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ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: Background and Purpose: Respect, as a key concept in the social and moral development of
Concept of respect, children and adolescents, plays a pivotal role in fostering positive and healthy relationships among
children, peers and within society. It is recognized not only as a moral value but also as an influential factor in
adolescents shaping and strengthening prosocial behavior.

Method: The present study employed a qualitative approach using Heideggerian interpretive
phenomenology to explore how meanings associated with the concept of “respect” are constructed
and interpreted by children and adolescents. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 143
participants aged 6, 8, 10, 12, and 15 from the city of Kermanshah, selected through purposive
sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis,
assisted by MAXQDA 2024 software.

Result: The analysis revealed six main themes: authority, social convention, prosocial behavior,
fairness, merit, and personal freedom. A clear developmental trajectory was observed: at age 6,
respect was primarily conceptualized through authority; at age 8, the focus shifted to prosocial
behaviors such as helping, kindness, and empathy; at age 10, this was complemented by an
understanding of social convention, including social norms and customs; by age 12, justice, fairness,
and equality emerged as the central component; and finally, at age 15, adolescents described respect
through the abstract concepts of merit and personal freedom.

Conclusion: By mapping the developmental trajectory of the concept of respect, this study
underscores the importance of considering this developmental process when designing educational
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Introduction

Respect is one of the fundamental virtues in moral philosophy,
holding a prominent place across diverse cultures as a foundation
for ethical conduct and the promotion of social harmony (1, 2).
This construct, shaped by individual traits and environmental
factors (3), is a multidimensional phenomenon in children,
encompassing emotional, social, and moral components. It begins
to emerge around the age of five and develops progressively
alongside cognitive and social growth (13). According to Piaget’s
framework, in early childhood respect is primarily understood in
terms of authority and fear of the consequences of disobedience,
with an emphasis on accepting social hierarchies and complying
with authority figures (14, 16). Over time, this concrete
understanding transitions toward more abstract notions such as
fairness, equality, and concern for others’ well-being, becoming
recognized during adolescence as a universal ethical principle (18,
19, 21). Research shows that prosocial behaviors—such as
helping, empathy, and adherence to social norms—play a vital role
in this developmental process (22-28), while cultural context and
social interactions significantly shape how respect is expressed
(29-37).

Despite the clear importance of this virtue for enhancing
emotional well-being, strengthening self-confidence, and reducing
problems such as anxiety and depression, empirical research into
the phenomenological experience of respect and its behavioral and
social consequences is still limited. Therefore, the present study
employed Heideggerian interpretive phenomenology to conduct an
in-depth exploration of this concept from the perspectives of
children and adolescents.

Method

The present study is a qualitative investigation that, employing
Heideggerian interpretive phenomenology, explored how
meanings associated with the concept of “respect” are constructed
and interpreted from the perspectives of 143 children and
adolescents aged 6, 8, 10, 12, and 15 in the city of Kermanshah.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. These age groups were chosen
due to their significant cognitive and emotional developmental
transitions (39). Although the age of 5 was initially considered, the
results of a preliminary study indicated that children in this age
group lacked the ability to respond adequately to the research
questions; therefore, the main study commenced with participants
aged 6 years and above. Data collection was conducted through
semi-structured interviews, held in school counseling rooms for 20
to 35 minutes per participant, after obtaining informed consent and
ensuring confidentiality of the information. The interview
questions were designed to probe various dimensions of the
concept of respect, including: “What does the word respect
mean?”, “Why should we respect others?”, and “Tell me about a
time when you showed respect to someone.” To capture the depth
of participants’ experiences, they were also encouraged to share
ideas beyond the predefined questions. All interviews, after precise
transcription, were analyzed using thematic analysis assisted by
MAXQDA 2024 software.
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Results

In the present study, involving 143 children and adolescents
with a balanced gender distribution and representation across a
wide range of socio-economic backgrounds, the concept of
respect was explored in depth. Data analysis was conducted
using a qualitative thematic analysis approach with the
assistance of MAXQDA 2024 software. Initially, through open
coding and an in-depth examination of interview transcripts, 32
preliminary codes were extracted. In the subsequent stage,
these codes were analytically and iteratively reviewed, and then
clustered into six main categories and eleven meaningful
subcategories based on conceptual similarities. This inductive
process provided the foundation for identifying the conceptual
and abstract structures of respect, enabling the researcher to
move beyond the descriptive level of the data toward analytical
and theoretical interpretation.

The final analysis revealed that children’s and adolescents’
conceptions of respect were organized around six overarching
and abstract themes: authority, prosocial behavior, social
convention, justice, merit, and personal freedom. The principal
finding of the study was the identification of a clear and
meaningful  developmental  trajectory, whereby the
understanding of respect evolves with age—from external,
concrete, and authority-based definitions toward internalized,
reciprocal, and abstract principles. This developmental
pathway outlines a growth map from childhood to adolescence
in which respect transforms from a unilateral obligation into a
multidimensional and complex moral value. In early childhood
(age 6), the concept of authority—often linked to fear of
punishment—was predominant. However, during the
transitional stage (ages 8 and 10), a significant shift occurred,
with prosocial behavior and social conventions assuming a
central role. By early adolescence (age 12), justice emerged as
the primary moral principle, accompanied by the appearance of
merit as a key element. This progression reached its peak in
mid-adolescence (age 15), where respect, differentiated by
gender, was associated with merit for girls and personal
freedom for boys—demonstrating that respect had become a
fully internalized value grounded in complex moral principles.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study outline a clear and meaningful
developmental trajectory in the conceptualization of respect
from childhood through adolescence. This process begins at the
age of 6, where respect is predominantly understood as an
authority-based notion characterized by heteronomous
obedience driven by fear of punishment and an awareness of
hierarchical power structures (14). At ages 8 and 10, a critical
shift occurs toward definitions grounded in prosocial
behaviors—such as empathy and helping—and an awareness
of social contracts and group norms, reflecting the growing
importance of positive interactions and social cohesion (13).
The turning point in this progression appears at age 12, when
justice—encompassing fairness and equality—emerges as the
central element in defining respect, indicating a transition
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toward abstract and reciprocal moral reasoning. By age 15, this
developmental trajectory reaches its peak, with respect
becoming linked to more complex and gender-differentiated
concepts: for girls, it is largely associated with merit and the
quality of relationships (16), whereas for boys, personal
freedom and autonomy constitute the core defining elements
(21).

Overall, this study presents a developmental roadmap that
traces respect from an externally imposed, authority-based
obligation to an internalized, multidimensional moral principle
grounded in justice, merit, and individual rights. The research
faced several limitations, including a shortage of Persian-
language resources and culturally adapted measurement tools,
as well as reliance on a cross-sectional design and self-reported
data. Future studies are encouraged to adopt diverse data-
collection methods—such as naturalistic observations of peer
interactions and surveys of parents and teachers—and to
conduct longitudinal research to track changes in the perception
of respect over time. The findings underscore the necessity of
designing targeted educational and intervention programs for
children, parents, and educators, alongside developing social
policies that promote empathy and prosocial behavior, thereby
contributing to the strengthening of a culture of respect within
society.
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