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This study examined the social-cognitive reasoning of 52 Chinese Malaysian preadolescents (9–12 years old;
M = 11.02, SD = 0.94) and 68 adolescents (13–18 years old; M = 14.76, SD = 1.39) in resolving filial dilemmas
within the personal and moral domain. Preadolescents deferred to parental authority, whereas adolescents
endorsed filial obligation reasoning to justify compliance in the personal domain. Both appealed to filial obli-
gation, pragmatic, or welfare and safety reasoning to justify compliance but fairness or rights reasoning to jus-
tify their noncompliance, for the moral issue. Distinctions between authoritarian and reciprocal filial piety
reasoning were revealed. Findings demonstrated complex decision-making and cognitive reasoning processes
among Chinese Malaysian adolescents as they negotiate their filial obligations and autonomy development.

During adolescence, individuals tend to seek
greater autonomy and explore new roles (Turiel,
2002) while maintaining connectedness with their
parents (Fuligni & Pedersen, 2002; Pomerantz, Qin,
Wang, & Chen, 2011). Importantly, autonomous
adolescents may demonstrate volitional functioning
without separating from their parents as these ado-
lescents are willing to depend on their parents for
guidance and support (Ryan & Deci, 2002). A
growing body of literature exists regarding conflict
resolution and negotiations between adolescents
and parents in China (e.g., Chen-Gaddini, 2012;
Lahat, Helwig, Yang, Tan, & Liu, 2009; Smetana,
Wong, Ball, & Yau, 2014; Yau & Smetana, 2003).
However, adolescents’ reasoning regarding such
issues are less understood in other societies under-
going rapid social changes, where more traditional
values of interdependence remain important but
more independent-focused Western values are
being incorporated, resulting in autonomous-related
selves (Kagitcibasi, 2005). Among these cultures,
such as Malaysia, where this study was conducted,
the seemingly conflicting values of freedom and

autonomy versus conformity to social rules and
absolute obedience toward parents coexist (Lee,
Quek, & Chew, 2001). These values may influence
adolescents’ judgment and reasoning in making
interpersonally and family-related decisions.

Children and adolescents have been shown to
use three types of qualitatively distinct reasoning in
evaluations of social actions (Nucci, 2001; Smetana,
2006, 2011; Turiel, 2002, 2006): (a) personal justifica-
tions, which pertain to individual jurisdiction,
autonomy, self-esteem, and self-development (Kil-
len, Lee-Kim, McGlothlin, & Stangor, 2002; Nucci,
2001); (b) social-conventional justifications, which con-
cern values, norms, customs, and conventions that
are arbitrary, agreed upon, and relative to specific
contexts (Killen & Stangor, 2001; Smetana, 2011),
and (c) moral justifications, which involve fairness
and rights, equal treatment, and concern with
others’ harm or welfare; such prescriptive judg-
ments are generalizable across contexts and inde-
pendent of particular rules or authority dictates
(Killen et al., 2002; Smetana, 2011). The utilization
of these various forms of reasoning depends on the
issue at hand, as well as the developmental stage
and sociocultural context of the decision maker (Kil-
len et al., 2002). Importantly, many issues are
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complex and require reasoning that reflects the
coordination of moral concerns, social conventions,
and personal choice (Gere & Helwig, 2012).

Building on the social domain model (Killen
et al., 2002), this study aimed to examine the multi-
faceted reasoning of Chinese Malaysian preadoles-
cents and adolescents in resolving dilemmas
pertaining to issues that are culturally salient to
them; specifically, we focused on the Confucian fil-
ial piety ethic for reasons described in the following
sections. The overall conceptualization of this study
was based on the extant literature on social-cogni-
tive reasoning among Chinese and Western sam-
ples. However, we adopted a within-culture
approach and examined social-cognitive reasoning
variations among Chinese Malaysian preadolescents
and adolescents. Examinations of Chinese Malay-
sian preadolescents’ and adolescents’ reasoning in
resolving filial dilemmas can contribute to our
developmental and cultural understanding of the
decision-making process in negotiating autonomy
and connectedness around topics that are relevant
to their socialization experiences (Yeh, 1995).

Filial Piety Among the Chinese: Traditional and
Contemporary Views

Filial piety is the most influential Confucian ethic
guiding intergenerational relationships and the
mutual obligations between parents and children in
the Chinese culture (Ho, 2008). The traditional Chi-
nese family is hierarchical, with fathers held in high
esteem and children’s obedience toward parental
injunctions expected (Ho, 2008). Filial piety tenets
focus on maintaining family order by promoting
responsibility, interdependence, sacrifice, and fam-
ily harmony (Bengtson & Putney, 2000). Despite
increasing pressure to value independence and
autonomy with the Westernization of modern Chi-
nese societies (Yue & Ng, 1999), contemporary Chi-
nese individuals still endorse the filial duties of
respecting, loving, and honoring parents, as well as
providing material support and eventual care to
elderly parents to some degree (Laidlaw, Wang,
Coelho, & Power, 2010; Mehta & Ko, 2004). Adoles-
cents’ filial piety beliefs and behaviors are related
to, but distinct from the general quality of their par-
ent–child relationship (Cheah, Bayram €Ozdemir, &
Leung, 2012). Yeh (2003) and Yeh and Bedford
(2003) proposed two types of motivation that
underlie the endorsement of filial behaviors: authori-
tarian filial piety and reciprocal filial piety. Authoritar-
ian filial piety entails children’s suppression of their
own wishes and compliance with parental wishes

because of parents’ physical, financial, or social
seniority. In contrast, reciprocal filial piety encom-
passes children’s emotional and spiritual attendance
to and caring for parents out of gratitude for their
efforts in having raised them.

Filial piety also constitutes the core principle of
the Chinese family system in the diaspora, including
Malaysia (Cheah et al., 2012; Ismail, Jo-Pei, & Ibra-
him, 2009). The ethnic Chinese constitute the largest
minority group in Malaysia (24.6% of the Malaysian
population in 2010), with the ethnic Malays being the
majority (Department of Statistics, Malaysia, 2011).
Chinese filiality in Malaysia has been said to be clo-
ser to their traditional Confucian origins than the
current practices of many Chinese living in Mainland
China due to several major factors related to the
maintenance of ethnic cohesion within the Malaysian
context (Thomas, 1990). For example, there are
numerous private Chinese language vernacular
schools whose medium of instruction is Mandarin,
although the first official language is Malay, and
English is taught in public schools and widely used.
Importantly, religious barriers for the mostly Bud-
dhist or Taoist Chinese to intermarry with the Malay
Muslim majority exist. Moreover, Malaysian govern-
mental policies favoring the ethnic Malays (e.g., eth-
nic quotas in universities and businesses and other
affirmative action policies) exist to maintain political
dominance and balance the economic distribution
(Lee & Tan, 2000).

Thus, the strong continued Chinese cultural resi-
lience within an Asian context despite increasing
Westernization of this population of adolescents in
Malaysia (Lee et al., 2001) allowed for the unique
opportunity to examine how their reasoning pro-
cesses reflected the potentially conflicting demands
for relatedness with family and culture, and
increasing autonomy. The Chinese cultural, values
that promote parental authority and child compli-
ance examined thus far in the social-cognitive rea-
soning literature (e.g., Lahat et al., 2009; Smetana
et al., 2014) are fundamentally rooted in the filial
piety ethic (Ho, 2008). The current study extended
this research by exploring the role of the overall fil-
ial piety construct in the socialization and develop-
ment of Chinese Malaysian adolescents (Cheah
et al., 2012). Specifically, we examined the types of
reasoning preadolescents and adolescents make
when they face dilemmas pertaining to the fulfill-
ment of filial responsibilities. We focused on filial
dilemmas surrounding the personal and moral
domains, and further explored the roles of adoles-
cents’ decision, age, and gender in their reasoning
within each filial dilemma.
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Social-Cognitive Reasoning Regarding Personal and
Moral Issues

Personal Domain

According to the social domain theory, issues in
the personal domain pertain to social actions that
concern the private aspects of one’s life and primar-
ily influence the individual instead of others or the
social structure. These actions are not directly
related to social regulation or moral concern (Nucci,
2001; Smetana, 2011). Research on reasoning and
decision making has reported that children and
adolescents in Western cultures consider issues in
the personal domain, including choice of friends,
recreational activity, and appearance, as subject to
individual preference and choice, and outside of the
legitimate jurisdiction of adults, judgment of
authority, or social regulation (Nucci, 1996; Nucci,
Killen, & Smetana, 1996). Likewise, Chinese chil-
dren and adolescents in both modern and tradi-
tional societies consider personal issues to be under
the individual’s jurisdiction, emphasizing personal
choice and individual rights to justify their opposi-
tion to parental authority (e.g., Helwig, Yang, Tan,
Liu, & Shao, 2011; Smetana et al., 2014; Yau &
Smetana, 2003).

Research has also shown that the endorsement of
individual choice versus deference to authority var-
ies by the context and decision being considered
(Helwig, 2005). Specifically, studies in both Western
and Chinese samples revealed that adolescents pri-
marily endorsed authority-based procedures for
curriculum decisions due to their concerns about
having limited knowledge and competence in mak-
ing school curriculum decisions (Bregman & Killen,
1999; Helwig, Arnold, Tan, & Boyd, 2003; Helwig
& Kim, 1999). However, both children and adoles-
cents rejected adult authority in decisions regarding
school-based recreational activities, preferring
instead to grant children the autonomy to choose.

Together, these findings suggest that Chinese
children and adolescents might emphasize author-
ity-based reasoning to explain their compliance
with adults’ opinions over personal issues like
school curriculum decisions. However, the concepts
of individual freedom, personal choice, and auton-
omy might become more salient when they justify
their preference for personal matters such as select-
ing recreational activities. These differences reflect
Chinese children’s and adolescents’ attempts to bal-
ance their own desires and the demands of author-
ity figures while considering the topic at hand.
Nevertheless, no study has examined how Chinese
Malaysian preadolescents and adolescents reason

about making an autonomous choice or complying
with their parents’ request over issues in the per-
sonal domain. Thus, in this study, we presented a
dilemma pertaining to the selection of an extracurric-
ular activity. Participants were asked whether the
protagonist should pursue his/her own interest and
join the basketball club or follow the wishes of par-
ents to join the Malay language club (the national
language of the country) when selecting an
extracurricular activity; these preadolescents and
adolescents were also asked to provide a reason for
their decision.

Moral Domain

Issues in the moral domain include social interac-
tions that concern the rights or well-being of others;
the propriety of these interactions is defined by
implicit or explicit societal norms (Nucci, 2001; Tur-
iel, 2002). Children and adolescents in Western cul-
tures have been shown to simultaneously consider
the issues of justice and fairness, the possibility of
negative consequence for others, and the welfare
and safety of others when reasoning about their
decision to prioritize justice (e.g., being fair to
everyone) over interpersonal relationship concerns
(e.g., favoritism toward a close friend; Smetana,
Killen, & Turiel, 1991).

Despite a growing body of research on Chinese
adolescents’ decision making and reasoning involv-
ing interpersonal relationships (Yau & Smetana,
1996, 2003), family obligations (Fuligni, Tseng, &
Lam, 1999; Lahat et al., 2009), and parent–child
conflicts (Chen-Gaddini, 2012), there is limited
research examining how Chinese preadolescents
and adolescents make decisions in resolving dis-
putes with their parents over moral-related filial
issues and how they justify their decisions. Thus, in
this study, we presented a moral dilemma situated
within a filial piety context pertaining to the child’s
obedience to her or his father after the father breaks his
promise to the child. Specifically, Chinese Malaysian
preadolescents and adolescents were asked whether
the protagonist should refuse or agree to his or her
father’s request to give up the protagonist’s savings
for his or her father’s gambling debt. They were
also asked to provide a reason for their decision.
This filial dilemma centered on issues related to
fairness over the father’s broken promise and the
child’s right to keep his or her earned money. Inter-
dependence and mutual obligation between parents
and children are core virtues endorsed by the filial
piety ethic (Ho, 2008). Parents are expected to sacri-
fice time and money for their children as an
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investment in their future and also to internalize
feelings of veneration and indebtedness in their
children. These feelings of indebtedness in children
are believed to motivate children to repay their par-
ents’ sacrifice and investments by helping and sup-
porting them (Bengtson & Putney, 2000; Cheah
et al., 2012; Mehta & Ko, 2004). Thus, this dilemma
was designed to examine whether children would
fulfill their filial duty to help and support their par-
ents during times of need despite the broken pro-
mise (Yeh & Yang, 1989).

Age and Gender Effects in Social-Cognitive Reasoning

To better understand within-culture variations in
Chinese Malaysian preadolescents’ and adolescents’
social-cognitive reasoning regarding their solutions
to the two types of filial dilemmas, we also consid-
ered age differences in their decisions and reason-
ing. Older Chinese adolescents were more likely
than their younger counterparts to appeal to indi-
vidual rights, autonomy, and personal choice in
their reasoning regarding personal issues such as
food or recreation preferences (Helwig et al., 2011).
With age, Chinese adolescents were also more
likely to appeal to personal jurisdiction to justify
conflicts with their parents over choice of activities
(Yau & Smetana, 2003). However, older Chinese
and non-Chinese children were more likely than
younger children to consider issues of knowledge
and competence when reasoning about authority-
based versus autonomy-granting procedures when
making decisions for school curricula (Helwig,
1997; Helwig & Kim, 1999; Helwig et al., 2003).
Moreover, older children and adolescents were
more consistent than their younger counterparts in
considering both fairness-welfare and interpersonal
relationships when resolving moral and interper-
sonal conflicts (Smetana et al., 1991).

Developmental differences in Chinese children’s
endorsement of certain aspects of the filial piety
ethic have also been proposed. Adolescents have
been found to report a greater sense of obligation
to repay their parents with age (Fuligni & Pedersen,
2002), indicating an increasing internalization of
reciprocal filial understanding. However, ours was
the first study to examine whether the use of filial
obligation-related reasoning differed across ages
when resolving filial dilemmas in the personal and
moral domains. We also investigated the distinction
between children’s compliance with parental
request due to obedience versus an understanding
of interpersonal familial relationships based on
affection and gratitude.

Regarding gender differences in adolescents’
social-cognitive reasoning, Chinese men were more
likely than their female counterparts to consider the
issue of knowledge when reasoning about compli-
ance with parental authority in making decisions
for the family (Helwig et al., 2003). Nevertheless,
other studies have revealed nonsignificant differ-
ences in the social-cognitive reasoning of male ver-
sus female adolescents (Bregman & Killen, 1999;
Lahat et al., 2009; Smetana et al., 1991). With
regard to gender roles pertaining to the filial piety
ethic, contemporary Chinese sons and daughters
are expected to fulfill their filial obligations to both
parents (Zhan & Montgomery, 2003), and no gen-
der differences were found in the filial beliefs, emo-
tions, and behaviors of Chinese Malaysian
adolescents (Cheah et al., 2012). However, gender-
specific expectations for daughters and sons to ful-
fill certain filial roles and responsibilities may still
be present; thus, gender differences were explored
in this study.

Aims and Hypotheses

In sum, we investigated the social-cognitive rea-
soning of Chinese Malaysian preadolescents and
adolescents across two filial dilemmas. Both filial
dilemmas presented instances when the parent and
the protagonist had different goals, and the protag-
onist’s obedience was being questioned. Specifi-
cally, the first dilemma pertained to the selection of
the type of extracurricular activity, which may
allow more room for children to assert their auton-
omy. In contrast, the second dilemma portrayed a
father breaking his promise to his child, and pulled
for children’s filial loyalty and responsbility toward
their parents, an area that has been less explored.
Examining both a personal and a moral filial
dilemma allowed for better understanding of Chi-
nese Malaysian preadolescents’ and adolescents’
multifaceted reasoning reflecting their simultaneous
concern with individual autonomy and rights, and
the maintenance of traditional hierarchical relation-
ships and social obligations (Helwig et al., 2003).

This study had four specific aims. First, we inves-
tigated whether Chinese Malaysian preadolescents
and adolescents’ decisions (i.e., affirming parents’ vs.
their own interest) varied when resolving a filial
dilemma in the personal versus moral domain. Sec-
ond, we explored the type of reasoning they pro-
vided when resolving a filial dilemma in the
personal versus moral domain. Third, we compared
Chinese Malaysian preadolescents’ and adolescents’
reasoning across the decisions that they made in

386 Cheah, Leung, and Bayram €Ozdemir



resolving each dilemma (in terms of affirming the
parents’ vs. their own interest). Finally, we examined
whether age and gender played a role in their deci-
sion within each dilemma and in their reasoning
across and within the dilemmas.

Although no studies have examined the social-
cognitive reasoning of Chinese Malaysian preadoles-
cents and adolescents, we generated our hypotheses
based on previous findings on related topics con-
ducted in Western and Chinese adolescent samples.
Overall, participants were expected to apply multi-
faceted reasoning to justify their decisions in both fil-
ial dilemmas. We first expected that the decision and
reasoning of Chinese Malaysian preadolescents and
adolescents would be responsive to the specific
dilemma being considered. Specifically, we predicted
that more participants would report that the protago-
nist should follow his or her own interests (i.e., join
the basketball club) than follow the parents’ request
(i.e., join the Malay language club) in the selection of
an extracurricular activity and justify this decision
predominantly by referencing their individual pref-
erence and interests.

In contrast, given the emphasis on mutual obli-
gations and repayment in the filial piety ethic, we
expected that more preadolescents and adolescents
would decide that the protagonist should affirm the
parent’s interest (i.e., give money to his/her father
to pay for the father’s gambling debt) rather than
follow his or her own interest (i.e., keep the money
for his/her own use) in the breaking promise
dilemma. Participants were expected to cite more
parent-focused reasoning (especially filial piety rea-
soning) in justifying their decision to give money to
the father in this dilemma. In contrast, participants
were expected to adopt moral reasoning (specifi-
cally pertaining to fairness and rights) to justify
their decision for why the protagonist should defy
his or her father’s request.

We also expected to find age differences in Chi-
nese Malaysian preadolescents versus adolescents’
reasons for their decisions within each dilemma. In
selecting an extracurricular activity, adolescents
were expected to be more likely than preadoles-
cents to endorse reasoning based on their own per-
sonal choice rather than their parent’s authority
due to an increasing focus on autonomy in making
decisions regarding recreational activities. We also
expected that adolescents would be more likely to
apply filial obligation/indebtedness reasoning than
preadolescents. Finally, due to the lack of consistent
gender-related patterns of findings identified in pre-
vious research, no specific hypotheses were pro-
posed regarding the role of gender in the decision

making and reasoning of Chinese Malaysian pread-
olescents and adolescents. All other examinations of
interactions between decision, age, and gender were
exploratory.

Method

Participants

Fifty-two Chinese preadolescents (9–12 years old;
M = 11.02, SD = 0.94; 44.23% female) and 68 ado-
lescents (13–18 years old; M = 14.76, SD = 1.39;
52.94% female) residing in Kuala Lumpur, the capi-
tol of Malaysia, were recruited from after-school
programs. The preadolescents attended primary
school, whereas the adolescents attended secondary
school. All participants were ethnically Chinese,
with both parents of Chinese descent. Their native
language was Chinese, but Malay is the national
language, and English is the official second lan-
guage in Malaysia. Seventy percent of the partici-
pants spoke primarily in Chinese (Mandarin,
Cantonese, Hakka, Hokkien, or Teochew dialects)
with their family members, 24% spoke some Chi-
nese and some English/Malay, and 6% spoke only
English or Malay at home. Most participants identi-
fied as Buddhist (81%), followed by Christian
(15%), Muslim (8%), and other (3.4%). About half
(45.1%) of the participants were firstborn. All par-
ticipants were from two-parent middle-class fami-
lies. About half of the fathers (51.6%) and a quarter
of the mothers (23.7%) held professional occupa-
tions. All demographic information was self-
reported by the participants.

Procedure

Permission was first obtained from the directors of
after-school centers. Then, packets of questionnaires,
including a brief description of the study, the
informed consent form, a demographics measure, and
two vignettes with open-ended questions, were dis-
tributed to the participating adolescents. Assent and
parental consent were obtained from all participants
prior to completing the questionnaires at the centers.
Participants could choose to complete the question-
naires in English or Chinese. These data were col-
lected between September 2010 and March 2011.

Measures

Measures that were originally available in Eng-
lish were first translated to Chinese and then back
translated to English by bilingual graduate
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students. Similarly, the Chinese measures were first
translated to English and then back translated to
Chinese. All discrepancies were resolved through
consensus among the translators. Finally, the mea-
sures (four in each language) were piloted with
eight participants (four male and four female) who
were interviewed about the measures to establish
comprehension and to further ensure the appropri-
ateness of the vignettes and language for Chinese
Malaysian children and adolescents.

Vignettes of Filial Dilemma

We modified two filial dilemmas developed by
Yeh and Yang (1989) in their cognitive-structural
analysis of Chinese filial piety in order to make
them relevant for the age of our participants and
the Malaysian cultural context. One dilemma
involved selecting an extracurricular activity, and
another involved obedience in response to the
father breaking his promise to his child (Appen-
dix). Each dilemma was followed by two ques-
tions, What do you think [name of the protagonist in
the story] should do? and Why do you think so? Par-
ticipants were asked to respond to the first ques-
tion by choosing to acquiesce to the parent or
follow their own opinion. Responses to the ques-
tion “why” were open-ended and coded as
described next. The gender of the protagonist in
the vignettes was matched with the gender of the
participant to control for possible gender bias in
their reasoning. The presentation of the vignettes
was counterbalanced.

Coding of Decision Made and Social-Cognitive
Reasoning

Participants’ decisions regarding what the pro-
tagonists should do were coded dichotomously as
(a) affirming the protagonist’s interest or (b) affirm-
ing the parent’s interest. Participants’ open-ended
justifications were coded into six possible cate-
gories, guided by social-cognitive reasoning
research (e.g., Bregman & Killen, 1999; Killen &
Stangor, 2001; Killen et al., 2002; Smetana et al.,
1991). In order to distinguish between authoritarian
and reciprocal filial piety reasoning (Yeh & Bed-
ford, 2004), we coded for whether the participants
complied because they submitted to their parents’
authority (Authority and Authority Expectations) or
because they had internalized an understanding of
a commitment toward and repayment of their par-
ents’ caregiving (Filial Obligation or Indebtedness).
The Personal Choice and Autonomy category

corresponded to participants’ reasons related to the
importance of autonomy, individual choice, and
desires. The Pragmatic Reasoning category pertained
to participants’ justifications reflecting a practical
approach in resolving the dilemma sensibly and
realistically. The Welfare and Safety category corre-
sponded to participants’ reasoning pertaining to
acts that negatively affect another’s physical or psy-
chological well-being. Finally, the Fairness or Rights
category pertained to participants’ appeal to main-
taining fairness or issues of justice (see Table 1 for
sample responses).

Participants’ responses were coded into more
than one reasoning category when applicable.
Specifically, 12% of the current sample provided
two justifications in their responses for the activity
dilemma, whereas 20% provided two justifications
and 2% provided three justifications for the break-
ing promise dilemma. Thus, similar to previous
studies (e.g., Helwig, 2006; Helwig et al., 2003;
Horn, 2006; Killen & Stangor, 2001), proportion
scores were calculated for each reasoning category
within each dilemma. This approach allowed us to
control for the different number of justifications
given for each dilemma.

Assessment of Reliability

The open-ended responses written in Chinese
were first translated into English using the transla-
tion and back translation method recommended by
Pena (2007) and then coded to conceal the language
of the participants’ responses during coding to min-
imize bias. All the data were coded and reviewed
by the first and second authors. Kappa calculated
on 20% of the data was .91, and consensus was
reached through discussion.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

A series of preliminary analyses was conducted
to examine the effect of potential confounding vari-
ables (i.e., number of sibling, birth order, language
of preference) on participants’ decisions and reason-
ing. None of these demographic variables was cor-
related with the outcomes variables. Moreover,
independent-samples t-tests showed that the type
of decision chosen and the category of reasoning
applied were not significantly different between
participants who responded in English versus Chi-
nese. Finally, paired-samples t-tests showed that the
number of codes applied to categorize participants’
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reasoning did not significantly vary by the order of
the two vignettes.

Decisions Across Dilemmas

We used the McNemar test to examine whether
participants’ decisions varied when resolving a filial
dilemma in the personal versus moral domain.
Results showed that participants differed in their
decision based on the specific dilemma being con-
sidered, McNemar v2(1, N = 108) = 21.02, p < .001.
Consistent with our expectation, in the choosing an
extracurricular activity dilemma, participants were
more likely to decide that the protagonist should
pursue his/her own interest and join the basketball
club (57%) over the parents’ choice of the Malay
language club. Also supporting our hypothesis, in
the obedience in response to father breaking promise
dilemma, participants were more likely to report that
the protagonist should give money to his/her father

to pay for the father’s gambling debt (75%) than to
keep the money for his/her own use.

Decisions Within Each Dilemma

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
examine the role of age, gender, and their interac-
tions in the decision outcome within each filial
dilemma. In the choosing an extracurricular activity
dilemma, significant main effects were found for
both age and gender on the type of decision partici-
pants made. Specifically, adolescents (65%) were
more likely than preadolescents (42%) to pursue
their own interest, b = 1.66, SE = .57, Wald
v2(1, N = 116) = 8.52, p = .004, Exp(B) = 5.25, and
girls (65%) were more likely than boys (47%) to
pursue their own interest, b = 1.41, SE = .60, Wald
v2(1, N = 116) = 5.57, p = .02, Exp(B) = 4.08. In the
father breaking promise dilemma, there were no signif-
icant main effects of age and gender. Also, no

Table 1
Social-Cognitive Reasoning Category Examples

Reasoning category

Examples for the activity dilemma

Pursue the protagonist’s own interest Follow the parents’ wishes

Authority N/A “Because he must obey his parents.”
Family obligation “His parents will be disappointed that he

did not choose the course they wanted,
but when he gets good grades,
they will be very proud of him.”

“I think he should do this because we need to respect
our parents’ opinion. Even though it’s something we
would like to do, we still need to listen to our
parents’ opinions, because our parents are doing this
for our own good so that in the future we can become
someone who contributes to society.”

Personal choice “Because extracurricular activities
should be chosen by the students and
not decided by the parents. Extracurricular
activities are based on the interests of the students.”

N/A

Pragmatic “Because playing basketball is good for his health.” “She should do that [choose the Malay language club]
because she could improve her Malay language.”

Examples for the breaking promise dilemma

Refuse to give the protagonist’s savings to father Give up the protagonist’s savings for the father

Authority N/A “His father asks him to do that so he must do it.”

Family obligation “Advice and reason with his father
and let him think about what he did.”

“It doesn’t matter what mistake her father made, he is
still her father. The father work hard to raise his child.
Being a good child, she should repay her father.”

Pragmatic N/A “[She] should give the money to her father first, because
he needs it more. She can always buy the [computer] later.”

Welfare and safety N/A “So that his father’s life will not be endangered.”
Fairness or rights “The father should accept the

consequences of losing money because
of his behavior and not ask the son to
give up his own savings.”

N/A
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significant interaction effect of age and gender was
found for these two dilemmas.

Social-Cognitive Reasoning Across Two Dilemmas

To examine whether participants’ social-cognitive
reasoning varied between the two filial dilemmas,
we performed a 2 (age) 9 2 (gender) 9 2 (filial
dilemma) repeated-measures multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA). The types of filial dilemmas
were examined as the within-subject factor, and par-
ticipant’s age and gender were the between-subject
factors. Participants’ social-cognitive reasoning sig-
nificantly varied by the type of filial dilemma, Pillai’s
Trace F(5, 104) = 45.33, p < .001, g2 = .685. Univari-
ate tests revealed that participants were more likely
to apply authority or personal choice reasoning in
the activity dilemma than the breaking promise
dilemma, F(1, 108) = 12.91, p < .001, g2 = .107 and F
(1, 108) = 77.03, p < .001, g2 = .416, respectively. In
contrast, they were more likely to apply filial obliga-
tion, welfare and safety, or fairness or rights reason-
ing in the breaking promise dilemma than in the
activity dilemma, F(1, 108) = 13.35, p < .001,
g2 = .110, F(1, 108) = 22.87, p < .001, g2 = .175, and
F(1, 108) = 35.61, p < .001, g2 = .248, respectively.

Also, significant main effects were found for age
on the authority, F(1, 108) = 15.10, p < .001,
g2 = .123; personal choice, F(1, 108) = 15.12, p < .001,
g2 = .123; and pragmatic, F(1, 108) = 13.75, p < .001,
g2 = .113, reasoning categories. Regardless of their
decisions, preadolescents were more likely than
adolescents to cite authority and pragmatic reason-
ing, whereas adolescents were more likely than

preadolescents to cite personal choice reasoning in
both dilemmas. Moreover, our results yielded a sig-
nificant Dilemma 9 Age interaction such that Chi-
nese Malaysian preadolescents and adolescents
applied the social-cognitive reasoning categories
differently across the two filial dilemmas, Pillai’s
Trace F(5, 104) = 7.14, p < .001, g2 = .255. Univari-
ate test showed that preadolescents were more
likely to apply authority or pragmatic reasoning in
the activity dilemma than the breaking promise
dilemma, F(1, 50) = 10.28, p < .01, g2 = .171 and F(1,
50) = 5.17, p < .05, g2 = .094, respectively. However,
preadolescents were more likely to apply filial obliga-
tion in the breaking promise dilemma than the activ-
ity dilemma, F(1, 50) = 24.77, p < .001,g2 = .331.

Social-Cognitive Reasoning Within Each Dilemma

To examine whether participants’ social-cognitive
reasoning varied based on the decision they made,
their age, and gender within each dilemma, we con-
ducted a 2 (decision) 9 2 (age) 9 2 (gender) MAN-
OVA on the proportion of the reasoning categories
for each dilemma. Post hoc tests of simple effects
were conducted using one-way univariate ANOVA
as all three independent variables were dichoto-
mous in nature. Descriptive statistics of the propor-
tion of social-cognitive reasoning categories for each
dilemma are presented in Table 2.

In the activity dilemma, participants’ social-cogni-
tive reasoning varied significantly by their decision,
Pillai’s Trace F(3, 105) = 81.61, p < .001, g2 = .700.
Univariate tests revealed significant main effects of
decision on the authority, F(1, 107) = 22.56,

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics of the Proportion of Social-Cognitive Reasoning Categories

N
Authority Filial obligation Personal choice Pragmatic Welfare and safety Fairness or rights
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Activity dilemma
Decision: Pursue the protagonist’s own interest
Preadolescents 22 .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .57 (.47) .43 (.47) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
Adolescents 43 .00 (.00) .03 (.17) .83 (.34) .14 (.31) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)

Decision: Follow the parents’ wishes
Preadolescents 30 .40 (.48) .23 (.41) .00 (.00) .37 (.45) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
Adolescents 20 .10 (.31) .73 (.41) .05 (.15) .13 (.32) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)

Breaking promise dilemma
Decision: Refuse to give the protagonist’s savings to father
Preadolescents 9 .11 (.33) .17 (.35) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .72 (.44)
Adolescents 15 .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .10 (.21) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .90 (.21)

Decision: Give up the protagonist’s savings for the father
Preadolescents 41 .02 (.16) .53 (.46) .02 (.16) .27 (.43) .11 (.28) .04 (.17)
Adolescents 42 .00 (.00) .48 (.44) .02 (.11) .19 (.37) .28 (.41) .02 (.09)
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p < .001, g2 = .174; filial obligation,
F(1, 107) = 60.22, p < .001, g2 = .360; and personal
choice, F(1, 107) = 138.35, p < .001, g2 = .564, rea-
soning categories. Participants were most likely to
apply authority or filial obligation reasoning to jus-
tify their decision to follow their parents’ advice. In
contrast, they were most likely to apply personal
choice reasoning to justify their decision to pursue
their own interest. Participants’ social-cognitive rea-
soning also varied significantly by their age, Pillai’s
Trace F(3, 105) = 9.71, p < .001, g2 = .217. Univari-
ate tests revealed significant main effects of age on
authority, F(1, 107) = 8.72, p < .01, g2 = .075; filial
obligation, F(1, 107) = 20.26, p < .001, g2 = .159;
personal choice, F(1, 107) = 5.42, p = .02, g2 = .048;
and pragmatic, F(1, 107) = 9.976, p < .01, g2 = .085,
reasoning categories. Preadolescents were more
likely to apply authority or pragmatic reasoning,
whereas adolescents were more likely to apply filial
obligation or personal choice reasoning. There was
a significant main effect of gender on the pragmatic
reasoning categories, F(1, 107) = 4.88, p < .05,
g2 = .044. Girls were more likely than boys to
apply pragmatic reasoning. Moreover, a significant
Dilemma 9 Age interaction was found, such that
preadolescents and adolescents applied the social-
cognitive reasoning categories differently across
their decision, Pillai’s Trace F(3, 105) = 5.77, p < .01,
g2 = .142. Univariate tests showed that the main
effects for the authority and filial obligation reason-
ing categories were qualified by significant Deci-
sion 9 Age interactions, F(1, 107) = 8.72, p < .01,
g2 = .075; and F(1, 107) = 14.96, p < .001, g2 = .123,
respectively. Further examination of the interactions
revealed that when reasoning about their decision
to follow their parents’ advice, preadolescents
applied authority reasoning more frequently than
adolescents, F(1, 107) = 6.10, p < .05, g2 = .113, and
adolescents applied filial obligation reasoning more
frequently than preadolescents, F(1, 107) = 17.18,
p < .001, g2 = .264. However, such differences were
not observed when justifying their decision to pur-
sue their own interest.

In the breaking promise dilemma, participants’
social-cognitive reasoning varied significantly by
their decision, Pillai’s Trace F(5, 95) = 69.57,
p < .001, g2 = .785. Univariate tests revealed signifi-
cant main effects of decision on filial obligation, F
(1, 99) = 17.87, p < .001, g2 = .153; pragmatic, F(1,
99) = 6.85, p < .05, g2 = .065; welfare and safety, F
(1, 99) = 6.39, p < .05, g2 = .061; and fairness or
rights, F(1, 99) = 296.11, p < .001, g2 = .749, reason-
ing categories. Participants were more likely to
apply filial obligation, pragmatic, or welfare and

safety reasoning over fairness or rights reasoning to
justify their decision to give money to their fathers.
In contrast, they were most likely to apply fairness
or rights reasoning to justify their decision to refuse
money to their fathers.

A significant Dilemma 9 Age interaction was
found, such that preadolescents and adolescents
applied social-cognitive reasoning differently across
their decision, Pillai’s Trace F(5, 95) = 2.48, p < .04,
g2 = .116. Univariate test showed that the main
effect for the fairness or rights reasoning category
was qualified by a significant Decision 9 Age inter-
action, F(1, 99) = 8.81, p < .05, g2 = .046. To justify
refusing to give money to the father, adolescents
were more likely than preadolescents to cite fair-
ness or rights reasoning, F(1, 99) = 5.39, p < .01.
Moreover, there was a significant Age 9 Gender
interaction, such that preadolescents and adoles-
cents applied the social-cognitive reasoning differ-
ently across genders, Pillai’s Trace F(5, 95) = 2.71,
p < .03, g2 = .125. Univariate tests showed that the
main effect for the fairness or rights reasoning cate-
gory was qualified by a significant Age 9 Gender
interaction, F(1, 99) = 11.43, p < .01, g2 = .103.
Among boys, adolescents were more likely than
preadolescents to cite fairness or rights reasoning, F
(1, 99) = 24.39, p < .001. Furthermore, all significant
two-way interactions involving fairness or rights
reasoning discussed earlier were further qualified
by a significant three-way Decision 9 Gen-
der 9 Age interaction, F(1, 99) = 8.19, p < .01,
g2 = .076. Post hoc tests comparing fairness or
rights reasoning between adolescents and preado-
lescents within gender at each decision revealed
that, to justify refusing to give money to the father,
only male adolescents were more likely than male
preadolescents to apply fairness or rights reasoning,
F(1, 99) = 17.55, p < .001.

Discussion

Overall, our findings revealed complexity in Chi-
nese Malaysian preadolescents’ and adolescents’
reasoning regarding issues pertaining to the filial
piety ethic, which has been depicted as setting fun-
damental rules governing the hierarchical parent–
child relationship in Chinese cultures (Ho, 2008).
Importantly, we found that participants’ decisions
varied across the type of dilemma (i.e., personal vs.
moral) being considered. Moreover, participants’
age and gender mattered in relation to both the
decision made and the reasoning used to justify the
decision within each type of dilemma.
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Decisions and Reasoning Across Personal and Moral
Domains

Supporting our expectations, the majority of Chi-
nese Malaysian preadolescents and adolescents de-
cided to pursue their own interest in the personal
domain but adhere to their parent’s request in the
moral domain. In line with previous findings (e.g.,
Bregman & Killen, 1999; Helwig & Kim, 1999; Sme-
tana, Campione-Barr, & Daddis, 2004), these results
demonstrated that the content of the dilemma mat-
tered in decision making even for filial relationship-
based issues with in a traditionally interdependent
culture.

Our findings also revealed that participants’
decisions for the extracurricular activity dilemma
varied by their age and gender, perhaps reflecting
more room for decision-making autonomy and
variation in the personal versus moral domain
(Wray-Lake, Crouter, & McHale, 2010). Regarding
age, Chinese Malaysian adolescents were more
likely than preadolescents to pursue their own
interest in choosing an extracurricular activity, con-
sistent with previous longitudinal studies showing
that adolescents increasingly make more autono-
mous and independent decisions (Smetana et al.,
2004; Wray-Lake et al., 2010). Together, these find-
ings suggest the cross-cultural significance of this
developmental progression.

Interestingly, Chinese Malaysian girls were more
likely than boys to pursue their own interest with
regard to selecting an extracurricular activity. In
societies where gender inequality is more pro-
nounced, girls are more likely than boys to criticize
and resist the traditional expectations that are per-
ceived to conflict with their desire for autonomy
and self-determination (Turiel, 2002; Zhang, Zheng,
& Wang, 2003). Indeed, Mainland Chinese female
adolescents were more likely than their male coun-
terparts to support freedom, personal choice, and
autonomy in decision making (Lahat et al., 2009).

The results also supported our expectations that
participants’ reasoning would vary across the per-
sonal and moral domains. Both Chinese Malaysian
preadolescents and adolescents mainly cited per-
sonal choice reasoning in the extracurricular activity
dilemma and fairness/rights or welfare and safety
reasoning only in the breaking promise dilemma,
supporting the notion that the selection of an
extracurricular activity is more likely to be consid-
ered within the personal purview of an individual.
In contrast, the moral nature of the breaking pro-
mise dilemma was highlighted by participants’ use
of reasoning that pertained to maintaining fairness

or the rights for the protagonist or ensuring the
welfare and safety of the father. Interestingly, the
participants cited welfare or safety reasoning only
to justify their compliance, whereas they cited fair-
ness or rights reasoning only to justify their non-
compliance to their fathers’ request.

Age variations in reasoning that differed depend-
ing on the content of the dilemma were also
revealed. Chinese Malaysian preadolescents were
more likely to cite pragmatic reasoning in resolving
the personal versus the moral issue. Preadolescents
might perceive choosing an extracurricular activity
as being more directly related to their daily life and
resolve the issue using a practical approach. Alter-
natively, this finding could be due to the content of
the dilemma where both choices (i.e., learning bas-
ketball or the country’s official language) could be
perceived as having practical benefits. Preadoles-
cents were also more likely to adhere to parental
authority to justify their decisions in the extracurric-
ular over the breaking promise dilemma. In con-
trast, Chinese Malaysian adolescents shied away
from strict obedience to authority regardless of the
domain and were unlikely to cite authority reason-
ing in either dilemma. Moreover, adolescents were
equally likely to cite filial obligation to justify their
decisions in both domains, suggesting that these
adolescents had internalized a more stable sense of
family obligation and indebtedness than their
younger counterparts.

Reasoning Within the Extracurricular Activity

Overall, both preadolescents and adolescents
who reported that the protagonist should select the
extracurricular activity that he or she wanted were
more likely to justify their decision with reasoning
that referred to the significance of personal choice
(e.g., “Because extracurricular activities should be
based on the interests of the students”). Neverthe-
less, adolescents were more likely than preadoles-
cents to pursue their own interest and cite personal
choice reasoning to justify the decision. Thus, simi-
lar to their Mainland Chinese counterparts, the
greater focus on autonomy among Chinese Malay-
sian adolescents with increasing age was reflected
in both their decision and their accompanying rea-
soning, especially with regard to personal preroga-
tives (Helwig et al., 2011; Lahat et al., 2009).

Additional important age differences were
revealed. To justify following their parents’ advice,
Chinese Malaysian preadolescents were more likely
to report that the protagonist should obey the par-
ental request simply because of parents’ status as
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adults and as authorities (e.g., “She should obey
her parent’s orders.”). In contrast, their older coun-
terparts cited reasons that pertained to giving
strong consideration to their parents’ opinions and
feelings in order to repay their parents for raising
them (e.g., “He should do this because we need to
make our parents proud because of their sacrifices
for us.”). Although the decision to acquiesce to the
parent appears consistent with the traditional depic-
tion of obedient Chinese children, the age distinc-
tion in the reasoning used is significant.
Specifically, preadolescent children’s authority rea-
soning reflected the authoritarian aspect of filial
piety, which emphasizes adherence to parental
authority. In contrast, adolescents’ filial obligation
reasoning reflected the reciprocal aspect of filial
piety, which focuses on maintaining close, harmo-
nious parent–child relationships based on gratitude
and repayment (Yeh, 2003; Yeh & Bedford, 2003).
These findings suggest that Chinese Malaysian ado-
lescents may internalize greater reciprocal filial
understanding with increasing age.

The present study contributes to the current liter-
ature by documenting age differences in the distinc-
tion between the authoritarian and reciprocal
aspects of filial piety. Children’s perceptions of par-
ental investment and sacrifices in caring for them
and emotions of gratitude toward parents for their
nurturance are positively associated with strength-
ened parent–child relationships and children’s
endorsement of filial duties to respect and support
their parents (Cheah et al., 2012). Thus, even
though fulfilling the parents’ request appears to
counter the child’s wishes, unlike authority reason-
ing that accentuates hierarchy and submission, filial
obligation reasoning for adhering to parents’
requests may mirror the child’s internalized value
of reciprocal filial behaviors.

Reasoning About Father Breaking Promise

Although the father broke his promise to the
protagonist, a majority of these Chinese Malaysian
preadolescents and adolescents reported that the
protagonist should comply with his or her father’s
request. The largest proportion of the accompany-
ing reasoning reflected an internalized commitment
toward parents and repayment of parents’ caregiv-
ing. Interestingly, the age difference in authoritarian
versus reciprocal filial piety identified in the per-
sonal domain dilemma was not replicated in this
dilemma. Instead, both younger and older partici-
pants equally cited reasons related to the issue of
family obligation and indebtedness.

In addition, some participants focused on how
the father’s life might be endangered if he did not
pay off the debt and cited reasons expressing con-
cern for the father’s welfare or safety. Moreover,
several participants adopted a pragmatic approach
toward resolving the issue when complying with
the father; they reasoned that the protagonist
should address the more immediate need to repay
the debt and that he or she could earn back the
money later. These three different types of reason-
ing revealed that their conceptualization of this
moral issue was multifaceted, as expected. Impor-
tantly, although more participants reported comply-
ing with the parental request than not, they did not
cite parental authority as a reason for doing so,
unlike with the extracurricular activity dilemma.
The complexity of this particular filial dilemma
likely overshadowed the mere authority or seniority
of the parent.

However, those who reported that the protago-
nist should keep his or her money primarily refer-
enced fairness or rights reasoning to justify their
decision (e.g., “Because this is Yee Ming’s [the pro-
tagonist’s] painstakingly hard-earned money. It is
not fair to Yee Ming if the father takes his
money.”). Male adolescents cited fairness or rights
reasoning more frequently than their preadolescent
counterparts, with no age difference found among
females. Thus, girls who did not comply with the
father’s request appeared to have internalized the
moral norm against unfairness and expressed dis-
approval of the father’s breaking promise at an ear-
lier age than their male counterparts. Such
behaviors may be considered even more unaccept-
able for girls than boys in a male dominant society,
mirroring our previous finding that girls were more
likely than males to appeal to individual rights in
the personal issue.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations of this study require attention.
First, we focused on reasoning using hypothetical
examples, but the participants’ responses might not
correspond well to their actual behaviors. Also, the
use of only one scenario for each issue limited our
ability to capture breadth and consistency in these
adolescents’ responses. Moreover, we used ques-
tionnaires to examine reasoning, similar to some
previous research (Horn, 2006; Killen et al., 2013).
This approach, however, does not allow for more
extensive probing to further clarify and determine
the domain conceptualization of the various issues.
Participants’ responses might also have been
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influenced by a social desirability bias, although
they were assured confidentiality. Thus, future
research would benefit from the use of semistruc-
tured interviews of multiple scenarios for each type
of issue to reveal more complex responses from
participants.

In the current sample, gender was not equally
represented among preadolescents and adolescents,
and the age range for the adolescent group was
fairly broad. Thus, future research should include
equal numbers of both genders and examine possi-
ble age differences among 13- to 18-year-old adoles-
cents. In addition, these dilemmas did not purely
capture only personal and moral issues (particularly
the breaking promise dilemma), which may have
resulted in more complex responses. Moreover,
there was little variability in participants’ decisions
and justifications in the breaking promise dilemma,
resulting in a small number of responses in some of
the reasoning categories. Thus, these findings
should be interpreted cautiously.

Another interesting future direction might be to
compare Malaysian adolescents’ responses regarding
mothers versus fathers in facing various dilemmas,
further shedding light on gender norms in authori-
tarian versus reciprocal filial piety. Furthermore, our
within-culture examination of the social-cognitive
reasoning of Chinese Malaysian adolescents did not
allow for direct comparisons between Chinese
Malaysian and other cultures. Future studies should
compare Chinese Malaysians with other cultural
groups (e.g., their Western counterparts who live in a
society in which a more autonomous self is pre-
sumed to be valued, or a majority ethnic Chinese
context) in order to further distinguish between
specific cultural and developmental processes in
social-cognitive reasoning. Finally, we asked partici-
pants to decide whether the protagonist should fulfill
the parental request or his or her own desire and did
not allow for the possibility of compromises between
parents and the protagonist. Research on parent–
child conflicts has shown that adolescents and young
adults in Taiwan might compromise by working
together with their parents toward a solution (Yeh,
1995; Yeh & Bedford, 2003), whereas adolescents in
Mainland China and Hong Kong tended to give in to
their parents in order to resolve their conflicts (Yau &
Smetana, 2003). Future studies should explore the
reasoning children may apply during such processes.

Despite these limitations, our findings illustrate
how the simultaneous consideration of social
domains of reasoning, age-related trends toward
increasing autonomy for certain types of issues,
gender role socialization, and the cultural setting

can inform our understanding of reasoning regard-
ing the balance between personal jurisdiction and
filial piety demands. Several theoretical approaches
have argued that diverse concerns with both auton-
omy (personal choice) and interdependence (e.g.,
following group norms or social duties) coexist and
that individuals may prioritize each of these con-
cerns in ways that vary according to the complex
interplay between these issues within specific situa-
tions and across contexts (Raeff, 2006). Indeed, our
findings indicate that Chinese Malaysian individu-
als maintain conceptions of individual freedom and
personal autonomy that are used to place limits on
the jurisdiction of authorities. The coexistence of a
variety of concerns in individuals’ thinking was
also revealed and provided further evidence that
calls into question dichotomous characterizations of
cultures and individuals as either “individualistic”
and concerned mainly or exclusively with individ-
ual rights and autonomy, or “collectivistic” and ori-
ented toward obedience to authority, fixed social
duties, and the prioritization of the group over the
individual (Kagitcibasi, 2005).
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Appendix

Selecting an Extracurricular Activity Dilemma

Teacher asked Siew Lan and her classmates to
decide which extracurricular activity they are taking
this year. They are allowed to join only one club.
Siew Lan’s interest is in basketball. She wanted to
join basketball club. However, her parents wanted
her to join the Malay Language club. The parents
said it was more useful to learn the Malay language
than to play basketball.

1. What do you think Siew Lan should do?
A. Join the basketball club
B. Join the Malay Language club
C. Other (please state):

2. Why do you think she should do that?

Obedience in Response to Father’s Breaking
Promise Dilemma

Yee Meng wanted to have a computer. His father
told him that he can have one if he manages to
earn enough money for it by himself. Yee Meng
worked after school. After 1 year, he finally earned
enough money to buy the computer. However, his
father lost money gambling and was not able to
pay the debt. He asked Yee Meng to give him all
the money.

1. What do you think Yee Meng should do?
A. Refuse to give his money to his father
B. Give his money to his father
C. Other (please state):

2. Why do you think he should do that?
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