JOURNAL OF
SOCIAL AND
EDUCATIONAL
RESEARCH

RESEARCH ARTICLE

P-ISSN: XXX-XXXX | E-ISSN: XXX-XXXX

Journal of Social and Educational Research, 2022, 1(1), 27-33

Is theory of mind correlated with moral identity among primary

school children?

Kerem Coskun'®, Betty J. Liebovich?®, Cihan Kara'®, Ozkan Cikrikci3

LEducation Faculty, Artvin Coruh University,
Turkiye

2Goldsmiths University of London, United
Kindgom

3Education Faculty, Gaziosmanpasa
University, Turkiye

Corresponding Author

Kerem Coskun, Education Faculty, Artvin
Coruh University, Artin, Tlrkiye

E-mail: keremcoskun@artvin.edu.tr

Received : 16 August 2022
Accepted : 2 November 2022
Online Published : 31 December 2022

©2022 JSER, Available online at
https://www.journalser.org

The purpose of the research is to reveal the correlation between theory of mind (ToM) and moral identity (MI)
among primary school children. A total of 148 primary school children were recruited into the research sample
by using convenience sampling. The present research was designed as correlational research. The data about
M1 were gathered with the Moral Identity Test developed Coskun and Kara (2019) and the data about ToM
were collected by using battery of theory of mind tasks consisting of eight ToM tasks. Data were analysed and
it was observed that there was neither significant nor robust correlation between ToM and MI. Based on these
results, it was concluded that this absence of correlation between the research variables may stem from
differences between the focal point of M| and that of ToM.
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INTRODUCTION

Human beings have always needed to establish social ties with others and avoided social
isolation and loneliness. Therefore, they sought out principles which allow them to build
social ties. People have tried to predict each other’s behaviours by inferring relationships
between their emotions, thoughts and actions in order to provide harmony between them.
Living together and avoidance of isolation and loneliness, inferring human behaviour from
thoughts and emotions requires a deep internal process.

These social processes were discovered and conceptualized. Living together and avoiding
isolation and loneliness highlight morality. Morality is described as the set of mental
beliefs which enable determination of what is good or bad, what is right or wrong, what is
justice and injustice. Human skills about morality were conceptualized through
observation of human behaviours by clustering them in terms of morality. As a result,
there are several concepts such as moral development, moral reasoning, moral character,
and moral socialization used to explain human behaviour according to morality. Moral
identity (MI) is one of these concepts. Moral identity is self-regulation which enables
humans to be motivated toward moral action (Aquino & Reeds, 2002; Blasi, 1984; Damon
& Hart, 1992). Ml is viewed as a kind of self-identification that humans use to construct
their self-definitions related to morality (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Moral self-identification
instils a belief in children that they are a good child by behaving based on parents’
expectations and family rules. The child will help whoever needs help, and apologise for
their faults to others around them as a result of this kind of moral self-identification
(Kochanska, 2002). Ml is also seen as a self-commitment which implies coherence
between a sense of self and action (Atkins, Hart, & Donnelly, 2004). As a consequence of
a wide range of features of MI, it is the unity between self-systems such as self-
identification, self-commitment and morality (Colby & Damon, 1992). Ml functions as
the basis of moral motivation thanks to the coherent unity between the self-system and
morality (Hardy & Carlo, 2011). This function makes moral identity a seminal predictor
of moral actions and commitment (Damon & Hardy, 1992; Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016).

On the other hand, moral identity consists of a complex structure involving moral values,
traits, and behavioural scripts (Aquino & Reeds, 2004; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004).
Learning plays a key role in this complex structure. Learning requires life experiences and
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comprises knowledge structure based on moral judgement and
moral behaviour (Aquino & Reed, 2002, Blasi, 2004; Lapsley
& Narvaez, 2004). The knowledge structure based on these life
experiences functions as an obligatory basis for behaviour.
Feeling obligation to participate in moral actions is related to
moral identity due to maintaining the self-system (Freeman,
Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009; Blasi, 1990; 1993). Therefore, Ml
allows avoidance of self-condemnation. MI is viewed as a
bridge between moral judgement and action. Incoherency or
failure in behaving in accordance with moral judgement evokes
some emotions which are known as moral emotions such as
shame, guilt, and regret. Therefore, Ml is a composite structure
including reason, judgement, behaviour, and emotion (Blasi,
1999; Stets & Carter, 2012).

Moral judgement, moral emotions, and moral behaviour entail
social interaction because none of them can be realized or felt
without social interaction. Social interaction allows a child to
observe other’s behaviours and form a judgement about what
moral action is. On the other hand, social interaction makes
receiving feedback about their behaviour possible. This
feedback triggers an emotional process in the person based on
the nature of the feedback. As a consequence of social
interaction, moral behavioural scripts and moral-mental
schemas develop about what is moral or what is immoral
(Narvaez, Lapsley, Hagele, and Lasky, 2006).

One of the concepts that enables harmony among human
beings, along with moral identity, is theory of mind (ToM). It
refers to the ability to attribute mental states to others and to
predict others’ behaviour thanks to these mental states (Sodian
2005). Attribution of mental states to others requires
observation of the self and others along with mental states such
as emotions, desires, intention, and beliefs (Wellman, Cross &
Watson, 2001). Attributing mental states highlights the ability
to gain insight into others’ minds and establish relationships
between mental states and behaviour (Imuta, Slaughter,
Ruffman, and Selcuk, 2010; Perner,1991; Wellman, 1990).
Therefore, Perner (1991), and Wellman and Woolley (1990)
viewed ToM as the conduct of reasoning about how mental
states impact behaviour. Ruffman (2014) noted that ToM is a
social insight into others’ mental states and behaviours. Hence,
ToM is a way of constructing a relationship between our inner
world and the outer world. The relationship requires
representation of the outer world in a conceptual network
(Sodian, 2005). ToM encompasses perspective taking, mental
simulation of what the other person can think and do, and
prediction of action. These functions of ToM may underlie the
basis of social interaction with others and understanding of
others’ behaviours and adaptation of behaviour according to
changes in the outer world (Crowley, 2014). Therefore, ToM is
fundamental social cognitive skill in order to develop good
harmony with others and cooperation with them.

Moral identity and ToM depend on social interaction because
they reveal moral emotion and moral judgement which are
closely related to moral identity and offer the opportunity to
attribute mental states to others and predict others’ behaviours
based on their mental states. Social interaction involves a wide
range of variables, which influence the form of social

interaction and its quality. Socioeconomic status (SES) is one
of these variables. Generally, SES consists of three indicators.
These indicators are parental education, parental income and
parental occupation (Duncan, Featherman, & Duncan, 1972).
Better parental education means better social interaction
between a child and parents. For instance, human cognitive
development follows a path from imitation to manipulation and
observing, and imitating a parent with higher education makes
the transition from imitation to manipulation easier. This
transition, in turn, facilitates social, affective, and cognitive
development. Theoretically speaking, respected parental
occupation reduces parental working hours and this reduction,
in turn, leads to increased home time and parental interaction
with the children. Better parental interaction with higher
education and respected jobs brings about better social
emotional development and cognitive skills such as math,
reading, and comprehension (Barr, 2015; Hart & Risley, 2003;
Jones, Greenberg & Crowley, 2015).

Due to the importance of SES for child-parent interaction and
its role in moral identity and ToM, the following two
hypotheses were tested in the research:

H1: ToM is a significant predictor of moral identity.

H2: SES has a moderating role in the correlation between ToM
and Ml

METHOD

Design of the Research

The present research aims to explore the corelation between
ToM and moral identity and their moderator variables so it was
designed as correlational research.

Recruitment of the Participants

Ethical considerations were dealt with before recruitment of the
participants. A research proposal consisting of information
about the purpose of the research, data collection process and
analytical procedures was submitted to the local education
authority in Artvin, Turkey. The board of the local education
authority examined the proposal in terms of ethical
considerations and found it appropriate and gave official and
ethical approval.

Owing to financial, time, and travel constraints sampling
strategies, which are thought to represent the entire population
of the research, were used. Due to impossibility of listing of all
potential participants whose ages vary between 7 and 10 years,
their random assignment into research sample was not possible.
Therefore, convenience sampling was employed to collect data.
Primary schools were visited, and the purpose and process of
the research were explained to headteachers. Three
headteachers accepted that the research would be conducted in
their primary schools. After approval of the headteachers,
primary school teachers were met who were employed in the
three primary schools. They were informed about the purpose
and procedures of the research. Eight primary school teachers
consented for their students to participate in the research. A
letter was prepared which encompassed the purpose and
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procedures of the research, questions about children’s
socioeconomic status such as parental education level, parental
job, family income, number of siblings, and daily internet usage
of the children. The letter was printed and given to the teachers
to send to their students’ parents. A total of 158 parents
accepted their children's participation in the research,
responded to the questions, and signed the letter. Parents who
consented returned the letter. Of the children whose parents
approved, were female and 82 were male children.

Measurements

Moral Identity

Moral identity of the participant children was assessed with the
Moral Identity Test (MIT) developed by Coskun and Kara
(2019). The MIT consists of 10 items with one factor solution.
Its internal consistency coefficient was .93. The items have
three response actions of "l warn", "'l abstain”, and "I do not
care". The response of "I warn" is considered to indicate the
presence of moral desire, willpower, and integrity, which are
fundamental components of moral identity. Response of "I
abstain” indicates the existence of moral desire but lack of
willpower and integrity. Response of "I do not care" is proof of
lack of moral desire, willpower, and integrity. Therefore, the
response of "I warn™ was given three points, 2 points were
assigned to "'l abstain", and 1 point was given to "l do not care".

Measures of ToM

ToM of the participant children was assessed through the
battery of ToM tasks which was developed by Coskun, Kara,
and Coskun (2020). The battery includes eight tasks about
explicit false belief, real versus apparent emotion, real versus
disclosed intention, implicit false belief, diverse beliefs,
knowledge access, and diverse desires. The tasks in the battery
don’t depend solely on narration. They entail real or lifelike
objects. Therefore, the battery’s reliability coefficient was.98.
Moreover, its separation index is 7. Consequently, it was
decided that the battery can produce reliable results for
measuring the ToM skills of the participant children.

Measure of SES

SES backgrounds of the participant children were measured
through Hollingshed (1965)’s two-factor index. Hollingshed’s
two-factor index encompasses maternal education and
occupation and paternal education and occupation. The mean
scores for maternal education and occupation, and paternal
education and occupation are calculated and SES is turned into
a composite and continuous variable. As a result, scores from
Hollingshed’s two-factor index comprised a composite score
based on maternal education and occupation, and paternal
education and occupation. Then scores from maternal
backgrounds and paternal backgrounds were used as
continuous variables in the correlational model.

Procedures

Forms about demographic information questions were sent to
the parents with their children and addressed ethical

considerations. The form encompassed questions about
parental education level, parental profession, family income,
number of siblings, and daily internet usage of their children.
The parents who approved their children's participation in the
research responded to these questions. As a result, demographic
information about the participant children were obtained. Then
MIT was administered to the participant children. It took about
ten minutes to respond to the items on the MIT. After data for
moral identity had been collected, an environment was
organised for the tasks of the ToM. The headteachers allocated
a spare room where there was no furniture which could distract
the participant children. The tasks in the battery include real or
lifelike objects. Organization of the tasks were aligned with the
protocols developed by Coskun, Kara, and Coskun (2020).
Therefore, standardization of the testing conditions was
possible. All of the participant children responded to the tasks
in about 10 minutes.

Analytic Procedure

Even though the research was designed as correlational
research, the aim goes beyond correlation between ToM and Ml
and is to detail the moderating role of SES. Consequently,
moderation analysis (Model 1) developed by Hayes (2018) was
used. Moderation analysis is an analytical procedure which
allows exploration of how the effect of ToM as independent
variable on MI as dependent variable is moderated by SES
(Hayes & Norwood, 2017).

Results

Sample Characteristics

Data for 158 participants were analysed. The sample consisted
of 82 male (51.90%) and 76 female (49.10%) Turkish primary
school students. The age of the sample ranged from 7 to 10
years. The average age was 8.24 (SD = 1.13). Descriptive
findings were determined for the families of the children.
Accordingly, the sample was composed of 16 (10.1%) single
children, 59 (37.3%) older children, 22 (13.9%) median
children and 61 (38.6%) younger children. The monthly income
of the families varied between 2020 Turkish Liras (TL) and
16000 Turkish Liras (TL) (1$ = 8.33 TL). As another
descriptive finding addressed within the scope of the research,
the status of children with digital devices was considered.
Accordingly, only 7 children did not possess a digital device
(4.4%). The rest of sample had digital devices. In other words,
151 children (95.6%) possessed digital devices and 37 (23.4%)
children with digital devices received permission from their
parents to use these devices. Descriptive statistics for the
dependent and independent variables based on birth order were
explored. Accordingly, it was determined that the mean scores
for M1 (x? 3y = 7.60, p> .05) and ToM (x? (3) = 5.43, p> .05) did
not differ based on birth order.

Preliminary Analysis

To assess the associations among ToM, MI, and SES, the zero-
order correlations were examined (Table 1). According to the
correlation results, ToM was associated with Ml (r = .17, p <
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.05). Additionally, SES was not associated with ToM (r = -.10,
p >.05) and Ml (r =-.06, p > .05).

Table 1. Correlations among variables

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3
ToM (1) 6.41 1.90 1

Ml (2) 26.34 4.05 AL 1

SES (3) 8.64 2.68 -.10 -.06 1

Note. *p < .05; ToM = Theory of Mind, Ml = Moral Identity, SES = Socio
Economic Status

Moderation Analysis

Hypothesis 2 was related to the moderating effect of SES in the
association between ToM and MI. The procedures
recommended by Hayes (2018) were adopted to explore the
interaction effect. The moderation analysis was performed with
the SPSS Process Macro (Model 1) application. Age was
included as a covariate in the moderation analysis. Results of
the moderation analysis were indicated in Table 2.

Table 2. Testing the moderation effect of ToM and SES on Ml

Variables b SE t LLCI ULCI
Constant 28.12 4.28 6.56 19.66 36.59
Age .03 .29 .10 -.55 .61
ToM (X) -.25 .59 -.42 -1.42 .92
SES (W) -.55 41 1.33 -1.38 .26
Interaction .07 .06 1.25 -.04 .20
(X*W)

Note. ToM = Theory of Mind, MI = Moral Identity, SES = Socio Economic Status

The results revealed that none of the variables was a predictor
of MI. In other words, ToM (b =-.25, p >.05) and SES (b = -
.55, p > .05) did not have an exploratory role in MI. Finally,
ToM and SES (moderation effect) did not have significant
interaction effects on Ml (b = .07, p > .05).

Discussion

The results of the research revealed that there is weak but
positive and significant relationship between MI and ToM.
Results also indicated that SES did not moderate the correlation
between MI and ToM, even though both MI and ToM are
theoretically related to SES.

ToM and MI have social dimensions. ToM is rooted in
behavioural outcomes of mental states and attribution of those
mental states to others because it enables children to acquire a
representational understanding of how feelings, intentions,
beliefs, and thoughts influence human behaviour (Wellman,
2014; Peterson & Wellman, 2019). Therefore, ToM is the basis
of social reasoning and social competence. Besides, ToM is an
understanding which allows children to establish associations
with friendship (Fink, Begeer, Peterson, Slaughter, & Rosnay,
2014), leadership (Slaughter, Imuta, Peterson, & Henry, 2015),
loneliness (Devine & Hughes, 2013), persuasion (Slaughter,

Peterson, & Moore, 2013), and deception (Ding, Wellman,
Fang, & Moore, 2013) so ToM requires them to operate with
mental state attributions by taking the context of others into
consideration. Children are included in a community of minds
through conversation and communication with parents who
hold different opinions, views, and perspectives (Nelson,
2004). Interaction with parents and other people with different
opinions, beliefs, and thoughts enables children to participate
in the community of minds. Establishing a behavioural
association with a specific intention, belief, or thought makes
children more adept in social adjustment and peer relations and
other relationships with a more skilled person in a culture
(Hayes & Frith, 2014). When children, a new and less skilled
member of the society, acquire ToM and improve it, they focus
on others to attribute mental states to them. As a consequence,
ToM develops by reference to others so it can be noted that it is
other-directed.

Morality refers to the set of beliefs which allow humans to make
distinctions between good or bad, right or wrong while taking
actions (APA, 2015). Morality has two dimensions: judgement
and action. Ml is a kind of self-identification of morality that
bridges the gap between judgement and action (Blasi, 1984).
MI is conceived as a significant predictor of moral actions
(Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016).
Furthermore, choosing actions according to what is wrong or
right, what is fair or unfair rests on two different paradigms so
MI stems from two different cultures: guilt and shame. Moral
identity rooted in a shame culture views morality as an external
demand that urges people to behave based on what other people
expect. Moral identity built upon avoidance of shame depends
on the assumption that humans need to imagine what other
people think. On the other hand, moral identity constructed on
a guilt culture views morality as a voice within our conscience.
This inner voice tells us whether the action that was done is
right or wrong. As a result, Ml arising from guilt culture is
inner-directed while MI stemming from shame culture is other-
directed (Sacks, 2020). The weak correlation found between Ml
and ToM can be considered as proof of primary school
children’s morality orientations. ToM is fostered by focusing
on others so ToM is other-directed. The fact that ToM is other-
directed and weakly correlated with MI reveals a contrast
between the operation of ToM and that of MI. Based on the
weak correlation, it was concluded that the participant primary
school children’s orientations of moral identity may be rooted
in guilt culture which is inner-directed.

As a result of testing H2, it was observed that SES does not
moderate the correlation between MI and ToM. When
developing H2, it was thought that MI and ToM were closely
related to SES. MI and ToM are facets of human development.
Human development in all domains follows a path from
imitation of parents and other older persons to manipulation,
which means producing mental representations and using and
updating those mental representations through experience
(Goswami, 2014). Hence social interaction plays a key role in
the transition from imitation to manipulation. Both social
interaction with skilled or wiser parents expedites the transition
and leads to better social and cognitive skills. SES is one of the
constructs which presents remarkable information about the
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quality of parental, social and cognitive skills and is a predictor
of characteristics of social interaction between child and parents
(Sirin, 2005). Similarly, Carr, Slade, Yuill, Sullivan, &
Ruffman, (2018), Hughes, Deater-Deckard, & Cutting (1999),
Hughes & Ensor (2005), Hughes et al., (2005), Murray,
Wolgar, Briers, & Hipwell (1999), and Pears & Mess (2003)
reported that SES is a predictor of ToM. However, M1 was not
found to be correlated with SES in the relevant literature.
Krettenauer & Casey (2015) and Sengsavang (2018) found that
SES was not significantly correlated with MI among
adolescents and children. In the research it was observed that
SES does not moderate the relationship between MI and ToM
which is very weak. ToM is an other-directed concept that is
influenced by SES. On the contrary, Ml is related to a set of
beliefs about what is right or wrong, what is fair or unfair and
these beliefs have more universal and stable characteristics.
Moreover, Ml is an inner-directed concept because of the fact
that an individual makes more judgements. Therefore, M
might not be easily influenced by SES. Because of the common
and inner-directed characteristics of MI, SES could not
moderate the correlation between Ml and ToM.

Conclusions

The present research, conducted with 177 children through
correlational research, found that there is weak but significant
correlation between MI and ToM and that SES does not
moderate the correlation between these variables. The lack of
moderation was attributed to the more universal, stable, and
inner-directed features of Ml.

As for limitations of the research, it was applied to Turkish
children whose demographic and familial backgrounds were
shaped by the culture and consequently the study should be
replicated with children from other cultures. On the other hand,
convenience sampling was used to collect the data, future
research with more robust sampling procedure can be
implemented.
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