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responding with concern when someone is harmed but does not overtly express negative emo-
tions (Vaish, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2009). Empathy continues to develop throughout ado-
lescence and has been linked to prosocial behaviors, such as being more likely to help a victim 
of cyberbullying (Van Cleemput, Vadenbosch, & Pabian, 2014).

Women and girls tend to be more empathetic than men and boys (Eisenberg & Fabes, 
1998; Maite, 2009), yet research findings are not conclusive. The methods used to measure 
empathy may explain the gender differences found in some studies (Eisenberg et al., 2014). 
Studies that ask individuals to report their own levels of empathy or rely on reports from teach-
ers or parents favor girls slightly. The expectation that girls will be more emotional and caring 
may bias these reports. Hence, girls may be expected to have higher levels of empathy, but in 
actuality they may have levels similar to those of boys.

Think of some examples that illustrate how a person could have perspective-taking 
skills but not be empathetic. Is it possible for a person to be empathetic but not 
have perspective-taking skills? Why or why not?

AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR

➌	 Describe the cognitive deficits that may explain why some individuals are more likely than 
other individuals to use aggression.

Although some theories of moral development have focused on the positive, or prosocial, behav-
iors of individuals, aggression has also been a point of interest among scholars investigating 
moral development. Aggression typically refers to physical or overt aggression, in which a person 
intends to harm another person physically. Yet relational aggression, in which a person attempts 
to harm another person’s relationships or social standing, can also be examined from a moral 
perspective. Regardless of the type of aggression used, the question becomes this: Why are some 
individuals more likely to use aggression than others? Possible answers to that question include 
the following:

•• Biological predispositions, such as genetics or hormones that may increase aggression;

•• Family influences, such as direct experiences with violence and abuse from parents and 
siblings;

•• Peer influences, such as having friends who are aggressive;

•• Cultural differences;

•• Other variables, such as exposure to violent televi-
sion or video games.

Most often, the factors listed interact to increase 
the chance that a particular individual will become 
aggressive. The interaction among these factors can 
lead to differences in the ways individuals think about 
aggression. Much of the research on moral develop-
ment has examined the cognitive deficits that accom-
pany the use of aggression. Psychologist John C. Gibbs 
suggested that some individuals have a sociomoral 
developmental delay, or a self-centered, egocentric 
orientation that is not replaced by the more typical 
advanced moral development (Gibbs, 1991; Gibbs, 
Potter, & DiBiase, 2013). 

Types of aggression:  
See Module 2

Aggressive Behaviors. A number of factors can contribute to 
the development of aggressive behavior, such as exposure to 
violence in the home, on television, or in video games.
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