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Abstract 

In light of growing social stratification, there have been calls to better understand the 
developmental antecedents of attitudes and values related to social inequality. In this study we 
predicted attitudes toward social inequality and social justice values from moral and social 
antecedents in a representative sample of Swiss adolescents (N = 1,258) at 15 (Time 1), 18 (Time 2), 
and 21 years of age (Time 3). We assessed children’s sympathy and morals in the context of 
individuals’ decision-making and anticipation of emotions in moral dilemmas. Social-contextual 
factors included relationship quality, which was assessed by the quality of one’s closest friendship 
and education level. Adolescents who reported higher friendship quality and sympathy showed 
stronger attitudes toward social inequality later. Interestingly, adolescents’ own education level at 
age 18 positively predicted attitudes toward social inequality at age 21 above and beyond parent 
education level, but only marginally at a younger age. Social justice values at age 18 were predicted 
by sympathy and the anticipation of moral emotions at age 15, and social justice values at age 21 
were associated with sympathy at age 18. Results are discussed with respect to the potential 
significance of morality and social-contextual factors in the development of attitudes toward social 
inequality and social justice values in early adulthood.  
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Introduction 

     In light of increasing social and economic 
stratification across the globe, disciplines across the 
social sciences have become more interested than 
ever in issues related to social inequality (Breen & 
Jonsson, 2005; Gordon & Dew-Becker, 2008; Norton & 
Ariely, 2011). Though much of this work has examined 
the impact of social inequalities on outcomes such as 
educational attainment, income, and health, far less 
has sought to understand the developmental 
antecedents of attitudes and values related to these 
social issues (Killen & Smetana, 2015; see Daniel, Dys, 
Buchmann, & Malti, 2016). Here, we address this gap, 
in part, by examining attitudes toward inequality, i.e. 
the degree to which principles of fairness and equality 
are important to an individual (Rubin, Malti, & 
McDonald, 2012) and social justice values, i.e., how 
much one values justice in the social treatment of 
individuals (Killen & Smetana, 2010; Marini, 2000). 
Attitudes toward inequality and social justice values 
have been posited as a central outcome of productive 
development in the third decade of life and an 
important developmental milestone in young 
adulthood (Larson, Brown, & Mortimer, 2002; Lerner, 
2004). Both attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values are presumed to reflect dimensions of 
civic competence and factor into the development of 
social engagement (Lenzi et al., 2014; Rubin, Malti, & 
McDonald, 2012; see Brewer, 2003), which may be 
particularly important for motivating awareness and 
change around issues of social inequality.   

     The role of moral and social concepts, such as 
moral emotions and the quality of close relationships, 
may yield valuable insight into the formation and 
development of attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values (Flanagan & Christens, 2011). Yet, few 
longitudinal studies on the moral and social 
antecedents of attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values have been conducted thus far. The 
present study addressed this research gap by 
investigating the moral and social antecedents of 
attitudes toward inequality and social justice values 
(for a simplified illustration of the conceptual 
relations, see figure 1). Here, we highlight important 
psychological dimension of human functioning: 
morality. We emphasise the role of young people’s 
morality as it may form the basis for other-oriented 

concern and as such, may motivate a broadened care 
for all members of society. Here, we examine both the 
role of sympathy and the anticipation of self-
evaluative moral emotions (e.g. guilt, sadness 
following wrongdoing; see Malti, 2016) as 
antecedents of attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values. Sympathy, an other-oriented moral 
emotion, is believed to play a central role in 
motivating individuals to work toward meeting the 
needs of others (Eisenberg, 2000). This is because 
sympathy stems from the apprehension of another’s 
emotional state and is expressed in other-oriented 
concern, which heightens an individual’s attention to 
the needs of others (Eisenberg, 2000; see Piaget, 
1932/1997). Consistent with this notion, there is 
cross-sectional, longitudinal, and qualitative evidence 
demonstrating that sympathy is associated with social 
justice values in adults (Daniel, Dys, Buchmann, & 
Malti, 2014; Daniel et al., 2016; Malin, Tirri, & Liauw, 
2015). The anticipation of moral emotions, such as 
guilt and sadness, in response to hypothetical 
transgressions reflects the internalisation of moral 
norms (Malti & Ongley, 2014). Previous research 
indicates that individuals often attribute self-
evaluative emotions, such as guilt and related feelings 
of sadness, in such contexts. It has been shown that 
individuals anticipate such self-evaluative emotions 
due to the perceived acceptance of internalised 
norms of fairness and justice and an awareness that 
one has violated one’s own internalised moral 
principles (Malti, 2016; Malti, Gummerum, Keller, & 
Buchmann, 2009; Malti, Keller, & Buchmann, 2013).  

     The anticipation of other-oriented and self-
evaluative moral emotions, such as sympathy, as well 
as guilt and sadness following own wrongdoing, has 
also been empirically linked to prosocial, other-

oriented, and fair behaviour (Eisenberg, 2000; Malti & 
Krettenauer, 2013). As such, we anticipated that the 
presence of such emotions, which reflect an 
internalisation of moral norms and are associated 
with fair behaviour, may longitudinally predict 
attitudes toward inequality and social justice values.   

In addition, our conceptual model suggests that 
adolescents’ moral and social-emotional development 
is situated within a broader social space. We propose 
that an individual’s cultural capital and experiences in 
social, cultural, and economic domains may influence 
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their attitudes and values through community 
involvement (see Verba, Burns, & Schlozman, 2003). 
For instance, in the social domain, close relationships 
act as important basis for social values and can serve 
as a buffer for risks associated with disengagement 
and individual maladaptation (Hinde, 1979). The 
formation of healthy social relationships may also 
promote the generalisation of other-oriented 
concerns to broader values. For instance, adolescents 
who form healthy, secure relations with peers may be 
more motivated to consider the wellbeing of others 
(Rubin, Bukowski, & Laursen, 2009). As broader social 
concerns become more self-relevant, these 
experiences may in turn motivate an interest in and 
commitment to issues of social justice (see Wilkinson, 
2010; Wray-Lake & Syversten, 2011; Yates & Youniss, 
1998).  

     Furthermore, the model accounts for social 
inequalities based on cultural capital, such as 
education. For example, adolescents’ education may 
act as an impetus for social awareness in adolescence 
and emerging adulthood (Hillygus, 2005; Nie & 
Hillygus, 2001). Being aware of the need to act upon 
principles of fairness, social justice, and equality is 
likely going to promote the development of social 
justice values and the motivation to act according to 
such principles. Meanwhile, parents’ education 
appears to have a multilayered form of influence—
children can directly learn from their parents’ 
attitudes and values, as well as receive indirect 
influences from their education, for instance, by being 
able to achieve a higher level of education themselves 
(Plutzer, 2002; Verba, Burns, & Scholzman, 2003) or 
through exposure to broader social networks 
(Gesthuizen, van der Meer, & Scheepers, 2008) and 
civic activities (Bekkers, 2007). Thus, we also 
examined the effects of adolescents’ and parents’ 
levels of education on attitudes toward inequality and 
social justice values.  

     Though there has been an increasing interest in 
the development of attitudes and values related to 
social inequalities, studies that have investigated both 
moral and relational factors in their development are 
sparse. We, therefore, sought to answer the following 
research questions: First, what is the role of 
adolescents’ moral emotions in the development of 
attitudes toward inequality and social justice values? 

Second, what roles does their relationship quality 
with close friends play in the development of 
attitudes toward inequality and social justice values in 
young adulthood? Based on our conceptual model 
and the extant evidence, we expected the dimensions 
of morality to significantly predict subsequent 
attitudes toward inequality and social justice values. 
We also hypothesized that the perceived quality of 
close friendships and parents’ and adolescents’ levels 
of education would be associated with later attitudes 
toward inequality and social justice values. In 
addition, since adolescent gender has been linked to 
the development of adolescents’ moral emotions and 
social justice values (e.g., Eisenberg, Zhou, & Koller, 
2001), we controlled for adolescent gender in all 
multivariate analyses.  

 

Method 

Participants  

     Data from the first three waves of the 
representative ongoing Swiss longitudinal survey 
COCON (ww.cocon.uzh.ch) were utilised to test our 
hypotheses. A representative random sample from 
the German- and French-speaking parts of 
Switzerland was drawn by a two-stage process in 
which 131 communities—broken down by community 
type (i.e., urban, suburban, and rural) and size— were 
selected. The residents of each community were then 
randomly sampled on the basis of information 
provided by the community’s official register. Here, 
we used data from a cohort of adolescents at 15 years 
of age at Time 1 (T1, N = 1,258, 54% female), 18 years 
of age at Time 2 (T2, N = 952), and 21 years of age at 
Time 3 (T3, N = 815). The adolescents’ primary 
caregivers (N = 1,056) also participated at Time 1.  

Procedure 

     At the first assessment, in spring 2006, the 
adolescents were individually interviewed in a quiet 
room at their home using a computer-assisted 
personal interview for about 60 minutes. The 
interview contained questions on the participant’s 
social and moral development. The mothers 
responded to a questionnaire regarding their 
adolescent’s social and moral development, which 
was mailed back to the research institute. Both the 
participant and the primary caregiver supplied written 
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informed consent for participation. At the second and 
third time points (spring 2009 and spring 2012, 
respectively), a computer-assisted personal interview 
was conducted with the adolescents and young 
adults, respectively. The interviewers were recruited 
from a professional research institute specialising in 
social sciences, and had been trained extensively by 
the research team on interview techniques. 
 

Measures 

     Attitudes toward inequality. From T1-T3, 
attitudes toward inequality were assessed using 
seven items on a six-point Likert scale from 1 (fully 
disagree) to 6 (fully agree). This measure included 
items such as “Wealth should be distributed more 
evenly around the world, even if it requires me to give 
up some consumer good”, “In Switzerland, we spend 
too much money on welfare, i.e., to support the 
unemployed and single parents to raise their 
children” (reverse coded), and “Those who earn well 
should make a major contribution to the community”. 
The Cronbach’s α was .63 at T2 and .65 at T3. At T1, 
the α coefficient was too low to justify inclusion of the 
scale into the statistical analyses.  

     Social justice values. From T1-T3, adolescents’ 
social justice values (Gille, Sardei-Biermann, Gaiser, & 
de Rijke, 2006) were reported using a scale that 
consisted of three items taken from the German 
Youth Survey. The DJI is a representative, large-scale 
survey; the social justice value scale has shown to be 
reliable and valid, both in the German Youth Survey 
(Gille et al., 2006) and in our pilot study. The scale 
asked how important it is “To interact with others in a 
fair way,” “To treat all humans equally,” and “To 
minimize inequalities between humans.” The answers 
were rated on a 10-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 
(not important at all) to 10 (extremely important). 
Mean scale scores were computed, with higher scores 
indicating greater importance of social justice values. 
Cronbach’s α for the value scale was .55 at T1, .70 at 
T2, and .63 at T3. 
     Sympathy. Sympathy was assessed by self- and 
caregiver-reports (Zhou, Valiente, & Eisenberg, 2003). 
Adolescents reported on their own sympathy from 
T1-T3. The adolescents’ scale consisted of five items 
from Zhou et al. (2003). A sample item is “When I see 
another child who is hurt or upset, I feel sorry for him 

or her.” Items were rated using a six-point scale 
ranging from “not at all like me” to “very much like 
me.” Cronbach’s α for the self-reported sympathy 
scale was .72 at T1, .70 at T2, and .73 at T3. 
In addition, at T1, the mothers rated their children’s 
sympathy on three items from Zhou et al. (2003). A 
sample item is “My child usually feels sorry for other 
adolescents who are being teased.” Items were rated 
using a six-point scale ranging from “not at all like my 
child” to “very much like my child.” Cronbach’s α for 
the mother-reported sympathy scale was .78. To 
create a more robust measure of sympathy for the 
multivariate analyses, we aggregated adolescent- and 
caregiver-reports of sympathy, which were 
significantly correlated, r = .22, p < .001. 
     Moral emotions. Two moral dilemmas were 
chosen for the current study, involving the choice 
between well-known moral rules and personal 
benefit, which closely resembled those experienced 
in the everyday lives of adolescents in their nature 
and structure. In the first story, adolescents were read 
the following: “Imagine you offered your bike for sale. 
You want to sell it for 500 Swiss Francs. A young man 
is interested. He bargains with you and you agree on 
420 Swiss Francs. Then he says: ‘Sorry, I don’t have 
the money on me; I’ll quickly run home to get it. I’ll be 
back in half an hour.’ You say: ‘Agreed, I’ll wait for 
you.’ Shortly after he is gone, another customer 
shows up who is willing to pay the full price.” In the 
second story, the adolescents were read: “Imagine 
that you have found a purse with 150 Swiss Francs in 
it and an identity card of the owner.” After reading 
each story, the adolescents were asked what they 
would do in order to identify their moral evaluations 
in each situation (moral decision-making), and what 
they feel thereafter (moral emotions). 
     To create a score for moral emotions, we coded 
both responses to dilemmas (moral decision-making 
and moral emotions) together, such that they created 
an overt composite score for the anticipation of self-

evaluative emotions (for a more detailed description 
of the coding procedure, see Malti et al., 2013). More 
specifically, decisions and emotions were combined to 
create the different patterns of decision-making and 
emotions (see Malti & Keller, 2010). The happy 
victimizer pattern applied to participants who based 
their decision on selfish reasons and attributed 
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positive emotions to the self (for selfish reasons). The 
unhappy victimizer pattern applied to participants 
who based their decision on selfish reasons, but who 
attributed negative emotions to the self for moral 
reasons. The happy moralist pattern applied to 
participants who based their decision on moral 
reasons and attributed positive emotions to the self 
for moral reasons. The unhappy moralist pattern 
applied to participants who based their decision on 
moral reasons, but who felt unhappy due to moral 
reasons (e.g., empathy for the new customer because 
he/she is not getting the bike). Participants who 
opted for the moral decision, but who felt regret due 
to selfish reasons, were very rare; thus, this pattern 
was not considered further. 
Responses in the unhappy victimizer, happy moralist 
and unhappy moralist category were coded as “moral 
emotions occurred” (1), whereas responses in the 
“happy victimizer” category were coded as “moral 
emotions did not occur” (0). This was done because 
the anticipation of emotions in these categories 
implied an awareness and internalisation of moral 
norms. Next, to generate a composite score for our 
measure, we averaged the two scores across both 
moral dilemmas. 
     Friendship quality. Perceived friendship quality 
with a best friend was assessed by self-reports 
(Parker & Asher, 1993) from T1-T3 on a 6-point scale, 
1 (fully disagree) to 6 (fully agree). This measure 
consisted of four items such as, “My friend and I trust 
each other when we give advice,” “My friend and I 
help each other,” and “My friend and I discuss what is 
important in life.” Cronbach’s α for the scale was .61 
at T1, .67 at T2, and .73 at T3. 
     Parent education. Fathers’ and mothers’ 
education levels were reported on a seven-point scale 
ranging from low to high levels of education (see 
Malti et al., 2013), i.e., 1 (no education), 2 
(compulsory school), 3 (middle school/school section 
II), 4 (apprenticeship/full time vocational school), 5 
(higher technical and vocational training), 6 (higher 
technical school/college), and 7 (university). A 
composite score of parent education was created by 
aggregating father’s and mother’s education levels for 
each family. A high score indicates higher levels of 
parent education. 
     Adolescent education. At T1, adolescent’s 

education level was reported on a five-point scale 
(see Malti & Buchmann, 2010), 1 (without 
classes/small classes), 2 (section C/junior high school), 
3 (section B+G/unarticulated), 4 (section A+E, district 
school), and 5 (high school/secondary school). At T2, 
adolescent’s education level was reported on a four-

point scale, 1 (no certifying training), 2 (upper 
secondary education), 3 (training with professional 
baccalaureate), and 4 (high school). A higher score 
indicates higher levels of education. The scoring 
system differed at T1 and T2 because at T1, 
adolescents were in lower-secondary education (i.e. 
general education), and at T2, they were in upper-

secondary education, with the majority of young 
people in VET (vocational training and education) 
serving an apprenticeship, while the rest being in 
general education (specialised middle schools or 
‘Gymnasium’). 

Analytical Approach 

     We first ran descriptive statistics on attitudes 
toward inequality, social justice values, and all other 
focal variables, followed by a series of multivariate 
regression models predicting attitudes toward 
inequality and social justice values at T2 and T3, 
respectively using Mplus 7.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 

1998-2012). Adolescent gender was controlled for in 
all the multivariate analyses. 
     The retention rates for the current study were 
76% from T1 to T2 and 86% from T2 to T3. Missing 
data analyses of all the models we ran suggested that 
although the missing patterns were not Missing 
Completely at Random (MCAR, Little, 1988), the 
missingness was predicted by the variables included 
in the model, such that adolescents with lower 
morality, and education level were more likely to be 
missing on attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values at both T2 and T3. Therefore, Missing at 
Random (MAR) was assumed and the maximum 
likelihood with robust error (MLR) was used for 
parameter estimation in all analyses to account for 
missing values in Mplus 7.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 

1998-2012). 
 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

     Table 1 displays the means and standard 
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deviations of all continuous study variables by 
assessment point. As shown in table 2, attitudes 
toward inequality at T2 and T3 were associated with 
most independent variables at both T1 and T2. 
Similarly, social justice values at T1-T3 were related to 
most independent variables in the expected direction 
but not significantly associated with parent and 
adolescent education levels. 

Prediction of attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values by moral emotions and social factors 

     To test how moral development and social 
factors predicted attitudes toward inequality and 
social justice values at both T2 and T3, we ran linear 
regression analyses using T1 independent variables to 
predict T2 attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values, and using T2 independent variables to 
predict T3 attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values, respectively (see table 3). These two 
variables were treated separately because they are 
conceptualised as distinct constructs. However, we 
predicted them in the same model in a multivariate 
way. We found that T1 perceived friendship quality, 
T1 sympathy (self- and parent-reports combined), and 
parent education level significantly predicted T2 
attitudes toward inequality (table 3). We also found 
that T1 sympathy (self- and parent-reports combined) 
and T1 moral emotions significantly predicted T2 
social justice values, after controlling for T1 social 
justice values. The correlation between attitudes 
toward inequality and social justice values at T2 was 
in the medium range, r = .41, p < .001. Total variances 
explained by the independent variables were 11% for 
attitudes toward inequality and 12% for social justice 
values. 
     Next, we predicted attitudes toward inequality 
and social justice values at T3 using T2 independent 
variables. The findings showed significant effect of T2 
sympathy (self-reports), as well as T2 adolescent 
education levels and parent education levels in 
predicting T3 attitudes toward inequality, after 
controlling for T2 attitudes toward inequality. For the 
prediction of T3 social justice values, T2 sympathy 
showed a significant effect, after controlling for T2 
social justice values. As expected, attitudes toward 
inequality and social justice values at T3 were 
significantly correlated in a small range, r = .28, p < 
.001. Total variances explained by the independent 

variables were 26% for attitudes toward inequality 
and 27% for social justice values. 
 

Discussion 
     One of the major challenges during the 
transition into adulthood involves engaging in, and 
committing to, democratic principles of justice and 
fairness (Flanagan & Gallay, 1995). Our study aimed 
at investigating central moral-developmental and 
social antecedents of attitudes toward inequality and 
social justice values. In particular, we focused on the 
influence of moral emotions, friendship quality, and 
socioeconomic status in predicting these attitudes 
and values.  

     Our findings suggest that moral emotions, i.e. 
sympathy, play a central role in the subsequent 
development of attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values. This is in line with previous studies 
highlighting the role of sympathy in promoting related 
outcomes, such as prosocial orientations and 
behaviours (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Knafo-Noam, 
2015). Similarly, the findings support the notion that 
individuals who feel concern for the distress of victims 
of injustice are more likely to feel committed to such 
principles (Hoffman, 2000). Moreover, this is 
consistent with, and extends previous studies 
documenting a longitudinal link between sympathy 
and social justice values trajectories (e.g. Daniel et al., 
2014). There was also some support for the role of 
self-evaluative moral emotions at T1 on subsequent 
social justice values. This may support the idea that 
self-evaluative moral emotions may function to 
promote other-oriented behaviour and values by 
evoking unpleasant feelings in response to violating 
one’s personal moral code (see Carlo, McGinley, 
Davis, & Streit, 2012; Ongley & Malti, 2014). In short, 
it appears that young adults’ moral sentiments may 
promote a sense for inequality and related values of 
social justice (Montada & Schneider, 1989; see van 
Goethem et al., 2012).  

     In line with our developmental-relational 
model, we also found some support for the role of 
friendship quality in subsequent attitudes toward 
inequality, which resonates with theorizing (Lewis, 
MacGregor, & Putnam, 2013) and US longitudinal 
research (Obradovic & Masten, 2007). Positive 
experiences in close friendships may help young 



Malti, Dys, Cui, Buchmann                Moral and social antecedents of young adults’ attitudes toward  

                                                     social inequality and social justice values 

 

 

11 

people appreciate the need for social cohesion and 
interpersonal responsibility, and experience 
advancing these causes as meaningful and satisfying. 
Moreover, high quality friendships are likely to be 
indicative of other social competencies (not directly 
measured here), which are central to attitudes toward 
justice and equality. For instance, active listening and 
perspective-taking are often applied to achieve social 
understanding and unity (Flanagan & Faison, 2001; 
Obradovic & Masten, 2007). By providing concrete 
opportunities to connect with the needs and 
perspectives of others, close friendships may 
stimulate adolescents’ concern for social equality.  

     Consistent with previous literature (e.g., Verba 
et al., 2003), we found parental education to predict 
attitudes toward inequality. Interestingly, adolescents’ 
education at T2 also predicted attitudes toward 
inequality at T3, beyond the influence of parents’ 
education. One potential reason is that educational 
programming in late adolescence may be much better 
at helping young people understand how society 
operates, and how they can influence that operation 
(see Hillygus, 2005). Alternatively, adolescents may 
not develop extensive social networks of their own 
until their twenties, resulting in a more pronounced 
effect of their parents’ social networks on 
adolescents’ attitudes toward inequality at an earlier 
age (see Gesthuizen et al., 2008). Thus, consistent 
with our model, it appears that early social 
experiences and differences in educational 
attainment may colour young peoples’ perceptions 
and expectations of social interactions and society, 
and in so doing influence their degree of concern for 
broader social issues.  

     While the present study addresses an 
important void in research on attitudes toward 
inequality and social justice values in adulthood, it is 
not without its limitations. First, due to the large-scale 
approach to our data collection, our measure of social 
justice values was limited to three items and as such  

relied on relatively simple general statements. 
However, this measure has been employed and 
validated in previous large-scale studies (Gille et al., 
2006). Second, many of our measures relied on self-
reports, which may be susceptible to social 
desirability. Still, self-reports are necessary and 
invaluable for the study of morality and values, as 
these are typically challenging to measure through 
other informants or behavioural measures. Moreover, 
while social desirability biases tend to positively relate 
to valuing harmony, they are unrelated to 
universalism values (e.g. social justice values; 
Schwartz, Verkasalo, Antonovsky, & Sagiv, 1997). 
Third, the validity of our measures was somewhat 
limited by the internal consistency of our measures. 
Although some of our measures (e.g. social justice 
values, friendship quality) had, at times, relatively low 
reliability coefficients, they are still considered 
acceptable as lower scores are typical of scales with 
few items (Schmitt, 1996). Given that one of our 
scales, attitudes toward inequality, had low reliability 
at the first assessment point, we were unable to 
control for it in the longitudinal prediction of 
outcomes. Future studies are therefore warranted to 
replicate finding when controlling for Time 1 attitudes 
toward inequality. 
     Despite these limitations, the present study 
provides a valuable contribution to our understanding 
of attitudes and social values in the third decade. To 
conclude, we aimed, in part, to address the need for 
research connecting social and moral concepts in 
adolescence to attitudes toward inequality and social 
justice values in early adulthood (Killen & Smetana, 
2010). Both moral and social factors in adolescence 
were longitudinally predictive of attitudes toward 
injustice and social justice values. Taken together, 
these findings support the view that both moral 
emotions and close relationships are likely to impact 
young adults’ attitudes and social values. 
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations of the main study variable by assessment point 
 

s  T1    T2 T3   

 Range N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Attitudes toward inequality 1-6 --a --a -- a 952 4.79 0.62 814 4.80 0.61 

Social justice values 1-10 1257 8.66 1.17 952 8.69 1.18 815 8.65 1.09 

Parent education 1-7 1241 4.16 1.28 --b --b -- b --b --b -- b 

Adolescent education 1-5 1245 3.32 1.01 950 3.63 1.00 --b --b -- b 

Friendship quality 1-6 1255 5.42 0.69 946 5.69 0.40 811 5.70 0.43 

Sympathy (S) 1-6 1257 4.81 0.76 952 4.81 0.72 815 4.84 0.70 

Sympathy (P) 1-6 1048 4.92 0.95 -- b -- b -- b -- b -- b -- b 

Moral emotions  0-1 1227 0.81 0.26 929 0.84 0.27 743 0.89 0.22 

Note. a The measure was not included due to low reliability. b No scale available at assessment point. S = Self-report. P = Primary 
caregiver.  T1 = Time 1. T2 = Time 2. T3 = Time 3. 
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Table 2. Bivariate correlations between study variables 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Attitudes toward inequality T3   --          

2. Attitudes toward inequality T2  .50***   --         

3. Social justice values T3  .41***  .35***   --        

4. Social justice values T2  .30***  .45***  .52***   --       

5. Social justice values T1  .17***  .23***  .28***  .29***   --      

6. Gender -.10** -.13*** -.22*** -.24*** -.22***   --     

7. Parent education  .15***  .11** -.06 -.06  .02  .06*   --    

8. Adolescent education T2  .20***  .11**  .01 -.02  .12*** -.03  .30***   --   

9. Adolescent education T1  .16***  .13*** -.02 -.04  .07* -.06*  .34***  .57***   --  

10. Friendship quality T2  .10**  .20***  .19***  .25***  .10** -.23*** -.05  .001  .03   -- 

11. Friendship quality T1  .04  .14***  .12**  .18***  .22*** -.41*** -.06 -.06 -.01  .34*** 

12. Sympathy (S) T2  .28***  .40***  .31***  .36***  .21*** -.24***  .02  .02  .06  .24*** 

13. Sympathy (S) T1  .18***  .25***  .23***  .24***  .40*** -.26*** -.02  .06  .05  .15*** 

14. Sympathy (P) T1  .15***  .21***  .18***  .16***  .19*** -.20***  .01  .06  .06  .08* 

15. Moral emotions T2  .14***  .18***  .18***  .19***  .14*** -.17***  .02  .07*  .07*  .11** 

16. Moral emotions T1  .05  .12***  .06  .15***  .13*** -.12***  .01  .04  .02  .07* 
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Table 2 (Con’t) 
 

 11 12 13 14 15 

11. Friendship quality T1   --      

12. Sympathy (S) T2  .17***   --    

13. Sympathy (S) T1  .30***  .41***   --   

14. Sympathy (P) T1  .12***  .19***  .22***   --  

15. Moral emotions T2  .10**  .22***  .14***  .16***   -- 

16. Moral emotions T1  .04  .18***  .19***  .17***  .27*** 

Note. Gender: female = 0, male = 1. S = Self-report; P = Parent-report. T1 = Time 1. T2 = Time 2. T3 = Time 3. 
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Table 3. Multivariate regression analyses predicting attitudes toward Inequality and social justice values at T2 and T3 

 

 Model 1 Attitudes Toward Inequality T2   Social Justice Values T2 

 β SE R2   β SE  R2 

         

  -- --   Social justice values T1  0.15*** 0.04  

Gender -0.02 0.03   Gender -0.13*** 0.03  

Parent education  0.10** 0.03   Parent education -0.03 0.03  

Adolescent education T1  0.06† 0.03   Adolescent education T1 -0.06† 0.03  

Friendship quality T1  0.07* 0.03   Friendship quality T1  0.05 0.04  

Sympathy (S&P) T1  0.24*** 0.03   Sympathy (S&P) T1  0.14*** 0.04  

Moral emotions T1  0.04 0.04   Moral emotions T1  0.08* 0.04  

Total R2      .11***  Total R2    .12*** 

N   922  N   922 

 Model 2 Attitudes Toward Inequality T3   Social Justice Values T3 

 β SE R2   β SE  R2 

         

Attitudes toward Inequality T2 

T2

 0.41*** 0.04   Social justice values T2  0.39*** 0.05  

Gender -0.02 0.03   Gender -0.07* 0.03  

Parent education  0.10** 0.04   Parent education -0.03 0.04  

Adolescent education T2  0.09* 0.04   Adolescent education T2 -0.02 0.04  

Friendship quality T2  0.04 0.04   Friendship quality T2  0.05 0.04  

Sympathy (S) T2  0.09* 0.04   Sympathy (S) T2  0.14*** 0.04  

Moral emotions T2  0.03 0.04   Moral emotions T2  0.07† 0.04  

Total R2   .26***  Total R2   .27*** 

N   766  N   766 

Note. Gender: female = 0, male = 1.  S = Self-report; S&P = Self- and parent-reports combined; T1 = Time 1. T2 = Time 2. T3 = Time 
3. † p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
  



Malti, Dys, Cui, Buchmann        Moral and social antecedents of young adults’ attitudes toward social inequality and social justice values 

 19 

 

Figure 1. Simplified conceptual model of attitudes toward social inequality and social justice values and their moral and social-
contextual antecedents.   

Morality

Social-contextual factors

Attitudes toward social inequality 

and 

social justice values

Dimensions:

Friendships

Parent-child relations, peer relations
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Dimensions:

Emotions
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Note: Italicized dimensions of constructs are the focus of the present study. 


