The Four Components of Morality

Definitions, Goals, Teaching Strategies, and Assessment Methods
1.  Moral Sensitivity 



Definition: Moral sensitivity involves the awareness of how our actions affect other people.  It involves being aware of different possible lines of action and how each line of action could affect the parties concerned.  It involves imaginatively constructing possible scenarios, and knowing cause-consequence chains of events in the real world; it involves empathy and role-taking skills.  


Educational Goals: For younger students:  Raise consciousness to:  the needs and interests of others; the self's feelings of empathy or repugnance and to reckon with these feelings; ways our actions affect others;  alternative lines of action; cause consequent chains of events in the real world; interpret the reaction of others;  read others' feelings.  For older students:  To see things from the perspective of other individuals and groups and, more abstractly, from legal, institutional, and national perspectives; to develop interpretive abilities needed in various life and work settings; to be able to accurately and appropriately figure in one's emotional responses to repugnant situations.

Teaching Strategies: Sensitivity training, e.g., sexual harassment, affirmative action, gender equity, multi-culturalism, awareness of diversity.  Real or hypothetical situations that require learners to identify stakeholders, project consequences, engage in probabilistic reasoning.  Show films, read novels and stories that make vivid the situations of others.  Peer mediation and conflict resolution to assist perspective taking.  Note:  Sensitivity training without attention to the other processes can lead to political correctness. 


Assessment Methods: Tests of ethical sensitivity;
 (e.g., Dental Ethical Sensitivity Test; Racial Ethical Sensitivity Test
) tests of empathy and role-taking.   

2.  Moral Judgment  

Definition: Once the person is aware of possible lines of action and how people would be affected by each line of action (Component 1), the person judges which line of action is more morally justifiable (which alternative is just, or right).  


Educational Goals:  For younger students:  Distinguish right from wrong (it is wrong to steal, lie, cheat, harm others) and learn the importance of societal rules; give reasons for judgments (reasons given the child may be simplistic, but the child recognizes there are reasons, inquires what they are, and can restate them); balance competing claims.  For older students:  State rules and professional codes governing behavior; state criteria for judging the adequacy of a moral argument; distinguish a well-reasoned argument from those that are less well-reasoned; make morally defensible decisions; apply ideals of great moral thinkers to current moral problems;  distinguish the premises and conclusion of an argument; understand the distinction between truth and validity in logical argument; uncover unstated premises in an argument; test hypotheses systematically in terms of their logical implications; differentiate valid and invalid forms of argument; identify the moral assumptions of various moral theories (including one's own); describe the moral adequacy of these normative theories; apply theories to a concrete moral issue.  

Teaching Strategies: For younger students:  Directly teach and explain moral rules; read and discuss literature with moral heroes; using real or hypothetical problems, have students state and critique reasons for moral choices; practice resolving real or hypothetical conflicts; For older students:  Directly teach criteria for making moral judgments; dilemma discussions; participate in democratic governance; directly teach professional rules and codes; courses in ethics, logic, and moral theory, etc. 


Assessment Methods: Developmental measures of competence in moral reasoning (e.g., standardized tests like Gibbs' Sociomoral Reflection Measure [for children], or Rest's Defining Issues Test [for adults]; essays and other teacher-made tests appropriate to the age of the learner (e.g., essays written in ethics courses, etc.); knowledge tests of rules, laws, or codes governing behavior (e.g., jurisprudence/licensing exams); tests of intermediate level ethical concepts.


The Four Components of Morality (continued)

3.  Moral Motivation and Commitment


Definition: Moral Motivation and Commitment has to do with the importance given to moral values in competition with other values.  Deficiencies in Component 3 occur when a person is not sufficiently motivated to put moral values higher than other values—when other values such as self-actualization or protecting one's self or organization replace concern for doing what is right.  


Educational Goals: For younger students:  Develop an individual moral identity; develop a sense of rootedness in community and in social units (e.g., family, school, team, profession, society).  For older students:  Prioritize moral values over competing values; prize and publicly acknowledge values of a group or profession: (1) develop a professional moral identity; (2) state values or social contract that undergirds a profession); (3) clarify beliefs that undergird individual choice to be a moral person.  


Teaching Strategies: Character education and values clarification are strategies used to enhance moral motivation.  For younger students: Provide opportunities to express virtues; to practice being a "good person;" to follow moral rules; to be a role model for others; to participate in rule making and monitoring of one's community; to clarify the values that govern individual and community actions; to study inspirational leaders; to participate in a caring community; and to study the origin of various moral imperatives (of religious and normative origins).  For adult students:  Peer teaching; community service projects (e.g., in hospital and elder care volunteer programs, rural medicine clerkships, etc); lectures, discussion, or readings about the characteristics of a profession and the rights, permissions, and duties of individuals who aspire to the profession.  Students could study moral exemplars from their profession to develop a personalized rationale for commitment to moral values; students could develop professional ethical codes and/or honor codes, and participate in student or professional governance.

Assessment Methods: Essays (see dental example) or tests of moral identity or norm-referenced tests of professional role concept (e.g., the Professional Role Orientation Inventory for Dentistry2); observational assessments of pro-social behavior (volunteering, helping behaviors); ranking of values, etc. 
4.  Moral Character and Implementation

Definition: This component involves ego strength, perseverance, backbone, toughness, strength of conviction and courage.  A person may be morally sensitive, may make good moral judgments, and may place high priority on moral values; but if the person wilts under pressure, is easily distracted or discouraged, is a wimp and weak-willed, then moral failure occurs because of deficiency in Component 4.  Interpersonal effectiveness and problem solving skills are intimately connected to Component 4 processes. 


Educational Goals: For younger students:  Develop impulse control, self-discipline, self-efficacy, persistence, resistance to peer pressures.  For older students:  Develop self-regulation and implementation abilities needed for effective moral action, e.g., skills in conflict resolution; interpersonal interaction, active listening, written and oral communication, etc.  


Teaching Strategies: For younger students:  Provide opportunities to practice prototypes for behavior ("excuse me" or "I'm sorry" or "I need help") to use in challenging situations.  Campaigns to influence impulse control, e.g., "Just say No!"  "Just don't do it!" are aimed at basic socialization and impulse control.  For older students:  Assertiveness training, cognitive therapy, interpersonal communication skills training, role playing exercises, training in conflict resolution and problem solving, and sometimes even psychological counseling may be needed to enhance self-efficacy for older students.


Assessment Methods: Observer ratings of task completion, persistence, timeliness; videotaped or written demonstrations of interpersonal effectiveness and problem solutions for real or hypothetical situations; Objective Structured Clinical Exams (OSCEs) used in health professions education.  
Handout to accompany a presentation, Can Ethics Be Taught? A Research Talk.  MJ Bebeau, Ph.D., Professor, School of Dentistry; Director, Center for the Study of Ethical Development; Faculty Associate, Center for Bioethics; University of Minnesota, November 13, 2006.
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