
LIGHTING UP, COOLING OFF, helping out, fight-
ing over—children from a very young age lead
a richer moral life than adults often assume.
The trick for scientists is to make enough sim-
plifications to say something useful about chil-
dren’s behavior but not so many that they lose
sight of the psychological complexity.

It is not
enough for
kids to tell
right from

wrong. 
They must
develop a

commitment
to acting on
their ideals. 
Enlightened
parenting 
can help
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With unsettling regularity, news reports tell us of children wreaking havoc on their
schools and communities: attacking teachers and classmates, murdering parents,
persecuting others out of viciousness, avarice or spite. We hear about feral gangs

of children running drugs or numbers, about teenage date rape, about youthful vandalism,
about epidemics of cheating even in academically elite schools. Not long ago a middle-class
gang of youths terrorized an affluent California suburb through menacing threats and extortion,
proudly awarding themselves points for each antisocial act. Such stories make Lord of the Flies
seem eerily prophetic.

What many people forget in the face of this grim news is that most children most of the time
do follow the rules of their society, act fairly, treat friends kindly, tell the truth and respect their
elders. Many youngsters do even more. A large portion of young Americans volunteer in com-
munity service—according to one survey, between 22 and 45 percent, depending on the loca-
tion. Young people have also been leaders in social causes. Harvard University psychiatrist
Robert Coles has written about children such as Ruby, an African-American girl who broke
the color barrier in her school during the 1960s. Ruby’s daily walk into the all-white school
demonstrated a brave sense of moral purpose. When taunted by classmates, Ruby prayed for
their redemption rather than cursing them. “Ruby,” Coles observed, “had a will and used it to
make an ethical choice; she demonstrated moral stamina; she possessed honor, courage.”

All children are born with a running start on the path to moral development. A number of
inborn responses predispose them to act in ethical ways. For example, empathy—the capacity
to experience another person’s pleasure or pain vicariously—is part of our native endowment

as humans. Newborns cry when they
hear others cry and show signs of
pleasure at happy sounds such as coo-
ing and laughter. By the second year
of life, children commonly console
peers or parents in distress.

Sometimes, of course, they do not quite know what comfort to provide. Psychologist Martin
L. Hoffman of New York University once saw a toddler offering his mother his security blanket
when he perceived she was upset. Although the emotional disposition to help is present, the
means of helping others effectively must be learned and refined through social experience.
Moreover, in many people the capacity for empathy stagnates or even diminishes. People can
act cruelly to those they refuse to empathize with. A New York police officer once asked a
teenage thug how he could have crippled an 83-year-old woman during a mugging. The boy
replied, “What do I care? I’m not her.”

A scientific account of moral growth must explain both the good and the bad. Why do
most children act in reasonably—sometimes exceptionally—moral ways, even when it flies in
the face of their immediate self-interest? Why do some children depart from accepted stan-
dards, often to the great harm of themselves and others? How does a child acquire mores and
develop a lifelong commitment to moral behavior, or not?

Psychologists do not have definitive answers to these questions, and often their studies seem
merely to confirm parents’ observations and intuition. But parents, like all people, can be led
astray by subjective biases, incomplete information and media sensationalism. They may
blame a relatively trivial event—say, a music concert—for a deep-seated problem such as drug
dependency. They may incorrectly attribute their own problems to a strict upbringing and
then try to compensate by raising their children in an overly permissive way. In such a hotly
contested area as children’s moral values, a systematic, scientific approach is the only way to
avoid wild swings of emotional reaction that end up repeating the same mistakes.

The Genealogy of Morals

The study of moral development has become a lively growth industry within the social sci-
ences. Journals are full of new findings and competing models. Some theories focus on

natural biological forces; others stress social influence and experience; still others, the judgment
that results from children’s intellectual development. Although each theory has a different em-
phasis, all recognize that no single cause can account for either moral or immoral behavior. 

by William Damon
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Watching violent videos or playing
shoot-’em-up computer games may push
some children over the edge and leave
others unaffected. Conventional wisdom
dwells on lone silver bullets, but scien-
tific understanding must be built on an
appreciation of the complexity and vari-
ety of children’s lives.

Biologically oriented, or “nativist,”
theories maintain that human morality
springs from emotional dispositions that
are hardwired into our species. Hoff-
man, Colwyn Trevarthen of the Univer-
sity of Edinburgh and Nancy Eisenberg
of Arizona State University have estab-
lished that babies can feel empathy as
soon as they recognize the existence of
others—sometimes in the first week after
birth. Other moral emotions that make
an early appearance include shame, guilt
and indignation. As Harvard child psy-

chologist Jerome S. Kagan has de-
scribed, young children can be outraged
by the violation of social expectations,
such as a breach in the rules of a favorite
game or rearranged buttons on a piece
of familiar clothing.

Nearly everybody, in every culture, in-
herits these dispositions. Mary D. Ains-
worth of the University of Virginia re-
ported empathy among Ugandan and
American infants; Norma Feshbach of
the University of California at Los An-
geles conducted a similar comparison of
newborns in Europe, Israel and the U.S.;
Millard C. Madsen of U.C.L.A. studied
sharing by preschool children in nine
cultures. As far as psychologists know,
children everywhere start life with car-
ing feelings toward those close to them
and adverse reactions to inhumane or
unjust behavior. Differences in how these

reactions are triggered and expressed
emerge only later, once children have
been exposed to the particular value sys-
tems of their cultures.

In contrast, the learning theories con-
centrate on children’s acquisition of be-
havioral norms and values through ob-
servation, imitation and reward. Re-
search in this tradition has concluded
that moral behavior is context-bound,
varying from situation to situation al-
most independently of stated beliefs.
Landmark studies in the 1920s, still fre-
quently cited, include Hugh Hartshorne
and Mark May’s survey of how children
reacted when given the chance to cheat.
The children’s behavior depended large-
ly on whether they thought they would
be caught. It could be predicted neither
from their conduct in previous situa-
tions nor from their knowledge of com-
mon moral rules, such as the Ten Com-
mandments and the Boy Scout’s code.

Later reanalyses of Hartshorne and
May’s data, performed by Roger Bur-
ton of the State University of New York
at Buffalo, discovered at least one gen-
eral trend: younger children were more
likely to cheat than adolescents. Per-
haps socialization or mental growth
can restrain dishonest behavior after
all. But the effect was not a large one.

The third basic theory of moral devel-
opment puts the emphasis on intellectu-
al growth, arguing that virtue and vice
are ultimately a matter of conscious
choice. The best-known cognitive theo-
ries are those of psychologists Jean Pi-
aget and Lawrence Kohlberg. Both de-
scribed children’s early moral beliefs as
oriented toward power and authority.
For young children, might makes right,
literally. Over time they come to under-
stand that social rules are made by peo-
ple and thus can be renegotiated and
that reciprocity in relationships is more
fair than unilateral obedience. Kohlberg
identified a six-stage sequence in the
maturation of moral judgment [see illus-
tration on this page]. Several thousand
studies have used it as a measure of how
advanced a person’s moral reasoning is.

Conscience versus Chocolate

Although the main parts of Kohlberg’s
sequence have been confirmed, no-

table exceptions stand out. Few if any
people reach the sixth and most ad-
vanced stage, in which their moral view
is based purely on abstract principles.
As for the early stages in the sequence,
many studies (including ones from my
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STAGE 1

STAGE 2

STAGE 3

STAGE 4

STAGE 5

PUNISHMENT  "I won't do it, because I don't want to get punished."

REWARD  "I won't do it, because I want the reward."

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS  "I won't do it, because I want people to like me."

SOCIAL ORDER  "I won't do it, because it would break the law."

SOCIAL CONTRACT  "I won't do it, because I'm obliged not to."

STAGE 6 UNIVERSAL RIGHTS  "I won't do it, because it's not right, no matter what others say."

EVEL 1: SELF-INTEREST

EVEL 2: SOCIAL APPROVAL

EVEL 3: ABSTRACT IDEALS

The Six Stages of Moral Judgment
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Growing up,children and young adults come to rely less on external discipline and
more on deeply held beliefs. They go through as many as six stages (grouped

into three levels) of moral reasoning, as first argued by psychologist Lawrence
Kohlberg in the late 1950s (below). The evidence includes a long-term study of 58
young men interviewed periodically over two decades. Their moral maturity was
judged by how they analyzed hypothetical dilemmas, such as whether a husband
should steal a drug for his dying wife. Either yes or no was a valid answer; what mat-
tered was how the men justified it.As they grew up,they passed through the stages in
succession, albeit at different rates (bar graph).The sixth stage remained elusive. De-
spite the general success of this model for describing intellectual growth,it does not ex-
plain people’s actual behavior.Two people at the same stage may act differently. —W.D.
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own laboratory) have found that young
children have a far richer sense of posi-
tive morality than the model indicates.
In other words, they do not act simply
out of fear of punishment. When a play-
mate hogs a plate of cookies or refuses
to relinquish a swing, the protest “That’s
not fair!” is common. At the same time,
young children realize that they have an
obligation to share with others—even
when their parents say not to. Pre-
school children generally believe in an
equal distribution of goods and back up
their beliefs with reasons such as empa-
thy (“I want my friend to feel nice”),
reciprocity (“She shares her toys with
me”) and egalitarianism (“We should
all get the same”). All this they figure
out through confrontation with peers at
play. Without fairness, they learn, there
will be trouble.

In fact, none of the three traditional
theories is sufficient to explain children’s
moral growth and behavior. None cap-
tures the most essential dimensions of
moral life: character and commitment.
Regardless of how children develop
their initial system of values, the key
question is: What makes them live up to
their ideals or not? This issue is the fo-
cus of recent scientific thinking.

Like adults, children struggle with
temptation. To see how this tug of war
plays itself out in the world of small chil-
dren, my colleagues and I (then at Clark
University) devised the following experi-
ment. We brought groups, each of four
children, into our lab, gave them string
and beads, and asked them to make
bracelets and necklaces for us. We then
thanked them profusely for their splen-
did work and rewarded them, as a
group, with 10 candy bars. Then the real
experiment began: we told each group
that it would need to decide the best way
to divide up the reward. We left the room
and watched through a one-way mirror.

Before the experiment, we had inter-
viewed participants about the concept
of fairness. We were curious, of course,
to find out whether the prospect of gob-
bling up real chocolate would over-
whelm their abstract sense of right and
wrong. To test this thoroughly, we gave
one unfortunate control group an al-
most identical conundrum, using card-
board rectangles rather than real choco-
late—a not so subtle way of defusing
their self-interest. We observed groups
of four-, six-, eight- and 10-year-old
children to see whether the relationship
between situational and hypothetical
morality changed with age.

The children’s ideals did make a differ-
ence but within limits circumscribed by
narrow self-interest. Children given card-
board acted almost three times more gen-
erously toward one another than did
children given chocolate. Yet moral be-
liefs still held some sway. For example,
children who had earlier expressed a be-
lief in merit-based solutions (“The one
who did the best job should get more of
the candy”) were the ones most likely to
advocate for merit in the real situation.
But they did so most avidly when they
themselves could claim to have done
more than their peers. Without such a
claim, they were easily persuaded to drop
meritocracy for an equal division.

Even so, these children seldom aban-
doned fairness entirely. They may have
switched from one idea of justice to an-
other—say, from merit to equality—but

they did not resort to egoistic justifi-
cations such as “I should get more be-
cause I’m big” or “Boys like candy more
than girls, and I’m a boy.” Such ratio-
nales generally came from children who
had declared no belief in either equality
or meritocracy. Older children were
more likely to believe in fairness and to
act accordingly, even when such action
favored others. This finding was evi-
dence for the reassuring proposition that
ideals can have an increasing influence
on conduct as a child matures.

Do the Right Thing

But this process is not automatic. A
person must adopt those beliefs as a

central part of his or her personal identi-
ty. When a person moves from saying
“People should be honest” to “I want to
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“Could You Live with Yourself?”

In a distressed neighborhood in Camden, N.J., social psychologist Daniel Hart of
Rutgers University  interviewed an African-American teenager who was active in

community service:

How would you describe yourself?
I am the kind of person who wants to get involved, who believes in getting in-

volved. I just had this complex, I call it,where people think of Camden as being a bad
place, which bothered me.Every city has its own bad places, you know. I just want to
work with people,work to change that image that people have of Camden.You can’t
start with adults, because they don’t change. But if you can get into the minds of
young children, show them what’s wrong and let them know that you don’t want
them to be this way, then it could work,because they’re more persuadable.

Is there really one correct solution to moral problems like this one?
Basically, it’s like I said before.You’re supposed to try to help save a life.

How do you know?
Well, it’s just—how could you live with yourself? Say that I could help save this per-

son’s life—could I just let that person die? I mean, I couldn’t live with myself if that
happened.A few years ago my sister was killed, and … the night she was killed I was
over at her house, earlier that day. Maybe if I had spent the night at her house that
day,maybe this wouldn’t have happened.

You said that you’re not a bad influence on others.Why is that important?
Well, I try not to be a bad role model.All of us have bad qualities,of course; still,you

have to be a role model even if you’re a person walking down the street.You know,
we have a society today where there are criminals and crooks.There are drug users.
Kids look to those people. If they see a drug dealer with a lot of money, they want
money, too, and then they’re going to do drugs. So it’s important that you try not to
be a bad influence, because that can go a long way. Even if you say, oh, wow, you tell
your little sister or brother to be quiet so Mom and Dad won’t wake so you won’t
have to go to school. And they get in the habit of being quiet [laughs], your not go-
ing to school,things like that.So when you’re a bad influence, it always travels very far.

Why don’t you want that to happen?
Because in today’s society there’s just really too much crime, too much violence. I

mean everywhere. And I’ve even experienced violence, because my sister was mur-
dered.You know,we need not to have that in future years,so we need to teach our chil-
dren otherwise.

Copyright 1999 Scientific American, Inc.



be honest,” he or she becomes more like-
ly to tell the truth in everyday interac-
tions. A person’s use of moral principles
to define the self is called the person’s
moral identity. Moral identity determines
not merely what the person considers to
be the right course of action but also why
he or she would decide: “I myself must
take this course.” This distinction is cru-
cial to understanding the variety of moral
behavior. The same basic ideals are wide-
ly shared by even the youngest members
of society; the difference is the resolve to
act on those ideals.

Most children and adults will express
the belief that it is wrong to allow oth-

ers to suffer, but only a subset of them
will conclude that they themselves must
do something about, say, ethnic cleans-
ing in Kosovo. Those are the ones who
are most likely to donate money or fly
to the Balkans to help. Their concerns
about human suffering are central to
the way they think about themselves
and their life goals, and so they feel a
responsibility to take action, even at
great personal cost. 

In a study of moral exemplars—peo-
ple with long, publicly documented his-
tories of charity and civil-rights work—
psychologist Anne Colby of the Carne-
gie Foundation and I encountered a

high level of integration between self-
identity and moral concerns. “People
who define themselves in terms of their
moral goals are likely to see moral prob-
lems in everyday events, and they are
also likely to see themselves as necessar-
ily implicated in these problems,” we
wrote. Yet the exemplars showed no
signs of more insightful moral reason-
ing. Their ideals and Kohlberg levels
were much the same as everyone else’s.

Conversely, many people are equally
aware of moral problems, but to them
the issues seem remote from their own
lives and their senses of self. Kosovo and
Rwanda sound far away and insignifi-
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How Universal Are Values?

The observed importance of shared values in children’s
moral development raises some of the most hotly debat-

ed questions in philosophy and the social sciences today. Do
values vary from place to place, or is there a set of universal val-
ues that guides moral development everywhere? Do children
growing up in different cultures or at different times acquire fun-
damentally different mores?

Some light was shed on the cultural issue by Richard A. Shweder
of the University of Chicago and his colleagues in a study of Hindu-
Brahmin children in India and children from Judeo-Christian back-
grounds in the U.S. The study revealed striking contrasts between
the two groups. From an early age, the Indian children learned to
maintain tradition,to respect defined rules of interpersonal relation-
ships and to help people in need. American children,in comparison,
were oriented toward autonomy, liberty and
personal rights. The Indian children said that
breaches of tradition, such as eating beef or
addressing one’s father by his first name,were
particularly reprehensible. They saw nothing
wrong with a man caning his errant son or a
husband beating his wife when she went to
the movies without his permission.The Ameri-
can children were appalled by all physically
punitive behavior but indifferent to infractions
such as eating forbidden foods or using im-
proper forms of address.

Moreover, the Indians and Americans
moved in opposite directions as they matured. Whereas Indian
children restricted value judgments to situations with which
they were directly familiar, Indian adults generalized their values
to a broad range of social conditions. American children said
that moral standards should apply to everyone always;American
adults modified values in the face of changing circumstances. In
short, the Indians began life as relativists and ended up as uni-
versalists,whereas the Americans went precisely the other way.

It would be overstating matters, however, to say that children
from different cultures adopt completely different moral codes. In
Shweder’s study,both groups of children thought that deceitful acts
(a father breaking a promise to a child) and uncharitable acts (ignor-
ing a beggar with a sick child) were wrong.They also shared a re-
pugnance toward theft, vandalism and harming innocent victims,
although there was some disagreement on what constitutes inno-

cence. Among these judgments may be found a universal moral
sense,based on common human aversions.It reflects core values—
benevolence,fairness,honesty—that may be necessary for sustain-
ing human relationships in all but the most dysfunctional societies.

Aparallel line of research has studied gender differences, ar-
guing that girls learn to emphasize caring, whereas boys in-

cline toward rules and justice. Unlike the predictions made by
culture theory, however, these gender claims have not held up.
The original research that claimed to find gender differences
lacked proper control groups. Well-designed studies of Ameri-
can children—for example,those by Lawrence Walker of the Uni-
versity of British Columbia—rarely detect differences between
boys’ and girls’ ideals. Even for adults, when educational or occu-

pational levels are controlled, the differ-
ences disappear. Female lawyers have al-
most the same moral orientations as their
male counterparts; the same can be said for
male and female nurses, homemakers, sci-
entists, high school dropouts and so on. As
cultural theorists point out, there is far
more similarity between male and female
moral orientations within any given culture
than between male and female orienta-
tions across cultures.

Generational differences are also of inter-
est,especially to people who bemoan what

they see as declining morality. Such complaints, of course, are
nothing new [see “Teenage Attitudes,”by H.H.Remmers and D.H.
Radler; SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, June 1958; and “The Origins of Alien-
ation,” by Urie Bronfenbrenner; SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, August
1974]. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that young people
today are more likely to engage in antisocial behavior than
those a generation ago were. According to a survey by Thomas
M. Achenbach and Catherine T. Howell of the University of Ver-
mont,parents and teachers reported more behavioral problems
(lying, cheating) and other threats to healthy development (de-
pression, withdrawal) in 1989 than in 1976 (above). (The re-
searchers are now updating their survey.) But in the long sweep
of human history, 13 years is merely an eye blink. The changes
could reflect a passing problem, such as overly permissive fash-
ions in child rearing, rather than a permanent trend. —W.D.

KIDS THESE DAYS are likelier to
need mental health services, judging
from parents’ reports of behavioral

and emotional problems.
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cant; they are easily put out of mind.
Even issues closer to home—say, a mani-
acal clique of peers who threaten a class-
mate—may seem like someone else’s
problem. For people who feel this way,
inaction does not strike at their self-con-
ception. Therefore, despite commonplace
assumptions to the contrary, their moral
knowledge will not be enough to impel
moral action.

The development of a moral identity
follows a general pattern. It normally
takes shape in late childhood, when
children acquire the capacity to analyze
people—including themselves—in terms
of stable character traits. In childhood,
self-identifying traits usually consist of
action-related skills and interests (“I’m
smart” or “I love music”). With age, chil-
dren start to use moral terms to define
themselves. By the onset of puberty, they
typically invoke adjectives such as “fair-
minded,” “generous” and “honest.”

Some adolescents go so far as to de-
scribe themselves primarily in terms of
moral goals. They speak of noble pur-
poses, such as caring for others or im-
proving their communities, as missions
that give meaning to their lives. Working
in Camden, N.J., Daniel Hart and his
colleagues at Rutgers University found
that a high proportion of so-called care
exemplars—teenagers identified by
teachers and peers as highly committed
to volunteering—had self-identities that
were based on moral belief systems. Yet
they scored no higher than their peers on
the standard psychological tests of moral
judgment. The study is noteworthy be-
cause it was conducted in an economi-
cally deprived urban setting among an
adolescent population often stereotyped
as high risk and criminally inclined [see
box on page 75].

At the other end of the moral spec-
trum, further evidence indicates that
moral identity drives behavior. Social
psychologists Hazel Markus of Stanford
University and Daphne Oyserman of the
University of Michigan have observed
that delinquent youths have immature
senses of self, especially when talking
about their future selves (a critical part
of adolescent identity). These troubled
teenagers do not imagine themselves as
doctors, husbands, voting citizens,
church members—any social role that
embodies a positive value commitment. 

How does a young person acquire, or
not acquire, a moral identity? It is an in-
cremental process, occurring gradually
in thousands of small ways: feedback
from others; observations of actions by

others that either inspire or appall;
reflections on one’s own experience; cul-
tural influences such as family, school,
religious institutions and the mass me-
dia. The relative importance of these
factors varies from child to child.

Teach Your Children Well

For most children, parents are the
original source of moral guidance.

Psychologists such as Diana Baumrind
of the University of California at Berke-
ley have shown that “authoritative” par-
enting facilitates children’s moral growth
more surely than either “permissive” or
“authoritarian” parenting. The authori-
tative mode establishes consistent family
rules and firm limits but also encourages
open discussion and clear communica-
tion to explain and, when justified, re-
vise the rules. In contrast, the permissive
mode avoids rules entirely; the authori-
tarian mode irregularly enforces rules at
the parent’s whim—the “because I said
so” approach.

Although permissive and authoritari-
an parenting seem like opposites, they
actually tend to produce similar pat-
terns of poor self-control and low so-
cial responsibility in children. Neither
mode presents children with the realis-
tic expectations and structured guid-
ance that challenge them to expand
their moral horizons. Both can foster
habits—such as feeling that mores come
from the outside—that could inhibit the
development of a moral identity. In this
way, moral or immoral conduct during

adulthood often has roots in childhood
experience.

As children grow, they are increasing-
ly exposed to influences beyond the
family. In most families, however, the
parent-child relationship remains pri-
mary as long as the child lives at home.
A parent’s comment on a raunchy music
lyric or a blood-drenched video usually
will stick with a child long after the me-
dia experience has faded. In fact, if sala-
cious or violent media programming
opens the door to responsible parental
feedback, the benefits can far outweigh
the harm.

One of the most influential things
parents can do is to encourage the right
kinds of peer relations. Interactions with
peers can spur moral growth by showing
children the conflict between their pre-
conceptions and social reality. During
the debates about dividing the chocolate,
some of our subjects seemed to pick up
new—and more informed—ideas about
justice. In a follow-up study, we con-
firmed that the peer debate had height-
ened their awareness of the rights of oth-
ers. Children who participated actively
in the debate, both expressing their opin-
ions and listening to the viewpoints of
others, were especially likely to benefit.

In adolescence, peer interactions are
crucial in forging a self-identity. To be
sure, this process often plays out in
cliquish social behavior: as a means of
defining and shoring up the sense of self,
kids will seek out like-minded peers and
spurn others who seem foreign. But
when kept within reasonable bounds,
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PACKING A PUNCH on a Texas playground: most children learn that being fair can
often (though not always) forestall fights, a lesson that helps them grow morally.
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the in-group clustering generally evolves
into a more mature friendship pattern.
What can parents do in the meantime to
fortify a teenager who is bearing the
brunt of isolation or persecution? The
most important message they can give is
that cruel behavior reveals something
about the perpetrator rather than about
the victim. If this advice helps the young-
ster resist taking the treatment personal-
ly, the period of persecution will pass
without leaving any psychological scars.

Some psychologists, taking a sociolog-
ical approach, are examining communi-
ty-level variables, such as whether vari-
ous moral influences—parents, teachers,
mass media and so on—are consistent
with one another. In a study of 311
adolescents from 10 American towns
and cities, Francis A. J. Ianni of the Co-
lumbia University Teachers College no-

ticed high degrees of altruistic behavior
and low degrees of antisocial behavior
among youngsters from communities
where there was consensus in expecta-
tions for young people.

Everyone in these places agreed that
honesty, for instance, is a fundamental
value. Teachers did not tolerate cheat-
ing on exams, parents did not let their
children lie and get away with it, sports
coaches did not encourage teams to
bend the rules for the sake of a win,
and people of all ages expected open-
ness from their friends. But many com-
munities were divided along such lines.
Coaches espoused winning above all
else, and parents protested when teach-
ers reprimanded their children for
cheating or shoddy schoolwork. Under
such circumstances, children learned
not to take moral messages seriously.

Ianni named the set of shared stan-
dards in harmonious communities a
“youth charter.” Ethnicity, cultural di-
versity, socioeconomic status, geo-
graphic location and population size
had nothing to do with whether a town
offered its young people a steady moral
compass. The notion of a youth charter
is being explored in social interventions
that foster communication among chil-
dren, parents, teachers and other influ-
ential adults. Meanwhile other re-
searchers have sought to understand
whether the specific values depend on
cultural, gender or generational back-
ground [see box on page 76].

Unfortunately, the concepts embodied
in youth charters seem ever rarer in
American society. Even when adults spot
trouble, they may fail to step in. Parents
are busy and often out of touch with the
peer life of their children; they give kids
more autonomy than ever before, and
kids expect it—indeed, demand it.
Teachers, for their part, feel that a child’s
nonacademic life is none of their busi-
ness and that they could be censured,
even sued, if they intervened in a stu-
dent’s personal or moral problem. And
neighbors feel the same way: that they
have no business interfering with anoth-
er family’s business, even if they see a
child headed for trouble.

Everything that psychologists know
from the study of children’s moral de-
velopment indicates that moral identi-
ty—the key source of moral commit-
ment throughout life—is fostered by
multiple social influences that guide a
child in the same general direction. Chil-
dren must hear the message enough for
it to stick. The challenge for pluralistic
societies will be to find enough common
ground to communicate the shared
standards that the young need.
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WILLIAM DAMON remembers being in an eighth-
grade clique that tormented an unpopular kid. After de-
scribing his acts in the school newspaper, he was told by his
English teacher, “I give you an A for the writing, but what
you’re doing is really shameful.” That moral feedback has
stayed with him. Damon is now director of the Center on
Adolescence at Stanford University, an interdisciplinary
program that specializes in what he has called “the least
understood, the least trusted, the most feared and most
neglected period of development.” A developmental psy-
chologist, he has studied intellectual and moral growth, ed-
ucational methods, and peer and cultural influences on
children. He is the author of numerous books and the fa-
ther of three children, the youngest now in high school.
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PACKING A LUNCH for a New Jersey food bank: parents can set their kids up with peer
experiences that foster moral learning, such as collaborative community service projects. 

S

JE
FF

 G
RE

EN
BE

RG
 T

he
 Im

ag
e 

W
or

ks

Copyright 1999 Scientific American, Inc.


