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Abstract
Decision-making is a common daily task that people experience and can 

sometimes lead to moral dilemmas. Moral dilemmas may lead to consequential 
emotions, both negative and positive, and previous research suggests that there may 
be a difference in those emotional responses between different genders. The purpose 
of the present study was to examine if there is a difference of gender regarding 
moral dilemma responses and whether female-identifying participants would score 
higher (i.e., more prone to guilt/shame) on the Guilt and Shame Proneness Scale 
(GASP) than male-identifying participants. There were 42 participants (30 female, 10 
male, and 2 non-binary) who completed the Guilt and Shame Proneness Scale. The 
results of the data were examined across the four subscales of the Guilt and Shame 
Proneness Scale: Guilt-Negative-Behavior-Evaluation (NBE), Guilt-Repair, Shame-
Negative-Self-Evaluation (NSE), and Shame-Withdrawal. The results demonstrated 
that there were no significant differences between genders overall across the four 
scales, however, there was a significant main effect between the different GASP sub-
scales. This did not support the hypothesis that female-identifying individuals would 
score higher on the GASP scale, demonstrating more guilt and shame, than male-
identifying individuals when presented with moral dilemmas scenarios.
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Gender Differences in Guilt and Shame Proneness from Moral Dilemmas

Researchers have long been interested in how people respond to moral 
dilemmas, but research on gender and the influence it may have on decision-making 
has been more prevalent over the past few decades (Wark & Krebs, 1996). In the 
United States, gender roles have been changing; for example, women are becoming 
more relevant in the workplace and making more decisions for companies (Glover 
et al., 2002). Therefore, new research that examines how gender may influence 
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moral decision making is important as it becomes more relevant in real world 
applications. Previous research by Cohen et al. (2011) explored the basis of guilt and 
shame specifically regarding moral decision-making. They found that participants 
who scored higher on the Guilt and Shame Proneness Scale made fewer unethical 
decisions than those who scored lower on the scale. In other words, people who are 
more prone to feelings of guilt are more likely to make ethical moral decisions. This 
current study’s purpose was to explore differences between scores on the Guilt and 
Shame Proneness Scale and moral decision-making based on gender. 

Literature Review

Interest in moral dilemmas is known to date back centuries, to Plato’s time, 
as he questioned moral rules that may apply to moral decision-making and how to 
determine which rules take priority (McConnell, 2018); however, psychological 
research on moral dilemmas was popularized in the 20th century by researchers such 
as Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan. Kohlberg and Gilligan both studied the 
moral decision-making process, however Kohlberg was criticized by Gilligan for 
focusing his stages of moral development on legal-based decision-making, while 
Gilligan emphasized that some individuals may prefer to focus on emotions and 
relationship-based decision-making (Gilligan, 1982, pp. 25-29). Kohlberg’s stages of 
moral development consis of a preconventional view (consequences determine right 
and wrong), a conventional view (focused on law and order), and a postconventional 
view (justice, reciprocity, and human rights) (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977). Gilligan 
argued, however, that Kohlberg’s view was predominantly male-focused, and lacked 
a female perspective (Gilligan, 1982, p. 18). Due to the biased nature of Kohlberg’s 
samples (i.e., predominantly male), Gilligan’s research focused on the female 
perspective, finding that female moral decision-making often focused on emotion, 
care, and relationships (Gilligan, 1982, p. 73). As time has progressed, gender has 
become a factor worth considering for moral dilemma decisions, as there are many 
assumptions about gender roles and expectations.

One important area where real-world moral decisions may be influenced by 
gender is in the field of business. Evidence suggests that as women have taken more 
leading roles in companies, the ethical stances of companies have changed as a result. 
Glover et al. (2002) studied how gender influences ethical decision-making in the 
workplace. They found that along with work experience, women tended to reason 
more ethically than men based on their specific values (achievement, concern for 
others, honesty/integrity, and fairness) and decisions on different moral dilemma 
scenarios (Glover et al., 2002). Despite these findings, there is other research 
suggesting gender does not have a strong influence on moral decision-making. Wark 
and Krebs (1996) researched gender differences on various topics by presenting 
moral dilemmas on personal, justice, and care-oriented subjects. They found that 
females typically scored significantly higher than males in personal and care-oriented 
dilemmas. The observed overall difference was very small within all three of the 
different topics of moral dilemmas, which poses the question of whether gender has a 
large enough influence on how people make their decisions.

Emotional processes, and how different genders experience emotions, may 
also interact in important ways with moral decision-making. Horne and Powell 
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(2016) found that participants self-reported an increase in emotions after they 
were confronted with a personal dilemma (physically close and direct personal 
actions, e.g., pushing, stabbing, and hitting) versus an impersonal dilemma (indirect 
actions, e.g., pulling a lever and using gas). It is important to consider the type of 
moral dilemma and the individual’s involvement as that may lead to an increase in 
an emotional response and how that emotional response may interact with their 
responses.

Decision-making for moral dilemmas may create conflicting thoughts 
and emotions for people. Individuals making these decisions may experience 
uncomfortable and/or negative thoughts and emotions, which in turn could interfere 
with the final decisions people make (Szekely & Miu, 2015; as cited in Szekely et al., 
2015). For example, one study found that individuals who are emotionally attached 
to their religious beliefs, Christian beliefs specifically, had more emotions present 
in their decision-making (Szekely et al., 2015). Another study takes the approach 
of examining what roles emotion versus logic had on the final decision-making 
process. (Gawronski et al., 2018). This study by Gawronski et al. (2018) found that 
manipulating the participant’s emotions throughout the study may influence their 
moral dilemma judgments with regards to moral norms. The previous research stated 
above then sets the foundation for looking specifically at different types of emotion 
and thought related to morals—that of guilt and shame. 

With consideration to the findings of previous literature, the hypothesis 
of the current study is that female-identifying individuals will score higher on 
the Guilt-Proneness Scale than male-identifying individuals when presented with 
moral dilemmas (for the purposes of this paper, individuals identifying as male or 
female will be called ‘male’ or ‘female,’ accordingly). The current study focused on 
identifying whether females demonstrated more guilt and shame proneness than 
males. To measure guilt and shame proneness, participants were given sixteen moral 
dilemma scenarios and were asked to indicate the likelihood that they would react in 
the way described.

Methods

Participants

Participants consisted of 42 individuals, 30 of whom identified as female, 10 as 
male, and 2 as non-binary. Data from the two non-binary individuals were excluded 
from the analysis due to low representation. All participants were at least 18 years old 
and were chosen by convenience sampling. The average age of the participants was 
27.6 years (SD = 11.8).

Measures

A Qualtrics survey was provided to the participants by the researcher. The 
beginning of the survey contained the Implied Consent information. Following 
consent was The Guilt and Shame Proneness Scale (GASP) which contained sixteen 
moral dilemma scenarios measured with a range from Very Unlikely to Very Likely 
(Very Unlikely, Unlikely, Slightly Unlikely, About 50% Likely, Likely, and Very 
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Likely). A couple of the scenarios were “After realizing you have received too much 
change at a store, you decide to keep it because the salesclerk doesn’t notice. What 
is the likelihood that you would feel uncomfortable about keeping the money?” 
and “You secretly commit a felony. What is the likelihood that you would feel 
remorse about breaking the law?”. The GASP scale is designed to measure individual 
differences in guilt and shame proneness in four categories: guilt-negative-behavior-
evaluation (NBE) (having negative feelings towards one’s actions), guilt-repair 
(behavioral intentions to correct or compensate for one’s actions), shame-negative-
self-evaluation (NSE) (negative feelings towards oneself), and shame-withdraw 
(intention to avoid specific situations). The GASP scale was scored by summing or 
averaging the four items in each subscale (Cohen et al., 2011) Higher scores on the 
GASP Scale signified more proneness to guilt and shame while lower scores signified 
low proneness to guilt and shame. Finally, Fill-in-the-blank demographic questions 
such as age and gender identity were also included, followed by the debriefing 
information.

Procedure

To begin the study, participants clicked on a link to give them access to 
the Qualtrics survey. The link was accessed via Emails that were sent requesting 
participation or from a post made on the researcher’s personal Facebook page. 
Participants were then presented with an informed consent form, which they needed 
to click ‘Next” in order to agree before they could access the study. Participants 
completed the survey which consisted of two sections, The Guilt and Shame 
Proneness Scale and demographics. After the surveys were completed, participants 
were debriefed about the purpose of the study and were also provided contact 
information for the University of Wisconsin-Stout Counseling Center in the event 
they had experienced significant negative emotions as a result of the study.

Results
It was hypothesized that females would score higher on the GASP 

scale, demonstrating more feelings of guilt, than males when presented with 
moral dilemmas (note that non-binary individuals did not have a high enough 
representation to be included in the results). A 2 (Gender) x 4 (GASP Sub-scales) 
mixed-model ANOVA was conducted using mean scores on the GASP Scale 
inventory. A significant main effect for GASP Sub-scales was obtained, F (3,114) = 
53.40, p < .001, with a strong effect (Eta-squared = .58). No other main effects or 
interactions were significant (p > .05). 

Post-hoc tests were carried out to explore the main effect for the GASP sub-
scales, using a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. Participant responses 
on the Shame-Withdrawal scale were significantly higher (M = 4.76, SD = 1.07) 
compared to the NBE scale (M = 2.59, SD = 1.26; p < .001), Guilt-Repair scale (M = 
2.47, SD = 1.05; p < .001), and NSE (M = 2.13, SD = .95; p < .001). No other post-
hoc comparisons were significant (p > .05). Therefore, the current hypothesis was 
not supported by the mixed-model ANOVA conducted.
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Discussion

The results of the data collected from the four subscales of the Guilt 
and Shame Proneness Scale (NBE, Guilt-Repair, NSE, and Shame-Withdrawal) 
demonstrated that there were no statistically significant differences amongst the 
two genders represented. This finding did not support the hypothesis that females 
would score higher on the GASP scale than male individuals when presented with 
moral dilemmas. This may be due to the generic nature of the GASP Scale and how 
previous research has demonstrated that generally different genders do not differ 
significantly unless the moral dilemma falls under specific topics (e.g., justice, care, 
relationships, and honesty) (Gilligan, 1982; Glover et al., 2002; Wark & Krebs 1996).

 Although there were no significant differences observed between genders 
for the scales used in this study, there was a significant difference amongst the four 
sub-scales of the GASP Scale. Shame-Withdrawal had significantly higher scores 
from both females and males in comparison to the other sub-scales. This would 
suggest that the participants have a higher tendency to withdraw or avoid situations 
that may increase the feeling of shame than they are to experience the other aspects 
of the GASP Scale. 

Despite the lack of significant difference between females and males, there are 
still opportunities to explore more within the discussion gender differences and their 
impact on moral dilemmas. Only two genders were represented in the current data 
as there was a low representation of non-binary individuals. Exploring different types 
of genders besides female and male could add to the discussion of moral dilemma 
decision-making. Negative emotions were examined in the current study, more 
positive emotions could be examined in the future. Along with studying different 
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Figure 1: GASP Scale Means by Gender.
Note: Mean scores of NBE, Guilt-Repair, NSE, and Shame-Withdrawal by gender.
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types of emotions, examining emotions throughout the process (before, during, and 
after) could be beneficial. 

There are a few limitations of this study to consider. One of the limitations 
was the small sample sizes because it can be difficult to represent a larger population 
when the sample size only consists of 42 individuals. Having even representation 
of each gender within this small sample size would have been more ideal. Another 
limitation was the uneven representation of the different genders. There were three 
times more females represented in the data than males, and these unbalanced samples 
likely affected the overall results. An additional limitation was that the current study 
did not research the possible shift in the participant’s emotions throughout the study 
as it was not designed to measure changes in emotion across the study. Emotions 
may influence how participants respond to moral dilemmas (Szekely & Miu, 2015; as 
cited in Szekely et al., 2015) and it is important to understand the effect emotions 
may have had on the results of this study. One solution to this issue would have been 
to measure the emotional effect before and after reading the moral dilemmas, to 
determine if participants’ emotional states were significantly affected by the stories 
they encountered.

Due to the limitations of this current study’s participant pool and 
experimental design, there are possible recommendations for future research. 
One recommendation for possible research is to study the initial emotions of the 
participants to see how they may change throughout the study. It could be beneficial 
to also look into different types of emotion such as positive emotions whereas 
guilt and shame are more negative in nature. Another recommendation is to have a 
more even representation between the different genders as it provides data that is 
easier to compare and generalize. This current study had significantly more female 
participants than male or nonbinary participants and future studies should be aware 
of the participant pool and should make sure to have equal representation of each 
gender. Making modifications such as these has the potential to better represent the 
population.

Conclusion
The main goal of the current study was to identify if females would score 

higher on the GASP scale, feeling more guilt and shame, when presented with 
moral dilemmas. By conducting a 2 (Gender) x 4 (GASP Sub-scales) mixed-model 
ANOVA on the GASP scale (Cohen et al., 2011), it was concluded that there was no 
significant difference in guilt and shame proneness between the different genders. 
This conclusion did not support the hypothesis that females would score higher 
on the GASP scale than males when presented with moral dilemmas. Despite these 
findings, researching gender differences regarding moral dilemmas may still be 
beneficial as gender roles continue to develop and change (Glover et al., 2002).
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