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Abstract

The current study examines the role of moral disengagement on the likelihood of making

false allegations or retaliating against the partner in a child custody dispute. Moral dis-

engagement strategies can be useful to explain this tendency to harm their partner in a cus-

tody dispute, because they help reduce the aversive state caused by the dissonance

provoked when the ethical principles of the individual do not match their behavior. An individ-

ual that is able to lessen the negative affect anticipated before committing a transgression,

would be more likely to engage in it. A sample of 1097 Spanish adults who had experienced

a break up with their partner and had children participated in the study. They were evenly

divided by sex and their mean age was 39.95 (SD = 8.89). They answered to a vignette

depicting a child custody dispute during a break up process and answered to a series of

questions regarding whether they would be willing to make false allegations or to take retal-

iatory action against their former partner. They also answered to questionnaires on moral

disengagement and the “dark triad” of personality. Results show that moral disengagement

is a significant predictor of false allegations and retaliatory action, stronger than any of the

variables included in the “dark triad”, and predicts willingness to harm the partner beyond

the common core of dark traits. We did not find gender differences in inclination to harm the

partner, although men are more prone to the use of moral disengagement strategies than

women. Still, we found that the type of moral disengagement that better predicts these ten-

dencies is different for men and women. Men significantly favored reconstrual strategies

that include moral justification, advantageous comparison and euphemistic labelling, while

the best predictor for women are strategies focused on the recipient, like attribution of blame

or dehumanization.

Introduction

To date, no research has been conducted on the role of moral disengagement in a court setting

or in a child custody dispute. This study is aimed at examining the role of moral disengage-

ment in individuals involved in a hypothetical separation process involving an argument over
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the custody of the couple’s children and the potential differences between men and women.

Ex-partners in this context may feel inclined to harm their former spouse and the use of moral

disengagement strategies may facilitate this behavior.

It is not clear how many people are willing to make false allegations or otherwise behave

unethically in a court setting. For instance, regarding intimate partner violence there has been

controversy for a long time about the rate of false and further research is needed to clarify the

issue [1]. Only a few studies offer an estimate of the number of false allegations. Trocme and

Bala [2] estimated that in Canada, 4% of child maltreatment cases, allegations were inten-

tionally false, and that a further 31% were unsubstantiated (false, but in good faith or not inten-

tional). While under no custody dispute the intentionally false and unsubstantiated cases were

3% and 31% respectively, under a custody dispute intentionally false cases rose to 12% and

unsubstantiated cases to 34%. Comparing custodial (usually the mother) and non-custodial

parents, the study found that 15% of reports by the non-custodial parent were false and 37%

unsubstantiated. In the case of the custodial parent 2% of reports were false and 27% unsub-

stantiated. So while these figures show that making false allegations is not commonplace, the

rates are higher in cases of parental separation than in other contexts, particularly for the non-

custodial parent. Specifically, in their reviews of research on child sexual abuse during divorce,

Penfold [3] states that 8% to 16.5% of reports are false and Smit, Antokolskaia and Bijleveld

[4], found that one out seven cases are unfounded. In a different but related domain, the Gen-

eral Council of the Judiciary in Spain [5] found very low numbers (0.4%) of false reports in

intimate partner violence cases. So, although the rate of unethical behavior is low, it warrants

further examination of the variables involved in the process.

Moral disengagement is a key variable in explaining unethical behavior. According to Ban-

dura’s model of moral disengagement [6,7], when people commit a transgression that violates

their personal standards, they tend to experience negative affect coming from the cognitive

dissonance between their behavior and their principles. However, they often find ways to min-

imize this negative affect by using a series of cognitive strategies to reduce the effect of behav-

ing against one’s own standards and to disengage from the moral sanctions of such behavior.

Furthermore, this disengagement may happen after committing the transgression or anticipa-

torily. If people anticipate ways to disengage from the moral self-sanctions of their negative

behavior, they will feel less guilty and will be more likely commit the transgression. Addition-

ally, people who behave negatively, tend to use more moral disengagement strategies to avoid

self-sanctions. Thus, moral disengagement mechanisms are a form of self-serving bias that

allow us to behave against our own principles without feeling bad about it and they help

restructuring antisocial behaviors into bening ones. People who are high moral disengagers

feel less guilty about transgressions [8]. Individuals use moral disengagement strategies as a

mechanism of moral rationalization to convince themselves that their behavior does not vio-

late their moral standards, whether it is a trifle misconduct or a serious crime.

Bandura has described three types of mechanisms of moral disengagement: The first type of

mechanisms focus on the transgression itself, and aim at redefining the behavior in a more

positive way and providing self-approval for transgressions. According to Bandura et al. [6]

these reconstrual strategies include the mechanisms of moral justification (the transgression is

personally as personally or socially acceptable and serving a higher purpose); advantageous

comparison (the behavior is seen in a more positive light compared to worse transgressions)

and euphemistic language (the behavior is given a more benign label so that it sounds less neg-

ative). Another type of mechanisms focuses on the role that the individual has played in the

transgression or his/her personal agency, or tries to dissociate detrimental actions from their

consequences. Personal agency allows the individual to refuse acknowledgement of the harm-

ful outcomes of his or her behavior. It includes the strategies of displacement of responsibility
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(responsibility is placed on someone else or the circumstances); diffusion of responsibility

(individuals acknowledge only a small part of responsibility or a minor role in the harmful

outcomes because responsibility is shared with other people who took part) and distortion of

consequences (distorting or disregarding the harm caused by their behavior or refusing to

acknowledge it). The final set of strategies focuses on the recipient of the transgression and

includes the strategies of attribution of blame (blaming the victim or claiming that the recipi-

ent provoked the transgression with his or her behavior); or dehumanization (degrading and

attributing to the recipient negative qualities that make the victim less than human and unde-

serving of compassion or consideration).

Among other variables studied in relation to transgressions, there is an abundance of

research that focuses on a set of three variables: Machiavellianism, Narcissism and psychopa-

thy, defined as the “dark triad” of personality. Jointly or individually these variables have been

often proposed as predictors of unethical behaviors [9]. The “dark triad” has been associated

specifically to intimate partner violence [10]). Moral disengagement is significantly related to

a number of variables associated positively or negatively to the dark triad and transgressions.

Detert, Treviño, and Sweitzer [11] found that moral disengagement is positively correlated to

trait cynicism and chance locus of control (which leads to not feeling responsible for one’s

outcomes) and negatively related to moral identity and empathy. Additionally, it operates as a

mediator for the relationship between these variables and unethical behavior. Since empathy

is the tendency to be concerned with the feelings and needs of others, and moral disengage-

ment cares about self-serving motives, both dispositions conflict. An individual high in empa-

thy would have a hard time justifying or disregarding negative consequences for others or

dehumanizing the targets of their detrimental behaviors, and may in fact inhibit moral

disengagement.

Moore, Detert, Treviño, Baker and Mayer [12] also found that moral disengagement signifi-

cantly relates to unethical behavior, moral identity, empathy and Machiavellianism. Similarly,

Egan, Hughes and Palmer [13] found that moral disengagement is related to all variables in

the dark triad: Machiavellianism, Narcissism and psychopathy. Furthermore, they found that

it is a better predictor of unethical attitudes than the dark triad.

Furthermore, Moshagen, Hillbig and Zettler [14] state that most previous research on dark

traits has usually been focused on individual traits or small subsets of them, so it is unclear if a

specific trait has a unique role in the explanation of behavior or it rather measures a general

dispositional tendency. They argue that there is general dispositional tendency that encom-

passes both moral disengagement and the “dark triad” traits. This broader tendency, namely

the Dark Factor of Personality, would not only explain the underlying tendencies common to

Moral disengagement, Machiavellianism, Narcissism and Psychopathy, but also other traits

like Egoism, Psychological entitlement, Sadism, Self-interest and Spitefulness. All of these traits

would be specific expressions of a common core tendency of disregarding others’ outcomes in

favor of self-interest or a behavioral bias towards the self [15]. However, we believe that moral

disengagement plays a distinctive role in the explanation of unethical behavior, since it places

the focus of behavior on avoiding self-sanctions associated with trespassing personal moral

standards, whereas the common core of dark traits subsumed in the Dark Factor of personality

is also concerned with beliefs that serve as justifications for negative behavior, but from a

broader perspective (e.g. cinycism, maximizing personal outcomes despite others or a sense of

entitlement or superiority), that comprises justifications for the adequacy or benefits of behav-

iors that deviate from social or moral norms [14]. In contrast with this common core, moral

disengagement focuses specifically on justifying behavior that deviates from personal moral

standards so as to avoid the aversive consequences of violating them.

Moral disengagement in custody disputes
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Individuals that disengage from self-sanctions act in self-interest, but they need to rational-

ize immoral behavior into being moral and cannot simply ignore moral principles when they

compete with another desired outcome. Behaviors that are inconsistent with one’s own moral

principles result in an aversive state of cognitive dissonance that the individual is motivated to

avoid. When individuals are motivated towards antisocial behavior their cognitions become

distorted in order to build a rationalization that complies with their desired outcome and their

personal moral principles. This rationalization works both to convince themselves and to con-

vince others that the behavior is acceptable [16].

Another concern is the difference between genders, both in moral disengagement and in

the tendency to harm the partner in a custody dispute. Men are generally found to score higher

in moral disengagement [6,7], but are not more inclined to act against their partner or children

in related settings [3,17]. Although moral disengagement is positively related to unethical

behaviors, gender and other variables play a moderating role, so that gender differences in

moral disengagement do not always translate into behavior differences. For instance, Samnani,

Salamon and Singh [18] found that men high in moral disengagement showed more unethical

behavior than women high in moral disengagement, only when comparing groups with high

negative affect. Also, women are more overall more empathetic than men, and gender differ-

ences in dark traits are mediated by empathy [17]. Arguably, the relationship between gender,

antisocial behavior, moral disengagement or other dark traits is also mediated by empathy.

The current study specific goals are examining the relationship between moral disengagement

and inclination to harm the partner in child custody disputes; checking whether moral dis-

engagement is a better predictor of unethical attitudes in this setting compared to variables in

the dark triad and a general Dark Factor of personality, and examining gender differences in

attitudes towards unethical behaviors against their partner and in the use of moral disengage-

ment mechanisms.

Since moral disengagement is linked to unethical behavior in other domains, we expect the

same for unethical behavior in custody disputes, and thus our first hypothesis is:

H1:Moral disengagement would be a significant predictor of willingness to harm the partner in a
child custody dispute.

Moore et al. [12] found stronger correlations of self-reported transgressions with moral dis-

engagement than with Machiavellianism. As they argue, moral disengagement may be a stron-

ger predictor of unethical behavior than other variables in the dark triad, like Machiavellianism,

because it focuses on the individual’s general tendency to disengage from self-sanctions that

would prevent transgressions, while Machiavellianism taps on more specific behaviors. So, our

second hypothesis is:

H2:Moral disengagement would be a significantly stronger predictor of willingness to harm the
partner in a child custody dispute compared to variables in the dark triad.

Additionally, moral disengagement shares with other dark traits a common tendency

related to detrimental behavior, captured by the Dark Factor of Personality [14]. Nevertheless,

as stated above, we believe that it is partly distinct from this common tendency. In this sense,

we propose a third hypothesis:

H3:Moral disengagement would still be a predictor of willingness to harm the partner in a child
custody dispute when controlling for the Dark Factor of Personality.

Our fourth hypothesis regards behavioral differences between men and women. Hamel

Desmarais, Nicholls, Malley, Morrison and Aaronson, [19] state that the rates of partner

aggression are similar for males and females. Additionally, Penfold, [3] states that men and
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women are equally likely to make false accusations of child sexual abuse. We expect these rela-

tionships to translate to unethical or harmful behaviors in a court setting.

H4: Attitudes toward unethical behavior in a child custody dispute would not be significantly dif-
ferent in men and women.

Lastly, we expect to find that men show higher levels of moral disengagement than females,

and we will also examine whether men and women use the same type of moral disengagement

strategies in relation to willingness to harm the partner in a child custody dispute.

H5:Men will significantly use more moral disengagement strategies than women.

H6: There will be differences in the strategies that men and women use to morally disengage from
unethical attitudes related to child custody disputes.

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were 1097 Spanish adults who had been involved in a separation pro-

cess. They were evenly divided by sex (50% men and 50% women) and their mean age was

39.95 years (SD = 8.89). All of them were parents of underage children that had experienced a

couple break-up. This feature was important for our study, since they had experienced issues

related to the scenarios described later and would be better able to comprehend the nuances in

them compared to other participants. They were also more representative of the population

exposed to custody disputes. The study has the approval of the Social Psychology area at the

Department of Psychology at Universidade da Coruña and participants gave their informed

consent to participate in the study and for the publication of anonymous raw data.

Procedure

The sample was incidental and to collect the data we were aided by a team of university under-

graduates who received course credit in return. Participants were contacted by the surveyors

asked to complete an online survey. Prior to answering the measures in the study, they gave

their informed consent and were debriefed after completing the questionnaires.

Measures

Participants responded to a set of questionnaires to measure moral disengagement, Machiavel-

lianism, Narcissism, and psychopathy, and to a scenario depicting a break up with their part-

ner without agreement on child custody. The scenario included a questionnaire that asked

participants whether they would be willing to lie in court and to retaliate against their partner

after he/she files a complaint in court against the participant.

Moral disengagement. To measure moral disengagement we used the Propensity to Mor-
ally Disengage scale (PMD) by Moore et al. [12] which was designed for adults in any type of

context. It is comprised of 24 items in a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to

strongly agree. These items measure each of the eight moral disengagement strategies proposed

by Bandura [6]. A sample item is "It is alright to lie to keep your friends out of trouble." (Mea-

suring moral justification mechanisms). Additionally, it has a low correlation with social desir-

ability measures so it is not prone to be contaminated by this bias.

Machiavellianism. To measure participant’s Machiavellianism, we selected the Mach-IV

Scale (NPI) [20]. This scale is the widely used in research and has adequate psychometric

Moral disengagement in custody disputes
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properties. It is composed of 20 items on a 7-point Likert format ranging from 7 (high Machia-

vellianism) to 1 (low Machiavellianism) and 10 of the items are reversely scored to prevent

response bias. It’s validity has been tested in a Spanish sample [21].

Narcissism. We used the Spanish version of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory [22]. It

includes 40 items on a 6-point Likert scale, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”.

Psychopathy. As a measure of psychopathy, we asked participants to complete Leven-

son’s Primary and Secondary Psychopathy Scales (LPSP) [23]. This scale is composed of 26

items. The first 16 measure primary psychopathy, and the last 10 measure secondary psychop-

athy. The response form is a 5-point Likert-type ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”.

Custody scenarios. We developed a vignette in which we asked participants to imagine

themselves in a break up situation with their partner in which there is controversy over the

custody of their two children. In this scenario, an expert advises the respondent to make some

false statements in court to improve his/her chances of success. Then the participant had to

answer whether they would issue 8 different statements (e.g. “My partner treated my children

badly, despised and insulted them”). They were asked to use a 4-point scale with the following

options: “I would never do it” (1); “I don’t think I would do it” (2); “I might do it” (3) and “I

would surely do it” (4). Next, they were asked to imagine that two years after the break up

there still is conflict over custody of the children and their partner has filed a complaint in

court against them. Then they had to respond on the same scale whether they would carry out

7 different retaliatory actions (e.g. “Stop compulsory alimony payments for the children”).

Data analysis

First, we checked the reliability of the measures used in the study and the correlations between

the variables analyzed. A series of z-tests were performed to check for significant differences

between correlations.

In order to test whether moral disengagement measures different aspects from a Dark com-

mon general factor, a bifactor approach is useful [14,24,25]. In a bifactor model, each indicator

is specified to load on a first-order general factor and also on a first-order specific factor, so as

to capture the common variance shared by all items and the variance explained by the specific

factors exclusively. So, specific factors account for the remaining variance not included in the

general factor.

Although, we have not tested many of the dark traits that comprise the Dark Factor of Per-

sonality, it is a robust construct independent of any particular trait and its predictive capability

remains even after removing relevant indicators [14]. So to test the specific role of moral dis-

engagement within the larger construct of the Dark factor, we followed two routes. First we

calculated the partial correlation of moral disengagement and willingness to harm the partner

in a child custody dispute controlling for the weighted mean of all the indicators of dark traits

in the study in order to represent the Dark factor. We also ran a SEM bifactor model using

Amos 23.0.0, where all indicators of dark traits loaded on a general factor, used as proxy for

the Dark Factor of Personality and also on individual factors representing moral disengage-

ment, psychopathy, Machiavellianism and Narcissism. All these factors were set as predictors

of a general factor of willingness to harm the partner behavior in a custody dispute, comprised

of all the variables used in the vignettes. Since Chi-square is influenced by sample size [26] and

model size [27], both of which are large in our study, we relied on other goodness of fit statis-

tics, like SRMR and RMSEA.

T-tests were also run to examine sex differences. Additionally, regression analyses were car-

ried out for men and women to check which types of moral disengagement strategies predicted

Moral disengagement in custody disputes

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0213662 March 13, 2019 6 / 12

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0213662


lying in court and retaliating against the partner and z-scores were obtained to check signifi-

cant differences between variables in the regression analyses for men and women.

Results

Reliability analyses

The measure of moral disengagement used showed a much higher reliability (α = .95) than

each of the measures belonging to the dark triad. Machiavellianism (α = .63), Narcissism (α =

.78), psychoticism (α = .77) showed less consistent results.

The scale regarding willingness to lie in court showed a high reliability (α = .93) and so did

the scale for retaliating against the partner (α = .93).

Correlational analyses

Moral disengagement was found to be related to both unethical behavior and variables in the

dark triad. It showed a significant correlation to Machiavellianism (r = .53, p< .001), Narcis-

sism (r = .23, p< .001) and psychopathy (r = .53, p< .001). As it turns out, moral disengage-

ment is a strong predictor of willingness to harm the partner, even surpassing variables in the

dark triad construct, as Table 1 shows.

Following the directions by Steiger [28], we compared correlations with moral disengage-

ment to correlations with variables in the dark triad and found significant differences in every

case. Moral disengagement showed significantly higher correlations with lying in court than

Machiavellianism (z = 3.28, p< .01), Narcissism (z = 4.24, p< .01) and Psychopathy (z = 4.00,

p< .01). Moral disengagement also showed significantly higher correlations with retaliating

against partner than Machiavellianism (z = 3.61, p< .01), Narcissism (z = 6.50, p< .01) and

Psychopathy (z = 3.85, p< .01). We also compared correlations with moral disengagement to

correlations with the Dark Factor score, but differences were non-significant.

Differences with the dark factor of personality

The partial correlations, controlling for the Dark factor estimate, of moral disengagement with

lying in court (r = .11, p< .01) and retaliating against partner (r = .14, p< .01) were signifi-

cant. These correlations were also significantly different from the zero-order correlations of

these variables (z = 5.43, p< .01) and (z = 5.79, p< .01), showing that although moral dis-

engagement plays an unique role in explaining the target attitudes, there is also an underlying

factor that accounts for significant differences.

The bifactor model to test whether moral disengagement had a the distinctive role in the

explanation of the willingness to harm the partner in a custody dispute or would rather be

Table 1. Zero-order correlations between unethical judicial attitudes, global moral disengagement score, dark

triad variables and D-score.

Lying in court Retaliating against partner

Moral disengagement .33� .37�

Machiavellianism .20� .23�

Narcissism .16� .11�

Psychopathy .17� .22�

Dark Factor score .32� .35�

N = 1097.

�p< .01.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0213662.t001
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subsumed into a more general Dark factor, showed that, although chi-square was significant

(χ2(9595) = 27713.6, p< .001), other fit indices showed and acceptable fit (SRMR = .055;

RMSEA = .042 (90% CI: .041-.042).

The general Dark factor of personality significantly predicted willingness to harm the part-

ner in a custody dispute (β = .36, p< .001). Specific moral disengagement was also a significant

distinctive predictor (β = -.18, p< .001) (Note that the loadings in the moral disengagement

factor for moral disengagement indicators were all negative, so in fact the factor measured

rejection of moral disengagement, so the regression β is also negative). The only other signifi-

cant factor was Narcissism (β = .10, p< .05), indicating that the Dark Factor accounted for the

variance of Psychoticism and Machiavellianism.

Gender differences

To compare differences between men and women in the analyzed variables, we ran a series of

t-tests. We found no significant differences between men and women for lying on court and

for retaliating against the partner and the overall mean score for participants was rather low

(M = 1.63, SD = .66 for lying in court andM = 1.40, SD = .63 for retaliating against partner, on

a 4-point scale). Overall the rates for lying in court and retaliating against partner where rather

low. Only 3.9% of the total sample scored 3 or higher in the scale.

The comparison between genders as regards variables in the dark triad showed only signifi-

cant differences for Machiavellianism, with men scoring higher than women (t(1095) = 5.35,

p< .001, menM = 2.91, SD = .39; womenM = 2.78, SD = .41). The tests yielded significant

results for moral disengagement, with men showing higher scores than women (t(1095) =

5.44, p< .001, menM = 3.27, SD = 1.09; womenM = 2.90, SD = 1.14). We checked whether

this pattern also appeared for each of the three moral disengagement strategies, and found that

for every type, men showed more tendencies to morally disengage than women. Thus, men

scored significantly higher in reconstrual strategies (t(1095) = 6.57, p< .001, menM = 3.40,

SD = 1.14; womenM = 2.94, SD = 1.19), personal agency strategies t(1095) = 4.30, p< .001,

menM = 3.19, SD = 1.17; womenM = 2.88, SD = 1.23) and recipient-based strategies(t(1095) =

4.25, p< .001, menM = 3.19, SD = 1.15; womenM = 2.88, SD = 1.20). Individually, as Table 2

shows, all moral disengagement strategies correlated significantly with both lying in court and

retaliating against the partner.

But in order to check whether there are differences in the strategies that men and women

choose in relation to lying in court or retaliating against the partner, we ran regression analyses

entering the three types of disengagement strategies simultaneously as predictors of both lying

in court and retaliating against the partner.

As regards lying in court, moral disengagement strategies contributed significantly to the

explanation of the variance for both men (R2 = .13, F(3,510) = 25.82, p< .001) and women

(R2 = .11, F(3,585) = 24.72, p< .001). Controlling for the other strategies, reconstrual strategies

Table 2. Zero-order correlations between unethical judicial attitudes and moral disengagement strategies.

Reconstrual Personal agency Recipient

Lying in court Men .36� .30� .28�

Women .29� .29� .31�

Retaliating against partner Men .37� .35� .31�

Women .32� .36� .38�

Men (N = 511); Women (N = 586).

�p< .01.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0213662.t002
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was the only significant predictor for men (β = .23, t(510) = 4.73, p< .001), and recipient strat-

egies the only significant predictor for women (β = .15, t(585) = 3.90, p< .001).

As for retaliating against the partner, we found a very similar pattern. Moral disengagement

strategies explained a significant proportion of the variance for both men (R2 = .14, F(3,510) =

28.25, p< .001) and women (R2 = .15, F(3,585) = 34.41, p< .001). We found that reconstrual

strategies was the only significant predictor for men (β = .15, t(510) = 3.36, p< .001). For

women, both recipient (β = .14, t(585) = 3.97, p< .001) and personal agency (β = .10, t(585) =

2.16, p< .001) strategies were significant.

Next, we checked whether moral disengagement strategies significantly differed between

men and women as predictors for unethical attitudes against the partner. Following the proce-

dure recommended by Paternoster, Brame, Mazerolle and Piquero [29] we checked for signifi-

cant gender differences the regression coefficients. Hence, we obtained the z scores for the

differences between betas for men and women for each of the moral disengagement strategies

as predictors of unethical attitudes, when controlling for each other. When predicting lying in

court we obtained a z-score of 3.09 (p< .01) for gender differences in reconstrual strategies,

and a z-score of -2.80 (p< .01) for gender differences in recipient strategies. We found no sig-

nificant gender differences for personal agency strategies as a predictor of lying in court. A

similar pattern was obtained when predicting retaliation against the partner. Men and women

differed significantly in the use of reconstrual strategies (z = 2.99, p< .01) and in the use of

recipient-based strategies (z = 2.60, p< .01), but no gender differences were found in the use

of personal agency strategies.

Discussion

The current study highlights moral disengagement as a key variable in the explanation of false

allegations and unethical attitudes. Our results, as predicted by our first hypothesis show the

relevance of moral disengagement mechanisms to explain unethical behavioral tendencies in a

specific setting like child custody disputes. In line with our second hypothesis and previous

research [12], moral disengagement appears to be a significantly stronger predictor of willing-

ness to harm the partner in a custody dispute than the “dark triad” variables which have fre-

quently been associated to transgression. Moral disengagement captures global aspects of the

tendency to ignore self-control over transgressions and seems to be a better predictor of the

inclination to behave unethically against the partner.

The third hypothesis in the study stated that moral disengagement would still be a signifi-

cant predictor of willingness to harm the partner in a custody dispute when controlling for the

Dark Factor of Personality. Partial correlation and bifactor model results support that moral

disengagement fits in a broader factor related to self-interested and detrimental behaviors, but

it predicts behavior beyond that general factor. What probably makes moral disengagement

different from other dark traits is the specific focus on the need to avoid moral self-sanctions

and on circumventing one’s own moral principles [16], whereas beliefs associated with com-

mon core of dark traits are more focused on justifying deviation from social norms (e.g. beliefs

on the adequacy of negative behavior to obtain a goal). The fit indices four our bifactorial SEM

model were appropriate, except for chi-square and CFI, although sample and model size

explain these discrepancies.

Our fourth hypothesis, in accordance with Hamel et al. [19], and Penfold [3] stated that

attitudes toward unethical behavior in a child custody dispute would not be significantly dif-

ferent in men and women. Although men are generally commit a higher number of transgres-

sions and antisocial behaviors in other domains, they do not lie or retaliate significantly more

than women in this specific setting.
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Our fifth hypothesis regarded gender differences. Men in our sample scored higher in

moral disengagement than women, in line with previous research. Similar results have been

found previously not only for moral disengagement [6,7], but also for related variables like

those in the “dark triad” [17,30,31]. As it turns out, this result seems incongruent with our sec-

ond and fourth hypothesis, because if moral disengagement predicts antisocial behavior and

there are no gender differences in the target behaviors in our study, it follows that there should

not be either gender differences in moral disengagement. Perhaps other variables may play a

moderating role in this relationship, like empathy or negative affect [17,18] which differentially

may influence antisocial behavior depending on gender. In accordance to this, moral dis-

engagement may be a better predictor of unethical attitudes for men, at least as regards custody

disputes. However, we have not tested for these possible moderators, which is a limitation in

the study.

Finally, we wanted to explore whether men and women would differ in moral disengage-

ment strategies. Although men score higher in every type of moral disengagement mecha-

nisms, the best predictors for men and women are different. Controlling for other strategies,

men tend to favor reconstrual strategies and women recipient strategies. Men tend to justify

their behavior as correct and following a higher purpose (moral justification), to downplay the

behavior as less negative (advantageous comparison) or to sanitize it using euphemistic label-

ling. In turn, the better predictor for women were recipient strategies, focused on what the vic-

tim brought upon himself to deserve retaliation or false allegations (attribution of blame) or

how the recipient is somehow flawed or despicable and does not deserve the same consider-

ation as other human beings (dehumanization).

Bersoff [32] states that men engage in unethical behaviors more frequently than women

except when it is difficult to employ rationalization strategies to justify transgressions (e.g. self-

serving biases are exposed or there is no motivation to use them). In our study, participants

might be considered as sensitive to the situations described, since they were related to their

personal experiences. However, they had nothing to gain from the hypothetical scenarios, so

they were not as motivated to employ self-serving rationalization strategies as they would be in

a real setting. This has two main implications. Firstly, interventions aimed at de-activating or

exposing moral disengagement biases might be successful in deterring individuals from uneth-

ical behavior. On the other hand, results using hypothetical vignettes may not translate fully

into real situations, since the utilitarian motivations to make unethical decisions might be

weaker.

Another limitation is the correlational nature of the study that does not allow to draw causal

explanations for the relationship variables. Future research must focus experimental studies

and on studying settings that activate self-serving motivations. Experimental designs, case

studies and real realistic situations would allow to examine the actual mechanisms involved in

real transgressions. Our attempt at triggering these mechanisms this was using a sample of

people who had experienced a break up with their partner and had children. Also, although

hypothetical, our vignette depicted a situation of child custody dispute, where there is much to

gain or lose, so it contained the features to be an adequate trigger for self-serving motivations.

The current study has also implications for practice. Being aware of the role of moral dis-

engagement in unethical behaviors would help the professional improve their detection by

using available measures. Moral disengagement measurement would allow for more precise

evaluations of parents in a child custody dispute. Also, intervention programs based on moral

disengagement bias detection might be devised to reduce conflict or to mediate between the

partners during a break up. Acknowledging the severity of unethical behaviors, accepting

responsibility for them and humanizing the recipient might be achieved by exposing the
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nature of moral disengagement strategies so the individuals realize that they are not acceptable

rationalizations for unethical behavior.
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