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Abstract

Background: Moral disengagement is a variable in the social cognitive theory of morality and includes eight cognitive, psychoso-
cial mechanisms by which moral self-sanctions are selectively disengaged from inhumane conduct.
Objectives: The aim of the present study was to validate a university student replica of the moral disengagement scale among some
Iranian university students.
Methods: This validation study was based on the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) method. The statistical population consisted
of 346 undergraduate students at the Salman Farsi University of Kazerun. Also, 44 other undergraduate students were participated
to examine the test-retest reliability of the scale. Both samples were selected by convenient sampling. The main sample completed
the 32-item Moral Disengagement scale and the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. CFA (by AMOS 24), stability coefficients,
Cronbach’s alpha, and multiple analysis of variance (ANOVA) (all by SPSS 16) were used to study gender differences.
Results: The indices of CFA for the 32-item scale were not satisfactory, then an item in all subscales with the lesser beta was dropped,
and the scale included only 24-items. The indices of CFA of the 24-item scale were satisfactory. The internal consistency for the whole
scale was desirable (α: .817) and for the subscales were adequate. Test-retest correlations were not desirable for the whole scale (r:
.693) and for the subscales. The total score and the scores of some subscales were negatively correlated with social desirability. The
total score and the scores of some subscales also were greater in males.
Conclusions: The satisfactory indices of CFA and also the higher scores of males in the 24-item scale confirmed its construct validity.
However, correlations between the scale and social desirability did not confirm the ideal divergent validity. Thus, assessing the
social desirability beside the scale can clarify interpreting the scores. The obtained test-retest reliability suggests that this scale
cannot assess a stable variable, and according beside the social cognitive theory, it is better to consider moral disengagement as a
changeable and inconstant variable.

Keywords: Advantageous Comparison, Attribution of Blame, Euphemistic Labeling, Dehumanization, Diffusion of Responsibility,
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1. Background

One of the questions in moral psychology has been
why people with high moral reasoning do not always be-
have according to their moral standards (1). Bandura has
answered it by his social cognitive theory and has ex-
plained morality more than abstract moral reasoning (2).
He has proposed moral disengagements as cognitive psy-
chosocial mechanisms, by which moral self-sanctions are
selectively disengaged from inhumane conduct (3). It al-
lows people to sidestep their internalized moral standards
and behave immorally without feeling distress (4).

Moral disengagement includes eight mechanisms; in
moral justification, detrimental conduct is cognitively re-
constructed as serving socially worthy or moral purposes.
By euphemistic labeling, language is used to appear harm-
ful conduct, like respectable activities. In advantageous
comparison, injurious conduct is compared with more
reprehensible activities. Under displaced responsibility,
people view their harmful actions stemming from the dic-
tates of authorities rather than being personally responsi-
ble for them. Under diffusion of responsibility, personal
agency is obscured by diffusing responsibility; for exam-
ple, in collective action or group decision-making. In dis-
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regarding or distorting the consequence, individuals min-
imize, disregard, or distort the effects of their harmful ac-
tion. By dehumanization, self-censure for injurious con-
duct can be disengaged or blunted due to divest victims of
human qualities. In attribution of blame, the actor of im-
moral view themselves as faultless and get blamed for the
victims of their immoral action (3, 5, 6).

According to literature (4, 7, 8), moral disengagement
leads to many unethical and antisocial tendencies and pre-
vents ethical and prosocial behaviors. Some studies also
have shown a higher level among male adolescents and
adults than females (3, 5, 6, 9, 10). This is congruent to lit-
erature about gender differences in other moral/immoral
variables and can be attributed to gender role socializa-
tion (11). Considering the role of moral disengagement in
the prosocial and antisocial behaviors (4, 7, 8), and grow-
ing interest to reduce it in moral education (4, 12, 13), there
has been increasing attention to moral disengagement
in many different fields, such as criminal psychology (14)
sport psychology (13), school psychology (15), occupational
psychology (16), etc. Validating a Persian replica of a moral
disengagement scale can help Iranian researchers and ed-
ucators to study the effectiveness of interventions for de-
creasing moral disengagement.

2. Objectives

The current scale to assess moral disengagement is the
Moral Disengagement Scale (MDS) that was developed by
Bandura et al. and administrated on Italian elementary
and high school students (5). Also, Pelton, et al. validated
MDS among African-American adolescents (17). The scale
has also been validated among different populations, in-
cluding Iranian high school students (18). However, in the
original scale and its Persian language replicas, the scale
has been validated to assess children and young adoles-
cents, and applying it for participants with higher age was
limited. Another Persian scale to assess moral disengage-
ment (19) was according to a specific scale (20) for measur-
ing moral disengagement about violating civic duties and
obligations and did not assess moral disengagement for
aggression and violence that had been studied in the main
Bandura’s scale.

Detert et al. (9) have changed the phrases of the main
Bandura’s scale and adapted it for use on some Ameri-
can university students. Because many psychological stud-
ies are carried out among university students, the valida-
tion of university student replica of moral disengagement
can facilitate the studies in the realm among the Iranian
population. The aim of the present study was to validate
the adult-adapted MDS among some Iranian university stu-
dents.

3. Methods

3.1. Participants

This validation study was based on the confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) method. This method, at least, needs
200 cases; however, a larger sample size is recommended
(21). The statistical population of this study was students
of Salman Farsi University of Kazerun (Iran). The sample
consisted of 346 undergraduate students in the university
that were selected by convenient sampling and were study-
ing different fields (208 females, mean age: 21, SD: 1). Test-
taking was done collectively in different groups after class-
room times. In addition, 44 other undergraduate students
of the university participated in assessing test-retest relia-
bility (32 females, mean age: 20, SD: 1) Test-retest was done
at three to four weeks interval.

3.2. Instruments

3.2.1. Moral Disengagement

The original 32-item Bandura’s MDS is scored on a 3-
point Likert-type scale (5, 17). Detert et al., to validate the
scale after changing its phrases, used a 5-point Likert rang-
ing scale. They confirmed its validity by CFA and its relia-
bility by internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha: .87) (9).
Although they decreased the items to 24 items, they pre-
sented all items that are applicable to college students (ap-
pendix 1). In this study, all 32 items were used for trans-
lation and validation. To obtain more variance for factor
analysis, the 10-point Likert scale was used.

The collaborative approach was used to translate the
scale (22). The scale was separately translated into Persian
by three individuals who were familiar with the English
language. Then, the translated scales were coordinated ac-
cording to the original replica by the first author of the
article. Therefore, the items were presented to some psy-
chology students who were taught about mechanisms of
moral disengagement. They had to individually choose
which items are related to the mechanisms. Then, they
presented their suggestions to change the phrases in a
meeting. Their suggestions were coordinated according to
the original English replica, and some modifications were
made to the primary Persian phrases (appendix 2). Final
sentences were presented to 12 undergraduate physics stu-
dents to report their understanding of them. They did not
report any ambiguity about the sentences.

3.2.2. Social Desirability

In many self-report scales, measurement of variables
contacts to social desirability as pretending to be moral or
positive (23, 24). Accordingly, the lack of relationship with
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social desirability can be considered as the divergent valid-
ity of a scale (24, 25). The 13-item version of the Marlowe-
Crowne Social Desirability Scale (26) was used to evaluate
the divergent validity of the scale. Internal consistency (us-
ing the Kuder-Richardson’s formula) of the Persian version
of the scale among some university students was obtained
0.51 (24).

3.3. Statistical Analysis

CFA was assessed using AMOS24 software. Normed
fit index (NFI), comparative fit index (CFI), goodness-of-fit
index (GFI), adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI), Tucker-
Lewis index (TLI), and incremental fit index (IFI) as some
indices of CFA usually range from 0-1, and a higher value (<
0.9) indicates a better fit. Also, X2/df less than 3 represents
a good fit. RMSEA value of 0.05 indicates a convergence fit,
and values between 0.05 and 0.08 suggest a reasonable er-
ror of approximation. In addition, a model with the small-
est Akaike information criterion (AIC) and expected cross -
validation index (ECVI) has a better fit (21). Other analyses
were done by SPSS 16. To study reliability, Cronbach’s alpha
and stability coefficients were used. The acceptable value
of reliability for a research scale is at least 0.7 (27). Discrim-
inant validity was studied by the Pearson correlation coeffi-
cient. In addition, multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA)
was used to study gender differences in moral disengage-
ment and its subtypes.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

All participants voluntarily participated in the study.
Also, the examiners made the individuals assure of the con-
fidentiality of data.

4. Results

Table 1 represents the descriptive statistics of the vari-
ables. According to the table, except for advantageous
comparison, the Skewness and Kurtosis values were be-
tween +2 and -2. The results of the CFA are presented in Ta-
ble 2. The χ2/df and RMSEA values of the primary model
(the 32-item scale) were acceptable, but NFI, CFI, GFI, AGFI,
TLI, and IFI values were not much desirable (< 0.9). Table
3 presents the standardized regression coefficients (beta
weight) of the items for this primary model. All regression
coefficients were statistically significant (P < 0.001).

Due to some inadequate indices, the model was rean-
alyzed after modification according to the suggestions of-
fered by the software. The residual errors of some vari-
ables that were in a subscale were connected (ten connec-
tions). NFI, CFI, GFI, AGFI, TLI, and IFI values were still unde-
sirable (Table 2). To obtain the desirable indices, omitting

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Mean (SD) Skewness Kurtosis

Moral justification 13.31 (5.31) 0.42 -0.22

Euphemistic labeling 10.86 (4.81) 1.02 1.05

Advantageous comparison 6.46 (3.5) 2.77 11.36

displacement of responsibility 17.16 (5.50) -0.03 -0.38

Diffusion of responsibility 16.27 (5.43) 0.03 -0.2

Distortion of consequences 8.87 (4.56) 1.15 0.98

Attribution of blame 11.37 (4.77) 0.62 0.03

Dehumanization 12.06 (7.07) 0.84 -0.11

Total 96.35 (24.74) 0.56 0.3

Social desirability 5.92 (1.69) -0.03 -0.436

the items with low beta coefficients was done. Similar to
the Detert et al. (9) approach, to achieve the equal weight
of the subscales for calculating the total score, an item in
each subscale with a lower beta in that subscale was omit-
ted (Table 3). Then, the scale became a 24-item scale. Re-
analyzing the data by CFA showed more desirable indices.
Also, after other modifications that were suggested by the
software, the indices become more desirable. AIC and ECVI
decreased in each stage, and other indices become better.
However, AGFI and NFI were still a little less than 0.90 (Ta-
ble 2). All betas were statistically significant and are pre-
sented in Table 3. The final model and its modifications are
presented in appendix 3.

Table 4 represents the reliability of subscales and the
whole scale using the test-retest and internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha). According to the table, the internal
consistency of the subscales was between .482 and .851, and
stability was between .363 and .693. Because Cronbach’s al-
pha is sensible to the number of items and each subscale
only has three items, the mean of correlation coefficients
was calculated that was between .238 and .656 (Table 4) and
adequate (28). The stability of the total score of the scale
was .693, and internal consistency was .817. The correla-
tion of social desirability with the scale and subscales was
only significant for advantageous comparison (r: -0.133, P
< .05), distortion of consequences (r: -0.128, P < .05), and
total moral disengagement (r: -0.124, P < .05).

Analysis of the gender differences in moral disengage-
ment and its subscales using MANOVA indicated the total
gender differences. Pillai’s Trace: 0.098; F: 4.533; P < 0.01;
ηp2: 0.098; observed power: 0.997). However, for any vari-
ables, only males were found with significantly higher val-
ues regarding the total score of moral disengagement (F:
11.45, P < .01,ηp2: 0.032, Observed power: 0.921) moral justi-
fication (F: 28, P < .01, ηp2: 0.76, Observed power: 1), advan-
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Table 2. Fitness Indices of Different Models

Model X2 /df RMSEA GFI AGFI NFI CFI IFI TLI AIC ECVI

32-item 1.971 0.053 0.866 0.838 0.713 0.830 0.749 0.849 954.511 2.767

32-item with modifications 1.762 0.047 0.881 0.853 0.749 0.870 0.873 0.849 954.511 2.767

24-item 1.761 0.047 0.914 0.884 0.813 0.907 0.910 0.886 546.393 1.584

24-item with modifications 1.563 0.40 .924 0.897 .836 0.932 0.934 0.915 503.478 1.459

Table 3. Standardized Regression Coefficients (Betas) of the Items According to Their
Subscale a

Subscale and Item Beta (Primary
Model)

Beta (final
model)

Moral justification

1 0.575 0.512

2 0.416 Omitted

3 0.578 0.503

4 0.727 0.802

Euphemistic labeling

5 0.437 0.414

6 0.418 Omitted

7 0.564 0.551

8 0.495 0.481

Advantageous comparison

9 0.603 0.596

10 0.807 0.808

11 0.541 Omitted

12 0.752 0.777

Displacement of
responsibility

13 0.524 0.478

14 0.468 Omitted

15 0.559 0.570

16 0.621 0.685

Diffusion of responsibility

17 0.360 Omitted

18 0.388 0.404

19 0.456 0.580

20 0.585 0.513

Distortion of consequences

21 0.573 0.733

22 0.680 0.540

23 0.672 0.508

24 0.467 Omitted

Attribution of blame

25 0.342 Omitted

26 0.493 0.462

27 0.451 0.512

28 0.535 0.581

Dehumanization

29 0.786 0.796

30 0.822 0.828

31 0.796 0.788

32 0.595 Omitted
aFor all regression weights: P < 0.001.

tageous comparison (F: 6.62, P < .05, ηp2: 0.019, Observed
power: 0.73), and Dehumanization (F: 6.1134, P < .05, ηp2:
0.018, Observed power: 0.69).

Table 4. Reliability of the Scale by The Coefficient of Stability and Internal Con-
sistency (Cronbach’s Alpha) and Also the Mean of Correlation of Items in Each
Subscalea

α Mrs Stability (r)

Moral justification 0.690 0.427 0.693

Euphemistic labeling 0.482 0.238 0.571

Advantageous comparison 0.769 0.527 0.363

Displacement of responsibility 0.609 0.245 0.546

Diffusion of responsibility 0.509 0.245 0.445

Distortion of consequences 0.660 0.415 0.575

Attribution of blame 0.536 0.423 0.617

Dehumanization 0.851 0.656 0.417

Total 0.817 _ 0.693

Abbreviation: Mrs, mean of rs of the items of any subscales
aP of rs < 0.01

5. Discussion

The CFA indices for the 24-item version of the scale were
desirable; thus, it can be said that its construct validity was
confirmed. In the study by Detert et al., the 32-item scale
was finally changed to a 24-item one (9). However, in their
study, the omitted items were different from those of the
present study. It is possible that when validation of the
scale is done among different populations (e.g., laborers,
soldiers, prisoners, etc.), the omitted items would be dif-
ferent. It can be suggested that in new validations among
different populations, the 32-item and not the 24-item ver-
sion should be used. Another evidence regarding the con-
struct validity of the scale was a higher score of males in
total score and some subscale of the scale, which is consis-
tent with previous studies on moral disengagement (3, 5,
6, 10) and also some other lowly moral variables (11).

This is ideal for the divergent validity of a self-report
scale when it does not have a correlation with social de-
sirability. However, in many cases, such ideal validity was
not obtained for many scales (24, 25). In this study, the to-
tal moral disengagement and its two subscales were cor-
related with social desirability. One of the methods for
a more accurate assessment of original moral disengage-
ment in future studies is assessing social desirability as
well as controlling the effects of social desirability by some
statistical strategies.

Internal consistency reliability of the scale was desir-
able. Also, because the mean inter-item correlation was ad-
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equate (28), the lower Cronbach’s alpha values of each sub-
scale can be attributed to the few numbers of each items
(27). The test-retest reliability of the scale and the subscales
were significant, but it was not ideal. This can be attributed
to the nature of social disengagement as a variable in the
social cognitive theory of Bandura. One of the presuppo-
sitions of the theory against trait theories is the nonstabil-
ity of human behaviors and cognition as well as the effects
of situational factors on them (2). Accordingly, the lack of
high stability among the variables of this theory is accept-
able.

5.1. Conclusion

The results showed that the 24-item MDS is applicable
for studies among Persian university students and proba-
bly among other Persian adults.

5.2. Limitations

This validation study was done on undergraduate stu-
dents. For the use of scale among different populations, it
is ideal to culturally fit the phrases of the 32 items for them,
then re-examine the validity and reliability of the scale.
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