
  
ABSTRACT 

CHU, QIAO. The Relationship between Social Attitudes and Moral Judgment: Do the Age and 

Sex of the Perpetrator and Victim Matter? (Under the direction of Daniel Grühn, Ph.D.)  

 
The current study aimed to investigate how moral judgments are influenced by the moral 

judger’s age, sex, and social attitudes (i.e., the benevolent ageism and benevolent sexism), and 

the characteristics of the moral situations (i.e., the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim). 

Although empirical evidence in the relevant field is scarce, the social cognitive domain model 

and the stereotype asymmetry hypothesis both suggest that moral judgment may be affected by 

persons’ benevolent ageism (i.e., the belief that older adults ought to be respected and helped by 

younger generations) and benevolent sexism (i.e., the belief that women ought to be protected 

and cared by men). Based on a review of the literature I generated three main hypotheses: First, 

the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim in moral situations will influence moral judgments. 

In particular, persons will be more tolerant toward old or female perpetrators, and more 

compassionate toward old or female victims. Second, benevolent ageism will affect moral 

judgment. In particular, persons with high benevolent ageism will judge the perpetrator more 

negatively when the victim is an old person and especially when the perpetrator is a young 

person. By contrast, persons with low benevolent ageism will only focus on the justice-based 

rationality to form judgments. Third, benevolent sexism will affect moral judgment. In particular, 

persons with high benevolent sexism will judge the perpetrator more negatively when the victim 

is a woman and especially when the perpetrator is a man. By contrast, persons with low 

benevolent sexism will only focus on the justice-based rationality to form judgments. The effects 

of persons’ age and sex on moral judgments were exploratory questions and no specific 

hypotheses were proposed. In the present study, 521 adults (18-71 years, 51.8%) viewed 32 



  
moral scenarios and indicated their judgments toward the perpetrator. The age and sex of the 

perpetrators and victims were manipulated. Participants’ level of benevolent sexism and 

benevolent ageism were measured. Although not all hypotheses were supported, the findings 

generally supported the role of age- and sex-based social attitudes in moral judgment. First, the 

age and sex of the perpetrator and victim influenced moral judgment. Consistent with 

expectations, persons were more tolerant toward old or female perpetrators, and were more 

compassionate toward old or female victims. Second, high benevolent ageism predicted more 

tolerance toward old perpetrators and more compassion toward old victims. However, this effect 

was only observed among younger participants. Third, the benevolent sexism yielded a non-

linear effect, which contradicted expectations. Both the high and the low benevolent sexism 

groups were more sensitive to the sex of the perpetrator and victim, compared with the medium 

benevolent sexism group. Regarding age and sex differences in moral judgment, we found that:  

1) participants above 26 years old were more sensitive to the age of the perpetrator and victim, 

compared with younger participants; 2) Men judged a male perpetrator more negatively when  

the victim was female rather than male, whereas women judged a female perpetrator more 

negatively when the victim was female rather than male. These findings generally supported the 

social cognitive domain model and the stereotype asymmetry hypothesis. Although the present 

study had contributions to the field, the limitations and future direction were also discussed.  
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DEDICATION 

This is dedicated to my beloved grandma, Zhaolan Qi. 

 
I wish I would never grow up, 

So you could pat me to sleep every afternoon. 

I wish I would never leave home, 

So I could cuddle in your arms every moment. 

But finally, I had to grow up, 

Finally, I had to leave home. 

Here I am, in another country, the other side of the ocean. 

But you are always the one I feel homesick for, 

And the one I am rushing home to. 

I am working so hard, 

I want to be someone, 

Someone who makes you proud, 

Someone who takes good care of you. 

 

Grandma, my every achievement is dedicated to you! 

Grandma, you are my precious!
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题献 

 

献给我亲爱的姥姥，齐兆兰。 

我多么希望永远不要长大， 

要你每天轻拍我入睡。 

我多么希望永远不要远行， 

像个孩子靠在你臂弯。 

可是，我终究还是要长大， 

终于还是要远行。 

如今，我在另一个国度，海的那边。 

但你始终是我思乡的缘由，我归乡的心切。 

我努力的学习，努力的工作， 

我要成为那一个人， 

一个让你自豪的人， 

一个有能力照顾你的人。 

 

姥姥，闹闹把所有的成就都献给你！ 

姥姥，你是闹闹最最宝贵的！ 
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Theoretical Background 

In interpersonal relationships, persons automatically and implicitly categorize others 

based on their age and gender. Although persons know consciously that there are inter-

individual differences within the same social group, they tend to form judgments and direct 

their actions toward a person based on the social group membership (Killen, Margie, & 

Sinno, 2006). In most cultures, age and gender are linked with different social status, such 

that older adults and females are typically viewed as a disadvantaged group. Younger adults 

tend to hold a mix of both positive and negative attitudes toward older adults (Kite & 

Johnson, 1988; Kite et al., 2005). Although older adults are sometimes valued for their 

wisdom and generosity, younger adults hold predominantly unfavorable stereotypes about 

older adults, such as cognitively deficient, verbose, and inactive (Grühn, Gilet, Studer, & 

Labouvie-Vief, 2012; Nelson, 2002; Palmore, 1999). Such ambivalent age stereotypes may 

contribute to either benevolent attitudes toward older adults (e.g., believing that older adults 

deserve more respect, care and protection than younger adults) or hostile attitudes (e.g., 

disdain or neglect toward older adults; McCann, Dailey, Giles, & Ota, 2005; Nelson, 2005; 

Sung et al., 2004). Similar to the negative attitudes toward older adults, negative attitudes 

toward women are also widespread. Women are identified to be in a disadvantaged position 

in a variety of social settings, especially in high status and powerful working positions 

(Barreto et al., 2009; King et al., 2012). Although there are positive gender stereotypes 

considering women to be warm and empathic, women are also considered to be physically 

and psychologically inferior to men (Barreto et al., 2009; King et al., 2012). Guided by these 
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positive and negative gender stereotypes, some persons tend to feel it necessary to protect 

women and give priority to women on social welfare (Glick & Fiske, 1996; 2004). 

Age and gender stereotypes often guide individuals’ judgment and behaviors in social 

relationships, such as intergenerational communicative behaviors (Giles et al., 2008; 

Hummert, Gartska, Ryan, & Bonnesen, 2004; McCann et al., 2005), judgment of personality 

traits (Chan et al., 2012; Gekoski & Knox, 1990), evaluations of work performance in 

industries (Gekoski & Knox, 1990; King et al., 2012; Kite, Deaux, & Miele, 1991; Masser & 

Abrams, 2004), decisions regarding psychological therapies and medical treatments (Leslie 

& Clossick, 1996; Levenson, 1981; Pasupathi & Lockenhoff, 2002) and evaluations of 

service quality (Fischer, Gainer, & Bristor, 1997). However, less is known about how social 

stereotypes shape judgment in moral situations. In particular, do persons take the moral 

perpetrator’s and the victim’s age and gender into account when making moral judgment? 

In general, moral principles are concerned with fairness, equality, and justice, which 

require judging a behavior depending on its intention and harmfulness of the consequences. 

Ideally, judgments should be made without stereotypes toward the persons involved in the 

moral scenarios (i.e., the perpetrator and the victim). However, empirical studies suggested 

that moral principles do not necessarily result in rational implementation of this ideal 

(Bernard, Murphy, & Little, 1987; Blair, 1995; Smith, McGuire, Abbott, & Blau, 1991) and 

that potent social emotional processes frequently interfere with rationality driving persons to 

depart from rationality of pure justice and fairness (Green et al., 2001; Kahneman, 2003; 

Kahneman & Klein, 2009; Moll, de Oliveira-Souza, & Zahn, 2008). Moral judgment 
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emerges out of social relationships and is likely to be influenced by automatic social 

stereotypes (Killen, Margie, & Sinno, 2006). Social stereotypes guide persons’ appraisal and 

interpretations of moral situations (Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Ross, McFarland, & 

Fletcher, 1981; Schaller, 1992). In particular, persons with different attitudes toward age and 

gender may hold different moral principles when evaluating a moral situation.  For example, 

persons who believe that older adults deserve more help and protection than young adults 

tend to hold a more lenient moral principle toward old perpetrators. Specifically, they may 

think it more immoral when a young man harms an old man rather than when an old man 

harms a young man. Similarly, persons who believe that men ought to protect and help 

women tend to think it more immoral when a man harms a woman rather than when a 

woman harms a man. 

The Automatic Socioemotional Processes in Moral Judgment  

Ever since Kohlberg’s cognitive-developmental theory (Kohlberg, 1971), moral 

psychology had been dominated by a rationalist model of moral judgment. According to the 

rationalist model, moral judgment is directly and ultimately driven by deliberative reasoning 

processes that center on justice, fairness, and harmfulness of the consequences (Baron, 2000). 

Roughly since 2000, however, empirical evidence accumulated making an increasingly 

strong case for a dual-process model of moral judgment emphasizing the role of intuitive and 

automatic processes in directing moral judgment (Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & 

Cohen, 2001; Greene, Nystrom, Engell, Darley, & Cohen, 2004; Greene & Haidt, 2002; 

Haidt, 2003; Moll, de Oliveira-Souza, & Zahn, 2008; Kahneman, 2003). Consistent with this 
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line of research, Haidt (2001) proposed the social intuitionist theory. In this model, moral 

judgment directly results from implicit, automatic and effortless affect-laden intuitions, 

including automatic emotional reactions, social stereotypes, cultural values, and personal 

perceptions. The conscious and effortful reasoning process is usually an ex post facto  

process aiming to justify the already-made moral judgment. In support of this intuitionist 

model, Haidt and colleagues (1993) found that even when presented with moral scenarios in 

which harmful consequences were absent (e.g., unusual forms of masturbation, eating dead 

pet dog), participants still stated the actions were morally and universally wrong. In addition, 

they found participants’ emotional reactions were better predictors of their moral judgment 

than participants’ perceptions of harmfulness. Other researchers (e.g., Greene et al., 2004; 

Kahneman, 2003) also posited that compared with the effortful and resource-consuming 

reasoning process, affect-laden intuition has higher accessibility to one’s mind. When such 

immediate intuitional responses are particularly potent, they drive persons away from  

rational assumptions. This proposition is supported by research using highly complex moral 

scenarios (e.g., whether it is acceptable to sacrifice one for the sake of majority;  Greene et 

al., 2001; 2004). Such complex scenarios are cognitively demanding in that it is hard to tell 

the right or wrong action based on pure reasoning of rationality. In this situation, when 

negative emotional processes are highly engaged, it significantly interferes with the 

rationality reasoning, driving persons away from the utilitarian decision to deontological 

decision. 
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Another framework linking socioemotional processes with moral judgment is the 

appraisal tendency theory proposed by Horberg and colleagues (2009; 2011). According to 

this approach, cognitive appraisal of the moral situation triggers emotions that carry social 

moral concerns (e.g., Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003), which color subsequent judgment by 

prioritizing the social moral concerns (Han, Lerner, & Keltner, 2007; Keltner, Horberg, & 

Oveis, 2006). For example, appraisal of an unfair situation evokes anger, and studies found 

that greater anger toward unfair actions predicts greater condemnation toward that behavior 

(Horberg et al., 2009). Other researchers found that appraisal of vignettes of suffering and 

weakness triggers compassion, which motivates helping and protecting those who are 

disadvantaged (Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas, 2010; Schmidt & Weiner, 1988). 

The theoretical frameworks and empirical research discussed above imply that the 

inner moral principle that guides persons’ moral response incorporates not only the justice-

based reasoning processes but also the socioemotional considerations. When there is a salient 

emotional engagement and when the moral reasoning task is complex, socio-emotional 

responses will prevail in driving moral judgment.  

The Effects of Biased Social Attitudes on Moral Judgment 

Group-based stereotypes, as one type of socio-emotional processes, refer to 

expectations about the characteristics and behaviors of specific social groups (Fiske, 1998). 

Stereotypes associate certain moral traits and normal behaviors to stereotyped groups. For 

example, African Americans are often associated with aggression (Devine, 1989); women  

are typically associated with purity and caring (Fumagalli et al., 2010; Glick & Fiske, 1996); 
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and older adults are associated with generosity (Cuddy & Fiske, 2002; Hummert et al., 1994). 

Extant theoretical models have provided support for the effects of group-based stereotypes on 

moral judgment. The social-cognitive domain model (Turiel, 1983; 1998) suggests that 

persons’ reasoning processes include three distinct domains: the moral domain refers to 

reasoning of pure rationality and fairness; the societal domain pertains to social conventional 

concerns; and the psychological domain; and the psychological domain refers to personal 

perceptions and self-concept. Which domain prevails in determining the outcome of 

judgment depends on which domain is most salient in the moral situations (Wainryb, 1991). 

Consistent with this model, research has indicated that when misbehavior is stereotypical for 

a group, the social conventional consideration is given priority over the pure rationality 

concern driving the judgment outcomes. For example, the filicidal perpetrator who used sex-

inconsistent means (e.g., women using gun or men using smothering) were judged more 

severely than perpetrators using sex-consistent means. (Dunn, Cowan, & Downs, 2006). Bias 

against Mexican American was most salient when the Mexican American defendant was of 

low SES; and attorneys representing low-SES Mexican American defendants were perceived 

as less competent (Esqueda, Espinoza, & Culhane, 2008; Espinoza & Willis-Esqueda, 2008). 

When a transgression was consistent with the stereotypical expectations about the group 

being blamed, participants relied on the societal domain more than the moral domain, and 

were more likely to blame the stereotyped group in comparison to the stereotype-inconsistent 

situations (Horn, Killen, & Stangor, 1999). 



7 

 

 

 

 

Another theoretical framework underlying the stereotype-moral judgment association 

is the Stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis (O'Brien, Kinias, & Major, 2008). According to this 

approach, persons are more likely to attribute a negative action to discrimination when the 

victim is stereotyped as incompetent and especially when the perpetrator is stereotyped as 

competent in the moral context. Such discrimination attribution may result in more negative 

judgment toward the perpetrator. Consistent with the Stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis, 

O'Brien and colleagues (2008) found that participants were more likely to attribute a job 

interview rejection to discrimination when the rejected applicant was negatively stereotyped 

for the job requirement rather than positively stereotyped. Simon and colleagues (2013) 

found that black observers made more racial discrimination attributions when the victim was 

black and the perpetrator was white, compared to a reversed-role situation. In sum, the 

theoretical models and research evidence above indicate when a stereotyped group or 

stereotyped behaviors are involved in moral situations, persons’ stereotypic societal concerns 

become especially salient. Such societal concerns may guide the way persons appraise and 

interpret moral situations, and are likely to drive moral judgment away from a pure fair 

reasoning.  

The Age-Based Social Attitudes: the Benevolent Attitudes toward Older Adults 

Growing empirical evidence has indicated the presence of mixed age stereotypes held 

by younger adults. On the one hand, older adults are viewed unfavorably in certain aspects, 

including physical health (e.g., feeble and poor health condition), cognitive and sensory 

functioning (e.g., diminished memory and hearing), behaviors (e.g., verbose and 
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complaining), and social abilities (e.g., inactive and dependent) (Giles, Ryan, & Anas, 2008; 

Grühn et al., 2011; Hummert, Garstka, Shaner, & Strahm, 1994; Kite et al., 2005; Nelson, 

2002; Palmore, 1999). On the other hand, positive views are expressed in other aspects, such 

as personality traits (e.g., reliable, calm and generous), social experience and wisdom (e.g., 

good mentor), and childrearing (e.g., wonderful grandparents) (Cuddy & Fiske, 2002; Grühn 

et al., 2011; Hummert et al., 1994). 

A mix of positive and negative age stereotypes contributes to two opposite attitudes 

toward older adults: hostile and benevolent attitudes. Hostile attitudes are driven by beliefs 

that older adults are no longer contributing to society and represent heavy burdens for 

younger generations. Younger adults with high hostile attitudes tend to regard the social 

welfare and rights of older adults as less important than those of younger adults (Nelson, 

2005). Such beliefs are often displayed through maltreatment of older adults, including 

caregiver neglect, fraud, financial exploitation, and outright violence (Dong, Simon, & 

Evans, 2012; Fulmer et al., 2005). Conversely, benevolent attitudes are driven by beliefs that 

older adults deserve respect, help and caring from younger generation. Younger adults with 

high benevolent attitudes toward older adults tend to show more care and respect toward 

older adults than their peers. Literature has documented two expressive forms of benevolent 

attitudes in real life: elder respect and overaccommodation. First, elder respect represents the 

idea that younger adults are grateful and respectful to older adults’ rich social experience and 

contributions to society.  Literature indicates that American younger adults tend to show 

more respect toward older adults than toward their peers in social interactions (Gallois et al., 
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1999; Kuang et al., 2010; McCann, 2005; Sung et al., 2002; 2004). Second, 

overaccommodation is aroused by negative age stereotypes that older adults are diminishing 

in cognitive and physical functioning. Overaccommodation is found to be frequently and 

widely practiced by younger adults in intergenerational communications, such as speaking 

louder and slower, exaggerating intonation and heightening pitch, and using repeated and 

simplified sentences (Williams & Garrett, 2005; Williams & Nussbaum, 2001). Because 

overaccommodation may seem patronizing, it is sometimes disliked by socially active and 

cognitively intact older adults (Hummert et al., 2004; Ryan, Hamilton, & See, 1994). 

However, persons tend to show overaccommodation out of benevolent intention. Because 

older adults are generally physically vulnerable, cognitively deficient, and suffering from 

loneliness, the overaccommodative behaviors (e.g., talking loudly and slowly) are usually 

thought to be an effective communicative strategy and are expressing care and soothe 

(Draper, 2005). For example, overaccommodative speech is widely observed among helping 

professionals (e.g., nurses, physicians and counselors) (Caris-Verhallen et al., 2000; Draper, 

2005; Kemper, 1994). 

The Effects of Benevolent Attitudes toward Older Adults on Moral Judgment 

A small literature suggested that persons do take into account the moral perpetrator’s 

age to form moral judgment. In particular, persons tend to show more forgiveness and less 

blame toward an old perpetrator than a young perpetrator (Allemand, 2008; Blanchard -

Fields, Baldi, & Stein, 1999; Erber & Long, 2006; Erber, Szuchman, & Prager, 2001; 

Fingerman et al., 2008; Miller, Charles, & Fingerman, 2009). This differential treatment was 
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partially mediated by the double-standard attribution of misbehavior. For example, it was 

found that poor working performance was attributed to internal stable causes (i.e., irreversive 

diminished memory and working efficiency) for older employees but to internal unstable 

causes (i.e., lack of trying) for younger employees (Erber& Long, 2006; Erber, Szuchman, & 

Rothberg, 1990). Blanchard-Fields and colleagues (1999) also found that persons attributed 

an old perpetrator’s misconduct more to external factors (i.e., the environmental factor or 

someone else’ responsibility) whereas they attributed a young perpetrator’s misbehavior 

more to internal factors (i.e., the trait or responsibility of the perpetrator). However, little is 

known about how the victim’s age systematically interacts with the perpetrator’s age in 

affecting moral judgment, and how this interaction is further modulated by one’s biased 

attitudes toward older adults. Furthermore, the double-standard attribution hypothesis can 

only explain the differences of moral judgment in ambiguous moral situations in which the 

perpetrator’s intention is unclear. It remains a question whether the effects of attitudes toward 

older adults will hold in unambiguous situations when the perpetrator’s misconduct is clearly 

out of hostile intention. 

Although the empirical work in this area is scarce, extant theoretical models are 

suggestive of the potential interaction between perpetrator’s age, victim’s age and persons’ 

attitudes toward older adults in influencing moral judgment. First, based on the social-

cognitive domain model (Turiel, 1983), persons’ moral principles include a moral domain 

that pertains to pure justice-based rationality and a social-conventional domain concerned 

with the social expectations of respecting and caring older adults. The stereotyped social 



11 

 

 

 

 

group (i.e., the older perpetrator or older victim) in moral scenarios heightens persons’ social 

conventional concerns and increase persons’ moral sensitivity to the age of the perpetrator 

and victim in the moral situations. In particular, persons with higher benevolent attitudes 

toward older adults tend to have increased affective concerns that older adults ought to be 

cared and helped by younger adults. Therefore, these persons will likely perceive a scenario 

depicting a younger perpetrator harming an older victim as more immoral than a scenario 

depicting a younger perpetrator harming a younger victim. Moreover, because such 

benevolent attitudes often imply that older adults deserve more care and help from the 

society than younger adults do, they also drive persons to be more tolerant toward older 

perpetrators than younger perpetrators. By contrast, persons with low benevolent attitudes 

toward older adults will either have low moral sensitivity to the age of the perpetrator or 

victim (i.e., persons with low benevolent attitudes and also low hostile attitudes), or hold the 

belief that older adults are burdens of society and do not deserve society’s commitment (i.e., 

persons with low benevolent attitudes but high hostile attitudes). Therefore, these persons’ 

moral judgments are less affected by the age of the perpetrator or the victim, but will focus 

on the justice and rationality. For the purpose of conciseness, the “benevolent attitudes 

toward older adults” is shortened as “benevolent ageism” in the rest of this paper.   

The stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis (O'Brien, Kinias, & Major, 2008) also supports 

the potential effects of benevolent ageism on moral judgment. According to this hypothesis, 

persons are more likely to attribute a transgression to age discrimination when the victim 

belongs to a relatively incompetent group (i.e., older adults) and especially when the 
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perpetrator belongs to a relatively competent group (i.e., younger adults). The discrimination 

attribution may lead to greater condemnation toward the perpetrator, resulting in a more 

negative judgment to the “Younger perpetrator-Old victim” situation, compared with other 

types of perpetrator’s age-victim’s age combination. 

Benevolent Sexism toward Women 

Women are viewed positively and negatively in most modern societies. On the one 

hand, women, in contrast to men, are frequently regarded as incompetent, vulnerable, and 

overly emotional. These negative views toward women are reflected by the facts that women 

are still under-represented in powerful positions in work force (Barreto et al., 2009; Singh & 

Vinnicombe, 2004), receive lower earnings than their male colleagues (Baker, Wendt, & 

Slonaker, 2002; Catalyst, 2007) and are less likely than their male colleagues to receive 

developmental working experiences (King et al., 2012). On the other hand, women are 

thought to be superior to men in verbal skills and social aspects including empathy, 

contributions to reproduction, and sentimentally supporting their partner’s life and career 

(Fumagalli et al., 2010; Gump et al., 2000). 

Glick and Fisk (1996) proposed that a mix of positive and negative gender 

stereotypes leads to benevolent sexism, which characterizes women as wonderful but delicate 

and weak creatures deserving protection and care by men. Glick and Fiske (1996) identified 

three dimensions of benevolent sexism: protective paternalism (e.g., the belief that women 

are weak and fragile and should be protected by men), complementary gender differentiation 

(e.g., the belief that women are superior to men in certain qualities, such as purity, empathy 
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and care) and heterosexual intimacy (e.g., the belief that men rely on women in sexual 

intimacy and reproduction). Obviously, benevolent sexism is expressed in a prosocial form 

highlighting women’s positive traits and men’s reliance on women in achieving emotional 

well-being. However, it reinforces female dependency and subordination to men (Glick et al., 

2004) by viewing women as weak and incompetent. Past research indicates that benevolent 

sexism is pervasive in modern societies (Fischer, 2006; Glick et al., 2000; 2004; Jost & 

Burgess, 2000; Kilianski & Rudman, 1998; Roets, Van Hiel, & Dhont, 2012), with men 

scoring slightly higher than women and equally held by both men and women (e.g., Glick & 

Fiske, 1996).  

The Effect of Benevolent Sexism on Moral Judgment 

Previous literature testing the effects of sexism on moral judgment was restricted on 

mock child sexual abuse and adult rape cases. It was found that a female perpetrator tend to 

be judged more leniently than male perpetrators in mock child sexual abuse cases, especially 

by male mock jurors (McCoy & Gray, 2007; Quas, Bottoms, Haegerich, & Nysse-Carris, 

2002). Research on adult rape cases, however, revealed no relationship between benevolent 

sexism and condemnation toward the rapist (e.g., Glick et al., 2002; Abrams et al., 2003; 

Masser, Lee, & McKimmie, 2010; Viki & Abrams, 2002; Viki, Abrams, & Masser, 2004). 

Nonetheless, little is known about the effects of sexism on moral judgment in other common 

moral situations. 

Despite a lack of empirical evidence, the extant theoretical models discussed above 

are suggestive of salient effects of benevolent sexism on moral judgment. First, the social-
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cognitive domain model (Turiel, 1983) suggests that moral principles include a moral domain 

that pertains to pure justice and a social-conventional domain that stereotypically views 

women as a warm and incompetent group that deserves men’s protection and help. The 

stereotyped social group (i.e., the female perpetrator or female victim) in moral scenarios 

heightens persons’ social conventional concerns and increase persons’ moral sensitivity to 

the sex of the perpetrator and victim in the moral situations. In particular, persons with higher 

benevolent sexism tend to have increased affective concerns that women ought to be 

protected and helped by men. Thus, these persons will perceive a misconduct targeting a 

woman as more immoral than a misconduct targeting a man. Moreover, because the 

benevolent sexism reinforces women’s weakness and incompetence, it predicts more 

tolerance toward female perpetrators than toward male perpetrators. By contrast, persons 

with low benevolent sexism may be less sensitive to the sex of the perpetrator or the victim, 

and will thus focus on the justice-based moral domain. 

The potential effect of benevolent sexism on moral judgment is also suggested by the 

stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis (O'Brien, Kinias & Major, 2008). Based on this hypothesis, 

persons are more likely to attribute a transgression to sex discrimination when the victim 

belongs to a relatively incompetent group (i.e., females) and especially when the perpetrator 

belongs to a relatively competent group (i.e., males). Consistent with this hypothesis, 

Harmen and colleagues (Hartman, Hoogstraten, & Spruijt-Metz, 1994) found that 

transgression toward women was more likely judged as sexist than transgression toward men. 

This discrimination attribution may lead to greater condemnation toward the perpetrator, 
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resulting in a more negative judgment toward the “male perpetrator-female victim” situation, 

compared with other types of perpetrator’s sex-victim’s sex combinations. 

Moral Scenarios Used in Past Research of Moral Judgment 

There are three types of moral scenarios that are most widely used in research on 

moral judgment: the high-conflict moral scenarios, moral scenarios frequently faced by 

professional practitioners, and everyday moral scenarios. The 25 high-conflict moral 

scenarios developed by Greene and colleagues (Greene et al., 2001; 2002) were the most 

widely used. The typical high-conflict scenarios depict extreme hypothetical situations, such 

as when a group of persons’ lives are threatened and the only way to save the group is to kill 

one of them. An example of the high-conflict moral scenarios (Greene et al., 2001) is “You 

are on a cruise ship when there is a fire on board, and the ship has to be abandoned. The 

lifeboats are carrying many more people than they were designed to carry. The lifeboat 

you're in is sitting dangerously low in the water-a few inches lower and it will sink. The seas 

start to get rough, and the boat begins to fill with water. It seems to you that there is only one 

way to stop the boat from sinking, and that is to start throwing other passengers overboard, 

starting with old people who are too weak to resist. Question: Is it appropriate for you to 

throw some of your fellow passengers overboard in order to save yourself and the remaining 

passengers?” The high-conflict moral scenarios are intended to test persons’ utilitarian moral 

response (i.e., to sacrifice one person’s life to save the majority’s lives) and deontological 

moral response (i.e., to refuse killing the person even at the expense of the good of many). 

An obvious limitation of the high-conflict moral scenarios is that they depict rare and 
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sometimes unrealistic situations in modern society. Thus they are less involving and result in 

low internal validity.  

Researchers interested in moral reasoning processes in certain professional domains 

developed scenarios that depict moral dilemmas frequently faced by practitioners in these 

professional domains, such as business and marketing situations (e.g., Bampton & Maclagan, 

2009; Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; Singhapakdi et al., 2000; Weber, 1996), and clinical settings 

(e.g., Bernard, Murphy, & Little, 1987; Haas et al., 1986). An example of the professional 

scenarios developed by Dalton and Ortegren (2011) is “A Canadian manager of a company 

eager to do more business abroad has been requested to make an undisclosed cash payment 

to a local distributor in a foreign country. The payment is requested as a ‘good will gesture’ 

that will allow the Canadian company to introduce its products in that foreign country. This 

practice is considered normal business procedure in that country, and no laws prohibit such a 

payment there. If you were the Canadian manager, what is the likelihood that you would 

verbally authorize the payment?” It is worth noting that some of the professional scenarios 

may not be appropriate to test people outside these professional domains because 

understanding of these scenarios requires professional knowledge and practical experience. 

Other researchers directed their interests to everyday moral judgment and developed 

common moral scenarios in modern society (e.g., Gump et al., 2000; Rozin et al., 1999; 

Schnall et al., 2008; Starke et al., 2011; Viki, Abrams, & Masser, 2004; Wheatley & Haidt, 

2005). For example, a scenario developed by Stark and colleagues (2011) is “You have 

slightly scratched another car while parking. It is dark and nobody has seen you. Would you 
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leave a message for the owner of the car?’’ These common life scenarios make it easier for 

participants to be involved into the moral situations. However, most studies of everyday 

moral judgment use a small number of scenarios covering limited kinds of life situations. It 

was found that the contents of scenarios affect persons’ moral orientations, and in turn affect 

the judgment/decisions on the scenarios (Crandall & Tsang, 1999; Jaffee & Shibley, 2000). 

For example, in Crandall and Tsang (1999)’s study, college students were presented with two 

well-publicized child custody issues (i.e., the Baby M case and the Kimberly Mays case) and 

were asked to indicate whether they would rather give the baby to the biological parents or 

the adoptive parents. The differential contents of the two scenarios (i.e., how long the 

relationship was between the baby and the adoptive parents, and whether a contract existed 

between the adoptive parents and biological parents) elicited different degrees of care 

orientation and justice orientation in participants when making moral judgment. This finding 

implies that using scenarios that are limited in diversity of contents may bias the findings in 

moral judgment research. 

The Current Study 

The current study was intended to investigate how moral judgments are influenced by 

the moral judgers’ age and sex, the moral judgers’ social attitudes (i.e., the benevolent 

ageism and benevolent sexism), and the characteristics of the moral situations (i.e., the age 

and sex of the perpetrator and victim) in unambivalent moral situations (i.e., when there is 

clear evidence of a moral transgression and clear evidence of hostile intentions).  For 

example, do persons think it more immoral when a young man harms an old woman rather 
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than when a young man harms a young man? To do this, I used moral scenarios covering a 

wide variety of common life situations in the United States. For each scenario, variations 

were created by manipulating the sex (male vs. female) and age (young vs. old) of the 

perpetrator and victim resulting in 16 variations (perpetrator’s age × perpetrator’s sex × 

victim’s age × victim’s sex – 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 = 16). The 16 variations provided the opportunity 

to examine the effects of the perpetrator’s and the victim’s sex and age in influencing  

persons’ moral judgment. Table 1 provides a list of the 16 variations. In addition to 

examining the impact of the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim on the moral judgment, 

I was especially interested in the effects of interindividual differences in social attitudes 

toward sex and age. In particular, I expected that persons’ attitudes toward sex and age 

influence the moral judgment. When making moral judgment, persons with high benevolent 

age attitudes or high benevolent sexism are more likely to be affected by the age and sex of 

the perpetrator and victim in the moral scenarios than persons with low benevolent age 

attitudes or low benevolent sexism. 

To investigate the effects of the age- and sex-based social attitudes on moral 

judgment, I conducted two studies. A pilot study was conducted to select adequate moral 

scenarios from a scenario database and to acquire initial data for a self-designed scale 

measuring persons’ benevolent ageism. Preliminary analyses were also conducted to test the 

effects of persons’ social attitudes, the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim involved in 

the scenarios. Results obtained from the pilot study guided the experimental design of the 

main study. The main study systematically analyzed the effects of the persons’ social 
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attitudes and the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim on persons’ moral judgment, using 

32 scenarios with 16 variations selected from the scenario database. 

Table 1 

Sixteen Variations of Moral Scenarios by the Age and Sex of the Perpetrator and Victim 

 Perpetrator  Victim 

Variation Age Sex  Age Sex 

1 Young Male  Young Female 

2 Old Male  Old Female 

3 Young Male  Old Male 

4 Young Female  Old Female 

5 Young Male  Old Female 

6 Young Male  Young Male 

7 Young Female  Young Female 

8 Old Male  Old Male 

9 Old Female  Old Female 

10 Young Female  Young Male 

11 Old Female  Young Female 

12 Old Female  Old Male 

13 Old Male  Young Male 

14 Old Female  Young Male 

15 Young Female  Old Male 

16 Old Male  Young Female 

 

 

 

Hypotheses  

The hypotheses of the current study were centered around two research questions. 

The first question was whether persons’ moral judgment in general would be affected by the 

age and sex of the perpetrator and victim in the moral scenarios. The second question was 



20 

 

 

 

 

whether persons’ social attitudes (i.e., benevolent ageism and benevolent sexism) would 

interact with the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim in affecting persons’ moral 

judgment. Table 2 summarizes the hypotheses. 

Table 2 

Summary of Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 – Effects of Perpetrator’s and Victim’s Age 

H1a) Persons will judge young perpetrators more negatively than old 

perpetrators. 

H1b) Persons will judge perpetrators more negatively when the victim is an old 

adult than when the victim is a young adult. 

H1c) Perpetrator’s and victim’s age will interact in affecting persons’ moral 

judgment: A young perpetrator is judged more negatively when the victim 

is old rather than young; for an old perpetrator, the age of the victim will 

not affect the moral judgment. 

 

Hypothesis 2 - Effects of Perpetrator’s and Victim’s Sex 

H2a) Persons will judge male perpetrators more negatively than female 

perpetrators. 

H2b) Persons will judge perpetrators more negatively when the victim is female 

than when the victim is male. 

H2c) Perpetrator’s and victim’s sex will interact in affecting persons’ moral 

judgment: A male perpetrator is judged more negatively when the victim is 

female rather than male; for a female perpetrator, the sex of the victim will 

not affect the moral judgment. 

 

Hypothesis 3 – Persons’ Ageism Influence Their Moral Judgment  

H3) Persons with high benevolent ageism will judge perpetrators more 

negatively when the victim is an older person and especially when the 

perpetrator is a young person. In contrast, persons with low benevolent ageism 

will hardly vary their moral judgment depending on the age of the perpetrator 

and victim. 

 

Hypothesis 4 – Person’s Sexism Influence Their Moral Judgment  
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H4) Persons with high benevolent sexism will judge the perpetrator more 

negatively when the victim is female and especially when the perpetrator is 

male. In contrast, persons with low benevolent sexism will hardly vary their 

moral judgment depending on the sex of the perpetrator and victim. 

 

Hypothesis 1 - Effects of the perpetrator’s and victim’s age 

H1a. Persons will judge young perpetrators more negatively than old perpetrators. 

The benevolent ageism that older adults ought to be respected, cared and helped by 

younger adults is widely held by persons in modern US society (McCann, 2005; Sung et al., 

2002; 2004). The benevolent ageism acts as the social conventional domain in persons’ moral 

principles, and drives persons to be more tolerant toward an old perpetrator than a young 

perpetrator. 

H1b. Persons will judge the perpetrator more negatively when the victim is an old 

adult than when the victim is a young adult. 

First, based on the social cognitive domain model, the benevolent ageism acts as the 

social conventional component in persons’ moral principles and tends to outweigh the 

justice-based moral domain when old victims are present in the moral situations. The 

benevolent ageism drives persons to regard harming an old adult as more immoral than 

harming a young adult. In addition, as the stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis suggests, a 

transgression targeting old men is more likely to be deemed as age discrimination in 

comparison to a transgression targeting young men. Such discrimination attribution predicts 

more negative judgment toward the perpetrator. 
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H1c. Perpetrator’s and victim’s age will interact in affecting persons’ moral 

judgment: A young perpetrator will be judged more negatively when the victim is old rather 

than young; for an old perpetrator, the age of the victim will not affect the moral judgment. 

Figure 1 shows the anticipated findings of H1c. 

The benevolent ageism is widely held that older adults should be respected, helped 

and taken care of by young adults. Therefore, when the perpetrator is a young adult, the 

benevolent ageism will drive persons to judge the young perpetrator more negatively when 

the victim is old (less competent than the young perpetrator) rather than young (as competent 

as the young perpetrator). When the perpetrator is an old adult, whether the victim is young 

(more competent than the old perpetrator) or old (as incompetent as the old perpetrator) does 

not affect persons’ moral judgment.  
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Figure 1. Hypothesis 1c. Perpetrator’s age will interact with victim’s age in affecting  

persons’ moral judgments. When the perpetrator is a young adult, persons tend to  

judge the perpetrator more negatively when the victim is old rather than young. For an    

old perpetrator, persons’ moral judgment is hardly varied depending on the age of the  

victim. Moreover, persons tend to be more tolerant toward an old perpetrator than a  

young perpetrator. 

 

 

 

Hypothesis 2 - Effects of perpetrator’s and victim’s sex 

 

H2a. Persons will judge male perpetrators more negatively than female perpetrators. 

The benevolent sexism that women are weak and ought to be protected and helped by 

men is widely held by persons in modern US society (McCann, 2005; Sung et al., 2002; 

2004). The benevolent sexism acts as the social conventional domain in persons’ moral 

principles, and drives persons to be more tolerant toward a female perpetrator than a male 

perpetrator. 

H2b. Persons will judge perpetrators more negatively when the victim is female than 

when the victim is male. 

First, based on the social cognitive domain model, the benevolent sexism acts as the 

social conventional component in persons’ moral principles and tends to outweigh the 

justice-based moral domain when female victims are present in the moral situations. The 

benevolent sexism drives persons to regard harming a woman as more immoral than harming 

a man. In addition, as the stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis suggests, a transgression 

targeting women is more likely to be deemed as sex discrimination in comparison to a 
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transgression targeting men. Such discrimination attribution predicts more negative judgment 

toward the perpetrator. 

H2c. Perpetrator’s and victim’s sex will interact in affecting persons’ moral 

judgment: A male perpetrator will be judged more negatively when the victim is female 

rather than male; for a female perpetrator, the sex of the victim will not affect the moral 

judgment. Figure 2 shows the anticipated findings of H2c. 

The benevolent sexism is widely held that women ought to be protected, helped and 

cared by men (e.g., Fischer, 2006; Glick et al., 2000; 2004). Driven by the benevolent  

sexism, when the perpetrator is male, persons will think it more immoral viewing a woman 

being harmed rather than viewing a man being harmed. When women act as a perpetrator, 

whether the victims are men (more competent than the female perpetrator) or women (as 

incompetent as the female perpetrator) does not affect persons’ moral judgment.  

 

 
Figure 2. Hypothesis 2c. Perpetrator’s sex interacts with victim’s sex in affecting  
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persons’ moral judgment. When the perpetrator is a male, persons tend to judge him  

more negatively when the victim is female rather than male. For a female perpetrator,  

persons’ moral judgment will hardly be varied depending on the victim’s sex.  

 

 

Hypothesis 3 - Persons’ benevolent ageism will influence their moral judgment 

Persons with high benevolent ageism will judge perpetrators more negatively when 

the victim is an old person and especially when the perpetrator is a young person. In contrast, 

persons with low benevolent ageism will hardly vary their moral judgments depending on the 

age of the perpetrator and victim. Figure 3 shows anticipated findings of H3. 

Persons with relatively higher benevolent ageism have more social conventional 

concerns in their moral principles that older adults ought to be respected, helped and cared by 

young adults; and they have higher moral sensitivity to the age of the perpetrator and victim 

in the moral situations. Thus, persons with relatively higher benevolent ageism tend to think 

it more immoral viewing a young perpetrator harming an old victim, rather than viewing a 

young perpetrator harming a young victim. In contrast, persons with low benevolent ageism 

have fewer social conventional concerns in their moral principle and low moral sensitivity to 

the age of the perpetrator and victim. Thus, their moral judgments are hardly affected by the 

age of the perpetrator or the victim, but are more focused on rationality of justice. 
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Figure 3. Hypothesis 3. Persons’ benevolent ageism will interact with the perpetrator’s  

and victim’s age in affecting moral judgments. Persons with high benevolent ageism  

will judge the perpetrator more negatively when the victim is an older person and  

especially when the perpetrator is a young person. In contrast, persons with low  

benevolent ageism will hardly vary their moral judgments depending on the age of the  

perpetrator and victim. 

 

Hypothesis 4 - Persons’ benevolent sexism will influence their moral judgment 

Persons with high benevolent sexism will judge the perpetrator more negatively when 

the victim is female and especially when the perpetrator is male. In contrast, persons with 

low benevolent sexism will hardly vary their moral judgments depending on the sex of the 

perpetrator and victim. Figure 4 shows anticipated findings of H4. 

Persons with relatively higher benevolent sexism toward women have more social 

conventional concerns in their moral principles that women ought to be protected, helped and 

cared by men; and they have higher moral sensitivity to the sex of the perpetrator and victim 
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in the moral situations. Thus, persons with relatively higher benevolent sexism tend to think 

it more immoral viewing a male perpetrator harming a female victim than viewing a male 

perpetrator harming a male victim. In contrast, persons with low benevolent sexism have low 

affective concerns in their moral principle and low moral sensitivity to the gender of the 

perpetrator and victim. Thus, their moral judgments are hardly affected by the gender of the 

perpetrator or the victim, but only focus on the rational component of justice. 

 

 

Figure 4. Hypothesis 4. Persons’ benevolent sexism interacts with perpetrator’s and  

victim’s sex in affecting moral judgments. Persons with high benevolent sexism will  

judge perpetrators more negatively when the victim is female and especially when the  

perpetrator is male. In contrast, persons with low benevolent sexism attitudes will  

hardly vary their moral judgments depending on the sex of the perpetrator and victim. 
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Pilot Study 

As a prerequisite for varying the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim, adequate 

moral scenarios had to be selected. To generate an adequate pool of scenarios depicting 

immoral behaviors, I developed a moral scenario database that covers a wide variety of life 

situations that people are likely to witness, hear about, or experience in daily life. This 

database can be used for future research on moral judgment. The first goal of the pilot study 

was to obtain ratings for moral judgment and realism of the scenarios in the database, based 

on which to screen off scenarios that were unrealistic in modern society and scenarios that 

did not depict immoral behaviors. 

A second goal of the pilot study was to acquire initial data on a self-designed 

questionnaire of benevolent ageism (i.e., elder respect and overaccommodation). Although 

some existing age stereotype questionnaires include a limited number of items measuring 

respectful attitudes toward older adults (e.g., Cherry & Palmore, 2008; Fraboni, Saltstone, & 

Hughes, 1990; Kruse & Schmitt, 2006), the items cover very limited life situations. For 

overaccommodation toward older adults, previous research is limited to intergenerational 

communication. Nevertheless, overaccommodation is also expressed by younger adults in 

nonverbal forms, such as consciously walking slower when walking with an old person, 

offering help when viewing an old person carrying heavy stuff, and thank older adults for 

even trivial things received from them, etc. In the self-designed questionnaire of benevolent 

ageism, I intended to include items measuring elder respect and overaccommodation of 

various forms that are frequently expressed by younger adults in various life situations.  
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A third goal of the pilot study was to do a preliminary testing of whether persons’ 

social attitudes (i.e., benevolent ageism and benevolent sexism) as well as the perpetrator’s 

and the victim’s age and sex have the potential to impact persons’ moral judgment. The 

results guided the experimental design of the main study. 

Method 

Participants. To obtain initial data on the self-developed moral scenarios and the 

self-designed questionnaire of benevolent age attitudes, 447 adults (18-72 years old) 

participated in the pilot study. The data stemmed from two sources: The first sample 

represented 135 undergraduates from a large southeastern university who participated in the 

study to fulfill partial course requirements for their enrollment in a psychology introductory 

course. The second sample of 312 adults was recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk) member pool, who received monetary compensation for their participation. The age 

ranged from 18 to 26 for the undergraduate sample (33.3% females) and from 18 to 72 for 

the MTurk sample (45.5% females). For the entire sample, the majority of the participants 

were European American (83.4%). Other ethnicities included Asian (7.8%), Latino (7.6%), 

African-American (8.1%), American Indian or Alaska Native (1.3%), and other ethnicities 

(4.9%).  Eighteen participants indicated multiple ethnicities (4.0%). Four hundred and eight 

participants (91.28%) indicated that they were born in the United States. To enhance the 

power of analyzing the effects of perpetrator’s and victim’s age and sex, additional 161 

participants were recruited, who were presented only the five scenarios with 16 variations 

and the questionnaires of age attitudes and benevolent sexism.  
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Materials. 

Moral scenarios. A pool of 147 moral scenarios was established covering five broad 

life situations including transactions, public places, interpersonal relationships (workplace, 

school, friendship, family, and stranger), academia, and economic/business behaviors. The 

scenarios were created by three sources: (a) my lab members and myself (53 scenarios); (b) 

community adults (86 scenarios); and (c) modified scenarios used in previous studies (8 

scenarios; see Bernardi & LeComte, 2008; Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; Haines & Leonard, 

2007; Helzer, & Pizarro, 2011; Kujala & Pietiläinen, 2007; Robin et al., 1996; Starke et al., 

2011). All scenarios were edited by my lab members and myself, to correct any language 

errors and to refine the phrasing. All scenarios were classified according to whether or not 

the victim of the moral transgression is explicitly mentioned in the scenario. Table 3 provides 

example scenarios with victims explicitly mentioned or not mentioned.  

 

Table 3 

Example Scenarios with Victim(s) Explicitly Mentioned or Not Mentioned 

Classification Life Situation Example Scenario 

Victim(s) 

Explicitly 

Mentioned 

Transaction (Medication) Steven is a young doctor in a public 

hospital. One day, an old woman comes for 

treatment.   Steven prescribes costly drugs to the 

old woman from a certain pharmacy because he is 

being rewarded for doing so by that company.  

Otherwise, he would have prescribed much 

cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other 

companies. 
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Table 3 Continued 

 
Classification Life Situation Example Scenario 

 

Victim(s) Not 

Mentioned 

Public Place (Plane) As the airplane is taking off, an elderly 

woman takes out her cellphone to watch a 

purchased video. A flight attendant swoops in and   

tells her to turn off the cellphone, and explains to 

her that mobile devices emit powerful 

electromagnetic radiation that can muck up an 

aircraft’s navigation and communication systems, 

and actually endanger a flight. The elderly woman 

obeys, but she believes that the air attendant is 

exaggerating the problem. So she turns the 

cellphone back on after the attendant moves away. 

 

 

 

In the pilot study, the scenario database was divided into seven segments, each of 

which contained 20 to 22 scenarios. Each participant was randomly presented with one 

segment. Each scenario was rated on two dimensions on 7-point scales. In particular, 

participants were asked to rate (a) how morally right or wrong the perpetrator’s behavior was 

from very wrong (1) to very right (7); and (b) how realistic the situation was in modern U.S. 

society from very unrealistic (1) to very realistic (7). These two dimensions were created to 

acquire initial data on the scenarios to select adequate scenarios for the main study. 

In order to test the effects of persons’ social attitudes (i.e., benevolent age attitudes 

and benevolent sexism), as well as perpetrator’s and victim’s age and sex on moral judgment, 

five scenarios with victims explicitly mentioned—Rent, Taxi, Pawnshop, Injury and Library 

seat—were selected from the scenario database. Sixteen variations were created for each of 
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the five scenarios, by manipulating the age and gender of the perpetrator and the victim. In 

particular, gender was manipulated by altering the names of the perpetrator and the victim. 

For example, a name “Christopher” indicated the perpetrator/victim is male, whereas a name 

“Julie” indicated the perpetrator/victim is female. My goal was to let participants identify the 

gender of the perpetrator and the victim straightforwardly by the names, so unisex names 

(e.g., Ashley) were not used. Age information of the perpetrator and the victim was revealed 

using various phrasings. For example, to indicate the perpetrator or the victim is young, 

possible phrasing could be “a college student, Amy, went to…”, “After his GRE tutor class, 

Matthew went to…”, “Tom is a young lawyer who runs his own business”, etc. Similarly, to 

indicate the perpetrator or the victim is an elderly person, possible phrasing could be “after 

retirement, Billy opens up a garage… ”, “Roy goes to a local store to buy a gift for his 12-

year-old grandson…” “70-year-old Mike owns a clinic…” etc. The questions and rating 

scales of the five scenarios were the same with those of the other scenarios presented to the 

participants. Table 4 provides 16 variations of an example scenario. 
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Table 4 

Example Scenario “Medication” and Its Sixteen Variations 

 Perpetrator Victim    Scenario Variations 

1 YM YM David just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, a young man 
comes for treatment. David prescribes costly drugs to the 
young man from a certain company, which rewards him every 
time he prescribes it.  Otherwise, he would have prescribed 
much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other 
companies. 

2 YM YF David just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, a young woman 
comes for treatment. David prescribes costly drugs to the 
young woman from a certain company, which rewards him, 
every time he prescribes it. Otherwise, he would have 
prescribed much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from 
other companies. 

3 YM OM David just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, an old man 
comes for treatment. David prescribes costly drugs to the old 
man from a certain company, which rewards him, every time 
he prescribes it.  Otherwise, he would have prescribed much 
cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other companies. 

4 YM OF David just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, an old woman 
comes for treatment. David prescribes costly drugs to the old 
woman from a certain company, which rewards him every time 
he prescribes it.  Otherwise, he would have prescribed much 
cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other companies. 

5 YF YM Katelyn just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, a young man 
comes for treatment. Katelyn prescribes costly drugs to the 
young man from a certain company, which rewards her every 
time she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have prescribed 
much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other 
companies. 
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Table 4 Continued 

 
 

 

Perpetrator Victim Scenario Variations 

 

6 

 

YF 

 

YF 

Katelyn just graduated from medical school and has recently 

become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, a young woman 

comes for treatment. Katelyn prescribes costly drugs to the 

young woman from a certain company, which rewards her 

every time she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have 

prescribed much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from 

other companies. 

7  YF OM Katelyn just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, an old man 
comes for treatment. Katelyn prescribes costly drugs to the old 
man from a certain company, which rewards her every time she 
prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have prescribed much 
cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other companies. 
 

8 YF OF Katelyn just graduated from medical school and has recently 
become a doctor in a public hospital. One day, an old woman 
comes for treatment. Katelyn prescribes costly drugs to the old 
woman from a certain company, which rewards her every time 
she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have prescribed much 
cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other companies. 

9 OM YM Roy is an experienced doctor in his late 60s. One day, a young 
man comes for treatment. Roy prescribes costly drugs to the 
young man from a certain company, which rewards him every 
time he prescribes it. Otherwise, he would have prescribed 
much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other 
companies. 

10 OM YF Roy is an experienced doctor in his late 60s. One day, a young 
woman comes for treatment. Roy prescribes costly drugs to the 
young woman from a certain company, which rewards him 
every time he prescribes it. Otherwise, he would have 
prescribed much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from 
other companies. 

11 OM OM Roy is an experienced doctor in his late 60s. One day, an old 
man comes for treatment. Roy prescribes costly drugs to the 
old man from a certain company, which rewards him every 
time he prescribes it. Otherwise, he would have prescribed 
much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other 
companies. 
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Table 4 Continued 

 
 Perpetrator Victim Scenario Variations 

12 OM OF Roy is an experienced doctor in his late 60s. One day, an old 
woman comes for treatment. Roy prescribes costly drugs to the 
old woman from a certain company, which rewards him every 
time he prescribes it. Otherwise, he would have prescribed 
much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other 
companies. 

13 OF YM Phyllis is an experienced doctor in her late 60s. One day, a 
young man comes for treatment. Phyllis prescribes costly drugs 
to the young man from a certain company, which rewards her 
every time she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have 
prescribed much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from 
other companies. 

14 OF YF Phyllis is an experienced doctor in her late 60s. One day, a 
young woman comes for treatment. Phyllis prescribes costly 
drugs to the young woman from a certain company, which 
rewards her every time she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would 
have prescribed much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs 
from other companies. 

15 OF OM Phyllis is an experienced doctor in her late 60s. One day, an old 
man comes for treatment. Phyllis prescribes costly drugs to the 
old man from a certain company, which rewards her every time 
she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have prescribed much 
cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from other companies. 

16 OF OF Phyllis is an experienced doctor in her late 60s. One day, an old 
woman comes for treatment. Phyllis prescribes costly drugs to 
the old woman from a certain company, which rewards her 
every time she prescribes it. Otherwise, she would have 
prescribed much cheaper, but equally as effective drugs from 
other companies. 

 

Note. “Y” refers to “Young”; “O” refers to “Old”; “M” refers to “Male”; “F” refers to  

“Female”.  

 

 

 

The benevolent ageism questionnaire. To develop a new scale measuring persons’ 

benevolent ageism, two strategies were applied. First, items from other questionnaires were 

adapted. Second, items were self-developed by my lab members and myself. In particular, 



36 

 

 

 

 

five items were adapted from the Relating to Older People Evaluation measure (ROPE; 

Cherry & Palmore, 2008), and seven items were adapted from a survey on American college 

students’ self-reported respectful behaviors toward elders (Sung, 2002). In addition, ten of 

my lab members were asked to list at least two elder respect/overaccommodation attitudes or 

behaviors. Those behaviors or attitudes reported by more than two lab members were 

included into the item pool.  

To ensure that the items have the potential to be widely accepted by American  

natives, ten American native lab members rated their personal agreement and perceived 

agreement by their peers on each item, using a 7-point scale ranging from Strongly Disagree 

(1) to Strongly Agree (7). Only those items with both personal agreement and perceived  

peers’ agreement ratings higher than 5 were retained. An example statement reflecting elder 

respect is “I try to restrain myself from arguing with an elderly person even if I don’t agree 

with him/her”; an example statement reflecting overaccommodation is “I try to use simplified 

vocabulary when talking to old people”.  After this screening procedure, the questionnaire 

included 28 statements. The questionnaire was administered to the participants in the pilot 

study to acquire initial data.  Participants were asked to rate their personal agreement on a 7-

point scale from Disagree Strongly (1) to Agree Strongly (7). Score of benevolent age 

attitudes was calculated by averaging the scores of all items. Data from the pilot study 

showed that the scale of the 28 statements had high internal consistency reliability (α = .92). 

The Item-total correlation analyses indicated that most correlation coefficients were 
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above .30, except for Item 18 (“Sometimes I talk to an old person like talking to a child, to 

show my concern”, r = 0.27).  

The benevolent sexism subscale of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI). To do a 

preliminary testing of the effects of the benevolent sexism on persons’ moral judgment, 

participants’ benevolent sexism was also assessed in the pilot study, using the benevolent 

sexism subscale of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI) developed by Glick and Fiske 

(1996). The benevolent sexism subscale contains 11 statements, such as “In a disaster, 

women ought not necessarily to be rescued before men (reversed-score item)”, and “Women 

should be cherished and protected by men”. Participants were asked to rate their level of 

agreement on each statement on a 7-point scale ranging from Disagree Strongly (1) to Agree 

Strongly (7). Score of benevolent sexism was calculated by averaging the scores of all items. 

A higher score indicates stronger benevolent sexism. Previous studies showed the benevolent 

sexism scale had good internal consistency reliability (α = .73 - .92). In the pilot study, the 

internal consistency reliability was adequate (α = .75). 

Procedure. All materials were set up and presented in Unipark, a survey host 

website. There were no paper-pencil materials. Participants entered the survey by opening the 

link to the online materials. An electronic version of informed consent was presented before 

the survey started. After signing the informed consent, participants viewed and responded to 

one randomly selected variation of each of the five scenarios (i.e., Rent, Taxi, Pawnshop, 

Injury and Library seat). Then each participant was randomly assigned a segment of the 

scenario database. Each segment contained 20 to 22 scenarios. After completing the segment, 
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participants completed a demographic survey assessing basic background details, including 

age, gender, ethnicity, education, income and marital status. Afterwards participants 

completed the benevolent age attitudes questionnaire and the benevolent sexism subscale of 

the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI). The order of presentation for the benevolent ageism 

questionnaire and benevolent sexism subscale was randomized across participants. At the end 

of the survey, participants were asked to provide feedbacks and comments for the survey. 

Results 

All scales and items were screened for missing data and potential outliers before 

analyses. Data were processed and analyzed using SPSS statistics (version 19.0).  

The screening of moral scenarios. Descriptive statistics were conducted to calculate 

the mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum of the moral judgment ratings and 

realism ratings for each moral scenario. All except three scenarios had average moral 

judgment ratings below 4, indicating that most scenarios depicted immoral behaviors. All but 

seventeen scenarios have realism ratings equal or higher than 5, indicating that most 

scenarios were realistic in modern society.  Figure 5 and Figure 6 show the frequency 

distribution of moral judgment ratings and realism ratings, respectively. Moreover, there was 

a weak and positive correlation between moral judgment rating and realism rating, r(145) 

= .22, p < .01. As is shown in Figure 7, a more realistic scenario tended to be judged as more 

moral.  

I intended to only keep scenarios that depict immoral behaviors. Also a scenario 

needs to be realistic in modern society to be engaging. Thus, a scenario was retained in the 
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final database only if it met two criteria: The behavior of the perpetrator ought to be 

considered as immoral (i.e., with average moral judgment rating score no higher than 5); and 

the scenario was rated as realistic (i.e., with average realism rating score no lower than 5). 

Hereby I decided to be lenient in setting the screening cutting point for moral judgment 

rating score as 5 instead of 4. Because only one variation of each scenario was presented to 

participants and participants’ moral judgments were anticipated to vary depending on the 

variations of scenarios, it was likely that the average moral judgment rating score for other 

variations would be lower. For each of the five scenarios with all 16 variations being rated, 

the average of moral judgment rating and realism rating across the 16 variations were 

calculated for screening procedure. After the screening procedure, the database contained 

129 scenarios, including 104 scenarios with victims explicitly mentioned and 25 scenarios 

with victims not mentioned.  
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Figure 5. The frequency distribution of moral judgment ratings for 147 moral 

scenarios. A lower rating score indicates the scenario is more immoral. 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6. The frequency distribution of realism ratings for 147 moral scenarios. A 

higher rating score indicates the scenario is more realistic in modern US society. 
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Figure 7. The correlation between moral judgment ratings and realism ratings. A 

more realistic scenario tends to be rated as more moral. 

 

 

 

The effects of persons’ social attitudes and the age and gender of the perpetrator 

and victim in the scenarios. Because each participant was randomly assigned one variation 

for each of the five moral scenarios, some scenario variations were responded by a small 

number of participants, making it hard to get meaningful information from the person level. 

Thus, data were restructured so that the five scenarios and their 16 variations were cases and 

persons’ moral judgment ratings were variables. Average judgment-rating score of 

participants with low benevolent age attitudes/sexism (below median) and high benevolent 

age attitudes/sexism (equal to and above median) were calculated.  

The effects of persons’ attitudes toward age and the effects of the perpetrator’s and 

victim’s age. A 2 (perpetrator’s age: young vs. old) × 2 (victim’s age: young vs. old) × 2 

(persons’ benevolent ageism: high vs. low) mixed between-within ANOVA was conducted. 

Perpetrator’s age and victim’s age were between-case factors and persons’ level of 
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benevolent ageism was within-case factor.  There was a significant main effect of benevolent 

ageism, such that persons with high benevolent ageism tended to judge the perpetrator more 

negatively than persons with low benevolent ageism, F(1,76) = 43.10, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .36.  Of 

greater interest was a significant two-way interaction between benevolent ageism and 

perpetrator’s age, F(1,76) = 5.97, p = .02, ηp
2 

= .07. As can be seen in Figure 8, persons with 

high benevolent ageism tended to judge the perpetrator more negatively than persons with 

low benevolent ageism, regardless of the perpetrator’s age; however, the disparity in moral 

judgment between the two ageism groups was smaller when the perpetrator was old rather 

than when the perpetrator was young. This indicated that relative to persons with low 

benevolent ageism, persons with high benevolent ageism were more tolerant toward old 

perpetrators than young perpetrators.  
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Figure 8. Persons with high benevolent ageism tended to judge the perpetrator  

more negatively than persons with low benevolent ageism, regardless of the age  

of the perpetrator; however, the disparity in moral judgment between the two  

ageism groups was smaller when the perpetrator was old rather than when the 

perpetrator was young. 

 
 
  

In addition, benevolent ageism also interacted with the victim’s age, F(1, 76) = 4.87, 

p = .03, ηp
2 

= .06. As can be seen in Figure 9, persons with high benevolent ageism tended to 

judge the perpetrators more negatively than persons with low benevolent ageism, regardless 

of the victim’s age; however, the disparity of moral judgments between the two ageism 

groups was larger when the victim is old rather than young. This suggested that relative to 

persons with low benevolent ageism, persons with high benevolent ageism judged the 

perpetrator more negatively when the victim is an old person rather than a young person. 

Contrary to what was expected, however, there was no main effect of the perpetrator’s age 

(F(1,76) = .01, p = .91) or victim’s age (F(1,76)=1.24, p = .28, ηp
2 

= .02). There was no 
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significant two-way interaction between the perpetrator’s age and victim’s age, F(1,76) < 

0.01, p = .97. There was no significant three-way interaction between the perpetrator’s age, 

victim’s age and persons’ benevolent ageism, F(1, 76) = .72, p = .40, ηp
2 

= .01. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Persons with high benevolent ageism tended to judge the perpetrators  

more negatively than persons with low benevolent ageism, regardless of the age  

of the victim; however, the disparity of moral judgment between the two ageism 

groups was larger when the victim was old rather than young. 

 

 

 

The effects of persons’ attitudes toward sex and the effects of the perpetrator’s and 

victim’s sex. A 2 (perpetrator’s sex: male vs. female) × 2 (victim’s sex: male vs. female) × 2 

(persons’ level of benevolent sexism: high vs. low) mixed between-within ANOVA was 

conducted. Perpetrator’s sex and victim’s sex were between-case factors and persons’ level 
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benevolent sexism and the perpetrator’s sex was significant, F(1,76) = 5.84,  p= .02,  ηp
2 

= .07. As is shown in Figure 10, when the perpetrator was male, there was no difference of 

moral judgment between persons with high benevolent sexism and persons with low 

benevolent sexism; when the perpetrator was female, persons with high benevolent sexism 

judged the perpetrator less negatively than persons with low benevolent sexism. This 

suggested that persons with high benevolent sexism were more tolerant toward female 

perpetrators than persons with low benevolent sexism. However, there was no main effect of 

persons’ benevolent sexism (F(1.76) = .62, p = .43, ηp
2 

= .01), the perpetrator’s sex (F(1,76) 

= .27, p = .61, ηp
2
 < .01), or the victim’s sex (F(1.76) = .25, p = .62, ηp

2
 < .01). There was no 

two-way interaction between perpetrator’s sex and victim’s sex, F(1,76) = .02, p = .89. There 

was no two-way interaction between persons’ benevolent sexism and victim’s sex, F(1,76) 

= .17, p = .68, ηp
2
 < .01. There was no three-way interaction between persons’ benevolent 

sexism, perpetrator’s sex and victim’s sex, F(1,76) = 1.38, p = .24, ηp
2 

= .02. 
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Figure 10. When the perpetrator was male, there was no difference of moral 

judgment between persons with high benevolent sexism and persons with low 

benevolent sexism; when the perpetrator was female, persons with high benevolent 

sexism judged the perpetrator less negatively than persons with low benevolent 

sexism. 

 
 
 
Discussion  

The purpose of the pilot study was threefold: First, to obtain moral judgment ratings 

and realism ratings on a scenario database; second, to acquire initial data on the self-

developed benevolent ageism questionnaire; third, as a preliminary testing, to examine the 

effects of persons’ social attitudes, the perpetrators’ and victims’ age and sex on persons’ 

moral judgments.  

Firstly, to investigate the effects of persons’ social attitudes and variations of the 

perpetrator’s and victim’s age and sex, adequate scenarios that depicted immoral behaviors 

were needed. Moreover, a scenario must be realistic in modern society so that participants 
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could feel involved into the moral situations. Based on the above two criteria, thirteen 

scenarios were excluded from the scenario database. The remaining 129 scenarios (including 

104 scenarios with victims explicitly mentioned and 25 scenarios with victims not  

mentioned) covered five broad life situations including transactions, public places, 

interpersonal relationships (workplace, school, friendship, family, stranger), academia, and 

economic/business behaviors. By manipulating certain elements of the scenarios (e.g., the 

age and gender of the perpetrator and victim), the scenario database can be used in future 

research about the effects of environmental factors and person factors on moral judgment. 

Secondly, data from the pilot study indicated that the self-designed benevolent 

ageism questionnaire had high reliability (α = .92), and all the items were at least moderately 

correlated with the total score. 

Thirdly, results from the pilot study only partially supported the hypotheses. 

Specifically, hypothesis 1 and 2 were not supported: the effects of the age and sex of the 

perpetrator and victim were not observed; and no interaction effects were observed between 

the perpetrator’s age and victim’s age, or between the perpetrator’s sex and victim’s sex. 

Hypothesis 3 that persons’ benevolent ageism will influence moral judgment by interacting 

with perpetrator’s and victim’s age was only partially supported: Although the three-way 

interaction (benevolent ageism × perpetrator’s age × victim’s age) was not observed, I did 

find a benevolent ageism × perpetrator’s age interaction. This indicated that compared to 

persons with low benevolent ageism, persons with high benevolent ageism judge the 

perpetrator more negatively when the perpetrator is a young person or when the victim is an 
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old person. Hypothesis 4 that persons’ benevolent sexism will impact moral judgment by 

interacting with the perpetrator’s and victim’s sex was only partially supported: Only the 

two-way interaction (benevolent sexism × perpetrator’s sex) was observed, such that persons 

with high benevolent sexism were more tolerant toward female perpetrators than persons 

with low benevolent sexism. 

The lack of finding significant effects of the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim 

might be due to the limitations of the experimental design of the pilot study. There were two 

clear limitations: First, because data were analyzed on the scenario variation level, the 

number of cases was small (16 variations × 5 scenarios = 80 cases), limiting the power to 

assess the significant effects. Second, because for each scenario, one of the 16 variations was 

randomly assigned to participants, the number of participants who responded to each case 

(i.e., one variation of one scenario) was not equal. As a result, the validity may be affected. 

To address these limitations, the main study used a different experimental design. In 

particular, thirty-two scenarios with sixteen variations were used in the main study. Each 

participant saw only one variation of each scenario. The order of presenting the 32 scenarios 

was fixed. However, rotating the sixteen variations created sixteen order sequences for 

presentation. The sixteen order sequences ensured that (a) every participant viewed each of 

the 16 variations twice during the presentation of 32 scenarios; (b) for each scenario, the 16 

variations had equal chance to be presented; and (c) each variation had equal chance to be 

presented before and after any other variation. Thus, instead of randomly assigning each 

variation of each scenario to participants, the main study randomly assigned one of the 
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sixteen order sequences to participants, so that the order effect of the sixteen variations will 

be counterbalanced across participants. 

The Main Study 

Method 

Participants. The sample included 521 adults between 18 and 71 years old (M = 

31.03, SD = 12.54, 51.8% female). A hundred and eighty participants were recruited from a 

large southeastern university who participated in the study to fulfill partial course 

requirements for their enrollment in a psychology introductory course. The other 347 

participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) member pool, who 

received $1 for their participation. As the current sample spanned a large age range (18-71 

years), I was interested in investigating the potential age differences in moral judgment and 

thus added age into the analyses. Based on the median of age, the sample was split into two 

age groups:  the younger participants (26 years old or younger; M = 20.33, SD = 2.39, n = 

255, 52.94% female) and the participants above 26 years old (M = 41.29, SD = 9.33, n = 266, 

50.75% female). Table 5 shows a summary of socio-demographic characteristics of the total 

sample and the two age groups. The distribution of sex did not differ across the two age 

groups, χ
2

(1) = 0.25, p = .62. The two age groups differed in racial distribution, χ
2

(5) = 17.78, p 

< .01. The age group above 26 years included a higher proportion of African American adults 

(9.06%) than the younger age group (4.35%); whereas the younger age group consisted of a 

higher proportion of Asian adults (15.42%) than the age group above 26 years (6.04%). In 
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addition, the age group above 26 years were more educated than the younger age group, χ
2

(5) 

= 138.35, p < .01. 

 

 
Table 5 

 
Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the Total Sample (N=521) and for Subsamples of Young 

(n=255) and Older Adults (n=266) 

 

 Total Young Adults Older Adults 

Ethnicity  

Hispanic 38 7.4% 22 8.6% 16 6.2% 

Non-Hispanic 476 92.6% 233 91.4% 243 93.8% 

Racial Group 

European American 412 79.5% 195 77.1% 217 81.9% 

African American 35 6.8% 11 4.3% 24 9.1% 

American Indian 3 0.7% 1 0.4% 2 0.8% 

Asian 55 10.6% 39 15.4% 16 6.0% 

Hawaiian  2 0.4% 2 0.8% - - 

Other 11 2.1% 5 2.0% 6 2.3% 

Mixed race 27 5.2% 19 7.5% 8 3.0% 

Marital Status 

Single 303 58.5% 219 85.9% 84 31.9% 

Married/partnership 116 22.4% 13 5.1% 103 39.2% 

Separated 9 1.7% - - 9 3.4% 

Long-term 

relationship 

60 11.6% 23 9.0% 37 14.1% 

Divorced 28 5.4% - - 28 10.6% 

Widowed 2 0.4% - - 2 0.8% 
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Table 5 Continued 

 
 

 

Total Young Adults 

 

Older Adults 

 

Education 

Grade school 4 0.8% 3 1.2% 1 0.4% 

Junior/High school 230 44.2% 175 68.6% 55 20.8% 

Business school 41 7.9% 5 2.0% 36 13.6% 

College 201 38.7% 68 26.7% 133 50.2% 

Graduate school 44 8.5% 4 1.6% 40 15.1% 

 

 

 
Materials. 

Moral Scenarios. The moral judgment materials consisted of 16 variations of 32 

scenarios for a total of 512 moral stories. The 32 scenarios were selected from the moral 

scenario database based on two inclusion criteria: First, the behavior of the perpetrator ought 

to be considered as immoral in the pilot study (i.e., with average moral judgment rating score 

no higher than 5); second, the scenario was rated as realistic in the pilot study (i.e., with 

average realism rating score no lower than 5). Among the scenarios that met these two 

criteria, scenarios with higher realism rating were given priority to be included in the main 

study. The 16 variations of each scenario were created in the same way as the pilot study. 

Sixteen order sequences of presentation were created and randomly assigned to each 

participant. After reading each moral story, participants were asked to rate how acceptable 

the perpetrator’s behavior was from Very Unacceptable (1) to Very Acceptable (7). 

Benevolent ageism questionnaire. The 28-item benevolent ageism questionnaire was 

used to assess persons’ benevolent attitudes toward older adults. Two new items were added 
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to increase the diversity of item context (“If I see an elderly person at an intersection, I take 

special care to see they get across the street safely”; “I tend to lose patience while waiting in 

line behind an elderly person at a bank or supermarket”). All the 30 statements were further 

improved on conciseness by two American native psychology graduate colleagues. Each 

participant rated their personal agreement on each item using a 7-point scale ranging from 

Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7). Average score of benevolent ageism was 

calculated representing the degree of benevolent ageism. A higher score indicated stronger 

benevolent attitudes toward older adults. The 30-item questionnaire had high internal 

consistency (α = .86) in the present study. 

Benevolent sexism. The benevolent sexism subscale of the Ambivalent Sexism 

Inventory (ASI) developed by Glick and Fiske (1996) was used to measure participants’ level 

of benevolent sexism. Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement on each of the 

statement on a 7-point scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7). 

Average score of benevolent sexism was calculated. A higher score indicated stronger 

benevolent sexism. In the present study, the benevolent sexism questionnaire showed high 

internal consistency reliability (α = .88). 

Procedure. All materials were set up and presented in Unipark, a survey host 

website. There were no paper-pencil materials. Participants entered the survey by opening  

the link to the online materials. An electronic version of informed consent was presented 

before the survey starts. After signing the informed consent, participants viewed the 32 moral 

stories and indicated their moral judgment for each moral story. After completing the moral 
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judgment task, participants completed a demographic survey assessing basic background 

details, including age, gender, ethnicity, education, income and marital status. Afterwards 

participants completed the benevolent ageism questionnaire and the benevolent sexism 

subscale of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI). The order of presentation for the 

benevolent ageism and benevolent sexism subscales were randomized across participants. At 

the end of the survey, participants were asked to provide feedbacks and comments for the 

survey. 

Results 

Data were processed and analyzed using SPSS statistics (version 19.0). All scales and 

items were screened for missing data and potential outliers before analyses. To measure 

moral judgment, each participant had a moral judgment rating score for each of the 16 

scenario variations, which was calculated by averaging the moral judgment on the 

corresponding two moral stories. For example, participant A’s moral judgment score for 

“young perpetrator and old victim” variation might be calculated by averaging moral 

judgment on Scenario Rent and Scenario Taxi; whereas participant B’s moral judgment score 

for “young perpetrator and old victim” variation might be calculated by averaging moral 

judgment on Scenario Library seat and Restaurant.  

For the analyses of benevolent ageism, I decided to select items that were likely to 

measure persons’ attitudes specifically toward older adults, instead of general benevolent 

attitudes toward people of all ages. Sixteen items were selected based on the face validity 

(see Appendix B for the selected 16 items), and were included into the following analyses. In 
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particular, nine items described attitudes or behaviors specifically targeting older adults (e.g., 

“It is a good idea to volunteer at retirement homes so that elderly residents will feel 

appreciated and wanted.”). The other seven items contrasted attitudes toward younger adults 

with attitudes toward older adults (e.g., “I feel more sorry for a homeless old person than for 

a homeless younger person.”). The internal consistency of the 16-item ageism questionnaire 

remained adequate (α = .79). 

A correlation analysis was conducted to get an overview of the relationships between 

all variables of interest. Major interests were directed toward the effects of persons’ 

benevolent ageism, benevolent sexism, the perpetrator’s age and sex, and the victim’s age 

and sex. In addition, the effects of persons’ age and sex on moral judgment were analyzed, 

though there were no related hypotheses.  

Correlation Analyses 

Correlation coefficients were calculated to get an overview of the relationships 

between variables of major interest, as is shown in Table 6. Benevolent ageism was 

moderately negatively related to moral judgments on all the 16 scenario variations except on 

V8, V12 and V14. Figure 11 and 12 present the frequency distribution of average benevolent 

sexism score (including only the selected 16 items) and average benevolent sexism score. In 

addition, the negative correlation between sex and moral judgment on all the 16 variations 

indicated that in general women judged the moral perpetrator more negatively than men. 

Benevolent sexism and age were barely correlated with moral judgments. Benevolent ageism 
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was positively correlated with benevolent sexism. And women showed lower benevolent 

sexism than men.   

 

Table 6 

 

Correlations between Interindividual Variables and Moral Judgment Ratings on the Sixteen 

Variations. 

 

Correlations of Within-Between-Subject Variables 

Variations (Perpetrator-Victim) Benevolent 

Ageism 

Benevolent 

Sexism 

  Sex  Age 

V1 
Young Male-Young Female 

-.14** -.02 -.10* -.03 

V2 
Old Male-Old Female 

-.14**  .02 -.14** -.05 

V3 
Young Male-Old Male 

-.15**  .07 -.19** -.09* 

V4 Young Female-Old Female -.15**  .10* -.23** -.04 

V5 
Young Male-Old Female 

-.21**  .02 -.15** -.10* 

V6 Young Male-Young Male -.12** -.03 -.16** -.08 

V7 
Young Female-Young Female 

-.11*  .08 -.26** -.05 

V8 Old Male-Old Male -.08  .05 -.20** -.03 

V9 
Old Female-Old Female 

-.10*  .04 -.21** -.11* 

V10 Young Female-Young Male -.15**  .005 -.16**  .01 

V11 
Old Female-Young Female 

-.13** -.01 -.17** -.03 

V12 Old Female-Old Male -.06  .01 -.13**  .01 

V13 
Old Male-Young Male 

-.17**  .03 -.22** -.02 

V14 Old Female-Young Male -.06  .06 -.14** -.05 

V15 
Young Female-Old Male 

-.11** -.02 -.19** -.09 

V16 Old Male-Young Female -.10*  .02 -.174** -.01 

 

Correlations of Between-Subject Variables 

Benevolent Ageism  1.00    

Benevolent Sexism  .30**  1.00   

                Sex  .02 -.22**  1.00  

                Age  .02 -.15**  .001 1.00 
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Figure 11.  The frequency distribution of benevolent ageism score (with selected 

15 items). 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 12. The frequency distribution of benevolent sexism score.  

 

 

 

The effects of the age and sex of the perpetrator and victim. A 2 (perpetrator’s  

age: young vs. old) × 2 (victim’s age: young vs. old) × 2 (perpetrator’s sex: male vs. female) 
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× 2 (victim’s sex: male vs. female) repeated measures ANOVA was conducted. All four 

variables were within-subject factors. Consistent with expectations, all main effects were 

significant. Specifically, young perpetrators were judged more negatively than old 

perpetrators, F(1, 520) = 7.21, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .01. Persons made more negative moral 

judgments when the victim was old rather than young, F(1, 520) = 80.26, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .13. 

Male perpetrators were judged more negatively than female perpetrators, F(1, 520) = 8.55, p 

< .01, ηp
2 

= .02. Persons made more negative moral judgments when the victim was female 

rather than male, F(1, 520) = 12.99, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .02. However, there was no significant 

two-way interaction between the perpetrator’s age and the victim’s age, F(1, 520) = .007, p 

= .93, ηp
2 

< .001. Neither was there a significant two-way interaction between the 

perpetrator’s sex and the victim’s sex, F(1, 520) = 3.37, p = .07, ηp
2 

= .01. 

Although there were no interactions between the perpetrator’s and the victim’s age 

and sex, I was interested in whether persons’ moral judgments were affected by the way that 

the age or sex of the perpetrator and the victim were combined in the scenarios. For example, 

it was likely that persons’ judgments on the “Young perpetrator-Old victim” variation were 

more negative than persons’ judgments on the “Old perpetrator-Young victim” variation. To 

test this hypothesis, I grouped the 16 original variations into four age combination variations 

and four sex combination variations, based on the way the perpetrator’s age or sex and the 

victim’s age or sex were combined. As is shown in Table 7, the judgment score on each age 

or sex combination variation was calculated by averaging the judgment scores on the 

corresponding four original variations.  
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Table 7 

The New Age and Sex Combination Variations and the Corresponding Original Variations 

Age Combination Variations Original variations 

Young Perpetrator-Young 

Victim 

Variation 1 

(YM-YF) 

Variation 6 

(YM-YM) 

Variation 7 

(YF-YF) 

Variation 10 

(YF-YM) 

Young Perpetrator-Old Victim 

Variation 5 

(YM-OF) 

Variation 3 

(YM-OM) 

Variation 4 

(YF-OF) 

Variation 15 

(YF-OM) 

Old Perpetrator-Young Victim 

Variation 16 

(OM-YF) 

Variation 13 

(OM-YM) 

Variation 11 

(OF-YF) 

Variation 14 

(OF-YM) 

Old Perpetrator-Old Victim 

Variation 2 

(OM-OF) 

Variation 8 

(OM-OM) 

Variation 9 

(OF-OF) 

Variation 12 

(OF-OM) 

     

Sex Combination Variations Original Variations 

Male Perpetrator-Male Victim 

Variation 3 

(YM-OM) 

Variation 6 

(YM-YM) 

Variation 8 

(OM-OM) 

Variation 13 

(OM-YM) 

Male Perpetrator-Female 

Victim 

Variation 1 

(YM-YF) 

Variation 2 

(OM-OF) 

Variation 5 

(YM-OF) 

Variation 16 

(OM-YF) 

Female Perpetrator-Male 

Victim 

Variation 10 

(YF-YM) 

Variation 12 

(OF-OM) 

Variation 

14 

(OF-YM) 

Variation 15 

(YF-OM) 

Female Perpetrator-Female 

Victim 

Variation 4 

(YF-OF) 

Variation 7 

(YF-YF) 

Variation 9 

(OF-OF) 

Variation 11 

(OF-YF) 

 

 

 

A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to investigate how persons’ judgments 

were affected by the way the perpetrator’s age and the victim’s age were combined. The age 

combination variation was the within-subject variable. The results indicated that persons’ 

judgments depended on how the perpetrator’s and the victim’s age were combined. In 

particular, persons’ judgments on the “Young perpetrator-Old victim” variation were more 

negative than the “Old perpetrator-Old victim” variation; and the latter variation was judged 

more negatively than the “Young perpetrator-Young victim” and the “Old perpetrator-Young 
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victim” variations. There were no differences between persons’ judgments on the “Young 

perpetrator-Young victim” and the “Old perpetrator-Young victim” variation. A second 

repeated ANOVA was conducted to investigate how persons’ judgments would vary 

according to the way the perpetrator’s sex and the victim’s sex were combined. The sex 

combination variation was the within-subject variable. The results indicated that persons’ 

judgments depended on how the perpetrator’s and the victim’s sex were combined. In 

particular, persons judged the “Male perpetrator-Female victim” variation more negatively 

than the other three sex combination variations. However, persons’ judgments did not differ 

among the other three sex combination variations. Table 8 presents the means and standard 

deviations of the judgments on the age and sex combination variations. 

 

 

Table 8 

Descriptive Statistics of the Judgments on the Age and Sex Combination Variations  

 M SD 

Young Perpetrator-Young Victim 2.04 0.75 

Young Perpetrator-Old Victim 1.89 0.74 

Old Perpetrator-Young Victim 2.08 0.77 

Old Perpetrator-Old Victim 1.94 0.74 

 M SD 

Male Perpetrator-Male Victim 2.01 0.76 

Male Perpetrator-Female Victim 1.92 0.72 

Female Perpetrator-Male Victim 2.03 0.75 

Female Perpetrator-Female Victim 2.00 0.77 
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The effects of persons’ age and benevolent ageism. Participants were divided into 

three benevolent ageism groups: a high benevolent ageism group (top 25%), a low 

benevolent ageism group (bottom 25%), and a medium benevolent ageism group (middle 

50%). A 2 (perpetrator’s age: young vs. old) × 2 (victim’s age: young vs. old) × 3 

(benevolent ageism: high vs. middle vs. low) × 2 (participants’ age: younger vs. older) mixed 

between-within ANOVA was conducted. The perpetrator’s and the victim’s age were within-

subject variables. Participants’ benevolent ageism and age were between-subject variables. 

Inconsistent with hypothesis, the three-way interaction between perpetrator’s age, victim’s 

age and persons’ benevolent ageism was not significant, F(2, 513) = 0.79, p = .45, ηp
2 

< .01. 

However, there were significant interaction effects that were not in the hypotheses. First, 

although the main effect of participants’ age was not significant, F(1, 519) = 1.79, p = .18, 

ηp
2 

< .01, there was a significant two-way interaction between participants’ age and the 

victim’s age, F(1, 513) = 7.38, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .01. As can be seen in Figure 13, when the 

victim was a young person, there was no difference in moral judgments between younger 

participants and participants above 26 years old. By contrast, when the victim was an old 

person, participants above 26 years old judged the perpetrator more negatively than younger 

participants. Second, there was a marginal two-way interaction between participants’ age and 

the perpetrator’s age, F (1, 513) = 3.74, p = .05, ηp
2 
= .01. As is shown in Figure 14, the 

perpetrator’s age did not influence the judgments of the younger participants, but influenced 

the judgments of participants above 26 years old. In particular, participants above 26 years 

old were more tolerant toward the old perpetrator than the young perpetrator.  
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Figure 13. Participants’ age interacted with the victim’s age. When the victim was a  

young person, there was no difference in moral judgment between younger participants  

and participants above 26 years old. By contrast, when the victim was an old person,  

participants above 26 years old judged the perpetrator more negatively than the  

younger participants.  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 14. Participants’ age interacted with the perpetrator’s age. The perpetrator’s  

age did not influence the judgments of the younger participants, but influenced the  

judgments of participants above 26 years old. In particular, participants above 26  

years old were more tolerant toward the old perpetrator than the young perpetrator. 
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In addition, there was a main effect of persons’ benevolent ageism, F(1, 516) = 5.49, 

p < .05, ηp
2 

= .02. In particular, the high ageism group made significantly more negative 

judgments than the low ageism group (Mdifference = 0.26, p < .01), and marginally more 

negative judgments than the medium ageism group (Mdifference = 0.17, p = .05). There was no 

difference in moral judgments between the low ageism and the medium ageism groups.  

The main effect of benevolent ageism was qualified by a significant four-way 

interaction between the perpetrator’s age, victim’s age, participants’ benevolent ageism and 

participants’ age, F(2, 513) = 3.46, p < .05, ηp
2 

= .01. In particular, differential moral 

judgments were only observed between high ageism group and low ageism group among 

younger participants but not among participants above 26 years old. Specifically, when the 

perpetrator and victim were both young, there was only marginal difference in moral 

judgment between the high ageism group and low ageism group (Mdifference = 0.31, p = .05); 

the high ageism group made more negative judgments than the low ageism group. By 

contrast, when the perpetrator was young whereas the victim was old, the high ageism group 

made significantly more negative judgments than the low ageism group (Mdifference = 0.39, p 

< .01). Figure 15 presents how the mean difference of moral judgments (calculated by 

subtracting high-ageism younger participants’ judgments from low-ageism younger 

participants’ judgments) varied depending on the perpetrator’s and the victim’s age.  
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Figure 15. The difference of moral judgment between low-ageism younger participants  

and high-ageism younger participants varied depending on the perpetrator’s and the  

victim’s age. There was significant difference when the perpetrator was young and the  

victim was old. When the perpetrator and victim were both young, there was only  

marginal difference. There were no significant differences between the two ageism  

groups in other perpetrator’s age-victim’s age combinations. 

 

 

 

The effects of persons’ sex and benevolent sexism. Similar to the grouping method 

for benevolent ageism, participants were divided into three benevolent sexism groups: a high 

benevolent sexism group (top 25%), a low benevolent sexism group (bottom 25%), and a 

medium benevolent sexism group (middle 50%). In the current study, participants’ sex was 

included into the analyses to investigate potential sex differences in moral judgment. A 2 

(perpetrator’s sex: male vs. female) × 2 (victim’s sex: male vs. female) × 3 (benevolent 

sexism: high vs. medium vs. low) × 2 (participants’ sex: male vs. female) mixed between-

within ANOVA was conducted. The perpetrator’s and the victim’s sex were within-subject 

variables. Persons’ benevolent sexism and sex were between-subject variables.  
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There was a significant main effect of persons’ benevolent sexism, F(2,514) = 5.83,  

p < .01, ηp
2 

= .02. In general, both the high sexism group (Mdifference = 0.21, p < .01) and the 

low sexism group (Mdifference = .18, p = .05) made more negative judgments than the medium 

sexism group. However, the high and low sexism group did not differ in moral judgments 

(Mdifference = 0.04, p = 1.00). The main effect of benevolent sexism was qualified by a 

significant three-way interaction between perpetrator’s sex, victim’s sex and persons’ 

benevolent sexism, F(2, 514) = 7.02, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .03. Inconsistent with the expectation, the 

effect of benevolent sexism seemed nonlinear (see Figure 16): both the low benevolent 

sexism and the high benevolent sexism group, but not the medium sexism group, were 

sensitive to the perpetrator’s and victim’s sex. Specifically, when the perpetrator was male, 

both the low and the high benevolent sexism groups made more negative judgment when the 

victim was female rather than male. When the perpetrator was female, however, participants’ 

judgments was not affected by the victim’s sex. 
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Figure 16. Both low benevolent sexism and high benevolent sexism group, but not     

medium sexism group, were sensitive to the perpetrator’s and victim’s sex. Specifically,  

when the perpetrator was male, both low and high benevolent sexism participants made   

more negative judgments when the victim was female rather than male. When the  

perpetrator was female, however, participants’ judgments were not affected by the    

victim’s sex. 

 
 
 

In addition, there was a main effect of persons’ sex, F(1, 514) = 24.88, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .05. In general, women made more negative judgments than men. This main effect was 

qualified by a significant three-way interaction between the perpetrator’s sex, victim’s sex 

and persons’ sex, F(1, 514) = 16.81, p < .01, ηp
2 

= .03. As can be seen in Figure 17, when the 

perpetrator was male, men judged the perpetrator more negatively when the victim was 

female rather than male; but women’s judgments were not influenced by the victim’s sex. 
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victim was female rather than male; but men’s judgments were not influenced by the victim’ 

sex. 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 17. When the perpetrator was male, men judged the perpetrator more negatively   

when the victim was female rather than male; but women’s judgments were not  

influenced by the victim’s sex. When the perpetrator was female, women judged the 

perpetrator more negatively when the victim was female rather than male; but men’s 

judgments were not influenced by the victim’ sex. 

 
 
 

Discussion 

The goal of this study was to investigate how moral judgments are influenced by the 

moral judgers’ age and sex, the moral judgers’ social attitudes (i.e., the benevolent ageism 

and benevolent sexism), and the characteristics of the moral situations (i.e., the age and sex 

of the perpetrator and victim). Empirical work that have tested the effects of age- and sex- 
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based social attitudes on moral judgment is currently scarce. Only a handful of studies found 

that the age of the moral perpetrator influences persons’ moral judgment. In particular, 

persons tend to display more forgiveness and less blame toward an old perpetrator than a 

young perpetrator (e.g., Allemand, 2008; Blanchard-Fields, Baldi, & Stein, 1999; Fingerman 

et al., 2008). However, little is known about how the effect of perpetrator’s age is further 

modulated by the victim’s age and the moral judgers’ biased attitudes toward older adults. 

Extant research on the relationship between sexism and moral judgment was restricted to 

adult rape and child sexual abuse cases. While research on child abuse cases revealed that a 

female perpetrator tend to be judged more leniently than male perpetrators (McCoy & Gray, 

2007; Quas, Bottoms, Haegerich, & Nysse-Carris, 2002), research on adult rape cases found 

no linkage between benevolent sexism and condemnation toward the rapist (e.g., Glick et al., 

2002; Abrams et al., 2003; Masser, Lee, & McKimmie, 2010). However, there is little 

evidence in other common moral situations.  

Despite the dearth of empirical work, the social cognitive domain model (Turiel,  

1983) and the stereotype asymmetry hypothesis (O'Brien, Kinias, & Major, 2008) provide 

explanations for the potential effects of age- and sex- based social attitudes on moral 

judgment. In particular, the social cognitive domain model suggests that the presence of the 

incompetent social group (i.e., the old or female) increases the social conventional concerns 

in persons’ moral principle that older adults and women ought to be helped and cared by 

younger adults and men. Thus, persons with high benevolent ageism or high benevolent 

sexism tend to be more tolerant toward the old or female perpetrator than toward the young 
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or male perpetrator. The benevolent ageism and sexism also drive persons to judge the 

perpetrator more negatively when the victim is old or female, and especially when the 

perpetrator is young or male. The stereotype asymmetry hypothesis also suggests that a 

transgression targeting older adults or women is more likely to be attributed to age or sex 

discrimination, which results in more negative judgments toward the perpetrator. 

In the current study, thirty-two validated moral scenarios covering a wide variety of 

common life situations were selected from an established scenario database. The age and sex 

of the perpetrators and victims were manipulated. I predicted that the age and sex of the 

perpetrator and victim influence persons’ moral judgments. I also hypothesized that 

benevolent ageism and benevolent sexism drive persons to be more tolerant toward the old or 

female perpetrators than the young or male perpetrators, and drive persons to be more 

sympathetic toward the old or female victims than toward the young or male victims.   

Summary of Findings 

The effects of the perpetrator’s and victim’s age and sex on moral judgments. 

Hypothesis 1 and 2 were partially supported, as I observed significant main effects of the age 

and sex of the perpetrator and victim. Consistent with expectations, persons tend to be more 

tolerant toward old or female perpetrators than toward young or male perpetrators, and are 

more compassionate toward old or female victims than toward young or male victims. 

Although a small group of previous studies also yielded similar results (Allemand, 2008; 

Blanchard-Fields, Baldi, & Stein, 1999; Erber & Long, 2006; Erber, Szuchman, & Prager, 

2001), most of them used ambiguous moral scenarios: Either there was no clear evidence of a 
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moral transgression, or the intention of the transgression was unclear. Researchers have 

posited that the socioemotional processes may prevail in determining moral judgments when 

the unambiguous situation makes cognitive reasoning difficult (e.g., Greene et al., 2004; 

Kahneman, 2003). Nevertheless, it remained a question whether the effects of the 

socioemotional processes suffice to drive persons away from pure rationality in unambiguous 

situations when the cognitive reasoning process is highly accessible. 

The current study addressed this question by creating unambiguous moral scenarios 

of a wide variety of common life situations. The findings suggested that the effects of the age 

and sex-based stereotypes are so salient that they significantly bias moral judgments even 

when the transgression is clearly out of hostile intention and when the justice-based cognitive 

reasoning processes are quite straightforward. The current study provided support for the 

social cognitive domain model. The model suggests that the presence of the stereotyped 

group members or stereotyped behaviors would increase the social conventional concerns in 

the judgers’ reasoning principle. As a result, the moral judgments may not strictly follow the 

pure justice reasoning, but will depend on whether the target behavior embraces the social 

conventions or not. Consistent with this model, we found persons’ judgments were indeed 

influenced by the stereotyped groups in the moral scenarios, that is, the old adults and 

women. In particular, persons made more negative judgments when the old or women were 

in the victim’s position, and made less negative judgments when the old or women were in 

the perpetrator’s position. The stereotyped groups in the present study may have heightened 

two kinds of social conventional concerns that in turn colored persons’ moral judgments. The 
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first kind of social conventional concerns were the benevolent ageism and benevolent  

sexism. As is proposed by the current study, a mix of the widely held positive and negative 

stereotypes toward women and older adults contributes to the benevolent attitudes that 

women and older adults ought to be cared and helped by men and younger adults. These 

benevolent attitudes drove persons to be more tolerant toward the old or female perpetrators, 

and to think it more immoral viewing a woman or an older adult being harmed.  

Inconsistent with hypothesis 1c and 2c, however, there was no significant 

perpetrator’s age x victim’s age interaction or perpetrator’s sex x victim’s sex interaction. In 

fact, these two two-way interactions were qualified by a higher-level three-way interaction 

and a higher-level four-way interaction, as will be discussed in the following sections. These 

findings suggested that the interplay between perpetrator’s and victim’s social characters are 

more complicated than we expected, as they depend on the judgers’ ageism, sexism and sex. 

Despite the nonsignificant interaction effects, I did find that persons’ moral judgments were 

affected by the way that the age or sex of the perpetrator and the victim were combined. In 

particular, persons judged the “Young perpetrator-Old victim” and the “Male perpetrator-

Female victim” variations more negatively than the “Old perpetrator-Young victim” and the 

“Female perpetrator-Male victim” variations. These findings suggested that persons think it 

more immoral viewing a competent group harming an incompetent group, rather than 

viewing an incompetent group harming a competent group. I think these findings supported 

the stereotype asymmetry hypothesis (O'Brien, Kinias, & Major, 2008). According to this 

model, persons are more likely to attribute the moral transgression to discrimination in 
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situations when the victim is negatively stereotyped than when the victim is positively 

stereotyped. However, one must be cautious to conclude that the differential moral judgments 

were due to the discrimination attribution, because participants’ discrimination attribution 

was not assessed in the present study. 

The effects of persons’ age on moral judgment. Few studies have examined moral 

judgments across the adult lifespan, though previous research on forgiveness revealed an 

average increase in the willingness to forgive among older adults compared with their 

younger counterparts (e.g., Allemand, 2008; Girard & Mullet, 1997; Mullet & Girard, 2000). 

However, little is known whether the age of the perpetrator or victim moderates the age 

difference in moral judgment. The current study found a significant interaction between 

participant’s age and victim’s age. Specifically, when the victim was a young adult, there 

was no difference in moral judgment between younger participants (18-26 years) and 

participants above 26 years old. By contrast, when the victim was an old adult, participants 

above 26 years old judged the perpetrator more negatively than younger participants. 

Moreover, a marginal interaction was found between participants’ age and the perpetrator’s 

age. Specifically, participants above 26 years old were more sensitive toward the age of the 

perpetrator than younger participants. And participants above 26 years old were more 

tolerant toward the old perpetrator than the young perpetrator. The findings indicated that the 

age difference in moral judgments depends on the perpetrator’s and the victim’s age in the 

moral situations. On average, participants above 26 years old were more sensitive to the age 

of the perpetrator and victim than younger participants.  In particular, participants above 26 
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years old showed more compassion toward old victims rather than young victims, and 

showed more tolerance toward old perpetrators than young perpetrators. 

The social cognitive domain model may help interpret the results. Based on this 

model, persons above 26 years old might have stronger social conventional concerns in their 

moral principles than younger participants do. In particular, the majority of the sample above 

were middle-aged adults between 35 years old and 50 years old, who usually take the 

responsibility of taking care of their aging parents. It is likely that the frequent interaction 

with older adults made this age group more attentive to the needs of older adults than were 

the younger age group.  However, we cannot conclude that the stronger social conventional 

concerns among the sample above 26 years old was related to benevolent ageism, because 

age was found to be uncorrelated with benevolent ageism (see Table 6).  

The effects of benevolent ageism. The effects of benevolent ageism were 

inconsistent with Hypothesis 3, in that the three-way interaction between benevolent ageism, 

the perpetrator’s age and the victim’s age was not observed for the whole sample. However, 

we found this three-way interaction was significantly moderated by participants’ age, for it 

was only observed among younger participants. Specifically, younger participants with high 

ageism made significantly more negative judgment than younger participants with low 

ageism only for the young perpetrator-old victim combinations. This finding was consistent 

with our definition of benevolent ageism (i.e., believing older adults ought to be helped and 

cared by younger generations). Moreover, the finding at least partially supported hypothesis 
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3, as it indicated that younger participants with high benevolent ageism were more sensitive 

to the victim’s age than younger participants with low benevolent ageism.  

Failing to observe a benevolent ageism x perpetrator’s age x victim’s age interaction 

among the age group above 26 years old may be due to the large age span (27-71 years) of 

this age group. In particular, this age group spanned young adulthood, middle adulthood and 

old adulthood. Each of the three developmental stages may feature a significant change in 

general social views that could modulate the interaction between benevolent ageism, 

perpetrator’s age and victim’s age. Hence it is hard to generalize a clear interaction pattern in 

this large age-span sample. Unfortunately, the highly positive skewed age distribution in the 

entire sample made it suboptimal to further split the age group above 26 years old.  

The effects of benevolent sexism. Hypothesis 4 suggested a linear effect of 

benevolent sexism: persons with high benevolent sexism should be more sensitive to the 

perpetrator’s and victim’s sex than persons with low benevolent sexism. Inconsistent with the 

expectation, the results indicated a non-linear effect. In particular, we found both high 

benevolent sexism and low benevolent sexism groups to be more sensitive to the 

perpetrator’s and victim’s sex, in comparison to the medium benevolent sexism group. 

Further, both the low benevolent sexism and the high benevolent sexism groups thought it 

more immoral when they saw a man’s transgression was targeting a woman rather than 

targeting a man.  

The effects of persons’ sex. The current study found that in general women judged 

the moral perpetrators more negatively than men. This finding is consistent with previous 
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studies revealing that women are more sensitive to relational issues (Dawson, 1997), and 

reported more ethical intentions (e.g., Cohen et al., 2001) and judgments (e.g., Dawson,  

1997; Nguyen, Basuray, Smith, Kopka, & McCulloh, 2008) than men. However, few studies 

have examined the interplay between persons’ sex, the perpetrator’s sex and the victim’s sex 

in influencing moral judgment. The current study intended to address this question by 

manipulating the perpetrator’s and the victim’s sex in the moral scenarios and systematically 

analyzing all possible interactions.  

A significant three-way interaction was revealed: when the perpetrator was male, men 

judged the perpetrator more negatively when the victim was female rather than male; but 

women’s judgments were not influenced by the victim’s sex. When the perpetrator was 

female, women judged the perpetrator more negatively when the victim was female rather 

than male; but men’s judgments were not influenced by the victim’ sex. To interpret the 

results, first, the vignette of a man harming a woman was regarded as more immoral by men 

than by women. This indicated that men might hold stronger social conventional beliefs that 

women ought to be cared by men. This hypothesis is supported by the significant point-

biserial correlation between sex and benevolent sexism, which indicates that men hold 

stronger benevolent sexism than women. Second, when judging a female perpetrator, women 

were more sensitive to the victim’s sex than men. In particular, women thought it more 

immoral viewing a woman harming a man rather than viewing a woman harming a woman. I 

think this finding also reflects the effects of benevolent sexism. The beliefs that women are 

weaker than men and are reliant on men’s protection may drive persons to perceive that a 
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transgression performed by women (who belong to the incompetent group) should produce 

less harm to men (who belong to the competent group) than to women (as incompetent as the 

women perpetrators). Thus, a woman’s transgression will be tolerated more when it is 

targeting toward men than toward women, indicating an asymmetry of tolerance. However, it 

remains a question why this asymmetry of tolerance was not observed among men, who 

displayed stronger benevolent sexism than women in the current study. 

Limitations 

The results of the current study contribute to our understanding of how age- and sex-

based social attitudes impact moral judgment. However, there are a number of limitations. 

First, the present study failed to observe some expected effects, and the observed effects were 

generally small (ηp
2
 ranged from .009 to .125). One possibility is that the scenarios in the 

present study were too immoral. Specifically, compared with the past studies that used 

ambiguous moral scenarios (e.g., Allemand, 2008; Blanchard-Fields et al., 1999; Erber & 

Long, 2006), the present study used unambiguously moral scenarios in which 1) there was 

clear evidence of a moral transgression; 2) it was straightforward to tell the right or wrong 

action based on pure justice reasoning; and 3) the misconduct was committed clearly out of a 

hostile intention. Because these unambiguous scenarios depicted absolutely immoral 

behaviors they resulted in a floor effect in participants’ judgment and reduce the opportunity 

to observe some expected effects.  

Second, the measures of the benevolent ageism and benevolent sexism in the present 

study might be suboptimal in capturing the intended effects. For the benevolent sexism 
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questionnaire that was developed 18 years ago, certain items may not well reflect persons’ 

attitudes in the contemporary society. For example, as the number of dual-income families 

has been increasing over the past 20 years, fewer persons in modern society may agree with 

the item that “Men should be willing to sacrifice their own well being in   order to provide 

financially for the women in their lives”. In addition, it is likely that among the three 

components of the benevolent sexism (i.e., protective paternalism, complementary gender 

differentiation, and heterosexual intimacy; Glick & Fiske, 1996), only the protective 

paternalism component that is measured by four items expresses protective attitude toward 

women and thus impacts persons’ moral judgment. By contrast, the remaining seven items 

that measured complementary gender differentiation and heterosexual intimacy might not 

bias persons’ moral judgments. For the self-designed benevolent ageism questionnaire, it is 

likely that the questionnaire was assessing general benevolent attitudes to other people, rather 

than benevolent attitudes specifically expressed toward older adults. This was suggested by 

the findings that the benevolent ageism was equally correlated with persons’ judgments on 

almost all the 16 scenario variations. 

Third, the multiple correlations between participants’ age, sex, benevolent ageism, 

benevolent sexism and the judgment scores on all the 16 scenario variations might have 

resulted in an increase of the Type I error rate. Thus, it is likely that at least one of the 

observed significant correlations was by random chance alone. 

Fourth, because the sample age distribution was highly positively skewed, we used 

median splits to ensure comparable sample sizes in the two age groups. However, this 
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median split (younger participants: 18-26 years old; participants above 26 years old: 27-71 

years old) may not have appropriately reflected the typical developmental stages of general 

social views. In addition, the median split resulted in highly unbalanced age span between the 

two age groups. The large age span in the sample above 26 years old may have hindered the 

detection of a significant benevolent sexism x perpetrator’s sex x victim’s sex interaction.  

Finally, the current study used hypothetical moral scenarios to measure persons’ 

moral judgment. Nonetheless, participants may not respond the same way to a hypothetical 

situation as they would in the real world. Thus, it remains a question whether the findings can 

be generalized to persons’ moral judgment or moral behaviors in the real world.  

Conclusion and Future Directions 

To our knowledge, this is the first study that systematically examines the complex 

interplay between the moral judger’s social characters, social attitudes, and the perpetrators’ 

and victims’ social characters in various common moral situations. The current study 

contributes to the field in several aspects.  

First, the validated moral scenario database covering various common life situations 

in the United States is instrumental for future research on social-cognitive processes. 

Manipulating the elements of the scenarios (e.g., the age, sex or race of the perpetrator and 

victim) enables researchers to investigate various person factors and environmental factors 

that influence social-cognitive functioning. 

Although not all findings were consistent with expectations, the results generally 

supported that the age- and sex- based social attitudes are salient to bias persons’ moral 
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judgment, even in unambiguous moral situations when the justice-based cognitive reasoning 

is highly accessible. The results provide support for the social cognitive domain model 

(Turiel, 1983) and the stereotype-asymmetry hypothesis (O'Brien, Kinias, & Major, 2008). 

Specifically, the social stereotypes drive persons to be more tolerant toward old or female 

perpetrators, and to be more compassionate toward old or female victims. These findings are 

also relevant in court, as they suggest that jurors’ decisions are likely to be influenced by the 

social characters of the defendants and victims, even when valid proof of an intentional 

transgression is available. Future research will profit from investigating the effects of other 

social characters of the perpetrators and victims that could impact moral judgment, such as 

socioeconomic status and racial background. 

The current study also contributes to the lifespan developmental research of moral 

judgment. The finding that the age of the judger interacts with the age of the perpetrator and 

victim suggested that older adults may have stronger age-based social conventional concerns 

in their moral principles compared with younger adults. On average, older adults were more 

sensitive to the age of the perpetrator and victim than younger adults.  In particular, older 

adults were more compassionate toward old victims rather than young victims, and were 

more tolerant toward old perpetrators than young perpetrators. Future studies may explore 

the mechanisms underlying these age differences in the social conventional concerns. 

Finally, this study contributes to applied social psychology literature. To our 

knowledge, it is the first study that examines the effects of benevolent ageism on moral 

judgment. It is also the first study that systematically investigates the interplay between 
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persons’ sex, benevolent sexism, the perpetrator’s and the victim’s sex in wide daily moral 

situations. Consistent with our expectations, we found the benevolent ageism drives persons 

to be more tolerant toward old perpetrators and more compassionate toward old victims, 

though this was only observed among younger adults. Future research will benefit from 

closer examinations of the interplay between persons’ age and benevolent ageism in various 

moral situations. For sex difference, we found men hold stronger benevolent sexism toward 

women, and displayed higher sensitivity toward the sex of the perpetrator and the victim than 

women. We also observed a nonlinear effect of benevolent sexism on moral judgment, such 

that both low and high benevolent sexism groups were more sensitive toward the 

perpetrator’s and the victim’s sex, compared with the medium benevolent sexism group. 

These findings ought to be replicated by more research before a conclusion can be made. 
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Appendix A 

The Benevolent Ageism Questionnaire Used in Pilot Study 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

The following statements may represent your personal attitudes toward younger 

people and elderly people. Please indicate to what extent you agree with each statement. 

Note: The “old/elderly persons” in the statements refer to adults above 70 years old;  

the “younger persons” in the statements refer to adults of your age. (1=Strongly 

Disagree; 7=Strongly Agree) 

1. It is inappropriate to let old people do physical labor jobs. 

2. I always say “thank you” to elderly persons for even trivial things I received 

from them. 

3. When I’m walking with an old person, I consciously walk slower than I usually 

do. 

4. I tend to use simplified vocabulary when talking to an old person. 

5. Elderly people ought to be helped, protected and cared by younger generations. 

6. When an elderly person and I are waiting to use the bathroom, I tend to let the 

elderly person go first. 

7. I try to restrain myself from arguing with an elderly person even if I don’t agree 

with him/her. 

8. When I see an old person doing something hard for him/her (e.g., trying to  

reach up for something, or carrying heavy objects), I will lend a hand. 

9. I tend to talk louder or slower to elderly people, than to younger people of my 

age. 

10. When the city authorities are setting the timer of the electronic walk signals, 

elderly people’s walking speed should be particularly considered. 

11. When I have to tell a complex story to an elderly person, I try to make it  

simpler than I would do to people of my age. 

12. I tend to be more polite when talking and working with old people, than with 

people of my age. 

13. It is necessary to set up more public facilities for old people to engage in social 

activities. 
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The Benevolent Ageism Questionnaire Used in Pilot Study (Continued) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

14. I tend to be more sensitive to the kinds of words I use in talking to elderly 

people, than in talking to younger people of my age. 

15. I’d feel more sorry for a homeless old person, than for a homeless younger  

adult. 

16. It is right for younger adults to give their seats to elderly people on a public bus. 

17. It is inappropriate to call an elderly person by his/her first name unless he/she 

let you do so. 

18. Sometimes I talk to an old person like talking to a child, to show my concern. 

19. When an old person is having a hard time figuring out how to use a computer or 

cellphone, I’d love to help them with patience. 

20. I’d be willing to hold a door open longer for an old person than for a younger 

adult. 

21. I tend to be quicker to provide help when an old person needs my help, than 

when a younger adult needs my help. 

22. My old folks’ advice and opinions are usually important and helpful. 

23. Old persons who live alone should be called or visited frequently, to make sure 

they are safe and in good health condition. 

24. If my guests include old persons, I tend to order or make meals with milder 

flavors and less spice, to make sure they can enjoy it and not get an upset 

stomach. 

25. I compliment old people on how well they look, despite their age. 

26. I tend to be more patient, and try not to interrupt, when talking to an elderly 

person, compared with talking to a younger person of my age. 

27. Younger people should visit or call their elderly family members frequently to 

reduce their loneliness and anxiety. 

28. When a stranger is approaching me on the street and asks me questions or 

directions, I’m more likely to trust and help out that person if he/she is an 

elderly person, than a younger adult. 
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Appendix B 

The Benevolent Ageism Questionnaire Used in Main Study 

________________________________________________________________________ 

The following statements may represent your personal attitudes toward younger 

people and elderly people. Please indicate to what extent you agree with each statement. 

Note: The “old/elderly persons” in the statements refer to adults above 70 years old; the 

“younger persons” in the statements refer to adults of your age. (1=Strongly Disagree; 

7=Strongly Agree) 

1. I feel sorry when seeing an elderly person doing a physical labor job. 

2. r*
I do not walk slower when walking with an old person. 

3. There should be more public places where old people can socialize. 

4. *
I try to make a complicated story simpler for older adults than for people of my 

own age. 

5. r
It is fine to call an elderly person by his/her first name. 

6. When waiting to use the bathroom, I tend to let an elderly person go first. 

7. r
I will argue with an elderly person if I don’t agree with him/her. 

8. r*
Elderly people do not need to be helped or taken care of by younger 

generations.  

9. When I see an old person doing something strenuous (e.g., carrying heavy 

objects), I usually lend a hand. 

10. *
I talk louder or slower to elderly people than to people of my own age. 

11. r*
When taking a photo, elderly persons do not need to be placed in the center. 

12. *
I am more polite when talking and working with older people than with 

younger people. 

13. *
It is a good idea to volunteer at retirement homes so that elderly residents will 

feel appreciated and wanted. 

14. r
I do not attempt to simplify my vocabulary when talking to an old person. 

15. *
I feel sorrier for a homeless old person than for a homeless younger person. 

16. *
When a stranger asks me questions or directions, I am more likely to trust an 

elderly person than a younger person. 

17. r*
Younger adults do not need to give their seats to the elderly on crowded  

public transportation. 

18. I try to be patient when talking to an elderly person. 

19. *
Sometimes I talk to an old person like I would talk to a child, to show that I 

care. 
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The Benevolent Ageism Questionnaire Used in Main Study (Continued) 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

20. r
I lose patience quickly when teaching an old person how to use a computer or 

smartphone. 

21. *
I would be willing to hold a door open longer for an old person than for a 

younger person. 

22. I compliment old people on how good they look, so they still feel young and 

confident. 

23. *
If my guests include old persons, I tend to order or make meals with milder 

flavors and less spice, to make sure they can enjoy it. 

24. r*
Old people’s advice and opinions are not as helpful as those of younger  

people. 

25. r*
When someone needs my help, I tend to provide help quicker to an elderly 

adult than to a younger adult. 

26. r
I tend to lose patience while waiting in line behind an elderly person at a bank 

or supermarket. 

27. If I see an elderly person at an intersection, I take special care to see they get 

across the street safely. 

28. I am very conscious of the words I use when I talk to elderly people. 

29. r
It is unnecessary to frequently call or visit elderly persons who are living alone. 

30. *
When city officials set the timers on electronic crossing signals, they should 

consider the walking speed of elderly people. 

 

Note. 
r
Reversed-score items. 

*
Items measuring attitudes specifically toward older  

adults. 
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Appendix C 

The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory – Benevolent Sexism Subscale 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Below is a series of statements concerning men and women and their relationships in 

contemporary society. Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with each 

statement using the following scale: 1 = Disagree Strongly; 7=Agree Strongly. 

1. No matter how accomplished he is, a man is not truly complete as a person 

unless he has the love of a woman. 

2. r
In a disaster, women ought not necessarily to be rescued before men. 

3. r
People are often truly happy in life without being romantically involved with a 

member of the other sex. 

4. Many women have a quality of purity that few men possess. 

5. Women should be cherished and protected by men. 

6. Every man ought to have a woman whom he adores. 

7. r
Men are complete without women. 

8. A good woman should be set on a pedestal by her man. 

9. Women, compared to men, tend to have a superior moral   sensibility.  

10. Men should be willing to sacrifice their own well being in   order to provide 

financially for the women in their lives.  

11. Women, as compared to men, tend to have a more refined sense of culture and 

good taste.  

 

Note. 
r
Reversed-score items. 
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Appendix D 

Analyses of Variances for the Effects of Between- and Within-Subject Variables 

Table D2 

Analyses of Variances for the Effects of Sex and Benevolent Sexism 

 F df p ηp
2
 

Perpetrator’s Sex (PS) 6.31 1 514 <.05 .012 

Victim’s Sex (VS) 13.33 1 514 <.001 .025 

Benevolent Sexism (BS) 5.83 2 514 <.01 .022 

Sex (S) 24.88 1 514 <.001 046 

BS x PS x VS 7.02 2 514 <.01 .027 

S x PS x VS 16.81 1 514 <.001 .032 

Table D1 

Analyses of Variances for the Effects of the Age and Sex of the Perpetrator and Victim 

 F df p ηp
2
 

Perpetrator’s age (PA) 7.21 1 520 <.01 .014 

Victim’s age (VA) 80.26 1 520 <.001 .134 

Perpetrator’s sex (PS) 8.55 1 520 <.001 .016 

Victim’s sex (VS) 12.99 1 520 <.001 .024 

PA x VA .007 1 520 .934 <.001 

PS x VS 3.37 1 520 .067 .006 
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Table D3 

Analyses of Variances for the Effects of Age and Benevolent Ageism 

 F df p ηp
2
 

Perpetrator’s Age (PA) 4.68 1 513 <.05 .009 

Victim’s Age (VA) 73.44 1 513 <.001 .125 

Benevolent Ageism (BA) 5.47 2 513 <.01 .021 

Age (A) 1.64 1 513 .20 .003 

BA x PA x VA .79 2 513 .45 .003 

A x VA 7.38 1 513 <.01 .014 

A x PA 3.74 1 513 .05 .007 

A x BA x PA x VA 3.46 2 513 .03 .013 


