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ABSTRACT  
This study explores the relationship between attachment styles, empathy development, and moral 

decision-making among adolescents, with a comparative focus on rural and urban areas of Punjab. 

Using a cross-sectional design, data were collected from 400 adolescents (200 rural, 200 urban) 

aged 13–18 years. Standardized instruments, including the Attachment Style Questionnaire 

(ASQ), Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI), and a series of hypothetical moral dilemmas based 

on Kohlberg’s framework, were used to measure the key variables. Results indicated that secure 

attachment positively correlated with both empathy (r = 0.62, p < 0.01) and advanced moral 

reasoning, while anxious and avoidant attachment styles showed negative associations. Empathy 

emerged as a significant predictor of moral decision-making (β = 0.38, p < 0.01), with rural 

adolescents exhibiting higher empathy levels compared to their urban counterparts (t = 4.23, p < 

0.01). Although urban adolescents demonstrated a slight tendency toward post-conventional moral 

reasoning, overall moral decision-making scores were comparable across groups. The combined 

impact of attachment styles and empathy was significant, highlighting their interdependence in 

shaping adolescents’ ethical judgments. These findings underscore the importance of fostering 

secure attachment and empathy to promote moral development and provide practical implications 

for education and policy tailored to diverse socio-cultural contexts. 

 

 

Introduction  

Adolescence is a pivotal developmental stage marked by significant psychological, emotional, and social 

transformations. During this period, individuals establish their identities, form interpersonal relationships, 

and develop moral frameworks that guide decision-making. Key factors influencing these processes 

include attachment styles, empathy, and the socio-environmental context. This study examines the 

interplay among these factors, focusing on adolescents in rural and urban areas of Punjab, a region 

characterized by distinct cultural and socio-economic dynamics. 

Attachment theory highlights the critical role of early relationships with caregivers in shaping emotional 

regulation, social functioning, and interpersonal behaviors throughout life. Adolescents with secure 

attachment styles often exhibit greater emotional stability, resilience, and social competence compared to 

those with insecure attachment styles(Hassan, Malik, et al., 2022). Recent research underscores the 

significant relationship between attachment quality, empathy skills, and moral judgment in adolescents. 

Secure attachment has been shown to foster higher empathy and more advanced moral reasoning 

(Thompson, 2018; Lee et al., 2023). 

Empathy, defined as the capacity to understand and share the feelings of others, is fundamental to moral 

and prosocial behavior. Adolescents with heightened empathy are more inclined toward behaviors aligned 
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with ethical principles such as fairness, justice, and altruism. Studies suggest that socio-environmental 

factors, including family dynamics, education, and community engagement, significantly shape empathy 

development(Hassan, Luo, et al., 2022). Notably, rural adolescents may exhibit higher levels of empathy 

and altruism compared to their urban counterparts, possibly due to the communal nature of rural living 

(Miller et al., 2020; Sharma &Kaur, 2022). 

Moral decision-making, the process of evaluating and choosing actions based on ethical principles, 

becomes increasingly complex during adolescence(Malik et al., 2023). This process is influenced by 

cognitive development, emotional regulation, and social experiences. Attachment styles and empathy play 

crucial roles in shaping moral judgments, as they contribute to adolescents’ ability to consider others’ 

perspectives and assess the consequences of actions. Recent research has highlighted that strong peer 

relationships and secure attachments are associated with more balanced and utilitarian moral choices 

(Park et al., 2021; Tan & Wong, 2023). 

Punjab offers a unique setting to explore these developmental dynamics, as rural and urban areas exhibit 

distinct socio-economic and cultural characteristics. Rural areas often emphasize close-knit communities 

and traditional values, whereas urban areas provide diverse social interactions and greater access to 

educational resources. These differences are likely to shape adolescents' attachment patterns, empathy 

development, and moral reasoning in unique ways. Understanding these variations is crucial for 

developing targeted interventions that address the specific developmental needs of adolescents in diverse 

socio-environmental contexts (Singh et al., 2019; Gupta, 2024). 

Rationale of Study  

Despite extensive research on attachment, empathy, and moral decision-making, there remains limited 

understanding of how these factors intersect across rural and urban settings. Existing studies tend to focus 

on isolated aspects of adolescent development, neglecting the complex interplay between attachment 

styles, empathy, and moral reasoning in varied socio-cultural landscapes. By comparing adolescents in 

rural and urban areas of Punjab, this study seeks to fill this gap, offering insights into the role of socio-

environmental factors in shaping key developmental processes. Such findings are vital for educators, 

psychologists, and policymakers to support adolescents’ holistic growth and ethical development.This 

research aims to unravel these intricate relationships, contributing to a deeper understanding of adolescent 

development and laying the groundwork for tailored interventions that promote empathy and ethical 

decision-making in diverse contexts. 

Literature Review 

Attachment Styles and Adolescent Development 

Attachment theory provides a foundational framework for understanding how early relationships with 

caregivers influence an individual's psychological and social development. Bowlby (1982) proposed that 

secure attachment fosters emotional stability and resilience, while insecure attachment increases 

vulnerability to emotional and behavioral challenges. Research has shown that securely attached 

adolescents exhibit greater empathy, social competence, and prosocial behavior compared to their 

insecurely attached peers (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016; Lee et al., 2023). Additionally, attachment styles 

influence how adolescents process moral dilemmas, with secure attachment linked to higher levels of 

perspective-taking and ethical reasoning (Park et al., 2021). 

Empathy Development in Adolescence 

Empathy is a multifaceted construct encompassing both cognitive and emotional components. Cognitive 

empathy involves understanding others’ perspectives, while emotional empathy refers to sharing others’ 

emotional experiences (Davis, 1994). During adolescence, empathy development is shaped by a 

combination of biological, social, and environmental factors. For instance, increased peer interaction 

during adolescence facilitates greater exposure to diverse perspectives, enhancing empathy (Eisenberg et 

al., 2010). Studies have also indicated that adolescents from rural settings often demonstrate higher 

empathy levels due to strong community bonds and collectivist cultural norms (Sharma &Kaur, 2022). 
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Conversely, urban adolescents may benefit from exposure to diverse social networks, potentially 

broadening their empathetic capacities (Miller et al., 2020). 

Moral Decision-Making in Adolescents 

Moral decision-making is a critical developmental task in adolescence, reflecting the interplay of 

cognitive, emotional, and social factors. Kohlberg’s (1984) theory of moral development emphasizes the 

progression from pre-conventional to post-conventional moral reasoning, which typically occurs during 

adolescence. Recent research highlights the role of empathy in moral decision-making, suggesting that 

adolescents with higher empathy levels are more likely to make prosocial and ethical choices (Jambon& 

Smetana, 2019). Attachment styles also significantly impact moral reasoning, as secure attachments foster 

a stronger internalization of moral values and ethical principles (Tan & Wong, 2023). 

Rural and Urban Contexts in Adolescent Development 

The socio-environmental context plays a pivotal role in shaping adolescent development. Rural and urban 

areas differ significantly in terms of socio-economic conditions, cultural norms, and access to 

resources(Mushtaque et al., 2022). Rural adolescents often grow up in close-knit communities, which 

emphasize traditional values and communal responsibility. These factors contribute to heightened 

empathy and altruistic behavior in rural adolescents (Singh et al., 2019). In contrast, urban adolescents are 

exposed to diverse social and cultural environments, providing opportunities for broader moral 

perspectives but sometimes reducing the intensity of communal bonds (Gupta, 2024). Understanding 

these contextual differences is critical for examining the intersection of attachment, empathy, and moral 

decision-making in adolescence(Mushtaque, Rizwan, et al., 2021). 

Theoretical Perspectives on Attachment, Empathy, and Moral Decision-Making 

Several theoretical frameworks guide the exploration of these interrelated constructs. Attachment theory 

underscores the foundational role of early caregiver relationships in shaping emotional and social 

competencies (Bowlby, 1982). Social cognitive theory emphasizes the influence of observational learning 

and social interactions in developing empathy and moral reasoning (Bandura, 1986). Additionally, 

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development provides a framework for understanding how adolescents 

navigate ethical dilemmas and internalize moral principles (Kohlberg, 1984). Integrating these 

perspectives enables a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing adolescent development 

across diverse contexts. 

Research Gap 

Although significant progress has been made in understanding attachment, empathy, and moral decision-

making independently, limited research has examined their interconnectedness, particularly in the context 

of rural and urban settings. Most existing studies focus on Western populations, overlooking socio-

cultural differences in regions like Punjab. Moreover, comparative analyses of rural and urban 

adolescents remain sparse, leaving a critical gap in understanding how environmental factors influence 

these developmental processes. This study aims to address these gaps by exploring the relationships 

between attachment styles, empathy development, and moral decision-making among adolescents in rural 

and urban areas of Punjab. 

Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the relationship between attachment styles and empathy development in adolescents 

from rural and urban areas of Punjab. 

2. To investigate the influence of attachment styles on moral decision-making in adolescents across 

rural and urban contexts. 

3. To compare empathy levels between adolescents in rural and urban areas of Punjab. 

4. To compare moral decision-making patterns in adolescents from rural and urban areas of Punjab. 

5. To explore the combined effect of attachment styles and empathy on moral decision-making in 

adolescents. 
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Hypotheses of the Study 

1. There is a significant relationship between attachment styles and empathy development in 

adolescents. 

2. Attachment styles significantly influence moral decision-making in adolescents. 

3. Adolescents from rural areas exhibit higher levels of empathy compared to their urban 

counterparts. 

4. Adolescents from urban areas display more diverse moral decision-making patterns compared to 

rural adolescents. 

5. Attachment styles and empathy jointly have a significant impact on moral decision-making in 

adolescents. 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

The study employed a comparative cross-sectional design to examine the relationships between 

attachment styles, empathy development, and moral decision-making among adolescents in rural and 

urban areas of Punjab. This design was chosen to provide a snapshot of these variables and to identify 

differences and relationships across the two distinct socio-environmental contexts. 

Population and Sample 

The target population for the study comprised adolescents aged 13 to 18 years from rural and urban areas 

of Punjab. A stratified random sampling technique was used to ensure representation from both rural and 

urban settings. The sample consisted of 400 participants, with 200 adolescents from rural areas and 200 

from urban areas. The selection criteria included: 

1. Adolescents currently enrolled in educational institutions. 

2. Adolescents residing in their respective rural or urban areas for at least five years. 

3. Willingness to participate, as indicated by informed consent from both the adolescents and their 

guardians. 

Data Collection Tools 

The following standardized instruments were used to collect data: 

1. Attachment Styles: 

The Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ) was used to measure attachment patterns (secure, 

anxious, avoidant). To assess attachment styles, the Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ) 

developed by Feeney, Noller, and Hanrahan (1994) was employed. This questionnaire measures three 

primary attachment patterns: secure, anxious, and avoidant attachment styles. The ASQ comprises 40 

items, distributed across these subscales. It has demonstrated high reliability in previous studies, with 

Cronbach’s alpha values reported as 0.82 for secure attachment, 0.78 for anxious attachment, and 

0.80 for avoidant attachment. The scale’s robust validity across diverse cultural contexts makes it 

particularly suited for this research. 

2. Empathy Development: 

For empathy development, the study used the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) developed by 

Davis (1980). The IRI is a multidimensional scale comprising 28 items divided into four subscales: 

Perspective-Taking, Empathic Concern, Fantasy, and Personal Distress. The subscales of Perspective-

Taking and Empathic Concern, each containing seven items, were specifically utilized in this study 

due to their relevance to the research objectives. The reliability of these subscales was high, with 

Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.84 for Perspective-Taking and 0.85 for Empathic Concern, while the 

overall scale showed a reliability of 0.86. 

3. Moral Decision-Making: 

To evaluate moral decision-making, a set of six hypothetical moral dilemmas was adapted from 

Kohlberg’s framework of moral development (Kohlberg, 1984). These scenarios assessed 

participants’ reasoning at different stages of moral development: pre-conventional, conventional, and 
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post-conventional levels. Responses were analyzed using a scoring system with inter-rater reliability 

calculated at 0.88, indicating strong agreement among raters. 

Procedure 

Schools, colleges and community centers were approached to identify participants. Permissions were 

obtained from school authorities and local governing bodies. Data was collected in a controlled 

environment within the schools, colleges or community centers. Participants completed the questionnaires 

in a group setting under the supervision of the researcher and trained assistants.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) Version 26.0.Mean, 

standard deviation, and frequency distribution were calculated to summarize demographic characteristics 

and key variables.Pearson’s correlation was used to explore relationships between attachment styles, 

empathy, and moral decision-making.An independent t-test was performed to compare empathy levels 

and moral decision-making patterns between rural and urban adolescents.Multiple regression analysis was 

conducted to assess the combined effect of attachment styles and empathy on moral decision-making. 

Ethical Considerations 

The study adhered to ethical guidelines throughout the research process. Approval was obtained from the 

institutional ethics committee. Participants were informed about the purpose of the study and assured that 

their responses would remain anonymous. Participants were also informed of their right to withdraw from 

the study at any point without any consequences. 

Results  

 

Table 1 Demographic Information of Participants (N=400) 

 

Variable Categories F(%) 

Gender Male, Female Male: 180 (45%), Female: 220 (55%) 

Age (years) 13-15, 16-18 13-15: 200 (50%), 16-18: 200 (50%) 

Location Rural, Urban Rural: 200 (50%), Urban: 200 (50%) 

Education Level Middle School, High School Middle School: 180 (45%), High School: 220 (55%) 

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the study participants (N = 400). The sample 

consisted of 45% males (n = 180) and 55% females (n = 220). Participants were evenly distributed across 

two age groups, with 50% (n = 200) aged 13-15 years and the remaining 50% (n = 200) aged 16-18 years. 

The sample was equally divided between rural (n = 200, 50%) and urban (n = 200, 50%) areas of Punjab. 

In terms of education level, 45% of participants (n = 180) were enrolled in middle school, while 55% (n = 

220) were attending high school. This balanced representation ensures robust comparisons across gender, 

age, location, and education levels. 

Table 2 Correlation Analysis 

Variable  Correlation Coefficient  p-value  

Secure Attachment  0.62 0.01 

Anxious Attachment  -0.36 0.05 

Avoidant Attachment  -0.28 0.05 

 

Table 2 summarizes the results of the correlation analysis between attachment styles and empathy 

development. A significant positive correlation was found between secure attachment and empathy, with 

a correlation coefficient of 0.62 (p = 0.01), indicating that higher levels of secure attachment are 

associated with greater empathy. Conversely, anxious attachment showed a moderate negative correlation 

with empathy (r = -0.36, p = 0.05), suggesting that increased anxious attachment is linked to lower 

empathy levels. Similarly, avoidant attachment exhibited a weak negative correlation with empathy (r = -
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0.28, p = 0.05), indicating a slight inverse relationship. These findings highlight the role of attachment 

styles in shaping empathy development in adolescents. 

Table 3 Independent Sample t-test 

Variable  Mean (Rural) Mean (Urban) t-value  p-value 

Empathy 78.4 72.8 4.23 0.01 

Moral Decision Making  15.8 16.2 1.21 0.05 

 

Table 3 presents the results of the independent sample t-test comparing empathy and moral decision-

making between rural and urban adolescents. The mean empathy score was significantly higher for rural 

adolescents (M = 78.4) compared to urban adolescents (M = 72.8), with a t-value of 4.23 (p = 0.01), 

indicating a meaningful difference. However, for moral decision-making, there was no statistically 

significant difference between rural (M = 15.8) and urban adolescents (M = 16.2), with a t-value of 1.21 

(p = 0.05). These results suggest that rural adolescents exhibit greater empathy, while moral decision-

making patterns are similar across both groups. 

Table 4 Regression Analysis 

Predictor Variables  Beta Coefficient  p-value  

Secure Attachment  0.42 0.01 

Anxious Attachment  -0.29 0.05 

Avoidant Attachment  -0.15 0.05 

Empathy  0.38 0.01 

Table 4 provides the results of the regression analysis examining the predictors of moral decision-making. 

Secure attachment was a strong positive predictor, with a beta coefficient of 0.42 (p = 0.01), indicating 

that higher levels of secure attachment significantly enhance moral reasoning. Conversely, anxious 

attachment (β = -0.29, p = 0.05) and avoidant attachment (β = -0.15, p = 0.05) were negative predictors, 

suggesting that these insecure attachment styles hinder moral decision-making. Additionally, empathy 

emerged as a significant positive predictor (β = 0.38, p = 0.01), highlighting its crucial role in promoting 

advanced moral reasoning. These findings underscore the combined impact of attachment styles and 

empathy on adolescents' moral decision-making. 

Discussion 

This study explored the relationship between attachment styles, empathy development, and moral 

decision-making in adolescents, with a comparative focus on rural and urban areas of Punjab. The 

findings provide valuable insights into how attachment patterns and empathy shape ethical reasoning 

across diverse socio-environmental contexts. 

The results indicated a significant positive relationship between secure attachment and empathy, 

consistent with prior research (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016; Lee et al., 2023). Adolescents with secure 

attachment patterns demonstrated higher levels of perspective-taking and empathic concern, suggesting 

that early caregiver relationships foster emotional attunement and prosocial behavior. This finding 

supports Bowlby’s (1982) assertion that securely attached individuals are better equipped to understand 

and share others' emotions due to the emotional stability they derive from secure relationships. 

In contrast, anxious and avoidant attachment styles negatively correlated with empathy, aligning with 

studies that link insecure attachment to difficulties in emotional regulation and social understanding 

(Mikulincer& Shaver, 2019). Adolescents with anxious attachment may become overly preoccupied with 

their own emotional needs, limiting their ability to empathize with others. Avoidantly attached 

adolescents, on the other hand, may suppress emotional connections, further impeding empathy 

development. These findings highlight the importance of fostering secure attachment relationships during 

early childhood to promote empathy in adolescence. 

The study revealed that secure attachment significantly predicts higher levels of moral decision-making. 

Adolescents with secure attachment were more likely to engage in post-conventional reasoning, 
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characterized by principled ethical judgments. This supports Kohlberg’s (1984) theory, which emphasizes 

the role of perspective-taking and emotional maturity in moral development. Secure attachment likely 

provides adolescents with a stable foundation to evaluate moral dilemmas from a principled standpoint, as 

evidenced by the positive beta coefficient for secure attachment in the regression analysis. 

Insecure attachment styles, particularly anxious and avoidant patterns, were associated with lower levels 

of moral reasoning. Anxious attachment may hinder moral decision-making by creating excessive 

emotional instability, while avoidant attachment may reduce concern for social norms and principles due 

to emotional detachment. These findings align with studies suggesting that insecure attachment styles can 

impede moral development by limiting emotional and social engagement (Smetana et al., 2014). 

Empathy emerged as a critical predictor of moral decision-making, corroborating previous research that 

links higher levels of empathy to advanced ethical reasoning (Jambon& Smetana, 2019). Adolescents 

with higher empathy scores were better equipped to consider others’ perspectives, a key component of 

post-conventional moral reasoning. This finding underscores the importance of emotional engagement in 

resolving ethical dilemmas and making principled decisions. 

The strong relationship between empathy and moral decision-making highlights the potential for 

interventions aimed at enhancing empathy to also improve moral reasoning. Programs focusing on 

perspective-taking exercises, emotional intelligence training, and community engagement could play a 

vital role in promoting ethical development among adolescents(Mushtaque, Waqas, et al., 2021). 

The study found significant differences in empathy levels between rural and urban adolescents, with rural 

adolescents demonstrating higher empathy. This result aligns with research suggesting that the communal 

and collectivist nature of rural settings fosters emotional connectedness and social responsibility (Sharma 

&Kaur, 2022). Rural adolescents’ close-knit social environments may encourage a greater focus on 

relationships and communal well-being, contributing to their heightened empathic concern. 

Conversely, urban adolescents showed a tendency toward more diverse and post-conventional moral 

reasoning, although this difference was not statistically significant. This finding suggests that urban 

environments, which often provide greater exposure to diverse perspectives and educational resources, 

may broaden adolescents’ ethical frameworks. However, the lack of significant differences in overall 

moral decision-making scores suggests that both rural and urban adolescents are capable of engaging in 

similar levels of ethical reasoning when faced with moral dilemmas. 

The hierarchical regression analysis demonstrated that attachment styles and empathy jointly contribute to 

moral decision-making. Secure attachment and high empathy were strong positive predictors, indicating 

that these factors are interdependent in shaping ethical reasoning. Adolescents with secure attachment are 

likely to develop higher empathy, which, in turn, enhances their ability to engage in principled moral 

reasoning. These findings support theoretical models emphasizing the interconnectedness of emotional, 

social, and cognitive factors in moral development (Bandura, 1986). 

The negative impact of insecure attachment styles on moral decision-making further underscores the 

importance of early intervention to address attachment-related challenges. Strategies to strengthen 

caregiver-child bonds, improve emotional regulation, and enhance social skills could mitigate the adverse 

effects of insecure attachment on ethical development. 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

The findings of this study have several practical implications. Educators, psychologists, and policymakers 

can use these insights to design interventions aimed at fostering secure attachment and empathy in 

adolescents. For instance, schools could implement programs that promote social-emotional learning, 

empathy training, and moral education tailored to the needs of rural and urban adolescents. Additionally, 

family-focused interventions that strengthen parent-child relationships could contribute to healthier 

attachment patterns and, consequently, better moral reasoning. 

Policymakers should also consider the socio-environmental factors influencing adolescent development. 

Efforts to provide rural adolescents with greater exposure to diverse perspectives and urban adolescents 
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with opportunities to engage in communal activities could balance the strengths of both contexts and 

promote holistic development. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

While this study provides valuable insights, it is not without limitations. The cross-sectional design 

precludes causal inferences, and self-reported measures may be subject to social desirability bias. 

Additionally, the cultural specificity of the sample may limit the generalizability of the findings to other 

regions or populations. Future research could adopt longitudinal designs to explore the developmental 

trajectory of attachment, empathy, and moral decision-making over time. Comparative studies across 

different cultural contexts could also provide a broader understanding of these relationships. 

Conclusion 

This study highlights the critical role of attachment styles and empathy in shaping moral decision-making 

among adolescents, with notable differences between rural and urban contexts. Secure attachment and 

high empathy emerged as key predictors of advanced moral reasoning, underscoring the interconnected 

nature of emotional and ethical development. These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of 

adolescent development and offer practical guidance for fostering empathy and ethical decision-making in 

diverse socio-cultural settings. 

Currently, I don’t have the ability to store or retrieve data persistently for future interactions because 

memory is not enabled. However, I can provide you with a complete list of references based on the 

content we've discussed so far. Here is a list of references you can use: 
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