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Abstract:  

Moral values play a central role in shaping how individuals interpret social norms, regulate behavior, and respond to rule violations. 

This conceptual framework examines the proposed relationship between moral values, cognitive rigidity, and tendencies toward 

antisocial or criminal behavior, with particular attention to adolescents and young adults. Drawing on moral foundations theory, 

cognitive rigidity models, and psychological perspectives on antisocial behavior, the framework suggests that certain moral value 

orientations may contribute to inflexible thinking patterns, which in turn increase vulnerability to rigid moral judgments and 

maladaptive behavioral outcomes. Cognitive rigidity is positioned as a key mediating factor that influences how moral beliefs are 

applied in real-life situations, potentially intensifying punitive attitudes, reduced empathy, and rule-breaking tendencies. By 

integrating moral, cognitive, and behavioral perspectives, this framework highlights how inflexible moral reasoning may limit 

adaptive decision-making and increase risk for antisocial behavior. The proposed model offers a structured basis for future empirical 

research and has implications for psychological assessment, preventive interventions, and programs aimed at fostering moral 

reasoning flexibility and healthier behavioral regulation among youth. 

Index Terms - Moral values; Cognitive rigidity; Antisocial behavior; Moral reasoning; Youth.  

Introduction:   

Moral values play a crucial role in guiding individuals’ judgments, decisions, and behaviors within society. During young 

adulthood, a developmental phase marked by identity formation and increased autonomy, moral reasoning becomes especially 

influential in shaping behavior. Deficits or distortions in moral values may contribute to maladaptive cognitive styles such as 

cognitive rigidity, characterized by inflexible thinking, resistance to change, and difficulty considering alternative perspectives. 

Cognitive rigidity, in turn, has been associated with rule-bound behavior, poor moral reasoning, and increased likelihood of 

antisocial or criminal behavior.   

Criminal behavior among young adults does not arise solely from situational factors but is often influenced by internal cognitive 

and moral structures. Understanding how moral values influence cognitive rigidity and criminal behavior can help explain variations 

in antisocial tendencies and provide insight into prevention and intervention strategies. 

Review of literature:   

Existing literature highlights the significant role of moral values in shaping cognitive and behavioral outcomes. Theories of moral 

development suggest that lower levels of moral reasoning are associated with increased antisocial and criminal behavior due to 

impaired ethical judgment (Kohlberg, 1984; Gibbs, 2019). Moral foundation theory further emphasizes that weaknesses in core 

moral domains such as care, fairness, and authority can increase vulnerability to deviant behavior (Haidt & Graham, 2007). The 

expression of moral values in behavior is influenced by moral identity and self-regulation, with poor moral regulation linked to 

rule-breaking tendencies (Blasi, 1980; Tangney et al., 2007), while weakened moral bonds elevate the risk of delinquency (Hirschi, 

1969). Cognitive rigidity, characterized by inflexible thinking and resistance to change, has been shown to impair moral judgment 

and adaptability (Rehfisch, 1958; Rokeach, 1960), and is associated with dogmatism and reduced openness (Van Hiel et al., 2004). 
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Research further indicates that cognitive rigidity may act as a pathway linking moral deficits to maladaptive behavior, as rigid 

cognitive styles disrupt moral judgment and motivation (Rest et al., 1999) and are associated with aggression, rule violation, and 

criminal thinking patterns (Bandura, 1999; Walters, 2012). Young adulthood has been identified as a critical period marked by 

ongoing moral and cognitive development, increasing susceptibility to antisocial behavior when moral values and cognitive 

flexibility are compromised (Monahan et al., 2015; Stams et al., 2006). Overall, existing studies suggest that moral values influence 

criminal behavior both directly and indirectly through cognitive rigidity; however, limited research has examined these variables 

within a single integrated framework among young adults, thereby justifying the present study. 

Research Design 

The study applied a quantitative, non-experimental, cross-sectional correlational design built on the conceptual framework that 

moral values not only influence but also lead to cognitive rigidity and criminal behavior among young adults. The moral values 

considered as the independent variable while at the same time cognitive rigidity and criminal behavior are dependent variables. 

Data are going to be collected from young adults aged 18 to 25 years through standardized self-report measures and the proposed 

relationships will be tested via correlation and regression analyses. 

Procedure:    

The appropriate sampling technique will be applied to select a group of young adults. The participants will be informed about the 

research purpose and the ethical issues, e.g., the confidentiality of their information and their right to withdraw at any time from the 

study. The scales will be utilized for the assessment of the respondents' moral values, cognitive rigidity, and criminal behavior, as 

planned in the study design. The gathered data will be analyzed using correlation and regression analysis as the central statistical 

methods. The study's objectives and hypotheses will be the basis for the interpretation of the results. 

Discussion:    

The conceptual framework of the research study is built on the premise that moral values, cognitive rigidity, and criminal conduct 

interrelate amongst the youth. It is suggested that those with stronger moral values and principles are prone to show lower cognitive 

rigidity, which is a characteristic of flexibility in thinking and being open to different points of view, whereas weaker or distorted 

moral values are related to higher cognitive rigidity, which makes it difficult to reason morally and to make sound decisions. 

Moreover, cognitive rigidity is believed to increase the likelihood of criminal conduct as it impairs the ability to assess 

consequences, to see a society's standards, and to correct one's behavior accordingly. Besides, cognitive rigidity is assumed to be 

the reason why moral values have an effect on criminal behavior. This presumption is made because the age of late adolescence is 

a crucial time for the development of both moral and cognitive skills, consequently, these relationships are expected to be very 

strong at this point in life. In a nutshell, the model suggests that moral maturity and cognitive flexibility together function as behavior 

regulators and thus decrease the likelihood of drawing near to criminality. 

Conclusion:   

The current study draws attention to the fact that moral values are a very important factor in determining the young people's 

cognitive flexibility and behavior. Moreover, linking morality to cognition and criminal behavior emphasizes the importance of 

moral development for the prevention of antisocial tendencies. Thus, along with the promotion of cognitive flexibility, moral 

reasoning should also be strengthened as a way to impress the young adult section and eliminate their criminal behavior. 

Acknowledgement : 

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Mr. Chanthuru S, Assistant Professor, Rathinam College of Arts and Science, 

Coimbatore, for his valuable guidance, continuous support, and constructive suggestions throughout the completion of this paper. I 

also extend my appreciation to Rathinam College of Arts and Science for providing the academic environment and necessary 

resources for this work. Finally, I acknowledge the contributions of scholars and researchers whose studies formed the theoretical 

foundation of this paper. 

References :   

1. Bandura, A. (1999). Moral disengagement in the perpetration of inhumanities.   

2. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 3(3), 193–209. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0303_3   

3. Blasi, A. (1980). Bridging moral cognition and moral action: A critical review of the literature. Psychological Bulletin, 

88(1),  1–45. https://doi.org/10.1037/00332909.88.1.1   

4. Boduszek, D., Debowska, A., & Willmott, D. (2016). Latent profile analysis of criminal thinking styles.  Journal  of  

5. Criminal Justice, 45, 90–99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2016.02.003   

6. Carlo, G., Mestre, M. V., Samper, P., Tur, A., & Armenta, B. E. (2011). The longitudinal relations among dimensions 

of moral development and prosocial behaviors. Child Development, 82(6), 1849–1863. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-

8624.2011.01663.x  Elliott, D. S., & Huizinga, D. (1983). Social class and delinquent behavior in a national youth 

panel. University of Chicago Press.   

7. Eysenck, H. J., & Gudjonsson, G. H. (1989). The causes and cures of criminality. Plenum Press.   

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0303_3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.88.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2016.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01663.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01663.x


© 2025 IJRAR December 2025, Volume 12, Issue 4             www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR25D3207 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org 362 
 

8. Gibbs, J. C. (2019). Moral development and reality: Beyond the theories of Kohlberg, Hoffman, and Haidt (4th ed.). 

Oxford University Press.   

9. Graham, J., Haidt, J., & Nosek, B. A. (2009). Liberals and conservatives rely on different sets of moral foundations. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 96(5), 1029– 1046. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015141   

10. Graham, J., Nosek, B. A., Haidt, J., Iyer, R., Koleva, S., & Ditto, P. H. (2011). Mapping the moral domain. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 101(2), 366–385. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021847   

11. Haidt, J., & Graham, J. (2007). When morality opposes justice: Conservatives have moral intuitions that liberals may not 

recognize. Social Justice Research, 20(1), 98–116. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11211-007-0034-z   

12. Hirschi, T. (1969). Causes of delinquency. University of California Press.   

13. Hoffman, M. L. (2000). Empathy and moral development: Implications for caring and justice. Cambridge University 

Press.   

14. Kohlberg, L. (1984). Essays on moral development: Vol. 2. The psychology of moral development. Harper & Row.   

15. Levenson, M. R., Kiehl, K. A., & Fitzpatrick, C. M. (1995). Assessing psychopathic attributes in a 

noninstitutionalized population. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 68(1), 151–158. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.68.1.151   

16. Monahan, K. C., Steinberg, L., & Cauffman, E. (2015). Age differences in the impact of employment on antisocial 

behavior. Child Development, 86(3), 791–801. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12337   

17. Rehfisch, J. M. (1958). A scale for personality rigidity. Journal of Consulting Psychology, 22(1), 11–15. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/h0045947   

18. Rest, J. R., Narvaez, D., Bebeau, M. J., & Thoma, S. J. (1999). Postconventional moral thinking: A neo-Kohlbergian 

approach. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.   

19. Rokeach, M. (1960). The open and closed mind. Basic Books.   

20. Shields, G. S., Sazma, M. A., & Yonelinas, A. P. (2015). The effects of acute stress on core executive functions. 

Cognition, 143, 34–50. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2015.06.013   

21. Stams, G. J. J. M., Brugman, D., Deković, M., Van Rosmalen, L., Van der Laan, P.,  

22. Gibbs, J. C. (2006). The moral judgment of juvenile delinquents. Journal of Abnormal  

23. Child Psychology, 34(5), 692–708. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-006-9056-5   

24. Tangney, J. P., Stuewig, J., & Mashek, D. J. (2007). Moral emotions and moral behavior.   

25. Annual Review of Psychology, 58, 345–372. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070145   

26. Van Hiel, A., Pandelaere, M., & Duriez, B. (2004). The impact of need for closure on conservative beliefs. Personality 

and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30(7), 824–837.  

27. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167204264330   

28. Walters, G. D. (2012). Criminal thinking and recidivism: Meta-analytic evidence. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 39(7), 

900–916. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854812437842   

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015141
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021847
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11211-007-0034-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.68.1.151
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.68.1.151
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12337
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0045947
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0045947
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2015.06.013
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-006-9056-5
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070145
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167204264330

