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Abstract
Moral Reasoning about Mara-related Violence:
A Comparative Study of Children and Adolescents in Honduras and Nicaragua
By
Franklin S. Moreno
Doctor of Philosophy in Education
University of California, Berkeley
Professor Elliot Turiel, Chair

Over the past ten years, Honduras has consistently had one of the highest levels of
estimated homicide rates in the world for a country officially not at war (InSight Crime, 2015;
Ransford, Decker, & Slutkin, 2016; UNODC, 2013). Linked to the high levels of violence in
Honduras are gangs known as maras, such as M.S. 13, that are dominant in three countries
referred to as the Northern Triangle: Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador (Ransford et al.,
2016; Seelke, 2016). These high levels of violence have led some to conclude that “violence is
an everyday fact of life for people who live in San Pedro Sula, which has led to a social/cultural
normalization of violence” (Ransford et al. 2016, p. 3). In contrast, other countries in the Central
American region, such as Nicaragua, have had consistently low levels of reported homicide rates
during the same time period (Homicide Monitor, 2017), and local youth gangs in the country
have not transformed into more organized groups associated with intense violence and extortion
as the maras (Portillo, 2012).
The current study examined children and adolescent moral judgments and reasoning
regarding acts of physical harm situated in the context of mara-related violence. Moral
evaluations were examined from a social domain theory perspective (Turiel, 1983a). Morality is
understood to be distinct from and not determined by social norms and authority, referring more
specifically to concepts of welfare, justice and rights. Rules, authority and conventions
organizing social relationships refer to the social domain. And personal concepts refer to areas of
personal choice outside of rule contingency or moral concerns. The first aim was to examine how
children and adolescents coordinate and apply moral and non-moral concepts in complex
situations involving acts of physical violence. A second aim was to examine whether moral
judgments and reasoning would vary as a function exposure to violence, age and sex. A third aim
was to examine whether children and adolescents viewed particular acts of physical aggression
as alright or necessary in general. A fourth aim was to examine whether differences in
interpersonal relationships between the aggressor and victim would influence moral evaluations.
The study included a total of 80 participants (50% female), with 40 children 10-11-years
old (M= 11.0; SD= .50), and 40 adolescents, ages 14-15-years old (M=14.79; SD= .66). With the
guidance from staff at Fundación Nacional para el Desarrollo de Honduras (FUNADEH), 20
children and 20 adolescents from San Pedro Sula, Honduras, were recruited from neighborhoods

1

marked by gang-membership, gang borders and widespread extortion. The comparison group of
participants were recruited with the guidance from staff at the Fabretto Foundation from
Nicaragua’s capital city, Managua. The dominant language in both Honduras and Nicaragua is
Spanish, both countries share a national border, and both countries have ranked similarly high in
multidimensional poverty indexes and low in educational indexes (UNDP, 2016, 2018). And
Honduran children (M= 4.75) and adolescents (M= 7.80) shared similar formal education levels
with children (M= 5.15) and adolescents (M=7.55) in Nicaragua. Participants from San Pedro Sula
were classified as high-level risk for exposure to mara-related violence, and participants from
Managua were classified as low-level risk.
As expected, the findings from the general assessments and the non-mara (i.e., baseline)
situation show that children and adolescents from both the high-risk group and low-risk group
did not approve of unprovoked acts of physical harm in general. Support for the expectation of
differences in judgments and justifications as a function of exposure group was limited. Contrary
to expectations, few significant differences were found by age for both the gang-rivalry and nongang rivalry situations, while some differences by sex were found. Lastly, as expected, the
switch in social relationships interpersonal relationships between the aggressor and victim had an
effect on the moral decisions of participants.
Results from the current study showed that children and adolescents living in conditions
of maras in Honduras did not fully embrace the acts of gang-related violence presented to them.
The findings support a domain view of moral development in which children and adolescents
discriminated between conventional rules, authority figures, and laws with concerns of wellbeing
of individuals and family members in their moral deliberations across each context of non-gang
and gang-related violence. These findings do not support the view that children internalize and
passively accept violence as a function of exposure to violence as proposed by some from a
social cognitive learning model (Ransford et al., 2016).
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Introduction
It is well documented that children and adolescents in the Central American region have
grown up exposed to high levels of violence over the decades warranting attention
(InterAmerican Bank, 2013; United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2013). However, the
type of violence children and adolescents are exposed to varies by geographic location, type and
severity. For instance, over the past ten years, Honduras has consistently had one of the highest
levels of estimated homicide rates in the world for a country officially not at war (InSight Crime,
2015; Ransford, Decker, & Slutkin, 2016; UNODC, 2013). In contrast, other countries in the
Central American region, such as Nicaragua, have had consistently low levels of reported
homicide rates during the same time period (Homicide Monitor, 2017).
Linked to the high levels of violence in Honduras are gangs known as maras, such as
M.S. 13, that are dominant in three countries referred to as the Northern Triangle: Honduras,
Guatemala, and El Salvador (Ransford et al., 2016; Seelke, 2016; United States Agency for
International Development, 2012). Violence involving maras has been a major source of
insecurity and fear within the country of Honduras (InSight Crime, 2015; Seelke, 2016), leading
some researchers to conclude: “Violence is an everyday fact of life for people who live in San
Pedro Sula, which has led to a social/cultural normalization of violence” (Ransford et al., 2016,
p. 3). But what exactly does normalization refer to? One can interpret this statement to mean that
youth exposed to such violence have come to expect its daily occurrence. Another possibility is
that young people have grown to be callous and indifferent to the violence, thereby perpetuating
it. Or the authors could be suggesting that children exposed to such ongoing violence have
internalized it as morally acceptable. This last possible interpretation is the focus of the
following study.
As policy makers and practitioners in the Central American region strongly urge for
much needed multi-disciplinary research on violence to inform policy and prevention efforts
(Berk-Seligson et al., 2014; Korthuis, 2014; Moestue, Moestue, & Muggah, 2013), there has
been a lack of developmental research examining how children and adolescents make sense of,
understand, and evaluate the gang violence. For instance, do children accept the violence
committed by gang members because they are socialized to it through exposure? A few studies
have examined adults’ perceptions of the violence (Hansen-Nord, Skar, Kjaerulf, Almendarez,
… Modvig, 2014; Instituto Universitario en Democracia, Paz y Seguridad, 2016), yet, despite
numerous violence prevention programs in Honduras (Ransford et al., 2016; Moestue et al.,
2013; Project GENESIS, 2018), little is known of children’s and adolescents’ reasoning about
the violence. One survey conducted with 354 children and adolescents across the country found
that 38% of respondents identified gangs a one of the major causes of the violence (CASA
Alianza, 2014). Surprisingly, however, the survey did not include children and adolescents from
the city of San Pedro Sula. This is surprising given the fact that San Pedro Sula has had one of
the highest levels of violence in the country, as well as one of the highest estimated gang
memberships in the country (InSight Crime, 2015).
From a developmental psychology perspective, research on social and moral judgments
and violence has consistently focused on singular acts of interpersonal harm (Astor, 1995;
Fontaine, Burks & Dodge, 1998; Jambon & Smetana, 2014). In such research participants are
presented with situations that provide minimal context for a particular aggressive act between
two individuals. However, people experience violence for years that may appear as structural
constraints on their lives, such as with war, or in the case of Honduras, violence associated with
maras. Therefore, systematically studying children’s and adolescents’ social judgments and
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reasoning about acts of physical harm within the context of ongoing violence is necessary to
better understand the psychological processes associated with exposure to violence.
Despite the continued violence experienced by children and adolescents in Central
America, there has been limited child developmental research in the region that addresses
violence and moral development. The present study sought to address this gap and contribute to
child developmental research by examining how do children and adolescents from areas of highrisk exposure to gang violence in Honduras and low-risk exposure areas in Nicaragua evaluate,
judge, and reason about interpersonal acts of physical harm within the context of more
structured forms of mara-related violence.
Conceptualizing Violence
General definitions
In studying social-cognitive development associated with violence, it is vital that the
nature of the social phenomenon is well defined so as to better examine the psychological
processes associated with it (Piaget, 1960; Turiel, 1983b). Attention should be given to the
variations in how violence and aggression are conceptualized and operationalized (explicitly and
implicitly) in research. Doing so offers more clarity as to which characteristics of violence have
been attended to or omitted in research, and if there is overlap in the work that may seemingly
appear as distinct given its framing. Attending to these variations in how violence is referenced
in research would contribute to a better understanding and possible integration of the research
and findings.
The notions of aggression and violence have been conceptualized in a variety of ways in
psychological research (Bandura & Walter, 1971). Within the past decades, aggression is
generally conceptualized within developmental psychology as the intentional use of force that
potentially or actually causes physical, psychological or relational harm (Arsenio & Lemerise,
2004; Coie & Dodge, 1998; Dubow, Huesmann, & Boxer, 2009; Tremblay, 2002). How, then,
does aggression differ from violence? In a recent editorial on violence and aggression, Bushman
(2018) defines violence as “any behavior intended to cause extreme physical harm to another
person who does not want to be harmed” (p. v). Bushman distinguishes violence from aggression
along a spectrum of severity or extremity, but he offers no clear criteria for classifying extreme
compared to non-extreme forms of physical harm. In addition, his definition of violence excludes
any form of harm other than in physical manifestations.
Differences and similarities in what are meant by violence and aggression emerge when
considering the areas of research on this topic. For instance, research examining the effects of
exposure to violence on children have inquired into the range of harmful behaviors classified as
violent along a spectrum from less severe forms such as kicking, hitting, punching to more
severe forms such as knife attacks or shooting, or rape (Kuo, Mohler, Raduenbush, & Earls,
2000; Raviv, Raviv, Shimoni, Fox & Leavitt, 1999; Selner-O’Hagan, Kindlon, Buka,
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1998). Meanwhile, the nature of Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) includes
physical, sexual, and psychological forms of coercion and harm (Ali & Naylor, 2013; Niolon,
Vivolo-Kantor, Latzman, Valle, Kuoh, Burton, Taylor, & Tharp, 2015). In the areas of health,
policy, and prevention, researchers and practitioners tend to adopt the World Health
Organization’s (WHO) definition of violence as “the intentional use of physical force or power,
threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either
results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-
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development, or deprivation". The WHO include in their topology interpersonal, collective and
self-inflicted forms of violence (e.g., suicide)1.
Glancing at the range of definitions and classifications of behaviors, there is a
convergence at the level of intentionality in the use of force of power to threaten or actually harm
another person. At the same time, there is a range in severity of acts and types of harms. In the
attempt to remain consistent across the disciplines of research on aggression and violence, I use
the term aggression and violence synonymously to refer to the intentional use of force or power,
threatened or actual, to harm another person or group of people psychologically, physically or
relationally.
However, violence does not simply refer to an action at a singular point in time. Rather,
as Buka and colleagues (2001) point out, the proximal and distal complexity of being exposed to
violence includes the “type, frequency and duration of violent events, relationship to the
perpetrator and victim, others present during events, setting, and proximity” (p. 307). Exposure
to violence, either as a witness, perpetrator, or victim is a risk for and may have lasting effects on
physical health (B-Lajoie, D’Andrea, Rodriguez, Geendough, Rodriguez & Patel, 2014), brain
development (Carrion & Kletter, 2012; van der Kolk, 2003), post-traumatic stress disorder,
anxiety, and aggressive behavior (Cook, Spinazzola, Lanktree, Blaustein, Sprague, … van der
Kolk, 2007; Perry, Pollard, Blakley, Baker & Vigilante, 1995; Salmon & Bryant, 2002), and may
impact social-moral development (Guerra, Huesmann, & Spindler, 2003; Posada & Wainryb,
2008).
Moreover, violence manifests in many forms and serves various functions constituted by
the context in which the violence is committed. For instance, one form of violence, such as with
shootings, could serve various functions including in war combat, fending off an attacker, or one
gang retaliating against a rival gang. Understanding the ways in which forms and functions of
violence mutually constitute each other across social contexts is a pertinent developmental
question that remains to be fully pursued. In short, forms and functions of violence can have
effects that range across spatial-temporal dimensions, involving multi-scaled relations between
individual, interpersonal and social-ecological factors. As will be discussed below regarding
violence related to maras in Honduras, the features of violence have lasting effects on the lives
of individuals and community members, beyond any singular act of harm.
Violence associated with Maras
In the city of San Pedro Sula, Honduras, violence involving maras (i.e., gangs) has been a
major source of insecurity and fear for over a decade, having complex spatial-temporal
dimensions. Documented violence associated with maras includes homicide, extortion, human
trafficking, drug trade, sexual assault and territory disputes (InSight Crime, 2015; Seelke, 2016).
For instance, “war taxes” (i.e., extortion), a common and lucrative practice of maras, target local
and large businesses, as well as public transportation providers under the threat of extreme
bodily harm to them or their family (“Extorsión: el mal que tiene de rodillas a medio
Honduras”, 2017; Seelke, 2016). Relatedly, violence in the form of gang-enforced borders
further impacts community residents by restricting neighborhood transportation, the distribution
of resources, or personal movements, keeping children as young as 10-years-old from entering
and leaving certain neighborhoods (InSight Crime, 2015). Figure 1 is a map indicating certain
1

Not included in this discussion are structural and cultural frameworks of violence (Galtung, 1990;
Scheper-Hughes, 1998, 2004).
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gang borders in one sector of San Pedro Sula where I conducted fieldwork, indicating the
division of public bus routes, where buses are not allowed to cross into rival gang territory. In a
few neighborhoods of the sector in Figure 1, at the time of my fieldwork, all family-owned
businesses (pulperias) were prohibited by the local mara from selling Pepsi drinks because the
distribution company for Pepsi refused to pay the “war taxes” to enter the neighborhood.
In their attempts to reduce the violence, the Honduran government enacted certain hardlined policies and strategies over the years. In 2017, the Honduran Congress amended articles
222 and 335 of the Penal Code classifying gang-related extortion as acts of terrorism (Poder
Judicial Republica de Honduras, n.d.). These policies include the militarization of domestic
policing, with a number of specialized units, such as the Military Police of the Public Order
(PMOP) and the Intelligence Troop and Special Security Response Group (TIGRES) –the latter
being a hybrid of police and military members. In the sector of San Pedro Sula Honduras
represented in Figure 1, three police agencies patrol the area due to the previously high rates of
homicides: the military police, the PMOP and the community police.
In 2018, an additional specialized unit, the National Anti-mara and Gang Force (Fnap),
was established to combat organized crime. These increases in militarized police forces have
continued despite the wide-spread impunity of human rights abuses and corruption that has been
documented by Honduran and foreign-based non-governmental organizations (Meza, 2016;
Human Rights Watch, 2017), as well as by the U.S. government (United States Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 2019). These concerns of abuses include treating nongang affiliated youth as ‘gang members’ (Haugaard & Kinosian, 2015; Insight Crime, 2016;
Preciado, 2015; Seelke, 2016). During one focus group I conducted in 2016 as part of an initial
study, adolescent males in San Pedro Sula discussed how law enforcement used gang-borders as
a coercive policing tool to subjugate them into body or phone searches: “the police will say, ‘we
will take you over there across the gang border’. No. But why if you don’t have anything to do
with that?” Another adolescent added, “The police know very well that if they throw you over
there across the gang border the gang members will kill you.”
News media and political parties have used maras symbolically for political expediency
(Diario La Prensa, 2017, Dec. 20 2017; Muggah, Garzón & Suárez, 2018) and governmental
agencies have secured foreign aid and other support towards both militarizing and training the
police to address the violence (Congressional Research Service, 2019; Haugaard & Kinosian,
2015; Preciado, 2015) as well as for community-based prevention projects (United States
Agency for International Development, 2012) in attempts to reduce the violence. The media’s
representation of the violence has also contributed to fears among employers resulting in
widespread job discrimination in the form of disqualifying residents living in marginalized
communities with maras. Juan Orlando Hernandez, President of Honduras, made reference to
this widespread discriminatory practice in his 2018 re-election inauguration speech (Casa
Presidencial Honduras, 2018). The fear of employers is that the violence may enter the
workplace and/or the insecurity in providing the employee transportation back home at the end
of the workday, especially in the evening.2
The complexity of the features associated with maras illustrates a multitude of forms and
functions of violence distributed across different social sectors in which children and adolescents
grow up. These semi-stable features of continued violence illustrate the heterogeneity of social
2

The National Foundation for the Development of Honduras (FUNADEH) staff, Community Outreach
Center coordinators, youth and community members have discussed this widespread discriminatory
practice with me.
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interactions that children and adolescents experience, interpret, evaluate, and participate in their
own lives. The implications of the complexity of the violence associated with maras for child
and adolescent development corresponds with what Saxe (2012) refers to as collective practices
situated within the interplay of an individual’s development and the broader development of
society. Accordingly, as individuals participate (micro-genesis) in particular activities, they help
shape, reproduce and alter broader collective, “semi-stable” practices and subsequent
interpretations (socio-genesis), which, in turn, influences their own development overtime
(ontogenesis). Collective practices involve the joint activity among multiple participants with
shared and divergent problem-solving goals, interpretations and evaluations, which influence the
sustainment and changes of representations (forms) and practices (functions) across time (Saxe,
2012; Saxe & Esmonde, 2005).
In the case of maras, the actual and representational forms of violence are articulated
through the collective practices of the participants that include members of maras, the police
agencies, news media, political parties, the victims and other community residents who are not
members of the maras. Members of maras commit violence towards both rival gang members
and non-gang affiliated community members. As Muggah, Garzón and Suárez (2018) point out,
the news media impacts how the general public perceives certain youth as violent in the manner
in which they symbolically link the gang violence to specific communities. And certain hardlined attempts by the police have also been documented for human rights abuses (Insight Crime,
2016; Meza, 2016; Seelke, 2016). However, community members across ages, organizations,
foundations, and governmental agencies who work to reduce the symbolic and actual violence
also constitute part of these collective practices. These include a network of Community
Outreach Centers for Youth (CDAJ) that offer programs such as small business training and
employment skill building and placement for former gang members and youth at risk, high
school certifications, and events for families with the aim of reclaiming public spaces, as well as
efforts towards improving police relations (Project Génesis, 2018; USAID, 2020).
In contrast to framing gang violence within in-group/out-group dynamics or as displaced
aggression (Vasquez, Lickel, & Hennigan, 2010), adopting a collective practice framework
better captures the social-temporal dimensions constituting the social environment of the gang
violence from which an individual’s development is nested. The semi-stable features of the
ongoing violence associated with maras are fraught with “elements of heterogeneity and
homogeneity, boundedness and unboundedness, and coherence and incoherence” (Saxe, p. 24).
As noted by Meza (2016) at the Center for Documentation in Honduras, maras adapt and change
in their functioning as their social environment changes with new laws and policing strategies
addressing the violence. An example is that younger children are recruited by older gang
members to commit certain crimes knowing that because of their age, children will receive more
leniency by the law (“El 50% de los menores infractores”, 2019).
By contrast, the Central American country of Nicaragua has been characterized as an
“enigma” or as a “counterintuitive” example to the Northern Triangle (Sánchez, Castro &
Rodríguez, 2015; Zinecker, 2013). As conditions of violence and insecurity—especially in terms
of homicide rates—worsened in Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, Nicaragua, a country
that shares a border with El Salvador and Honduras, maintained one of the lowest levels of
violence in the region (Sánchez, 2010; Zinecker, 2013). At a city level, the homicide rate in
Managua, Nicaragua, was consistently been below 30 per 100,000 between the years 2010 and
2016; whereas the lowest rate of homicide in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, for the same period of
time was 110.5 per 100, 000 (Homicide Monitor, nd). In terms of extortion in Nicaragua, it was
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found to be more prevalent in the rural areas and not associated with gangs (Sánchez et al.,
2015). Furthermore, local youth gangs in Nicaragua have not transformed into more organized
groups associated with intense violence and extortion as the maras in Honduras did throughout
the 1990s and early 2000s (Portillo, 2012). Compared to small, local gangs, maras are
considered to be hierarchically organized groups that transgress national borders who establish
contacts with narcotraffickers (Zinecker, 2013). Relatedly, Nicaragua has not faced the levels of
narcotrafficking and criminal organizations as in Honduras, and there is no history of “zero
tolerance” policies addressing criminal activity as there is Honduras (Zinecker, 2013).
The case of Nicaragua is surprising because one would expect the opposite levels of
violence based on the indices of social inequality, high levels of poverty, and education that is
shares with Honduras (Sánchez et al., 2015; United Nations Development Programme, 2016;
UNDP, 2018), thus questioning “the universal correlation between poverty/inequality and
violence” (Zinecker, 2013, p. 1). Some suggest that the potential causes for the low levels of
violence in Nicaragua has to do with the government investing in violence prevention efforts for
youth, the emergence of organizing and committees at the community level, and that the police
were integral in building relationships with the community rather than being a repressive force
(Preciado, 2015; Sánchez et al., 2015; Zinecker, 2013).
The following study includes considerations bearing on the forms of violence that have
been documented by others as well as based on my own fieldwork that directly shapes the
communities that the children and adolescents selected from San Pedro, Sula, Honduras grow up
in. These forms of violence include gang rivalry, extortion, gang-enforced borders, and
constrained personal movements. Children and adolescents in Nicaragua were selected from
neighborhoods in Managua that are not impacted by maras, but who do share similar low socioeconomic status and educational levels.
An additional factor in the study includes what the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (2013) regards as a “fundamental feature” of the prevalence of particular patterns of
violence: the nature of the interpersonal relationships between aggressor and victim (p. 1). For
example, females are more at risk of homicide or sexual assault by intimate partners or family
members (UNODC, 2013; Yagenova, 2013), whereas males are more at risk of homicide related
to activities associated with organized crime and gangs (Seelke, 2016; UNODC, 2013).
Therefore, studying how differences in interpersonal relationships may relate to children’s and
adolescents’ thinking about violence is important for developmental research as well as violence
prevention efforts.
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Figure 1
Mara Territory Borders

Conceptualizing the Development of Social and Moral Knowledge
Socialization and Internalization
In studying the relationship between violence and morality in developmental psychology
it is also critical to have a clear working conception of morality. Doing so helps to clarify
underlying assumptions regarding claims of the relationship between being exposed to violence
and the acquisition of social and moral norms among youth in Honduras: that “violence is an
everyday fact of life for people who live in San Pedro Sula, which has led to a social/cultural
normalization of violence” (Ransford et al. 2016, p. 3).
Prominent views of socialization and child development postulate that a community,
society, or cultural authority figures are the arbiters of moral norms, and that the acquisition of
norms by children and adolescents occur through parental/authority interactions (Grusec, 2006;
2017; Shweder, 1987; 1997), by observational learning (Huesmann, 2018) or by cultural learning
in general (Graham, Haidt, Koleva, Motyl, Iyer, Wojcik, & Ditto, 2013). Theorists proposing a
cultural anthropological or cultural learning framework of morality appeal to differences in
cultural ideology for the variations in the form and content of social and moral obligations and
norms that are socialized across populations of people (Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park,
1997; Graham et al., 2013). Moral socialization from a Big Three Ethics (Shweder et al., 1997)
framework begins at the parental level and everyday practices where children are inculcated to
prioritize to different degrees either the ethics of community, divinity or autonomy. Some
cultures emphasize the ethics of autonomy associated with rights, harm, and justice. Some
prioritize the ethics of community associated with duty (however defined), hierarchy, or
7

interdependency. Others, meanwhile, place more importance to the ethics of divinity related to
sanctity, natural order, or tradition. Accordingly, by this account, children’s patterns of moral
prohibitions and acceptance reflect the values of their own cultural worldview.
Haidt and colleagues (2004; 2013) extend Shweder’s three ethics theory to include at
least five clusters—but could extend to more—in their formulation of Moral Foundations
Theory. Haidt et al. (2013) suggest that morality consists of a plurality of innate emotive-driven
evaluative patterns (intuitions) that are subsequently shaped by broader socialization forces of
one’s cultural-value patterns leading to an emphasis of certain ethical foundations. In other
words, the variability in moral orientations corresponds to each cultural group emphasizing or
impeding particular ‘foundations’, such as prioritizing sanctity or authority while minimizing
others, such as harm/care, fairness or loyalty.
Additional views on socialization processes suggest there is a degree of recognition that
children’s social-moral norms develop amid social complexity. Grusac (2017) recognizes that
societal expectations of a child’s behavior change with age and contexts, such as within the
family home, school, peers, on the playground. Accordingly, socialization processes vary
according to domains of development, such as protection, reciprocity, guided learning, group
participation, and control/inhibition (i.e., morality) (Grusac & Davidov, 2010). Regarding the
acquisition of social-moral values, the goals of socialization refer to the child learning to inhibit
personal desires, aggression, and anti-social behaviors (however defined) via a number of
parental techniques such as material rewards, punishments, social disapproval, social isolation
and persuasion through reasoning (Grusac & Davidov, 2010, p. 695). For Grusac (2006) morality
is the formation of a conscience (i.e., guilt) that is an internalization of broader social norms
resulting from bi-directional interactions between children and their parents. Children’s deviation
in thinking and behaving from the broader societal norms and rules may be indicators of the
inability of personal inhibition, inadequate parenting, the child’s lack of knowledge of social
rules and norms, and/or socially deviant peer influence (Grusec, 2017).
Social-cognitive-learning theorists propose that normative beliefs (i.e., beliefs about what
is acceptable behavior) constitute a person’s schemas for how to interpret their social
environment, subsequently informing and regulating the behavioral scripts to enact in the
anticipation of positive or negative consequences (Bandura, 1971). As noted by Bandura (1971),
“normative systems that describe in detail appropriate conduct in given situations and the
consequences for deviation also represent a prevalent means of influencing and regulating”
social behavior (p. 250). However, the encoding process of normative schema formation is not a
deliberate one but, instead, occurs without any direct awareness by the child; it is an automatic
process of internalization (Huesmann, 2018). The genesis of a child’s normative schemas result
from socialization processes of observational and indirect learning, and rewards and punishments
that transmit the norms and values of the broader society. In terms of development, the manner in
which schemas and scripts transform and become more complex remains ambiguous. Huesmann
(2018) does propose that, “As the toddler matures through childhood and adolescence,
observational learning becomes more complex and through inferential processes results in the
encoding of more elaborate scripts, world schemas, and normative beliefs” (p. 121). But what
exactly the notions of “maturity” and “elaborate” forms of normative beliefs refer to remains
unclear.
Although these social learning models offer more defined learning mechanisms than do
the cultural learning models (Haidt et al., 2013; Shweder et al., 1997), these paradigms do not
provide a clear conception of what morality is. As a whole, morality ambiguously refers to
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appropriate behavior according to general rules and norms set by an authority of one’s socialcultural group. No clear conceptual underpinning of what distinguishes moral and non-moral
obligations and norms is provided by such frameworks; social obligations and norms seem to
imply moral obligations and norms. And despite the arguments that the socialization processes of
norm acquisition or internalization are bi-directional (Grusec, 2006; Huesmann, 2018), the
content of such social-moral knowledge is proposed to be determined in a top-down manner.
For each of these theories, there are limitations in linking the psychological development
of moral knowledge to a theory of morality bounded to a broad social group. At the social level
there is a limited sense of social complexity and heterogeneity in regard to what constitutes a
social-cultural group. This complexity and heterogeneity include the ways in which social-moral
concepts or norms are contested, understood and applied differently by individual members of a
social group in different situations. Consider the following regarding authority, social norms, and
morality: are children obliged to obey parents or laws set by the government if they conflict with
one another? Why? Which authority takes precedent if a child’s religious norms that promote
harming others conflict with their parents’ norms of welfare? At the cognitive level, does a
child’s understanding and application of norms and values transform, diverge, or remain
coherent as they interact within their family, neighborhood residents, and broader society as they
get older? The cultural learning and social-cognitive-models above do not offer a psychological
theory to address individual differences vis-à-vis a social group in moral thinking that is not
considered socially deviant; nor do they offer a moral theory to approach a more comprehensive
understanding of social complexity and heterogeneity from which conflicts in social
commitments and moral obligations emerge. Barbara Rogoff (1993) summarizes succinctly the
limitations of these models compared to more dynamic views of development. She states, “In the
internalization model, the individual is either a passive recipient of external social or cultural
influence—a receptacle of the accumulation of knowledge and skill—or else an active seeker of
passive external social and cultural knowledge and skill” (p. 143).
The case of mara-related violence as a collective practice foregrounds the importance of
recognizing the non-uniform way in which social norms surrounding ways of thinking and
behaving are challenged and negotiated at various levels in society. As mentioned above,
children and adolescents grow up and navigate social contexts in which the police and
government, gang members, the news media, community members, and advocates in violence
prevention each contribute to the modes of representation and forms of violence associated with
gangs that may align or conflict with one another. There is no unified social understanding and
practice of the gang violence. According to social learning and cultural learning models, which
authority figures’ norms should children and adolescents prioritize over others? And why?
Structural-Cognitive Theory
In contrast to internalization views, structural-cognitive developmental models hold an
interactional-relational view of development whereby children construct their social-moral
knowledge through the events and personal relationships they experience (directly and
indirectly), and the actions (physical and cognitive) they take and reflect upon (Kohlberg, 1969;
Piaget, 1971; Turiel, 1983a). Organized structures of thought are considered as systems of
internal relational wholes (Piaget, 1971). Theorists such as Piaget (1932), Kohlberg (1969), and
Turiel (1982) have each offered a definition of the moral domain from which to examine related
psychological processes of development.
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Particularly within a domain theory framework, Turiel (2015) draws from the works of
Rawls (1971), Gewirth (1981), Nussbaum (2000), Sen (2004) and other scholars who emphasize
that moral claims and duties are not “determined by agreement, consensus, or institutional
convention” (p. 38), but rather are impersonal, obligatory and universal in that they “apply to
everyone in that circumstance” (p. 38). Reasoning and reflection are considered by such
philosophers as integral processes to a person’s moral evaluations of the world. The concept and
substance of what justice is, for example, has to do with how individuals contemplate and
understand a set of circumstances or conditions in a social situation as fair, equal or equitable.
Rights, following Rawls (1971), Gerwrith (1981), and others, correspond to particular liberties
and freedoms that are tied to obligations set in mutual recognition that require protection and/or
to not infringe on the rights on one another. Welfare relates to concerns for the well-being and
harm of oneself and others.
Moral thinking, then, has to do with how individuals understand, deliberate and examine
the conditions, potential interactions and conflicts between one’s welfare, justice or rights in
relation to rules and laws in a given set of circumstances. This is in contrast to views that hold
morality as akin to codified ways of thinking or behaving (i.e. schemas) established by strict
rules or dictates by authority figures. Making moral judgments involves the process of analyzing
potential intentions, purposes and consequences of behaviors in particular situations in relation to
moral and social concepts, such as justice (Dewey, 1908/1960, p. 141).
Developmentally, children organize, construct, and differentiate knowledge of the social
world along three domains: the moral, the social and the personal. Morality is not understood to
be determined by social norms and authority, but instead refers to concepts of welfare, justice
and rights (Turiel, 1983a). The social-conventional domain refers to conventions of organizing
and regulating social relationships in a given society or cultural group, in which a) the substance
is found in rules, laws, or a given authority figure and b) it is based on a general agreement or
consensus among particular members of a particular social-cultural group. Although rules or
laws can be based on the concerns for the welfare or rights of people, the moral domain is not
bound to nor determined by a particular social or cultural system. And personal concepts refer to
areas of personal choice outside of rule contingency or moral concerns. An extensive body of
research has shown that children as young as 3 years of age develop distinct domains of
knowledge and that children and adolescents judge intentional acts of unprovoked physical
aggression as wrong because of the intrinsic harmful consequences to the victim as opposed to
social rules (for a review of the research, see Smetana, 2013).
Observational studies have also demonstrated that young children attend to situations
involving physical harm differently from situations of breaking conventional rules absent of any
harm (Nucci & Nucci, 1982). Studies also show that children and adolescents coordinate and
apply moral, social and personal concepts in their reasoning differently as a function of particular
situational conditions, beliefs, age, type of moral transgression, and personal history with
violence (Ardila-Rey, et al., 2009; Astor, 1994; Helwig, 1995; Wainryb, 2004; Posada &
Wainryb, 2008). For instance, Helwig (1995) found differences in how adolescents and children
understand the concepts of civil liberties of practicing one’s religion as they interact with
governmental laws attempting to prohibit such freedoms.
Research has examined how children and adolescents make judgments bearing on rules,
authority, and consensus, as well as how they coordinate concerns and behaviors within the
contextual features of particular situations. From this perspective, children’s and adolescents’
social-moral knowledge is not assumed to directly correspond with broader expectations of a
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social group or authority figure. Instead, research findings from studies in several social groups
show that child-parent interactions correspond to different domains of life, such as choosing
friends or homework, elicit different personal, social or moral concerns and goals. Differences
with age and social domain have been found to be associated with whether or not a child is
granted decision-making autonomy, and whether or not the child accepts a parent’s authority or
challenges it (Smetana, 2013; Wainryb & Recchia, 2017). Compared to internalization models,
such misalignment between parents and children are not strictly understood as deviations from
broader shared social norms. Rather, such differences may reflect how individuals across ages
interpret, judge, reason, and coordinate moral and non-moral concerns and goals for the same
situation.
Social-Moral Development and Violence
Social Cognitions, Moral Evaluations and Contexts of Violence
Research on developmental trends of aggression has offered great insight into certain
cognitive processes as well as delineating individual and subgroup behavioral trajectories.
Longitudinal studies have disaggregated developmental trends along types of physical,
psychological and relational harm starting prior to 18 months of age (Crick, Ostrov, Burr,
Cullerton-Sen, Jansen-Yeh, & Ralston, 2006; Dahlberg & Potter, 2001; Tremblay, 2002).
Research from a social-information-processing paradigm (Bukowski, 2003; Crick & Dodge,
1998) has elaborated on certain social cognitions and competencies associated with particular
functions of violence (i.e., proactive and reactive), emotional processing (Arsenio & Lermurise,
2004; Arsenio, Adams, & Gold, 2009), and in relation to certain notions of prosocial
development (Kokko et al., 2006). Others have examined the effects of exposure to violence and
social-moral thinking during times of major social upheavals such as with political-ethnic armed
conflict or war (Dubow et al., 2009; Huesmann et al., 2017; Posada & Wainryb, 2008).
With regard to social-moral cognitions, a prominent paradigm informing policy and violence
prevention efforts in Honduras is the social contagion framework (Ransford et al., 2016; USAID,
2012). The social contagion view maintains that violence is socially transmitted, within and
across types of violence, like a disease (Huesmann & Kirwil, 2007). This contagion model is
fastened to the social-cognitive-learning paradigm that individuals internalize aggressive norms
and behaviors primarily from their exposure to the violence via observational learning
mechanisms (Huesmann & Kirwil, 2007). According to Huesmann (2018), observational
learning is considered to be the most important learning process for socializing youth “out of or
into aggression” (p. 119).
Research within a social-cognitive-learning framework includes examining the effects
that exposure to political-ethnic violence and community violence has on the development of
psychopathology and aggressive social cognitions and behavior (Dubow, et al., 2009; Huesmann,
Dubow, Boxer, Landau, Gvirsman, & Shikaki, 2017; Guerra, Huesmann, & Spindler, 2003).
Factors contributing to a child’s beliefs of acceptable violence will depend on the type of
violence (e.g., ethnic-political vs. non-political community violence) and the child’s proximity to
the violence. For instance, within the context of ongoing ethnic-political violence, Dubow and
colleagues (2009) argue that mental representations of whether violent behaviors are acceptable
or not towards an out-group is contingent on the child’s ideological and religious identification
and commitment, and if prominent individuals in the child’s life endorse the violence or not. In
general, what is assumed within a social-cognitive-learning framework is that children’s
aggressive behavioral tendencies would be inhibited if their society patterned their thought into
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normative schemas that inhibited such behavior. We could surmise from this line of thought that
violence in-and-of-itself could theoretically not be considered a moral violation if a society in
fact encourages, supports and celebrates the use of violence.
Although normative schema beliefs are said to constitute one’s moral orientation
(Bandura, 1971; Huesmann, 2018), there is limited empirical evidence provided by research
within this framework of the underlying attitudes children have regarding moral evaluations of
violence in general and across multifaceted situations so as to test which schemas and scripts are
enacted and for what reasons. For instance, in studies conducted by Guerra, Huesmann, and
Spindler (2003) on community violence, and a study on the armed conflict between Palestine and
Israel by Dubow and colleagues (2009), children’s beliefs of acceptable aggression were based
solely on rating scales. The participants in both studies were asked to rate the acceptability of
uncontextualized, unprovoked physical and verbal aggressive acts, such as, “If you’re angry, is it
OK to say mean things to other people?” Huesmann and colleagues (2017) extended the
measurement to include items of unprovoked aggression that were directed at members of the
ethnic-political adversaries in the actual conflict.
In their study longitudinal study, Guerra and colleagues found that although self-reported
levels of exposure to severe forms of violence decreased from first to sixth grade, over time,
children, in general, showed a slight increase in their acceptance of aggressive behaviors along
with fantasizing about harming others and reported measures of aggressive behavior. Overall,
Guerra Huesmann, and Spindler (2003) conclude that early levels of exposure to community
violence was associated with future aggressive behaviors in all grades, but with social cognitions
in later grades. Furthermore, they suggest that with the increase in aggressive social cognitions,
such normative beliefs of harming others, are associated with future aggressive behaviors by
supporting such behaviors (p. 1572).
The normative schemas in these studies reflect children’s social judgments of an
aggressive act and not the underlying concepts and reasons informing their judgments. Given this
limitation, we must ask, is it safe to assume that children and adolescents may endorse a
particular behavior for the same reasons? Or could it be that a particular behavior is endorsed for
different reasons and concerns?
The few studies conducted from a domain approach on the effects of exposure to violence
on children’s and adolescents’ moral judgments has provided further evidence of the
multifaceted nature of moral reasoning (Ardila-Rey, Killen & Brenick, 2009; Posada & Wainryb,
2008). In Posada and Wainryb’s (2008) study with children and adolescents living amid armed
conflict, it was found that participants judged unprovoked acts of harm as wrong for moral
reasons of harm and welfare. However, concerns for harm, welfare, fear of punishment and rules
were coordinated and applied differently in situations of revenge and survival. For conditions of
committing revenge for survival (i.e., stealing a bike for a job), the authors found that almost a
third of the children judged it all right for a person to steal or harm another person, while almost
forty percent of participants judged these actions as wrong for reasons other than moral
concerns. A limitation to these studies were that although the participants lived in societies
marred by ongoing-armed conflict in Colombia, the situational conditions presented to them did
not reflect the broader conflict (Ardila-Rey, Killen & Brenick, 2009; Posada & Wainryb, 2008).
Thus, it is necessary to examine how children and adolescents think about particular acts of
aggression in relation to the perceived stable features of continuing violence impacting the
communities they live in.
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Interpersonal Relationships, Acts of Physical Harm and Moral Evaluations
As mentioned above, patterns of violence have been found to be associated with
interpersonal relationships between an aggressor and a victim (United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime, 2013). Yet, judgments pertaining to interpersonal relationships between a perpetrator
and a victim have been largely unexamined. Few studies have looked at evaluations about
aggressive acts associated with different interpersonal relationships including family adults,
strangers, peers, or siblings (Fontaine et al., 2002; Tisak & Tisak, 1996).
Fontaine, Salvadno-Pardieu, Crouzet, and Pulford (2002) found that both maltreated and
non-maltreated groups of children judged acts of unprovoked physical and psychological harm
by adults and friends as wrong. In situations involving a motive and a harmful consequence,
parents and friends were judged less severely than strangers, and parents were judged less
severely than a friend. Children and adolescents judged physical and psychological (i.e., verbal
insults) violence differently, whereby physical harm by parents were more accepted than
psychological harm. Fontaine and colleagues (2002) conclude by minimizing the role of
interpersonal relationships and maintain that intentions and consequences are the “stable” factors
regulating moral evaluations surrounding an act.
Tisak and Tisak (1996) found that familial and friendship ties along with age do have
effects on children and adolescent evaluations regarding physical aggression—in this case a
bystander’s role when witnessing acts of physical harm. The triadic relationships in the conflict
situation used by Tisak & Tisak (1996) involve a bystander whose sibling or friend aggresses on
an acquaintance of the bystander. Younger adolescents indicated that if the aggressor was a
sibling, a bystander would and should intervene as compared to a friend. But most older
adolescents responded that the bystander would not and should not intervene for both sibling and
friend.
The results of these studies do provide limited direct or indirect evidence that the
interpersonal approximations between aggressor and victim influence moral judgments. Further
studies are needed to clarify how interpersonal relations may influence moral evaluations. For
instance, Fontaine and colleagues (2002) did not probe any underlying reasoning informing the
social judgments. Given previous research on children’s moral evaluations, it’s reasonable to
assume that moral and non-moral concerns could be associated differently with family, strangers
and peers in proximity to the victim—but this was left unexamined. Although Tisak and Tisak’s
(1996) study indicates that the types of relationships do influence how some adolescents
coordinate and prioritize concerns for indirect harm, the study did not control for the varying
personal histories between victim and aggressor across the same conditions of harm. That is, the
type of aggressive act was not controlled for whereby each type of relationship was situated
within a different context of harm. Thus, variations in moral judgments and justifications could
result from both the types of interpersonal relationships and the type of harm committed.
These initial and important efforts indicate the necessity in moral developmental research
to examine the ways in which children’s and adolescents’ social judgments may be associated
with interpersonal relationships in situations of harm. With regards to the exposure to violence of
maras in Honduras, examining the possible effects of interpersonal relationships on moral
decision-making of children and adolescents is another opportunity to test the premise that
children exposed to the violence in Honduras normalize it in general. Is there broad acceptance
of violent acts regardless of who is involved when situated in contexts of gang conflict? Or are

13

there distinctions made in their moral evaluations as a function of the social affiliations between
the individuals involved in the violent act?
Current Study
The current study examined children and adolescent moral judgments and reasoning, as
well as attributions regarding acts of physical harm situated in the context of gang violence.
Moral evaluations were examined from a social domain theory perspective (Turiel, 1983a).
Morality is understood to be distinct from and not determined by social norms and authority,
referring more specifically to concepts of welfare, justice and rights (Nussbaum, 2000; Rawls,
1971; Gewirth, 1971; Turiel, 1983a). Rules, authority and conventions organizing social
relationships refer to the social domain. And personal concepts refer to areas of personal choice
outside of rule contingency or moral concerns.
One aim was to examine how children and adolescents coordinate and apply moral and
non-moral concepts in complex situations involving acts of physical violence. The situations of
aggression are related to authority directives, family welfare, personal movements and possible
reasons for inflicting harm. Previous studies show that children and adolescents judge
unprovoked acts of harm as wrong for moral reasons. For situations of competing concerns,
young people prioritize and apply social or moral concepts differently as a function of their
understanding of the situation (Helwig, 1995; Smetana, 2013; Posada & Wainryb, 2008).
Therefore, I expected to find differences in the application and coordination of decisions and
social-moral concepts for situations of provoked harm as a function of context. But that for
situations of unprovoked harm, children and adolescents will judge them as wrong for moral
reasons.
Second, the study examined whether moral judgments and reasoning will vary as a
function exposure to violence, age and sex. Some research suggests that children and adolescents
exposed to violence are more accepting of violence in general (Guerra, Huesmann, & Spindler,
2003; Huesmann, 2018), while other studies have either found that children exposed to violence
endorsed physical harm under certain circumstances of provocation (Ardila-Rey et al., 2009) or
no associations between children exposed to violence and endorsing particular acts of physical
harm and stealing (Posada & Wainryb, 2009). Similar mixed findings on age were found among
these studies on exposure to violence. In a few studies, younger children were more likely to
endorse harming others than older children (Ardila-Rey, 2009; Huesmann et al., 2017), but no
differences were found between older children and adolescents (Huesmann et al., 2017). In
contrast, Guerra and colleagues (2003) found that found that older children exposed to violence
were more likely to accept harming others in general, while no associations were found with
younger children. Meanwhile, Posada and Wainryb (2008) found no age differences between
older children and adolescents. And differences by sex were found in only one study where
males were more likely than females to accept violent acts in general (Huesmann et al., 2017).
Other studies found no differences in social judgments and reasoning between males and females
(Ardila-Rey et al., 2009; Guerra et al., 2003; Posada & Wainryb, 2008).
Given the mixed findings from previous studies on morality and exposure to violence, I
expected to find differences in moral judgments and reasoning of social-moral concepts for
certain contexts of gang violence as a function of age and exposure, but not by sex. However, it
is difficult to predict exactly which concerns children and adolescents will prioritize because of
the complexity of violence—as mentioned above. Importantly, differences associated with
exposure to violence are conceptualized as leading to a more nuanced understanding of social,
moral and personal concerns associated with each context of gang-related violence, rather than
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an indicator of developing more violent schemas and scripts resulting from the exposure as
proposed by some (Guerra, Huesmann, & Spindler, 2003; Huesmann et al., 2017; Huesmann,
2018) or a normalization of violence as acceptable in general (Ransford et al., 2016).
The study also examined whether children and adolescents view particular acts of
physical aggression as alright or necessary in general, and if so, under what circumstances.
Previous research shows that moral evaluations of aggressive behaviors varies if the agents’
intentions are selfish, hostile, prosocial (Sears et al., 1947/1958; Rule et al., 1974) or are meant
to prevent harm (Jambon & Smetana, 2014). I expected physical harm to be evaluated as
acceptable or necessary in threatening situations perceived as in self-defense from bodily harm,
but not as a response to non-physical aggression or for unprovoked situations.
Fourth, the study examined whether differences in interpersonal relationships between
the aggressor and victim influence moral evaluations. Few studies have examined social
judgments about aggressive acts and varying interpersonal relationships (Fontaine et al., 2002;
Jambon & Smetana, 2014; Tisak & Tisak, 1996). However, the type of aggressive acts in these
studies were not held constant for the varying relationships, limiting their interpretive
significance. This novelty in this study was that it examined interpersonal differences by
controlling for both the context and the particular acts of physical violence. The varying
relationships presented in this study involved a stranger and a classmate, and family and nonfamily members affiliated with gangs. I expected to find less acceptance of harming a family
member affiliated with gangs compared to non-family members affiliated with gangs for
provoked acts of physical harm.
Methods
Sites and Participants
The study included a total of 80 participants equally divided by gender, with 40 children
10-11-years old (M= 11.0; SD= 0.50), and 40 adolescents, ages 14-15-years old (M=14.79; SD=
0.66). Twenty children and 20 adolescents were from San Pedro Sula, the second largest city in
Honduras with an estimated 740,000 residents. Male children as young as 10 years of age are at
high risk for recruitment by maras in Honduras (Insight Crime, 2016) and in certain sectors are
prohibited from crossing gang borders, thus the group of 10-11-years old were included in this
study. With the guidance from staff at Fundación Nacional para el Desarrollo de Honduras
(FUNADEH), participants were recruited from neighborhoods marked by gang-membership,
gang borders and widespread extortion. The number of years the children (M= 9.65) and
adolescents (M= 12.95) in Honduras have resided in their neighborhoods indicates that they have
lived in conditions of gang violence for the majority of their lives. Estimated rates of homicide in
San Pedro Sula have been one of the highest in the world for a country not at war between for
almost a decade (Ransford et al., 2016), and there are more estimated members of maras
compared to any other city in the country (InSight Crime, 2015). Using the parameters of years
in neighborhood, homicide rates and mara activity, participants from San Pedro Sula were
classified as high-level risk for exposure to mara-related violence.
The comparison group of participants were recruited with the guidance from staff at the
Fabretto Foundation from Nicaragua’s capital city, Managua, with an estimated 1,000,000
residents. The number of years the children (M= 10.30) and adolescents (M= 12.90) in Nicaragua
have resided in their neighborhoods is comparable to the comparison groups in Honduras.
National estimates of homicide rates have been one of the lowest in the Central American region
for over a decade (Homicide Monitor, nd; Sánchez, 2010; Zinecker, 2013) and local gang-

15

membership has been extremely low (Zinecker, 2013). At a city level, the homicide rate in
Managua, Nicaragua, was consistently below 30 per 100,000 between the years 2010 and 2016;
whereas the lowest rate of homicide in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, for the same period of time
was 110.5 per 100, 000 (Homicide Monitor, nd). Participants from Managua were classified as
low-level risk for exposure to mara-related violence.
The dominant language in both Honduras and Nicaragua is Spanish, both countries share
a national border, and both countries have ranked similarly high in multidimensional poverty
indexes and low in educational indexes (UNDP, 2016, 2018). And Honduran children (M= 4.75)
and adolescents (M= 7.80) shared similar formal education levels with children (M= 5.15) and
adolescents (M=7.55) in Nicaragua. See Figure 2 for reference map of both geographic locations,
along with city-level and national-level homicide rate statistics.
Figure 2
Geographic Locations of Research Sites

Design and Procedures
Children and adolescents were interviewed individually for approximately 35-50 minutes
at local community centers and local schools. I conducted the interview in Spanish, and the
responses were recorded, transcribed, and coded for analysis. Children and adolescents who
assented to participate and whose parents/guardians gave consent to their participation were
interviewed.
Moral evaluations about inflicting harm to another person in different hypothetical
situations were assessed through a semi-structured interview adapted from Helwig (1995) (see
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Appendix A for full questions). The interview consisted of abstract questions and contextualized
situations. Situations of non-gang rivalry and gang-rivalry were presented.
The classification of each domain is based on previous research (Helwig, 1991; Turiel,
2013). The situations and questions were aimed at examining judgments and reasoning about
concerns for avoiding harm, authority directives, family welfare, extortion, interpersonal
relationships and reasons for endorsing physical aggression (See Appendix 1 for the situational
conditions).
For the general assessments, each participant was posed a set of general questions that
have been used in a number of previous studies to assess evaluations and criterion judgments of
harm in the abstract. For the general assessment, children and adolescents were asked the
following questions, including probing questions about their reasons or justifications (i.e., “why
or why not?”) so as to assess domain criteria. The following questions regarding physical
aggression were asked in a fixed order:
1) Is it alright or not alright for someone to hit and physically harm another person?
Why? (general evaluation);
2) Suppose that in your school the principal and teachers decided not to have any rules
that prohibit people to physically hit other people. Would it be alright or not alright for the
school to decide that? Why? (criterion of rule alterability);
3) “Suppose another country has a law that permits people to physically hit other people.
Is it alright or not alright for that country to have that law?” Why? (criterion of generalizability);
4) “Do you think there are situations when it is alright to physically hit another person?”
Why?; (criterion of acceptability);
5) “Do you think there are situations when it is necessary to physically hit another
person?” Why? (criterion of necessity).
The contextualized situations consisted of one baseline situation and four mara-related
situations. The baseline situation of inflicting harm did not involve the context of continued gang
violence, but rather a single moment of interpersonal physical harm. The remaining four
situations were embedded in the context of ongoing gang-related violence; that is, there was the
added temporal feature of continued violence framing the mara-related situations. For two
situations, the temporal feature included violence and gang-rivalry, and in two situations the
temporal feature was of a gang directing the violence toward community members.
The following situations were presented to participants. In the non-mara related (i.e.,
baseline) situation, a protagonist physically harms another boy he doesn’t know for walking in
his neighborhood. This situation involves a straightforward consideration of harming another
person without any direct provocation from the victim to the protagonist. The mara-related
situations of inflicting physical harm presented to participants involved varying conditions of
gang conflict. Two conditions involved hostile gang rivalry. In one situation, the protagonist
physically aggresses upon a rival gang member for crossing the gang border into the
protagonist’s own gang territory (gang territory violation/physical harm). In a second situation,
the protagonist physically harms a rival gang member in retaliation for harming his friend who is
also in his gang (retaliation/physical harm). The remaining two situations do not involve
conditions of gang rivalry and the protagonist is not affiliated with a gang. In a third condition, a
gang is extorting (i.e., charging “war taxes”) the protagonist’s family for money the family needs
to buy food with (family welfare /physical harm). A fourth context involves a gang member
attempting to restrict the protagonist from crossing the gang territory border into another
neighborhood to visit his friend (personal movement/ physical harm).
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Furthermore, in each situation presented (i.e., Territory Dispute, Extortion), the additional
conditions of parental directives to commit the act of harm and the law permitting the act of
harm were presented; the two gang rivalry situations of Territory Dispute and Retaliation
included the additional condition of the gang leader directive to commit the act of harm. The
complexity of the violence for the gang-related conditions has to do with not only the conflicts of
concerns for welfare in relation to parental directives, for example, but also with how the act of
interpersonal violence by the protagonist is associated with the broader context of territory
disputes among a hostile rivalry. This to say that there are structural features of the gang-related
conditions that may be more salient than the concerns about the directives given by parents.
For all non-mara and mara-related situations, the act of physical harm and its immediate
consequence was controlled for. The type of violent act presented to the participants consisted of
the protagonist punching and breaking the nose of the other person. The age and sex of the
protagonist and victim were also controlled for by presenting them as both of the same age and
being male, and the ages of the protagonist and victim were presented as the same age as the
participant. The specific situational contexts used in the study regarding maras are based on an
initial study and fieldwork conducted in Honduras, as well as feedback provided by youth and
violence prevention practitioners in the country.
For each of the contextualized situations, children and adolescents were asked the
following questions, including probing questions about their reasons or justifications (i.e., “why
or why not?”) so as to asses domain criteria, and three questions regarding authority directive,
rule independence and interpersonal relationships: 1) “Is it alright or not alright for what
protagonist’s name to hit the other boy?; 2) “Suppose protagonist’s name parents had told him
that he has to hit other boys…situation. Would it be alright or not alright for protagonist’s name
to hit the other boy?” (authority directive); and 3) “Suppose there is a law in protagonist’s name
city that permits situation. Would it be alright or not alright for protagonist’s name to hit the
boy?” (rule independence). For the final question of each situation, the relationship between the
aggressor and victim were altered: 4) “Suppose the boy was not [initial affiliation], but [new
affiliation]. Would it be alright or not alright for protagonist’s name to hit the other boy?”
(interpersonal relationship). This feature of switching interpersonal relationships was to assess
how certain types of relationships might influence the participants moral decisions about the acts
of physical aggression. For the non-mara (baseline) situation, the varying relationships presented
in this study involved a stranger and a schoolmate. For the each of the mara-related situations,
the varying relationships presented were of non-family gang member and a cousin affiliated with
the mara. The situations and questions are presented in their entirety in Appendix A.
I translated the protocols from English to Spanish. The Spanish versions were
subsequently reviewed individually by an adolescent and staff of FUNADEH in Honduras for
grammatical and conceptual coherence, as well as for any colloquial linguistic modifications.
Coding and Plan of Analyses
A between-group and within-subject design was used in the analyses of the current study.
Risk for exposure to gang violence, age, and sex were the independent between-group variables.
Specific questions were the within-subject independent variables, and the response explanations
were the dependent variables. For the analyses of the moral evaluations, the primary situations
and the follow-up conditions (i.e., parent directives) were the within-subject independent
variables and the judgments and justifications were the dependent variables.
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Social judgments were coded using a three-point ordinal scale, where positive responses
of alright were given a score of ‘1’, mixed responses (both alright and not alright or don’t know)
a score of ‘2’, and negative responses of not alright a score of ‘3’. The justification categories
were coded as defined in previous studies as moral, authority/social conventions, avoid
punishment and unelaborated/no response (Ardila-Rey et al., 2009; Helwig, 1995; Jambon &
Smetana, 2014; Posada & Wainryb, 2008; Turiel, 1983). The categories of self-defense/in
defense of others and obligation to family (a double-code) were inductively organized based on
the specific responses in this study. For a description and example of each category, see Table 1.
Intercoder reliability of the judgments and justification codes was attained by an independent
coder blind to the study’s hypotheses using Dedoose version 8.2.14. The independent coder was
recruited from Honduras and 20% of the interviews (N=16) were coded for reliability. Intercoder
reliability was good (κ = .70).
A proportional analysis of the justifications used were conducted whereby a score of ‘1’
was coded for each category used and ‘0’ for categories not used. If two categories were used,
each one was coded .05; if three categories were used, each category was coded .33.
Table1
Justification Category Codes
Codes

Description and Examples

Moral

References to avoid harm due to a) physical or psychological harmful consequences to other
people; b) to rules or laws that mitigate violence; d) the absence of any direct provocation or
initial threat; e) basic notions of justice or rights; f) avoid acts of retaliation as a result of the
protagonists’ initial act of physical harm. This is separate from situations of self-defense, where
the protagonist did not initiate the harmful act.

Self-Defense /
In Defense of
Others

References for the use of violence for self-defense or in defense of other people’s well-being
from harmful consequences when a threat is present or perceived, including protecting the
subsistence of one’s own or others (e.g., money needed for food).

Authority/Social
Conventions

References to violent behaviors as alright due to authority figures (e.g., parents, gang leaders,
the government/Laws) permitting or encouraging such behaviors or obliging to authority
directives; References to the social-conventional features of the conflict with gangs for why a
violent behavior or act is alright (e.g., “the gangs have rules that you cannot break” or “he knew
the gangs prohibit him from crossing into their territory”).

Avoid
Punishment

References to a violent behavior as alright or not alright for reasons of avoiding punishment,
including avoiding punishment due to coercion by another person or authority figure.

Obligation to
Family
(double code)

References to obligations to not harm a person based on moral notions of care or welfare
associated with social concepts of family/kin affiliations.

Unelaborated

Responses the do not clearly elaborate a reason for a social judgment made; no reasons were
given.
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Results
To test the hypotheses about children and adolescents’ judgments about physically
harming another person and use of justification categories, 2 (exposure-risk group: high, low) x 2
(age group: children, adolescents) x 2 (sex: female, male) x 3 (conditions: abstract, school rule,
another country) ANOVAs with judgments and justification categories as the dependent
variables were used for the general assessments.
For the alright to harm and necessary to harm assessments, 2 (exposure-risk group: high, low) x
2 (age group: children, adolescents) x 2 (sex: female, male) ANOVAs with judgments and
justification categories as the dependent variables were conducted.
General Assessments
The general assessment questions consisted of five uncontextualized questions. For the
Abstract question, participants were asked if it was alright or not alright to harm another person
in general. For the School Rule question, participants were asked if it was alright or not to hit
another person if the school permitted it. And for the Another Country Law question, participants
were asked if it was alright or not to hit another person if the violent act was permitted by
another country.
Social Judgments for the Abstract, School Rule, and Another Country Law Questions
The social judgments are presented in Table 2 by percentages, means and standard
deviations organized by exposure risk group and age group responses for the conditions of the
Abstract, School Rule, Another Country questions. As can be seen in Table 2, all participants
judged the act of physical harm as not alright for the Abstract, School Rule and Another Country
Law questions.
Justification Categories for the Abstract, School Rule, and Another Country Law Questions
Percentages of the justifications used for the Abstract, School Rule, and Another
Country, questions are presented in Table 3. Moral justifications were the most used by children
and adolescents from both the high-risk and low-risk group for each of the three questions. There
were no significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex. As shown in Table 3, Avoid
Punishment justifications were used by fewer participants (11%) in the Alright question.
Alright and Necessary to Harm Questions: Social Judgments for the Alright and Necessary
Questions
Two additional general assessment questions involved asking participants whether or not
there were situations when it was Alright to physically harm another person and whether there
were situations when it was Necessary to physically harm another person. As can be seen in
Table 2, majorities of children (75%) and adolescents (85%) from the high-risk group, as well as
adolescents (70%) from the low-risk group endorsed hitting another person for the Alright
question, whereas more children from the low-risk group (53%) judged it as not alright. Similar
findings were found for the Necessary to harm question. Table 4 presents social judgments and
justifications in percentages organized by exposure group, age group and sex, with significance
values. There were significant differences found by exposure for the Alright question, F (1, 72) =
4.582, p = .036, partial 𝜂2= .06. The high-risk group (80%) judged hitting another person as
alright more than the low-risk group (59%). No differences by exposure group were found for
the Necessary question. There were significant differences by age found in the Necessary
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question, F (1, 72) = 5.143, p = .026, partial 𝜂2= .07, where adolescents (88%) judged hitting
another person as alright significantly more than children (68%). Significant differences by sex
were found in both the Alright, F (1, 72) = 5.867, p = .018, partial 𝜂2= .08, and Necessary, F (1,
72) = 8.036, p = .018, partial 𝜂2= .10, questions. For both questions, majorities of males judged
hitting another person as alright (82% and 90%, respectively), whereas fewer females judged
hitting another person as alright (58% and 65%, respectively).
Table 2
Judgments of Abstract, School Rule, Another Country Law, Alright and Necessary
to Harm assessments in Percentages, Means (Standard Deviations)
High-Level Risk Group
Conditions

Children

Adolescents

Low-Level Risk Group
Children

Adolescents

Abstract
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

School Rule
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

75
25
1.50 (0.89)

85
15
1.30 (.73)

47
53

70
30
1.60 (.94)

65
35
1.70 (.98)

95
05
1.10 (.45)

Another Country
Law
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)
Alright to Harm
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)
Necessary to
Harm
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)

2.05 (1.03)
70
30
1.60 (.94)

80
20
1.40 (.82)

Note: Judgments: 1= Alright, 2= Mixed, 3=Not Alright.
Justifications Categories for the Alright and Necessary to Harm Questions
Percentages of the justifications used for the Alright and Necessary questions are
presented in Table 3, which show that Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were used
most for both questions. There were significant differences found by sex in both the Alright and
Necessary questions. In the Alright question, males used Self-Defense/In Defense of Others
significantly more than females (82% vs. 55%; F (1, 71) = 5.885, p = .018, partial 𝜂2= .08). In
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the Necessary question, males used Self-Defense/In Defense of Others significantly more than
females (88% vs. 65%; F (1, 72) = 4.702, p = .033, partial 𝜂2= .06). Since there was fewer use of
the other justification categories (see Table 3), only significant findings are noted (see Table 4).
Age differences for the Avoid Punishment justification were found in the Alright question, F (1,
71) = 4.5893, p = .036, partial 𝜂2= .06, where children (18%) used the category more than
adolescents (5%). No other age differences were found. Sex differences were found in the use of
Moral justifications for the Necessary question, where females used the category more than
males (30% vs. 10%; F (1, 72) = 4.261, p = .043, partial 𝜂2= .06).
Table 3
Justifications of Abstract, School Rule, Another Country, Alright and Necessary to Harm
assessments (Percentages)
Conditions

Justifications

Abstract

School Rule

Another
Country Law

Alright to
Hit

Necessary
to Hit

Moral

99

100

99

27
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Self-Defense/In Defense of
Other

0

0

0

68

77

Authority/Social
Conventions
Avoid Punishment

0

0

0

0

0

11

0

0

11

09

Obligation to Family

0

0

0

0

0

Unelaborated

0

0

01

0

0

Correlations between Social Judgments and Justification Categories
Correlational analyses using Spearman’s Rho were conducted to examine the associations
between judgments and justification categories. As shown in Table 2, the Abstract, School Rule
and Another County Law yielded only judgments of not alright. Thus, correlational analyses
were conducted for the Alright and Necessary questions of the General Assessments (see
Appendix). The use of Moral justifications was correlated with negative judgments for the
Alright question (rs= .91, p < .01) and in the Necessary question (rs= .93, p < .01). SelfDefense/In Defense of Others justifications were correlated with positive judgments in the
Alright question (rs= -.95, p < .01) and in the Necessary question (rs= .93, p < .01). The use of
Avoid Punishment justifications was correlated with negative judgments in the Alright question
(rs= .29, p < .05) and in the Necessary question (rs= .26, p < .05).
Summary of General Assessment Questions
Overall, the results of the General Assessment Questions demonstrate certain patterns and
variations in the judgments of an act of harm, as well as the use of justification categories. For
the Abstract, School Rule, and Another Country Law questions, there was unanimity among all
participants in not endorsing physically harming another person. The justification used by most,
if not all, participants for why the act of harm was not alright was the Moral category. A small
percentage of participants also used the Avoid Punishment solely in the Abstract question.
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Variations in judgments and justifications did emerge with the Alright and Necessary to
harm questions. For instance, for both questions, the majority of participants endorsed harming
another person, where males did so more than females. And the high-risk group endorsed
harming another person significantly more than the low-risk group for the Alright question,
while adolescents did so significantly more than children for the Necessary question. The
justifications primarily associated with the positive judgments for Alright and Necessary
questions were for the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others concerns. For both questions, males
used the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others category significantly more than females. In
addition, a majority of the high-risk and low-risk groups, as well as children and adolescents,
used the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others category for both questions. The primary
justifications for the Negative judgments in both questions were for moral concerns, although the
Avoid Punishment category was used to a lesser degree. Females used the Moral category more
than males for both questions, with significant differences in the Necessary question. And the
Avoid Punishment category was used the least overall, where children used the category
significantly more than adolescents for the Alright question.
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Non-Mara (Baseline) Situation
For the non-mara (baseline) situation, a 2 (exposure-risk group: high, low) x 2 (age
group: children, adolescents) x 2 (sex: female, male) x 4 (conditions: stranger, parent directive,
law, classmate) ANOVAs and MANOVAs were used with judgments and justifications as
repeated measures. Post-hoc analyses of judgments and justification categories were conducted
using Bonferroni pair-wise tests.
The non-gang (i.e., baseline) situation consisted of the protagonist hitting another boy
who was a stranger walking in the protagonist’s neighborhood. Subsequent conditions included
the parent directive of the protagonist to hit the boy, the law permitting the harm to a stranger,
and switching the interpersonal relationship from a stranger to a classmate of the protagonist.
Table 5
Judgments of Non-Gang Conditions in Percentages, Means (Standard Deviations)
High-Risk Group
Conditions

Children

Stranger
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

Parent Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

Low-Risk Group

Adolescents

Children

Adolescents

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
05
95
2.95 (.22)

05
05
90
2.85 (.49)

0
05
95
2.95 (.22)

Law Permits
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

30
0
70
2.40 (.94)

05
05
90
2.85 (.49)

15
0
85
2.70 (.73)

20
0
80
2.60 (.82)

Classmate
Alright
Not Alright
M(SD)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

0
100
3.00 (0.00)

Note. Judgments: 1= Alright, 2= Mixed, 3=Not Alright.
Social Judgments for the Non-Mara Situation
The social judgments are presented in Table 5 by percentages, means and standard
deviations organized by exposure risk group and age group for each condition. As can be seen in
Table 5, the majority, if not all, of children and adolescents from both the high-risk and low-risk
group judged the act of physical harm as not alright for each of the conditions: Stranger, Parent
Directive, Law Permits, and Classmate. Table 7 presents social judgments and justifications in
percentages organized by exposure group, age group and sex, with significance values. For each
condition, there were no significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex.
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Differences in judgments were found by condition, F(1.270, 91.440) = 15.659, p = .000,
partial 𝜂2 = .18. Participants judged the act of harm as alright in the Law Permits condition
significantly more than all other conditions.
Justification Categories for the Non-Mara Situation
Percentages of the justifications used for the non-gang (i.e., baseline) conditions are
presented in Table 6, which shows that Moral justifications were the most used for the Stranger,
Parental Directive, Law Permits, and Classmate conditions. In each of these conditions, there
were no significant differences by exposure group, age, or sex (see Table 7). Since there were
fewer use of the other justification categories (see Table 6), only significant findings are noted.
There were no significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex.
Differences in Moral justifications were found by condition, F(1.857, 133.732) = 8.731, p
= .000, partial 𝜂2 = .11, where the category was used in the Law Permits condition significantly
less than in all other conditions. Conversely, Authority/Social Conventions justifications were
used in the Law Permits condition significantly more than in all of the other conditions, F(1.219,
87.762) = 11.552, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .14.
Table 6
Justifications Non-Gang Conditions in Percentages
Conditions

Justifications

Stranger

Parent Directive

Law Permits

Classmate

Moral

99

99

82

97

Self-Defense/In Defense of
Others
Authority/Social Conventions

0

0

03

0

0

02

15

0

Avoid Punishment

06

04

05

07

Obligation to Family

0

0

0

0

Unelaborated

0

0

0

01

Correlations between Social Judgments and Justification Categories
Correlational analyses using Spearman’s Rho were conducted to examine the associations
between judgments and justification categories. As shown in Table 5, the Stranger and Classmate
conditions each yielded only negative judgments. Thus, correlational analyses were conducted
for the Parent Directive and Law Permits conditions (see Appendix). The use of Moral
justifications was correlated with negative judgments in the Parent Directive condition (rs= .89, p
< .01) and in the Law Permits condition (rs= .94, p < .01). The use of Authority/Social
Conventions justifications were correlated with positive judgments in the Law Permits condition
(rs = -.79, p < .01).
Summary of Non-Mara (baseline) conditions
Overall, there was very little variation in judgments and in the use of justification
categories across the non-gang conditions. The act of harm across all conditions were judged as
not alright by most, if not all, participants for moral reasons. There was slight variation in
judgments and justifications: e.g., for the Law Permits condition, there was a significant increase
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overall in positive judgments and in the use of the Authority/Social Conventions category.
However, no significant between-group differences in judgments or in the use of the
Authority/Social Conventions category were found.
Table 7
Judgments and Justifications of Non-Gang (Baseline) as a Function of Exposure Group, Age
Group, and Sex in Percentages
Exposure Group
Conditions

Age Group

Sex

High-Risk

Low-Risk

Children

Adolescents

Females

Males

Stranger
Judgments
Moral

100/0
100

100/0
98

100/0
98

100/0
100

100/0
100

100/0
97

Parent Directive
Judgments
Moral

0/98
100

03/93
98

03/95
98

0/95
100

0/95
100

02/95
98

18/80
83
15

18/82
80
16

23/77
76
18

13/85
88
13

21/77
77
21

15/85
85
10

100/0
96

100/0
100

100/0
96

100/0
100

100/0
95

100/0
100

Law Permits
Judgments
Moral
Authority/Social
Conventions
Classmate
Judgments
Moral

Note. Judgments: Alright / Not Alright.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

27

Gang Rivalry Situations
For the gang rivalry situations of Territory Dispute and Retaliation, 2 (exposure-risk
group: high, low) x 2 (age group: children, adolescents) x 2 (sex: female, male) x 5 (conditions:
rival, parent directive, gang leader directive, law, cousin rival) ANOVAs and MANOVAs with
judgments and justifications as repeated measures were conducted. Post-hoc analyses of
judgments and justification categories were conducted using Bonferroni pair-wise tests.
Mara-Rivalry: Territory Dispute
The Territory Dispute situation consisted of the protagonist being member of a mara that
has an ongoing violent rivalry with another mara. The protagonist hits a rival member for
crossing the gang border into the territory the mara he is a member of. Subsequent conditions
included the parent directive of the protagonist to hit the rival member, the mara leader directive
to hit the rival member, the law permitting the harm of the rival member, and switching the
interpersonal relationship from a non-family rival mara member to a cousin that is a member of
the rival mara.
Social Judgments of the Territory Dispute Situation
The social judgments are presented in Table 8 by percentages, means and standard
deviations organized by exposure risk group and age group responses for each condition. As can
be seen in Table 8 for the Rival Gang Member condition, majorities of children and adolescents
in the low-risk group judged the act of harm as not all right (70% and 80%, respective), whereas
fewer children (40%) and adolescents (55%) in the high exposure group judged it not all right.
Table 10 presents social judgments and justifications in percentages organized by exposure
group, age group and sex, with significance values. As can be seen in Table 10, differences in
judgments were observed by exposure group in the Rival Gang Member condition, F(1, 68) =
11.38, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14. The high-risk group judged the act of harm as alright more than
the low-risk group. There were no significant age or sex differences. Table 10 also shows that
similar judgments were made for the three other conditions, with significant differences by
exposure group: Parental Directive F(1, 71) =6.011, p = .016, partial 𝜂2 = .08, Gang Leader
Directive, F(1, 72)= 12.033, p = 0.001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, and Law Permits, F(1, 70)= 7.355, p =
0.008, partial 𝜂2 = .10. Age differences were only observed for the Parental Directive condition,
F(1, 71) =6.011, p = .016, partial 𝜂2 = .08, where children (39%) judged the act of harm as alright
more than adolescents (13%). No differences were found by sex. The Cousin Rival Gang
Member condition yielded different findings. As shown in Table 10, majorities in each exposure
group judged the act of harm as not all right. There were no significant exposure group, age, or
sex differences.
Differences in judgments were also observed by condition, where the Cousin Rival Gang
Member condition yielded judgments of not alright more than all other conditions F(3.866,
262.913) = 11.067, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .14.
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Table 8
Judgments of Territory Dispute Conditions in Percentages, Means (Standard Deviations)
High-Risk Group
Conditions

Children

Adolescents

Low-Risk Group
Children

Adolescents

Rival Gang Member
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

55
05
40
1.85 (.99)

45
0
55
2.10 (1.02)

25
05
70
2.45 (.89)

15
05
80
2.65 (.75)

Parent Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

58
0
42
1.84 (1.02)

15
10
75
2.60 (.75)

20
0
80
2.60 (.82)

10
05
85
2.75 (.64)

Gang Leader Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

65
0
35
1.70 (.98)

50
10
40
1.90 (.97)

Law Permits
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

65
0
35
1.70 (.98)

42
0
58
2.16 (1.02)

25
0
75
2.50 (.89)

21
05
74
2.53 (.84)

Cousin G-M
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

21
05
74
2.53 (.84)

05
05
90
2.85 (.49)

0
0
100
3.00 (0.00)

15
0
85
2.70 (.73)

25
0
75
2.50 (.89)

20
05
75
2.55 (.83)

Note. Judgments: 1= Alright, 2= Mixed, 3=Not Alright.
Justifications in the Territory Dispute Situation
Percentages of the justifications used for the Territory Dispute conditions are presented in
Table 9, which shows that Moral justifications were the most used for the Rival Gang Member,
Parental Directive, and Law Permits conditions. By contrast, the Obligations to Family
justification was most used (83%) in the Cousin Rival condition. However, there were exposure
group differences in use of the Moral justifications in the Rival Gang Member condition (see
Table 10). The low-risk group used Moral justifications significantly more than the high-risk
group (80% vs. 51%; F(1, 72) = 12.128, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14). There were no significant age
differences in this condition. Similar findings for the exposure groups were obtained for the
Gang leader Directive, F(1, 72) = 7.291, p = .009, partial 𝜂2 = .09, and Law Permits F(1, 70) =
6.074, p = .016, partial 𝜂2 = .08 conditions. In each case, the low-risk group used moral
justifications significantly more than the high-exposure group. There were no significant
differences by age found. There were significant or near significant differences by sex in the
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Rival Gang and Parental Directive conditions. In the Rival Gang Member condition, there was
near significance by exposure and sex, F(4, 69) = 2.007, p = .057. Males in the high-risk group
(30%) used the Moral justifications less than females from high-risk (65%) and low-risk groups
(75%), as well as males (80%) from the low-risk group. In the Parent Directive condition, the
Moral justifications were used more by females (82%) than males (68%); F(1, 71) = 4.644, p =
.035, partial 𝜂2 = .06. As noted, mainly Obligation to Family justifications were used in the
Cousin Rival Gang Member Condition. There were no significant differences for exposure
group, age, or sex.
Since there was less use of the other justification categories (see Table 9), only
significant findings are noted (see Table 10). For the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others
category, there were significant differences by exposure group for the Rival Gang Member
condition, F(1, 68) = 6.469, p = .013, partial 𝜂2 = .09, and the Gang Leader Directive condition,
F(1, 72) = 5.219, p = .025, partial 𝜂2 = .06. In each case, the high-risk group (29% and 24%,
respectively) used the category more than the low-risk group (8% and 3%, respectively). Age
differences in the use of the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were obtained for
the Rival Gang Member condition, F(1, 72) = 4.782, p = .032, partial 𝜂2 = .06, and the Parent
Directive condition, F(1, 71) = 5.093, p = .027, partial 𝜂2 = .07. In each case, children used the
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justification more than adolescents. Differences by sex were
found for the Parent Directive, F(1, 71) =11.459, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, where males used the
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justification more than females. There was an interaction by
age and sex for the Parent Directive condition, F(1, 71) = 5.093, p = .027, partial 𝜂2 = .07. Male
children (35%) used the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others category more than male adolescents
(10%), and female children (0%) and adolescents (0%). As can be seen in Table 9, the
Authority/Social Conventions category was used most in the Rival Gang Member and Law
Permits conditions. Differences were found by exposure group, where the high-risk group used
the category more than the low-risk group for the conditions of Rival Gang Member (51% vs.
21%; F(1, 72) = 4.354, p = .040, partial 𝜂2 =.06, Parent Directive, (26% vs. 10%; F(1, 71) =
4.618, p = .035, partial 𝜂2 = .06), Gang Leader Directive, (23% vs. 0%; F(1, 72) = 11.217, p =
.001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, and Cousin Rival Gang Member, (21% vs 3%; F(1, 71) = 7.203, p = .009,
partial 𝜂2 = .09. There was near significance in the use of Authority/Social Conventions
justifications by exposure group in the Law Permits condition, F(1, 70) = 3.758, p = .057. The
Avoid Punishment justification was used most in the Gang Leader Directive condition.
Differences by exposure group were observed in the Rival Gang Member condition, F(1, 72) =
6.145, p = .016, partial 𝜂2 = .08, where the high-risk group (18% vs. 3%) used the category more
than the low-risk group.
Differences in the use of Moral justifications were found by condition, F(3.866, 262.913)
= 11.067, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .14. Post hoc analyses show that Moral justifications were used
for the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition the least than in all other conditions. Differences in
the use of Authority/Social Conventions justifications were also found by condition F(3.189,
216.830) = 8.380, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .11. Post hoc analyses show that Authority/Social
Conventions justifications were used for the Rival Gang Member and Law Permits conditions
more than all other conditions. There were significant differences obtained in the use of Avoid
Punishment justifications by condition F(2.313, 157.283) = 14.605, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .18.
Post hoc analyses show that Avoid Punishment justifications were used for the Gang Leader
Directive condition more than all other conditions. Differences in the use of Obligation to Family
Justifications were found by condition F(1, 68) = 327.561, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .83. Post hoc
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analyses show that Obligation to Family Justifications were used in Cousin Rival Gang Member
condition significantly more than all other conditions.
Table 9
Justifications of Territory Dispute Conditions in Percentages
Conditions

Justification

Rival G-M

Parent Directive

Gang Leader
Directive

Law Permits

Cousin
Rival G-M

Moral

65

74

55

59

09

Self-Defense/In
Defense of Others

18

12

12

05

03

Authority/Social
Conventions

35

18

13

32

12

Avoid Punishment

10

13

32

05

08

Obligation to Family

0

0

0

0

83

Unelaborated

0

0

03

0

0

Correlations between Social Judgments and Justification Categories
Correlational analyses using Spearman’s Rho were also conducted to examine
associations between judgments and justification categories for each condition of the Territory
Dispute situation (see Appendix). The moral category was correlated with negative judgments
for the Rival Gang Member, Parent Directive, Gang Leader Directive, and Law Permits
condition (range of rs= .87 - .96, p < .01). The self-defense justifications were correlated with
positive judgments for all conditions (range of rs= -.29 to -.58, p < .01). The Authority/Social
Convention justifications were correlated with positive judgments for all conditions (range of rs=
-.42 to -.88, p < .01). The Avoid Punishment justification with positive judgments for the Gang
Leader Directive condition (rs = -.58, p < .01); and although there was an association with
positive judgments for the Rival Gang Member (rs = -.14), and Parent Directive (rs = -.18),
conditions, the association was not at a significant level. The Obligation to Family category was
correlated with negative judgments for the Cousin Rival Gang Member Condition (rs = -.74, p <
.01).
Summary of Territory Dispute Situation
Overall, the results of the Territory Dispute situation demonstrate patterns of judgments
and justifications along differences by exposure group. In addition, there were variations in
justifications among participants who made similar judgments (i.e., alright), suggesting that the
situational features of the Territory Dispute conditions were understood in similar and in slightly
different ways in their moral deliberations. For instance, reasons given for why the act of harm
was alright included concerns associated with the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others,
Authority/Social conventions, and Avoid Punishment categories.
The high-risk group endorsed the act of harm towards the rival gang member more than
the low-risk group across most conditions: Rival Gang Member, Parent Directive, Gang Leader
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Directive, and Law Permits. Yet, for the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition, a majority of
both the high-risk and low-risk group judged the act of harm as not alright. Differences in the use
of the justifications by exposure group were that the high-risk group was more likely to use the
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others, Authority/Social Conventions, and Avoid Punishment
categories; whereas the low-risk group was more likely to use the Moral category for the same
conditions. No overall significant patterns in differences by age and sex were found across the
conditions.
Two conditions that yielded significant differences in judgments and justifications in
general were the Gang Leader condition and the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition. There
was a general increase in positive judgments as well as the use of Avoid Punishment
justifications associated with the Gang Leader condition. In contrast, a majority of participants
from both exposure groups made negative judgments in the Cousin Rival Gang Member
condition. The primary reasons given for why it was wrong for the protagonist to hit his cousin
who is a rival gang member were associated with the Obligation to Family justification category;
the Moral category was used significantly less for the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition
compared to all other conditions.
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Mara Rivalry: Retaliation
The Retaliation situation consisted of the protagonist being a member of a mara that has
an ongoing violent rivalry with another mara. A member of the rival group physically hits the
best friend of the protagonist who also belongs to the same mara as the protagonist. Then, at a
later point in time, the protagonist physical hits the rival member in retaliation. Subsequent
conditions of the situation included the parent directive of the protagonist to hit the rival
member, the gang leader directive to hit the rival member, the law permitting the harm of the
rival member, and switching the interpersonal relationship from a rival mara member to a cousin
that is a member of the rival mara.
Social Judgments for Retaliation Conditions
The social judgments are presented in Table 11 by percentages, means and standard
deviations organized by exposure risk group and age group responses for each condition. As can
be seen in Table 11, children and adolescents in the low-risk group were split in their judgment
of the act of harm as not alright (50% and 55%, respective) for the Rival Gang Member
condition, as were adolescents in the high-risk group (50%), but fewer children (40%) from the
high-risk group judged the act of harm as wrong. Table 13 presents social judgments and
justifications in percentages organized by exposure group, age group and sex, with significance
values.
No significant differences were found by exposure group or age for the Rival Gang
Member condition. Differences by sex were found, F(1, 72) = 4.718, p = .033, partial 𝜂2 = .06,
where males (50%) judged the act of harm as alright more than females (28%) (see Table 13).
Table 13 shows similar findings for three other conditions: Parent Directive, Gang Leader
Directive, and Law Permits. Differences by exposure group were only found for the Gang Leader
Directive condition, F(1, 66) = 4.836, p = .031, partial 𝜂2 = .07. A majority of the high-risk group
(59%) judged the act of harm as alright and fewer from the low-risk group (30%) endorsed the
act of harm. No significant differences were found by age. For the Parent Directive condition,
differences were found by sex, F(1, 72) = 9.029, p = .004, partial 𝜂2 = .11, where males (58%)
judged the act of harm as alright more than females (23%). There was near significance for the
Gang Leader Directive condition, F(1, 66) = 3.379, p = .057, and no other differences by sex
were found. The Cousin Rival Gang Member condition yielded different findings. As shown in
Table 11, majorities in each group judged the act of harm as not all right. There were no
significant exposure group, age, or sex differences.
Differences in judgments were also found by condition, F(3.338, 206.964) = 10.787, p =
.000, partial 𝜂2 = .15. Post hoc analyses show that the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition was
judged as not alright significantly more than all other conditions.
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Table 11
Judgments of Rival Gang Retaliation Conditions in Percentages, Means (Standard Deviations)
High-Risk Group
Conditions
Rival Gang Member
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

Children

Adolescents

Low-Risk Group
Children

Adolescents

50
10
40
1.90 (.97)

40
10
50
2.10 (.97)

40
10
50
2.10 (.97)

25
20
55
2.30 (.87)

55
0
45
1.90
(1.02)

40
0
60
2.20 (1.01)

35
15
50
2.15 (.93)

30
10
60
2.30 (.92)

69
0
31
1.63 (.96)

50
0
50
2.00 (1.03)

35
10
55
2.20 (.95)

25
10
65
2.40 (.88)

Law Permits
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

63
05
32
1.68 (.95)

40
05
55
2.15 (.99)

32
05
63
2.32 (.95)

35
0
65
2.30 (.98)

Cousin Rival G-M
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

30
0
70
2.40 (.94)

26
0
74
2.47 (.91)

0
0
100
3.00 (0.00)

21
10
68
2.47 (.84)

Parent Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)
Gang Leader
Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

Note. Judgments: 1= Alright, 2= Mixed, 3=Not Alright.
Justification Categories for Retaliation Conditions
Percentages of the justifications used for the Retaliation conditions are presented in Table
12, which shows that Moral justifications were the most used for the Rival Gang Member,
Parental Directive and Law Permits conditions. By contrast, the Obligations to Family
justification was most (65%) used in the Cousin Rival condition. For the Rival Gang Member
condition, significant sex differences were found in use of the Moral justifications (see table 13).
Females used moral justifications significantly more males (78% vs. 48%; F(1, 72) = 4.658, p =
.034, partial 𝜂2 = .06). There were no significant age differences in this condition. Similar
findings by sex were obtained for the Parental Directive condition, F(1, 72) = 8.830, p = .004,
partial 𝜂2 = .11, and Cousin Rival condition, F(1, 70) = 9.167, p = .003, partial 𝜂2 = .11. In each
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case, females used moral justifications significantly more than males. There were significant
differences by exposure group in the Gang Leader Directive condition, F(1, 66) = 4.242, p =
.043, partial 𝜂2 = .60, where the low-risk group (65%) used the category more than the high-risk
group (38%). Age differences were also found for the Gang Leader Directive condition, F(1, 66)
= 4.242, p = .043, partial 𝜂2 = .60, where a majority of adolescents (63%) used Moral
justifications, whereas fewer children (42%) did. There were no other differences by exposure
group or age.
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were used most for the Rival Gang
Member and Parent Directive conditions. No significant differences were found by exposure
group or age. For the Parent Directive condition, significant differences were found by sex, F(1,
72) = 8.575, p = .005, partial 𝜂2 = .11. A slight majority of males (55%) used Self-Defense/In
Defense of Others justifications, whereas fewer females (28%) used the category.
Since there was less use of the other justification categories (see Table 12), only
significant findings are noted (see Table 13). Authority/Social Conventions justifications were
used most in the Law Permits condition, with no significant differences found by exposure
group, age or sex. The Avoid Punishment justification was used most in the Gang Leader
Directive condition, with a significant difference found by exposure group, F(1, 66) = 6.980, p =
.010, partial 𝜂2 = .10. The high-risk group (42%) used the Avoid Punishment justification more
than the low-risk group (13%).
As noted, mainly Obligation to Family justifications were used in the Cousin Rival Gang
Member Condition. There was an interaction by exposure group and age F(1, 62) = 4.478, p =
.038, partial 𝜂2 = .06, where children from the low-risk group (90%) used the category more than
adolescents (63%) from the low-risk group, and more than children (55%) and adolescents (58%)
from the high-risk group. There was a significant difference found by sex, F(1, 62) = 7.424, p =
.008, partial 𝜂2 = .10, where males (81%) used the category more than females (53%).
Differences for Moral justifications were found by condition, F(4, 248) = 18.663, p =
.000, partial 𝜂2 = .23. Post hoc analyses show that the Moral justifications were used significantly
less for the Cousin Rival Gang Member Condition than all other conditions. Differences for Selfdefense/In Defense of Others justifications were found by condition, F(3.289, 203.922) = 14.927,
p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .19. Post hoc analyses show that Self-defense/In Defense of Others
justifications were used more in the Rival Gang Member and Parent Directive conditions than all
other conditions. Differences for the Authority/Social Conventions justifications were also found
by condition F(4, 248) = .948, p = 8.452, partial 𝜂2 = .12. Post hoc analyses show that
Authority/Social Conventions justifications were used significantly more in the Law Permits
condition than all other conditions. Condition also had an effect on the use of the Avoid
Punishment justification, F(1.896, 117.539) = 17.363, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .22. The Avoid
Punishment justification was used significantly more in the Gang Leader Directive condition
than all other conditions. Differences in the use of Obligation to Family justifications were also
found by condition F(1, 62) = 165.746, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .728. Post hoc analyses show that
Obligation to Family justifications were used solely for the Cousin Rival Gang Member
compared to all other conditions.
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Table 12
Justifications Rival Gang Retaliation Conditions (Percentages)
Conditions

Moral

59

Parent
Directive
57

Self-Defense/In Defense of
Other
Authority/Social Conventions

51

41

27

22

19

01

12

14

24

05

Avoid Punishment

0

06

23

05

01

Obligation to Family

0

0

0

0

65

Unelaborated

0

01

0

01

0

Justifications

Rival G-M

Gang Leader
Directive
49

Law
Permits
56

Cousin
Rival G-M
14

Correlations between Social Judgments and Justification Categories
Correlational analyses using Spearman’s Rho were conducted to examine the associations
between judgments and justification categories for each condition of the Retaliation situation
(see Appendix). Moral Justifications were correlated with negative judgments for the Rival Gang
Member, Parent Directive, Gang Leader Directive, and Law Permits conditions (range of rs= .92
- .99, p < .01); and there was a trend towards negative judgments in the Cousin Rival Gang
Member condition (rs = .15), although not a significant level. The use of Self-Defense/In Defense
of Others justifications were correlated with positive judgments across all conditions (range of rs
= -.55 to -.92, p < .01). Authority/Social Conventions justifications were associated with positive
judgments in the Parent Directive, Gang Leader Directive, Law Permits, and Cousin Rival Gang
Member conditions (range of rs= -.38 to -.62, p < .01). There was a trend with Authority/Social
Conventions justifications towards negative judgments in the Rival Gang Member condition (rs=
.35), although not a significant level. The Avoid Punishment justification was correlated with
positive judgments in the Gang Leader Directive (rs= -.51, p < .01). The use of Obligation to
Family justifications were correlated with negative judgments in the Cousin Rival Gang Member
condition (rs= .70, p < .01).
Summary of Retaliation conditions
Overall, the results of the Retaliation situation demonstrate that males were more likely to
endorse the harm than females for reasons of self-defense or in defense of others. And females
were more likely to judge the act of harm as wrong for moral reasons than males. However, in
the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition, there was a significant increase in negative judgments
by all participants compared to all other conditions for reasons associated with the Obligation to
Family justification category.
In addition, justifications varied among participants who judged the acts of physical harm
as alright, suggesting that the situational features of the Retaliation conditions were understood
in similar and in slightly different ways in their decision-making. For instance, positive
judgments made in the Parent Directive and Law Permits conditions were associated with the
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others and Authority/Social Conventions justification categories.
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And justifications for why the act of violence was alright in the Gang Leader Directive condition
included reasons of Self-Defense/In Defense of Others, Authority/Social Conventions and Avoid
Punishment.
No significant patterns in differences by exposure group or age were found across the
Retaliation conditions. However, similar to the Territory Dispute situation, the high-risk group
endorsed the act of violence significantly more than the low-risk group in the Gang Leader
Directive for reasons associated with the Avoid Punishment category.
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Non-Rivalry Gang Situations
For the non-rivalry gang situations involving Extortion and Personal Movements, a 2
(exposure-risk group: high, low) x 2 (age group: children, adolescents) x 2 (sex: female, male) x
4 (conditions: rival, parent directive, law, cousin gang member) ANOVAs and MANOVAs with
judgments and justifications as repeated measures were conducted. Post-hoc analyses of
judgments and justification categories were conducted using Bonferroni pair-wise tests.
Non-Rivalry: Gang Extortion
The Gang Extortion situation consisted of a mara charging the protagonist’s family a
monthly “war tax” (i.e., extortion) for owning a small business in the neighborhood. This
particular month, the family has to choose between purchasing food for the month or paying the
extortion, so they pay the extortion. The protagonist follows the gang member who they paid and
hits him and returns his family’s money. Subsequent conditions of the situation included the
parent directive of the protagonist to hit the gang member, the law permitting the harm of the
gang member, and switching the interpersonal relationship from the extorting non-family gang
member to a cousin that who is the member of the mara extorting his family.
Table 14
Judgments of Extortion Conditions in Percentages, Means (Standard Deviations)
High-Risk Group

Low-Risk Group

Conditions

Children

Adolescents

Children

Adolescents

Gang Member
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

60
05
35
1.75 (.97)

50
15
35
1.85 (.93)

50
35
15
1.65 (.75)

60
15
25
1.65 (.88)

Parent Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

50
10
40
1.90 (.97)

40
05
55
2.15 (.99)

40
15
45
2.05 (.95)

50
25
25
1.75 (.85)

Law Permits
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

65
0
35
1.70 (.98)

42
16
42
2.00 (.94)

60
10
30
1.70 (.92)

75
05
20
1.45 (.83)

Cousin G-M
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

55
0
45
1.90 (1.02)

15
10
75
2.60 (.75)

15
05
80
2.65 (.75)

35
10
55
2.20 (.95)

Note. Judgments: 1= Alright, 2= Mixed, 3=Not Alright.
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Social Judgments for Extortion Conditions
The social judgments are presented in Table 14 by percentages, means and standard
deviations organized by exposure risk group and age group responses for each condition. As can
be seen in Table 14, a majority of children (60%) and 50% of adolescents from the high-risk
group, 50% of children and a majority of adolescents (60%) judged the act of physical harm as
alright for the Gang Member condition. Table 16 presents social judgments and justifications in
percentages organized by exposure group, age group and sex, with significance values. There
were no differences by exposure group, age or sex, and no interactions. There were also no
significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex. The Cousin Gang Member condition
yielded different findings. There was an interaction by exposure group and age, F(1, 72) = 8.367,
p = .005, partial 𝜂2 = .10. As shown in Table 14, majorities of children (80%) from the low-risk
group and adolescents (75%) from the high-risk group judged the act of harm as not alright,
whereas fewer adolescents (55%) from the low-risk group did. In contrast, a slight majority of
children from the high-risk group (55%) judged the act of harm as alright. There were no
significant differences by sex.
Differences were found by condition, F(3, 183.211) = 17.401, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .20,
where the Cousin Gang Member condition yielded more negative judgments than all other
conditions. Post-hoc tests further indicated that for the low-risk group, children judged the act of
harm as not alright for the Cousin Gang Member condition more than all other conditions, and
adolescents judged the act of harm as not alright more than the Law Permits condition. For the
high-risk group, adolescents judged the act of harm for the Cousin Gang Member condition as
not alright more than Parent Directive and Law Permits condition, whereas there were no
differences in judgments for children. Furthermore, for the Cousin Gang Member condition,
females judged the act of harm as not alright more than the Gang Member and Law Permits
conditions; and males judged the act of harm as not alright significantly more than all other
conditions.
Table 15
Justifications of Extortion Conditions in Percentages
Conditions
Gang
Member

Parent
Directive

Law
Permits

Cousin
G-M

Moral

47

57

40

19

Self-Defense/In Defense of Other

72

54

58

35

Authority/Social Conventions

0

11

28

01

Avoid Punishment

01

04

05

03

Obligation to Family

0

0

0

53

Unelaborated

0

0

0

0

Justifications

Justification Categories for the Extortion Conditions
Percentages of the justifications used for the extortion condition are presented in Table
15, which shows that Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were used the most for the
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Gang Member, Parental Directive and Law Permits conditions. By contrast, the Obligations to
Family justification was most (53%) used in the Cousin Gang Member condition. For the Gang
Member condition, no significant differences were found for the Self-Defense/In Defense of
Others justification by exposure group, age or sex (refer to Table 16). Similar findings were
obtained for the Parent Directive condition. There were significant differences by exposure
group and an interaction by exposure and age in the Law Permits and Cousin Gang Member
conditions. In the Law Permits condition, there was a significant difference by exposure group,
F(1, 71) = 4.288, p = .042, partial 𝜂2 = .06. The low-risk group (68%) used Self-Defense/In
Defense of Others justifications more than the high-risk group (49%). In contrast, children from
the high-risk group (55%) used the category in the Cousin Gang Member condition more than
children (15%) and adolescents (25%) from the low-risk group, as well as adolescents from the
high-risk group (25%); F(1, 72) = 9.127, p = .003, partial 𝜂2 = .11.
Moral justifications were used most in the Parent Directive condition (57%), with no
significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex. There were no significant
differences in Moral justifications found for exposure group, age or sex for any of the other
conditions. There was fewer use of the other justification categories (see Table 15) with no
significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex (see Table 16). As noted, mainly
Obligation to Family justifications were used in the Cousin Rival Gang Member Condition.
There were no significant differences found by exposure group, age or sex.
Differences in the use of Moral justifications were found by condition, F(3, 179.757) =
13.747, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .16. Post hoc analyses show that Moral justifications were used in
the Parent Directive condition more than all other conditions; and, conversely, used in the Cousin
Gang Member condition less than all other conditions. Differences in the use of Self-Defense/In
Defense of Others justifications were found by condition, F(2.790, 198.072) = 11.379, p = .000,
partial 𝜂2 = .14. Post hoc analyses show that Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications
were used in the Gang Member condition significantly more than all other conditions. There
were also significant differences in the use of Authority/Social Conventions justifications by
condition, F(1.767, 125.444) = 15.848 p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .18. Post hoc analyses show that
Authority/Social Conventions justifications were used in the Law Permits condition more than
all other conditions. Differences in the use of Obligation to Family justifications were also found
by condition, F(, 71) = 84.941, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .55. Post hoc analyses show that Obligation
to Family justifications were used in the Cousin Gang Member condition significantly more than
all other conditions.
Correlations between Social Judgments and Justification Categories
Correlational analyses using Spearman’s Rho were conducted to examine the associations
between judgments and justification categories for each condition of the Retaliation situation
(see Appendix). The use of Moral justifications was correlated with negative judgments for the
Gang Member, Parent Directive, Law Permits and the Cousin Gang Member conditions (range
of rs= .32 - .99, p < .01). Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were correlated with
positive judgments across all conditions (range of rs= -.71 to -.99, p < .01). Authority/Social
Conventions justifications were correlated with positive judgments for the Law permits condition
(rs= -.49, p < .01). And Obligation to Family justifications were correlated with negative
judgments in the Cousin Gang Member condition (rs= .71, p < .01).
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Summary of Extortion Conditions
Overall, the results of the Extortion conditions yielded no significant patterns of betweengroup differences in judgments and justifications by exposure, age or sex. A majority or near
majority of participants from both exposure groups (high-risk group = 45-54%; low-risk group =
45-68%) endorsed the act of harm for the Gang Member, Parent Directive, and Law Permits
conditions. In contrast, a majority of participants from both exposure groups (high-risk group=
60%; low-risk group= 68%) judged the act of harm as wrong for the Cousin Gang Member
condition. There were also variations in justifications among participants who made positive
judgments. For instance, in the Parent and Law Permits conditions, positive judgments
corresponded with reasons of Self-Defense/In Defense of Others and Authority/Social
Conventions, whereas the Authority/Social Conventions category was used significantly more in
the Law Permits condition compared to all other conditions. Reasons given for the negative
judgments across most conditions corresponded with Moral concerns. For the Cousin Gang
Member condition, participants from both exposure groups primarily used reasons associated
with the Obligation to Family category for why the act of harm was wrong, and to a lesser extent,
Moral reasons.
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Non-Rivalry: Personal Movements
The Personal Movement situation consisted of the protagonist attempting to cross a
mara-enforced border so as to visit a friend in who lives in a neighborhood of a different mara.
A member of a mara prohibits the protagonist from crossing the border, thus the protagonist hits
the gang member and proceeds to cross the border. Subsequent conditions of the situation
included the parent directive of the protagonist to hit the gang member, the law permitting the
harm of the gang member, and switching the interpersonal relationship from the gang member to
a cousin who is the member of the mara prohibiting the protagonist.
Social Judgments for the Personal Movement Conditions
The social judgments are presented in Table 12 by percentages, means and standard
deviations organized by exposure risk group and age group responses for each condition. As can
be seen in Table 17, majorities of children and adolescents in the low-risk group (65% and 75%,
respective) and in the high-risk (75% and 85%, respective) judged the act of harm as not alright
for the Gang Member Condition. Table 19 presents social judgments and justifications in
percentages organized by exposure group, age group and sex, with significance values.
There were no differences found by exposure group, age or sex. Table 19 also shows that
similar judgments were made for the three other conditions: Parental Directive, Law Permits and
Cousin Gang Member. Age differences were only found for the Parent Directive condition, F(1,
72) = 6.844, p = .011, partial 𝜂2 = .09, where 40% of the children judged the act of harm as
alright, and fewer adolescents (15%) did. No other differences were found by exposure group,
age or sex for each of the conditions.
Differences in judgments were found by condition, F(3, 183.211) = 17.401, p = .000,
partial 𝜂2 = .20. Post hoc analyses show that the act of violence was judged as alright in the Law
Permits condition more than all other conditions.
Justification Categories for the Personal Movement Conditions
Percentages of the justifications used for the personal movements condition are presented
in Table 18, which shows that Moral justifications were used the most for the Gang Member,
Parental Directive and Law Permits conditions. By contrast, the Obligations to Family
justification was most (53%) used in the Cousin Gang Member condition. For each of the
conditions, no significant differences were found for Moral justifications by exposure group or
sex. Age differences were only found for the Parent Directive condition, F(1, 72) = 4.688, p =
.034, partial 𝜂2 = .06, where adolescents used Moral justifications more than children. There was
less use of the other justification categories (see Table 18) with no significant differences by
exposure group, age or sex (see Table 19). As noted, mainly Obligation to Family justifications
were used in the Cousin Gang Member Condition. There were no significant differences by
exposure group, age or sex.
Differences in the use of Moral justifications were found by condition, F(3, 69) = 26.514,
p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .54. Post hoc analyses show that Moral justifications were used
significantly less for the Cousin Gang Member Condition than all other conditions. By contrast,
Obligation to Family justifications were used in the Cousin Gang Member Condition
significantly more than all other conditions, F(1, 71) = 77.294, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .52.

49

Table 17
Judgments of Personal Movements Conditions in Percentages, Means (Standard Deviations)
High-Risk Group
Conditions

Children

Low-Risk Group

Adolescents

Children

Adolescents

Gang Member
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

25
0
75
2.50 (.89)

15
0
85
2.70 (.73)

20
15
65
2.45 (.83)

25
0
75
2.50 (.89)

Parent Directive
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

45
05
50
2.05 (1.00)

05
0
95
2.90 (.45)

40
0
60
2.20 (1.01)

25
05
70
2.45 (.89)

Law Permits
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

47
0
52
2.05 (1.03)

25
05
70
2.45 (.89)

40
0
60
2.20 (1.01)

50
0
50
2.00 (1.03)

Cousin G-M
Alright
Mixed
Not Alright
M(SD)

20
0
80
2.60 (.82)

20
0
80
2.60 (.82)

10
05
85
2.75 (.64)

20
0
80
2.60 (.82)

Note. Judgments: 1= Alright, 2= Mixed, 3=Not Alright.
Table 18
Justifications Personal Movements Conditions in Percentages
Conditions

Justifications

Gang
Member

Parent
Directive

Law
Permits

Cousin
G-M

Moral

72

64

62

31

Self-Defense/In Defense of Others

13

09

08

09

Authority/Social Conventions

33

36

45

25

Avoid Punishment

0

08

01

03

Obligation to Family

0

0

0

53

Unelaborated

0

0

0

0
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Correlations between Social Judgments and Justification Categories
Correlational analyses using Spearman’s Rho were conducted to examine the associations
between judgments and justification categories for each condition of the Retaliation situation
(see Appendix). The use of Moral justifications was correlated with negative judgments for all
conditions (range rs = .32 - 81, p < .01). Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were
correlated with positive judgments in the Parent Directive condition (rs= -.35, p < .01); and
although there was a trend associated with positive judgments in the other conditions, they were
not at a significant level (range of rs = -.09 to -.21). The use of Authority/Social Conventions
justifications was correlated with positive judgments for each condition (range of rs = -.51 to .74, p< .01). The Obligation to Family justification was correlated with negative judgments for
the Cousin Gang Member condition (rs = .45, p < .01).
Summary of Personal Movement conditions
Overall, the results of the Personal Movement conditions showed no significant patterns
of between-group differences in judgments and justifications as a function of exposure, age or
sex. For most conditions, a majority of participants from both exposure groups judged the act of
harm as wrong for primarily Moral reasons. Positive judgments were made for reasons of SelfDefense/In Defense of Others and Authority/Social Conventions. In the Law Permits condition,
there was a significant increase in positive judgments from both exposure groups in comparison
to all other conditions, where reasons corresponded more with the Authority/Social Conventions
category. For the Cousin Gang Member condition, most participants from both exposure groups
judged the act of harm as wrong for reasons associated with the Obligation to Family category.
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Interpersonal Relationship Conditions
The previous sections of analyses examined between-group differences in judgments and
justifications as a function of exposure group, age, sex and situational conditions. Another focus
of this study was to examine whether or not switching the interpersonal relationships between the
protagonists in each situation had a within-group effect on moral judgments and justifications for
each exposure, age and sex group. For each non-gang and gang-related situation, within-group
analyses were conducted with 2 (exposure group: high-risk, low-risk) x 2 (age group: children,
adolescents) x 2 (sex: female, male) x 2 (conditions: stranger/classmate, gang member/cousin
gang member) ANOVAs and MANOVAs with judgments and justifications as repeated
measures. Post-hoc analyses of judgments and justification categories were conducted using
Bonferroni pair-wise tests.
Interpersonal Relationship: Non-Mara
Social Judgments for Non-Mara Interpersonal Relationships
The social judgments and justification categories are presented in Table 20 by
percentages, means and standard deviations organized by exposure risk group, age group and sex
for each interpersonal condition. As can be seen in Table 20, all participants judged the act of
physical harm as not alright in both the Stranger and Classmate conditions. There were no
significant within-group differences by exposure group, age or sex.
Justification Categories for Non-Gang Interpersonal Relationships
Moral justifications were used the most in the Stranger and Classmate conditions, as
shown in Table 20. There were no significant within-group differences by exposure group, age or
sex.
Interpersonal Relationship: Territory Dispute
Social Judgments for the Territory Dispute Interpersonal Relationships
The social judgments and justification categories are presented in Table 21 by
percentages organized by exposure risk group, age group and sex for each interpersonal
condition. As can be seen in Table 21, for the Rival Gang Member condition, a majority of the
low-risk group (75%) and fewer of the high-risk group (48%) judged the act of harm as not
alright. By contrast, majorities of the high-risk group (82%) and the low-risk group (93%) judged
the act of harm as not alright in the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition. The switch in
interpersonal relationships yielded significant differences for the high-risk group F(1, 77) =
18.287, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .19, and no significant differences for the low-risk group.
Significant differences were also found for children, F(1, 77) = 12.889, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14,
adolescents, F(1, 77) = 6.081, p = .016, partial 𝜂2 = .07, as well as for females, F(1, 77) = 4.277,
p = .042, partial 𝜂2 = .05, and males F(1, 77) = 15.857, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .17. Each group,
except for the low-risk group, judged the act of harm as not alright significantly more in the
Cousin Rival Gang Member than in the Rival Gang Member condition.
Social Judgments for the Territory Dispute Interpersonal Relationships
The social judgments and justification categories are presented in Table 21 by
percentages organized by exposure risk group, age group and sex for each interpersonal
condition. As can be seen in Table 21, for the Rival Gang Member condition, a majority of the
low-risk group (75%) and fewer of the high-risk group (48%) judged the act of harm as not
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alright. By contrast, majorities of the high-risk group (82%) and the low-risk group (93%) judged
the act of harm as not alright in the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition. The switch in
interpersonal relationships yielded significant differences for the high-risk group F(1, 77) =
18.287, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .19, and no significant differences for the low-risk group.
Significant differences were also found for children, F(1, 77) = 12.889, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14,
adolescents, F(1, 77) = 6.081, p = .016, partial 𝜂2 = .07, as well as for females, F(1, 77) = 4.277,
p = .042, partial 𝜂2 = .05, and males F(1, 77) = 15.857, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .17. Each group,
except for the low-risk group, judged the act of harm as not alright significantly more in the
Cousin Rival Gang Member than in the Rival Gang Member condition.
Justification Categories the Territory Dispute Interpersonal Relationships
As also shown in Table 21, Moral justifications were used the most for the Rival Gang
Member condition, and Obligation to Family justifications were used the most in Cousin Rival
Gang Member condition. The switch in interpersonal relationships yielded significant differences
in the use of Moral justifications for the high-risk F(1, 77) = 21.079, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .22,
and low-risk group, F(1, 77) = 98.135, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .56, for children, F(1, 77) = 43.335,
p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .36, and adolescents, F(1, 77) = 46.371, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .38, as well as
for females F(1, 77) = 59.740, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .44, and males, F(1, 77) = 34.027, p = .000,
partial 𝜂2 = .31. For each group, Moral reasons were used significantly more in the Rival Gang
Member condition than in the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition. There were significant
differences in the use of the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications as a function of
interpersonal relationships for the high-risk group, F(1, 77) = 10.453, p = .002, partial 𝜂2 = .12,
children, F(1, 77) = 12. 967, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, as well as males, F(1, 77) = 6.698, p =
.012, partial 𝜂2 = .080. For each group, Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justifications were
used significantly more in the Rival Gang Member condition than in the Cousin Rival Gang
Member condition.
Significant differences were also found in the use of Authority/Social Conventions
justifications for the high-risk, F(1, 77) = 7.064, p = .010, partial 𝜂2 = .08, and low-risk group,
F(1, 77) = 4.823, p = .031, partial 𝜂2 = .06; children, F(1, 77) = 5.225, p = .025, partial 𝜂2 = .064,
and adolescents, F(1, 77) = 6.557, p = .012, partial 𝜂2 = .08; as well as females, F(1, 77) = 4.790,
p = .032, partial 𝜂2 = .06, and males, F(1, 77) = 7.037, p = .010, partial 𝜂2 = .08. For each group,
Authority/Social Conventions justifications were used significantly more in the Rival Gang
Member condition than in the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition. As noted above, Obligation
to Family justifications were used solely in the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition, where
significant differences in the use of the category was found for the high-risk group, F(1, 77) =
147.084, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .66, and low-risk group, F(1, 77) = 225. 182, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 =
.75; children, F(1, 77) = 190.036, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .71, and adolescents F(1, 77) = 165.205, p
= .000, partial 𝜂2 = .68; as well as females, F(1, 77) = 178.663, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .70, and
males, F(1, 77) = 174.431, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .69.
Interpersonal Relationship: Retaliation
Social Judgments for Retaliation Interpersonal Relationships
The social judgments and justification categories are presented in Table 22 by
percentages organized by exposure risk group, age group and sex for each interpersonal
condition. As can be seen in Table 22, for the Rival Gang Member condition, the high-risk group
(45%) and the low-risk group (53%) were nearly split in their judgments of the act of harm as not
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alright, whereas majorities of both exposure groups judged the act of harm as not alright in the
Cousin Rival Gang Member condition (72%, F(1, 76) = 7.964, p = .006, partial 𝜂2 = .10; 85%,
F(1, 76) = 11.897, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, respectively). The switch in interpersonal
relationships also yielded significant differences in judgments for children, F(1, 76) = 19.444, p
= .000, partial 𝜂2 = .20, and males, F(1, 76) = 27.676, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .27. Each group
judged the act of harm as not alright more in the Cousin Rival Gang Member than in the Rival
Gang Member condition. There was near significance for adolescents, F(1, 76) = 3.759, p = .056,
and no differences were found for females, F(1, 76) = 1.730, p = .192.
Justification Categories for Retaliation Interpersonal Relationships
As shown in Table 22, the switch in interpersonal relationships yielded significant
differences in the use of Moral justifications for the high-risk group, F(1, 76) = 14.544, p = .000,
partial 𝜂2 = .16, and low-risk group, F(1, 76) = 30.158, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .28; for children,
F(1, 76) = 20.068, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .21, and adolescents, F(1, 76) = 22.556, p = .000, partial
𝜂2 = .23; as well as for females, F(1, 76) = 24.974, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .24, and males, F(1, 76)
= 17.979, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .19. Each group used the Moral category more in the Rival Gang
Member condition than in the Cousin Rival Gang Member condition. Significant differences
were also found in the use of the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justification for the high-risk
group, F(1, 76) = 12.117, p = .001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, and low-risk group, F(1, 76) = 15.826, p =
.000, partial 𝜂2 = .17; for children, F(1, 76) = 29.059, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .23, and adolescents,
F(1, 76) = 5.048, p = .028, partial 𝜂2 = .06; as well as for females, F(1, 76) = 4.959, p = .029,
partial 𝜂2 = .06, and males, F(1, 76) = 30.048, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .28. Each group used the
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others more in the Rival Gang Member condition than in the Cousin
Rival Gang Member condition. And significant differences were found in the use of the
Obligation to Family justification for the high-risk group F(1, 76) = 59.192, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 =
.44, and low-risk group, F(1, 76) = 91.668, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .55; for children F(1, 76) =
96.488, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .56, and adolescents, F(1, 76) = 55.826, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .42; as
well as for females F(1, 76) = 51.515, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .40, and males, F(1, 76) = 110.323, p
= .000, partial 𝜂2 = .59. Each group used the Obligation to Family category solely in the Cousin
Rival Gang Member condition.
Interpersonal Relationship: Extortion
Social Judgments for Extortion Interpersonal Relationships
The social judgments and justification categories are presented in Table 23 by
percentages organized by exposure risk group, age group and sex for each interpersonal
condition. As can be seen in Table 23, slight majorities of both the high-risk group (55%) and
low-risk group (55%) judged the act of harm as not alright in the Gang Member condition. In the
Cousin Gang Member condition, a larger percentage of the high-risk group and the low-risk
group judged the act of harm as not alright (60%, F(1, 78) = 7.624, p = .007, partial 𝜂2 = .09;
68%, F(1, 76) = 22.612, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .23, respectively). The switch in interpersonal
relationships also yielded significant differences in judgments for children F(1, 78) = 12.154, p =
.001, partial 𝜂2 = .14, and adolescents, F(1, 78) = 15.531, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .17; as well as for
females F(1, 76) = 9.498, p = .003, partial 𝜂2 = .11, and males F(1, 76) =18.995, p = .000, partial
𝜂2 = .20. In each case, the act of harm was judged as not alright significantly more for the Cousin
Gang Member condition than in the Rival Gang Member condition.
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Justification Categories for Extortion Interpersonal Relationships
As shown in Table 23, the switch in interpersonal relationships yielded significant
differences in the use of Moral justifications for the high-risk group, F(1, 78) = 7.283, p = .009,
partial 𝜂2 = .09, and the low-risk group F(1, 78) = 6.452, p = .013, partial 𝜂2 = .08.; for
adolescents, F(1, 78) = 11.260, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .13, and for females F(1, 78) = 12.798, p =
.001, partial 𝜂2 = .14. In each case, Moral justifications were used in the Gang Member condition
significantly more than in the Cousin Gang Member condition. There were no significant
differences found for children or for males. Significant differences were found in the use of the
Self-Defense/In Defense of Others justification for the high-risk group, F(1, 78) = 5.902, p =
.017, partial 𝜂2 = .07, and low-risk group, F(1, 76) = 22.157, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .22; for
children, F(1, 78) = 10.814, p = .002, partial 𝜂2 = .12, and adolescents, F(1, 78) = 13.964, p =
.000, partial 𝜂2 = .15; as well as for females F(1, 78) = 9.199, p = .003, partial 𝜂2 = .11, and
males, F(1, 76) = 15.948, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .17. In each case, the Self-Defense/In Defense of
Others justification was used in the Gang Member condition significantly more than in the
Cousin Gang Member condition. And significant differences were also found in the use of the
Obligation to Family justification for the high-risk group, F(1, 78) = 29.752, p = .000, partial 𝜂2
= .28, and low-risk group, F(1, 78) = 52.892, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .40; for children F(1, 78) =
29.752, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .28, and adolescents, F(1, 78) = 52.892, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .40; as
well as for females F(1, 78) = 51.797, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .40, and males F(1, 78) = 30.804, p =
.000, partial 𝜂2 = .28. In each case, the category was used in the Cousin Gang Member more than
in the Gang Member condition.
Interpersonal Relationship: Personal Movements
Social Judgments for Personal Movements Interpersonal Relationships
The social judgments and justification categories are presented in Table 24 by
percentages organized by exposure risk group, age group and sex for each interpersonal
condition. As can be seen in Table 24, majorities in the high-risk group and the low-risk group
judged the act of harm as not alright in both the Gang Member condition (80% & 70%,
respectively) and the Cousin Gang Member condition (78% & 85%, respectively). Similar
findings were found each age group and sex. There were no significant differences in judgments
as a function of interpersonal relationships for each exposure group, age group and sex.
Justification Categories for Personal Movements Interpersonal Relationships
As is shown in Table 24, the switch in interpersonal relationships yielded significant
differences in the use of Moral justifications for the high-risk group, F(1, 78) = 23.159, p = .000,
partial 𝜂2 = .23, and the low-risk F(1, 78) = 15.529, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .17; for children F(1,
78) = 13.069, p = .002, partial 𝜂2 = .11, and adolescents F(1, 78) = 32.962, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 =
.30; as well as for females F(1, 78) = 13.842, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .15, and males F(1, 78) =
25.362, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .25. In each case, Moral justifications were used in the Gang
Member condition significantly more than in the Cousin Gang Member condition. There were no
significant differences found for the use of the Self-Defense/In Defense of Others and
Authority/Social Conventions justifications for each exposure group, age group and sex. The
Obligation to Family justification was used solely in the Cousin Gang Member condition.
Significant differences were found for the high-risk group, F(1, 78) = 32.622, p = .000, partial 𝜂2
= .30, and low-risk group, F(1, 78) = 45.152, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .38; for children F(1, 78) =
34.445, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .30, and adolescents, F(1, 78) = 42.768, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .35; as
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well as for females F(1, 78) = 25.087, p = .000, partial 𝜂2 = .24, and males F(1, 78) = 57.460, p =
.000, partial 𝜂2 = .42.
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Discussion
The findings from the current study correspond with previous research on domains of
moral development in which children and adolescents coordinate moral and social-conventional
concerns as they deliberated the contextual features of the non-mara and mara-related situations
presented to them. Moreover, the results do not support a contagion view of social cognitive
learning which suggests that children and adolescents who are exposed to violence internalize it
in the form of accepting violent behavior as a general normative schema (Ransford et al., 2016;
Huesmann, 2018). Rather, what was found was that children and adolescents living in
communities impacted by maras in Honduras and children and adolescents in Nicaragua made
similar judgments and used similar justification reasoning for particular circumstances and
contexts, with variations found in other contexts. In addition, participants from Honduras did not
completely endorse the physical harm committed by members of maras. Instead, children and
adolescents from both exposure groups in this study discriminated between conventional rules,
authority figures, and laws with concerns of wellbeing of individuals and family members in
their moral deliberations across each context of non-gang and gang-related violence.
The current study with children and adolescents from Honduras and Nicaragua is a
contribution to the literature on moral development and exposure to violence. Specifically, this
study examined the social-moral judgments and justifications made by children and adolescents
about interpersonal acts of physical harm couched in the contexts of ongoing mara conflict.
Furthermore, this study has expanded on the previous research in a number of ways. First, this
study compared children and adolescents who have lived in community conditions of mara
violence for most of their life with children and adolescents who have not lived in such
conditions. This comparative design also addressed the need for cross-cultural research that
“compare[s] data collected from differing cultures or even from different parts of the world with
relatively similar cultures” (Cairns & Dawes, 1996, p. 135) so as to better understand the effects
of violence. Second, in contrast to studies that solely examined social judgments of acts of harm
in uncontextualized assessments (Guerra et al., 2003; Huesmann et al., 2017), this study
examined both social judgments and the justifications underlying the judgments of participants.
Third, although some research has examined both social-moral judgments and
justifications of children exposed to political armed conflict (Ardila-Rey et al., 2009; Posada &
Wainryb, 2008), participants in these studies were asked to make moral decisions about
situations of interpersonal harm that did not include contexts of the broader conflict they had
been exposed to. In contrast, participants in the current study were presented with hypothetical
situations that reflected certain violent conditions involving maras and community dynamics of
the participants in Honduras. Lastly, there have been very few studies in general that have
examined the possible effects that interpersonal relationships between perpetrators and victims of
violence may have on social-moral thinking (Fontaine et al., 2002; Tisak & Tisak, 1996). This
study examined whether switching the social relationships between both protagonists in the
situations has an effect on the moral decisions of children and adolescents by controlling for the
act of harm and consequence.
Moral Evaluations of Unprovoked, Alright, and Necessary Acts of Violence
As expected, the findings from the general assessments and the non-gang (i.e., baseline)
situation show that children and adolescents from both the high-risk group and low-risk group
did not approve of unprovoked acts of physical harm in general. For instance, all participants
provided moral reasons for judging harming another person as wrong in the abstract, regardless
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if school authorities permit it, and generalized their judgments and justifications outside of their
own country’s context when asked if it is alright when permitted in another country. Similarly,
for the non-gang (i.e., baseline) situation, most, if not all, participants did not approve of the
violent act for moral reasons. These findings correspond with studies on moral development with
children exposed to political violence (Ardila-Rey et al., 2009; Posada & Wainryb, 2008),
children classified as violent (Astor, 1994), and more broadly, with children from the general
population (Helwig, 1995; Smetana, 2013). These studies show that most, if not all, children
judge acts of intentional harm as wrong out of concerns for the welfare of others in situations of
unprovoked harm or harm in general. One example of moral justifications in the current study as
to why it is not alright to harm another person in general is given by a participant from the highrisk group:
Participant: Because that is bullying. It is harming other people. For me, that is not
correct.
Interviewer: And what do you mean by bullying?
Participant: To hit other people, to treat them bad.
However, the questions of whether there were moments when it was Alright or Necessary
to physically harm another person yielded variations in judgments and reasoning. As expected,
acts of physical harm were endorsed as a response to direct threats of physical harm to oneself or
to others, prompting concerns for self-defense or defending the welfare of others in their
justifications. A majority of participants endorsed physically hitting another person for both
questions for situations of self-defense or in defense of others. For example, a participant from
the low-risk group responded that for the Alright question:
Participant: Well, only if they tell me something or if they do something to me or if they
are bothering someone, a family member of mine, a friend or someone who I care about
and who cannot defend themselves.
Interviewer: Ok. And what is an example of someone doing something to you and you
can hit them?
Participant: Well if no one is around and they are hitting me, then I would hit him.
Interviewer: And in that situation, why could you hit that person if they are hitting you?
Participant: It would be a form of self-defense.
A participant from the high-risk group responded with the following for the Necessary question:
Participant: When they hit me.
Interviewer: Why is it ok if they hit you?
Participant: Like when someone is playing and maybe the trip you, they hit you or if they
throw rocks at you or punch you.
Negative judgments for both questions, however, were primarily made for reasons concerning
the wellbeing of individuals, and to a lesser degree, avoiding punishment.
The findings for the Alright and Necessary questions correspond with studies that found
that children judge acts of harm as acceptable for reasons of self-defense in situations defined as
prosocial in which there is a potential harm to oneself or to others (Jambon & Smetana, 2014;
Rule et al., 1974; Rule et al., 1975). For instance, Rule and colleagues (1974) found that younger
and older children were more likely to accept acts of physical harm for prosocial intentions
compared to hostile intentions, where an act of harm is committed for selfish reasons. Jambon
and Smetana (2014) had similar findings for older children.
Surprisingly, and in contrast to what was expected, 35% of participants for the Alright
question and 33% of participants for the Necessary question regarded verbal insults (i.e., a non-
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physical threat) as a form of provocation deserving of physical harm. For example, a participant
from the high-risk group said:
Participant: Because one’s own mom is vital, from there the mother dies and one remains
with the that memory and with an ugly feeling in the heart.
Interviewer: And what is it that feels ugly in that situation?
Participant: How the other kid insulted my mom and I didn’t do anything because I was
scared, then something strange remains in my heart.
And a participant from the low-risk group stated that:
Participant: Because no one likes it when they insult your mother or your father, or
someone in your family.
Interviewer: Why not?
Participant: Because it is disrespectful to insult someone’s mother or parents.
Other studies have shown mixed results of children perceiving verbal insults as a form of
provocation, thus accepting physical harm as an appropriate response (Astor, 1994; Smetana,
Campione-Barr & Yell, 2003). For instance, children classified as aggressive were more likely to
endorse physical harm as a response to verbal insults than children classified as non-aggressive
(Astor, 1994). Yet, in another study, both younger and older children were less likely to accept
physically hitting a person in response to teasing and were, instead, more likely to accept teasing
as a response to teasing (Smetana et al, 2003). These findings seem to correspond with what
Helwig, Hildebrandt and Turiel (1995) conclude in their study on judgments about psychological
harm where children interpreted verbal insults differently as a function of the context in their
judgments and justifications. That is to say, depending on the type of insult and context (i.e.
directed at someone’s mother), harmful consequences of the insult may be perceived differently.
But overall, fewer participants in the current study judged physical harm as an acceptable
response to verbal insults.
Results from the general assessments and non-gang situation suggest that older children
and adolescents from both exposure groups did not accept harming another person out of
concerns for their well-being. But that, also, physical acts of harm are acceptable if they serve
potential protective functions under certain circumstances for themselves and for others.
Moral Evaluations as a Function of Exposure to Violence
Support for the expectation of differences in judgments and justifications as a function of
exposure group was limited primarily to the Territory Dispute situation involving a rival gang
member crossing the gang border into the territory of the protagonist’s gang. The remaining
situations of Retaliation, Extortion and Personal Movements yielded no significant pattern of
differences by exposure group. For the Territory Dispute situation, the high-risk group
consistently accepted physically hitting the rival gang member more than the low-risk group for
each condition except for when the rival gang member was the protagonist’s cousin. These
differences by exposure group included the use of Self-Defense/In Defense of Others,
Authority/Social Conventions, and Avoiding Punishment justifications. For example,
participant’s reasoning of self-defense or in defense of others was:
Because if someone gets in [the territory], just like if the one from the rival mara enters
here, they of 18th [gang] will search to kill him because he cannot enter here because he
could disguise himself like one of us and come just to kill people. And meanwhile those
of 18th [mara] take care of the people, [they] protect.
An example of a participant’s reasoning of authority and social conventions was:
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Because my uncle was like a leader of all of that [mara]. And my uncle would tell me
that if, for instance, I was from the rival mara and I would cross [the territory border]
they would kill me for crossing because they have their territory, and the others have their
territory too.
Another example of the use of Authority/Social Conventions justifications includes:
Participant: There I don’t know what to say because all the maras have their proper rules.
It is not good to get involved in those situations. Furthermore, they choose to get
involved.
Interviewer: What do you think, was it alright or not alright for Daniel to hit that person?
Participant: I don’t know because if that young person had not decided to get involved in
maras he would be ok.
Interviewer: And in this situation that he is in a mara and he hits the rival member for
crossing the gang border, is it alright or not alright that he hit him?
Participant: It is alright because they chose to be in the mara.
In comparison, a majority of the low-risk group did not accept physically hitting the rival gang
member across all conditions for primarily moral reasons.
Notably, in both the Territory Dispute and Retaliation situations, the gang leader directive
to commit the act of violence elicited significantly more positive judgments by the high-risk
group than the low-risk group, as well as the highest percentage of use of the Avoid Punishment
justification category compared to all other conditions. These concerns for avoiding punishment
had to do with the possible coercion of the protagonist by the gang leader. For instance, in the
Territory Dispute situation, one participant from the high-risk group justified committing the act
of violence with:
Participant: Yes.
Interviewer: It is alright, Why?
Participant: Because if he doesn’t do it [act of violence], the gang leader who told him to
could kill him.
In the Retaliation situation, similar concerns were expressed by a participant from the high-risk
group:
Participant: If the gang leader directs him to, he has to or else he [gang leader] will kill
him [protagonist]. He [gang leader] could kill him [protagonist]
Interviewer: Ok.
Participant: Yes.
Interviewer: And why would he kill him?
Participant: Because he didn’t obey him.
The results from the Gang Leader Directive condition suggest that, in comparison to the
participants’ responses regarding the other authority figures in each situation, such as with the
parents or the law permitting the act of harm, participants recognized that the gang leader posed
an additional risk of harm, and thus the act of violence could partly be the result from that
coercive threat. To be clear, the distinguishing feature of coercion by the gang leader compared
to concerns of parents or the law is that the protagonist’s life was at risk; a risk not associated
with parents or the law.
What the results show is that the children and adolescents from the high-risk group
attended to and coordinated salient risks and protective functions associated with territory
borders and gang leaders differently than the low-risk group, suggesting that because of their
exposure to maras in their community they are more aware of such dynamics, potential threats
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and protective functions of the territory borders to community members. One possible reason for
why the Retaliation, Extortion and Personal Movement situations did not yield significant
differences by exposure group could be that in each of these contexts, there were concerns
prioritized that were not completely associated with exposure to gangs, thus relatable to both the
high-risk and low-risk group. For instance, in the Retaliation situation, participants in both
exposure groups endorsed the act of harm for reasons of protecting or defending the
protagonist’s friend, whereas in the Extortion situation, participants from both exposure groups
endorsed the act of harm for reasons of protecting the welfare and subsistence of the
protagonist’s family from the consequences of extortion by the gang. However, as will be
discussed below, as part of their moral justifications in the Extortion situation, concerns over
retaliation by the extorting gang directed at the protagonist and the protagonist’s family was
expressed more by the high-risk group as a reason for why the protagonist should not hit the
extorting gang member. Taken together, this suggests that multiple concerns of harm were
considered by both exposure groups, depending on the context involving gangs.
The results of the associations between exposure to violence and moral reasoning in the
current study contrast and correspond with findings from other studies that have also examined
such associations. For example, results from two studies suggest that higher levels of exposure to
violence are associated with accepting violence in general (Guerra et al., 2003; Huesmann et al.,
2017). And yet, another study found no associations between children exposed to violence and
endorsing particular acts of physical harm and stealing (Posada & Wainryb, 2008). Findings
from the current study found limited differences by exposure group associated under particular
contexts of violence: territory disputes. The results from the current study do, however,
correspond somewhat with another study that found children exposed to violence endorsed
physical harm under certain circumstances of provocation, but not for general acts of harm or in
situations of retaliation (Ardila-Rey et al., 2009). That is to say, only in particular circumstances
were there differences by exposure groups, rather than broad, general differences as suggested by
others (Guerra et al., 2003; Huesmann et al., 2017).
Moral Evaluations as a Function of Age
Contrary to expectations, few significant differences were found by age for both the
gang-rivalry and non-gang rivalry situations. Although there were variations in the social
judgments and justifications by each age group across the non-gang rivalry and gang-rivalry
situations, no significant between-group age patterns were found. These findings may suggest
that older children consider similar multiple features of the violent contexts as do adolescents in
their moral judgments. For example, in the absence of perceived provocation or for questions of
harming others in general, both age groups used moral justifications for why it was wrong to hit
another person. However, when multiple concerns were introduced in the rival-gang and nonrival gang situations, such as with the Territory Dispute or Extortion situations, children and
adolescents did not rely exclusively on the protagonist intention or consequence to the victim.
Instead, both age groups attended to different features of the gang violence context, such as with
the functions of maintaining gang borders or the potential threat of coercion to the protagonist by
the gang leader, as well as the potential threats to neighborhood residents.
These age-group results in the current study correspond with the findings from Huesmann
and colleagues (2017) where there were no significant differences in accepting violence between
older children and adolescents exposed to violence; however younger children were more likely
to accept harming others. Likewise, Ardila-Rey and colleagues (2009) found that younger
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children were more likely than older children to endorse harming another person in
circumstances of retaliation. In contrast, Guerra and colleagues (2003) found that older children
exposed to violence were more likely to accept harming others in general, while no associations
were found with younger children. Furthermore, Posada and Wainryb (2008) found no age
differences, where very few older children and adolescents exposed to violence were likely to
endorse hitting and stealing.
Moral Evaluations as a Function of Sex
Contrary to expectations that there would be no differences as a function of sex, some
differences were found in the Alright and Necessary questions, as well as in the Retaliation
situation. For each of these conditions, males were more likely than females to endorse harming
another person in situations considered to be threatening to oneself or to others; that is to say, for
reasons of defending oneself or in defense of others. For instance, in the Retaliation condition,
one male from the low-risk group justified the act of harm with:
Participant: It is alright.
Interviewer: Why is it alright?
Participant: Because he was defending his friend.
Interviewer: And why is it alright to defend his friend?
Participant: Because in doing so he is a good friend and he [the friend] could have a
better future.
Similarly, a male from the high-risk group justified the act of harm with:
Participant: Yes, it is alright.
Interviewer: Why is it alright?
Participant: Because there are times when two people could be hitting him, and if his best
friend is watching, he could intervene. He would not stand there with his arms crossed.
He would say, well he defended me that other time so I will intervene too.
Interviewer: And why is it ok to intervene in a situation involving his friend?
Participant: Because they have been friends for so long, they play soccer together, they
have to defend each other. Although they are not brothers, they have to defend
themselves.
By contrast, females were more likely than males to judge the same acts of harm in the
Retaliation situation as not acceptable out of concerns for the wellbeing of person being hit. For
example, as one female adolescent from the high-risk group said:
Participant: No, because if one person does it to someone else, they don’t have to do the
same because they know it is harmful. Therefore, one has to change. They don’t have to
do what he did, one doesn’t have to continue to hit in retribution.
Interviewer: Ok.
Participant: One has to make the difference.
Similarly, a female child from the low-risk group justified her negative judgment with:
Participant: No, because if he [protagonist] wasn’t the person they hit, he shouldn’t get
involved in the problems of the other person.
Interviewer: Even though the other person is his friend, he shouldn’t get involved?
Participant: It would be wrong because if someone assaults another person, it would
cause pain to the other person and to the person who committed the harm.
And although the Extortion situation yielded the highest percentage in the use of Self-Defense/In
Defense of Others justifications by both males and females, no differences by sex were found.
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These concerns of defending others corresponded with the welfare of the protagonist’s family
who were being extorted by the gang member. For example, a participant from the high-risk
group said:
Participant: It is alright because Victor’s parents are poor, and the gang members came to
take their money. They will go without eating and will be malnourished. No, they are
suffering with a hunger and the others taking their money. It is not just.
Likewise, a participant from the low-risk group justified hitting the extorting gang member with
the following:
Participant: It is alright.
Interviewer: Why?
Participant: Because he was returning the money, because without the money his family
couldn’t survive.
Taken together, these findings by sex suggest that, in general, males are more likely than females
to view physical violence as acceptable if they serve a protective function in the form of
defending oneself or others from a potential threat of harm. Yet, under an extreme condition such
as extortion, where concerns of the food subsistence of one’s own family compete with
physically harming the extorting gang member, both males and females considered physical
violence as a protective measure. In addition, the type of relationship between who the
protagonist was protecting could be a factor in how males and females interpreted the need to
defend another person by using violence. The Retaliation situation involved the friend and fellow
gang member of the protagonist, whereas the Extortion situation involved the protagonist’s
family who were not affiliated with a gang. It could be that males accept using violence as a
form of protecting friends more than females, but if family members are involved, females may
be equally inclined to accept the use of violence as a form of protection.
The current findings by sex contrast with previous studies that examined children’s moral
evaluations about prosocial acts of harm (i.e., self-defense or defending others). These studies
found no differences by sex or gender (Jambon & Smetana, 2014; Rule et al., 1974). In the
research on exposure to violence, Huesmann and colleagues (2017) found that males were more
likely than females to accept violent acts in general. By contrast, results from the current study
show that for a majority of the non-gang and gang-related situations, females and males made
similar judgments and took into account similar concerns across a variety of contexts in their
moral deliberations. These overall results correspond with other studies on exposure to violence
that found no differences in social judgments and justifications between females and males
(Ardila-Rey et al., 2009; Guerra et al., 2003; Posada & Wainryb, 2008).
Implications of Mixed Results
One interpretation of the overall mixed results among the current and previous studies
could be that associations between exposure to violence and moral thinking are contingent on the
different types of violence that individuals are exposed to. For instance, there are qualitative
differences between the community-level violence exposure (i.e., shootings) that was controlled
for in the Guerra et al. (2003) study, with the type of violence examined in the present study,
namely, extortion and territory borders associated with maras. As pointed out above, extortion
and territory borders in Honduras serve a variety of functions that possibly differ from the
community-level violence examined in the United States by Guerra and colleagues (2003).
Furthermore, these forms of community-level violence have different social-historical dynamics
than the types of ethnic-political violence and political armed conflicts informing the work of
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others (Ardila-Rey et al., 2009; Huesmann et al., 2017; Posada & Wainryb, 2008; Wainryb,
2011). For instance, in their commentary for a 1996 issue of Child Development dedicated to the
topic of child development and ethnic and political violence, Cairns and Dawes (1996) cautioned
against collapsing political violence into a “homogenous entity”. In it they point out that,
“Clearly, different forms of violence may have different forms of impact […] even if it [political
violence] is happening in the same city, it does not mean that one can confidently say that its
psychological meaning is identical at two different points in time” (p. 136). Researchers have
approached the type of meaning youth make of violence in a number of ways. Some scholars
propose that a child’s ideological and religious identifications to a particular in-group, as well as
affiliations with prominent individuals in the child’s life endorse the violence or not mitigates
certain psychosocial outcomes and behaviors (Gvirsman, Huesmann, Dubow, Landau, Shikaki,
& Boxer, 2014; Punamäki,1996).
Another body of research has explored the personal narratives of perpetrators of violence
to examine what they describe as moral agency, that is, whether they expressed psychological
elements such as goals, guilt, desires, as well as perceptions of others and empathy for the
victims (Wainryb, 2011; Wainryb, Komolova, and Florsheim. 2010). Meaning making
interventions about personal episodes of violence has also been proposed as a way to buttress a
young perpetrator’s sense of moral understanding. However, other research has demonstrated
that meaning-making practices about violent events may be brokered by competing sectors of
society challenging any singular meaning and significance of the event (Daiute, 2010; Freedman
& Abazovic, 2006, 2006). For instance, Freedman and Abazovic’s (2006) study of adolescents’
mental health, forgiveness, sense of future and abandonment found disagreements among youth,
their parents and schoolteachers about what happened during the Balkan wars, as well as
disagreements about the purpose and functions of that such memories would serve. Each of these
areas of research suggest that meaning making processes about violent events take different
forms and are an evolving process at the individual and collective levels of society. Therefore,
research must carefully consider both the type of violence they are examining in relation to the
type of developmental outcomes examined, such as social-moral knowledge (Moreno, 2020).
Another possible reason for the mixed results in the body of literature on exposure to
violence and social-moral thinking may have to do with the variations in methodologies used and
the types of violence participants were asked to evaluate. For instance, the normative belief
protocols used by Guerra et al., (2003) and Huesmann et al., (2017) to assess children’s social
judgments included general belief questions such as “In general, is it OK to hit other people?”
and questions about uncontextualized forms of retaliation such as “Suppose a boy hits a girl? Do
you think it is Ok for the girl to hit him back?” However, no probing questions were asked from
which to examine the underlying reasons of their judgments. In addition, social judgments were
based on a cumulative rating scale whereby the reported findings did not make clear if there were
group differences regarding the general questions compared to those about retaliation. In
contrast, Ardila-Rey et al. (2009) and Posada and Wainryb (2008) examined children’s
evaluations of situations of harm that included stealing a toy or a bicycle or hitting another
person in different contexts and for different purposes. Whereas the current study examined acts
of physically hitting others within the context of gang-related violence.
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Moral Evaluations as a Function of Interpersonal Relationships
As expected, the switch in social relationships between protagonists (e.g., rival gang
member vs. cousin rival gang member) had an effect on the moral decisions of participants.
Differences in judgments and justifications were found in the Territory Dispute, Retaliation and
Extortion situations when the relationship to the protagonist changed from a non-family gang
member to that of a cousin affiliated with a gang. No significant differences were found in the
Non-gang (i.e., baseline) and Personal Movement situations where most participants judged the
actions of the protagonist as wrong for moral reasons. In each of these situations, participants
were most likely to judge the act of harm as wrong if the gang member was a cousin compared to
if the gang member was not a family member. Furthermore, the same participants were more
likely to reason that the protagonist should not harm the cousin gang member because family
kinships required additional concerns of welfare and care.
For example, a participant from the high-risk risk group, who endorsed hitting the rival
gang member in the Territory Dispute situation, said that it was not alright to hit the cousin
because:
[O]bviously the family needs to be united, they should not be hitting each other or
among brothers because that is bad.
And similarly, in the Retaliation situation, a participant from the low-risk group who endorsed
hitting the rival gang member for reasons of defending one’s friend said that it was not alright for
the protagonist to hit his cousin because:
[F]amily is worth more than friends and at the same time family is very important to him
as well as his friend. That is what someone has to tell him. I would choose family.
These findings strongly suggest that, in addition to the intentions and consequences of a violent
act, the type of social affiliations between the person aggressing and the person being aggressed
plays an important role in moral deliberations in that particular types of social relationships may
elicit a different set of concerns compared to other types of social relationships. However, results
from the Non-gang situation and the Personal Movement situation suggest that the effects of
interpersonal relationships diminish in situations of unprovoked violence or in situations where
violent acts are not perceived to serve any protective function as in defending oneself or others.
In general, these findings correspond with other studies that show variations in social
relationships between the person committing the harm and the person being harmed have an
effect on children’s social judgments (Fontaine et al., 2002; Tisak & Tisak, 1996). For example,
Fontaine and colleagues (2002) found that children and adolescents were more likely to accept
physical harm in certain circumstances from parents but not if a stranger committed the act of
harm. Similarly, Tisak and Tisak (1996) found that children and adolescents evaluations varied
on whether a bystander would intervene in situations of harm if the aggressor was a sibling or
friend. Unlike the previous studies, however, the current study controlled for the act of harm
(i.e., punching) and consequence (i.e., breaking the person’s nose) when switching the social
relationships. As shown in this study, family kinship conjured additional concerns of care, unity,
and respect that were intricately linked to notions of family in varying contexts of gang violence.
Lastly, the current study demonstrates that children’s and adolescents’ moral
deliberations and evaluations involve discriminating between different acts of harm (i.e.,
unprovoked and threats by gangs), authority figures (i.e., parents and gang leaders), social
conventions (i.e., gang-enforced borders and government laws), as well as social affiliations (i.e.,
non-family and family members). The findings support the view that children’s moral
development and thinking involves coordinating between moral and non-moral domains of
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knowledge in relation to how they make sense of and understand the salient features comprising
the situation they are evaluating (Turiel, 2015). And given that the multifaceted nature of the
documented violence in Honduras is dynamic and ever shifting (Insight Crime, 2015; Meza,
2016), these findings also suggest that children and adolescents in Honduras do not simply
accept the violence but, rather, attempt to navigate and understand the social-moral implications
of the social environments involving gang violence. The reasoning elicited from the participants
show that a number of concerns were considered across the hypothetical situations presented to
them, and that the use of justifications varied in a few ways depending on the context.
For instance, as discussed above, concerns associated with self-defense or defending
others varied by context, such as with the Retaliation and Extortion situation. Similarly, the
concerns associated with authority and social conventions varied by context across situations. In
the Territory Dispute situation, authority and social conventions justifications corresponding
with positive judgments had to do with the perceived shared agreement not to violate the
territory borders maintained by the rival maras. Whereas in the Personal Movements situation in
which there was no gang rivalry, the use of authority and social conventions justifications
corresponded with both positive and negative judgments—each highlighting different concerns.
As one participant from the low-risk group reasoned in their negative judgment:
No because he [gang member] could have told him [protagonist], you cannot pass [the
gang border] because you are not from this neighborhood and no one from the other
neighborhood can enter our neighborhood. And no one from his neighborhood could
enter and he had no reason to hit him.
By contrast, the act of violence was judged as alright by others out of concerns for authority and
suspicions towards community outsiders by the gang. For example, a participant from the highrisk group reasoned that:
the gang members are going to think that he [the non-gang affiliated protagonist] is going
to give information to the other gang”, and that “the gang leader told them [the gang
members] to prohibit any stranger from entering the neighborhood.
In addition, moral justifications used in the general assessments, non-gang-related situations had
to do primarily with the harm committed by the protagonist. However, the mara-related
situations yielded concerns of potential retaliation. In the Territory Dispute and Retaliation
situations, no more than 18% of participants from the high-risk group and 12% of the low-risk
group expressed such concerns across the conditions (i.e., parent directive, gang leader directive,
law permits). In the Extortion situation, between 13%-46% of the high-risk group and 0-18% for
the low-risk group expressed such concerns. And in the Personal Movement situation, between
23%-63% of the high-risk group and 10%-30% of the low-risk group expressed concerns of
retaliation. These concerns of retaliation by a mara included an escalation in severity of harm
(i.e., shooting), as well as the risks extending to family members of the protagonist, regardless of
any affiliations with maras. For example, one participant’s reasoning from the high-risk group
for why it was wrong for the protagonist to hit the gang member in the Personal Movement was:
Participant: Because he is a marero [gang member], he [protagonist] is nothing to the
marero. But he [protagonist] wanted to see his friend.
Interviewer: And why is it not alright that he hits the marero?
Participant: Because they could arrive and kill him for what he did.
An example of retaliation towards the family in the Extortion situation given by a participant
from the high-risk group was that:
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Participant: For me it is not alright because what if they found out who did it, then in
addition to taking their money, they would go and harm him or his family. Then he would
have committed the act of violence for the money without thinking about how they might
hurt his family.
Interviewer: Who might hurt his family?
Participant: Him [extorting gang member], because he [protagonist] assaulted him and
took the money, he [extorting gang member] could harm his [protagonist] family.
And these concerns over retaliation reflect the actual documented threats and acts of violence
perpetrated by maras in Honduras (“Extorsión: el mal que tiene de rodillas a medio Honduras”,
2017; InSight Crime, 2015).
Conclusions
The present study examined the social-moral judgments and justifications of children and
adolescents in Honduras and Nicaragua about particular conditions of violence related to maras.
In contrast to suggestions that children internalize and passively accept violence as a function of
exposure to violence as proposed by some from a social cognitive learning model (Ransford et
al., 2016), results from the current study showed that children and adolescents living in
conditions of maras in Honduras did not fully embrace the acts of gang-related violence
presented to them. Rather, the findings support a domain view of moral development in which
children and adolescents from both exposure groups in this study discriminated between
conventional rules, authority figures, and laws with concerns of wellbeing of individuals and
family members in their moral deliberations across each context of non-gang and gang-related
violence.
In the broader developmental literature, scholars have emphasized the need to examine
the variety of meaning children construct of the violence they are exposed to (Dubow et al.,
2009; Dawes & Finchilescu, 1993 cited in Cairns & Dawes, 1996; Freedman & Abazovic, 2006;
Punamäki, 1996; Wainryb, 2011). Researchers have approached the type of meaning youth make
of violence in a number of ways. Some scholars propose that a child’s ideological and religious
identifications to a particular in-group, as well as affiliations with prominent individuals in the
child’s life endorse the violence or not mitigates certain psychosocial outcomes and behaviors
(Gvirsman, Huesmann, Dubow, Landau, Shikaki, & Boxer, 2014; Punamäki,1996). Another
body of research has explored the personal narratives of perpetrators of violence to examine what
they describe as moral agency, that is, whether they expressed psychological elements such as
goals, guilt, desires, as well as perceptions of others and empathy for the victims (Wainryb,
2011; Wainryb, Komolova, and Florsheim. 2010). Interventions that focus on meaning making
about personal episodes of violence has also been proposed as a way to buttress a young
perpetrator’s sense of moral understanding.
However, other research has demonstrated that meaning-making practices about violent
events may be brokered by competing sectors of society challenging any singular meaning and
significance of the event (Daiute, 2010 Freedman & Abazovic, 2006). For instance, Freedman
and Abazovic’s (2006) study of adolescents’ mental health, forgiveness, sense of future and
abandonment found disagreements among youth, their parents and schoolteachers about what
happened during the Balkan wars, as well as disagreements about the purpose and functions of
that such memories would serve. Each of these areas of research suggest that meaning making
processes about violent events take different forms and are an evolving process at the individual
and collective levels of society. This study offers some evidence that moral judgments and
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reasoning are forms of knowledge in which children and adolescents make sense of the violence
affecting their lives.
Relatedly, it is imperative to also avoid collapsing the various dynamic conditions of
violence into a singular, static idea within research. Given its multiple spatial-temporal
dimensions, there must be careful considerations in how violence is conceptualized in
developmental research that examines how children and adolescents morally evaluate such
violence (Moreno, 2020). This includes recognizing that there are various social-historical
factors that shape violence whether at the community level or those of broader ethnic-political or
civil armed conflict. And that the meaning and significance of social conflict and violence are
also shaped by competing sectors of society. The violence associated with maras in Honduras is
complex, involving multiple individuals and authority figures, posing many hazards, constraints,
and protections to people’s welfare and safety over time. Thus, a collective practice framework
accommodates better the influence of the varying sectors of society such as the police, maras,
other community members who may share and have divergent goals, interpretations and
evaluations of the violence. In other words, such violence does not fit neatly into an in-group and
out-group framework, but rather, there is heterogeneity in social expectations and practices
associated with the gang violence. Recognizing such heterogeneity as a collective practice in
Honduras will offer a stronger perspective from which to consider future directions in research
on children’s understanding of the violence as well as from which to approach violence
intervention and prevention efforts in the country.
Limitations
There are a number of limitations to the current study. The sample size for each group of
children and adolescents in Honduras and Nicaragua was 40, thus limiting the generalizability of
the findings. Future work would require increasing the number of participants per group.
However, the design of the study did include a control group that was matched by socioeconomic status, sex, age, and certain cultural factors such as language. Another limitation was
that the duration of the interview averaged between 40 minutes to an hour due to the number of
hypothetical situations included in the interview protocol, thus possibly leading to fatigue of the
interviewees. The duration of the interview also conflicted at times with the limited time
available to remain in certain sectors of San Pedro Sula, Honduras, due to security precautions
stemming from the gang-violence. Thus, interview protocols should be limited to 2 or 3
hypothetical situations so as to reduce cognitive load as well as to accommodate the
neighborhood conditions that are constrained by the violence. Lastly, another limitation was that
the participants’ exposure to violence was not assessed using any particular Exposure to
Violence (ETV) survey as has been used in other research (Guerra et al., 2003; Posada &
Wainryb, 2008). Rather, exposure to violence was operationalized by recruiting participants with
the help of a local foundation and community leaders who live in and who administer
community outreach centers in sectors of San Pedro Sula that are controlled by maras. However,
future research should adopt an Exposure to Violence (ETV) survey so as to assess more clearly
the variety of forms of violence and durations of such exposure of children. But, adopting these
methods must be done in tandem with understanding the social-historical dimensions of the
violence that is the subject of the research studies (i.e., mara-related violence).
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Future directions
Given the multifaceted nature of social conflict and violence in general, and in Honduras
in particular, it is important for research in social-moral development to expand on children’s
and adolescents’ thinking about interpersonal violence to include their knowledge of the spatialtemporal conditions in which violence is situated. This would require examining children’s and
adolescents' judgments and reasoning about the forms and functions of violence that persist over
time in particular geographic locations in which they themselves are living, as well as how such
exposure changes as they get older. In addition, future studies should also compare youth
exposed to the gang violence in urban areas with youth living in rural areas within the same
country.
Furthermore, as the violence in Honduras suggests, societies are not monoliths in how
they symbolically portray and enact violence. Rather, youth grapple with conflicting narratives
and perpetuations of criminal and state-legitimized violence that may contradict and/or converge
at different moments in time. Thus, research should examine the ways in which youth attempt to
make sense of violence that may also be situated in a multiplicity of views and practices that are
neither coherent nor consistent. This would include probing the ways in which acts of violence
may be interpreted and perceived as benefiting the welfare of certain social groups while
simultaneously posing a threat to others; that is, being a prosocial act of protecting one group
from bodily harm under certain circumstances at the expense of another group.
Lastly, very little child developmental research has examined children’s causal
attributions about the complex social patterns of violence (Boxer & Tisak, 2003). Such research
would dovetail into policy and violence prevention efforts that seek to understand why certain
forms of violence occurs so as address it (Ransford et al., 2016; USAID, 2016).
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Appendix A. Interview Protocols
I.

Evaluación Abstracto (Daño Físico)
1. ¿Está bien o no está bien en golpear y hacerle daño físico a otra persona? ¿Por qué o por qué
no?
2. Supongamos que en tu escuela los profesores y la directora/o el director3 deciden no tener
reglas disciplinarias cuando se golpea a otra persona ¿Está bien o no bien para la escuela en
decidir eso? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
3. Supongamos que hay un país donde no tienen leyes para castigar cuando golpeas otra
persona ¿Está bien o no bien para ese país en no tener leyes con relación a esta situación?
¿Por qué o por qué no?
4. ¿Piensa usted que hay situaciones en las que podrías golpear o lastimar físicamente a otra
persona? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
5. ¿Piensa usted que hay situaciones cuando es necesario en golpear y hacerle daño físico a otra
persona? ¿Por qué o por qué no?

II.

Daño Físico Prototípico en Contexto sin Maras
Alberto nació y creció en la misma colonia. Un día mientras caminaba desde la escuela a su casa
él vio a otro niño/joven de su edad a quien él no conocía. Alberto se le acercó y le dio un
puñetazo, quebrándole la nariz. Alberto se fue a su casa.
Comprehension check:
• ¿Qué hizo Alberto al otro niño/joven?
1. ¿Está bien o no está bien que Alberto le dio un puñetazo al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por
qué no?
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2. Supongamos que los papas de Alberto le dijeron que él tiene que golpear a otros niños que no
viven en su colonia. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que Alberto golpee al otro niño? ¿Por qué
o por qué no?
3. Supongamos que en la ciudad donde vive Alberto hay una ley que permite que una persona
pueda golpear a un desconocido que no vive en su colonia. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que
Alberto le haya pegado al otro niño? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
4. Supongamos que el niño a quien Alberto le pegó, asiste a su misma escuela. ¿Estaría bien o
no estaría bien que Alberto golpee al otro niño? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
Preguntas Generales sobre maras
1. ¿Describe con tus propias palabras que piensas o que es una mara?

III.

Maras Rivales
A. Fronteras de Maras
Daniel pertenece a una mara llamado calle 15. Él vive pegado a la frontera/líneas divisorias con
la mara rival, llamada este 32. Por muchos años, las dos maras se han peleado y no dejan a la
mara contrario a pasar la frontera a su colonia. Un día Daniel vio a un niño/joven de la misma
edad del este 32 cruzando la frontera, entrando a la colonia de Daniel. Daniel se acercó al
niño/joven y le dio un puñetazo, quebrándole la nariz.
Comprehension check:
• ¿Qué pasó en esta situación?
• ¿Qué hizo Daniel?
1. ¿Está bien o no está bien que Daniel le dio un puñetazo al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por
qué no?
2. Supongamos que los papas de Daniel le dijieron que él tiene que golpear a miembros de la
mara rival si cruzan la frontera. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que Daniel golpee al otro
niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
3. Supongamos que el líder/jefe de la mara, le dijo a Daniel que él tiene que golpear a miembros
de la mara rival si cruzan la frontera para entrar a su colonia. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien
que Daniel golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
4. Supongamos que en la cuidad donde vive Daniel hay una ley que permite que las maras se
agredan entre ellos mismos si cruzan la frontera para entrar a su colonia. ¿Estaría bien o no
estaría bien que Daniel golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
5. Supongamos que el niño/joven al que golpeó Daniel es primo de Daniel. ¿Esta bien o no esta
bien que Daniel golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
B. Represalias
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Enrique pertenece a una mara llamada calle 10. Él vive pegado a la frontera con la mara rival
que se llaman Los Norteños. Por muchos años, las dos maras rivales se han peleado y han
intentado hacerle daño al otro grupo. Un día el mejor amigo de Enrique, quien también pertenece
a la misma mara que él, fue golpeado por un niño/joven de la misma edad quien pertenece a la
mara Los Norteños. Un día después, Enrique vio al niño/joven que golpeó a su mejor amigo, él
se acercó de él y le dio un puñetazo, quebrándole la nariz.
Comprehension check:
• ¿Qué pasó con Enrique y su amigo en esta situación?
• ¿Qué hizo Enrique?
1. Está bien o no está bien que lo que Enrique le dio un puñetazo al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o
por qué no?
2. Supongamos que los papas de Enrique le dijeron que él tiene que golpear al miembro de la
mara rival por lo que le hizo a su amigo. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que Enrique golpee al
otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
3. Supongamos que el líder/jefe de la mara, le dijo a Enrique que él tiene que golpear a
miembros de la mara rival por haber golpeado a su amigo. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que
Enrique golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
4. Supongamos que en la cuidad donde vive Enrique hay una ley que permite que permite que
las maras se agredan entre ellos mismos como repuesta de castigo? ¿Estaría bien o no estaría
bien que Enrique golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
5. Supongamos que el niño de los Norteños es primo de Enrique. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría esta
bien que Enrique golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
IV. Contexto de Maras sin Rivalidad
A. Extorsión
La familia de Víctor es dueña de una tiendita donde venden velas en una colonia que está
controlada por una mara que se llama este 32. La este 32 hacen que los dueños de los negocios
locales tienen que pagar un “impuesto de guerra” / “renta”. La familia de Víctor es muy pobre y
este mes solamente tienen suficiente dinero para pagar el impuesto o comprar comida para el
mes. Un día un niño/joven de la mara viene para colectar el impuesto y los papas de Víctor le
dan el pago. Víctor decide seguir al marero, quien es de la misma edad de Víctor, y lo golpea en
la cabeza dejándole inconsciente, le quita el dinero de su familia y se lo regresa a su familia. El
marero se despierta y no supo que paso.
Comprehension check:
• ¿Qué pasó con Víctor y su familia en esta situación?
• ¿Qué hizo Víctor?
1. Está bien o no está bien que Víctor le dio un puñetazo al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué
no?
2. Supongamos que los papas de Víctor le dijeron que él tiene que golpear al miembro de la
mara porque les cobró el dinero. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que Víctor golpee al otro
niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
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1. Supongamos que en la cuidad donde vive Víctor hay una ley que permite golpear a los
mareros si les están robando. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que Víctor golpee al otro
niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
3. Supongamos que el niño de la este 32 es primo de Víctor. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que
Víctor golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
B. Movimiento Personal Restringido a la Fuerza (Fronteras de Maras)
David vive cerca de una frontera/línea divisoria controlada por la mara calle 8. David no es
miembro de ninguna mara. Un día, David estaba caminando hacia la casa de un amigo el cual
vive cruzando la frontera/línea divisoria en la otra colonia. Un miembro de la calle 8, quien es de
la misma edad de David, no le dejó cruzar la frontera/ línea divisoria por que David no vive en
esa colonia. David le da un puñetazo, quebrándole la nariz y él continuó caminando hacia a la
casa de su amigo.

Comprehension check:
• ¿Qué pasó con David en esta situación?
• ¿Qué hizo David?
1. ¿Está bien o no está bien que David golpee al otro niño/joven de la mara? ¿Por qué o por qué
no?
2. Supongamos que los papas de David le dijeron que él tiene que golpear al marero si no le
permite cruzar la frontera para entrar a otra colonia. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien que David
golpee al otro niño/joven de la mara? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
3. Supongamos que en la cuidad donde vive David hay una ley que permite golpear a los
mareros por no dejar cruzar la frontera para entrar a la colonia. ¿Estaría bien o no estaría bien
que David le pegue al otro niño/joven de la mara? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
4. Supongamos que el niño/joven de la otra mara es primo de David. ¿Esta bien o no esta bien
que David golpee al otro niño/joven? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
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