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ABSTRACT
We synthesize the main findings from two studies that examined moral
judgement abilities in people with autism, and in people with Down
syndrome. In both studies, the way these people mentally combine
information about the intent of a harmful act and the severity of its
consequences when attributing blame to an offender was compared with
that of typically developing controls. Adolescents and adults with autism
or with Down syndrome were, practically to the same extent as controls,
able to take into account both information pieces for attributing blame. It
would be an exaggeration to imply that adolescents and adults with either
autism or Down syndrome are severely immature in moral judgement
based on the fact that they are usually not able to explain or justify their
judgements with sophisticated philosophical arguments. By contrast,
children with autism blame attribution appeared to be essentially based
on consequence information. The finding that adolescents and adults with
autism or Down syndrome are able to make moral judgements in a way
that is not very different from adolescents and adults of the same age could
influence the way these people are perceived, cared for, and attributed
basic rights.
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RESUMEN
Sintetizamos las principales conclusiones de dos estudios que examinaron
la capacidad de juicio moral en personas con autismo y en personas con
síndrome de Down. En ambos estudios, la forma en que estas personas
combinan mentalmente la información acerca de la intención que puede
haber en un acto perjudicial y la gravedad de sus consecuencias cuando
se atribuye la culpa a un delincuente, se comparó con la de un grupo
control (con desarrollo normal). Adolescentes y adultos con autismo
o con síndrome de Down fueron, prácticamente de la misma medida
que los del grupo control, capaces de tener en cuenta ambas piezas
de información para atribuir la culpa. Sería una exageración asegurar
que los adolescentes y los adultos, ya sea con autismo o síndrome de
Down son severamente inmaduros en sus juicios morales basado en el
hecho de que por lo general no son capaces de explicar o justificar
sus juicios con argumentos filosóficos sofisticados. Por el contrario, los
niños con autismo que realizaron atribución de culpa parecían basarse
esencialmente en la información sobre la consecuencia. El hallazgo de
que los adolescentes y adultos con autismo o síndrome de Down son
capaces de hacer juicios morales de una manera que no es muy diferente
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a la de los adolescentes y los adultos de la misma edad
podría influir en la forma en que estas personas son
perciben, cuidadas, y valoradas en sus derechos básicos.
Palabras clave
Juicios morales, Autismo, Síndrome de Down, delincuente.
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Blame attribution among people with
Developmental Disability

Since the beginning of empirical developmental
psychology (Piaget, 1932), the development,
from childhood to adulthood, of moral reasoning
and moral judgement has been examined. Moral
reasoning refers to the capacity to consciously
deliberate about moral situations. As a result,
moral reasoning is conceived as an explicit
and relatively slow process that corresponds
to Kahneman’s (2011) System 2. Researchers
involved in this field of study usually consider
the person as a lay moral philosopher. Conscious
deliberation is conceived as the weighing of
the pros and cons of moral issues in a way
that is supposed to be the one of moral
philosophers. Moral dilemmas – the favourite
material of moral philosophers – have typically
been used to study children and adolescents’
reasoning abilities (Kohlberg, 1969). There is
consensus among researchers in the field that
moral reasoning develops through a series of
qualitatively different stages, and Gibbs’ (2010)
four-stage socio-moral theory is probably the
more up to date formulation of this view.

Moral judgement, by contrast, refers to lay
people’s ability to quickly react in daily life
situations involving moral issues; that is, in
situations in which time can be an issue, too.
Moral judgement is an implicit, fast cognitive
process that corresponds to Kahneman’s (2011)
System 1. Researchers have typically used short
stories depicting daily life situations to study
moral judgement. For example, Surber (1977)

presented young participants with a set of nine
stories about a young girl who interfered with
her mother in the kitchen. An example of story
is the following: “This little girl wanted to help
set the table to make her mother happy. She
climbed up on the kitchen cupboard and even
though she was careful, she slipped and ten
dishes fell off the cupboard and broke” (p. 656).
The nine stories were created by orthogonally
varying levels of intent and levels of severity of
consequences. There were three levels of intent:
positive (helping), neutral (simple curiosity), and
negative (greed). There were combined with
three levels of severity of consequences: no
consequence, moderately severe consequences
(two dishes fell off the cupboard and broke),
and severe consequences (as in the example).
In each of the resulting nine (3 × 3) situations,
participants (from kindergarten to fifth grade)
were asked to assess, using a continuous scale
(presenting more or less smiling faces), the level
of goodness-badness of the characters depicted
in the story. Most kindergarten (76%), second-
grade (87%), and fifth-grade children (95%)
were able to integrate intent and consequences
information in their judgments. Also, the data
supported the notion that moral judgment,
contrary to moral reasoning, changes gradually
over the age range. There was no evidence for a
stage-like progression.

These findings were replicated by Leon (1980,
1982) and Surber (1982). The only difference
that was systematically found between age
groups was about the relative impact of each
factor. Intent information had a stronger impact
and consequence information had a weaker
impact in older participants than in younger
participants (for a complete review of research
on moral judgement, see Anderson, 2013).

In the present chapter we present the
main findings from two studies that used the
methodological framework created by Surber
(1977) to examine moral judgement abilities
in people with Down syndrome (Morales et
al., 2015), and in people with autism (Rogé &
Mullet, 2011). In both studies, the way people
with developmental disability mentally combine
information about the intent of a harmful act and
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the severity of its consequences when attributing
blame to the offender and that of typically
developing controls were compared.

Early studies on moral development among
people with Developmental Disability

A limited number of authors have examined
moral reasoning among people with intellectual
disability. In their review, Langdon, Clare, and
Murphy (2010) suggested that these people’s
progression through the different stages of
moral reasoning was slower than the progression
of typically developing controls. However,
when cognitive ability was taken into account,
differences between people with intellectual
disability and controls vanished. According to
Langdon, Murphy, Clare, Steverson, and Palmer
(2011), adults with intellectual disability were
able reach Gibbs’ (2010) Stage 2, which means
that their reasoning is essentially immature,
instrumental, and based on future exchanges of
services. In addition, van Vugt et al. (2011)
showed that verbal justifications for immoral
acts produced by people with intellectual
disability were essentially instrumental and
pragmatic.

An equally limited number of authors
have examined the development of moral
reasoning among people with autism. Blair
(1996) showed that children with autism
have the ability to distinguish conventional
transgressions (e.g., talking in class) from moral
transgressions (e.g., hitting others). He suggested
that high-functioning children with autism show
sensitivity to other’s distress.

Grant, Boucher, Riggs & Grayson (2005)
presented children with autism with pairs of
stories that were constructed in a way that was
similar to Surber’s (1977) one; that is, they
were constructed by crossing the levels of two
factors: intent of the harmful act (accidental
versus deliberate), and severity of the harmful
act (damage to property versus injury to a
person). When presented with pairs of stories
with similar outcomes in terms of severity but
different motives, children with autism were

able to use intent information to indicate who
of the two characters in the stories was most
culpable. When presented with pairs of stories
with similar motives but different outcomes,
children with autism were able to use severity
information to indicate who was most culpable.
The justifications of children with autism for
their choices were, however, of poor formal
quality.

D’Entremont and Yazbeck (2007) have shown
that people with autism have trouble at
understanding and interpreting the intents of
other people. They suggested that they have
reduced ‘theory of mind’ abilities.

Blame attribution among people with
Down syndrome and people with autism

Moral judgement among people with
developmental disability has only been recently
investigated in two studies conducted on
adolescents and adults with Down syndrome
(Morales et al., 2015) and on children,
adolescents, and adults with autism (Rogé
& Mullet, 2011). Similar material was used
in both studies. It comprised six stories in
which deliberate or accidental transgressions
that varied in severity of consequences were
committed. An example of a story where clear
intention is associated with minor consequences
was as follows: “Jim is listening to music on his
iPod. Peter, a classmate, is jealous of Jim for
having an iPod and borrows the iPod from Jim.
Peter intentionally drops the iPod. Jim lifts the
iPod from the floor. The iPod is not broken. It
is still working perfectly. In your opinion, how
badly did Peter behave? What level of blame
does Peter deserve?” The stories were presented
on a card drawing and simultaneously read to
the participant. The response scale was adapted
to the participant’s cognitive characteristics. The
procedure followed Surber’s (1977) and Leon’s
(1982) recommendations for this kind of study.

Figure 1 (left-hand panel) shows the results
observed among adolescents and adults with
Down syndrome. The curves are ascending:
Blame was higher when consequence was
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severe than when consequence was minor. The
curves are clearly separated: Blame was higher
when there was intent than when there was
no intent. The curves are roughly parallel:
Consequence and Intent did not interact. In
addition, this pattern of responses was very
similar to the one obtained from typically
developing participants of the same ages. There
were, however, two differences: (a) the effect
of consequence was stronger in people with
Down syndrome than in controls, and (b)
the effect of intent was weaker in people
with Down syndrome than in controls. These
differences were consistent with (a) Langdon et
al. (2010) who suggested that moral development
is delayed among people with intellectual
disability, and (b) Morales et al. (2015) who
suggested that information integration abilities
were relatively well preserved among people
with Down syndrome.

Figure 1
Blame attribution as a function of intent and
consequence information in people with Down
syndrome and people with autism. In each
panel, mean blame judgments are on the y-axis,
the three consequence levels are on the x-axis,
and the two lines correspond to the two intent
levels.

Source: own work

Figure 1 (second panel) shows the results
observed among children with autism. The
curves are ascending but not clearly separated.
This pattern of responses was different from
the one obtained from typically developing

children. Although even very young typically
developing children are able to integrate intent
and consequence information in their blame
judgments (e.g., Surber, 1977), children with
autism are not. They are, however, able to use
the consequence information more or less to the
same extent as controls, which is consistent with
Blair’s (1996) findings.

Figure 1 (right-hand panels) shows the results
observed among adolescents and adults with
autism. As in the case of adolescents and
adults with Down syndrome (left-hand panel),
the curves are ascending and clearly separated,
which means that these participants were able to
integrate intent and consequence information in
their blame judgments. There was, however, one
difference with typically developing adolescents
and adults: The effect of intent was stronger
among them than among adolescents and adults
with autism.

Conclusions

Adolescents and adults with autism or with
Down syndrome were, practically to the same
extent as controls, able to take into account intent
and consequence information for attributing
blame. It would be an exaggeration to imply
that adolescents and adults with either autism or
Down syndrome are severely immature in moral
judgement based on the small differences in
effects sizes that were found. From educational
and societal viewpoints this is a remarkable
finding: Adolescents and adults with either
autism or Down syndrome are able to make
moral judgements in a way that is not very
different from adolescents and adults of the same
age, even though they were not able to explain
or justify their judgements with sophisticated
philosophical arguments (e.g., van Vugt et al.,
2011). This finding could influence the way these
people are perceived, cared for, and attributed
basic rights.

By contrast, the blame attribution of children
with autism appeared to be essentially based
on consequence information. This result was
consistent with previous findings suggesting that
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people with autism have trouble at interpreting
others’ intents (D’Entremont and Yazbeck,
2007) or at using intent information (Grant et al.,
2005). One may wonder whether cognitive feed-
back techniques allowing people to improve their
judgments abilities that have proved successful
in various daily life contexts (Mullet, 2011)
could be implemented among children with
autism in order to facilitate the development of
their moral judgment abilities (Bonnin-Scaon,
Lafon, Chasseigne, Mullet, & Sorum, 2003).

Future directions

Future studies on moral judgment among people
with developmental disability should use a
broader range of moral situations. In addition
to blame attribution, the ability of people with
developmental disability to judge deservingness,
unfairness, unkindness, honesty, envy, duty,
atonement, and willingness to forgive could be
investigated. It is only when researchers will
have explored a full range of moral situations that
they will be in a position to state anything truly
consistent regarding the moral development of -
and, hence, the moral status to be attributed to -
people with developmental disability.
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