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Although morality was first defined as justice (Kohlberg, 
1973) and subsequently as care (Gilligan, 1982), both are 
currently considered as two key foundations on which moral 
decisions are based on (Graham et al., 2011; Schein & Gray, 
2018). Gender differences in morality reasoning develop-
ment have been described and associated with differences in 
socialization (Gilligan, 1982). In this respect, women seem 
to base their moral judgments more on the welfare of others 
than men (Atari et al., 2020; Giordano et al., 2002; Graham 
et al., 2009; Paruzel-Czachura et al., 2023; Paruzel-Czach-
ura & Blukacz, 2021).

The Moral Foundations Theory (MFT; Graham et al., 
2018; Haidt, 2008) conceives care and fairness, and their 
respective opposites, i.e., harm and cheating, as two innate 
and universally available psychological systems for detect-
ing and reacting to others’ pain and suffering, and caring 
about issues related to equality, justice, and rights. They are 
called individualizing moral foundations and can be ana-
lyzed together and separately. To account for cultural and 
gender differences, the MFT also proposes adding other 
psychological systems or foundations focused on protecting 
group interests (Graham et al., 2013; Haidt & Joseph, 2008). 
They are called binding moral foundations and address 
issues such as loyalty, authority, and purity.

People who break the law may have varying psychological 
profiles, and very different circumstances might bring them 
to prison. However, they may have something in common: 
Somehow, at some point in their lives, they disengaged from 
very important moral standards, especially those that protect 
people from being harmed and cheated. Care (or not harm-
ing) and fairness (or not cheating) have been traditionally 
considered the core of morality (Gilligan, 1982; Graham 
et al., 2011; Kohlberg, 1973, 1994; Sauer, 2015; Turiel et 
al., 1987) and, therefore, regulated by all judicial systems 
(Cross, 2010; Fijnaut, 2017; Fletcher, 1998; Gardner & 
Anderson, 2014; Herring, 2021; Holmes, 2009; Marmor, 
2012; Waldron, 2009).
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We aimed to analyze whether the individualizing moral foundations play a protective role against moral disengagement in 
a sample of 367 women and men in prison, and whether, in addition, moral foundations promote the intention to change 
the behaviors that led them to prison. Controlling for gender differences, we found support for the hypothesized connec-
tion between the individualizing moral foundations, as proposed by the Moral Foundations Theory (i.e., care and fairness), 
and the vast majority of moral disengagement mechanisms, especially with the two cruelest (attribution of blame and 
dehumanization). Regarding the intention to change the immoral behavior that brought our participants into prison, we 
found that, as hypothesized, the individualizing moral foundations positively and victim locus category negatively showed 
significant predictive power. This particular result could be especially relevant to improve the re-education interventions 
formulated for people in prison.

Keywords  Care · Fairness · Attribution of blame · Dehumanization · Intention to change · Prisoners · Gender 
differences

Accepted: 23 October 2023 / Published online: 8 November 2023
© The Author(s) 2023

Do individualizing moral foundations protect from higher moral 
disengagement in imprisoned men and women?

Maria Campos-Rams1,2  · Mariola Paruzel-Czachura3  · Maria Luisa Vecina1

1 3

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2505-2515
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8716-9778
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7605-3067
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-023-05352-z&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-11-7


Current Psychology (2024) 43:12806–12815

For the even more recent Theory of Dyadic Morality 
(TDM; Schein & Gray, 2018), care alone is the fundamental 
basis on which moral judgments are made and maintained. 
According to the TDM, harm or intentionally caused suf-
fering involves two perceived and causally connected 
elements, that is, an intentional agent causing harm to a vul-
nerable patient. Although the TDM does not agree to any 
other moral system or foundation apart from care, it allows 
for different manifestations of care depending on contexts 
and cultures. In this respect, fairness could be considered 
a very close manifestation since treating others unfairly 
clearly involves harming them.

Can the Moral Disengagement, 
especially the attribution of blame and 
dehumanization, be understood as a deficit 
in Care and Fairness?

Moral disengagement originally refers to the process of 
reconstruing moral judgments with the result that the moral 
evaluation of behavior is changed (Bandura, 1999, 2016, 
2018). However, the concept can also be studied as a dis-
positional construct, that is, the propensity toward moral 
disengagement (Moore, 2015). Process moral disengage-
ment helps us to understand how people do harm and live 
with themselves (Bandura, 2016), while the propensity to 
disengage morally helps us to understand why some people 
engage more easily in unethical or immoral behaviors than 
others. Because studying moral disengagement as a process 
permits analyzing the variables that trigger it and the out-
comes it leads to (Moore, 2015), in this study, we examined 
the process of moral disengagement in a sample of people 
that, judging by their prison sentence, may be also predis-
posed to moral disengagement.

It has been proposed that individuals may choose dif-
ferent mechanisms to be morally disengaged depending 
on the context. The eight mechanisms originally proposed 
by Bandura (1999, 2016, 2018) were grouped by him into 
four categories (i.e., agency, behavior, outcome, and victim 
locus). The agency category includes two mechanisms: dis-
placement and diffusion of responsibility (Bandura, 2016, 
2018). They allow people to absolve themselves of all 
responsibility (e.g., “somebody pressured me to do it”). The 
importance of denial of responsibility as a technique that 
paves the way for disengagement from social norms with-
out explicitly confronting moral standards is subtle and was 
noted early (Sykes & Matza, 1957).

The behavior category includes three mechanisms: moral 
justification, euphemistic labeling, and advantageous com-
parison (Bandura, 2016, 2018). Through them, people can 
reorganize and redefine immoral behavior (e.g., robbery) 

and understand it from a more positive angle (e.g., wealth 
redistribution). This cognitive adjustment of the notion of 
the behavior itself would explain how generally people jus-
tify their behavior by referring to a different moral principle, 
using names to change the appearance of the behavior, and 
comparing their actions with others to make them look irrel-
evant (Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2020).

The outcome category includes only disregarding the 
consequences (Bandura, 2016, 2018). This mechanism per-
mits misconstruing the effects of the actions by minimizing 
or ignoring the detrimental effect of the behavior, arguing 
that it was not that bad (e.g., “he/she does not really mind”). 
People who break the law may claim that their behavior did 
not really harm other people as a technique of denial of the 
injury (Sykes & Matza, 1957).

All these mechanisms can undoubtedly help justify 
harming others; however, the ones described in the fourth 
category (i.e., victim locus) involve a perceptual alteration 
towards humanity regarding their right to protection against 
harm (Bandura, 1999, 2016, 2018). The two mechanisms 
included, dehumanization and attribution of blame, have 
been singled out as especially despicable because they 
allow extremely violent behaviors (Bandura, 2016; Schae-
fer & Bouwmeester, 2020), usually condemned by law. 
These psychological adjustments permit to perceive vic-
tims as complicit, causing or deserving of immoral behavior 
(Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2020), or even worse, as unwor-
thy of human moral status (Tsang, 2002), which makes it 
impossible to empathize with their suffering.

This precise meaning concerning victim dehumaniza-
tion and attribution of blame is gathered by the TDM and 
by the MFT when they consider that at least care, and its 
nearest manifestation, fairness, are the core of morality 
(Graham et al., 2018; Haidt et al., 2009;  Schein & Gray, 
2018). Protecting individuals’ rights not to be physically or 
psychologically harmed is deeply rooted in human nature 
and connected with both the capacity to empathize with the 
suffering of the vulnerable (Gilligan, 1982; Gilligan & Atta-
nucci, 1988; Kohlberg, 1973, 1994; Sauer, 2015), and the 
need for reciprocal interactions, where cooperation and not 
selfish competition is the adaptive behavior (Graham et al., 
2011; Haidt, 2008; Haidt & Graham, 2007; Trivers, 1971; 
von Hippel & Trivers, 2011).

Although there are more recent taxonomies (Schaefer & 
Bouwmeester, 2020), in this study, we analyzed our data 
in the light of Bandura’s (2016, 2018) because it includes 
together dehumanizing and blaming the victim. These two 
mechanisms can easily bring out the worst in people, and 
the worst implies harming someone. In this respect and 
since our participants were judged and condemned for seri-
ous crimes, we consider that the victim locus category could 
be highly represented. Nonetheless, our Supplementary 
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Materials will show results using the taxonomy recently 
proposed by Schaefer and Bouwmeester (2020).

Using conventional samples, some empirical evidence 
shows that individualizing moral foundations inhibit differ-
ent violent behaviors (Silver & Silver, 2021) and promote 
reciprocal social behaviors (Graham et al., 2011; Haidt, 
2008; Haidt & Graham, 2007). Parallel, several studies have 
shown that moral disengagement plays a large role in crimi-
nal activity (Delisi et al., 2013), cheating (Fida et al., 2022), 
antisocial behavior (Nasaescu et al., 2023), aggressive 
behavior (Gini et al., 2014), and false allegations in court 
setting (Clemente et al., 2019). However, little is known 
about the antecedents of moral disengagement (Hyde et al., 
2010), especially in samples that have committed serious 
crimes, which would be crucial to treat and prevent dis-
connection between moral standards and behaviors. Even 
less is known about the particular relationships between the 
individualizing moral foundations and the moral disengage-
ment mechanisms, which would aid a more comprehensive 
approach to serious immoral behaviors.

The current research

We aimed to analyze whether the individualizing moral 
foundations (care and fairness) play a protective role against 
moral disengagement in a sample of 367 women and men 
in prison, and whether, in addition, they promote the inten-
tion to change the behaviors that led them to prison. Since 
all our participants were serving a sentence in prison for 
irrefutable crimes such as murder, robbery, grievous bodily 
harm, violence against a partner, drug dealing, and so on, 
our rationale was that they disengaged from the individual-
izing moral system and that may be reflecting on the various 
forms of moral disengagement, especially on victim locus, 
the category associated to the most despicable and extreme 
violent behaviors.

Generally, we anticipated that care and fairness, currently 
considered as the most important moral foundations to pro-
tect the most sacred human right to life (Gilligan & Atta-
nucci, 1988; Graham et al., 2011; Kohlberg, 1969, 1994; 
Sauer, 2015; Schein & Gray, 2018), will play a protective 
role against any kind of moral disengagement, but specifi-
cally, regarding the one which strips victims of their dignity, 
thus allowing the worst version of harm upon them (vic-
tim locus). Furthermore, we considered that this protective 
role should prevail regarding the intention to change the 
immoral behaviors that brought our participants into prison.

With these ideas, we expected to capture the process of 
moral disengagement as a state variable (Schaefer & Bou-
wmeester, 2020), knowing that “states are conceptualized 
as temporary conditions of mentality or mood, transitory 

levels of arousal or drive” (Messick, 1987, p. 6). Given 
the characteristics of our sample, this state is particularly 
important and can reflect how people in prison reconcile 
their condemning of past behavior with their future behav-
ior. That may contribute to our theoretical understanding of 
the connections between well-known moral theories and 
their applicability to prevent and treat problematic behav-
iors where most needed.

To empirically test these ideas and consider the impor-
tance of gender differences in morality (Gilligan, 1982), 
we also analyzed differences between women and men on 
the importance of individualizing moral foundations and 
the four categories of moral disengagement (i.e., behavior, 
agency, outcome, and victim locus) proposed by Bandura 
(1999). In this respect, a consistent body of research has 
shown that women have a greater endorsement of care and 
fairness (e.g., Atari et al., 2020; Graham et al., 2009, 2011), 
higher empathy for others (e.g., Baez et al., 2017; Toussaint 
& Webb, 2005), higher self-importance of moral identity 
(Paruzel-Czachura & Blukacz, 2021), and less disruptive 
behaviors (e.g., Heiskanen & Lietonen, 2016; Knežević, 
2018; Steffensmeier & Allan, 1996) than men. In sum, we 
tested three specific hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1  There will be statistically significant differ-
ences between women and men in all the variables: women 
will present higher scores in care and fairness, lower in 
moral disengagement, and higher intention to change (i.e., 
not commit the crime again) compared to men.

Hypothesis 2  There will be negative relationships between 
the individualizing moral foundations and the eight moral 
disengagement mechanisms. Additionally, the individualiz-
ing moral foundations will negatively predict the worst of 
them, dehumanization and attribution of blame, grouped by 
Bandura in the victim locus category.

Hypothesis 3  The individualizing moral foundations will 
positively predict the intention to change the immoral 
behavior that brought our participants to prison, while at 
least the victim locus category will predict it negatively.

The data for the current study are publicly available at Open 
Science Framework: https://osf.io/av7fj/?view_only=None.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

We entered five prisons in a region of Poland. Regardless 
of the type of crime, every prisoner was invited by prison 
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Moral disengagement

We used the Polish translation of Detert et al. (2008)’s moral 
disengagement scale (Chudzicka-Czupała & Baran, 2016). 
This 24-item questionnaire measures the levels of the eight 
mechanisms of moral disengagement: moral justification, 
euphemistic labeling, advantageous comparison, displace-
ment of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, disregard-
ing or distorting the consequences, attribution of blame, and 
dehumanization (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). 
For example: “It is alright to lie to keep your friends out of 
trouble” for moral justification, and “People who are mis-
treated have usually done things to deserve it” for attribu-
tion of blame.

Intention to change behavior

In order to evaluate if the person was willing to change the 
behavior that had brought them into prison (i.e., a real crime 
judged as such), we used a direct question: “Are you willing 
to change the behaviors that have brought you to your pres-
ent situation?” (0 = I am not going to change at all; 5 = I am 
going to change completely).

Results

Descriptive statistics for all measured variables and t-test 
results depending on gender differences are in Table 1. As 
expected in Hypothesis 1, women scored higher in care 
and fairness than men and lower in agency, behavior, out-
come, and victim locus categories than men. More spe-
cifically, they scored lower in all the moral disengagement 
mechanisms, except on diffusion of responsibility. Also, as 
hypothesized, women had a higher intention to change their 
immoral behavior than men. According to Cohen’s guide-
lines (1992), the effect sizes were medium for most of these 
differences and especially large for the victim locus cat-
egory, including dehumanization and attribution of blame.

Partial correlations for all measured variables, controlling 
for gender, can be seen in Table 2. As expected in Hypoth-
esis 2, the individualizing moral foundations, together and 
separately, correlated negatively with most of the moral 
disengagement mechanisms, including dehumanization and 
attribution of blame, in such a way that the more partici-
pants cared about the individualizing moral foundations, the 
less moral disengagement they reported. Only moral justi-
fication and diffusion of responsibility were not related to 
care and fairness.

To deeply analyze these negative correlations, four regres-
sion analyses were conducted with a competitive method 
using the four moral disengagement categories as dependent 

authorities to take part in the study voluntarily and with-
out monetary compensation. Because of safety reasons, 
researchers could not enter the prison. Informed consent was 
obtained from all prisoners. The participants were informed 
about the study’s aim, their anonymity, the right not to pro-
vide specific information, and the right to decline participa-
tion at any moment. Pen and paper questionnaires were used 
in non-transparent envelopes to maintain their anonymity.

The total number of prisoners who were invited to partic-
ipate was 7696, the response rate was 4.9% (our final sam-
ple was N = 382). Sixteen cases were eliminated because of 
missing data or for supplying the same response more than 
10 times in a row. As a result, 367 prisoners were included 
in our statistical analyses.

We conducted sensitivity power analyses using G*Power 
to determine our sample size. For the t-test (Hypothesis 1), 
this implied 80% power to detect an effect of d = 0.269 with 
an alpha of 0.05. For the four linear regression with two 
predictors (Hypothesis 2), this sample size resulted in 80% 
power to detect an effect size of f2 = 0.026 with an alpha of 
0.05. For the linear regression with six predictors (Hypoth-
esis 3), this sample size resulted in 80% power to detect an 
effect size of f2 = 0.038 with an alpha of 0.05.

Our sample consisted of 230 men and 137 women. The 
average age was 38.15 years old (SD = 10.90). Most par-
ticipants had a low level of education (primary education: 
25.1%; secondary education: 20.7%; technical education: 
23.7%; professional education: 24%; high school: 3%; uni-
versity: 3.5%). The most committed crimes included steal-
ing (19.1%, n = 70), fraud (16.9%, n = 62), robbery (8.4%, 
n = 31), and fighting or beating (7.9%, n = 29). Forty-five 
prisoners (12.3%) did not report the type of crime they com-
mitted; the majority reported more than one crime.

Instruments

Moral foundations Questionnaire

We used the Polish translation (Jarmakowski-Kostrzanowski 
& Jarmakowska-Kostrzanowska, 2016) of the care and fair-
ness scales of the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham 
et al., 2011). Specifically, the relevance and the judgment 
subscales were used to assess 12 items in total. The judg-
ment scale assesses levels of agreement with specific and 
contextualized moral judgment statements (1 = strongly dis-
agree; 6 = strongly agree). For example, “One of the worst 
things a person could do is to hurt a defenseless animal” 
for care. The Relevance subscale assesses (1 = definitely 
not important; 6 = definitely important) how relevant it is 
for each participant several foundation-related concerns, for 
instance, “Whether or not some people were treated differ-
ently from others” for fairness.
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(Clemente et al., 2019; Delisi et al., 2013; Detert et al., 2008; 
Fida et al., 2022; Gini et al., 2014; Moore, 2008; Nasaescu 
et al., 2023), but we still need to look for antecedents (Hyde 
et al., 2010) and factors that can lower its level, especially 
if we aspire to prevent such behaviors or decrease the prob-
ability of repeating them in the future (recidivism) (Moore, 
2015). Studying samples of people who broke the law and, 
with that, very important moral conventions, may contribute 
to this final objective.

In this study, we presented a primarily descriptive pic-
ture of women and men in prison in terms of the relation-
ships between (1) their regard for the individualizing moral 
foundations, care and fairness, as part of the MFT and, in 
essence, also of the TDM (Graham et al., 2011; Haidt, 2008; 
Haidt & Graham, 2007; Schein & Gray, 2018); (2) their 
level on the moral disengagement as originally grouped by 
Bandura (1999); and (3) their intention to change the prob-
lematic behaviors that brought them into prison. As a result, 
we found a consistent pattern of significant relationships 
between these measures, controlling for gender differences.

Particularly, we could observe that, as expected, men in 
our sample showed less regard for care and fairness as well 
as less intention to change their previous behaviors than 
women. At the same time, men were significantly more dis-
engaged from all of the moral mechanisms measured except 
diffusion of responsibility, which was similar among women 
and men. These differences support two research lines, one 
focusing on values related to care, which seem to be greater 
in women (Atari et al., 2020; Graham et al., 2009, 2011), 
and the other focusing on criminal behaviors, which tend to 
be greater in men (Heiskanen & Lietonen, 2016; Knežević, 
2018; Steffensmeier & Allan, 1996).

variables and care and fairness together as the independent 
ones. These results are presented in Table 3. They confirmed 
our Hypothesis 2 and showed that, along with gender, the 
individualizing moral foundations had a significant relation-
ship with the victim locus category, explaining an important 
percentage of its variance (20%).

A final regression analysis was conducted using intention 
to change as a dependent variable and the individualizing 
moral foundations, behavior, agency, outcome, and vic-
tim locus categories as independent variables. Results are 
shown in Table 4. As expected, gender, the individualizing 
moral foundations, victim and agency locus categories were 
significant predictors of intention to change. This means 
that being women, having a high regard for care and fair-
ness, and having less deactivated mechanisms that distort 
humanity and displace responsibility contributed to having 
more intention to change the immoral behavior that brought 
our participants to prison. These four variables explained 
15% of the total variance.

Discussion

Human beings are motivated to care for others and treat 
them fairly (Gilligan, 1982; Haidt & Graham, 2007; Trivers, 
1971; Turiel et al., 1987). However, this motivation does 
not always succeed, and some people break the social rules 
intended to facilitate peaceful coexistence among large 
numbers of people.

Moral disengagement has often been connected with 
unethical and immoral behaviors (Bandura, 2016; Kouchaki 
et al., 2018), including different criminal behaviors 

Table 1  Cronbach’s Alpha, Descriptive Statistic for men and Women, and T-test Differences, Including Cohen’s d Effect Sizes for all Measured 
Variables

Men Women
α M SD M SD t Cohen’s d

Individualizing 0.83 4.23 0.82 4.71 0.69 5.81*** 0.63
Care 0.74 4.26 0.95 4.80 0.73 5.76*** 0.62
Fairness 0.67 4.21 0.84 4.61 0.72 4.70*** 0.51
Behavior Locus 0.79 2.88 0.74 2.34 0.73 -6.82*** − 0.74
Moral Justification 0.65 3.13 0.95 2.48 0.93 -6.42*** − 0.69
Euphemistic Labeling 0.54 2.87 0.89 2.39 0.82 -5.11*** − 0.55
Advantageous Comparison 0.69 2.64 1.01 2.14 0.89 -4.76*** − 0.51
Agency Locus 0.72 3.08 0.78 2.84 0.83 -2.71** − 0.29
Displacement of Responsibility 0.68 2.98 0.93 2.58 0.98 -3.93*** − 0.42
Diffusion of Responsibility 0.60 3.17 0.94 3.10 0.92 − 0.66 − 0.07
Outcome Locus 0.61 2.7 1.28 2.16 0.87 -4.34*** − 0.47
Victim Locus 0.78 2.86 0.89 2.16 0.72 -8.23*** − 0.89
Attribution of Blame 0.68 2.87 1.03 2.29 0.81 -5.67*** − 0.61
Dehumanization 0.71 2.91 1.05 2.02 0.84 -8.50*** − 0.92
Intention to Change 3.90 1.43 4.69 0.60 6.1*** 0.66
*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05
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Confirming these gender differences in our specific sam-
ple of people in prison not only contributes to the visibil-
ity of women (Collins, 2010; Olson et al., 2016) but also 
may inspire positive interventions to reduce criminality. In 
this respect, we want to point out how morality began to 
be studied before as a matter of justice (Kohlberg, 1973), 
than as a matter of care (Gilligan, 1982), and how currently 
the common minimum that receives the most consensus to 
be considered the basis of morality is the last one (Schein 
& Gray, 2018; Sauer, 2015), in which precisely women 
score higher than men (Giordano et al., 2002; Graham et al., 
2011). Since socialization is a process open to change, our 
results indirectly support the idea that if men were social-
ized as women, their moral disengagement would probably 
be similar to that of women, that is, lower.

Controlling for these relevant differences, we found 
that the more the participants scored on the individualiz-
ing moral foundations, the less moral disengagement they 
reported and the more they were willing to change the par-
ticular behavior judged as immoral by specific laws in a 
studied Western country. Particularly, we found support for 
(1) the hypothesized connection between the individualiz-
ing moral foundations and the worst moral disengagement 
mechanisms, attribution of blame and dehumanization, 
grouped by Bandura (1999) in the victim locus category, 
and (2) the hypothesized connections between the intention 
to change the immoral behavior that brought our partici-
pants into prison and both the individualizing moral founda-
tions and victim locus category, the first one positively and 
the second one negatively.

Beyond our hypotheses, the individualizing moral foun-
dations were also negatively related to the outcome and 
behavior locus categories. Additional analyses showed 
similar relationships using the taxonomy recently proposed 
by Schaefer and Bouwmeester (2020) (see Supplementary 
Materials). In this respect, it can be concluded that the indi-
vidualizing moral foundations negatively predicted the three 
categories: reconstruing morality, reconstruing agency, and 
linguistic.

These results indirectly support our research idea about 
the protective role of the individualizing moral founda-
tions, care and fairness, against moral disengagement in a 
particular sample of people in prison who committed seri-
ous crimes that undoubtedly hurt others. These findings 
can be read in light of the relevance granted to the indi-
vidualizing moral foundations by the MFT and also by the 
TDM. Both theories seem opposite, but they agree that care/
harm is likely the most important, frequent, and universal 
moral consideration. They also agree that the most despi-
cable behaviors are evaluated by the amount of harm they 
cause to others (Graham et al., 2013; Schein & Gray, 2016, 
2018). Although for the MFT, there are five different and 
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relationships or processes properly. It is true that such a sen-
sitive sample is not only difficult to gather but also to study 
with the needed control of the variables. In this respect, 
although we used intention to change as a proxy highly 
related to actual behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Kan & Fabrigar, 
2017; Sheeran, 2002), we did not control such self-reported 
answers and did not test whether their intention was effec-
tively related to their behavior. Since we were not allowed 
to access the sample for more than one moment by the 
prison authorities, it is not possible to conclude in terms of 
causality. So, we can neither properly affirm that a deficit 
of care and fairness causes excessive moral disengagement 
nor that a higher intention to change is caused by higher 
levels of individualizing moral foundations and lower lev-
els of dehumanization. Third, our sample was very diverse 
with respect to the reported crimes. It can be said that all 
were serious, but there were not enough participants in each 
separate group to compare specific types of crimes. In this 
respect, it is clear that killing is not the same as stealing and 
sexual assault is not the same as cheating, and this can affect 
the hypothesized relationships since the amount of harm is 
very different in all these cases (Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 
2020). Future studies could try to test some crime-related 
differences following these initial results, and if the higher 
the harm inside a particular crime, the lower the regard for 
care and fairness and the higher the moral disengagement.

These clear limitations cannot overshadow the value 
of this study conducted with women and men who broke 
very important moral rules and were therefore imprisoned. 

independent moral foundations, and for the TDM, moral 
judgment is only grounded in care, our results seem to con-
firm that this common minimum was related to some kind 
of protection against the particular mechanisms of humanity 
distortion, which divide individuals between the ones inside 
the moral domain and the ones outside, allowing despicable 
and extremely violent behaviors against the ones outside 
(Bandura, 2016).

This knowledge is especially relevant for psychological 
treatments that encourage people penalized by the justice 
system to reconnect with shared and collective life. The find-
ings are important for the preventive interventions designed 
for people at risk of social exclusion. Fostering higher con-
sideration for the individualizing foundations might lead 
to self-sanctions that connect people with their moral stan-
dards. At the same time, reassuring an endorsement for care 
and fairness may promote reciprocal social connections and 
enhance the individual capacity to empathize with others. 
Additionally, it may encourage the intention to change what 
is somehow recognized to have been done wrong, prevent-
ing relapse in behavior.

Our study is not free from limitations. First, our partici-
pants constituted a convenience sample of prisoners who 
freely wanted to participate. Although we used a total sam-
ple of 367 women and men penalized by the justice system, 
it can not represent the entire prison population, especially 
those from different cultural backgrounds (Henrich et al., 
2010). Second, we used a cross-sectional design based on 
correlations that does not allow us to test for cause-effect 

Table 3  Regression Analysis Conducted with a Competitive Method Regressing the Individualizing Foundations on Behavior, Agency, Outcome, 
and Victim Locus Controlling for Participants’ Gender

β t 95% CI Adjusted R2

Behavior Locus Gender 0.443 5.45*** 0.283, 0.603 0.15
Individualizing − 0.133 -4.18*** − 0.195, − 0.07

Agency Locus Gender 0.233 2.71** 0.064, 0.402 0.02
Individualizing − 0.066 -1.21 0.064, 0.402

Outcome Locus Gender 0.302 2.48* 0.062, 0.542 0.15
Individualizing − 0.313 -6.57*** − 0.407, − 0.219

Victim Locus Gender 0.615 6.74*** 0.435, 0.795 0.20
Individualizing − 0.168 -4.70*** − 0.238, − 0.097

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05

Table 4  Regression Analysis Conducted with a Competitive Method Regressing the Individualizing Foundations, Behavior, Agency, Outcome, 
and Victim Locus on Intention to Change, Controlling for Gender

β t 95% CI Adjusted R2

Gender − 0.521 -3.78*** − 0.792, − 0.250 0.15
Individualizing 0.156 2.98** 0.053, 0.259
Victim Locus − 0.275 -3.27** − 0.441, − 0.110
Agency Locus 0.252 2.94** 0.084, 0.421
Behavior Locus 0.112 1.50
Outcome Locus 0.048 0.804
*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05
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