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Abstract Prior research on moral motivation has primarily
emphasized moral reasoning and moral emotion; however,
identity may also play an important role. Therefore, the pur-
pose of the present study was to examine the relative impor-
tance of prosocial identity, prosocial moral reasoning, and
empathy in predicting prosocial behavior. The sample in-
cluded 91 university students, ages 19–35 years (M = 21.89;
SD = 3.01; 80% European American; 65% female). Proso-
cial identity and empathy, but not prosocial moral reasoning,
were positively associated with overall prosocial behavior.
Exploratory analyses examined how these three sources of
prosocial motivation differentially related to six forms of
prosocial behavior. Results suggest the importance of con-
sidering the roles of all three sources of moral motivation.
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Moral identity . Moral self . Prosocial behavior

Identity, reasoning, and emotion: Three sources of
prosocial motivation in young adulthood

Several theories of morality have been proposed over the last
century, each with its own assumptions about what motivates
moral action. While most theories have focused on the role
of moral reasoning (e.g., Kohlberg, 1969), others have em-
phasized moral emotion (e.g., Hoffman, 2000). However, an
increasing number of scholars have been arguing that moral
motivation may be more fully understood by also consider-

S. A. Hardy (�)
Department of Psychology, University of Virginia,
1023 Millmont, Room 204A, Charlottesville, VA 22903
e-mail: shardy@virginia.edu

ing the centrality of morality to the self, often discussed as
moral identity (Bergman, 2004; Blasi, 1983, 1995; Gibbs,
2003; Hardy & Carlo, 2005; Hart, 2005). Yet, little research
has examined links between moral identity and moral action
(Hardy & Carlo, 2005). Moreover, the relative importance
of moral reasoning, moral emotion, and moral identity in
the motivation of moral behavior remains unclear. There-
fore, the purpose of the present study was to examine rela-
tions between moral identity and moral action, and to assess
whether these relations would remain significant when ac-
counting for individual differences in moral reasoning and
moral emotion. These issues were investigated within the
prosocial or care domain of morality.

Moral reasoning as a source of moral motivation

Many of the primary theories of morality focus on the role of
moral reasoning (e.g., Kohlberg, 1969; Turiel, 2002). For ex-
ample, Kohlberg’s (1969) influential Cognitive Developmen-
tal Theory of morality argued that moral principles, when un-
derstood, would inherently motivate moral action. Kohlberg
posited that, as moral reasoning capacities mature, individu-
als become more inclined to use moral principles in making
judgments in moral situations. As moral reasoning develops,
moral principles and their universal and prescriptive nature
become more salient, leading individuals to feel more com-
pelled to behave consistent with their moral judgments.

Prior literature has identified two types of moral rea-
soning: ethical or justice moral reasoning (i.e., reasoning
regarding issues of fairness or equality; Kohlberg, 1969)
and prosocial or care moral reasoning (i.e., reasoning
in situations where one’s own needs or desires may be
in conflict with the welfare of others, in the absence of
formal laws, rules, or societal guidelines; Eisenberg, 1986).
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Literature reviews indicate that, in general, justice moral
reasoning (Blasi, 1980; Thoma, 1994) and prosocial moral
reasoning (Carlo, 2005) are linked to various moral actions.
However, relations between both types of moral reasoning
and moral action tend to be small to moderate in strength,
suggesting there is more to morality than reasoning alone.

Moral emotion as a source of moral motivation

In contrast to cognitive perspectives on morality, other theo-
ries focus on the role of moral emotion (e.g., Batson, 1998;
Eisenberg, 1986; Hoffman, 2000). According to Hoffman,
moral emotion is the primary source of moral motivation.
Specifically,

. . . abstract moral principles, learned in “cool” didactic
contexts (lectures, sermons), lack motive force. Empa-
thy’s contribution to moral principles is to transform them
into prosocial hot cognitions—cognitive representations
charged with empathic affect, thus giving them motive
force (Hoffman, 2000, p. 239).

In other words, while moral understanding helps focus
and guide moral emotion, it is moral emotion that provides
the motivating “spark” that leads to moral action.

Work on behavioral correlates of moral emotion has fo-
cused on links between empathy and prosocial behavior, with
empathy defined as, “an affective response that stems from
the apprehension or comprehension of another’s emotional
state or condition” (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Spinrad, 2006). A
meta-analysis reported that, in general, there are positive as-
sociations between empathy and prosocial behavior among
children, adolescents, and adults (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987).
Findings from more recent work have been consistent with
this earlier conclusion (for recent reviews, see Carlo, 2005;
Eisenberg et al., 2006). However, as with moral reasoning,
relations between empathy and prosocial behavior tend to be
small to moderate in magnitude; hence, there seems to be
more to moral functioning than moral reasoning and moral
emotion.

Identity as a source of moral motivation

In addition to moral reasoning and moral emotion, several
models of morality also see moral identity as a key source of
moral motivation (e.g., Blasi, 1983, 1995; Colby & Damon,
1992; Gibbs, 2003; Narvaez & Laspley, 2005; Rest, 1983;
for reviews see Bergman, 2004, and Hardy & Carlo, 2005).
Moral identity is a complex, multi-faceted aspect of morality
that has proven difficult to define and operationalize (Hardy
& Carlo, 2005). Generally, it entails integration between the
moral and self systems such that there is some degree of unity

between one’s sense of morality and one’s sense of identity
(Blasi, 1995; Colby & Damon, 1992). An important part of
this conception of moral identity is the extent to which the el-
ements most central to a person’s identity (e.g., values, goals,
and virtues) are moral (Blasi, 1995). In other words, a person
might be said to have a stronger sense of moral identity if he
or she centers his or her identity more on moral virtues such
as kindness than amoral virtues such as creativity. Thus, for
the purposes of the present study, moral identity is concep-
tualized as the degree to which moral virtues are central and
important to one’s identity. Although this narrower defini-
tion undoubtedly does not capture much of the richness of
moral identity as elucidated in qualitative studies of moral
exemplarity (e.g., Colby & Damon, 1992), it is consistent
with popular definitions of moral identity (e.g., Blasi, 1995;
Walker, 2004), it aids operationalization and measurement of
moral identity, and it is in line with prior quantitative studies
of moral identity and moral action (e.g., Aquino & Reed,
2002; Arnold, 1993; Pratt, Hunsberger, Pancer, & Alisat,
2003).

The ability of moral identity to serve as moral motivation
is based on the inherent human tendency to be motivated
to act consistent with one’s self system (Blasi, 1983, 2004).
Hence, when certain virtues become central to one’s iden-
tity, there is a heightened sense of obligation, responsibility,
and desire to live consistent with those virtues. Therefore,
when moral virtues are important to one’s identity, this yields
motivation to behave in line with one’s sense of morality.

Efforts to understand how identity may be linked to moral-
ity to date have primarily been theoretical and philosophical;
few scholars have embarked on empirical investigation of
this issue. Some scholars study moral functioning by detailed
examination of morally-exemplary individuals, and this re-
search often yields insight regarding the role of identity in
moral commitment. For example, Colby and Damon (1992)
learned, from their in-depth exploration of adult moral ex-
emplars (nominated by philosophers, scholars, theologians,
and religious leaders), that morally-exemplary people expe-
rience a great deal of overlap between their sense of identity
and their sense of morality. In other words, their personal
goals and desires are concordant with their sense of what is
right. Additionally, Hart and Fegley (1995), and Reimer and
Wade-Stein (2004), found that adolescent moral exemplars
(nominated by community leaders) were more likely than
comparison, non-exemplary teens, to use moral terminology
(as identified by the researchers) when asked to describe their
self, personality, and goals.

Other researchers, rather than using moral commitment
as a criterion for sample selection (as in moral exemplar
studies), measure moral identity as an a-priori predictor of
moral behavior (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002; Arnold, 1993;
Pratt et al., 2003; Reed & Aquino, 2003). Among teens,
Arnold (1993) found that those who identified moral virtues
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as being more central to their identity (in comparison to
amoral virtues), were reported by teachers as exhibiting
higher levels of various moral behaviors. Additionally, Pratt
et al. (2003) reported correlations between moral identity
(assessed using a measure similar to Arnold’s) and commu-
nity involvement in a longitudinal study of late adolescence.
Lastly, Aquino and Reed (2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003) have
explored links between self-reported moral identity and
various morally-relevant behaviors in a series of studies in-
volving late adolescents and young adults. Among a sample
of late adolescents, moral identity was positively associated
with observed food donations to a charitable cause (Aquino
& Reed, 2002). Similarly, among adults, moral identity
was positively linked to self-report volunteerism (Aquino &
Reed, 2002), and prosocial attitudes and behaviors toward
out-group members (Reed & Aquino, 2003).

In summary, although research on the role of the identity in
morality is limited, it does seem to largely support the notion
of moral identity as a possible source of motivation for moral
behavior. Moral exemplar studies have found that morally-
exemplary individuals, to a greater extent than others, seem
to define their identity in moral terms—often to the point that
their personal goals and desires are in line with their moral
principles. Studies examining moral identity as a predictor
of moral action have shown that teens and adults who report
moral virtues and traits as being more important or central to
their identity score higher on measures of moral behaviors.

The present study

Although some empirical support has been found for links
between moral identity and moral action, prior research has
not adequately examined the motivational role of moral iden-
tity in comparison to moral reasoning and moral emotion.
The present study addressed this limitation—focusing on
the prosocial domain of morality—by comparing the relative
roles of moral identity, moral reasoning, and moral emotion
in predicting prosocial behavior. Because more attention has
been paid to justice morality (with its focus on issues of fair-
ness and equality) than to prosocial or care morality (which
emphasizes issues such as helping and kindness), research
on the prosocial domain of morality is strongly encouraged
(Carlo, 2005; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Lapsley, 1996). There-
fore, to help focus the study analyses, and to further under-
standing of prosocial morality, the present study specifically
examined prosocial identity, prosocial reasoning, and proso-
cial emotion as three sources of moral motivation within the
prosocial domain.

It was hypthesized that prosocial identity would be posi-
tively associated with prosocial behavior, even after account-
ing for individual differences in prosocial reasoning and em-
pathy. This is because it has been suggested that identity

contributes something unique to moral motivation not ac-
counted for by moral reasoning and moral emotion (e.g.,
Bergman, 2004; Blasi, 1983; Colby & Damon, 1992; Hardy
& Carlo, 2005). Analyses were also conducted to explore
how prosocial identity, prosocial reasoning, and empathy dif-
ferentially related to six forms of prosocial behavior. Carlo
and Randall (2001) have argued that prosocial behavior is a
multidimensional rather than uniform construct. Specifically,
they detailed how prosocial behaviors seem qualitatively dif-
ferent across diverse contexts (e.g., emergency, emotional,
or anonymous situations) and motives (e.g., altruistic or he-
donistic). Thus, based on prior theory and research, Carlo
and Randall (2001, 2002) identified six different forms of
prosocial behavior, and found that prosocial reasoning and
empathy related differentially to these six types of prosocial
behavior among college students. In line with this, a recent
study found maturity in ethical moral judgment and different
components of self-understanding to be differentially linked
to three types of moral action: honest, altruism, and support-
ing civil liberties (Derryberry & Thoma, 2005).

In the primary analyses reported below, age, gender, and
social desirability were entered as statistical control vari-
ables. Age was included because of the broad age range of
study participants (19 to 35 years). Gender was included as a
covariate because prior research has shown that women and
girls tend to score higher than men and boys on measures of
prosocial characteristics such as empathy, prosocial reason-
ing, and prosocial behavior (Carlo, 2005). Similarly, Arnold
(1993) found that girls were higher than boys on moral iden-
tity. Lastly, given concern over social desirability bias when
using self-report measures of positive attitudes and behav-
iors, social desirability was also included as a covariate.

Method

Participants

The sample for the proposed study (N = 91) included under-
graduate and graduate students from a Midwestern univer-
sity (age range 19–35, M = 21.89, SD = 3.01; 80% European
American; 65% female). Participants were recruited through
psychology and sociology classes; participation was com-
pletely voluntary, and students were given extra credit for
their involvement.

Measures

Prosocial behavior

Prosocial behavior was assessed using the Prosocial Tenden-
cies Measure (Carlo & Randall, 2002), a 25-item self-report
measure of prosocial behavioral tendencies that assesses
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prosocial behavior across various contexts and motives.
Specifically, it taps compliant (helping when asked), public
(helping in front of others), anonymous (helping anony-
mously), dire (helping in emergency situations), emotional
(helping in emotional situations), and altruistic (helping
without anticipation of reward) prosocial behaviors. Carlo
and Randall (2002) conducted factor analyses and pilot
testing on the PTM in previous studies, and revealed
the following subscales for these six forms of prosocial
behavior: 2 items for compliant prosocial behavior (sample
item: When people ask me to help them, I don’t hesitate);
4 items for public prosocial behavior (sample item: I can
help others best when people are watching me); 5 items
for anonymous prosocial behavior (sample item: I think
that helping others without them knowing is the best type
of situation); 3 items for dire prosocial behavior (sample
item: I tend to help people who are in a real crisis or need);
5 items for emotional prosocial behavior (sample item: I
respond to helping others best when the situation is highly
emotional); and 6 items for altruistic prosocial behavior
(sample item: I often help even if I don’t think I will get
anything out of helping). The response scale ranged from 1
(does not describe me at all) to 5 (describes me greatly).

A composite score of overall prosocial behavior was
computed by averaging responses to all 25 items (α = .81;
M = 3.31; SD = .42). Additionally, composite scores were
created for each of the six forms of prosocial behavior by
averaging responses to the items corresponding to compli-
ant (2 items; α = .70), public (4 items; α = .83), anonymous
(5 items; α = .82), dire (3 items; α = .80), emotional (5 items;
α = .90), and altruistic (6 items; α = .57) prosocial behavior
subscales. Higher scores indicate greater tendency towards
prosocial behavior. Although the PTM is not a measure of
the frequency with which individuals engage in prosocial
behavior, it has been found to be positively correlated with
such measures (Carlo & Randall, 2002).

Prosocial identity

The Adapted Good-Self Assessment was utilized to assess
prosocial identity (Barriga, Morrison, Liau, & Gibbs, 2001).
Participants were asked to rate 16 virtues on a scale from 1
(not important to me) to 4 (very important to me) according
to how important each virtue was to their self. The response
labels were also placed on a diagram of three concentric
circles, so the diagram could serve as a visual aid as partici-
pants rated each virtue. Of the 16 virtues, 8 were non-moral
virtues (imaginative, hard-working, outgoing, intellectual,
funny, logical, independent, and energetic; α = .50) and 4
were prosocial moral virtues (considerate, kind, sympathetic,
and generous; α = .77). To compute a score for prosocial
identity, the mean of the non-moral items was subtracted
from the mean of the prosocial items (M = .24; SD = .62).

Higher scores indicate greater importance placed on proso-
cial virtues relative to non-moral virtues.

Empathy

Empathy was assessed using 14 items from Davis’ (1983)
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI)—seven from the em-
pathic concern subscale (sample item: I often have tender,
concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me) and
seven from the perspective-taking subscale (sample item: I
sometimes try to understand my friends better by imaging
how things look from their perspective). Both of these sub-
scales were used because empathy has both cognitive and
affective components (Eisenberg et al., 2006). Participants
responded to each item according to how well it described
them, based on a scale from 1 (does not describe me well) to
5 (describes me very well). For the present study, an empa-
thy score was computed by taking the mean of the 14 items;
higher scores indicate greater empathy towards others (α =
.85; M = 3.73; SD = .59).

Prosocial reasoning

The PROM (Carlo, Eisenberg, & Knight, 1992), modeled
after Rest’s (1979) Defining Issues Test (DIT), was used as a
self-report measure of prosocial reasoning. Participants were
presented five care-based moral dilemmas, each involving a
protagonist faced with a decision to help, or not help, a
needy individual. Next, participants were prompted to indi-
cate whether the protagonist should help the needy person,
and then asked to rate six different factors according to how
important they were to the participants’ decision (sample
item: It depends whether Lucy thinks that helping is nice or
not), using a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (greatly).

The PROM assesses five forms of prosocial reasoning pro-
posed by Eisenberg (1986): hedonistic (α = .64), approval-
oriented (α = .87), needs-oriented (α = .77), stereotypic
(α = .74), and internalized (α = .78). Although Eisenberg
(1986) does not refer to them as “stages” of prosocial rea-
soning, some forms tend to be more prosocial or sophisti-
cated than others. Hedonistic and approval-oriented are the
least advanced, needs-oriented and stereotypic are somewhat
more developed, and internalized is the most mature and
prosocial type of reasoning. Each of the five care-based moral
dilemmas includes an item corresponding to each of the five
types of prosocial reasoning. Additionally, each dilemma in-
cludes a nonsense item to help identity respondents who are
either inattentively or dishonestly answering the items.

For the present study, a composite for overall prosocial
reasoning was created by first calculating a mean score for
each type of prosocial reasoning. Then, the scores for the
five types of reasoning were summed, with hedonistic and
approval-oriented reasoning being weighted by a value of
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“1,” needs-oriented and stereotypic by a value of “2,” and
internalized reasoning by a value of “3.” Higher scores in-
dicate the individual prefers using higher forms of prosocial
reasoning over lower forms (M = 1.94; SD = .09).

Social desirability

The 25-item version of Crowne and Marlowe’s (1964) self-
report social desirability scale was used in the present study.
Participants indicated whether each item was true or false
as it pertained to themselves (sample item: I have almost
never felt the urge to tell someone off). Responses were
recoded as “0” or “1,” to indicate lower or higher social de-
sirability, respectively. A composite score was computed by
taking the mean of the 25 items (α = .80; M = .43; SD = .19).
Higher scores reflect greater tendency for individuals to por-
tray themselves positively.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Descriptive statistics were obtained for all continuous study
variables, and are reported in Table 1. Additionally, distribu-
tion statistics (skewness and kurtosis) for all study variables
except age were within acceptable range (less than ± 2.0);
age was moderately positively skewed.

Bivariate correlation analyses were conducted on all con-
tinuous study variables (see Table 2). Age was not signifi-
cantly linked to any of the study variables, but social desir-
ability was positively associated with empathy and overall
prosocial behavior as well as compliant and dire prosocial
behavior. Prosocial identity was not significantly associated
with age, social desirability, prosocial reasoning, or public
prosocial behavior, but was positively related to all other
variables. Similarly, empathy was not significantly linked to
age, prosocial reasoning, or public prosocial behavior, but
was positively associated with all other variables. Interest-
ingly, prosocial reasoning was positively related to altruistic
prosocial behavior, negatively linked to public prosocial be-
havior, but not significantly associated with any of the other
variables.

ANOVAs were conducted to assess gender differences
in the primary study variables (see Table 2). Women were
higher than men on prosocial identity, F(1,88) = 15.26,
p < .001; empathy, F(1,89) = 13.41, p < .001; and overall
prosocial behavior, F(1,89) = 4.90, p < .05, as well as dire,
F(1,89) = 4.75, p < .05, emotional, F(1,89) = 6.70, p < .05,
and altruistic prosocial behaviors, F(1,89) = 6.37, p < .05.
However, there were no significant gender differences
on compliant, F(1,89) = 2.43, ns, public, F(1,89) = 2.83,
p < .10, and anonymous prosocial behavior, F(1,89) = .01,
ns, or on prosocial reasoning, F(1,88) = 2.17, ns.

Primary analyses

Regression predicting overall prosocial behavior

A hierarchical regression analysis was used to test the hy-
pothesis that prosocial identity would be a positive predictor
of prosocial behavior, even after accounting for the effects
of empathy and prosocial reasoning (see Table 3). Age, gen-
der, and social desirability were entered as statistical control
variables in the first step, R2 = .09, F(3,85) = 2.94, p < .05.
Empathy and prosocial reasoning were then entered in the
second step, �R2 = .26, �F(2,83) = 16.37, p < .001. Finally,
prosocial identity was entered in a third step, �R2 = .05,
�F(1,82) = 6.80, p < .05. As hypothesized, prosocial iden-
tity was positively related to overall prosocial behavior. Thus,
individuals who based their identity more extensively on
prosocial virtues also reported greater tendency to engage in
prosocial behavior across various situations. Further, proso-
cial identity explained a significant amount of variance in
prosocial behavior above that accounted for by prosocial
reasoning and empathy.

Regressions predicting the six sub-types
of prosocial behavior

Additional analyses were conducted to assess the relative im-
portance of posocial identity, empathy, and prosocial reason-
ing in predicting the six forms of prosocial behavior. How-
ever, due to concern over alpha inflation (i.e., an increased
likelihood of a Type I error) when conducting multiple analy-
ses, prior to conducting the regression analyses separately for
the six forms of prosocial behavior a canonical correlation
was conducted as an omnibus test of the relation between
the two domains (prosocial motivation sources and proso-
cial behavior). Empathy, prosocial reasoning, and proso-
cial identity were entered as the first variable set, and the
six forms of prosocial behavior were entered as the second
variable set. One significant canonical variate was returned,
χ2(18) = 68.46, p < .001), indicating the two variable sets
were significantly related.

Next, six regression analyses were conducted using the
subscales of the PTM—one for each form of prosocial be-
havior (see Table 4). For these analyses, all the variables
were entered simultaneously. In each regression analysis,
age, gender, and social desirability were entered as statisti-
cal control variables, and empathy, prosocial reasoning, and
prosocial identity were entered as predictors.

For the analysis predicting compliant prosocial behavior,
R2 = .23, F(6,82) = 4.17, p < .01, prosocial reasoning
was negatively associated, while empathy and prosocial
identity were not significantly associated with compliant
prosocial behavior. The regression predicting public
prosocial behavior, R2 = .12, F(6,82) = 1.89, p < .10,
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics
for continuous study variables Overall Males (ns 31 to 32) Females (n = 59)

Variable M SD M SD M SD

Age 21.89 3.01
Social desirability .43 .19
Empathy 3.73 .59 3.44∗∗∗ .56 3.89∗∗∗ .54
Prosocial reasoning 1.94 .09 1.92 .09 1.95 .09
Prosocial identity .24 .62 −.08∗∗∗ .67 .42∗∗∗ .51
Overall prosocial behavior 3.31 .42 3.18∗ .47 3.38∗ .38
Complaint prosocial behavior 3.82 .83 3.64 .94 3.92 .76
Public prosocial behavior 1.63 .70 1.80+ .84 1.54+ .59
Anonymous prosocial behavior 2.77 .85 2.75 .94 2.77 .81
Dire prosocial behavior 3.58 .84 3.32∗ .95 3.72∗ .75
Emotional prosocial behavior 3.65 .95 3.31∗ 1.04 3.84∗ .86
Altruistic prosocial behavior 4.30 .51 4.13∗ .51 4.40∗ .49

Note. N = 91; ns range from
90–91.

Gender differences indicated as
follows: +p < .10; ∗p < .05;
∗∗p < .10; ∗∗∗p < .001.

found prosocial reasoning was negatively associated with,
but prosocial identity and empathy were not significant
predictors of, public prosocial behavior. In the regression for
anonymous prosocial behavior, R2 = .15, F(6,82) = 2.31,
p < .05, prosocial identity positively predicted anonymous
prosocial behavior, but empathy and prosocial reasoning
were not significantly associated with anonymous prosocial
behavior. The analysis for dire prosocial behavior, R2 = .18,
F(6,82) = 3.02 p < .01, found empathy a positive predictor
of, but prosocial identity and prosocial reasoning not
significantly linked with, dire prosocial behavior. In the
analysis with emotional prosocial behavior as the outcome,
R2 = .45, F(6,82) = 11.01, p < .001, empathy and prosocial
identity were positive predictors of emotional prosocial
behavior, while prosocial reasoning was not a significant
predictor. Finally, the regression analysis predicting altru-
istic prosocial behavior, R2 = .17, F(6,82) = 2.73, p < .05,
prosocial reasoning was positively associated with altruistic
prosocial behavior, but prosocial identity and empathy were
not significant predictors of the outcome.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the relative roles
of three sources of prosocial motivation—prosocial identity,
empathy, and prosocial reasoning—in predicting prosocial
action among a young adult sample. Consistent with prior
research, prosocial identity positively predicted overall
prosocial behavior (Arnold, 1993; Aquino & Reed, 2002;
Pratt et al., 2003; Reed & Aquino, 2003). However, unique
to this study was that the effects of prosocial reasoning and
empathy were partialled out, leaving the independent effect
of prosocial identity on prosocial behavior. This finding
provides additional empirical support for the conceptual
notion that the centrality of moral virtues to one’s identity
may serve as an important source of motivation to behave
morally, and that moral identity provides unique informa-
tion about moral functioning not elucidated by accounts
of moral reasoning and moral emotions alone (Blasi 1983;
Bergman, 2004; Colby & Damon, 1992; Gibbs, 2003;
Hardy & Carlo, 2005; Hart, 2005; Lapsley & Narvaez,

Table 2 Bivariate correlations between continuous study variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Age
2. Social desirability −.09
3. Empathy −.002 .33∗∗

4. Prosocial reasoning −.12 .04 .17
5. Prosocial identity −.03 .08 .61∗∗∗ .15
6. Overall prosocial behavior −.05 .27∗ .58∗∗∗ .04 .51∗∗∗

7. Compliant prosocial behavior −.09 .33∗∗ .35∗∗ −.14 .24∗ .61∗∗∗

8. Public prosocial behavior −.14 .06 −.14 −.31∗∗ −.11 .04 .09
9. Anonymous prosocial behavior .10 .08 .26∗ .04 .32∗∗ .62∗∗∗ .18+ − .12

10. Dire prosocial behavior .03 .24∗ .40∗∗∗ .06 .27∗ .75∗∗∗ .39∗∗∗ − .05 .33∗∗

11. Emotional prosocial behavior −.17 .19+ .61∗∗∗ .06 .52∗∗∗ .76∗∗∗ .46∗∗∗ − .07 .17 .56∗∗∗

12. Altruistic prosocial behavior .11 .08 .29∗∗ .26∗ .27∗ .41∗∗∗ .19+ − .52∗∗∗ .21∗ .26∗ .18+

Note. ns ranged from 89 to 91.
+p < .10; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Table 3 Regression of
empathy, prosocial reasoning,
and prosocial identity predicting
overall prosocial behavior

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
Variable β SE β SE β SE

Age −.01 .02 −.05 .01 −.05 .01
Gender .16 .10 .01 .09 −.06 .09
Social desirability .21+ .25 .08 .22 .13 .22
Empathy .56∗∗∗ .07 .39∗∗ .08
Prosocial reasoning −.07 .45 −.08 .43
Prosocial identity .30∗ .08

R2 .09∗ .35∗∗∗ .40∗∗∗

�R2 .09∗ .26∗∗∗ .05∗

Note. n = 89.
+p < .10; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .10;
∗∗∗p < .001.

2004; Moshman, 2005; Walker, 2004; Youniss & Yates,
1997).

In terms of the other two sources of prosocial motivation
examined (empathy and prosocial reasoning), empathy was
positively related to overall prosocial behavior, consonant
with previous research (for reviews, see Carlo, 2005, and
Eisenberg et al., 2006). Indeed, the strength of the present
findings regarding the unique effect of empathy on the out-
come provide support for conceptualizations of empathy as
a strong prosocial motivator (Batson, 1998; Hoffman, 2000).
On the other hand, prosocial reasoning was not significantly
related to overall prosocial behavior. Although unexpected,
prior research has sometimes reported inconsistent links be-
tween prosocial reasoning and global prosocial behavior
measures (Carlo & Randall, 2002).

When analyses were conducted to examine relations be-
tween the predictors and the six forms of prosocial behavior,
there were positive associations between prosocial identity
and anonymous and emotional prosocial behavior, between
empathy and dire and emotional prosocial behavior, and be-
tween prosocial reasoning and altruistic prosocial behavior,
but negative links between prosocial reasoning and compli-
ant and public prosocial behavior. Thus, each of the three
sources of prosocial motivation was significantly related to
at least two of the specific types of prosocial behavior inde-
pendent of the effects of the other sources of prosocial mo-

tivation. Given the findings for overall prosocial behavior, it
was particularly intriguing to find that altruistic prosocial be-
havior was predicted by prosocial reasoning but not prosocial
identity. The positive association between prosocial reason-
ing and altruistic behavior is consistent with prior studies
using the same measures, and might be expected, given that
research suggests it is the form of prosocial behavior most
likely motivated by more sophisticated or internalized proso-
cial reasoning (Carlo & Randall, 2002). However, the non-
significant relation for prosocial identity is somewhat puz-
zling. Although prosocial identity was bivariately associated
with altruistic prosocial behavior, it was not a significant
predictor in the full model. The bivariate association may be
due to gender differences in the two variables. Moreover, it
is possible that prosocial identity did not contribute anything
unique to understanding altruistic prosocial behavior beyond
prosocial reasoning because altruistic prosocial behavior as
assessed in the present study may require a certain level of
understanding of prosocial principles in addition to seeing
prosocial virtues as self-important.

Future directions

For the present study, moral identity was conceptualized
as the extent to which moral values, moral goals, and moral
virtues are important to one’s identity. Although the objective

Table 4 Regressions of empathy, prosocial reasoning, prosocial identity predicting six forms of prosocial behavior

Overall prosocial
Prosocial behavior subscales behavior
Compliant Public Anonymous Dire Emotional Altruistic

Variable β SE β SE β SE B SE β SE β SE β SE

Age −.11 .03 −.16 .02 .08 .03 .06 .03 −.17+ .03 .15 .02 −.05 .01
Gender −.05 .20 −.13 .17 −.19 .21 .07 .21 .003 .19 .16 .12 −.06 .09
Social desirability .26∗ .48 .12 .41 .10 .52 .12 .50 −.008 .47 −.03 .31 .13 .22
Empathy .24+ .19 −.08 .16 .07 .20 .31∗ .20 .49∗∗∗ .18 .15 .12 .39∗∗ .08
Prosocial reasoning −.22∗ .96 −.27∗∗ .82 −.02 1.04 −.01 1.00 −.06 .94 .21∗ .61 −.08 .43
Prosocial identity .12 .18 .02 .15 .35∗ .19 .05 .18 .22∗ .17 .09 .11 .30∗ .08

R2 .23∗∗ .12+ .15∗ .18∗ .45∗∗∗ .17∗ .40∗∗∗

Note. n = 89.
+p < .10; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001.
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measure of moral identity used in the present analysis seems
consonant with this definition, is similar to measures used
in prior research (Arnold, 1993; Barriga et al., 2001; Pratt
et al., 2003), and has the benefit of being relatively straight-
forward, it does not seem to fully capture the complexity of
interrelations between identity and morality (Hardy & Carlo,
2005). Measures such as this do not account for subjective
and structural dimensions of identity, such as agency, con-
tinuity, and coherence (Blasi, 2004; Hardy & Carlo, 2005),
nor do they capture much of the richness of moral identity
shown by more qualitative approaches (Colby & Damon,
1992). Therefore, future studies should seek to develop and
use measures that grasp more of what is involved in moral
identity, in order to better assess the role of identity in moral
functioning.

A second key limitation of the present study was that
it relied on self-report data. Self-report data brings con-
cern over social-desirability bias, particularly in research
on the moral domain of human functioning. Given this con-
cern, social desirability was accounted for in all the present
analyses. Still, future examinations of prosocial motiva-
tion should seek to incorporate other measurement formats,
such as implicit, behavioral, observational, and other-report
measures.

A third important limitation is that the present study was
correlational and cross-sectional. This limited the ability of
the study to piece apart causal directionality. Thus, it is un-
clear based on the present results whether prosocial iden-
tity actually causes prosocial behavior. In fact, some stud-
ies suggest prosocial behavior may predict moral identity,
or that there may be bidirectional links (e.g., Pratt et al.,
2003; Youniss & Yates, 1997). Hence, more longitudinal
work on moral identity is needed, over longer periods of time
(e.g., adolescence through young adulthood). Additionally,
attempts should be made to test links between moral iden-
tity and moral action experimentally. Such research may be
possible, for example, by building on current work being
conducted within the social cognitive framework (Narvaez,
Lapsley, Hagele, & Lasky, in press).

Conclusions and implications

There are several salient “take home messages” to be gleaned
from the present analysis. First, the concept of moral iden-
tity, oft eluded to but seldom researched, and not yet con-
ceptually refined, is deserving of more attention from moral
psychology—for it may hold keys to better understanding
moral motivation and predicting moral and immoral action
(for reviews, see Bergman, 2004; Hardy & Carlo, 2005, and
Hart, 2005). Second, the present analyses suggest that iden-
tity, reasoning, and emotion may all contribute to moral mo-
tivation. This reminds us that morality is not unidimensional,
but should be viewed within a more holistic personality per-

spective (Colby & Damon, 1992; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004;
Walker & Hennig, 1997). For, various aspects of personal-
ity, such as identity, cognitive processes, and emotions, may
play different roles in moral functioning, and may each relate
in important ways to certain types of moral actions but not
others. Third, the present pattern of results support Carlo and
Randall’s (2001) call for greater specificity in conceptualiz-
ing and assessing moral action, rather than viewing moral
action as a unitary phenomenon.

The present findings regarding the potentially important
role of identity in morality have applied implications. In par-
ticular, youth development and moral education programs
may more effectively promote moral development and be-
havior if they include a focus on facilitating moral identity
development (Gibbs, 2003; Lapsley & Power, 2005). Many
programs emphasize promoting the development of moral
reasoning capacities or empathic perspective-taking, but few
include programming directed at helping individuals develop
a morally-based identity. However, by doing so, the ability
of these programs to have lasting effects on the morality of
youth may be improved (Gibbs, 2003; Lapsley & Power,
2005; Youniss & Yates, 1997).

This study was the first to simultaneously explore the
relative roles of moral identity, moral reasoning, and moral
emotion in the motivation of moral behavior. It is hoped
that this research will help lay the groundwork for future
investigation of the potentially important role of moral iden-
tity in moral functioning. As work progresses in this area,
a fuller picture of moral motivation should emerge which
will serve more useful in understanding both moral and im-
moral behaviors of individuals and societies, and in helping
us better understand how to promote moral behavior and
development.

Acknowledgements This research was funded by a Gift-of-Time Dis-
sertation Grant awarded by the Association for Moral Education to
Sam Hardy and by an institutional training grant (T32 AG20500-01)
awarded to John R. Nesselroade by the National Institute on Aging.
The author would like to thank Gustavo Carlo, Carolyn Pope Edwards,
Richard Dienstbier, David Moshman, and Ross Thompson for their
guidance throughout the project and their comments on earlier drafts of
this manuscript. The author also greatly appreciates Augusto Blasi for
insight provided during the planning and data collection phases of the
project, John Nesselroade and the Center for Developmental and Health
Research Methodology for statistical consultation, and Lois Jean Hardy
for her continued support. Lastly, the author is grateful to the follow-
ing undergraduate students for their assistance on the project: Veronica
Barra, Gina Lintel, Laura Peterson, and Mark Schroeder.

References

Aquino, K., & Reed, A., II. (2002). The self-importance of moral iden-
tity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83, 1423–1440.

Arnold, M. L. (1993). The place of morality in the adolescent self. Un-
published doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, Cambridge,
MA.

Springer



Motiv Emot (2006) 30:207–215 215

Barriga, A. Q., Morrison, E. M., Liau, A. K., & Gibbs, J. C. (2001).
Moral cognition: Explaining the gender difference in antisocial
behavior. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 47, 532–562.

Batson, C. D. (1998). Altruism and prosocial behavior. In D. T. Gilbert,
S. T. Fiske, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), The handbook of social psy-
chology, Vol. 2 (4th ed.; pp. 282–316). Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill
Companies.

Bergman, R. (2004). Identity as motivation: Toward a theory of the
moral self. In D. K. Lapsley & D. Narvaez (Eds.), Moral devel-
opment, self, and identity (pp. 21–46). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Blasi, A. (1980). Bridging moral cognition and moral action: A critical
review of the literature. Psychological Bulletin, 88, 1–45.

Blasi, A. (1983). Moral cognition and moral action: A theoretical per-
spective. Developmental Review, 3, 178–210.

Blasi, A. (1995). Moral understanding and the moral personality: The
process of moral integration. In W. M. Kurtines & J. L. Gewirtz
(Eds.), Moral development: An introduction (pp. 229–253). Need-
ham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Blasi, A. (2004). Neither personality nor cognition: An alternative ap-
proach to the nature of the self. In C. Lightfoot, C. Lalonde, &
M. Chandler (Eds.), Changing conceptions of psychological life
(pp. 3–25). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Carlo, G. (2005). Care-based and altruistically-based morality. To ap-
pear in M. Killen & J. G. Smetana (Eds.), Handbook of moral
development. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Carlo, G., Eisenberg, N., & Knight, G. P. (1992). An objective measure
of adolescents’ prosocial moral reasoning. Journal of Research on
Adolescence, 2, 331–349.

Carlo, G., & Randall, B. A. (2001). Are all prosocial behaviors equal? A
socioecological developmental conception of prosocial behaviour.
In F. Columbus (Ed.), Advances in psychology research, Vol. 2
(pp. 151–170). New York: Nova Science Publishers.

Carlo, G., & Randall, B. A. (2002). The development of a measure
of prosocial behaviors for late adolescents. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 31, 31–44.

Colby, A., & Damon, W. (1992). Some do care: Contemporary lives of
moral commitment. New York: The Free Press.

Crowne, D. P., & Marlowe, D. (1964). The approval motive. New York:
Wiley.

Davis, M. H. (1983). Measuring individual differences in empathy:
Evidence for a multidimensional approach. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 44, 113–126.

Derryberry, W. P., & Thoma, S. J. (2005). Moral judgment, self-
understanding, and moral action: The role of multiple constructs.
Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 51, 67–92.

Eisenberg, N. (1986). Altruistic emotion, cognition, and behavior. Hills-
dale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Eisenberg, N., Fabes, R. A., & Spinrad, T. L. (2006). Prosocial de-
velopment. In W. Damon (Series Ed.) & N. Eisenberg (Vol. Ed.),
Handbook of child psychology: Vol. 3. Social, emotional, and per-
sonality development (6th ed.) (pp. 646–718). New York: Wiley.

Eisenberg, N., & Miller, P. A. (1987). The relation of empathy to
prosocial and related behaviors. Psychological Bulletin, 101, 91–
119.

Gibbs, J. C. (2003). Moral development & reality: Beyond the theories
of Kohlberg and Hoffman. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Hardy, S. A., & Carlo, G. (2005). Identity as a source of moral motiva-
tion. Human Development, 48, 232–256.

Hart, D. (2005). The development of moral identity. In G. Carlo & C.
P. Edwards (Eds.), Nebraska Symposium on Motivation: Moral

development through the lifespan: Theory, research, and applica-
tion, Vol. 51 (pp. 165–196). Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska
Press.

Hart, D., & Fegley, S. (1995). Prosocial behavior and caring in adoles-
cence: Relations to self-understanding and social judgment. Child
Development, 66, 1346–1359.

Hoffman, M. L. (2000). Empathy and moral development: Implications
for caring and justice. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Kohlberg, L. (1969). Stage and sequence: The cognitive developmental
approach to socialization. In D. A. Goslin (Ed.), Handbook of
socialization theory and research (pp. 347–480). Chicago, IL:
Rand McNally.

Lapsley, D. (1996). Moral psychology. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Lapsley, D. K., & Narvaez, D. (2004). A social-cognitive approach

to the moral personality. In D. K. Lapsley & D. Narvaez (Eds.),
Moral development, self, and identity (pp. 189–212). Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Lapsley, D. K., & Power, F. C. (Eds.) (2005). Character psychology and
character education. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame
Press.

Moshman, D. (2005). Adolescent psychological development: Ratio-
nality, morality, and identity (2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum.

Narvaez, D., & Lapsley, D. K. (2005). The psychological foundations of
moral expertise. In D. K. Lapsley & F. C. Power (Eds.), Character
psychology and character education (pp. 140–165). Notre Dame,
IN: University of Notre Dame Press.

Narvaez, D., Lapsley, D. K., Hagele, S., & Lasky, B. (in press). Moral
chronicity and social information processing: Tests of a social
cognitive approach to the moral personality. Journal of Research
on Personality.

Pratt, M. W., Hunsberger, B., Pancer, S. M., & Alisat, S. (2003). A
longitudinal analysis of personal value socialization: Correlates
of moral self-ideal in adolescence. Social Development, 12, 563–
585.

Reed, A., II., & Aquino, K. F. (2003). Moral identity and the expanding
circle of moral regard towards out-groups. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 84, 1270–1286.

Reimer, K., & Wade-Stein, D. (2004). Moral identity in adolescence:
Self and other in semantic space. Identity, 4, 229–249.

Rest, J. (1979). Development in judging moral issues. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press.

Rest, J. R. (1983). Morality. In P. Mussen (Series Ed.) & J. Flavell
& E. Markman (Vol. Eds.), Handbook of child psychology:
Vol. 3. Cognitive development (4th ed., pp. 556–628). New York:
Wiley.

Thoma, S. (1994). Moral judgments and moral action. In J. Rest &
D. Narvaez (Eds.), Moral development in the professions: Psy-
chology and applied ethics (pp. 199–211). Hillsdale, New Jersey:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

Turiel, E. (2002). The culture of morality. Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press.

Walker, L. J. (2004). Gus in the gap: Bridging the judgment-action gap
in moral functioning. In D. K. Lapsley & D. Narvaez (Eds.), Moral
development, self, and identity (pp. 1–20). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Walker, L. J., & Hennig, K. H. (1997). Moral development in the broader
context of personality. In S. Hala (Ed.), The development of social
cognition (pp. 297–327). East Sussex, England: Psychology Press.

Youniss, J., & Yates, M. (1997). Community service and social respon-
sibility in youth. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Springer



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [2834.646 2834.646]
>> setpagedevice


