
75Module 4: Moral Development

3.	 Clarification of goals: Individuals determine goals or outcomes for the situation. (I don’t 
want to make him mad.)

4.	 Response access: Individuals attempt to remember past responses to similar situations. 
(The last time he bumped into me, I just said, “Excuse me.”)

5.	 Response decision: Individuals evaluate the past responses and select the most appropriate 
response based on the expected outcome. (If I don’t want trouble, I should just walk away.)

6.	 Behavioral enactment: Individuals behave according to their decision to respond.  
(I’ll walk away.)

Although this model focuses on the cognitive or thought processes of individuals, emo-
tions are considered to be important as well (Palmer, 2005). For example, emotional arousal 
may be an internal cue encoded in the first step. Similarly, empathy-based guilt may be con-
sidered in the response decision step. However, aggressive children tend to process informa-
tion differently from nonaggressive children (Tisak et al., 2006) and may be less attentive to 
cues—such as not noticing that the person who bumped into them was surprised. A specific 
difference is found between aggressive and nonaggressive children in the interpretation of cues. 
Aggressive individuals may have what is called a hostile attributional bias, or a tendency to 
interpret another person’s intentions as hostile. For example, an aggressive student might inter-
pret someone’s bumping into them in the hallway as intentional when in fact the collision was 
accidental. Aggressive children are likely to have this bias (Bradshaw, Rodgers, Ghandour, &  
Garbarino, 2009; Crick & Dodge, 1996; Gagnon, McDuff, Daelman, & Fournier, 2015; 
Molano, Jones, Brown, & Aber, 2013), leading them to externalize blame for their own aggres-
sive behavior. The cognitive deficits of externalized blame, minimizing or mislabeling the situ-
ation, and hostile attributional bias contribute to aggressive children’s inability to process social 
information correctly (Palmer, 2005). A recent study found that these same types of processing 
deficits are associated with cyberaggression as well (Pornari & Wood, 2010).

Would you expect all individuals who have used aggression in the past to have 
cognitive deficits? Under what circumstances might someone without a cognitive 
deficit resort to aggression?

Social-Information 
Processing. Aggressive 
behaviors may occur 
because an individual 
interprets social information 
as intentional rather than 
accidental, such as bumping 
into someone.

©
iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m
/ S

ol
St

oc
k


