Sounds like me most of the time.   
Sounds a lot like me. 
Sounds like me sometimes. 
Sounds nothing like me. 
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