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Abstract
Is preference for Authoritarianism related to moral competence and age? To answer this question, 527 individuals participated anonymously by answering questions measuring moral competence that consisted of two different scenarios featuring a moral dilemma followed by a series of questions about the morality of the characters’ decisions on a 9-point Likert-type scale (-4 – Strongly Disagree to 4 – Strongly Agree). The four question Perceived Threat and Authoritarianism scale measured participants level of authoritarianism. As hypothesized, there was a negative correlation between moral competence and preference of authoritarianism (r= -.100, N= 519, p= .023). A marginally lower moral competence was found in participants who expressed high preference for authoritarianism (t (516) = -1.802, p= .072). Younger adults (18-24) expressed high preference for authoritarianism relative to all other age groups (F(8,509) =7.393, p>.01); there were no differences between age groups in moral competence (F(8,509) =1.503, p>.05). These results could have significant implications for screening of employment.
Fu (2012) suggests that authoritarianism has a negative effect on exploitative innovation, which is an influencing factor on leadership behavior. Therefore, future research should consider the value of interviewing with level of authoritarianism in consideration. 



The Relationship between Morality and Authoritarianism
	Moral reasoning is defined in a variety of ways. At the most basic level, moral reasoning describes how an individual determines if an act is thought of as right (moral) or wrong (immoral). Currently, the idea of morality is suggested to be comprehended through a lens of harm (Gray, Young & Waytz, 2012). Morality is partially responsible for protecting different groups, establishments, and individuals from harm (Haidt, 2008). The term “harm” does overlap between different cultures; for example, most cultures have taboos against murder and incest.  Conversely, what is thought to be harmful in one culture may seem fair in another. For example, the death penalty is something controversial that some individuals see as justified punishment, while others see it as inhumane. Moral competence means that one has a hard time weighing evidence contrary to their view as valid.
	In the early to mid-1900s, Jean Piaget studied cognitive development and posited a cognitive-structural stage sequence underlying the growth of moral reasoning (Siegal, 1982). Piaget created four stages of cognitive development that included aspects of moral development. He believed children followed these stages based upon their age. These stages are known as the sensorimotor period of development, preoperational stage, concrete operational stage, and formal operational stage. The sensorimotor period of development occurs in infancy, and reflects when the ideas of morality and harm are first being explored. The preoperational stage (ages 2-7) introduces egocentric thought. Egocentrism is the inability to see the same perspective as another individual (Gjerfe, Block, & Block,1986). The concrete operational stage (ages 7-11) is directed at children between the ages of seven to eleven. Within this stage, abstract reasoning is not present; children are taught rules and consequences. Jagger (2011) focused her research on the insights into the relationship between ethical sensitivity and moral judgment because she believed that moral sensitivity should be an initial focus of ethic education (Jagger, 2011). Commencing from the concrete stage to the formal stage (ages 11+), children learn how to reason abstractly. This abstract reasoning creates a foundation for moral reasoning in that they teach children the idea of ethical sensitivity. Ethical sensitivity is associated with moral reasoning in that decisions are made based on what individualistic perception of right and wrong—independent of societal norms.  Rather than not harming another individual because it is simply a rule, one chooses to not harm another individual because they know that it will cause them physical, mental, or emotional pain. Piaget stated that everyone should reach this stage around adolescence. Essentially, Piaget believed that children’s mental structures go from believing that rules are concrete, to understanding that rules are more abstract – this realization is associated with being capable of understanding the idea of harm (Crain, 1985).
	One critique of Piaget was that his research lacked detail in human development of morality; as a result, Lawrence Kohlberg constructed his theory of moral development from Piaget’s work, but expanded the concept with more detail and understanding. To understand lasting moral growth, Kohlberg focused on the interaction and influence of children on their socially structured environment (Haidt, 2008). He believed that morality comes with three levels: a pre-conventional, a conventional, and a post-conventional. The pre-conventional stage includes responses from individuals that are egocentric. Like in Piaget’s model, these individuals are thought to base their reasoning on self-interest and avoiding punishment - to save oneself from harm. Obeying social norms and rules of society are characteristics of individuals who are classified in the conventional level. Minding the law and conforming to the rules of society is an easy way to be on the ‘good side’ of a community; therefore, no harm is intended to take place. If harm were to take place, it would be the result of misunderstanding the rules or what was to be expected. An individual’s sense of ethical sensitivity at this stage is not completely developed, because thinking is still absolute. The principled level, also known as the post-conventional level, includes individuals who are aware that their perspective may be different than societies. Individuals who believe that they are separate from society live with their own ethical principles rather than following societies norms; this is ethical sensitivity in Kohlberg’s theory.
	Gilligan critiqued both Piaget and Kohlberg’s answers related to moral reasoning (Skoe, 2014). She expanded theories of morality by incorporating the concepts of care, context, and relationship issues into the ideas behind moral reasoning (Skoe, 2014). Gilligan further identified that there can be more than one kind of reasoning, and that reasoning behind moral concepts like that of care and justice vary by individuals within a society (Skoe, 2014). 
	Other individual personality characteristics have an influence on an individual’s decision making as well. For example, if someone is high in authoritarianism there likely to follow rules; therefore, it is possible that their moral reasoning and decision making will be based upon their upbringing (McFarland & Matthews, 2005). Those high in authoritarianism also like uniformity (McFarland & Matthews, 2005). With uniformity comes a lack of wanting to engage in principled ethical reasoning.  Justice, fairness, and human well-being are all absent from an authoritarian’s mind when they reason – often creating reason that has lower support for human rights (McFarland & Matthews, 2005). If someone is low in authoritarianism, their moral reasoning may not follow what society, or a known authority, has claimed to be right versus wrong; such behavior corresponds to Kohlberg’s post-conventional level. Those that are low in authoritarianism tend to stand alongside those with a more democratic view; the view that humans make decisions based on their experiences and personal biases (Carlson, 2002). This democratic mortality highlights ethical reasoning as an individual phenomenon (Carlson, 2002). 
	A study done by Alper (1964) found that those high in authoritarianism should be more moralistically conventional (Alper, Levin & Klein, 1964). Being moralistically conventional aligns with being traditional and common, which supports the characteristics of being low in moral competence. Piaget’s theories of development describe the pre-conventional stage as the stage where rules and consequences are followed; this aligns with the idea of tradition. Kohlberg’s pre-conventional stage reflects the idea of following laws and rules, which is considered common behavior. 
	Research has also shown that those who have a high degree of creativity are low in authoritarianism (Hare, 1972). Those who are creative understand incongruent information to a greater extent than those at are not creative; therefore, individuals at a less creative level tend to hold more of a black-and-white stance and are not flexible in the understanding of rules (Hare, 1972). Just like in Piaget’s concrete operational stage and Kohlberg’s conventional level, this lack of flexibility results in a tight structure when it comes to rules and judgments.
	Moral reasoning has been studied in relation to a specific type of authoritarianism: right wing authoritarianism (RWA). Those who hold a personality high in RWA adhere to the rules, listen to authority, and often get flustered with those who do the opposite. Research shows that RWA has an inverse relationship to ethical sensitivity (McHoskey, 1996). Individuals with high RWA personality tend to not have a flexible opinion on when things are right versus wrong; they engage in absolutist moral reasoning. This is contrary to Kohlberg’s hypothesis that adults should be flexible in their ability to engage in moral reasoning.
	Though studies have touched on the topics of moral reasoning and authoritarianism, there seems to be a lack of research on the relationship between the two. Research on moral reasoning and authoritarianism needs to be furthered pursued by empirical research in order to find a relationship. This study is different than ones previously done because it is the first to tackle the relationship between moral reasoning and preferences toward authoritarianism. If we suppose that those who identify as high in authoritarianism do not hold a flexible view, then we can assume that their level of moral competence is not high. Therefore, I expect to observe a negative correlation between level of moral competence and level of authoritarianism. 
Method
Participants
	Participants were 527 individuals (420 identified as a woman, 96 as a man, 3 as non-binary, and 1 as other) recruited through an online survey shared through word of mouth and on social media. Data relating to the religious affiliation of participants can be found in Table 1. Participants’ responses to age categories can be found in Table 2. Participants were into a drawing for a chance to win 1 of 5 $25-dollar Target gift cards. 
Materials 
Moral Competence Test.  Participants’ preference in moral reasoning was measured using a version of the Moral Competence Test© (MCT (c) by Georg Lind, see http://www.uni-konstanz.de/ag-moral/). The test consists of two different scenarios that feature a moral dilemma followed by a series of questions relating to that moral dilemma that had included a 9-point Likert-type scale (-4 – Strongly Disagree to 4 – Strongly Agree). The questions about the scenario were equally divided between statements supporting the morally ambiguous action (pro) and statements against the morally ambiguous action (con). If participants scored high on the pro arguments, but low on the con arguments, they are viewed as less morally competent because they fail to recognize the ambiguity of the act and the opposing justifications. The closer participants scored toward zero, the more moral competence they showed. The scale showed a high internal reliability in the current sample (α = .836) (see Appendix A for full survey). 
Authoritarianism. Participants’ level of authoritarianism was measured using a version of the Perceived Threat and Authoritarianism scale (Feldman & Stenner, 1997). This scale provided participants with four questions to respond to with a pair answers. The question and pairs that were provided were “for the following questions, please select one for each of the pairs: it is important to raise a child to be: (a) respectful or independent; (b) obedient or self-reliant; (c) well-behaved or considerate; (d) well-mannered or curious.” The scale showed relatively low internal reliability in the current sample (α = .545). Participants’ responses were averaged to create a composite in which scores closer to 2 indicated higher authoritarianism. 
Procedure
	Participants completed the Qualtrics survey at the time and place of their choosing. 
Results
There was a negative correlation between moral competence and preference of authoritarianism (r= -.100, N= 519, p= .023). A related independent samples t-test revealed a marginally lower moral competence in participants who expressed high preference for authoritarianism (t (516) = -1.802, p= .072). Grand means for moral competence and preference for authoritarianism can be found in Table 1 and 2. 
	A one-way ANOVA revealed no significant differences between age groups in moral competence (F(8,509) =1.503, p>.05). A corresponding one-way ANOVA comparing preference for authoritarianism across ages was significant (F(8,509) =7.393, p>.01). A post-hoc Tukey’s HSD revealed that this difference was due to the youngest age group of participants (18-24) who expressed higher preference for authoritarianism than all other age groups (all p < .05). The mean difference of ages 18-24 with all other age groups can be found in Table 3.
Discussion
	The overarching finding of this research was that individuals who have a high preference for authoritarianism have lower moral competence. These results align with the works of Jagger (2011), who studied the impact of ethical sensitivity on moral judgment. They found that the ability of a person to develop moral judgment can be significantly impacted by low levels of ethical sensitivity (Jagger, 2011). Having low moral competence means that one struggles to equally weigh evidence contrary to their view as valid. Moral competence is linked to lack of ethical sensitivity, which, based on the present research, shows that less ethical sensitivity is negatively correlated with higher authoritarianism.
The works of Piaget, Kohlberg, and Gilligan are related to the results of our current study. Piaget suggested moral competence should vary across adulthood; this hypothesis was not supported by the current results. He would have predicted that the older one gets, the higher his moral competence – this belief did not support our findings. Kohlberg’s research in understanding moral reasoning and its association with different situations highlights what we studied exactly by choosing to give the MCT; in the mind of Kohlberg, harm is identifiable through the given situation.
More research completed by Gillian predicted that moral reasoning is impacted by more than just situational variables; individual perspective and personal values such as care, context, and individual relationships serve as a factor in reasoning and understanding plays of harm – this is suggested in our results, considering that everyone responded differently to the moral dilemmas. In light of these theories, future research should focus on a number of concept. While there was no difference in moral competence across the lifespan, young adults (18-24) had a higher preference for authoritarianism than any other age group. This result contradictions previous research finding that RWA scores were higher in older adults relative to young adults (Ruffman, Wilson, Henry, Dawson, Chen, Kladnitski, Myftari, Murray, Halberstadt & Hunter, 2016). Factors increasing RWA in older adults were thought to include: heightened sense of threat, level of education, and emotional also influence moral development, reasoning, and ethical sensitivity. 
Nevertheless, the results indicate that those who rank high in authoritarianism are lower in moral competence. This is important to note because moral reasoning is a part of everyday life. It is possible that there are people in positions of authority that lack moral competence. McDermott and Miller found that there is a relationship between authoritarianism and support for vigilante justice (McDermott & Miller, 2016). Vigilantism represents a situation where an individual harms another due to an act of wrongdoing; authoritarians support this kind of punishment when it does not align with their personal view of morality (McDermott & Miller, 2016). If enough people high in authoritarianism are in power, moral competence could decline due to the idea that authoritarians lack tolerance of standard rule violations (McDermott & Miller, 2016) - allowing for decision making to not be well-rounded.
Because the other two theories aligned with the current results, further research should be pursued in the direction of decision making. If individuals within a corporation are high in authoritarianism and low in moral competence, our results suggest that they would respond to decision making in one of three ways: with absolutism, with egocentric bias, or with benevolent bias. Fu (2012) suggests that authoritarianism has a negative effect on exploitative innovation, which is an influencing factor on leadership behavior (Fu, Li, & Si, 2012). Research done on the average level of authoritarianism in the primary decision makers of corporations should be completed in order to identify what percentage of individuals are high in authoritarianism and making important decisions. This study is needed because if individuals high in authoritarianism are pursuing career fields where their decision making is directly affecting the lives of other individuals, they may make biased decisions based on their tendency to lack in moral competence. This raises another question as to if this characteristic could potentially be looked at as a requirement in screening for employment.
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Appendix
Recently a company fired some people for unknown reasons. Some workers think that their bosses are listening in on their private conversations through cameras and microphones in the building and using the information against them. The bosses say that they are not listening in. The workers cannot legally do anything until they can prove that their bosses are listening in on their conversations. Two workers then break into the main office and take the tapes that prove their bosses were listening in. 

1. Would you agree or disagree with the workers' actions...
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 		
· How much do you agree with the following arguments in favor of the two workers' action? Suppose someone argued they were right for breaking in . . . 

2. Because they didn't cause much danger to the company. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
3. Because the company did not follow the law that says that they should not listen in, the actions of the two were allowed to bring back law and order. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
· 
4. Because most of the workers would approve of their action and many would be happy about it. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
· 
5. Because trust between people and individual dignity count more than the company's rules. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree

6. Because the company had done something wrong first by listening in, the two workers were right in breaking into the main office. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
· 
7. Because the two workers saw no legal ways of proving the company misused their trust by listening in, and therefore chose what they considered the lesser of two evils. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
How much do you agree with the following arguments against the two workers' actions? Suppose someone argued they were wrong for breaking in . . . 

8. Because if everyone acted as the two workers did, we would be going against the law and order in our society.
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
· 
9. Because a person must not break such a basic right as the right to protection of property and take the law into one's own hands, unless there is universal moral principle that says it is o.k. to do so. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
10. Because risking getting fired from the company in order to help other workers is not very smart. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
11. Because the two workers should have used all the legal ways available to them without breaking the law.
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree

12. Because a person doesn't steal if he wants to be considered decent and honest. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
13. Because the firing of other workers had nothing to do with them, the two workers had no reason to steal the tapes. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 		
A woman had cancer and she had no hope of being saved. She was in terrible pain and was so weak that a large dose of painkiller such as morphine would have caused her to die. During a brief period of improvement, she begged the doctor to give her enough morphine to kill her. She said she could no longer stand the pain and would be dead in a few weeks anyway. After some thinking, the doctor decided to give her an overdose of morphine. 

14. Do you agree or disagree with the doctor's action? 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 		
· How much do you agree with the fowling arguments in favor of the doctor's actions? Suppose someone said he acted in a right way. . . 

15. Because the doctor had to act according to his conscience and what he believed was right. The woman's pain made it right for the doctor to ignore his moral obligation to preserve life. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
· 
16. Because the doctor was the only one who could do what the woman asked; respect for her wish made him act the way he did. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
· 17.Because the woman would have died anyway and it didn't take much effort for him to give her an overdose of a painkiller. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree
· 
· 18.Because the doctor didn't really break the law. Nobody could have saved the woman and he only wanted to shorten her suffering. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
19. Because most of his fellow doctors would most probably have done the same thing in a similar situation. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 		
· How much do you agree with the arguments presented against the doctor's action? Suppose someone said that he acted in a wrong way . . .

20. Because he acted opposite to the other doctors' beliefs. If the rest of them are against mercy-killing, then the doctor shouldn't have done it.  
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
21. Because a person should be able to have complete faith in a doctor's commitment to save every life even if someone with great pain would rather die. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree

22. Because protection of life is everyone's highest moral duty. We have no clear moral way of telling the difference between mercy-killing and plain murder. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
23.Because the doctor could get himself into a lot of trouble. Other doctors were punished before doing the same thing. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree 
· 
· 24. Because he could have had it much easier if he had waited and not interfered with the woman's dying. 
· 		 Strongly agree 
· 		 Agree 
· 		 Somewhat agree 
· 		 Somewhat disagree 
· 		 Disagree 
· 		 Strongly disagree




Table 1
Overall means for moral competence and preference for authoritarianism
	
	
	

	
	Moral Competence Test
	Authoritarianism

	Mean
	2.126
	1.705





	Table 2
	
	

	
	
	

	
	Low Authoritarianism
	High Authoritarianism

	Moral Competence
	2.0261
	2.3246




















Table 3
Mean scores, by age, in measures of Moral Competence and Preference for Authoritarianism.
	
	
	
	

	N
	Age Group
	Moral Competence Test
	Authoritarianism

	119
	18-24
	1.06
	1.56

	72
	25-30
	.978
	1.72

	84
	31-35
	1.10
	1.80

	66
	36-40
	1.09
	1.76

	35
	41-45
	.948
	1.72

	37
	46-50
	1.50
	1.74

	40
	51-55
	.892
	1.73

	23
	56-60
	1.09
	1.78

	42
	61+
	.988
	1.70



