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ABSTRACT. The factor structure of the Multidimen-

sional Ethics Scale (MES; Reidenbach and Robin: 1988,

Journal of Business Ethics 7, 871–879; 1990, Journal of

Business Ethics 9, 639–653) was examined for the 8-item

short form (N = 328) and the original 30-item pool

(N = 260). The objectives of the study were: to verify the

dimensionality of the MES; to increase the amount of

true cross-scenario variance through the use of 18 sce-

narios varying in moral intensity (Jones: 1991, Academy of

Management Review 16, 366–395); and, to examine the

items for measurement precision using item-response

theory (IRT) methods. Results of confirmatory and

exploratory factor analysis failed to conclusively support

the hypothesized 3- (short form) or 5-factor (long form)

structure; both instruments were instead dominated by a

general factor. Item response theory analyses using

Samejima’s (1969, Psychometrika Monograph Supplement 34,

(4, Pt. 2)) graded response model revealed that many

items in the 30-item pool performed very well, and

suggested that a different collection of items be used to

form a short-form version of the MES. Our proposed 10-

item instrument includes more discriminating items than

the 8-item version, and has the added advantage of

including two items from each of the five ethical phi-

losophies represented in the original 30-item pool.
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Ethical judgment is included as a major element in

many ethical decision-making models (e.g. Hunt

and Vitell, 1986; Rest, 1986; Ferrell et al., 1989;

Jones, 1991; Street et al., 2001). In light of the

ethical failings involving individuals in high organi-

zational positions that have received notoriety re-

cently, it clearly remains a topic of importance for

both researchers and practitioners. Unfortunately,

many of the methods employed to operationalize

ethical judgment remain troublesome, especially

those involving single-item scales (e.g., Morris and

McDonald, 1995; Davis et al., 1998; Frey, 2000a, b;

Tsalikis et al., 2001).

Reidenbach and Robin (1988, 1990) developed a

multi-item inventory designed to tap five domains

relevant to ethical decisions: (a) Deontology is con-

cerned with one’s duty to follow ethical rules; (b)

Utilitarianism involves acting in a manner that will

provide the greatest good for the greatest number; (c)

Relativism is based on the idea that no universal ethical

rules exist; (d) Egoism is concerned with promoting an

individual’s long-term self-interests; and (e) Justice is

based on the Aristotelian notion that equals should be

treated equally. A 30-item pool (denoted here as the

MES-30) was developed to assess these five domains

(see Table I); based on exploratory factor analyses

(EFA) of it, an 8-item short form (denoted MES-8)
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was also produced. Their factor analysis of the MES-8

yielded a three-factor structure (Moral Equity, Rela-

tivism, and Contractualism).

The moral equity dimension includes four

items: fair/unfair, just/unjust, acceptable/unac-

ceptable to my family, and morally/not morally

right. Reidenbach and Robin (1990) suggest that

this dimension represents the notion of good and

bad, and taps into concepts of right and wrong

learned in childhood. The relativism dimension

includes two items: traditionally acceptble/

unacceptable, and culturally acceptable/unaccept-

able. This dimension represents social, rather than

individual, considerations and taps into concepts

learned through experiences with cultural norms.

The contractualism dimension includes two items:

violates/does not violate an unspoken promise,

and violates/does not violate an unwritten con-

tract. This dimension represents the notion of

obligation and social contract.

TABLE I

Reidenbach and Robin’s items for full and short-form (bold and italicized) MES versions

Item

Justice

0 Just/Unjust (Moral Equity)

23 Fair/Unfair (Moral Equity)

8 Results/Does not result in an equal distribution of good and bad

Relativism

13 Culturally acceptable/Unacceptable (Relativism)

25 Individually acceptable/Unacceptable

11 Acceptable/Unacceptable to people I most admire

3 Traditionally acceptable/Unacceptable (Relativism)

27 Acceptable/Unacceptable to my family (Moral Equity)

Egoism

21 Self promoting/Not self promoting

9 Selfish/Not selfish

29 Self sacrificing/Not self sacrificing

10 Prudent/not prudent

19 Under no moral obligation/Morally obligated to act otherwise

4 Personally satisfying/Not personally satisfying

5 In the best interests of the company/Not in the best interests of the company

Utilitarianism

6 Efficient/Inefficient

16 OK/Not OK if actions can be justified by their consequences

12 Compromises/Does not compromise an important rule by which I live

18 On balance, tends to be good/Bad

7 Produces the greatest/Least utility

17 Maximizes/Minimizes benefits while minimizes/maximizes harm

14 Leads to the greatest/Least good for the greatest number

26 Results in a positive/Negative cost-benefit ratio

28 Maximizes/Minimizes pleasure

Deontology

24 Violates/Does not violate an unwritten contract (Contractualism)

2 Violates/Does not violate my ideas of fairness

20 Morally right/Not morally right (Moral Equity)

22 Obligated/Not obligated to act this way

1 Violates/Does not violate an unspoken promise (Contractualism)

30 Duty bound to act this way/Not duty bound to act this way
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Psychometric research on the MES

Numerous studies have subsequently examined the

psychometric properties of the MES-8 (e.g., Jones,

1991; Reidenbach et al., 1991; Flory et al., 1992;

Tansey et al., 1992; Humphreys et al., 1993; LaTour

and Henthorne, 1994; Tansey et al., 1994;

Henthorne and LaTour, 1995; Clark and Dawson,

1996; LaFleur et al., 1996; Robin et al., 1996; Robin

et al., 1997; Simpson et al., 1998; Snipes et al., 1999;

Cruz et al., 2000; Cohen et al., 2001; Ellis and

Griffith, 2001; Razzaque and Hwee, 2002; Loo,

2004). Many involved performing EFA on the MES-

8, with several reporting 3-factor solutions consistent

with the Reidenbach and Robin results (e.g., Flory

et al., 1992; Humphreys et al., 1993; Clark and

Dawson, 1996; LaFleur et al., 1996; Robin et al.,

1996, 1997; Simpson et al., 1998; Cruz et al., 2000;

Cohen et al., 2001; Ellis and Griffith, 2001; Loo,

2004). For example, Robin et al. (1997) examined

ratings of 10 different groups using 18 scenarios,

concluding that ‘‘with few exceptions, these statistics

support the over-all fit of the ethics model across the

varied situational contexts considered here’’ (p. 571).

However, a 2-factor view of the MES-8 that com-

bines the Moral Equity and Relativism scales has

emerged in some studies (e.g., Reidenbach et al.,

1991; Tansey et al., 1992; LaTour and Henthorne,

1994; Henthorne and LaTour, 1995; Snipes et al.,

1999; Razzaque and Hwee, 2002), and others have

reported results suggesting a 1-factor model (e.g.,

Tansey et al., 1994). Reidenbach and Robin offer

two possible explanations for these varying factor

structures: high inter-item correlations that would be

expected of items tapping a construct (ethical judg-

ment) that embodies overlapping ethical philosophies

(1990); and, the possibility that the relativism and

contractualism dimensions provide ‘‘valuative rules by

which the moral equity of a decision is accessed’’

(Robin et al., 1996, p. 281).

Regarding the MES-30, less consistent results

have been obtained. In a female sample, Tsalikis and

Ortiz-Buonafina (1990) found five factors in three

scenarios and six factors in a fourth; for males, five

emerged for two scenarios and six emerged for the

others. Hansen (1992) reported solutions from 5 to 8

factors, and a 4-factor solution from a subset of the

MES-30. Cohen et al. (1993) developed a 20-item

subset; after removing items that loaded on more

than one factor, analysis of the remaining 15 items,

using PC/varimax and the eigenvalues > 1.0 rule for

retaining factors, yielded solutions that differed

appreciably across scenario. Cohen et al. concluded

that Reidenbach and Robin’s items ‘‘may well

provide the basis of multidimensional scales, but a

scale must be constructed and validated for each

application studied’’ (p. 25). Similar results that

varied across scenario were reported by Davis et al.

(2001) and Kujala (2001).

Unfortunately, a number of concerns can be

identified with respect to the above studies. First,

Reidenbach and Robin (1988, 1990) designed the

MES to be capable of measuring ethical judgments

across a range of scenarios. However, during its

development and in many subsequent factor analy-

ses, relatively few scenarios were examined, and the

factor structure was examined using a within-scenario

approach (i.e., conducting a separate factor analysis

for each scenario). When one’s goal involves iden-

tifying the general dimensions underlying ethical

judgments, such a strategy may well be problematic;

arguably, one should instead seek to maximize var-

iability across scenarios in the ratings (particularly,

with respect to situational attributes that may influ-

ence ethical judgments). For the same reason that

one would not attempt to identify the general

dimensions of personality by factoring only ratings

made of people who are highly introverted, neu-

rotic, disagreeable, conscientious, and open to

experience, factoring the MES on a scenario-by-

scenario basis is unlikely to identify stable and

comprehensive dimensions.

Second, the factor analytic methods that were

used have received some criticism (e.g., see Linn,

1968; Tucker et al., 1969; Lee and Comrey, 1979;

Ford et al., 1986; Fabrigar et al., 1999). For exam-

ple, many studies used the principal components

model, which assumes that no measurement errors or

other construct-irrelevant sources of variance exist;

such an assumption is quite tenuous for ratings col-

lected using a 1–7 bipolar scale. Many studies relied

on the eigenvalues > 1.0 rule to determine the

number of factors; this rule has repeatedly been

shown to lead to erroneous results. Orthogonal

rotations were the norm; unfortunately, if the true

latent dimensions are non-orthogonal, such methods

may do a poor job recovering that structure (even

if the correct number of factors is retained). Thus,

Multidimensional Ethics Scale 29



although it is possible that the dimensionality of the

MES varies across situations, the lack of consistency

seen in past studies may simply be illusory, reflecting

the use of arbitrary decision rules (particularly

eigenvalues > 1.0) that Monte Carlo studies have

long shown to be potentially misleading (e.g.,

Tucker et al., 1969; Fabrigar et al., 1999).

The present study

Given these limitations, we concluded that addi-

tional psychometric research on the MES is essential.

First, given that past research offers a firm foundation

for specifying competing dimensional hypotheses

(e.g., for MES-8, 1-, 2-, and 3-factor; for MES-30,

1- and 5-factor), we used confirmatory factor analysis

(CFA) methods to examine the dimensionality of the

MES. Based on past EFA results, we hypothesized

that CFA would show good model-fit for the

3-factor model of the MES-8 and the 5-factor view

of the MES-30. However, if a 1-factor model can

provide levels of model-fit that rival the alternative

models, such a finding would directly question the

MES’s success regarding a primary objective (i.e.,

providing a multidimensional view of ethical percep-

tions). Likewise, even if the 3- or 5-factor models fit

better than the 1-factor model, if levels of factor

correlation become excessive in the higher-dimen-

sional models, such a finding would question the

MES’s success in meeting its primary goal.

Second, we wanted to increase the amount of true

cross-scenario variance. This was accomplished by

(a) using a larger number of scenarios (18) than has

typically been seen in past studies, (b) attempting to

vary the types of ethical decisions depicted via

developing scenarios varying in moral intensity (see

Jones, 1991), and (c) conducting factor analyses at

the cross-scenario level. However, the question of

whether scenario-specific MES variance exists re-

mains an important one. That is, with the notable

exception of Cohen et al. (1993), most researchers

have tended to view the MES’s goal as being to

define a common profile of underlying ethical

constructs whose dimensional structure is consistent

across situations. In an attempt to determine the

degree to which the dimensional structure of the

MES is scenario-influenced, we compared the fit of

CFA models incorporating only scenario-based fac-

tors (i.e., one factor per scenario on which all MES

items load) against models that fit only ‘‘trait’’ (MES

dimension) factors, and models with both. From the

perspective of the MES’s developers, one would

hope to find that scenario factors do not provide

better model-fit than MES factors; however, in light

of past research on method-variance (e.g., Harvey

et al., 1985), we hypothesized that even if good fit

for the MES models is obtained, scenario-based

factors would further improve fit.

Finally, we wanted to examine the performance

of the item-analysis methods used to produce the

MES-8. Specifically, to what extent did these

methods produce a short-form that strikes a good

balance between including the most discriminating

items versus representing all of the constructs in the

full pool? Based on our review of the item analysis

procedures used in past studies, as well as our first

hypothesis above, we hypothesized that significant

differences would be seen between the MES-8 pool

versus a short-form developed using item-response

theory (IRT) methods. Since the MES uses 7-point

ordered-category scales, we used Samejima’s (1969)

graded-response IRT model to calibrate the MES-

30; items were selected for a short-form version

based on both their IRT discrimination (a) param-

eters, as well as their a priori category in the Re-

idenbach and Robin taxonomy. However, even if

the pools formed via principal component (PC)-

versus IRT-based methods are similar, it is still

important to use IRT to assess the degree of mea-

surement precision provided by the MES. That is,

although many studies (e.g., Loo, 2004) have

examined the MES using classical test theory (CTT)

reliability estimates, scales typically do not provide

consistent measurement precision across the full

range of scores (e.g., see Harvey and Murry, 1994;

Embretson and Reise, 2000). Thus, we were inter-

ested in examining test information functions for the

MES to assess both the amount of precision, and

consistency of precision, across the scale.

Method

Participants and instruments

Two subject pools of undergraduates at a large

southeastern university were used; the first

30 Joan M. McMahon and Robert J. Harvey



(N = 328) was used strictly to examine the psy-

chometric properties of the MES-8; the second

(N = 260) was used to examine the psychometric

properties of the MES-30 (which includes the 8

items from the MES-8). Extra credit toward

psychology classes was awarded to all participants.

Eighteen scenarios that varied in terms of moral

intensity (Jones, 1991) were used (see McMahon

and Harvey, 2006 for the actual scenarios used and

details regarding scenario development). Table I

summarizes the thirty MES items. A bipolar

format was used to present each MES item, with

seven rating points provided between the poles.

Data collection for the MES-8 pool used a paper-

and-pencil format; a web-based survey was used

with the MES-30 pool, with unanchored radio

buttons to record responses. In the MES-30 sam-

ple, an additional item was included to collect a

global judgment (item 15); hence, MES-30 items

are numbered from 0–14 and 16–30. Item

responses were scaled such that a ‘1’ represented a

low ethical rating (that is, the participant judged

the questionable action taken in the scenario as

being ethical), and a ‘7’ represented a high ethical

rating. In the MES-30 sample, items 1, 2, 9, and

24 were reverse-scored in order to achieve that

scaling.

Procedure

Participants were asked to read scenarios describing

business situations with ethical overtones. Three

versions (control, low, and high moral intensity; see

Jones, 1991) of 18 scenarios were used; in the MES-

8 sample, participants were randomly assigned to the

control, low, or high intensity condition and saw the

18 scenarios appropriate for their condition in one of

three different orders of presentation. For the MES-

30 sample, to reduce the length of the rating task,

participants were presented with low and high ver-

sions of six randomly selected scenarios (ordering of

each pair was randomized); raters could not progress

to the next scenario until they provided non-missing

responses for all items. For both samples, in addition

to the MES, 12 items measuring perceived moral

intensity were also rated as a check on the intensity

manipulation. In the MES-30 sample, one additional

item was included as a measure of intention (i.e. ‘‘I

would have made the same decision’’).

Analyses

MES-8

CFAs were performed via SAS/PROC CALIS with

maximum-likelihood estimation using the covari-

ance matrix; follow-up oblique EFAs were

conducted using PROC FACTOR with the

common-factor model (squared-multiple correlation

communality estimates, oblique Harris–Kaiser rota-

tion with p = 0.5). Three ‘‘trait’’ models were

examined in the CFAs: (a) the 3-factor Reidenbach

and Robin (1988, 1990) model of Moral Equity,

Relativism, and Contractualism (see Table I); (b) a 2-

factor model based on studies (e.g., Henthorne and

LaTour, 1995) in which the Moral Equity and Rela-

tivism items loaded together; and (c) a general-factor

model in which all MES items load on a single

dimension. CFAs were conducted on aggregated

data (i.e. by averaging ratings of each MES item

across the 18 scenarios) and on disaggregated data

(i.e., analyzing a 144-by-144 matrix in which each

scenario was rated on each MES item). Factor metric

was determined by fixing each variance to 1.0. To

address the ‘‘scenario factor’’ issue, additional models

included an 18-factor model in which the 8 MES

items in each scenario loaded on a factor, as well as

variants of the ‘‘trait’’ models that included the 18

scenario factors.

MES-30

Since each participant rated 44 items on both the

high and low version of 6 scenarios, and because all

raters did not rate all possible scenarios, it was not

possible to test disaggregated CFA models of the

MES-30. To ensure that the ratings were made

with maximum rater attention and minimum po-

tential fatigue – while maintaining diversity in rated

scenarios – the ratings used in the factor analyses

were taken from the first scenario presented to each

MES-30 participant. Since these were randomly

selected from the 36 possible high/low scenarios,

diversity was assured. CFA models tested 1- and

5-factor models (the original 5 factors theorized by

Reidenbach and Robin, see Table I) as well as a

3-factor model in which the item parameters for

items in the two MES-30 domains that did not

map onto the three MES-8 domains (see Table I)

were estimated using only unique variances. This

latter model was included to quantify the impact of

Multidimensional Ethics Scale 31



moving from a 5- to 3-dimensional view of ethics

when the MES-8 was developed. EFA was con-

ducted for 1-factor through 12-factor models. IRT

analyses for MES-30 were conducted using

MULTILOG 6.0.

Results and discussion

MES-8 factor analyses

Table II presents the CFA results for the short-form

MES items. As hypothesized, in the aggregated data

these results indicate that the 3-factor model pro-

vides the best model fit, and that the oblique version

fits much better than the orthogonal (i.e., lower

v2 values reflect smaller discrepancies between the

actual versus reproduced variance/covariance

matrices, and thus better fit; in contrast, values of

GFI, AGFI, CFI and NNFI range from 0 to 1, with

higher values reflecting better fit). However, the

high factor correlations between these three sup-

posedly distinct constructs (i.e., r = 0.57, 0.59, and

0.69 for Moral Equity – Relativism, Moral Equity –

Contractualism, and Relativism – Contractualism,

respectively) raise questions regarding discriminant

validity. Consistent with the view that the MES-8

primarily measures a general ethical dimension, the

1-factor model provides fit levels that are relatively

close to the 3-factor results, and the EFA results

using data aggregated across the 18 scenarios show

that the first factor accounts for 81.7% of the total

common variance (6.5:1 ratio of first-to-second ei-

genvalues). Thus, although a scree plot indicates a

break at three, it also confirms that a powerful first

factor is present. Similar results are seen using the

data from the MES-30 sample (which does not

aggregate over scenario, but does reflect heteroge-

neity in rated scenario) when factoring only the

eight items in common between the two (models

13–14): a virtually identical scree plot is present, and

the first factor is even stronger (96.4% of total

common variance, 10.4:1 ratio).

Regarding the question of scenario-based vari-

ance, the Table II results for disaggregated data (i.e.,

with items representing the 144 combinations of

MES and scenario) show that models with only

orthogonal and oblique scenario-factors (models 3,

4) provide much stronger fit (e.g., CFI = 0.58 and

0.60 versus 0.18 and 0.19) than the substantive 3-

factor MES models (1, 2). Although improvements

in fit are seen when the substantive factors are added

to the scenario-factor models (models 5–7), the

scenario factors explain considerably more variance

in MES ratings than the substantive MES factors

when rating targets are not homogeneous. As in the

aggregated data, only relatively minor improvements

in fit are achieved when comparing the 1- versus

3-factor models (5 versus 6–7). Thus, empirical

support exists in both types of data regarding the

superiority of the CFA 3-factor model over the

1- and 2-factor models; however, the EFA results

indicate that a 1-factor view of the MES-8 is also

plausible (and perhaps preferable, given the strong

inter-factor correlations), and the disaggregated-data

results indicate that the factor structure of the MES-

8 is clearly not invariant across scenarios (even for

the 1-factor model).

MES-30 factor analyses

Table III presents the CFA results for the full MES

item pool; as with the results for the MES-8, the

1-factor model provides levels of model-fit that

approach the levels seen for the 5-factor (deontology,

utilitarianism, relativism, egoism, and justice) multi-

dimensional model advanced by Reidenbach and

Robin (even more closely in this case). As with the

MES-8, the oblique Reidenbach and Robin model

suffered from disturbingly high factor correlations (in

the present case, factor correlations ranged from 0.90

to 1.0, with two estimates – involving Justice-Egoism

and Justice-Deontology – exhibiting a Heywood case

by attempting to exceed 1.0) that tend to give pref-

erence to the 1-factor model on the basis of parsi-

mony and discriminant validity. Consistent with this

view, the results for the 3-factor models (which in-

cluded all items, but viewed items not classified into

the three domains in the MES-8 factor structure as

being 100% unique variance) show very poor model

fit. Clearly, this 30-item pool is dominated by a

general factor representing ethical perceptions.

The fit indices for follow-up EFA analyses on the

full item pool are shown in Table IV; here, maxi-

mum-likelihood EFAs were conducted, and the

model-fit indices were examined to shed light on the

underlying dimensionality of the item pool (as with
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the CFA results, lower values of v2 reflect improved

model fit; for the remaining fit indices, lower values

of SBC and AIC – and higher values of TLRC,

which ranges from 0 to 1 – reflect better fit and

smaller residuals). Consistent with the CFA results,

although models in higher dimensionalities improve

somewhat over the strong results seen for the

1-factor model, the 30-item pool is clearly domi-

nated by a general factor (e.g., 78% of the estimated

total common variance is accounted for by the

1-factor model).

MES-30 IRT

IRT item parameters for the MES-30 items

(Table V) were derived using the GRM. Given the

dominant general factor seen above, all MES-30

items (with the exception of 10 – ‘‘Prudent,’’ which

had a negative item-total correlation and was

therefore excluded) were calibrated using IRT; the

test standard-error functions are presented in

Figure 1. As hypothesized, although the MES-8

includes many of the items with high a parameters, it

TABLE III

Confirmatory factor analysis goodness-of-fit indices for 1-factor, 3-factor, and 5-factor models

using MES-30 item pool

Model v 2 df GFI AGFI CFI NNFI

1. 1-factor 1202.5955*** 405 0.7299 0.6898 0.8102 0.7962

2. 3-factor from short form, orthogonal 3779.3821*** 427 0.2531 0.1867 0.2024 0.1875

3. 3-factor short form, oblique 3568.7032*** 424 0.2864 0.2174 0.2518 0.2324

4. 5-factor a priori, orthogonal 2367.4798*** 405 0.5900 0.5292 0.5331 0.4985

5. 5-factor a priori, obliquea 1095.7645*** 397 0.7559 0.7140 0.8338 0.8178

Note. GFI = goodness-of-fit index; AGFI = adjusted GFI; CFI = Bentler’s comparative fit index; NNFI = Bentler and

Bonnet non-normed fit index. N = 260.
aContains two out-of-bounds estimates of factor correlations that were fixed at 1.0.

***Denotes v2 values p < 0.001.

TABLE IV

Exploratory factor analysis fit indices for 1-factor through 12-factor models using MES-30 item pool

# Factors v 2 df AIC SBC TLRC % TCV

1 1202.5955*** 405 392.5955 ) 1049.4806 0.8006 0.7832

2 900.6334*** 376 148.6334 ) 1190.1829 0.8608 0.8659

3 728.4494*** 348 32.4494 ) 1206.6678 0.8926 0.9164

4 618.8046*** 321 ) 23.1954 ) 1166.1742 0.9102 0.9515

5 507.1572*** 295 ) 82.8428 ) 1133.2439 0.9322 0.9838

6 419.1350*** 270 ) 120.8650 ) 1082.2491 0.9497 1.0074

7 349.2791*** 246 ) 142.7209 ) 1018.6486 0.9637 1.0275

8 284.58932** 223 ) 161.41068 ) 955.44269 0.97868 1.0441

9 238.75442* 201 ) 163.24558 ) 878.94258 0.98800 1.0583

10 197.46316 180 ) 162.53684 ) 803.45953 0.99752 1.0706

11 158.78663 160 ) 161.21337 ) 730.92243 1.00838 1.0813

12 128.92154 141 ) 153.07846 ) 655.13457 1.01651 1.0877

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; SBC = Schwarz Bayesian criterion; TLRC = Tucker–Lewis reliability cri-

terion; %TCV = percentage of estimated total common variance accounted for by factor solution.

***Denotes v2 values p < 0.001.

**Denotes v2 values p < 0.01.

*Denotes v2 values p < 0.05.
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also includes others that rank much lower in terms of

discriminating power. Based on the IRT findings,

we suggest a 10-item short form, rather than the

8-item MES.

To select the new 10-item subset, items were first

ranked in terms of descending values of their loading

on the first unrotated principal axis underlying the

item correlation matrix (which produces a ranking

quite similar to that produced by sorting on the a

parameter; in both cases it is designed to identify

items offering the highest levels of information

regarding the underlying trait). We then sampled the

top two items from each of the five a priori dimen-

sions (for deontology: morally right/not morally

right, and, violates/does not violate my idea of

fairness; for utilitarianism: on balance tends to be

good/bad, and, leads to the greatest/least good for

the greatest number; for relativism: acceptable/

unacceptable to my family, and, individually

acceptable/unacceptable; for egoism: selfish/not

selfish, and, under no moral obligation/morally

obligated to act otherwise; and for justice: fair/un-

fair, and, just/unjust). Interestingly, the standard-

error functions for the 29-item pool (the MES-30

excluding ‘‘Prudent’’) and our 10-item subset ex-

hibit respectable measurement precision, with a flat

function from approximately 1 z unit above the

mean through ) 3 z units.

Although our proposed 10-item short form

(‘‘MES-10’’, see Table VI) unavoidably provides less

information, it is encouraging to note that a scale

one-third the length of the MES-30 still produces

consistent precision across a wide range. The results

for the MES-8, in contrast, show clearly inferior

measurement precision with respect to the MES-10,

with standard errors over twice the size of those seen

Figure 1. Test standard error functions for 29 MES item pool (solid line), 10-item short form (finely dashed line), and

MES-8 pool (heavy dashed line) calibrated using the Samejima (1969) graded response model.
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for corresponding values produced by the full pool.

An additional benefit of the MES-10 is that it retains

2 items from each of the five ethical domains used to

inform Reidenbach and Robin (1988) in their initial

development of items, thus achieving their original

goal of providing a multidimensional instrument for

ethical judgment based on strong philosophical

underpinnings.

Conclusions

Our results provide a ‘‘good news and bad news’’

view of the MES. Let’s look at the bad news first and

get it out of the way. On the negative side, our

results contradicted the view that the MES (either

the MES-8 or the MES-30) provides a clearly

multidimensional assessment of ethical perceptions;

although interpretable higher-dimensionality solu-

tions can be produced, their high cross-scale corre-

lations raise serious concerns regarding discriminant

validity. Additionally, even for the 1-factor view of

the MES, our results indicate that scenario-based

effects may play a significant role. Accordingly, if the

MES is to be used as an indicator of one’s general

pattern of ethical decisions or perceptions, it would

be advisable to collect measures across a wide range

of scenarios and then aggregate across scenarios.

On the positive side, the long-form (MES-30)

pool was shown, via IRT, to provide strong mea-

surement precision across a wide range of scale val-

ues, and to provide its maximum precision in the

range in which it is arguably most important (i.e., for

average-and-below ethical perceptions). Our sug-

gested MES-10 produces measurement precision

consistent with the MES-30 and superior to the

MES-8. In terms of utility, the length of both the

MES-8 and the MES-10 make them more practical

than the MES-30. However, with 2 items repre-

senting each of five ethical domains (deontology,

utilitarianism, relativism, egoism, and justice), the

MES-10 has the potential to be more theoretically

informative than the MES-8. Further research on

the MES-10 is encouraged.
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