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MORAL JUDGMENT AND CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR:

A FOLLOW-UP OF PRISON RELEASE AND PAROLE ADJUSTMENT
*
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RESUMO

JULGAMENTO MORAL E COMPORTAMENTO CRIMINOSO:
I _ _ _

UM ESTUDO DE SEGUIMENTO DA SAIDA DA PRISAO E ADAPTA~A

LIBERDADE CONDICIONAL
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pO~aMe na eomp~een6iio do eompoM:ameMo anU-Mual. ViVU06 ex
tud06 tern ~ela:tado ~elar;.ou 6~g~MeaMu erWte 0 eompolLtaneMo eM
m~n060 e me~da6 do duenvolvimeMo eog~vo-60ual. -

No p~u eMe, utudo, 157 aduU06 pltu 04 Jtu pondMam ao tu
te de VeMMng IMUU, que dii uma mecUda do dUenvolv~eMo mOJttil
da pUMa.

Um 6eg~eMo de:tJt~ an06 60~ Jte~zado paJta ~nvu-tigaJt
a ~elar;.iio erWte julgameMo mOJtal e a eJUme eome-tido, adaptar;.iio du
Jtante a libMdade eon~uonal e Jteu~v~mo. Niio 6e eneorWtou Jte
lar;.iio erWte a julgameMo mOJtal, a eJUme eome;tido e obtenr;.iio de a
bMdade. Salda da6 ~ou de MVW ~6MeMu de 4egUJtanr;.a 6e
~eladonou eom 04 JtUultad06 da libMdade eo~uonal. t 6elia
uma cLiJ.,euMiio d06 pJtoblema6 do MO do ueOJte "P" do tute de VeM
Mng IMUU na am06:tJta de ~n0606. -
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Kohlberg (1958, 1964, 1968, 1971, 1976) has explored a de
velopmental approach to morality and how moral judgment relates to
a variety of psychological constructs. The cognitive developmen
tal approach of Kohlberg posits six successive stages, which provT
de a conceptual framework for analysing social inter-relation
ships, moral responsibilities and issues of justice (see Appendex
A for a more complete description of the stages). A behavioral
correlate such as criminal behavior seems to make the leap from the
theoretical realm of moral development to the real world of moral
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behavior. In fact, Kohlberg's seminal work (1958) has generated
over 20 years of longitudinal follow-up of the moral judgment of de
linquent boys as compared to normal adolescent males. Immature roo
ral judgment is viewed as an important contributing factor in antT
social behavior. Research has reported significant relation:'-
ships of criminal behavior with measures of social cognitive deve
lopment (Hickey & Sharf, 1980; McColgan, 1975; 1977). -

Moral judgment was used as the independent variable in pre
dicting prison release and parole adjustment in the present study~
From a subject pool of 210 adult male inmates, a total of 157 indi
viduals completed scorable protocols of Rest's (1974) Defining Is
sues Test (DIT), an objective measure of moral development. For
the most extensive review of moral development research using the
DIT, the reader is referred to Rest's book, Development in Judging
Moral Issues (1979). The P score (sum of weighted ranks given to
stage 5 and 6 items on the DIT) was the independent measure used.
This P (or "plLil1up£.e.d") score has been the most useful and used
index from the DIT and is interpreted as ":the. lLe.£.a.:U.ve..unpoM:anc.e.
a .6ub j e.c.t g.i.ve!.. to plL.i.l1up£.e.d mOILa£. c.ol1.6.i.de.ILaQol1.6.i.11 mak.i.l1g a de.
w.i.OI1 about mOlLa£. d.i.£.e.mmaf..". (Rest, 1979, p. 52). -

Results found an average P score of 16.8 (SD = 7.6), the
lowest scores ever reported for any adult samples. (This compares
with the general adult average of around 40.0). No differences we
re found between P scores of person vs. property offenses. This
three year follow-up study found no differences in moral judgment
between those who were paroled, discharged or violated parole.

In terms of the person vs. property bifurcation, it was
found that those with committing offenses classified as property
were significantly more likely to have been discharged from super
vision at the time of the follow-up (47.5%, property; 27.9%, perso'~
as seen on Table 1).

The site of release from prison (maximum, medium, minimum
security or alcohol treatment program, hospital setting) was found
to be significantly related to types of release consequences (Ta
ble 2). Those most likely to have been discharged from supervisT
on at the time of follow-up were those released from a minimum se
curity institution (57.4%); those least likely were those relea
sed directly from maximumsecurity (30.4%). Those most likely to
be still on parole were those released from the alcohol treatment
program, a minimum security hospital setting (60.0%); those least
likely to be still on parole were those released from maximumsecu
rity (23.2%). For purposes of this study recidivism is defined as
violation of p~role (including technical violations as well as new
offenses). Those most likely to commit violations were those re
leased directly from maximum(46.4%); those least 1ikely to viola
te were from minimum security (6.7% from alcohol treatment, 13.0Y.
from other minimum institutions).

In sum, no relationship was shown between moral judgment
and committing offense or release consequences. Several factors
may account for this. First, the P scores were remarkably low and
almost "bo:t:tome.dout" and were not sensitive enough to discrimina-
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RELEASE FOLLOW-UP TYPE OF OFFENSE

PERSON PROPERTY TOTAL

Discharge 12 47 59

Parole 18 21 39

Violation 13 31 44

Total 43 99 142

,
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te among offenses and outcomes. In fact. Davison (in Rest. 1979)
is developing an empirically weigheted sum ("V" score) which is
much more sensitive to moral development occurring in the lower
stages than is the "P" score. This "V" index appears much more
promising with offender populations and will be utilized. along
with stage scores. in future follow-ups or the present sample.

Another problem lies with the simple person vs. property
dichotomy used herein. Ideally. one would need more adequate in
formation to develop meaningful typologies for research purposes:
including not only the instant offense but also prior record (Gla
ser. 1974). criminal skill level (Gibbons. 1965), institutionaT
adjustment (Hood & Sparks). the impact of the prison environment
(Toch. 1977). and so on. Furthermore. an examination of recidi
vism trends vis-avis release sites would suggest that much more
than the simple security classification at time of release is pre
dictive of parole violation (Wright. 1979). We need to look. at
the social climate. stress factors and organizational parameters
of the center of release as they impact on the individual wriables
of the offenders. Subjectively. it is felt that prison overcrow
ding may have affected offender classification decisions. transfer
to various custodies and even concomitant release decisions in this
study (cf. Clements. 1982). Finally. the successful adjustment of
those released from the alcohol treatment program (a multi-modal.
highly structured and supportive therapeutic milieu setting)j$ sup
portive of the positive results reported by Vigdal. Stadler.

.
. GQo

drick. and Sutton (1980). In a 12 month follow-up study. Vi goal:
et ai. (1980) found that the alcohol treatment program enhanced
the difficult transition from incarceration to the survival and so
cial skills necessary for community re-integration.
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TABLE 1

Break Down of Release Follow-up by Offense
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x2 7.43. df 2, P <.05
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CONSEQUENCES SITE OF RELEASE

MAXIMUMMEDIUM MINI.... ALCOHOL TREAT. TOTAL

Discharge 17 4 31 5 57

Parole 13 0 16 9 38

Violation 26 3 7 1 37

Total 56 7 54 15 132
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TABLE Z

Break Down of Release Consequences by Site of Release

x2 = 27.15, df = 6, P <.001

ABSTRACT

Low molta! judqme.nt i1. viewe.d a6 an impolLtant c.ontJr.ibttting
6ac.:tolt :to tmt(.-.60c.ia1 be.haviolt. S.tu.diu have. lte.polLte.d .6ig ni6i
c.ant ItdaUon.6Mp6 06 c.Jtimina! be.haviolt with me.Q.6WtU 06 .6oc.ial
c.ognliive. de.vdopme.nt. In:the. c.WtJte.nt .6:tu.dy, 157 inc.aJtc.e.Jtate.d
a.duft 066e.ndeJL6 we.Jte.give.n :the. Ve.6ining IMUU Tu.t, an obje.c..tive.
me.Q.6Wte.06 mOJta! de.vdopment. A .tMe.e. ye.aIL 60Uow-up .6.tudy Wa6
c.omp!e..te.d .to invutigate. :the. ItdatiOn.6Mp 06 molta! judgme.nt and
c.omm-UUng 066e.n.6e, Itde.a6e .6lie., paILo!e. adjU.6:bne.nt and 1te.c.idivi1.m.
The .6:tu.dy 60und no Itda.UOn.6Mp betwee.n moW judgment, c.omm-UUng
066e.n.6e. and pWon Itde.a6e.. Ex..U: 6ltomdi66e.Jten.t pwon .6e.c.Wti.ty
!e.vd6 Wa6 Itdate.d .to paILo!e. ou..tc.ome.. PJtob!e.m.6with U.6ing :the.
Ve.6ining IMUU Tu.t lip" SC.Olte.in 066e.nde.Jt popu.!aUon.6 aile. di1.c.U.6
.6e.d.
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APPENDIX A - KOHLBERG'S DEFINITION OF MORAL STAGES

I. PRECONVENTIONAL LEVEL

At this level the child is responsive to cultural ru
1es and labels of good and bad, right or wrong, but interprets the
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To

se labels in terms of either the physical or the hedonistic conse
quences of action (punishment, reward, exchange of favors) or in
terms of the physical power of those who enunciate the rules and la
bels. The level is divided into the following two stages. -

Stage 1: The punishment and obedience orientation. The
physical consequences of action determine its goodness or badness
regardless of the human meaning or value of these consequences.
Avoidance of punishment and unquestioning deference to power are
valued in their own right, not i~ terms of respect for any under
lying moral order supported by peunishment and authority (the lat
ter being Stage 4). -

Stage 2: The instrumental relativist orientation. Right
action consists of that which instrumentally satisfies one's own
needs and occasionally the needs of others. Humanrelations are
viewed in terms like those of the market place. Elements of fair
ness, of reciprocity and equal sharing are present, but they are aT
ways interpreted in a physical pragmatic way. Reciprocity is a
matter of "you -6cJta:tc.hmy bac.k and r'!! -6c/r.atchyouM", not of loyal
ty, gratitude or justice. - -
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II . CONVENTiONAl LEVEL
At this level, maintaining the expectations of the in

dividual's family, group, or nation is perceived as valuable in its
own right, regardles of immediate and obvious consequences. The
attitude is not only one of confonli~to personal expectations and
social order, but of loyalty to it, of actively maintaining, suppor
ting, and justifying the order and of identifying with the persons
or group involved in it. At this level, there are the following
stages:
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Stage 3: The Interpersonal concordance or "Good by - n.ic.e
g~n Orientation. Good behavior is that which pleases or helps
others and is approved by them. There is much conformity to ste
reotypcial images of. what is majority or "na.tultal" behavior. Beha
vior is frequently judged by intention - "he mean.-6we.U" becomes
important for the first time. One earns approval by being "M
c.e" .
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Stage 4: The "lmA1and 01ul(!/t"Orientation. There is ori
entation toward authority fixed rules, and the maintenance of the
social order. Right behavior consists of doing one's duty, sho
wing respect for authority and maintaining the given social ~r
for it's own sake.
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III. POST CONVENTIONAL, AUTONOfI)US, OR PRINCIPLED LEVEl

At this level, there is a clear effort to define mo
ral values and principles which have validity and application apart
from the authority of the groups or persons holding these princi
ples and apart from the individuals own identification with these
groups. This level again has two stages.
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Stage 5: The Social-Contract Legalistic Orientation gene
rally with utilitarian overtones. Right action tendes to be defT
ned in terms of general individual rights and in terms of stan
dards which have been critically examined and agreed upon by the
whole society. There is a clear awareness of the relativism of
personal values and oninions and a corresponding emphasis upon
procedural rules for reaching consensus. Aside from what is cons
titutionally and democratically agreed upon, the right is a matter
of personal "valuu" and "opi.uon". The result is an emphasis
upon the "legal point 06 view", but with an amphas is upon the pos
sibility of a changing law in terms of rational consideration of so
cial utility, (rather than freezing it in terms of Stage 4 "lawaviiI
OMe.JZ"). Outside the legal realm, free agreement, and contract is
the binding element of obligation. This is the "06Mc.ial" morali
ty of the American government and Constitution. -

Stage 6: The Universal Ethical Principle Orientation.
Right is defined by the decision of conscience in accord

with self-chosen ethical principles appealing to logical comprehen
siveness, universality, and consistency. These principles are abs
tract and ethical, (The Golden Rule, the categorical imperativeT
they are not concrete moral rules like the Ten Commandements. At
heart, these are universal principles of justice of the reciproci
ty and equality of the human rights and of respect for the dignT
ty of. human beings as individual persons. -
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