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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Antisocial behaviors encompass a wide range of actions that society considers violations of social
norms, laws, and/or the rights of others, ranging from minor acts such as lying and bullying to more severe offenses
like extreme violence and criminal activities (Calkins & Keane, 2009; Gubbels et al., 2024). Studies indicate that
minor antisocial behaviors can escalate into more serious forms (Loeber et al., 1993) and are often associated with
psychiatric disorders, substance abuse, and social challenges such as unemployment and homelessness (Assink et al.,
2015; Dembo et al., 2008). Examining these behaviors during adolescence is particularly important, as juvenile
delinquency poses serious physical and psychological consequences for both victims and offenders, and predictive
factors can be identified early in life (Burt et al., 2018; Cook et al., 2015). Moreover, as individuals age, problematic
behaviors tend to become more persistent, making intervention increasingly difficult (Bernazzani et al., 2001; Brennan
& Shaw, 2013). Consequently, researchers have focused on key predictors of antisocial behavior, including moral
identity, effortful control, and empathy (Saulnier & Krettenauer, 2023; Connolly et al., 2022).

Moral identity reflects the significance of moral traits in an individual's self-concept and is generally considered a
relatively stable characteristic across different situations (Hardy et al., 2020; Aquino et al., 2009). Individuals with a
strong moral identity are more motivated to engage in prosocial behaviors and are less likely to exhibit antisocial or
aggressive tendencies (Hardy et al., 2020). Cross-sectional studies conducted in the United States, Italy, and China
have confirmed a negative correlation between moral identity and aggressive or bullying behaviors (Hardy et al., 2014;
Pozzoli et al., 2016; Teng et al., 2020).

Effortful control is a key component of temperament regulation, referring to an individual's ability to inhibit
dominant responses and align their behavior with long-term goals and social demands (Rothbart & Bates, 2006).
Research indicates that lower levels of effortful control not only increase the risk of antisocial and aggressive behaviors
but also contribute to emotional difficulties and social relationship challenges (Compas et al., 2004; Dennis &
Brotman, 2003). Individuals with weak effortful control often exhibit behavioral issues such as disregard for rules and

145


https://psychologyj.tabrizu.ac.ir/article_19853.html
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3545-4366
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6856-5452
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6655-3420

MORAL IDENTITY AND EFFORTFUL CONTROL IN ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIORS Sara Taravian et al.

frequent conflicts in various settings, which can negatively impact their personal and social development over time
(Wang et al., 2015).

Empathy refers to the ability to understand others' emotional states and put oneself in their position, playing a crucial
role in inhibiting antisocial behaviors (Brazil et al., 2023; Taylor et al., 2013). According to the Empathy-Altruism
Hypothesis, higher levels of empathy lead to increased compassion, fostering prosocial behaviors while reducing
antisocial tendencies (Batson et al., 1987). Research has shown that individuals with lower empathy are more likely
to engage in unethical behaviors such as bullying and moral disengagement, often disregarding the negative
consequences of their actions (Kokkinos & Kipritsi, 2018).

Moral identity, effortful control, and empathy are key predictors of antisocial behaviors. Research indicates that
empathy is influenced by moral identity and effortful control, with individuals who possess a strong moral identity
being more inclined toward prosocial behaviors (Lu et al., 2021; FeldmanHall et al., 2015). Effortful control has also
been found to have a positive correlation with empathy, whereas lower levels of effortful control are linked to
diminished empathy and neglect of others' suffering (Tangney et al., 2018; Klapwijk et al., 2017). This ability plays a
crucial role in conflict resolution, helping individuals align their behaviors with moral values and social expectations
(Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011; Baumeister et al., 2007). Consequently, strengthening these three factors can be
instrumental in reducing antisocial behaviors.

During the critical stage of adolescence, antisocial behaviors can have far-reaching negative effects on society.
Recent scientific research highlights moral identity and effortful control as significant predictors of such behaviors.
Additionally, empathy is recognized as an important factor in forecasting antisocial tendencies. Studies further indicate
that moral identity and effortful.control are closely linked to individuals’ levels of empathy. Therefore, the present
study aims to examine the mediating role of empathy in the relationship between moral identity, effortful control, and
antisocial behaviors among adolescents in Shiraz.

Method: This applied research was conducted using a descriptive-correlational method with path analysis. The
statistical population included high school students in Shiraz, and 600 students were selected as a sample using multi-
stage cluster random sampling. For the study's implementation, Districts 1 and 4 of Shiraz's Department of Education
were selected, and eight high schools (four for boys and four for girls) from these districts were chosen. From each
school, four classes were selected, and written questionnaires were distributed among students. After eliminating
invalid responses, 567 gquestionnaires were included in the final analysis.

The research tools included the Effortful Control Questionnaire (Ellis and Rothbart, 2001), the Moral Identity
Questionnaire (Aquino and Reed, 2002), the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (Spreng et al., 2009), the Antisocial
Behavior Questionnaire (Burt and Donnellan, 2009)

The collected data was analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis) and
inferential statistics (path analysis and bootstrap) via SPSS-24 and AMOS-24, and the study hypotheses were tested.

Results: The total number of participants in this study was 567, ranging in age from 16 to 18 years. Among them,
143 participants (25.2%) were 16 years old, 210 participants (37%) were 17 years old, 195 participants (34.4%) were
18 years old, and 19 participants (3.4%) did not specify their age. Regarding gender, 342 participants (60.3%) were
female, 222 participants (39.2%) were male, and 3 participants (0.5%) did not report their gender.

To evaluate the proposed model, structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted using AMOS 24 software.
The model’s fit was assessed before analyzing the structural path coefficients. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed
research model in its standardized form.

Fig 1. Proposed Model
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Table 1 provides the fit indices for the proposed model and the first hypothesis.

Tab 1. Model Fit Indices for the Proposed Model
Fit Indices X2 df X2/df GFI  AGFI NFI  CFI IFI RMSEA
Proposed Model 3071 16 1.92 0.98 0.96 098 0.99 0.99 0.04

As shown in the table, all indices fall within acceptable ranges, indicating that the proposed model fits the data well.
Subsequently, the direct paths within the model were analyzed. The results indicate that the relationship between
moral identity and empathy, as well as empathy and antisocial behaviors, is significant. However, the connections
between effortful control and empathy and effortful control and antisocial behaviors are not significant. The Bootstrap
test suggests that empathy serves as a mediator in the association between moral identity and antisocial behaviors,
although its mediating role in relation to effortful control is weak.

Discussion: The present study explored the mediating role of empathy in the relationship between moral identity and
effortful control with antisocial behaviors among adolescents. Findings showed that empathy significantly mediates
this relationship (Hardy et al., 2014; Pozzoli et al., 2016; Teng et al., 2020), suggesting that while moral identity helps
reduce antisocial behavior, it is not sufficient alone. Moral reasoning, ethical awareness, and decision-making also
influence behavior, and even those with strong moral identity may act antisocially under certain conditions. Moral
identity interacts with other identity dimensions—such as cultural or religious identity—which can shape behavior
depending on context. Empathy serves as a key mechanism linking moral identity to moral actions, as supported by
Winterich et al. (2009), Mudrack (2006), and Eisenberg & Morris (2001), who highlight the role of an expanded moral
circle in fostering empathy and social responsibility.

Individuals with high empathy are more likely to engage in ethical and prosocial behavior, with empathy playing a
key role in preventing antisocial actions during adolescence (Wang et al., 2017; Allemand et al., 2015). Conversely,
low empathy is associated with poor moral decision-making and reduced awareness of the emotional impact of one's
actions (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2021). Thus, the combination of strong moral identity and empathy is essential for
promoting positive social behavior and minimizing harm.

Findings showed that empathy does not significantly mediate the relationship between effortful control and
antisocial behavior. While effortful control is a predictor of antisocial behavior, it alone cannot fully explain such
behavior, as human actions are shaped by a complex interplay of personal, environmental, and social factors.
Moreover, individual traits such as emotional regulation, early childhood experiences, and healthy family relationships
play a crucial role in promoting or deterring antisocial behavior. Thus, antisocial behavior is best understood through
a multidimensional framework that integrates personal characteristics with environmental and societal influences
(Jaffee et al., 2004; Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000).

One limitation of the present study is its sample, as it only involved high school students in Shiraz, limiting
generalizability to other regions due to cultural, economic, and educational differences. Additionally, reliance on
guestionnaires may reduce accuracy due to potential biased responses, so complementary methods like interviews and
field observations are recommended to enhance validity and provide deeper insights.

The findings indicate that empathy has a significant impact on reducing antisocial behaviors, highlighting the
importance of educational interventions aimed at fostering empathy in society. Educational programs, including
storytelling, role-playing activities, and modeling positive behaviors, can help individuals better understand others'
emotions and strengthen their communication skills. Additionally, workshops, group discussions, and social activities
play a crucial role in promoting empathy and social responsibility among future generations.
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