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Social-Cognitive Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement, Gender 
Differences and Psychological Predictors in Young Populations
Abstract

The theory of moral disengagement has been useful in explaining disruptive social behavior in young people, show-
ing differences between men and women. However, there are no studies regarding the association of psychological 
factors, as impulsivity, self-esteem, anxiety, and moral disengagement. Therefore, we analyzed gender differences and 
psychological predictors of moral disengagement mechanisms in young people. This was a quantitative, cross-sectional, 
comparative, and correlational study. Participants were 1,419 young people aged 16 to 30 years (M = 20.6, SD = 3.32) who 
answered the Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement Scale (mmds), the Barratt Impulsivity scale (bis-11), the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale (rses) and the Beck Anxiety Inventory (bai). A Student’s t-test showed that men had higher scores 
on moral disengagement mechanisms and self-esteem, and women had higher scores on anxiety. Moral disengagement 
mechanisms were found to be inversely correlated with self-esteem, but directly correlated with impulsivity and anxiety. 
Multiple linear regression analysis showed that self-contempt, impulsivity, anxiety, and gender had the strongest ef-
fects on predicting moral disengagement and mechanisms. These effects were similar for men and women. This study 
provides important information about the influence of psychological factors not explored in previous studies on the 
understanding of moral agency in young people. 

Keywords: Anxiety, impulsivity, moral cognition, moral disengagement, self-esteem.

Mecanismos Socio-Cognitivos de Desconexión Moral, 
Diferencias de Sexo y Predictores Psicológicos en Jóvenes
Resumen

La teoría de la desconexión moral ha sido útil para explicar el comportamiento social disruptivo en jóvenes, mostrando 
diferencias entre hombres y mujeres. Sin embargo, no existen estudios sobre la asociación de factores psicológicos, como 
la impulsividad, la autoestima, la ansiedad y la desconexión moral. Por lo tanto, se analizaron las diferencias de sexo y 
los predictores psicológicos de los mecanismos de desconexión moral en jóvenes. Se trató de un estudio cuantitativo, 
transversal, comparativo y correlacional. Los participantes fueron 1.419 jóvenes de entre 16 y 30 años (M = 20,6, DE = 
3,32) que respondieron las escalas de Mecanismos de Desconexión Moral (MMDS), Impulsividad de Barratt (BIS-11), 
Autoestima de Rosenberg (RSES) y el Inventario de Ansiedad de Beck (BAI). Una prueba t de Student mostró que los 
hombres tenían puntuaciones más altas en los mecanismos de desconexión moral y autoestima, y las mujeres tenían 
puntuaciones más altas en ansiedad. Los mecanismos de desconexión moral estaban inversamente correlacionados con 
la autoestima, pero directamente correlacionados con la impulsividad y la ansiedad. El análisis de regresión lineal múl-
tiple mostró que el autodesprecio, la impulsividad, la ansiedad y el sexo tenían los efectos más fuertes en la predicción 
de la desconexión moral. Estos efectos fueron similares para hombres y mujeres. Este estudio proporciona información 
importante sobre la influencia de factores psicológicos no explorados en estudios anteriores sobre la comprensión de la 
agencia moral en los jóvenes. 

Palabras clave: Ansiedad, impulsividad, cognición moral, desconexión moral, autoestima.
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Introduction
The study of moral cognition has been useful 

for understanding people’s social behavior preci-
sely because individual and collective moral-ethical 
standards are a valuable reference for analyzing 
and predicting social behavior (Bandura, 1991; Gó-
mez & Durán, 2021a). Bandura (1999, 2002, 2016) 
points out that an individual`s social behavior is 
fundamentally dependent on social-cognitive me-
chanisms. These mechanisms self-regulate human 
behavior according to moral standards and ease 
the understanding of what is right from what is 
wrong. Likewise, this self-regulation is related to 
the negative assessment of group norm violations 
and therefore self-sanctioning and self-censorship 
is activated (guilt, shame, self-condemning) (Ban-
dura et al., 1996, 2001; Moore, 2015).

However, self-sanctioning can be avoided 
by convincing oneself that ethical standards do 

not apply to oneself in a particular context. It 
involves a process of cognitive restructuring or re-
framing of destructive behavior as being morally 
acceptable without changing the behavior or the 
moral standards (Bandura, 1990, 2002; Giulio 
et al., 2018; Petruccelli et al., 2017). Individuals 
refrain from behaving in ways that violate their 
moral standards to avoid self-condemnation. 
Therefore, self-sanctions play a significant role 
in keeping conduct in line with these internal 
moral standards and hence in regulating inhu-
mane conduct (Bandura et al., 1975; Gómez & 
Narváez, 2019). This cognitive restructuring pro-
cess is known as moral disengagement. Bandura 
(1991, 1999, 2002, 2016) introduced eight moral 
disengagement mechanisms that explain how 
self-sanctioning is deactivated and disconnected 
from harmful behaviors.

Figure 1  
Mechanisms and domains of Moral disengagement 

Source: Bandura (1991,1999).

Empirical evidence from the last thirty years 
have found that both moral disengagement and 
social cognitive mechanisms are highly associated 
with the onset of not only antisocial and criminal 
behavior, but also bullying, cyber bullying and 

physical and verbal aggression in young samples 
(Bandura et al., 1996; Bakioğlu & Çapan, 2019; 
Caprara et al., 2014; Gini et al., 2014, 2015; Hyde 
et al., 2010; Hardy et al., 2015; Paciello et al., 2008; 
Runions et al., 2019). It has also been reported 



66

DEPARTAMENTO DE PSICOLOGÍA  FACULTAD DE CIENCIAS HUMANAS  UNIVERSIDAD NACIONAL DE COLOMBIA

ANYERSON STITHS GÓMEZ-TABARES

that moral disengagement predicts antisocial and 
criminal behaviors in young offenders (Giulio et 
al., 2018; Petruccelli et al., 2017; Shulman et al., 
2011). Recent studies in young individuals have 
found a negative association between moral dis-
engagement, empathy, emotional self-efficacy and 
prosocial tendencies and a positive association 
with callous-unemotional traits (Bandura et al., 
1996; Gómez et al., 2019; Gómez & Narváez, 2019; 
Muratori et al., 2017; Walters, 2017). These findings 
suggest that higher levels of moral disengagement 
led to an increased likelihood of aggressive beha-
viors and externalizing disorders, therefore, the 
chances to display prosocial behaviors towards 
the victim decrease.

Gender differences have also been described 
in young samples. Males have scored higher than 
women in moral disengagement tests (De Caroli 
et al., 2011; Bjärehed et al., 2019; Gómez y Narváez, 
2019; Gómez & Duran, 2021b). These differences 
contributed to the differential effects when pre-
dicting externalizing behaviors in men (impulsive 
behavior, aggression, intimidation) (Cabrera et 
al., 2020; Charalampous et al., 2021; Espejo-Siles 
et al., 2020). Men scored higher than women on 
psychopathic traits (callous-unemotional and 
grandiose-manipulative) and reactive aggressive 
behavior (Orue et al., 2016). This trend could ex-
plain how some moral disengagement mechanisms 
operate and affect disruptive behaviors (Espejo-
Siles et al., 2020).

 Conversely, women scored higher than men 
in internalizing behaviors (anxiety, low self-esteem) 
– (Campos et al., 2019; Rescorla et al., 2018), im-
pulsive–irresponsible traits (Orue et al., 2016), and 
higher levels of prosocial behavior and affective 
empathy toward others (Gómez & Duran, 2020; 
Longobardi et al., 2019; Mestre et al., 2009; Van 
der Graaff et al., 2014, 2018).    

The tendency of men to show externalizing 
behaviors and of women to show internalizing 
behaviors, as well as differences in the use of moral 
disengagement, have been studied independently. 
However, the relationship between the effect of 

psychological factors on moral disengagement 
strategies based on gender differences is not yet 
clear. It could be an interesting and enriching 
field of study.

Currently, there is a lack of studies that focus 
on the relationship between trait impulsivity and 
moral disengagement in men, as interest has focu-
sed on aggressive and antisocial behavior, leaving 
aside the analysis of impulsivity as a potentially 
precipitating factor. The relationship between some 
internalizing traits in women, as self-esteem and 
anxiety, and their possible association with moral 
disengagement has also not been examined.

On one hand, most research is focused on 
the direct effect and mediating role of moral 
disengagement in predicting disruptive beha-
vior in young populations. On the other hand, 
there is a lack of works related to the effects of 
psychological variables- anxiety, self-esteem and 
impulsivity- on social cognitive mechanisms of 
moral disengagement. Thus, more research is 
needed to analyze whether moral disengagement 
depends on these psychological variables in young 
samples. In addition, it is important to determine 
whether differences between males and females in 
variables as anxiety, self-esteem, and impulsivity 
have a differential effect on the mechanisms of 
moral disengagement.

Empirical evidence supporting this hypothesis 
is scarce and scattered. However, some authors have 
suggested that self-sanctioning disengagement, a 
product of the use of moral disengagement, allows 
people to maintain high positive evaluations of 
themselves even after committing immoral or 
cruel acts (Zhao et al., 2017; Liang et al., 2018). 
Moral self-image is related to the view of our own 
actions and is flexible to the cognitive assessment 
of social and moral behavior (Jordan et al., 2015). 
Thus, it is plausible that self-esteem, understood 
as how one evaluates and responds emotionally to 
oneself, is associated with moral disengagement.

In addition, impulsive people cannot post-
pone rewards, regulate emotions, make assertive 
decisions or acting without thinking (Georgiou et 
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al., 2019). These factors are considered to predict 
aggressive, violent, and antisocial behavior in young 
populations (Carlotta et al., 2011; DeShong, & Kurtz, 
2013; Dodaj et al., 2020). Thus, it is plausible that 
young people who tend to behave impulsively 
would resort more frequently to the different 
mechanisms of moral disengagement to change 
the valuational perception of their behaviors.

Furthermore, anxiety implies subjective fe-
elings of intense fear and concern about daily 
situations and can increase when coping with 
psychological stress and lead to the development 
of maladaptive beliefs, psychological breakdowns, 
feelings of self-censorship, and social isolation. 
Anxiety is usually related to an individual´s be-
havior and even to external situations that cause 
discomfort. Hypothetically, anxiety may be po-
sitively associated with moral disengagement as 
a way of avoiding emotional distress, justifying 
maladaptive actions and beliefs associated with 
anxiety symptoms.

A recent study analyzed the effects of Ma-
chiavellianism and ethical values on the anxiety of 
115 young Chinese university students (Tang & Li, 
2021). The results showed that both Machiavellia-
nism —personality trait that denotes cunningness, 
the ability to be manipulative, and a drive to use 
whatever means necessary to gain power— and 
ethical values significantly influence anxiety. Spe-
cifically, in the sample of youth with strong ethical 
values, anxiety levels increased significantly as 
Machiavellianism levels increased. Those with 
high levels of Machiavellianism and strong ethical 
values showed higher levels of anxiety compared 
to those with low levels of Machiavellianism but 
similar ethical values. In contrast, among youth 
with weak ethical values, there was no significant 
difference in anxiety levels between those with 
high and low levels of Machiavellianism.

This study suggests that the conflict between 
Machiavellian beliefs and ethical values oriented 
towards benevolence and universalism generates 
anxiety and psychological distress. In this sen-
se, in situations of dissonance between moral 

cognitions and actions —for example, believing 
that violence is immoral and engaging in violent 
behavior— a moral conflict is generated that leads 
to psychological stress and anxiety. To reduce 
these anxiety states, moral disengagement and its 
various mechanisms, which function as routes of 
cognitive reconstruction of immoral behavior, are 
resorted to. However, this relationship between 
anxiety and moral disengagement has not been 
explored in previous studies.

The association between self-esteem, impulsi-
veness, anxiety, and social cognitive mechanisms of 
moral disengagement in young samples based on 
gender is a rich field line that might explain how 
psychological factors impact moral agency. Besides, 
these associations are not clear in previous studies. 

This study aimed at analyzing gender diffe-
rences and the effect of self-esteem, impulsivity, 
and anxiety on social cognitive mechanisms of 
moral disengagement in young populations. This 
study also hypothesized:

H1: Men will score significantly higher than 
women on all moral disengagement mechanisms.

H2: Positive self-esteem (Self-Respect) has 
negative correlations and predictive effects, and 
negative self-esteem (Self-Deprecation) has positive 
correlations and effects on total moral disengage-
ment mechanisms.

H3: Anxiety and impulsivity are positively 
correlated and predict moral disengagement.

H4: Impulsivity is a strong predictor of moral 
disengagement in males, whereas anxiety and 
self-esteem (positive and negative) are stronger 
predictors in females.

Method
This was a quantitative, observational, pros-

pective, cross-sectional study. The scope of the 
study was associative. 

Participants
A simple probability sample was taken from 

the total enrollment in higher education in Co-
lombia (n = 2,355,603). The proportion of the 
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university population is mostly female and bet-
ween 16 and 20 years of age. Participants were 
1419 young college students in two Colombian 
cities, Manizales (54.2%) and Medellin (45.8%). 
By gender, 971 participants were female (68.4%), 
448 were males (31.6%). The mean age was 20.6 
years old (SD = 3.32). Participants were between 
16 and 30 years old (from 16-20 years old (n = 861, 
60.7%), 21-25 years old (n = 412, 29%) and 26-30 
years old (n = 146, 10.3%)). 

Based on marital status, 61.2% of the sample 
were single, and 38.8% had some type of relations-
hip: couples (32.3%), married (2.2%), common-law 
partners (3.7%), divorced/separated (0.6%). Likewi-
se, 23.5% of the sample belong to low socioeconomic 
status (1-2), middle class (3-4) (66.7%), and high 
socioeconomic status (5-6) (9.8%). 

Measures

Sociodemographic data. 
Participants were required to fill a sociode-

mographic questionnaire that included age, sex, 
socioeconomic status and marital status. 

Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement 
Scale-mmd 
(Bandura et al., 1996). The scale was developed 

to assess the construct of moral disengagement and 
how it directly or indirectly influences transgres-
sive behavior. The instrument was adapted and 
validated in Spanish with adolescent population 
in Spain (Rubio-Garay et al., 2017) and university 
population in Colombia (Gómez et al., 2023). The 
Spanish version consists of 32 items with a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = Totally disagree) (5 = Totally agree). 
The instrument consists of four-item subscales, 
each corresponding to eight moral disengagement 
mechanisms. Moral justification, euphemistic 
labeling, palliative comparison, displacement of 
responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distor-
tion of consequences, attribution of blame, and 
dehumanization.

The psychometric properties of the Spanish 
validated test showed good fit index for the scale 
according to the eight moral disengagement me-
chanisms and for the general construct (Gómez 
et al., 2023; Rubio-Garay et al., 2017). This ques-
tionnaire has been used in young samples and 
showed a Cronbach ́s alpha between .82 and .93 
(Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura et al., 2001; Gini 
et al., 2014; Gómez & Narváez, 2019; Hardy et al., 
2015; Paciello et al., 2008). 

Barratt Impulsiveness Scale, v.11, bis-11 
(Patton et al., 1995). The bis-11 is composed 

of 30 items with Likert-type questions in which 
participants report the frequency of different 
impulsive behaviors (from 1 rarely or never to 4 
often or always). It measures global impulsivity and 
three main factors have been identified: Cognitive, 
motor, and non-planned impulsiveness. A previous 
systematic review suggested a cutoff score over 74 
(global impulsiveness) in psychological studies 
(Stanford et al., 2009). Cronbach’s alpha value in 
this study was .78 in the global score and .70 for 
subscales. The global impulsivity score was used in 
this study. Internal consistency for this study was 
assessed using McDonald’s Omega (ω) coefficient, 
and the results are shown in Table 1.

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale-rses 
(Rosenberg, 1965). Is a widely accepted 10-

item questionnaire used to assess global self-
esteem. It assesses both positive and negative 
self-perceptions. The scale is generally considered 
to be unidimensional. Participants respond to each 
statement on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree. Responses in-
dicating low self-esteem are “disagree” or “strongly 
disagree” for items 1, 3, 4, 7, and 10, and “strongly 
agree” or “agree” for items 2, 5, 6, 8, and 9. Each 
item contributes to the overall self-esteem score. 
Validation studies have confirmed the excellent 
internal consistency of the scale and have identified 
both bifactorial (Cogollo et al., 2015; Gómez-Lugo 
et al., 2016; Hyland et al., 2014) and unifactorial 
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(Martín-Albo et al., 2007) structures in different 
research contexts, allowing its use to assess global 
self-esteem, as negative (Self-Deprecation) and 
positive self-esteem (Self-Respect) factors. The 
internal consistency of the instrument for this study 
was assessed using McDonald’s Omega Coefficient 
(ω) and the results are shown in Table 1.

Beck Anxiety Inventory, bai 
(Beck et al., 1988). It consists of 21 items with 

a Likert scale ranging from 0 to 3 and raw scores 
ranging from 0 to 63. It measures the severity of an 
anxiety disorder in adults and adolescents. Because 
the items in the bai describe the emotional, phy-
siological, and cognitive symptoms of anxiety but 
not depression, it can discriminate anxiety from 
depression. The bai scores are classified as minimal 
anxiety (0 to 7), mild anxiety (8 to 15), moderate 
anxiety (16 to 25), and severe anxiety (30 to 63). It has 
been validated in Spanish in clinical and non-clinical 
contexts, with a reported Cronbach’s alpha value of 
.93 and statistically significant correlations with the 
Beck Depression Index (bdi) (r = .63) (Magán et al., 
2008). The internal consistency of the instrument for 
this study was assessed using McDonald’s Omega 
Coefficient (ω) which results are shown in Table 1.

Procedure
The instruments were administered in uni-

versity settings in both cities in Colombia. The 
procedure for administering the instruments was 
face-to-face in classrooms in groups of approxi-
mately 20 to 40 people. Participants completed the 
informed consent form and then completed the 
instruments with pencil and paper. Administration 
of the instruments took between 45 and 60 minu-
tes per group, and data collection was completed 
over a three-month period. Ethical guidelines 
for studies considered to involve minimal risk to 
human subjects (Resolution 008430/1993) were 
followed. The study was funded and supported by 
the Universidad Católica Luis Amigó, Colombia 
(0502029977). In accordance with Law 1090/2006 
and Resolution 008430/1993, this study complies 

with the principles and procedures of ethical re-
search (respect for the dignity and confidentiality 
of persons).

Data Analysis
The analyses were conducted on IBM SPSS 

Statistics 25 (IBM Corporation 2017). Missing data 
or incorrect answers were checked according to the 
instrument options and the distribution of the data 
was determined. McDonald’s omega (ω) is based 
on factor loadings (Gerbing & Anderson, 1988), 
which allows for greater stability in calculations for 
multidimensional scales (McDonald, 1999). Unlike 
Cronbach’s alpha, that can be affected by the number 
of items in a scale, the reliability estimate of omega 
is not as dependent on the number of items.

Then, descriptive analysis was performed 
to get mean values and standard deviations of 
the research variables. A comparative analysis 
of each disengagement mechanism, self-esteem, 
and anxiety was conducted controlling gender 
through Student´s t for independent samples. The 
p-values of statistical significance and the effect 
size (Cohen’s d) of the statistical difference were 
reported. Cohen’s (1988) procedure and interpre-
tation was used: small effect (d = 0.2), medium 
effect (d = 0.5), large effect (d = 0.8).

A correlation analysis was then performed 
using Pearson’s r coefficient between the variables 
of self-esteem (global, positive, and negative), 
impulsivity, anxiety, and the mechanisms of moral 
disengagement. Finally, a multiple linear regression 
model was performed, and every moral disenga-
gement mechanism was the response variable. A 
regression model was also calculated for males 
and females to be able to analyze the effects of the 
predictor variables according to gender. The input 
method was used for the regression analyses. The 
assumptions of non-collinearity, homoscedasticity, 
and independence of the residuals were exami-
ned. A collinearity diagnostic was performed, 
the dispersion of the standardized residuals was 
analyzed, and the Durbin-Watson statistic was 
used to assess the independence of the residuals.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/likert-scale
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Results
The descriptive analysis with measures of 

central tendency and dispersion and the analysis 

of internal consistency using McDonald’s Omega 
are presented in Table 1.

Table 1  
Reliability and descriptive analysis for moral disengagement, self-esteem, impulsiveness, and anxiety

Variables ω M (SD) Min Max

Moral disengagement  .91 1.67 (.45) 1.0 4.1

Moral Justification .84 1.74 (.73) 1.0 5.0

Euphemistic Labeling  .73 1.91 (.59) 1.0 4.8

Palliative Comparison .76 1.29 (.46) 1.0 4.8

Displacement of responsibility .76 1.71 (.61) 1.0 4.8

Diffusion of responsibility .72 1.91 (.75) 1.0 5.0

Distortion of consequences .81 1.90 (.70) 1.0 5.0

Attribution of blame .76 1.45 (.53) 1.0 5.0

Dehumanization .86 1.45 (.67) 1.0 5.0

Positive Self-esteem (Self-Respect) .88 3.43 (.52) 1.0 4.0

Negative Self-esteem (Self-Deprecation) .82 2.12 (.69) 1.0 6.6

Self-esteem (global) .88 3.16 (.53) 1.0 4.4

Impulsiveness .78 1.68 (.45) 0.4 3.0

Anxiety .93 15.01 (11.74) .00 71

Note. McDonald’s omega coefficient, M= Mean; SD: standard Deviation; Min= Minimum score; Max= Maximum score.

Table 2 shows comparisons based on gender. 
Results indicate that males scored significantly 
higher than females on moral disengagement, and 
the effect size was medium. Males also scored signi-
ficantly higher on each specific mechanism of moral 
disengagement except diffusion of responsibility 
(p<. 01). On the other hand, moral justification, 

euphemistic labeling, and dehumanization showed 
medium and large effect sizes (d≥.5) (Cohen, 1988).  
Self-esteem (global), positive self-esteem (self-
respect), and impulsivity also showed higher scores 
for males (p<.05), with small size effects (d≤.4). 
Conversely, females scored significantly higher on 
anxiety (p=.001), and the effect size was small (d≤.4). 

Table 2 Gender-based comparative analysis between moral disengagement, impulsivity, and anxiety

Variables Females

 (N = 971)

Males  

(N = 448)

Statistical Test  

M (DE) M(DE) t p d

Moral disengagement 1.59(.39) 1.84(.51) -10.305 <.001 .59

Moral Justification 1.57(.61) 2.10(.83) -13.551 <.001 .77

Euphemistic Labeling    1.81(.52) 2.12(.67) -9.417 <.001 .54

Palliative Comparison  1.23(.41) 1.40(.54) -6.340 <.001 .37

Displacement of responsibility 1.66(.58) 1.81(.66) -4.161 <.001 .25

Diffusion of responsibility  1.89(.73) 1.97(.80) -1.768 .077 .11

Distortion of consequences  1.81(.65) 2.10(.77) -7.337 <.001 .42
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Variables Females

 (N = 971)

Males  

(N = 448)

Statistical Test  

M (DE) M(DE) t p d

Attribution of blame 1.38(.47) 1.59(.62) -7.144 <.001 .40

Dehumanization 1.36(.58) 1.66(.79) -8.105 <.001 .46

Positive Self-esteem (Self-
Respect)

3.40(.53) 3.51(.48) -3.776 <.001 .21

Negative Self-esteem (Self-
Deprecation)

2.12(.69) 2.10(.68) .584 .560 .03

Self-esteem (global) 3.14(.55) 3.21(.50) -2.491 .013 .13

Impulsiveness 1.67(.46) 1.69 (.43) -.924 .356 .04

Anxiety 15.73(11.33) 13.45(11.33) 3.418 .001 .20

Note. M= Mean; SD: standard Deviation; t= Student´s t test for independent samples; p= significance; d= Cohen´s d

Table 3 shows the correlations between moral 
disengagement, self-esteem, impulsivity, and anxiety 
in males and females. Moral disengagement was 
negatively associated with self-esteem (global) and 

positive self-esteem (self-respect), but positively as-
sociated with negative self-esteem (self-deprecation), 
impulsivity, and anxiety. These correlations were 
significant for both males and females (p<.01).

Table 3  
Pearson correlation coefficient (r) between moral disengagement, self-esteem, impulsiveness and anxiety 
in males and females.

Correlations 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Moral Disengagement 1 -.215*** -.163*** .216*** .287*** .253***

2. Self-esteem (global) -.253*** 1 .865*** -.921*** -.414*** -.347***

3. Positive Self-esteem -.125** .822*** 1 -.601*** -.315*** -.275***

4. Negative Self-esteem .267*** -.832*** -.557*** 1 .415*** .339***

5. Impulsiveness .298*** -.380*** -.276*** .426*** 1 .341**

6. Anxiety .263*** -.363*** -.320*** .383*** .347*** 1

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. 

Note:  Correlations from the upper matrix correspond to females and the lower diagonal corresponds to males.

Table 4 shows correlations between social 
cognitive mechanisms of moral disengagement, 
self-esteem dimensions, impulsivity, and anxiety. 
Each moral disengagement mechanism correla-
ted significantly and negatively with self-esteem 
(global) and positive self-esteem (self-respect), 
but positively with negative self-esteem (self-
deprecation), impulsivity, and anxiety.

Moral Justification had the strongest corre-
lation coefficients with negative self-esteem and 
Impulsivity. On the other hand, dehumanization 
showed the strongest correlations with self-esteem 
(global) and positive self-esteem (self-respect). 
Palliative comparison showed the strongest co-
rrelations with anxiety. 
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Table 4   
Pearson correlation coefficient (r) between moral disengagement (specific mechanisms), self-esteem, 
impulsiveness, and anxiety

Correlations Self-esteem 
(global)

Positive  
Sef-esteem

Negative  
Sef-esteem

Impulsiveness Anxiety 

Moral Disengagement -.170*** -.080** .202*** .275*** .161***

Euphemistic labeling  -.145*** -.091*** .162*** .267*** .178***

Palliative Comparison  -.118*** -.072** .125*** .183*** .182***

Displacement of responsibility -.142*** -.088*** .155*** .144*** .152***

Diffusion of responsibility  -.125*** -.068* .137*** .151*** .131***

Distortion of consequences  -.141*** -.093*** .151*** .232*** .123***

Attribution of blame -.087*** -.022 .112*** .118*** .165***

Dehumanization -.181*** -.127*** .187*** .213*** .169***

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001

Table 5 shows the multiple regression analysis 
that facilitated the factors with the highest pre-
dictive effect on moral disengagement. Positive 
self-esteem (self-respect), negative self-esteem (self-
deprecation), impulsivity, anxiety, and gender were 
the predictor variables and moral disengagement, 
and the eight mechanisms were the dependent 
variables. Results indicated that self-deprecation 
(β = 1.07, p = .001), impulsivity (β = .189, p<.001), 
anxiety (β = .149, p<.001) and gender (β = .274, 
p<.001) contributed a significant effect (p<.05) 
that explained 18% of the variance in moral dis-
engagement (global) (R2 = .177, F (5,1412) = 62.106, 
p<.001). Self-respect did not show a significant 
effect (p<.05).  

Regarding the specific mechanisms of moral 
disengagement, results suggest that self-depreca-
tion, impulsiveness, anxiety, and gender showed 
a significant effect (p<.05) at predicting: moral 
justification (R2 = .203, F (5,1412) = 73.378, p<.001), 
displacement of responsibility (R2 = .051, F (5,1412) 
= 16.127, p<.001), diffusion of responsibility (R2 = 
.034, F (5,1412) = 11.004, p<.001), and dehuma-
nization (R2 = .109, F (5,1412) = 35.492, p<.001). 

Impulsiveness, anxiety, and gender contri-
buted a significant effect (p<.05) at predicting 
euphemistic labeling (R2 = .140, F (5,1412) = 47.223, 
p<.001), palliative comparison (R2 = .078, F (5,1412) 
= 25.114, p<.001), distortion of consequences (R2 
= .093; F (5,1412) = 30,163, p<.001).

 Finally, blame attribution (R2 = .072, F (5,1412) 
= 22.875, p<.001) is significantly predicted by 
self-respect (β = .065, p = .043), self-deprecation 
(β = .078, p = .021), anxiety (β = .158, p<.001), and 
gender (β = .194, p<.001).

According to the standardized beta coefficient 
(β), gender was the sociodemographic variable 
that contributed the strongest effects to the me-
chanisms of moral disengagement. On the other 
hand, impulsivity better explained the effects on 
moral disengagement (global), moral justification, 
euphemistic labeling, diffusion of responsibility, 
distortion of consequences and dehumanization. 
However, anxiety had the strongest effects on 
palliative comparison, diffusion of responsibility, 
and blame attribution.
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Table 5  
Effect of predictor variables on the mechanisms of moral disengagement

Dependent Predictor B EE β t p CI 95% for B

Lower Upper

Moral disengagement Self-Respect .019 .026 .022 .725 .469 -.032 .070

Self-Deprecation .070 .021 .107 3.364 .001 .029 .110

Impulsiveness .188 .027 .189 6.936 <.001 .135 .242

Anxiety .006 .001 .149 5.586 <.001 .004 .008

Gender .263 .023 .274 11.234 <.001 .217 .309

R2 = .177, F (5,1412) = 62.106, p<.001              

Moral Justification Self-Respect .061 .042 .044 1.468 .142 -.021 .143

Self-Deprecation .124 0033 .116 3.724 <.001 .059 .189

Impulsiveness .323 .044 .199 7.412 <.001 .238 .409

Anxiety .006 .002 .097 3.680 <.001 .003 .009

Gender .535 .038 .341 14.220 <.001 .462 .609

R2 = .203, F (5,1412) = 73.378, p<.001         

Euphemistic Labeling  Self-Respect .006 .035 .006 .186 .853 -.062 .075

Self-Deprecation .036 .028 .042 1.288 .198 -.019 .091

Impulsiveness .270 .037 .206 7.392 <.001 .198 .342

Anxiety .006 .001 .118 4.315 <.001 .003 .009

Gender .316 .032 .250 10.018 <.001 .254 .378

R2 = .140, F (5,1412) = 47.223, p<.001         

Palliative Comparison  Self-Respect .007 .029 .008 .250 .803 -.049 .063

Self-Deprecation .021 .023 .030 .904 .366 -.024 .065

Impulsiveness .122 .030 .119 4.100 <.001 .064 .181

Anxiety .006 .001 .149 5.285 <.001 .004 .008

Gender .177 .026 .177 6.875 <.001 .126 .227

R2 = .078, F (5,1412) = 25.114, p<.001         

Displacement of Res-
ponsibility

Self-Respect .012 .038 .011 .326 .745 -.062 .087

Self-Deprecation .086 .030 .097 2.845 .005 .027 .146

Impulsiveness .093 .040 .068 2.330 .020 .015 .171

Anxiety .006 .001 .109 3.795 <.001 .003 .009

Gender .157 .034 .120 4.583 <.001 .090 .225

R2 = .051, F (5,1412) = 16.127, p<.001         

Diffusion of Respon-
sibility

Self-Respect .047 .047 .032 .986 .324 -.046 .140

Self-Deprecation .096 .038 .088 2.552 .011 .022 .170

Impulsiveness .161 .050 .096 3.253 .001 .064 .258

Anxiety .005 .002 .081 2.804 .005 .002 .009

Gender .083 .043 .051 1.938 .050 -.001 .167

R2 = .034, F (5,1412) = 11.004, p<.001         
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Dependent Predictor B EE β t p CI 95% for B

Lower Upper

Distortion of conse-
quences

Self-Respect -.011 .043 -.008 -.254 .800 -.095 .073

Self-Deprecation .054 .034 .053 1.576 .115 -.013 .121

Impulsiveness .290 .045 .185 6.452 <.001 .202 .378

Anxiety .003 .002 .057 2.054 .040 .000 .007

Gender .296 .039 .195 7,622 <.001 .220 .372

R2 = .093; F (5,1412) = 30,163, p<.001         

Atributtion of blame Self-Respect .067 .033 .065 2.022 .043 .002 .131

Self-Deprecation .061 .026 .078 2.306 .021 .009 .112

Impulsiveness .055 .034 .047 1.613 .107 -.012 .123

Anxiety .007 .001 .158 5.579 <.001 .005 .010

Gender .223 .030 .194 7.498 <.001 .165 .281

R2 = .072; F (5,1412) = 22.875, p<.001         

Dehumanization Self-Respect -.039 .041 -.030 -.962 .336 -.118 .040

Self-Deprecation .080 .032 .082 2.471 .014 .016 .143

Impulsiveness .192 .042 .129 4.537 <.001 .109 .275

Anxiety .006 .002 .107 3.869 <.001 .003 .009

Gender .320 .037 .222 8.751 <.001 .248 .391

R2 = .109; F (5,1412) = 35.492, p<.001         

Note: Self-Respect = Positive Self-esteem; Self-Deprecation = Negative Self-esteem. 

Table 4 displays the effects of the independent 
variables based on gender for the mechanisms of 
moral disengagement. For females, impulsivity 
(β = .119, p<.001) and anxiety (β = .157, p<.001) 
were found to have a significant effect, explaining 
11% of the variance in total moral disengagement 
(R2 = .111; F (4,966) = 31.226; p<.001). For males, 
self-deprecation (β = .168, p<.01), impulsivity 
(β = .198, p<.001), and anxiety (β = .154, p<.01) 
contributed with a significant effect, explaining 
13% of the variance in moral disengagement (R2 
= .128; F (4,442) = 17.392, p<.001). 

In both males and females, impulsivity and 
anxiety contributed significant effects predicting 
the mechanisms of euphemistic labeling, palliative 
comparison, and moral justification. Self-depreca-
tion predicted moral justification only in females. 

Differential effects by gender were also found. 
For women, anxiety contributed a significant effect 
in females at predicting attribution of blame. Self-
Deprecation and anxiety contributed significant 
effects on displacement of responsibility. Impulsi-
veness and anxiety contributed significant effects 
at predicting diffusion of responsibility, distortion 
of consequences and dehumanization. 

For men, displacement of responsibility is 
explained by the significant effect of impulsiveness 
and anxiety. On the other hand, diffusion of respon-
sibility is explained by the effect of self-deprecation. 
Distortion of consequences was explained by self-
deprecation and impulsiveness. Attribution of blame 
was explained by self-confidence, self-deprecation, 
and anxiety. Finally, dehumanization was explained 
by the significant effect of self-deprecation. 
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Table 6  
Impact of predictor variables on mechanisms of moral disengagement in men and women

Dependent Women (Model) Men (Model)

Predictors β t Predictors β t

Moral disengagement Self-Respect -.014 -.368 Self-Respect .075 1.396

Self-Deprecation .072 1.790 Self-Deprecation .168 2.915**

Impulsiveness .199 5.793*** Impulsiveness .198 3.948***

Anxiety .157 4.731*** Anxiety .154 3.111**

R2 = .111; F (4,966) = 31.226, p<.001 R2 = .128; F (4,442) = 17.392, p<.001

Moral Justification Self-Respect .019 .501 Self-Respect .094 1.714

Self-Deprecation .141 3.492*** Self-Deprecation .093 1.589

Impulsiveness .214 6.233*** Impulsiveness .215 4.209***

Anxiety .081 2.431** Anxiety .148 2.933**

R2 = .107; F (4,966) = 29.994, p<.001 R2 = .097; F (4,442) = 12.961, p<.001

Euphemistic Labeling  Self-Respect -.029 -.755 Self-Respect .056 1.027

Self-Deprecation .000 -.005 Self-Deprecation .108 1.847

Impulsiveness .212 6.085*** Impulsiveness .219 4.293***

Anxiety .127 3.760*** Anxiety .114 2.255*

R2 = .082; F (4,966) = 22.758, p<.001 R2 = ,097; F (4,442) = 12,934, p<.001

Palliative Comparison  Self-Respect -.013 -.334 Self-Respect .041 0.740

Self-Deprecation .028 .678 Self-Deprecation .027 0.451

Impulsiveness .104 2.917** Impulsiveness .153 2.952**

Anxiety .137 3.971*** Anxiety .183 3.574***

R2 = .044; F (4,966) = 12.031, p<.001 R2 = .068; F (4,442) = 9.133, p<.001

Displacement of 
Responsibility

Self-Respect -.001 -.017 Self-Respect .024 .422

Self-Deprecation .089 2.110* Self-Deprecation .107 1.785

Impulsiveness .040 1.105 Impulsiveness .129 2.467*

Anxiety .108 3.109** Anxiety .112 2.181*

R2 = .029; F (4,966) = 8.359, p<.001 R2 = .057; F (4,442) = 7.780, p<.001

Diffusion of 
Responsibility

Self-Respect .028 .692 Self-Respect .035 .625

Self-Deprecation .061 1.460 Self-Deprecation .139 2.287*

Impulsiveness .113 3.143** Impulsiveness .063 1.194

Anxiety .081 2.346* Anxiety .078 1.502

R2 = .030; F (4,966) = 8.484, p<.001 R2 = .033; F (4,442) = 4.755, p = .001

Distortion of 
consequences

Self-Respect -.043 -1.096 Self-Respect .038 0.690

Self-Deprecation -.015 -.350 Self-Deprecation .169 2.869**

Impulsiveness .176 4.951*** Impulsiveness .215 4.209***

Anxiety .077 2.251* Anxiety .019 .375

R2 = .047; F (4,966) = 13.042, p<.001 R2 = .092; F (4,442) = 12.343, p<.001

Attribution of blame Self-Respect .023 .586 Self-Respect .135 2.409*

Self-Deprecation .050 1.203 Self-Deprecation .120 1.997*

Impulsiveness .037 1.029 Impulsiveness .066 1.261

Anxiety .155 4.464*** Anxiety .180 3.483***

R2 = .031; F (4,966) = 8.797, p<.001 R2 = .053; F (4,442) = 7.302, p<.001
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Discussion
The purpose of this study was to analyze 

gender differences and the effects of self-esteem, 
impulsivity, and anxiety on the social cognitive 
mechanisms of moral disengagement in young 
students. Results indicate that males scored signi-
ficantly higher than females in every mechanism 
of moral disengagement, except diffusion of res-
ponsibility. Therefore, the first hypothesis (H1) 
was supported. These findings are consistent with 
previous research that showed that males are more 
prone to moral disengagement than females (De 
Caroli et al., 2011; Bjärehed et al., 2019; Gómez & 
Narváez, 2019; Gómez & Duran, 2021b).

These differences in young samples may have 
several explanations. First, the fact that males are 
more likely to engage in externalizing behaviors 
may increase the tendency to engage in moral 
disengagement to justify harmful behaviors toward 
others and to avoid self-blame. Conversely, ado-
lescent females have scored higher than males on 
empathy and prosocial behaviors, which reduces 
moral disengagement to justify aggressive behavior. 
These differences between males and females have 
been previously published by other studies (Caprara 
et al., 2008; Gómez & Durán, 2020; Redondo et 
al., 2015; Mestre et al., 2009; Van der Graaff et al., 
2014; Valois et al., 2017).

According to the gender schema theory 
(Martin & Halverson, 1981) and the social cog-
nitive theory (Bandura, 1986; Bussey & Bandura, 
1999) these differences in moral disengagement 
could be due to the effects of socialization, gender 

stereotypes, cognitive schemas related to several 
behaviors and moral values that were built around 
gender norms. However, biological perspectives 
cannot be ignored in explaining the differences 
between males and females in social behavior and 
moral agency (Dugatkin, 2007). 

The second hypothesis (H2) was partially 
supported. Results suggest that the mechanisms 
of moral disengagement are positively correlated 
with self-deprecation (negative self-esteem), and 
negatively correlated with self-respect (positive 
self-esteem). Regression analysis showed that 
self-deprecation significantly predicted moral 
disengagement and the mechanisms of moral 
justification, displacement and diffusion of respon-
sibility, attribution of blame and dehumanization, 
while self-respect only predicted attribution of 
blame. These findings suggest that positive self-
esteem and its negative dimension play a crucial 
role in the use of social cognitive strategies of 
moral disengagement in young samples. 

Self-esteem is a psychological construct that 
is composed of beliefs, emotions, and moral jud-
gements about oneself and could potentially lead 
to self-deprecation and self-respect (Gómez-Lugo 
et al., 2016; Martín-Albo et al., 2007). Self-esteem 
is also about emotional responses and positive-
negative assessments about oneself and the social 
world (Jordan et al., 2015; Liang et al., 2018). Other 
authors argue that self-esteem is a psychological 
trait that is present throughout the life course 
and consists of specific positive and negative self-
evaluations, as self-respect and self-deprecation 

Dependent Women (Model) Men (Model)

Predictors β t Predictors β t

Dehumanization Self-Respect -.064 -1.662 Self-Respect .014 .247

Self-Deprecation .029 .713 Self-Deprecation .168 2.807**

Impulsiveness .171 4.896*** Impulsiveness .072 1.378

Anxiety .127 3.752*** Anxiety .084 1.624

R2 = .081; F (4,966) = 22.488, p<.001 R2 = .054; F (4,442) = 7.317, p<.001
 
* p<.05; ** p<.01, *** p<.001.  

Note: Self-Respect = Positive Self-esteem; Self-Deprecation = Negative Self-esteem 
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(Jordan et al., 2015; Rosenberg, 1986, 1989). These 
self-evaluations influence the psychological deve-
lopment of self-esteem, interpersonal relationships, 
and sociomoral behavior (Rosenberg, 1986, 1989). 

According to the stated hypothesis, self-
deprecation acts as a psychological factor that 
promotes the activation of moral disengagement 
to avoid the cognitive dissonance between the idea 
an individual may have about oneself —values and 
beliefs— and immoral behavior (Jordan et al., 2015). 
This psychological process and activation of moral 
disengagement has a regulatory function, which is 
to maintain a positive evaluation of the self. Even 
Bandura (2002) has stated that “Self-exonerations 
are used to neutralize self-censure and to preserve 
self-esteem” (p. 114). 

Both social cognitive theory and empirical 
findings have found that moral disengagement 
contributes to cognitive restructuring strategies 
of immoral behavior, consequences, and victim 
roles so that people can avoid self-censorship, 
reduce psychological distress, and keep a positive 
self-image (Bandura, 2002, 2016; Jordan et al., 2015; 
Moore, 2015; Liang et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2017).

Other studies have found that self-esteem 
and a positive view about oneself has a positive 
predictive effect on prosocial moral reasoning 
and prosocial behavior in young samples (Laible, 
Carlo & Roesch, 2004; Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 
2014). This is consistent with the idea that low 
self-esteem may act as a psychological risk factor 
for moral disengagement. Future studies should 
examine whether self-esteem, self-deprecation, 
and self-respect act as mediating factors between 
moral disengagement and immoral or harmful 
behaviors in young samples.

On the other hand, the third hypothesis (H3) 
was fully supported, and the fourth hypothesis 
(H4) was partially accepted. Correlation and re-
gression analysis showed that gender, anxiety, and 
impulsiveness have significant predicting effects 
on moral disengagement and its mechanisms. 
However, gender-based regression analysis showed 
that impulsivity and anxiety had similar effects in 

predicting moral disengagement, but no significant 
differences between men and women. 

Bandura´s theory (1999,2002,2016) poses that 
guilt and remorse feelings weaken as a consequence 
of moral disengagement, and these feelings are 
generated from the cognitive conflict between 
moral norms and principles and immoral or har-
mful behaviors. However, our findings suggest that 
anxiety influences the deactivation of regulatory 
processes that characterize moral disengagement 
and may help to reduce moral feelings of shame, 
guilt, and self-censorship. Thus, the data suggest 
that the higher the anxiety the higher the odds of 
implementing social cognitive strategies of moral 
disengagement to reduce emotional distress.

Recent works have shown that antisocial 
behavior and aggression are positively associated 
with anxiety in young samples (Hale et al., 2004; 
Shulman et al., 2021). Anxiety can even act as 
a mediating variable between psychopathy and 
aggression (Thomson et al., 2021). Regarding this 
matter, a meta-analysis (Derefinko, 2015) showed 
that although psychopathic traits and aggressive 
behavior are related to disinhibition, there is a 
partial lack of negative affect like anxiety. 

These studies have found that anxiety is 
common in antisocial behaviors that may lead to 
moral disengagement to diminish negative affect 
(fear, guilt, anxiety). Others have shown that moral 
disengagement might reduce negative affect in 
young samples with aggressive behaviors and there 
are not evident signs of psychopathy (Bakioğlu 
et al., 2019; Gini et al., 2014; Runions et al., 2019). 
This supports the initial claim about how anxiety 
influences the conflict between moral beliefs and 
moral actions. Our results suggest that anxiety 
contributes to the use of cognitive strategies of 
moral disengagement to reduce negative affect 
and cognitive dissonance.

Returning to hypothesis four (H4), impulsive-
irresponsible behavior and gender have also been 
found to predict moral disengagement in young 
samples (Georgiou et al., 2019; Gini et al., 2015). 
Impulsivity in young people has many facets, as 
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making rash decisions, acting without conside-
ring consequences, seeking novelty, and having 
difficulty delaying gratification (Georgiou et al., 
2019). It also includes a lack of planning skills to 
sustain attention and engagement in risky behaviors 
(Armstrong et al., 2015).

In this sense, the relationship between im-
pulsivity and moral disengagement mechanisms 
suggests that young people who tend to act and 
think impulsively make greater use of moral 
disengagement and its respective mechanisms to 
justify their thoughtless actions. The data suggest 
that this relationship between impulsivity and 
moral disengagement is significant for both males 
and females.

Although there are no reasons to justify that 
the sample of this research showed aggressive be-
haviors, it has been demonstrated that impulsivity 
has a significant effect on moral disengagement. 
Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that impul-
sivity is related to cognitive mechanisms that lead 
to justifying aggression in the future. Thus, both 
impulsivity and moral disengagement are consi-
dered psychological factors that may be related 
to an increased likelihood of aggression (Ball et 
al., 2018; Georgiou et al., 2019; Gini et al., 2015).

Psychological studies suggest that the effect 
of impulsivity on moral disengagement is greater 
in men than in women, because they exhibit a 
greater tendency toward sensation seeking and 
less sensitivity to punishment, both of which are 
associated with impulsivity (Page & Pina, 2018; 
Cross et al., 2011). In addition, men with moral 
disengagement attitudes are more likely to enga-
ge in nonviolent antisocial behaviors (Risser & 
Eckert, 2016). 

However, the psychological and social factors 
associated with gender differences in the relations-
hip between impulsivity and moral disengagement 
are less clear, warranting further research to identify 
differential psychosocial factors linking impulsivity 
and moral disengagement in men and women.

Anxiety was expected to have a stronger 
predictive effect on moral disengagement for 

women and impulsivity for men. Our results su-
ggest that anxiety and impulsivity influence moral 
agency without a clear distinction between men 
and women. Moral disengagement may differ by 
gender due to the prevalence of different social 
behaviors. Recent studies on gender differences 
in aggressive and prosocial behaviors have found 
that females are more likely to engage in prosocial 
and empathetic behaviors, while males are more 
likely to engage in aggressive behaviors (Correa, 
2017; Van der Graaff et al., 2014; Van der Graaff, 
Carlo, Crocetti et al., 2018). However, our findings 
suggest that the effects of impulsivity and anxiety 
on moral disengagement are not very different for 
men and women.

The social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986; 
Bussey & Bandura, 1999) might have an explana-
tion which states that socioemotional and moral 
development is influenced by social modelling 
(vicarious learning) along the life cycle and that 
might differ according to the gender stereotypes 
of a society. However, these differences are not 
properly explained by being male or female, but 
by the socio-cultural and educational factors 
associated with gender.

Due to the lack of work analyzing gender 
differences about the effects of psychological va-
riables on moral disengagement, we cannot present 
empirical evidence about the data interpretation 
and further findings. Thus, future works should 
approach the influence of gender stereotypes 
and the effects of emotional variables on moral 
disengagement in young samples.

Conclusions, Future Studies, and 
Limitations

This study offers empirical evidence on gender 
differences in moral disengagement and their asso-
ciation with previously unexamined psychological 
factors. The data suggest that self-esteem, anxiety, 
and trait impulsivity influence the propensity for 
moral disengagement and thus relate to adoles-
cents’ moral agency. The results also showed that 
the propensity for moral disengagement differs for 
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males and females. However, when the association 
with other psychological factors was examined, no 
gender differences were found. 

This raises important questions for futu-
re studies about how gendered moral agency 
is constructed and whether there are different 
psychological mechanisms in males and females 
that inhibit or promote moral disengagement. 
We know that the differences lie not in the fact 
of being men or women, but in the sociocultural 
factors that surround the construction of gender 
and shape patterns of social behavior and moral 
agency. Therefore, a second trend for future studies 
is to include sociocultural factors related to gender 
and gender stereotypes to analyze their influence 
on how psychological factors (anxiety, self-esteem, 
impulsivity) relate to moral disengagement in 
young people.

In addition, it is recommended that future 
studies include assessment measures of antisocial 
and prosocial behavior to develop more compre-
hensive models in which moral disengagement 
may mediate the relationship between anxiety, 
self-esteem, impulsivity, and social behavior in 
adolescents. It is also recommended to examine 
whether self-esteem (positive and negative) acts 
as a mediating/moderating factor between moral 
disengagement and immoral or harmful behaviors 
in young samples.

This study has several limitations, and the 
results should be interpreted with caution because 
of these. This study did not assess social behaviors 
that could provide additional evidence of more 
complex patterns and mediation analyses between 
emotional, moral, and behavioral factors. This 
study also did not take into account sociocultu-
ral factors in the population that could provide 
additional information on gender differences in 
moral disengagement and their association with 
the psychological factors analyzed.

Due to the cross-sectional nature of the study, 
it was not possible to assess longitudinal changes 
in the effect of the independent psychological va-
riables on the prediction of moral disengagement. 

Therefore, longitudinal studies should be develo-
ped. Finally, the variables were assessed using self-
report measures, which undoubtedly introduces 
some bias. Future studies should be based on key 
informants (parents, friends) to contrast the results.
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