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Introduction 

 According to research in psychology, one’s opinion about any given topic gains strength 

as the topic becomes more of a question of one's morals (Skitka, Hanson, Morgan, & Wisneski, 

2021). That is, people’s attitudes toward typically non-moral topics like which animal makes the 

best household pet should be weaker than their attitudes toward more moralized issues like 

abortion. This brings up the interesting question of how people think of the objectivity of their 

moral beliefs. Do people hold their moral beliefs to be subjective, more along the lines of what is 

considered an opinion? Or do people hold their moral beliefs to be objective, more factual than 

opinion-based? 

 The domain theory of attitudes (Skitka, 2014) maintains that people experience moral 

issues as objective truths about the world as equally as they do scientific facts. Following this 

logic, if people perceive moral issues as fact, then there is reason to believe that people will push 

back against counter-attitudinal information like continuing to believe that fire will burn you 

even if someone claimed that fire will give you frostbite. However, despite the perception that 

moral issues feel objectively true, this assumption has received hardly any empirical 

consideration. 

 There is importance in understanding the nature of moral beliefs, as this area has been a 

topic of interest since the 5th century BCE when Socrates and Plato first discussed western 

philosophy. The question of morality being inherently subjective or objective has contributed to 

the field of meta-ethics, which deals with understanding the characteristics of moral thought and 

communication (Sayre-McCord, 2014). Most important to the current research is to understand 

whether questions of moral nature have objectively correct answers that apply ubiquitously or 

whether the answers to these questions chiefly depend on one’s perception.  
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 Although philosophers might highlight a number of properties of moral questions when 

attempting to understand meta-ethics, the conclusions may not naturally coincide with how the 

average person thinks about morality. To that end, a growing field of experimental philosophy 

has found evidence regarding lay meta-ethics - how people commonly treat moral questions. 

Results from these studies tend to reveal that people typically hold their moral beliefs as 

objective. For example, Goodwin and Darley (2008) asked participants to read a number of 

statements. Some of the statements dealt with scientific facts (e.g., “The Earth is not at the center 

of the known universe”), some dealt with taste (e.g., “Classical music is better than rock music”), 

and some dealt with morality (e.g., “Consciously discriminating against someone on the basis of 

race is morally wrong”). For each statement, participants thought about how they would react if 

someone were to disagree with them. Essentially, participants reported whether they thought it 

was possible for themselves and another person to be correct or whether one person must be 

wrong. The results of this study found that people thought of their ethical beliefs as objectively 

as matters of scientific fact. Additional studies support what was found in Goodwin and Darley’s 

(2008) study, supporting that people usually treat their moral beliefs as having objectively 

correct answers, similar to factual beliefs (Beebe, Qiaoan, Wysocki, & Endara, 2015; Beebe & 

Sackris, 2016; Goodwin & Darley, 2012), and the same has also be found among children 

(Heiphetz & Young, 2017; Wainryb, Shaw, Langley, Cottam, & Lewis, 2004). 

 The work to understand one’s perceptions of objectivity as it relates to their moral beliefs 

is important because it can help predict when people are likely to be receptive or closed off to 

other people’s opinions. At a time when political parties seem to be less and less tolerant of the 

other side's stance, having even a principle understanding that some people might hold their 

beliefs to be as true as scientific fact has the potential to nurture an environment of empathy and 
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perhaps tolerance. As such, the aim of the current study is to determine the underlying constructs 

of a scale that was developed to measure one’s level of objective moralism. To accomplish this, 

an analytic technique called exploratory factor analysis (EFA) will be used to examine the 

correlational structure of responses to each question on the scale. The goal is to have a final scale 

with questions that are related to specific constructs and to remove questions that do not relate to 

any general constructs. 

Methods 

Participants 

 Survey data were gathered from 311 adults (Mean Age = 37.4, SD = 11.92, 60.5% Male) 

from the United States using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) in exchange for $1.00 US paid 

via Amazon. All respondents completed six surveys in one sitting, which took approximately 12 

minutes to complete. Criteria to take part in the survey were being at least 18 years of age and 

having the ability to view a computer screen. The initial data were screened. An attention check 

question was included during the survey wherein respondents were asked, “To ensure data 

quality, please choose ‘slightly agree’ for this question.” Accordingly, respondents who did not 

choose “slightly agree” for the attention check question were removed. Additionally, there was 

one case of a missing value, and that respondent was removed altogether. After removing 

respondents who did not answer the check question correctly, and removing one respondent due 

to missing data, the final sample consisted of 300 adults aged between 18 and 73 (Mean Age = 

37.6, SD = 11.99, 60.3% Male). 
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Measures 

Lay Moral Objectivism Items 

 The primary measure of interest were questions intended to assess lay moral objectivism. 

A bank of 36 candidate questions were developed by Andrew Luttrell and his lab at Ball State 

University, a midsize institution in the midwestern United States. All items used a 7-point Likert-

type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). The goal of these items is to assess one’s 

perception that their moral beliefs are either more objective or more subjective. One of the items 

is, “Moral beliefs are universal and everybody should abide by the same set of beliefs.”  

Criterion Validity Variables 

 Ethical Position Questionnaire. The Ethical Position Questionnaire (EPQ; Forsyth, 

1980) consists of 20 items. The first ten items measure one’s degree of idealism, the degree that 

one believes that desirable outcomes can be obtained with the “right” action, and the last ten 

items measure one’s degree of relativism, the degree that one believes that moral issues do not 

have a clear answer. The items are measured using a 9-point Likert-type scale (1 = Completely 

Disagree, 9 = Completely Agree). An example of one of the items from the idealism subscale is, 

“A person should make certain that their actions never intentionally harm another even to a small 

degree.” An example of one of the items from the relativism subscale is, “There are no ethical 

principles that are so important that they should be a part of any code of ethics.” Both of the 

subscales from EPQ displayed good internal reliability (α’s = .88), so responses to all items were 

averaged within each dimension to create two composite variables. Higher scores correspond 

with more idealism and relativism, respectively. 

Dogmatism Scale. The Dogmatism Scale (DS; Shearman & Levine, 2006) consists of 11 

items measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly Agree). 
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The scale measures individual differences in openness versus closed belief systems. One of the 

items from the DS is, “There is a single correct way to do things.”  After reverse scoring six of 

the 11 items, the DS demonstrated good internal reliability (α = .85), so the responses to all items 

were averaged to create a composite variable. Higher scores correspond with one leaning more 

towards closed belief systems.  

Faith in Intuition Scale. The Faith in Intuition Scale (FIS; Epstein, Pacini, Denes-Raj,  

& Heier, 1996) consists of 12 items measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = Completely 

False, 5 = Completely True). The scale measures engagement and confidence in one's intuitive 

abilities. An example of one of the items is, “I can usually feel when a person is right or wrong 

even if I can’t explain how I know.” The items in the FIS demonstrated good internal reliability 

(α = .85), so they were averaged to create a composite variable. Higher scores correspond with 

more confidence in one’s intuitive abilities. 

Intuitive Religious Belief Scale. The Intuitive Religious Belief Scale (IRBS; Gervais & 

Norenzayan, 2012) consists of 5 items measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). The scale measures whether one believes in the existence of 

god/gods as being intuitive. An example of one of the items is, “When I am in trouble, I find 

myself want to ask God for help.”  After reverse-scoring three of the five items, the IRBS 

demonstrated good internal reliability (α = .90), so all items were averaged to create a composite 

variable. Higher scores correspond with a stronger belief in God.  

Intrinsic Religious Motivation Scale. The Intrinsic Religious Motivation Scale (IRMS; 

Hoge, 1972) consists of 10 items measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). The scale measures one’s belief that religious beliefs are intrinsic. 

An example of one of the items is, “My faith involves all of my life.” The items in the IRMS 
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displayed good internal reliability (α = .90), so all items were averaged to create a composite 

variable. Higher scores correspond with stronger intrinsic beliefs. 

Analysis 

 Multiple iterations of exploratory factor analysis (EFA) were performed on the lay moral 

objectivism (LMO) items until an identified, conceptually accurate model was attained. 

Specifically, the common factor model of EFA using maximum likelihood estimation and 

promax rotation with squared multiple correlations on the diagonal of the correlation matrix were 

used to examine the factor structure of the candidate items in each phase on analysis. Before 

recounting the results of each EFA, including factor loadings and fit statistics, different methods 

of determining how many factors to retain will be discussed. 

Results 

Preliminary Data Analysis 

Before conducting the exploratory factor analysis, several criteria for the factorability of 

the LMO items were examined. First, review of the correlation matrix showed that there were no 

correlations with an absolute value greater than  0.80, indicating that multicollinearity was not an 

issue. Sampling adequacy was examined by using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test. The 

KMO test returns a measure of sampling adequacy statistic, which is interpreted as the 

proportion of common variance among variables. KMO values between 0.8 and 1 indicate an 

adequate sample. The 36 LMO items had a KMO of 0.96, indicating excellent sampling 

adequacy. Additionally, Bartlett’s test of sphericity was calculated to determine if the variables 

were suitable for factor analysis. The result of Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2 

(630) = 6817.55 p < .05), indicating that the variables are related and are suitable for factor 

analysis. Finally, multivariate normality was checked by using Mardia’s test, which returned 
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significant (p < .05) coefficients for both skewness and kurtosis, indicating that the data is not 

multivariate normal. However, Curran et al. (1996) determined that, for maximum likelihood 

estimation, so long as there are no skew values greater than 2.0, nor any kurtosis values greater 

than 7.0, then data is normal enough to interpret results accurately. The strongest skew value for 

the dataset in question was -1.58 and the strongest kurtosis value was 2.88, so it was assumed 

that the data was normal enough to interpret results accurately. 

Factor Analyses 

 The common factor model of EFA was used to examine the factor structure of the 36 

candidate items for measuring LMO. Maximum likelihood estimation and promax rotation were 

implemented in a three-phase analysis until a final factor solution was arrived at. An array of 

factor retention methods, including observed eigenvalues over 1.0, interpretation of the scree plot 

of eigenvalues, parallel analysis, comparison data analysis, the Hull method, the empirical Keiser 

criterion, and interpretation of the root mean square of estimation and approximation (RMSEA) 

and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) were implemented during each phase to aid in the 

interpretation of how many factors to retain. 

 Based on the first iteration of factor retention analyses, we decided that a three-factor 

solution was most appropriate (see Table 1 for a breakdown of the factor retention results). 

Ultimately, the three-factor solution, which explained 51% of the variance, was preferred 

because: a) the scree plot levels off after three factors, b) the minimal change in RMSEA values 

between the three and four-factor solution, and c) the conceptual sensibility of item groupings for 

the three-factor model. We thus conducted an EFA with the methods outlined above, specifying 

a three-factor model.  
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Initial eigenvalues revealed that the three factors explained 25%, 16%, and 10% of the 

variance respectively. The RMSEA and TLI were examined to determine model fit. Fabrigar, 

MacCallum, Wegener, and Strahan (1999) determined that RMSEA values less than 0.05 are 

good, values between 0.05 and 0.08 are acceptable, values between 0.08 and 0.01 are marginal, 

and values greater than 1.0 are poor. The three-factor model produced an RMSEA value of 

0.048, indicating good model fit. Hu and Bentler (1999) suggest that a TLI cutoff value 0.90 is 

needed to reject mispecified models. The three-factor model produced a TLI value of 0.929, 

indicating that the model has good fit.  

To determine which items to retain as reliable indicators of each factor, we adopted 

guidelines given by Tabachnick and Fidell (2001) and retained items with factor loadings 0.32 

and above. After assigning items to their factor based on this guideline, it was determined that 

the first factor  represented moral objectivism, the second represented subjective moralism, and 

the third represented an expectation that everyone ought to abide by the same set of moral beliefs 

(see Table 4 for factor loadings of the three-factor model). The factor correlations were of 

moderate strength, with the first and second factor – objective and subjective moralism – being 

negatively correlated (r = -0.56), the first and third factor – objective moralism and the 

expectation for everyone to abide by the same moral beliefs – being positive correlated (r = 

0.58), and the second and third factor – subjective moralism and the expectation for everyone to 

abide by the same moral beliefs – being negatively correlated (r = -0.58). 

A total of 10 items were removed for a few reasons. First, item 12, “Moral beliefs are 

universal and everybody should abide by the same set of beliefs”, was removed due to its 

double-barreled nature. Next, three other items were removed due to cross-loading (a factor 

loading 0.32 or more for two or more items). Lastly, the five items that made up the third factor 
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were removed because the resulting factor was not of interest. The goal of the analysis was to 

produce a scale that assesses one’s degree of moral objectivism. The items in the third factor 

statistically constitute an independent cluster of responses, and they conceptually capture beliefs 

that are not necessarily about the objective truth of moral positions but instead a prescriptive 

belief about the beliefs people ought to abide by. These items were thus omitted from subsequent 

iterations of the EFA. 

Table 1 

Factor Retention Results for Phase 1 of EFA 

Factor Retention Method Number of Factors 

Eigenvalues > 1.0 5 

Scree Plot Interpretation 3 

Parallel Analysis 4 

Comparison Data Analysis 3 

Hull Method (CAF, CFI, RMSEA) 3, 1, 1 

Empirical Keiser Criterion 2 

 

Based on the second iteration of factor retention analyses, which consisted of analyzing 

26 of the original 36 items, we decided that a two-factor model was most appropriate (see Table 

2 for a breakdown of the factor retention results). The two-factor solution, which explained 51% 

of the variance, was preferred because of the small change in RMSEA values between the two 

and three-factor solution, and the item grouping for the two-factor model made the most 

conceptual sense. We thus conducted an EFA with the methods outlined above, specifying a 

three-factor model. 

Eigenvalues revealed that the two factors explained 31% and 20% of the variance 

respectively. The RMSEA for the two-factor model was 0.061, indicating good model fit, and the 

TLI was 0.922, which also indicated good model fit. The first factor was interpreted to represent 

moral objectivism, and the second factor was interpreted to represent subjective moralism (see 



CONSTRUCT VALIDITY OF THE LAY MORAL OBJECTIVISM SCALE           12 

 

Table 4 for factor loadings of the two-factor model). The first factor – moral objectivism – was 

moderately inversely correlated with the second factor – subjective moralism (r = -0.65). 

Although the two-factor solution had good fit statistics, there was an aim to attain an even 

better fitting parsimonious model. Loadings on the first factor were consistently strong between 

the first and second phase of EFA. Additionally, we were able to point to item loadings on each 

factor as being conceptually identical such that the subjective factor doesn't appear substantively 

different but is only picking up on the reverse keyed items. To that end, we concluded that the 

first factor sufficiently and efficiently captured the core construct of moral objectivism. 

Therefore, the subjective moralism items were removed, and a final factor analysis was 

conducted. 

Table 2 

Factor Retention Results for Phase 2 of EFA 

Factor Retention Method Number of Factors 

Eigenvalues > 1.0 3 

Scree Plot Interpretation 2 

Parallel Analysis 3 

Comparison Data Analysis 2 

Hull Method (CAF, CFI, RMSEA) 2, 1, 1 

Empirical Keiser Criterion 2 

 

Based on the third iteration of factor retention analyses, which consisted of analyzing 14 

of the original 36 items, there was strong evidence of a one-factor model (see Table 3 for a 

breakdown of the factor retention results). The final one-factor model accounted for 58% of the 

variance in  item responses. The RMSEA for the one-factor model was 0.068, indicating good 

model fit, and the TLI was 0.957, which also indicated good model fit. As expected, the factor 

was interpreted to represent moral objectivism. All items in the final analysis had factor loadings 

of 0.50 or above (see Table 4 for a breakdown of the factor retention results). Given these results, 
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these 14 items were retained as the final set of items in the Lay Moral Objectivism Scale 

(LMOS), which displayed strong internal reliability (α = .95). 

Table 3 

Factor Retention Results for Phase 3 of EFA 

Factor Retention Method Number of Factors 

Eigenvalues > 1.0 1 

Scree Plot Interpretation 1 

Parallel Analysis 1 

Comparison Data Analysis 1 

Hull Method (CAF, CFI, RMSEA) 1, 1, 1 

Empirical Keiser Criterion 1 
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Table 4   

Factor Loadings for Three Phases of Exploratory Factor Analysis   

 Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 

Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 

1. Everybody should abide by the same set of moral beliefs. 0.42 0.01 0.46 - - - 

2. The truth of a moral belief needs no deeper explanation. 0.67 -0.03 -0.07 0.66 0.02 0.64 

3. For controversial topics, there can be several different opinions that are 

still morally acceptable. 
-0.20 0.74 0.14 -0.05 0.75 - 

4. When a person has a moral belief that is different from mine, I can still 

accept the validity of the reasons behind their belief. 
0.02 0.79 0.18 0.18 0.79 - 

5. People can make an ethical decision without knowing the context. 0.51 0.16 -0.11 0.48 0.22 - 

6. The difference between “moral” and “immoral” is as clear as the 

difference between “black” and “white”. 
0.76 -0.12 0.06 0.79 -0.11 0.86 

7. Discussions of controversial topics with people who do not share the 

same moral standpoint are an opportunity to learn about the other 

perspective. 

-0.17 0.53 0.20 0.01 0.53 - 

8. Immoral actions are permissible if the consequences are positive. 0.15 0.43 -0.07 0.11 0.43 - 

9. Immoral actions are immoral, not matter the context of the situations. 0.60 -0.17 0.18 0.71 -0.18 0.84 

10. If two people disagree on a moral issue there is always someone who is 

right and someone who is wrong. 
0.69 -0.14 0.06 0.74 -0.10 0.81 

11. Two people can disagree on a moral issue and both still be correct. -0.17 0.56 -0.16 -0.20 0.63 - 

12. Moral beliefs are universal and everybody should abide by the same set 

of beliefs. 
0.63 0.05 0.37 - - - 

13. All good people share the same moral beliefs. 0.51 -0.06 0.29 0.63 -0.15 0.73 

14. Moral rules are similar to social norms in that it is not required people 

follow them, only recommended. 
0.22 0.45 -0.35 - - - 

15. Every ethical decision has a right answer and a wrong answer 0.70 -0.03 0.12 0.78 0.02 0.79 

16. Every well-informed, rational person will agree on what is moral versus 

what is immoral. 
0.63 0.00 0.14 0.69 -0.16 0.71 

17. Every person is expected to abide by the same moral standards. 0.29 0.07 0.63 - - - 

18. Even if people have different moral beliefs, some beliefs are correct and 

some are incorrect. 
0.35 0.04 0.25 0.51 0.61 0.50 

19. Moral standards are inherently true, humans did not create them. 0.46 -0.12 0.18 0.54 -0.08 0.65 

20. Immoral behavior is still wrong even if it is legally allowed. 0.01 0.01 0.59 - - - 

21. What is morally right can depend on the situation. -0.19 0.64 0.08 -0.13 0.66 - 

22. When it comes to morality, something is either right or it’s wrong. 0.71 -0.08 0.11 0.78 -0.14 0.83 
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Table 4 Continued       

  Phase 1  Phase 2 Phase 3 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 

23. Something that is unethical today was unethical 200 years ago. 0.31 0.04 0.22 - -0.59 - 

24. Ethical rules apply equally to everyone. 0.21 0.11 0.66 - - - 

25. If something is morally good today, it could become immoral in the 

future. 
-0.12 0.61 -0.01 -0.07 0.66 - 

26. Whether something is morally right or wrong is as factual as “2+2=4”. 0.73 -0.18 -0.01 0.74 -0.11 0.83 

27. People are allowed to disagree over whether something is ethical or 

unethical. 
-0.20 0.62 0.17 -0.07 0.59 - 

28. Moral values are just like personal preferences. 0.33 0.54 -0.34 - - - 

29. There is room for debate when it comes to moral matters. -0.13 0.61 0.01 -0.06 0.66 - 

30. For every ethical question, there is an objectively correct answer. 0.69 -0.13 0.04 0.72 -0.11 0.79 

31. What is morally acceptable in once culture can be immoral for another 

culture. 
-0.19 0.53 0.01 -0.10 0.59 - 

32. What’s wrong is wrong, regardless the context. 0.66 -0.02 0.19 0.76 -0.05 0.80 

33. Once cannot decide for another person what is moral or immoral. 0.09 0.46 -0.33 - - - 

34. A society’s laws should reflect basic moral rules that apply to everyone. 0.19 0.14 0.65 - - - 

35. There is no middle ground between “moral” and “immoral”. 0.79 -0.13 -0.10 0.77 -0.05 0.80 

36. Morality is flexible. -0.04 0.56 -0.28 -0.15 0.64 - 
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Convergent Validity 

 To assess the convergent validity of the newly created Lay Moral Objectivism Scale 

(LMOS), a correlation analysis was conducted with the EPQ, DS, FIS, IRBS, and the IRMS. 

Responses to all items for the LMOS were averaged to create a composite variable. Higher 

scores correspond with stronger perceptions of morals being objective. All convergent criterion 

scales yielded a significant correlation to the LMOS (p < .05) of moderate strength (Table 5). 

The strongest correlation was to the DS (r = 0.58, p < .05), while the weakest was to the idealism 

subscale of the EPQ (r = 0.39, p < .05).  

Table 5 

Convergent Validity Correlation Table 

    Scale    

Scale LMOS EPQ-I EPQ-R DS FI IRBS IRMS 

EPQ-I 0.39** 1.00      

EPQ-R -0.47** -0.11 1.00     

DS 0.58** -0.01 -0.34** 1.00    

FI 0.44** 0.22** -0.09 0.29** 1.00   

IRBS 0.41** 0.19** -0.31** 0.19** 0.27 1.00  

IRMS 0.54** 0.17** -0.33** 0.35** 0.28** 0.81 1.00 
Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01 

LMOS = Lay Moral Objectivism scale 

EPQ-I = Ethical Position Questionnaire, Idealism Subscale 

EPQ-R = Ethical Position Questionnaire, Relativism Subscale 

DS = Dogmatism Scale 

FI = Faith in Intuition Scale 

IRBS = Intuitive Religious Beliefs Scale 

IRMS = Intrinsic Motivation Scale 
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