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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The relationship between higher education and moral development has been of interest to 

researchers for more than six decades, with the majority of research focusing on normative 

patterns of moral reasoning development in college students. Yet, moral reasoning is only one 

aspect of moral functioning. Other moral capacities such as moral sensitivity, moral motivation, 

and moral character contribute to moral action. Indeed, exemplary moral functioning is 

characterized by a synergy and integrity in how the individual responds to the environment. 

This study examined the relationship between exemplary moral functioning and cognitive 

perceptions of the collegiate environment. Using the moral exemplar research design, the study 

explored between-group differences in cognitive perceptions of collegiate life, paying particular 

attention to how these perceptions shaped engagement and development. The results of this study 

demonstrate clear differences in the ways college student moral exemplars and their comparison 

peers perceive and prioritize collegiate experiences. These differences cannot be explained by 

differences in basic personality or moral reasoning ability. Unlike other college students, moral 

exemplars differentiate collegiate activities into clusters (i.e., academic life, social negatives, 

campus involvement, and personal growth) and prioritize personal growth experiences (e.g., 

learning about different worldviews or perspectives, advocating for an important cause).  Future 

research is needed to better understand what personal or environmental factors contribute to 

these differences in perception and engagement. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The moral aims of education often take a backseat in contemporary conversations about 

accountability and student success. Policymakers and journalists focus almost exclusively on 

higher education’s role in facilitating social mobility and the myriad ways in which universities 

may be failing to accomplish this aim (e.g., skyrocketing tuition, increasing student debt). 

Meanwhile, universities fill their websites and promotional materials with markers of 

institutional prestige that increase market competitiveness (e.g., academic awards, research 

production, athletic prowess). Amidst this cacophony, one hears only murmurings about moral 

education aims, typically couched in terms of civic engagement or leadership. Yet, Kiss and 

Euben (2010) argue that universities engage in moral education “constantly, if not always self-

consciously” (p. 17). Even in the absence of a highly visible commitment to moral education, 

universities cannot avoid impacting students’ moral development.  

Though the term moral has been the subject of centuries of philosophical debate (e.g., 

Gert, 2011), at a fundamental level, morality is concerned with social cooperation. Damon and 

Colby (2015) define morality as “the vast realm of social actions, intentions, emotions, and 

judgments aimed at providing benefits (and preventing damage) to people, society, and the world 

beyond the self” (p. xi). Preparing students for social cooperation towards moral ends is a chief 

concern of modern educators (Warnick, 2008). Carol Schneider, President of the Association of 

American Colleges and Universities, identifies the development of ethical and civic 
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responsibility as an “enduring aim of liberal education” (Schneider, 2008, p. 93). Beyond social 

mobility and institutional prestige, higher education plays a key role in preparing emerging 

adults to become moral members of increasingly diverse, interconnected societies. 

 The relationship between formal education and moral development has been of interest to 

researchers for the last six decades, with much of the research focusing on normative patterns of 

moral reasoning development in college students. While moral psychologists have focused 

primarily on the underlying cognitive processes driving moral decision-making (e.g., Kohlberg, 

1981; Rest, 1986), higher education researchers have been more interested in the relationship 

between moral reasoning ability and particular aspects of collegiate life like academic majors, 

ethics courses, or social organizations (e.g., King & Mayhew, 2002; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005). The first line of research identifies higher education, more than age alone, as a key factor 

in helping individuals continue to make advancements in moral reasoning rather than plateau 

after high school (Rest & Thoma, 1985). The second line of research attempts to explain which 

features of the collegiate environment contribute to this growth. The existing literature makes 

clear that something important happens during college to catalyze advances in moral thinking, 

but the mechanism for growth is not well understood (Derryberry & Thoma, 2005).  

In an effort to complement and extend current understanding of college student moral 

development, this study explores the relationship between moral functioning and perceptions of 

the collegiate environment. In an early review of empirical literature on moral development, Rest 

(1986) concluded, “Development precedes most when the person seeks to develop and when the 

situation fosters and supports development” (p. 52). His conclusion points to the importance of 

individual moral functioning and environmental supports in promoting moral development. This 

study explores the relationship between moral functioning and environmental features using an 
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established research design that has not yet been utilized in college student moral development 

research. The moral exemplar research design involves comparing individuals with exemplary 

moral functioning to those with standard moral functioning and looking for between-group 

differences on a certain variable of interest. This design has been used to study differences in 

self-perception (e.g., Colby & Damon, 1992; Frimer et al., 2011; Hart & Fegley, 1995) but not 

differences in environmental perception.  

This study considers whether the ways students think about their environments could be 

related to exemplary moral functioning within those environments. It makes intuitive sense that 

the way an individual perceives the environment influences her behavior within it, and empirical 

findings lend support to this intuition (Weick, 1995; Caughron, et al., 2011). However, research 

has not addressed whether perceptions of the collegiate environment (i.e., curricular, co-

curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences) are linked to college student moral 

functioning. This study utilizes the moral exemplar research design to analyze the relationship 

between moral functioning, cognitive perceptions, and engagement within the collegiate 

environment. The study also considers whether any between-group differences can be explained 

using standard constructs such as personality and moral reasoning. Though this exploratory study 

focuses primarily on moral development from the perspective of the individual, it may serve as a 

springboard for future research on how universities can structure their environments to better 

facilitate this development.  

Statement of the Problem 

Our current understanding of how college impacts moral development is somewhat 

limited. Decades of research demonstrate that students make developmental gains in moral 

reasoning during college (e.g., King & Mayhew, 2002; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Rest, 1986; 
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Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999). However, we cannot fully explain why these gains 

occur. Studies have examined the role of institutional type, academic discipline, educational 

interventions, and personal factors on moral reasoning growth, but few consistent patterns have 

emerged (King & Mayhew, 2002). Although early research found that students attending liberal 

arts colleges made the most significant moral reasoning gains (King & Mayhew, 2002), 

subsequent studies failed to identify a single institutional type most conducive to moral 

reasoning growth (Mayhew, 2012). Additional research pointed to the larger importance of 

individual factors rather than institutional type in predicting moral reasoning scores (Maeda, 

Thoma, & Bebeau, 2009). Other studies examined the relationship between academic major and 

moral reasoning to no avail; correlations were inconsistent as majors can vary greatly from one 

institution to the next (King & Mayhew, 2002). Likewise, a variety of educational interventions 

(coursework directly and indirectly related to ethics, service learning and community service 

initiatives, and other institutional efforts) have been effective in promoting moral reasoning 

growth (Mayhew & King, 2008). Thus, we can conclude that college is making an impact, but 

there are no simplistic explanations for why this is the case.  

Several researchers have proposed more global explanations of the complex relationship 

between formal education and moral reasoning growth. Early research by Deemer found that a 

student’s comprehensive academic orientation (high academic engagement, love of learning, 

preference for like-minded peers, etc.) better predicted longitudinal moral reasoning gains than 

any single personal or institutional characteristics (Rest & Deemer, 1986). Rest and Thoma 

(1985) sketched five possible interpretations of how college impacts moral development, 

including general socialization into the college milieu, heightened intellectual stimulation, and 

exposure to a principled socio-moral perspective. Caughron et al. (2011) found some evidence 
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that a college student’s individual sensemaking of separate environmental features influences 

which ethical reasoning strategies she uses to respond to a given situation. Thus, exposure to any 

single environmental element is less important than the way the student integrates multiple 

streams of information from the environment. The authors stress that “how one interprets an 

emergent situation is likely to impact the ethicality of decisions regarding acting, monitoring, or 

ignoring that situation” (Caughron et al., 2011, p. 353). Extending this logic, how a student 

interprets the collegiate environment could impact the ethicality of her behavior within it. Each 

of these possible explanations points to the complex ways in which internal cognitive processes 

respond to environmental features and, in turn, shape behavior. Unfortunately, we still struggle 

to explain these complexities. 

Another limitation to our current understanding is a focus on moral reasoning, to the 

exclusion of other aspects of moral functioning. Rest (1986) described moral functioning in 

terms of sensitivity, reasoning, motivation, and character. On his view, moral action resulted 

from a synergistic interaction among these components. Blasi (2004) described moral action as 

the product of an integrated moral self in which being a moral person is central to the 

individual’s identity. From these authors, we develop an account of exemplary moral functioning 

that is marked by a synergy and integrity in how an individual responds to the environment. Yet, 

the existing literature focuses primarily on a fragmented account of how specific collegiate 

experiences or student characteristics contribute to one aspect of moral functioning. We know 

very little about the relationship between exemplary moral functioning and the collegiate 

environment understood as a constellation of interconnected curricular, co-curricular, 

interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences. The conceptual foundation described by Rest 
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and Blasi calls for a methodological approach that treats the student as an integrated self who 

interacts with an interrelated environment.  

Purpose of the Study 

This study aims to reinvigorate inquiry into college student moral development by 

incorporating insights from moral psychology and exploring a new methodological approach to 

study the relationship between higher education and moral development. Moral psychology 

offers multiple frameworks for understanding the processes leading to moral action and the 

characteristics of moral personhood; in addition, it offers methodological approaches to facilitate 

inquiry. This study draws from an established tradition of exploring moral development through 

studying moral exemplars (Colby & Damon, 1992; Damon & Colby, 2015; Frimer, Walker, 

Dunlop, Lee, & Riches, 2011; Hart & Fegley, 1995; Matsuba & Walker, 2005; Reimer, 2003; 

Walker & Frimer, 2007; Walker, Frimer, & Dunlop, 2010). Although philosophers typically use 

the term moral exemplar to describe an aspirational example for others to follow, this study 

builds from a psychological understanding of moral exemplarity as a developmental 

achievement. In other words, this study is less interested in the way others view exemplars and 

more interested in the internal cognitive processes driving exemplars’ participation in the 

collegiate environment.  

 These internal processes include how students reason about moral issues, how they 

perceive and prioritize experiences within the environment, and how they use these perceptions 

to inform their engagement and development within the university setting. While we know a 

good bit about the first process, we know much less about the others. A great deal of evidence 

supports Kohlberg’s original claim that adolescence and young adulthood is characterized by a 

shift from conventional to postconventional thinking (Rest et al., 1999). Rather than relying on 
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established social norms to determine what is right, postconventional thinkers understand that 

societies must adhere to “shareable ideals of cooperation” (Rest, et al., 1999, p. 2). In other 

words, social norms are worth following only to the extent they align with deeper ideals of 

justice and fairness. Some have suggested that moral exemplars may be more likely to utilize 

postconventional thinking, but others question whether exemplars excel in this domain (Colby & 

Damon, 1992).  

We know comparatively less about the cognitive processes driving understanding of the 

collegiate environment or participation within it. Astin’s (1999) theory of student involvement 

acknowledges that students invest differing levels of psychosocial energy into collegiate 

experiences, and those who are the most invested exhibit the greatest developmental gains. Thus, 

his research challenges educators to promote student involvement as a means to development. 

Separately, Caughron et al. (2011) stress the importance of sensemaking, or cognitive integration 

of novel or ambiguous environmental features, in determining which ethical reasoning strategies 

college students utilize when faced with challenging problems. Their research indicates that the 

student’s ability to integrate multiple, independent situational conditions is significantly related 

to the ethicality of her response to problems within the environment. In this way, Caughron et al. 

point to the cognitive strategies underlying behavioral responses to the environment.  

 To further our understanding of college student moral development, this study explores 

the relationship between moral functioning and perceptions of the collegiate environment as a 

whole (i.e., curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences). To do so, 

this study takes the established moral exemplar research design and looks for between-group 

differences in college student moral exemplars and their peers. The purpose of this study is to 

determine whether differences exist in the way college student moral exemplars and their 
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comparison peers reason about moral dilemmas, perceive and prioritize experiences in the 

collegiate environment, and utilize these conceptions to inform their engagement and 

development within the university setting. Thus, this study attempts to add to our understanding 

of how students interact in a holistic fashion within an interrelated environment to develop as 

moral beings. 

Significance of the Study 

This significance of this study lies in its potential to inform the ways in which 

universities accomplish their moral aims. Colonial and early American colleges purposefully 

addressed moral education through capstone courses in moral philosophy designed to cultivate 

virtuous exemplars for the new nation. Modern universities are often less explicit in their moral 

aims, perhaps in an attempt to avoid making claims about the good and the right in a pluralistic 

society. Nonetheless, Kiss and Euben (2010) describe a “substantial turn, or more precisely a 

return, to ethics in the American academy” over the last two decades (p. 1). They cite as 

evidence the creation of ethics centers, academic programs, and several professional moral 

education associations. An interest in moral education (often framed as civic engagement or 

citizenship development) is bubbling up across a diverse array of institutions but often in a 

haphazard manner confined to only small subsets of students (Butin & Seider, 2012; Stephens, 

Colby, Ehrlich, & Beamont, 2000).  

Perhaps this burgeoning interest in moral education stems from growing concern over the 

moral challenges facing our society and particularly our young adults. Colby et al. (2003) 

describe the U.S. cultural climate as one in which declines in “civility, mutual respect, and 

tolerance; and the pre-eminence of self-interest and individual preferences over concern for the 

common good [lead to] a polarized and fragmented society, whose members have little sense of 
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being united in participation in a common enterprise (p. 7). Popular press also expresses 

discontent with an increasingly fragmented society in which people seem unprepared or 

disinterested in living lives of moral engagement within their communities (Dionne, 2012; 

Levine, 2013; Putnam, 2004). These authors are touching on a common frustration; we want to 

live in societies characterized by mutual respect, thoughtful discourse, and civic engagement but 

worry that we no longer do.  

Societal emphasis on hyper-individualism, materialism, and moral relativism is not only 

troubling for our society but also for young adults forming their identities within it (Smith, 

Christoffersen, Davidson, & Herzog, 2011). Smith et al. (2011) describe two common responses 

towards the moral challenges facing young adults. The first is to claim “the sky is falling” and 

things are worse than they have ever been. The other is to shrug these challenges off as simply 

part of growing up. The authors reject both positions and argue instead for a “realistic care” in 

which we acknowledge that young adulthood has always had its challenges, and the sky is not 

falling, but we still owe it to young adults to help them meet these challenges and develop into 

the best versions of themselves. This type of realistic care about student development is good for 

young adults and good for society.  

 Universities bear both an historic commitment and a present responsibility for preparing 

young adults to engage society as moral beings. As a report from the Hastings Center (1980) 

stressed, “A ‘higher education’ that does not foster, support, and implement an examination of 

the moral life will fail its own purposes, the needs of its students, and the welfare of society” (as 

cited in Kiss & Euben, 2010, p. 9). In addition to its many practical aims, the purpose of higher 

education includes preparing students for “lives that provide personal satisfaction and promote 

the common good” (Colby et al., 2003, p. 23). In their view, personal satisfaction involves not 
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only finding a fulfilling career or building lifelong friendships but also developing personal 

integrity. Delbanco (2013) echoes this sentiment, saying that college is (and should be) a place 

where students “begin to sort out their lives in a way that is true to themselves and responsible to 

others” (p. 16). Higher education has dual responsibilities to the citizen and to society to foster 

this type of personal development and public engagement.  

 After more than a century of access-oriented policies, American higher education is 

poised to accomplish its moral aims on a larger scale. Universities now educate citizens from 

multiple racial and ethnic groups, both genders, and a wider spectrum of socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Approximately two-thirds of all high-school graduates enrolled in college in 2011, 

and this group included 37.1% of Blacks and 34.8% of Hispanics ages 18 to 24 (NCES, 2013). 

Collegiate education is certainly not the only venue for moral growth; moral young adults can be 

found among those who enter the workforce, travel the world, start families, or choose a variety 

of other paths than attending college. However, as larger numbers of increasingly diverse 

students enroll in college and federal commitments to access continue, the potential to promote 

the moral aims of higher education has never been greater. The AAC&U’s Liberal Education and 

America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative challenges universities to “make excellence inclusive” by 

providing all college students with access to high-impact learning practices that foster 

intellectual growth and ethical responsibility (2008). Thus, the present study contributes to the 

existing empirical knowledge base about how higher education fosters moral development.  

 The significance of this particular study lies in its exploration of a new approach to 

studying college student moral development. The existing higher education research focuses 

almost exclusively on college student moral reasoning, and although reasoning is an important 

aspect of morality, it is not the only aspect. This study applies an established methodological 
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approach, used by psychologists to understand the process of forming psychological perceptions, 

to better understand how collegiate moral exemplars and their peers construct meaning of the 

diverse array of academic, co-curricular, pre-professional, and interpersonal experiences 

available to them as undergraduates. This research aims to add insight into the complex 

interaction between students, the collegiate environment, and moral development.  

Conceptual Framework 

Situating this study within a conceptual framework is a daunting task for several reasons. 

First, the study attempts to integrate theoretical and empirical work from psychology and higher 

education, two already quite diverse fields. Moral psychology is currently between paradigms 

(Frimer & Walker, 2008), and this paper relies on literature from multiple theoretical camps, 

including researchers trained in developmental, personality, and cognitive psychology. Higher 

education, and particularly the subfield of college student development theory, frequently borrow 

conceptual frameworks from other disciplines and apply them to research in the collegiate 

setting. The framework for this study needs to bridge moral psychology and higher education, 

neither of which are monolithic. Another challenging factor is attempting to keep this study 

grounded in the three pillars of moral education research - philosophy, psychology, and 

education. Philosophy addresses the normative issues at play in research on morality, and 

psychology provides the empirical methods to probe the nature of moral development. However, 

moral education research is not content to describe morality but rather seeks to promote morality 

through education. This requires a conceptual framework that is both grounded in the present 

empirical objectives and mindful of potential future applications for educational practice.  

 Rest’s (1986) Four Component Model comes closest to meeting these general demands 

and providing a specific foundation for this study. The Four Component Model (FCM) is a neo-
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Kohlbergian conceptual framework describing moral actions in terms of moral sensitivity, moral 

reasoning, moral motivation, and moral character. The FCM is a good fit for this study for four 

reasons. First, the FCM is, as Thoma (2002) repeatedly stressed, both cognitive and 

developmental. It is concerned with not only internal moral processes but also how these develop 

in response to the social world. Likewise, this study aims to gain insight into the cognitive sense-

making processes present in college students as they engage the collegiate environment. Second, 

the FCM already undergirds much of the existing empirical work on college student moral 

development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; King & Mayhew, 2002). Situating this study within 

the FCM places it in conversation with at least five decades of research on morality in college 

students. Third, the FCM has enough intellectual open space to include insights from competing 

paradigms. Although cognitive developmental, moral personality, and moral identity research 

have traditionally existed in separate intellectual spaces, they are all pertinent to this research. 

The most obvious area for theoretical integration exists within components three and four of the 

FCM; moral personality and identity are inextricably connected to motivation and character. 

Finally, any study of moral development makes certain assumptions about what it means to be a 

moral person and therefore needs a strong philosophical grounding for these assumptions. The 

FCM traces its lineage back to Kohlberg, who built his theory directly from Rawls’s conception 

of justice and Dewey’s notion of democratic education. While the FCM is purposefully more 

philosophically pluralistic than Kohlberg’s initial framework, the imprint of Rawls and Dewey is 

unmistakable, and this progressive, liberal philosophical tradition offers a strong foundation for 

inquiry into moral development. 
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Research Questions 

The Four Component Model understands moral action as the outcome of internal 

cognitive processes interacting with the social world. It stresses the individual’s active 

construction of a moral epistemology rather than a passive absorption (Rest et al., 1999). 

Following Kohlberg, the FCM describes morality as pluralistic, but not relativistic, and asserts 

that there are more advanced (normatively “better”) ways of acting in the world (Rest et al., 

1999). In keeping with this conceptual framework, the present study builds from an assumption 

of pluralism, not relativism, and expects to find individuals of all ages who are further along the 

moral developmental pathway. In the context of this study, these individuals are referred to as 

moral exemplars. From the existing literature and the conceptual framework, the following 

research questions emerge: 

1. To what extent can any differences between moral exemplars and matched comparisons’ 

perceptions of the collegiate environment be explained by differences in basic personality 

factors?  

2. Do college student moral exemplars differ from comparison peers in their moral 

reasoning ability? To what extent can any differences in perceptions of the collegiate 

environment be explained by differences in moral reasoning ability? 

3. Are there differences in the ways moral exemplars and comparison peers perceive and 

prioritize curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences found 

within the collegiate environment? 

4. How do moral exemplars and matched comparisons utilize these perceptions to inform 

their engagement and development within the university setting? 
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Methods 

 This study employed multiple methods (i.e., surveys, free sorting, and interview) to 

examine any between-group differences in moral exemplars and matched comparisons. 

Specifically, the study utilized the Big Five Inventory to assess personality, the Defining Issues 

Test-2 to measure moral reasoning, and free sorting and interview to understand perceptions of 

the collegiate environment.  

Research Setting 

 This study was conducted at a public research university in the southeastern United 

States. The university holds Carnegie classifications for both very high research activity and 

community engagement and serves a population of approximately 18,000 students. The majority 

(11,000) are undergraduates, 40% of whom identify as underrepresented racial and ethnic 

groups. With regard to socioeconomic diversity, 77% of students receive financial aid and 28% 

qualify for the Federal Pell Grant. This study recruited participants from the Honors College, 

which includes approximately 10% of the undergraduate student body and reflects similar 

racial/ethnic and socioeconomic diversity to the institution as a whole.  

Participants 

Consistent with the existing moral exemplar research, the study began with an exemplar 

nomination process, which is described in detail in Chapter 3 of this dissertation (Colby & 

Damon, 1992; Hart & Fegley, 1995; Matsuba & Walker, 2005; Reimer, 2003). There were three 

participant groups – nominated moral exemplars, matched comparison peers, and first-year 

students. The primary focus of this study will be between-group differences in the ways moral 

exemplars and matched comparisons perceive and prioritize the collegiate environment. 

Secondary points of interest include whether any between-group differences can be explained by 
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existing constructs like personality and moral reasoning. The first-year student sample is 

incorporated solely for the purpose of a cross-sectional comparison of personality, and thus is not 

a chief focus of the study.  

Measures and Analysis 

 This study will present data collected from established surveys (i.e., the Big Five 

Inventory and the Defining Issues Test-2), free sorting, and interviews. The Big Five Inventory 

(BFI) will be analyzed using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to determine whether 

there are significant differences in basic personality among the three participant groups. The 

Defining Issues Test-2 (DIT-2) serves as a measure of moral reasoning ability, and this study is 

primarily interested in the P-score, which assesses preferences for postconventional thinking, and 

the N2 score, which assesses not only postconventional thinking but also rejection of lower-order 

personal interest thinking. The free sorting method has been widely used within psychological 

literature to assess cognitive perceptions (Borg, Groenen, & Mair, 2013). In this case, 

participants will sort 57 cards, each with a different academic, co-curricular, pre-professional, or 

interpersonal experience printed on the card. Results from the free sorts will be analyzed using 

multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster analysis, as described in Chapter 3. The 

product of this analysis will be group perceptual maps for moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons, which will then be interpreted using the existing literature and follow-up 

interviews with a subset of participants from each group.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter provides an overview of the purpose for this study, its potential significance, 

and the research design utilized in this research. The chief aim of this study is to explore the 

relationship between moral functioning and perceptions of the collegiate environment, to 
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determine whether any differences in moral exemplars and matched comparisons can be 

explained by basic differences in personality and moral reasoning ability, and to gain insight into 

how these perceptions inform engagement and development within the university setting. To 

accomplish these aims, the study employs the moral exemplar research design and utilizes 

surveys, free sorts, and interviews to facilitate understanding of the complex relationship 

between student characteristics, environmental perceptions, and moral development. This study 

adds to the existing literature on college student moral development in an effort to provide more 

insight into how universities can accomplish one of their chief aims – fostering moral 

development in their students.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This study examines moral development within the specific context of American higher 

education. College student moral development has been a priority of American higher education 

since the Colonial era and the focus of social science and educational research for the last six 

decades. Scholarly inquiry into college student moral development falls into two primary areas – 

conceptual work on the importance of moral development as an aim for higher education and 

empirical studies of educational interventions, collegiate experiences, or institutional 

characteristics influencing moral growth. The conceptual work stresses that higher education 

makes an unavoidable impact on moral development and argues for universities to make moral 

development an intentional aim of higher education (Brown, 2004; Colby et al., 2003; Engberg 

& Porter, 2013; Glanzer, 2013; King, 2009; Kiss & Euben, 2010). These scholars typically take a 

broader view of moral development, discussing it in terms of moral reasoning, wisdom, life 

purpose, and civic responsibility. However, much of the empirical work on college student moral 

development focuses on a narrower view of morality, namely moral reasoning (Cooper & 

Schwartz, 2007; King & Mayhew, 2002; Lies, Bock, Bradenberger, & Trozzolo, 2012; Mayhew, 

2012; Mayhew & Engberg, 2010; Mayhew & King, 2008; Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2012; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tatum & Foubert, 2009). Across these areas of inquiry, two 

conclusions emerge – higher education positively impacts moral reasoning, and it has the 

potential to influence moral development more broadly.  
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 This literature review begins with a discussion of the importance of moral development 

as an aim of higher education. Next, the chapter includes a review of the existing body of 

knowledge on college student moral development, which is comprised primarily of studies on 

moral reasoning. The review then turns to moral psychology research to provide a broader 

understanding of moral action and moral personhood and how morality develops over time. The 

chapter concludes by delineating the conceptual framework undergirding this study and 

highlighting the research questions that emerge from the review.  

Moral Development as an Aim of Higher Education 

 Although the current national rhetoric focuses primarily on social mobility as the central 

aim of higher education, many scholars argue that moral development should be moved from the 

periphery to the forefront of university priorities. Justifications for this re-emphasis exist on 

several levels. The most common justification, found at the beginning of almost every book on 

the subject, is one grounded in American higher education’s historic commitment to moral 

education. As Kiss and Euben (2010) describe, “Educators in the American colonies and the 

young United States embraced a tradition going back to Aristotle and the Greeks that linked 

liberal education with the development of moral and civic virtue” (p. 6). In this tradition, 

education provided personal fulfillment to the aristocracy while also preparing them for civic 

leadership. Similarly, Colonial and early American colleges sought to craft a class of virtuous 

leaders for the new nation, typically requiring all students to take a capstone course in moral 

philosophy taught by the university president (Thelin, 2004; Colby, et al., 2003). However, 

justifying moral education solely using an appeal to history is problematic as not all historic 

commitments are worth maintaining and many should be abandoned. The history of higher 

education is one of steady expansion away from a classical curriculum reserved for the few to an 
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expanded curriculum available to the many (Thelin, 2004; Rudolph, 1962). Unlike their historic 

predecessors, contemporary universities embrace more diverse students, curricula, and 

pedagogies, all of which are arguably improvements to the educational system. Few would call 

for a return to Latin and Greek entrance requirements or a classical curriculum assessed solely 

through recitations and disputations simply because these were historical features of higher 

education. Thus, an appeal for moral education based solely on its historic inclusion in Colonial 

and early American colleges falls short.  

A more satisfying justification centers on higher education’s present responsibility to 

foster ethical citizenship in a pluralistic society. Students need to prepare for a society in which 

reasonable people disagree about issues that matter and yet still find ways to work together. 

Moral education, with its emphasis on perspective-taking and moral reasoning, plays a key role 

in this preparation. As Gutmann (1999) states, “…learning how to think carefully and critically 

about political problems, to articulate one’s views and defend them before people with whom 

one disagrees is a form of moral education to which young adults are more receptive and for 

which universities are well suited” (p. 173). While higher education was traditionally reserved 

for the few, it is now poised to provide moral education to a larger, less homogenous student 

body. As AAC&U President Schneider stressed, “...with a majority of all Americans being 

guided toward higher education, we have an unparalleled opportunity to take education for 

mindful, compassionate citizenship to a much higher level of purpose, scope, and demonstrated 

accomplishment” (Dey & Associates, 2010, p. x). While conversations of college access, 

affordability, and completion are critically important, the university bears a responsibility for 

more than just social mobility and workforce preparation. Higher education also has 

responsibility for cultivating ethical, responsible individuals who promote the common good.  
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 Although some universities fail to prioritize this aim, it is not one they can avoid entirely. 

Moral questions and opportunities for moral growth arise in classroom discussions of sensitive 

topics and in interpersonal encounters outside of the classroom, whether universities 

intentionally plan for these educable moments or not (Kiss & Euben, 2010). As Colby et al. 

(2003) argue, value-neutral environments do not exist and universities are no exception to this 

rule. Even if they could avoid these questions, it would be unadvisable to do so. Young adults 

enter college understanding basic principles of fairness, but they typically struggle to apply these 

principles consistently across situations or people groups (Colby et al., 2003). College may be a 

“critical period” for students to develop a broader, deeper understanding of morality (Shulman, 

2003, p. viii). In universities, we find an intersection of historic commitments, present 

responsibilities, and student developmental readiness for moral education. On these grounds, 

scholars push for greater emphasis on collegiate moral development, even as universities 

continue to pursue practical aims of job preparedness and social mobility.  

There is some evidence of renewed commitment towards this aim, although institutional 

efforts are often reserved for small subsets of the student population and discussed in terms of 

civic engagement or ethical responsibility. Research funded by the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching found that few universities make “broad institutional commitments to 

the development of all students’ moral and civic development” (Stephens et al., 2000, p. 7-8). 

Rather, universities focus their efforts on smaller programs that impact fewer students, which led 

the AAC&U to challenge all university to focus on “making excellence inclusive” (Schneider, 

2008). Although implemented in different ways, universities typically incorporate service-

learning and experiential education (simulations, role plays, internships, fieldwork, research, 

problem-based learning, and collaborative learning) to create an environment more conducive to 
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moral growth (Colby et al., 2003; Stephens et al., 2000). Other high-impact practices include 

common intellectual experiences, student-faculty interaction, ethics-intensive courses, 

collaborative assignments, and diversity, civic, and global learning (Kuh, 2008). These practices 

allow for deeper learning and self-discovery that help students understand themselves, their 

actions, and experiences “in relation to others and to the larger world” as they “acquire the 

intellectual tools and ethical grounding to act with confidence for the betterment of the human 

condition” (Kuh, 2008, p. 17).  

These forms of academic engagement and high-impact educational experiences are 

increasingly seeking institutional legitimacy in the form of certificates, minors, and majors under 

the auspices of civic engagement (Butin & Seider, 2012). Although a full discussion of civic 

engagement is beyond the scope of this dissertation, thicker descriptions of the term include 

systemic justice, cooperation, and civic values, while thinner descriptions often rely on surface-

level outcomes like voting, volunteering, and financial giving. The former may promote moral 

development, but the latter seems unlikely to do so. Still, Butin (2012) describes an “immense 

apparatus” of non-profits and governmental agencies that “oversee, manage, guide, and support 

several billion dollars in federal, state, and private funding; hundreds of thousands of 

undergraduate students; tens of thousands of faculty; and more than a thousand colleges and 

universities all seemingly committed to the public good” (p. 4). Research on this burgeoning 

apparatus and institutional responses to it is important to understanding the larger context of 

moral education. However, this study is less concerned with factors influencing institutional 

commitment to moral education and more concerned with factors influencing individual moral 

development.  
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Moral Reasoning in College Students 

The existing empirical literature on college student moral development focuses primarily 

on normative patterns of moral reasoning. Specifically, researchers have studied correlations 

between moral reasoning and institutional factors, educational interventions, and individual 

differences. Much of what we know about college student moral reasoning stems from 

Kohlberg’s pioneering theory of cognitive moral development. Like Piaget before him, Kohlberg 

described humans as actively constructing meaning of their environments and experiences. 

Cognitive disequilibrium, the process of encountering new information or experiences that 

challenge previously held assumptions, promotes development from one stage to the next (Rest, 

1986). Following Plato, Kohlberg (1981) stressed, “He who knows the good chooses the good” 

(p. 189). Thus, on Kohlberg’s view, to understand moral development, one needed to research 

moral reasoning. Kohlberg devised the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI) to study the cognitive 

structural process of moral reasoning. The MJI consisted of a series of moral dilemmas in which 

individuals had to provide reasons for moral decisions. For example, in the famous Heinz and the 

Druggist dilemma, students had to determine whether Heinz should or should not steal a drug to 

save his wife’s life and then give reasons for their decision for or against stealing the drug. After 

conducting hundreds of longitudinal studies, Kohlberg concluded that moral development occurs 

in a sequential manner through three stages – preconventional, conventional, and principled – 

that could be further divided into six substages. At the most advanced stage, individuals apply 

the principle of justice to respond to moral dilemmas. Unfortunately, Kohlberg found very little 

evidence of principled reasoning using the MJI.  

Building on Kohlberg’s work, Rest (1974) introduced a quantitative measure of moral 

reasoning that became widely used in college student populations. The Defining Issues Test 
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(DIT) shifted from a spontaneous production approach, which required participants to articulate 

their reasoning strategies during an interview, to a recognition task. This recognition approach 

reflected findings from cognitive psychology suggesting that individuals often know more than 

they can spontaneously produce when asked (Rest, 1979). Over time, Rest and colleagues 

distanced their theoretical and empirical stances from an orthodox Kohlbergian model. Most 

significantly, they described moral development in terms of complex-stage, cognitive schemas 

rather than hard developmental stages (Thoma, 2002). The new complex-stage model “assumed 

response variability across stages and overlapping stage usage” rather than a stair-step 

progression from one concrete stage to the next (Thoma, 2002, p. 231).  

Yet, they remained concerned with the fundamental shift towards principled thinking, in 

time renaming the developmental progression to reflect preferences for personal interest, 

maintaining norms, and postconventional thinking. Personally interested individuals make moral 

choices based on their own best interests. With maturation, they begin to see themselves as part 

of a community in which they are obligated to maintain certain norms and regulations 

established by figures of authority. For example, in the well-known Heinz dilemma, a 

conventional reasoner might argue that Heinz should not steal the drug because people need to 

follow laws to maintain order in society. This maintaining norms schema is prevalent in college 

students, and is characterized by a preference for stabilizing social norms and laws established 

by authority figures; members of society are duty-bound to adhere to these norms (Rest et al., 

1999). Research indicates that many individuals plateau at this level of development, but 

collegiate education acts as a factor in stimulating growth towards more frequent use of 

postconventional thinking (Rest & Thoma, 1985). Postconventional thinkers place a greater 

emphasis on the moral purposes underlying social norms and believe laws should demonstrate 
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full reciprocity in that they are uniformly applied to all in an unbiased manner (Rest et al., 1999). 

An advantage to postconventional reasoning is that the individual can respond to unjust laws or 

societal conventions using an internalized moral perspective appealing to shareable moral ideals 

rather than relying on external agents to declare what is moral (Rest et al., 1999).  

Formal Education and Moral Reasoning Growth 

The relationship between formal education and moral reasoning has been a subject of 

empirical research for the last five decades. The data clearly support a strong correlation between 

formal education and moral reasoning development, but the causal mechanism is unclear. A 10-

year longitudinal study indicated that those who attended college for three or more years 

continued to make moral reasoning gains; however, those who did not attend college or attended 

for less than two years peaked in moral reasoning scores two years after high school and then 

dropped off (Rest & Thoma, 1985). Early research investigated whether particular collegiate 

experiences contributed to this moral reasoning growth. However, Rest et al. (1986) identified 

the chief problem with looking for correlations between specific experiences and moral 

reasoning growth - it is unlikely that any single collegiate experience would correlate strongly 

with all students who make moral reasoning gains while also being absent from all those who do 

not make moral reasoning gains. That is not to say that collegiate experiences are unimportant, 

but searching for their importance in a piecemeal, correlational fashion may not be a fruitful 

endeavor. Moreover, the exposure to those experiences is less important than how students 

capitalize on them. For example, Deemer and Rest (1986) highlighted the importance of a 

general academic orientation in predicting longitudinal moral reasoning gains. This academic 

orientation included hard work, love of learning, and a preference for peers with a similar 

academic orientation, and it significantly predicted DIT scores ten years later (Rest & Deemer, 
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1986). After reviewing hundreds of DIT studies, Rest et al. (1986) concluded, “Development 

precedes most when the person seeks to develop and when the situation fosters and supports 

development” (p. 52). The environment needs to be conducive to growth, but the student also 

needs to be receptive to the environmental stimuli.  

More recently, King and Mayhew (2002) reviewed over 500 studies using the DIT in 

college samples. The majority of these studies used college students as a convenience sample, so 

they did not directly address the relationship between formal education and moral reasoning. In 

the 172 studies focused explicitly on understanding college student moral reasoning, all but two 

found evidence of growth in moral reasoning scores. These studies included quasi-experimental 

interventions to determine whether specific courses, pedagogies, faculty mentoring, and co-

curricular experiences were correlated with moral reasoning. Despite the disparate nature of 

these interventions, nearly all resulted in moral reasoning gains. King and Mayhew suggested the 

equifinality of these interventions might be due to imprecise research methods, but they also 

raised the question of how such diverse interventions could all appear to promote moral 

judgment development. When taken together with the research Rest reviewed on collegiate 

experiences, these studies may point to the futility of searching for growth catalysts in a 

piecemeal rather than holistic fashion.  

However, when researchers step back and examine correlations between moral reasoning 

and broader factors like academic major and institutional type, they typically find inconsistent or 

inconclusive results. Interest in the impact of academic discipline on moral reasoning led several 

researchers to propose discipline-specific versions of the DIT. Yet, King and Mayhew 

concluded, “To date, research on the development of moral judgment within academic 

disciplines has yielded results that are inconclusive and therefore provide little insight into the 
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nature of the specific characteristics within disciplines that are most conducive to growth in 

moral judgment” (p. 255). Although some studies report lower DIT scores for education majors, 

more carefully controlled research indicates these differences are practically insignificant and 

points to the importance of accounting for major-specific curricular and co-curricular 

experiences that may vary across institutions (Livingstone, Derryberry, & Vendetti, 2006). While 

it might seem intuitive that some majors would promote moral reasoning more than others, these 

differences may be better understood as occurring within a single university rather than across all 

universities offering a particular major.  

Another seemingly intuitive area for inquiry is the relationship between institutional type 

and moral reasoning. One might expect that certain institutional types are more conducive to 

moral reasoning developments, but here again the data are inconsistent. Early meta-analysis of 

moral reasoning studies suggested the greatest growth occurred at church-affiliated liberal arts 

colleges (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), but subsequent research found the largest effect sizes 

for students at non-sectarian liberal arts colleges (McNeel, 1991). In a study of 7,642 individuals 

at 65 institutions, Maeda et al. (2009) found evidence of variation in DIT-2 scores across 

institutional types. However, these differences accounted for only 17.4% of the total variation 

and were not as explanatory as individual differences. Mayhew (2012) approached the same 

question using hierarchical linear modeling and data from the Wabash National Study of Liberal 

Arts Education. He compared pre-test and post-test DIT-2 N2 scores of 3,081 students across 19 

four-year and 2 two-year institutions (3 research, 3 regional, 2 community colleges, and 11 

liberal arts). Mayhew found a significant main effect for institutional differences (eta squared = 

.066) and a significant main effect for time (eta squared = .055) but no interaction effect between 

time and institution. Thus, he concluded that moral reasoning development did not appear to be 



 

27 
 

linked to institutional type; students develop similarly over time “in magnitude and direction” 

across institutional types.  

Mayhew provides one possible explanation for this finding. He suggests that the 

experiences which promote moral reasoning at one institution may not be the same experiences 

that promote growth at another institution, even one of the same type. First, great variability 

exists across institutions that share the same Carnegie classification type; each university’s 

culture, history, and goals impact its emphasis on moral development. Second, it is possible an 

interaction effect is at play – students who choose a particular institution based on personal 

preferences may be more primed for growth in response to experiences available at that 

institution. Mayhew recommends unpacking the interaction between student characteristics and 

institutional type by conducting case study or mixed-methods research.   

One such mixed methods case study of three Catholic college affiliates aimed to identify 

ways that students grew as moral and spiritual beings during college (Austin, Lau, & 

WoodBrooks, 2012). In collaboration with campus constituents, the researchers compiled a 

listing of any curricular or co-curricular experiences possibly related to moral or spiritual growth, 

including spiritual retreats, service learning, volunteering, and alternative spring breaks. The 

robustness of this list suggested all three colleges were providing students with opportunities for 

moral and spiritual growth, and student responses on the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE) agreed the institutions provided numerous opportunities for growth. While this study did 

not include the DIT, it did include a qualitative moral reasoning measure designed by campus 

faculty. Unfortunately, all students fell short of responses deemed acceptable by faculty on the 

moral reasoning assessment. Even more troubling, “somewhere between one in five and one in 

three respondents to the 2008 and 2009 NSSE surveys stated that they ‘never’ take advantage of 
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those opportunities – a proportion that remained essentially unaltered from their first year 

through their fourth” (Austin et al., 2012, p. 6). These students described their institutions as 

committed to moral and spiritual growth, and yet many acknowledged their own unwillingness to 

take advantage of those opportunities.  

Additional research from the Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education may shed 

light on this troubling finding. Mayhew et al. (2012) compared pre and post-test DIT-2 scores of 

1,469 freshmen across 21 institutions. Upon entry into college, 854 students were in a 

transitional phase of moral reasoning, and 615 were in a consolidated phase. Transitional 

students employ multiple stages to reason through dilemmas, while consolidated students prefer 

one stage more consistently (Derryberry & Thoma, 2005). The Wabash Study suggests the 

consolidated students came to college feeling firm in their beliefs and not very interested in 

questioning those beliefs. By contrast, the transitional students were more sensitive to the 

collegiate environment and experienced more disequilibrium when encountering ideas and 

people different from themselves. The pre-test DIT-2 scores of transitional students explained 

only 14% of the total variance in their post-test DIT-2 scores (compared to 23% for consolidated 

students) at the end of the freshman year. Students who entered college with a consolidated 

moral reasoning pattern were not significantly impacted by the quality of teaching or interaction 

with faculty; for transitional students, these factors were statistically significant in explaining 

their year-end moral reasoning gains (Mayhew et al., 2012). The transitional students were like 

sponges soaking up learning experiences. Although the Catholic colleges case study did not 

include consolidated and transitional data, it is at least possible that the students who reported 

never taking advantage of opportunities for growth were those who entered college with a more 

firmly established worldview and may have been less open to new experiences or perspectives.  
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 Research on quality and diversity of friendships adds further insight into the ways 

students engage the collegiate environment. Thoma and Ladewig (1993) reported higher moral 

reasoning scores in students who described their friendships as offering strong social support. 

Friendship density contributed to the significance of this relationship. Derryberry and Thoma 

(2005) describe highly dense friendship networks as “those in which each person is known by 

each other” compared to low-density networks “characterized by multiple independent friendship 

groups” (p. 16). Students with low-density friendship networks had higher moral reasoning 

scores. They were also more likely to explore new opportunities and ideas with their friends. 

However, in a strange twist, students with high moral reasoning scores at one university were 

also more stressed and depressed. These students “had the smallest number of friends (although 

the friendships were less dense and were associated with a higher number of discussion topics” 

(Derryberry & Thoma, 2005, p. 18). It is unclear whether this finding would be replicated in 

another institutional environment. Nonetheless, we can conclude that friendships are related to 

moral reasoning, and some students tend to build more diverse, less insular friendship networks.  

 Another area ripe for scholarly inquiry is the relationship between moral reasoning, 

course content, pedagogy, and classroom climate. Mayhew and King (2008) conducted a 

longitudinal, comparative study of moral reasoning in 423 college students enrolled in one of 

five classes (two with explicit moral content, two with implicit moral content, and one control 

class). They found a selection effect – students who chose to enroll in courses with explicit moral 

content had higher moral reasoning N2 scores at Time 1 (M=51.639 and M=44.479) than for 

those who enrolled in implicit moral content courses (M=33.763 and M=39.245). Taking into 

account this selection effect, Mayhew and King concluded that pedagogical strategies (like 

active learning and reflection) made an impact on moral reasoning growth, but not as significant 
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of an impact as the presence of explicit moral content. The authors also stumbled upon evidence 

suggesting that the quality of encounters with diverse peers in the classroom impacted moral 

reasoning growth.  

In an effort to tease apart the diversity finding, Mayhew and Engberg (2010) conducted a 

follow-up study comparing moral reasoning gains in one of the implicit moral content courses 

(Intergroup Dialogue) to the control class (Intro to Sociology).  Students enrolled in the 

Intergroup Dialogue course frequently engaged in discussion with diverse peers. Previous 

conceptual and empirical work suggests this type of interaction is conducive to moral reasoning 

growth because it sparks cognitive disequilibrium, and students begin to challenge previously 

held assumptions. However, the students in the Intergroup Dialogue condition did not make 

statistically significant moral reasoning gains as the researchers expected. When faced with 

diversity and disagreement, these students retreated to “familiar patterns of thoughts and 

behaviors for negotiating internal conflict… instead of working through the disequilibrium 

induced by these interactions” (Mayhew & Engberg, 2010, p. 480).  

Although this is an intriguing preliminary finding, it is possible that the students made 

few short-term gains but the experiences of intergroup dialogue with diverse peers contributed to 

long-term growth not measured in this study. Moreover, it is possible that the same phenomenon 

would not be observed in other courses with similar content but different instructors.  Blum 

(2012) stresses the importance of creating an intellectually safe classroom environment and 

incorporating thoughtful teaching practices to promote productive dialogue across racial and 

ethnic backgrounds. A professor with more expertise in promoting communication across racial 

and ethnic backgrounds might help students successfully navigate this rocky terrain. Engberg 

and Porter (2013) rightly emphasize the importance of helping students work through diverse 
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encounters “in order to create the optimal conditions for students to process the range of 

emotions and interactions they experience in the classroom” (p. 295). Taken together, these 

studies suggest that diverse interactions alone are insufficient for moral reasoning growth, and 

when these interactions are negative, they may even stunt growth.  

 Integrative learning pedagogy may help students construct meaning of diverse 

interactions and diverse perspectives in a way that promotes moral reasoning development. A 

Wabash Study of 1,457 students at 19 institutions across 11 states examined the impact of deep 

learning pedagogies (higher order learning, integrative learning, and reflective learning) on 

moral reasoning growth across the freshman year (Mayhew et al., 2012). The authors anticipated 

finding positive correlations among all deep learning practices and moral reasoning scores. 

Contrary to their expectations, they found only a modest positive correlation between deep 

learning as a whole and moral reasoning scores. The strongest effect size (.101) stemmed from 

integrative learning, which suggests that educators must help students not only encounter diverse 

perspectives but also integrate them. The authors conclude, “What appears more necessary [than 

exposure], at least as results from this study suggest, is teaching students how to integrate these 

perspectives into frameworks that lead to more sophisticated understandings of justice, including 

its equitable administration” (Mayhew, et al., 2012, p. 43). In other words, educators cannot 

expect interaction alone (across racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, or ideological backgrounds) to 

promote moral reasoning development. The interaction is less important than the ways educators 

help students construct meaning of these encounters. 

Summary 

 The existing literature on college student moral development clearly points to a 

significant relationship between formal education and moral reasoning growth. Students who 
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attend college make moral reasoning gains above and beyond those made by same-age peers who 

do not attend college (Rest & Thoma, 1985). However, it is unclear how or why these gains 

occur. Some studies point to the impact of institutional type; others find consistent growth across 

institutional types. Many studies point to the efficacy of educational interventions, and the 

newest research is beginning to tease apart the complex interaction between course content, 

pedagogy, and classroom climate. Researchers return to studies of formal education and moral 

reasoning again and again for “the promise of what might be learned about the conditions that 

support change in moral thinking” (Derryberry & Thoma, 2005, p. 14). Yet, higher education 

research tends to take a one-dimensional view of moral reasoning, focusing exclusively on 

macro-moral constructs like justice and fairness. Moral psychologists have identified other levels 

of moral reasoning that are less abstract and more contextualized within the daily lives of 

adolescents and professionals (Bebeau & Thoma, 1999; Thoma, Derryberry, & Crowson, 2013). 

Thus, there are two issues with the existing higher education research on college student moral 

development. First, moral reasoning is more complicated than the literature takes into account. 

Second, moral reasoning is only aspect of moral functioning. Psychological research identifies 

additional factors central to moral action and moral personhood and provides a more nuanced 

perspective on moral development.   

Moral Sensitivity 

 Moral sensitivity is one aspect of morality about which there is a great deal of both 

scholarly agreement and disagreement. Most psychologists agree that there is something like 

moral sensitivity at work in moral action and personhood. It is fairly obvious that some people 

recognize, acknowledge, and care about moral issues more than other people. Rest (1986) 

quipped that some people need “to see blood flowing” before they notice moral issues, while 
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others view almost every social interaction as having moral implications (p. 6). Yet, there are 

multiple terms to describe and methods to assess this phenomenon – moral sensitivity (Bebeau, 

2002; Rest, 1986), empathetic concern and perspective taking (Konrath, O’Brien, & Hising, 

2011; Davis, 1983), moral attentiveness (Reynolds, 2006), levels of moralization (Lovett & 

Jordan, 2010), and moral awareness (Sherblom, 2012). Some of these linguistic choices denote 

fine-tuned conceptual differences, but others seem to reflect a difference in psychological 

training rather than any difference in the actual concept. Even working from separate traditions – 

personality, cognitive developmental, and social cognition – scholars seem to be picking up on a 

common theme; some individuals recognize, cognitively attend to, and care about moral issues 

more than others.  

Neo-Kohlbergian Moral Sensitivity 

 After an exhaustive review of the contemporary literature on moral development, Rest 

(1979) identified four components central to moral action – moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, 

moral motivation, and moral character. In Rest’s (1986) description, moral sensitivity involved 

“identifying what we can do in a particular situation, figuring out what the consequences to all 

parties would be for each line of action, and identifying and trying to understand our own gut 

feelings on the matter” (p. 7). Thus, moral sensitivity was both cognitive and affective – it 

involved cognitively assessing the situation but also taking stock of an emotional response to 

moral issues. Influenced by Hoffman’s (1976) work on the development of empathy, Rest 

suggested empathy formed the basis for the affective response. He argued, “Affect (empathy) is 

never completely separate from cognition, and the development of cognition transforms the 

quality of the affect” (Rest, 1986, p. 8). Contrary to modern criticism from Haidt (2013) and 
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other moral intuitionist theorists, the neo-Kohlbergian cognitive developmental approach was 

built upon the assertion that both cognition and affect serve as sensitizing agents to moral action.  

 Empirical research from within this tradition has focused primarily on professional 

populations and specifically on ethical sensitivity, a term used to acknowledge the presence of 

professional ethical standards and codes of conduct. The first method of assessment was the 

Dental Ethical Sensitivity Test (DEST), which involves dental students listening to a patient-

dentist conversation and then assuming the role of the dentist and identifying the key issues 

present in the situation (Bebeau, Rest, & Yamoor, 1985). This method has been adapted for a 

variety of professional fields including social work, counseling, medicine, accounting, business, 

and others (Jordan, 2007) and also for broader concerns like racial sensitivity (REST; Sirin, 

Brabeck, Satiani, & Rogers-Serin, 2003). The DEST and other measures like it aim to not only 

assess ethical sensitivity but also to use that assessment to inform professional moral education. 

In a review of research on this component of morality, Bebeau (2002) concludes that ethical 

sensitivity is conceptually and empirically different than moral reasoning and ethical sensitivity 

is a capacity that can be improved through intentional moral education efforts.  

Empathy 

 Rest’s initial account of moral sensitivity was inspired, at least in part, by Hoffman’s 

developmental model of empathy, a construct that has been the subject of much scholarly 

inquiry. Humans are ultimately social beings who live in relation to others, and empathy is 

important because it “seems to enable people to relate to others in a way that promotes 

cooperation and unity rather than conflict and isolation” (Konrath et al., 2011, p. 180). 

Hoffman’s (1976) pioneering work described a developmental progression in which the child’s 

natural inclination for empathetic distress interacts with her cognitive ability to distinguish the 
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self from others. Contemporary conceptions of empathy are divided along cognitive and 

affective lines; those who describe empathy as primarily affective disagree as to whether it is 

sparked by sympathy (feeling what someone else appears to feel) or a reduction in personal 

distress (Konrath et al., 2011).  

In light of this theoretical divide, Konrath et al. adopted a multi-dimensional definition 

and measure of empathy to conduct a cross-temporal meta-analytic study of generational 

differences in empathy. The authors used the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1983), 

which describes empathy as Empathetic Concern (EC), Perspective Taking (PT), Fantasy (FS), 

and Personal Distress (PD). EC has traditionally been viewed as more affective and measures 

“other-oriented feelings of sympathy for the misfortunes of others… (e.g., ‘I often have tender, 

concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me’)” (p. 180). Meanwhile, PT reflects “a more 

cognitive or intellectual component, measuring people’s tendencies to imagine other people’s 

points of view (e.g., ‘I sometimes try to understand my friends better by imaging things from 

their perspectives’)” (p. 181). Both empathy and perspective taking have been linked to prosocial 

behavior like volunteering, honesty, self-sacrifice, or generosity (Konrath et al., 2011). When 

comparing college students’ IRI scores over the last 4 decades, the authors found no differences 

in FS or PD but substantial declines in EC and PT. They summarize, “If the average student in 

1979 scored at the 50th percentile of the distribution of EC or PT, the average student in 2009 

scored at the 26th percentile of EC and the 33rd percentile of PT… In other words, between two 

thirds and three quarters of recent college students are below the 1979 PT and EC means 

respectively” (p. 186).  

While one might think these declines could be due to demographic changes in college 

student populations, Konrath et al. present U.S. Census data casting doubt on this assumption. 
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They argue demographic changes have not been pronounced enough in the last twenty years to 

negate the significance of the decline in empathetic concern and perspective taking. Students 

today come from similar socioeconomic backgrounds (less than $3,000 change in SES from 

1985-2008), similar racial backgrounds (only 4-5% in minority college students), and similar 

gender backgrounds (only 2% more women from 1980 to 2008). Thus, these small differences do 

not seem to explain the large generational declines. Another plausible explanation for decreases 

in empathy would be social factors like economic health and unemployment (which might make 

one less empathetic to others), but even when controlling for economic factors, the medium to 

large effect size (.65) for EC decline and small to medium effect size (.44) for PT decline 

remained. Interestingly, EC and PT scores were relatively stable until 2000, and they have 

steeply declined since then. The authors speculate that empathy may be declining due to the 

pervasiveness of social media, increasing emphasis on materialism, and increasing 

competitiveness and neoliberal individualism in society.   

Lower levels of empathetic concern and perspective taking may impair social cognition 

by disrupting a common heuristic individuals use to construct meaning of others’ suffering. 

Chambers and Davis (2012) conducted four studies to test a seemingly intuitive hypothesis – 

people are more empathetic when they can imagine themselves in another person’s situation. 

They refer to this imaginative leap as the ease of self-simulation (ESS), which we rely on in 

social situations as a “relatively quick, efficient, and resource saving” heuristic (p. 173). In the 

first study of ESS, 181 undergraduates listened to stories of peers in distress due to a bad break-

up or the onset of a health condition. They then received a computer prompt to either imagine the 

situation from the perspective of the other student, from their own perspective if placed in the 

same situation, or as an objective dispassionate observer (the control group received no 
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guidance). Chambers and Davis found significantly more self-reported empathy when students 

imagined the story from the other person’s perspective or from their own hypothetical 

perspective. In a follow-up study of 131 undergraduates at the same university, the authors found 

that self-reported empathy increases when the details of the story are ambiguous. This finding 

supported their hypothesis that ESS is a heuristic we apply to construct meaning of social 

situations; they suspected that when fewer details were available, students would rely more on 

the ESS heuristic to imagine themselves in the story and thus feel a greater deal of empathy. 

These findings further emphasize the role empathy plays in how individuals construct meaning 

of social situations.  

Alternative Models 

 Although the majority of research focuses on moral sensitivity (broadly defined) or 

individual components of it (empathy and perspective taking), at least three alternative models 

exist to describe this phenomenon. Reynolds (2006) partitions this broad area into three domains 

– moral attentiveness, moral awareness, and moral sensitivity. He describes moral attentiveness 

as “the extent to which one chronically perceives and considers morality and moral elements in 

his or her experiences” (p. 1028). Reynolds distinguishes moral attentiveness from moral 

awareness in that the latter relies on a person’s assessment of moral content present in a 

situation. He also believes moral attentiveness is distinct from moral sensitivity in that sensitivity 

is triggered by an external stimulus; by contrast, moral attentiveness is a chronically accessible 

framework that colors “the identification and interpretation of incoming information, shaping the 

analysis of and reflection on that information, and thereby creating a person who is attentive to 

the moral aspects of day-to-day experiences” (p. 1028). However, the lines between 

attentiveness, awareness, and sensitivity occasionally blur, and even Reynolds admits that they 
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are somewhat dependent upon one another. Still, he points to at least one important aspect of 

moral action – attending to moral information in the environment.  

 Rather than creating potentially arbitrary boundaries, Sherblom (2012) embraces a 

dynamic understanding of what he calls “capacities for moral knowing” which include 

“reasoning, self-awareness, and aspects of other-awareness – caring and compassion, empathy, 

and perspective taking” (p. 129). These capacities are dynamically related in that one’s 

awareness of moral issues influences his self-reflexivity, which then influences his response to 

others. He describes: 

 Compassion and empathy bring things to awareness that then changes one’s 

reasoning, and even what seems reasonable; self-reflection and self-awareness can 

lead you to doubt your interpretations or your assumed clarity of insight; other 

awareness may increase your engagement, or possibly dampen it. Greater 

development, or minimization in any one capacity, is likely to have an impact on 

all of the others and on one’s overall moral awareness” (p. 132).  

For Sherblom, these capacities for moral knowing form an essential part of one’s overall moral 

sensibility. In his framework, morality is described as a product of past experiences, present 

development, and embodied cognition of that developmental moment. At least part of that 

embodiment is constructing meaning of the world in a way that constantly shapes personal 

awareness of moral issues and sensitivity to future moral encounters.  

 Departing from other scholars, Lovett and Jordan (2010) propose levels of moralization 

as a way of describing the process of increasing moral sensitivity. They argue that neo-

Kohlbergian research on moral sensitivity makes problematic normative claims because 

measures like the DEST rely on expert professional opinion to determine what novices should 
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code as moral in a given situation. Lovett and Jordan believe this normative stance restricts 

inquiry into professional ethical sensitivity (where experts can be readily identified) rather than a 

general moral sensitivity to daily moral issues. Instead of taking a normative stance, Lovett and 

Jordan argue for a descriptive account of moral sensitivity in which they “remain agnostic about 

the truth-value of the first-order moral propositions” (p. 178).  

Following this agnosticism, Lovett and Jordan propose measuring a person’s 

commitment to a particular preference. Simple preferences (level 0) are confined to issues of 

taste (i.e., I like wine, and you like beer, but I don’t think you’re immoral for preferring wine 

over beer). At Level 1, simple preferences also have meta-preferences in that an issue is coded as 

moral for the self but not for others; violating such a preference can result in shame or guilt 

unlike the previous level. Level 2 involves preferences for others justified by moral reasons 

rather than emotions (i.e., Gambling is immoral – for others and for me). In the final level, this 

preference is expressed publicly as a preference for others. Like the preceding level, the action is 

deemed immoral for the self and others, but now the person is willing to state so publicly “often 

with the intent of modifying transgressors’ behaviors” (p. 180). Individuals with level 3 

preferences are likely to engage in social activist or evangelical pursuits, but Lovett and Jordan 

would apply the same level to rules set forth by parents or teachers for children to follow. 

Importantly, the authors identify a sense of authority, power, and group identity as factors that 

can escalate or de-escalate one’s preference. For example, being surrounded by people who hold 

the same preference may escalate that preference from something held privately to something 

professed publicly.  
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Summary 

Rest and colleagues’ original account of moral sensitivity, which served as the basis for 

extensive research on professional ethical sensitivity, advanced a multi-faceted understanding of 

this complex phenomenon. On this view, moral sensitivity is both cognitive (recognizing and 

attending to moral issues, considering multiple perspectives and outcomes) and affective 

(empathetic and self-aware of emotional responses). Reynolds (2006) argues this definition 

should be partitioned into at least three independent capacities – moral attentiveness, moral 

awareness, and moral sensitivity. By contrast, Sherblom (2012) argues for an even more dynamic 

understanding of how moral awareness of issues, the self, and others interact to produce a 

developmental and embodied moral sensibility. Yet, Rest’s definition comes closer to the 

Aristotelian golden mean – it does not have an excess of artificial boundaries (like Reynolds) or 

a deficiency of any boundaries at all (Sherblom) but rather poses a parsimonious, semi-structured 

account of moral sensitivity.  

While Lovett and Jordan (2010) raise an important concern – how to move research on 

moral sensitivity towards everyday moral concerns – it is not clear that their theoretical or 

empirical models can accomplish this goal. First, it seems unlikely that any moral framework can 

be completely agnostic, and even if it could, this might run the risk of moral relativism. For 

example, in Lovett and Jordan’s levels of preference, female genital mutilation would be 

considered a level 3 preference within some cultures. Calling this practice a “preference” 

undermines its importance as a moral issue, positioning it as a mere cultural norm and 

overlooking the very real concerns it raises about preserving female autonomy and reproductive 

health. By contrast, the neo-Kohlbergian account takes a pluralistic normative stance, but not a 

relativistic one, which allows it to speak not only to description but also to moral education. 
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Recent research points to the feasibility of designing a normative measure that addresses general 

moral concerns encountered on a daily basis (Thoma et al., 2013). Finally, the Lovett and Jordan 

model ignores empathy, saying nothing of how one might learn to care about issues that are not 

of self-importance or preference. Stepping outside of self-preference, however, is at the very 

heart of moral sensitivity to social issues, individual responsibility, and others’ needs. With 

empathy on the decline, it is no surprise that Twenge and Foster (2010) report that narcissism is 

on the rise. These findings suggest that one’s ability to cognitively assess and affectively respond 

to moral situations serves as a marker of moral development.  

Moral Identity and Moral Personality 

 Moral identity and moral personality theorists argue that morality is properly understood 

as a holistic functioning of the self rather than focusing on a single component. Although 

personality and identity theorists work from different epistemological traditions, they share a 

similar concern for nestling morality within personological factors (Reimer, Goudelock, & 

Walker, 2009). While acknowledging that moral reasoning is one facet of moral personhood, 

Walker (1999, 2013) fears that an overdependence on Kant’s Enlightenment philosophy and 

Kohlberg’s corresponding cognitive developmental framework divorces reason from the 

personological structure, thus failing to address moral motivation in a substantive way.  Blasi’s 

(1980) seminal paper urged the field to explore the “judgment-action gap” in which individuals 

cognitively understand the right thing to do but then fail to act accordingly. His theoretical work 

over the last thirty years has focused on understanding why some individuals are more likely to 

bridge this gap. Understanding morality as part of an integrated, unified self-system, Blasi (2013) 

suggests that some individuals have a personality that is “motivated by what constitutes the 

central characteristics of morality” (p. 336). In other words, moral personality drives some 
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people to construct their identities around morality and to act in ways that preserve the integrity 

of that moral self.  

 Empirical research in this area has traditionally been divided along lines of moral identity 

and moral personality, although recently the two epistemological traditions are beginning to 

intersect. Moral identity theorists build from Erikson’s classic understanding of identity as 

fidelity. Erikson (1968) believed that adolescents and young adults experience an identity crisis 

in which they explore possibilities and begin making identity commitments; the outcome of this 

crisis is fidelity to a particular identity. Because he described this crisis as the critical 

developmental moment in adolescence, it is not surprising that much of the research on moral 

identity centers on adolescence and early adulthood. Moral personality theorists take a slightly 

different view of the self, grounded in Allport’s (1937) conception of personality as “the 

dynamic organization within the individual of those psychophysical systems that determine his 

[the individual’s] unique adjustment to his environment” (as cited in McAdams, 2009, p. 13). 

Researchers within this tradition focus on the constellation of personal characteristics that make 

individuals unique from one another and that preserve this uniqueness across situations and time 

(McAdams, 2009). In contrast to the cognitive developmental focus on moral action, research in 

this subfield nestles morality within moral personhood – identity commitments, personality 

characteristics, and the interaction between the two.  

Moral Identity  

 Moral identity research developed in response to Blasi’s (1980) suggestion that the moral 

self might explain the gap between moral judgment and moral action. Drawing from this notion 

of a moral self, Colby and Damon (1992) conducted a qualitative study of 22 adults 

characterized by lives of sustained moral commitment. Colby and Damon compiled an expert 
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panel of theologians, philosophers, ethicists, and others to identify key criteria of moral 

exemplarity and nominate individuals who exemplified these criteria. They observed a common 

theme of “enlightened self-interest” among the exemplars – their personal goals reflected a 

commitment to others. What was good for others was good for them, and their personal goals 

were wrapped up in the needs of others. Although Colby and Damon’s study did not include a 

comparison group, it paved the way for future research on the differences in identity 

commitments and self-conceptions between moral exemplars and others.  

 Hart and Fegley (1995) picked up on this theme, designing a between-groups 

methodology that serves as the basis for most subsequent research on moral exemplars.  Instead 

of turning to ethical experts, they relied on community leaders in Camden, NJ, to identify 11 

criteria for adolescent moral exemplarity and to nominate 15 adolescent moral exemplars and 15 

comparison students. Using a combination of methods (free descriptions of self, identity 

matrices, self-understanding interviews, and moral judgment interviews), they explored four 

conceptions of self in adolescents. Most significantly, they discovered that 66% of the exemplars 

but only 27% of the comparison adolescents incorporated the ideal self with the actual self. 

Comparison students were more likely to conceive of their actual selves as separated from their 

ideal selves (Hart & Fegley, 1995). This type of fragmentation might help explain why there was 

no significant difference in moral judgment between groups but comparison students were less 

likely to be involved in community activities that benefited their families or others. It is possible 

that the ideal self holds less power over the daily actions of non-exemplars, thus promoting the 

judgment-action gap Blasi described.  

 Subsequent research sought to replicate Hart and Fegley’s findings in other populations 

using a slightly less laborious methodology (Reimer, 2003; Reimer & Wade-Stein, 2004). The 
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primary purpose of these studies was to “map the cognitive terrain of the self and others,” thus 

describing self-understanding in a relational manner (Reimer, 2003, p. 4). Using Latent Semantic 

Analysis (LSA), Multidimensional Scaling (MDS), and Hierarchical Cluster Analysis (HCA), 

Reimer explored identity in 15 adolescent exemplars and comparisons living in urban California. 

After asking the adolescents to describe themselves from multiple perspectives (i.e., self, parent, 

friends), Reimer used LSA to compare the language used in those descriptions to a bank of 11 

million words. He then subjected the LSA data to MDS to produce a perceptual map of the 

distance between these conceptions. Finally, through employing HCA, Reimer identified identity 

clusters he described as social integration and agency, personal growth and achievement, and 

identity-existential. Like Hart and Fegley, he found a synthesis between ideal and actual selves in 

exemplars. Reimer also noticed that the comparison students had actual selves isolated from all 

other forms of the self, which he called a “sobering reminder of the importance of social support 

in the formation of coherent identity and empathetic perspective taking” (p. 134).  

 In a follow-up study, Reimer and Wade-Stein (2004) studied moral identity commitments 

and social cognition in the same population of urban adolescent exemplars. Pointing out the 

language limitations in the Hart and Fegley study, the authors attempted to account for the 

multiple connotations of words. For example, they note the word “anxious” takes on a moral 

connotation when used to describe caring for an ill loved one, but the same word is morally 

neutral when applied to the context of studying for a test. Semantic space offers a method of 

“conceptualizing the process by which the brain makes associations between symbolic 

representations and language” (Reimer & Wade-Stein, 2004, p. 231).  They found that exemplar 

adolescents used language that emphasized perspective taking (“treat people the way I want to be 

treated”) while comparison adolescents almost never used these perspective-taking phrases. This 
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finding dovetails with the aforementioned research on empathetic concern and perspective 

taking.  

Building from the urban adolescent exemplar studies, Hardy (2006) investigated the 

correlations between self-reported social behaviors and three types of moral motivation: 

prosocial identity, prosocial reasoning, and prosocial emotion (empathy). He situated the study 

within Eisenberg’s prosocial ethics of care tradition, which led him to use the Prosocial 

Tendencies Measure, Adapted Good-Self Assessment, Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

(empathetic concern and perspective-taking subscales), and the PROM (similar to the Defining 

Issues Test but designed for Eisenberg’s conception of morality as caring).  Hardy suggested that 

moral action involves more than moral reasoning or moral emotion; it also involves moral 

identity – “the degree to which moral virtues are central and important to one’s identity” (p. 

208). Although he found moral reasoning, emotion, and identity to be significantly correlated 

with moral action, he struggled to tease out moral identity from moral reasoning.   

Moral Personality 

  One of the first explorations into moral personality sought to connect the Five Factor 

Model (also known as the “Big Five”) to morality. The Big Five – Neuroticism, Extraversion, 

Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness – are biologically based, 

“enduring patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions” (McCrae & Costa, 2008, p. 160). In a study 

of 120 young, midlife, and older adults, Walker (1999) explored perceived personality 

characteristics of moral, religious, and spiritual exemplars. He asked all participants to list words 

or phrases that described each type of exemplar; judges then categorized each item as one of the 

Five Factors. Across all three exemplar types, Walker found that people listed predominantly 

Agreeable and Conscientious descriptors. Although a thorough consideration of moral 
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personality studies on the Big Five is beyond the scope of this literature review, McAdams 

(2009) summarizes these findings to reveal the importance of Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, 

and Openness to Experience. Agreeableness relates to a core concern of morality – cooperation 

among individuals and altruism towards one another. Conscientiousness speaks to the individual 

agency and work ethic necessary for moral engagement. However, the factor that may be most 

important to moral personality is Openness to Experience. McAdams (2009) describes Open 

individuals as those who are “highly imaginative, reflective, intellectual, and broadminded” and 

notes that this personality trait has been positively correlated with postconventional moral 

reasoning and negatively correlated with authoritarianism (p. 15).  

Shifting away from the Five Factor Model, Walker and Hennig (2004) used the same 

method of free-listing to ascertain a common set of personality traits associated with just, brave, 

and caring exemplars. In this study, they asked 805 adults to list traits for each exemplar type 

and then analyzed the findings using MDS and HCA. The three types of exemplars shared thirty 

common descriptors, suggesting a core nature of moral exemplarity: “moral, honesty, 

dependability, self-control, positive communal emotionality (helpful, respectful, thoughtful, 

compassionate, considerate, unselfish, understanding, loving, empathetic, generous, kind, and 

sensitive), personal agency, humble, positivity, sociability, and openness” (p. 632). For just 

exemplars, traits clustered into rational, conscientious, fair, principled, and honest. Brave 

exemplars were described as dedicated, confident, self-sacrificial, heroic-strong, and intrepid. 

Finally, caring exemplars were characterized as altruistic, loving-empathetic, and honest-

dependable. Interestingly, they found support for the idea that the terms just and moral are 

almost synonymous in people’s minds (Walker & Hennig, 2004). These studies suggest social 

consensus of a constellation of traits deemed essential to moral exemplarity.  
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McAdams (1996, 2013) offers a framework for understanding moral personality that goes 

beyond the presence of these traits. He describes moral personality at three levels – dispositional 

traits, characteristic adaptations, and self-defining life narratives. Of particular interest are 

characteristic adaptations, which McAdams and Pals (2006) describe as “motives, goals, plans, 

strivings, strategies, values, virtues, schemas, self-images, mental representations of significant 

others, developmental tasks, and many other aspects of human individuality” (p. 208). 

McAdams’s studies of mature adults highlight the presence of these levels of personality in semi-

structured, self-reflective interviews. Using McAdams’s framework, Matsuba and Walker (2005) 

shifted the empirical attention from mature adults to young adult moral exemplars in an effort to 

capture moral identity as it is being formed. The authors assessed moral personality at all three 

levels of McAdams model, finding a few notable contradictions to earlier findings in adults. 

Exemplar young adults did not have happier childhoods, did not seem to be focused on 

communal concerns, and did not describe their lives using redemptive narratives. However, 

consistent with earlier research, exemplars’ life stories had “greater ideological depth, and 

revealed a greater emphasis on future goals that focused on the betterment of society” (Matsuba 

& Walker, 2005, p. 290).  

Later studies examined moral personality differences between ordinary Canadian citizens 

and those who had won national medals for bravery and caring, identifying themes of agency and 

communion as central to moral personality (Frimer et al., 2011; Walker et al., 2010; Walker & 

Frimer, 2007). These studies all utilize the same working definitions of agency and communion. 

Agency is the facet of personality that drives a person to advocate for his/her own ideas and 

goals, while communion is concerned with the wellbeing of others. Colby and Damon’s (1992) 

research suggested that moral exemplars are those who can effectively integrate these concerns 
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so that self-interest becomes linked to the needs of the community. In this state of enlightened 

self-interest, “the best way to promote one’s own interests is by advancing the interests of others 

and vice versa” (Frimer et al., 2011). Walker and Frimer (2007) found evidence of comparatively 

stronger agency and communion among a sample of 50 Canadian moral exemplars (national 

award winners for bravery and caring). However, they did not find the anticipated integration of 

the two themes that would indicate enlightened self-interest. In a follow-up study, Frimer et al. 

(2011) recoded the interviews of exemplars and comparisons using narrower definitions of 

agency and communion and more fine-tuned line-by-line coding method. After re-coding the 

interviews, they did pick up on the expected strength of individual themes of agency and 

communion as well as an integration of the two themes. However, a drawback to the study is that 

agency and communion as distinct themes disappeared in the comparison group. The authors 

suggested switching to a more normal control group rather than highly functioning matched 

samples in future studies. 

Frimer and Walker (2009) also explored the developmental trajectory of agency, 

communion, and their integration. In a study of 97 college students, they tested three hypotheses 

of agency and communion development. The first, interference hypothesis, considers agency and 

communion to be mutually exclusive personality constructs, with agency inversely related to 

moral exemplarity. The synergy hypothesis views agency and communion as separate constructs 

that can be integrated; when this happens, agency shifts from being a neutral construct to an 

adaptive, positive component of moral personality. Frimer and Walker argued for the 

reconciliation hypothesis in which agency and communion develop as separate components in 

tension with one another, resulting in an Eriksonian crisis that can result in one of three 

outcomes – unmitigated agency, unmitigated communion, or integration. To test these 
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hypotheses, the authors introduced a new method – Values Embedded in Narratives (VEINs) – in 

which they solicited structured narratives and developed a coding rubric to draw out themes of 

agency and communion. In this primarily exploratory study, Frimer and Walker believe they 

found the first empirical evidence for the reconciliation hypothesis. The tension between power 

and benevolence was particularly important to young adults, prompting the authors to suggest 

that this crisis may be the most central to moral development in this age group.  

Moral Identity and Moral Personality Combined 

 While moral identity and moral personality research share a common focus on the notion 

of a moral self, they have traditionally used separate empirical approaches to probe this 

construct. Only recently have researchers within each branch began to collaborate with one 

another on empirical studies. Reimer et al. (2009) partnered on a study of moral traits and moral 

exemplarity in urban adolescents living in California. In the first portion of the study, 1550 high 

school students from two public Title I school districts completed a self-attribution scale of 44 

moral traits (built from previous research by Walker & Pitts, 1998). They also collected self-

report information on volunteering frequency and volunteering motivation. Trait clusters for 

caring-dependable and principled-idealistic were correlated with volunteer service, and honest 

and fair were significantly correlated with developmental maturation. The second half of the 

study relied on the Hart and Fegley model of 15 nominated exemplars and comparison students; 

as in Reimer’s previous studies, the life narratives were analyzed using LCA, MDS, and HCA. 

The perceptual maps reveal closely aligned “narrative of actions with personal goals” in the 

exemplar group, whereas in the comparison group, “goals and actions were disconnected or 

flung to opposing ends of the schema” (p. 384).  
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 A central goal of the Reimer et al. (2009) study was to bridge the divide between moral 

personality trait research (typically focused on large samples, psychometric validity, and survey 

methods) and moral identity research (concerned with subjective life narratives of small groups 

of exemplars). The research design of this project remained very much segmented – two studies 

using separate populations and separate methods. Nonetheless, the authors attempted to integrate 

the results into a cohesive narrative on the formation of moral character. Their interpretation of 

the findings across both studies posited that exemplary adolescents develop positive self-

schemas through volunteer service, which leads them to link personal goals and action in their 

minds. These adolescents develop a sense of optimism in which they believe they can make a 

positive impact on the world through action consistent with their personal goals. While the 

authors struggled to integrate the results of the two studies, their research is a necessary first step 

in incorporating notions of moral personality and moral identity into a unified understanding of 

the moral self.  

 However, finding a practical way to approach researching the moral self in larger samples 

remains elusive. Hardy, Walker, Olsen, Woodbury, and Hickman (2014) partnered on a recent 

effort to devise a single, simple measure of moral identity. They collected data from 893 

adolescents (both in person and online) on a battery of tests typically used to assess moral 

personality, moral identity, altruism, cheating, and aggression. They also asked parents to report 

on their children’s moral personality and altruistic behavior. Their new 20-item measure of moral 

identity “held up well empirically and predicted numerous youth outcomes even beyond an 

existing measure of moral identity; further, these relations were often mediated by adolescents’ 

sense of purpose and social responsibility” (p. 53). Strangely, they found no evidence of 

developmental progress from early adolescence to late adolescence even though adolescence is 
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typically conceived of as a critical period for moral identity development. Hardy et al. (2014) 

cite four possible reasons for this non-finding: 1) the new measure may not be sensitive enough 

to capture age-related progression, 2) development might be occurring later in emerging 

adulthood, 3) moral identity might not be developing as theorized, and 4) the new measure might 

only capture one component of moral identity development.  

Summary 

In a theoretical paper considering a new paradigm of moral personhood, Frimer and 

Walker (2008) stressed the primacy of person-based research. Rejecting moral situationist and 

moral intutitionist accounts, Frimer and Walker state, “The enterprise of moral psychology rests 

upon the premise that there exists some personological explanation for moral functioning – one 

that is non-reducible to contextual determinants” (p. 350). Beginning with Blasi, moral 

personality and identity theorists have continued to challenge moral psychology to understand 

morality as part of an integrated self-system. Lapsley and Narvaez (2013) describe the “heart” of 

Blasi’s research agenda as one focused on resisting fragmentation, secularization, and 

depersonalization. While Blasi and the researchers working within the personological paradigm 

consider moral rationality to be a core component of the moral self, they do not believe it fully 

explains moral functioning as a whole. Being a moral person involves not just understanding the 

right thing to do but also forming a moral identity that motivates moral action.  

Conceptual Framework 

The existing literature highlights several domains essential to moral action and moral 

personhood, and empirical research lends support for understanding morality as a developmental 

process that results from interaction between the individual and the environment. Moreover, it 

points to a seemingly obvious conclusion – some people are more developmentally advanced in 
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their moral capacities. Scholars frequently refer to these individuals as moral exemplars, and 

there is consensus among non-academics that certain qualities denote moral exemplarity (Walker 

& Hennig, 2004). A common research strategy to explore moral development is to compare these 

exemplars to other individuals and look for between-group differences. Existing comparison 

studies have centered primarily on differences in self-concept and identity. The present study is 

interested not in how exemplars understand themselves but in how they understand moral issues 

and the socio-moral environment. Specifically, the purpose of this study is to examine between-

group differences in the way college student moral exemplars and matched comparisons perceive 

and prioritize the collegiate environment, how these perceptions shape their engagement and 

development, and whether any differences between the groups can be explained by personality 

and moral reasoning.  

Rest’s Four Component Model (FCM) is well-matched to the goals of this study. The 

FCM is a neo-Kohlbergian conceptual framework that describes morality as a cognitive 

developmental process involving four components – moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral 

motivation, and moral character. As previously described, moral sensitivity refers to the 

individual’s cognitive processing (recognition, attention, and coding) and affective response 

(empathetic concern and perspective-taking) to moral concerns in the environment. Moral 

reasoning is the individual’s approach to thinking about moral issues, both deciding what to do 

in any given moral situation and considering why that would be the right thing to do. Moral 

motivation denotes the priority an individual ascribes to doing the right thing even in the face of 

competing motivations (personal comfort, professional acclaim, interpersonal gain, and the like). 

Finally, moral character is the individual’s willingness to persist in acting morally, even when 

encountering setbacks or resistance. It describes the follow through needed to remain focused on 



 

53 
 

the goal of moral action despite distractions or discouragement (Bebeau, 2002). The FCM does 

not assume a stair-step progression from one component to the next; some people may excel in 

one component while struggling with another. However, the model posits that the synergistic 

interaction of all four components results in moral action.  

As a neo-Kohlbergian framework, the FCM draws heavily from Kohlberg’s initial theory 

of moral development while also departing from this foundation in significant ways. Kohlberg’s 

enduring gift to moral education research was a theoretical framework that integrated insights 

from philosophy, psychology, and education. From philosophy, specifically Kant and Rawls, 

Kohlberg gained an appreciation for the importance of justice as an organizing principle for 

societies. From Piaget, Kohlberg came to understand the individual as actively constructing 

meaning of the social world and following a cognitive developmental pattern to guide these 

social constructions. Finally, Dewey contributed to Kohlberg’s understanding of how formal and 

informal education could spark development and also formed the basis for his own venture into 

educational practice (e.g., the just community schools). The enduring aspect of this theoretical 

framework lies not in the specific theorists who inspired it but rather in its three-pronged 

approach, which challenges scholars to take into account not only what is occurring 

psychologically but also whether this is good for society and (if so) how it can be promoted 

through education.  

Although Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has been criticized on multiple fronts, 

Rest et al. (1999) argued several key features should be preserved. Following Kohlberg, the 

FCM emphasizes the importance of cognition in moral development. The individual is 

understood to be actively constructing meaning of the environment, not passively absorbing a 

moral epistemology (Rest et al., 1999). Moreover, the FCM allows for discussion of 
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developmental advances. In keeping with Kohlberg, Rest et al. assert, “All of the differences 

among people aren’t equally defensible; some of the differences among people represent more 

comprehensive, more coherent, more elaborate – more developed – concepts” (p. 2). Lastly, the 

FCM leaves in place the developmental trajectory Kohlberg described from conventional to 

postconventional thinking. Postconventional thinking is higher and normatively better because it 

appeals to shareable ideals for social cooperation. 

 However, the FCM departs from Kohlberg’s theory in important ways. First, while 

Kohlberg relied on a Rawlsian understanding of justice to undergird his theory, the FCM allows 

for a plurality of ethical frameworks to inform postconventional thinking. The FCM makes no 

claim that Rawls’s theory of justice is the only relevant theory in social cooperation. Second, the 

FCM does not assume a stair-step, hard-stage understanding of moral reasoning development. 

Instead, development is described as an “upward movement in terms of gradually shifting 

distributions of the use and preference for moral thinking” (Rest et al., 1999, p. 4). The FCM 

replaces the Kohlbergian notion of hard stages with the concept of cognitive schemas. Thoma 

(2002) describes these schemas as “highly contextual, less likely to be universal – although the 

developmental ordering of schemas might be universal, often automatic and less reflective” (p. 

241). The individual may be unaware of these schemas or the way they guide perceptions. Thus, 

interviews are likely not the best way to assess these schemas; rather, they need to be tapped 

into, or activated, to reveal the implicit processes at work (Rest et al., 1999). Finally, unlike 

Kohlberg, the FCM understands moral reasoning as only one aspect of moral functioning. Moral 

sensitivity, moral motivation, and moral character are also essential to the moral development 

picture.  
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Although the FCM is focused primarily on the cognitive processes contributing to moral 

action, it also speaks to moral personhood. After all, moral exemplars should theoretically be 

those who act morally more often than not. The existing moral exemplar research positions 

moral personality and moral identity as foundational to exemplary moral functioning, and these 

concepts are close cousins to moral motivation and moral character. It may be that moral identity 

drives moral motivation in that people are more motivated to choose to do the right thing when 

they believe being a moral person is an important part of their identity. Moreover, certain 

personality traits may make exemplars more likely to persist in acting morally in the face of 

disappointments or discouragement from peers. While moral action and moral personhood are 

conceptually different, they overlap in significant ways.  

 Taking into account the existing research and the conceptual framework, the following 

research questions emerge to guide chapter three:  

1. To what extent can any differences between moral exemplars and matched comparisons’ 

perceptions of the collegiate environment be explained by differences in basic personality 

factors?  

2. Do college student moral exemplars differ from comparison peers in their moral 

reasoning ability? To what extent can any differences in perceptions of the collegiate 

environment be explained by differences in moral reasoning ability? 

3. Are there differences in the way moral exemplars and comparison peers perceive and 

prioritize curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences found 

within the collegiate environment? 

4. How do moral exemplars and matched comparisons utilize these perceptions to inform 

their engagement and development within the university setting? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The relationship between formal education and moral development has been a familiar 

research topic for over five decades, with countless studies identifying a positive correlation 

between higher education and moral reasoning development (e.g., King & Mayhew, 2002; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Rest, 1986; Rest et al., 1999). Although this finding is well 

established, it is not well understood (Derryberry & Thoma, 2005). Much of the existing 

literature concerns correlations between moral reasoning and environmental factors (e.g., 

institutional type, academic discipline, curricular interventions) or personal characteristics (e.g., 

personality, intelligence, political attitudes) (King & Mayhew, 2002; Maeda et al., 2009). Other 

research on moral development, broadly defined, highlights the importance of cognitive and 

affective processes, personality traits and dispositions, and identity constructs in shaping moral 

development.  

This study seeks to expand our current knowledge of college student moral development 

by exploring the relationship between exemplary moral functioning and cognitive perceptions of 

the collegiate environment. Rather than focusing primarily on moral reasoning ability (as has 

been the dominant mode of inquiry), this study examines how students construct meaning of the 

various curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences that they 

encounter during college. It makes intuitive sense that the way an individual perceives the 

environment influences her behavior within it, and empirical findings lend support to this 

intuition. Individuals construct meaning of the organizations they encounter, and the way they 
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integrate multiple streams of information in any given situation impacts the ethicality of their 

decision-making (Caughron et al., 2011; Weick, 1995).  

Importantly, the Four Component Model (FCM), which undergirds this study, addresses 

not only internal moral processes but also how these processes develop in response to the social 

world (Rest, 1986). Thus, the conceptual framework depicts humans as actively constructing 

moral meaning, rather than passively absorbing a moral epistemology (Rest et al., 1999). This 

study is interested in not only how students understand macro-moral issues but also how they 

form cognitive perceptions of the environment they encounter on a daily basis. Decades of 

research demonstrate that how we think about moral issues is related to a range of moral actions 

(Thoma, 2002). This study considers whether how we think about our environments could be 

related to exemplary moral functioning within them.  

To examine this relationship, the study adopts the moral exemplar research design in 

which individuals with exemplary moral functioning are compared to those with standard moral 

functioning, and the researcher looks for between-group differences. Though this research design 

has been used extensively in the moral psychology literature, it has not traditionally been 

incorporated into studies working from within a cognitive developmental framework. Some 

researchers have incorporated the design into studies of early adolescents, but these studies have 

not questioned differences in college students (Hart & Fegley, 1995; Reimer, 2003). Though this 

design has been used to study differences in self-perception (e.g., Colby & Damon, 1992; Frimer 

et al., 2011; Hart & Fegley, 1995), it has not been employed in studies of environmental 

perception. In this way, the present study applies an established research design to a novel 

research question.  
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The present study utilizes multiple methods – established personality and moral 

reasoning measures, free sort, and interview – to address the following research questions:  

1. To what extent can any differences between moral exemplars and matched comparisons’ 

perceptions of the collegiate environment be explained by differences in basic personality 

factors?  

2. Do college student moral exemplars differ from comparison peers in their moral 

reasoning ability? To what extent can any differences in perceptions of the collegiate 

environment be explained by differences in moral reasoning ability? 

3. Are there differences in the way moral exemplars and comparison peers perceive and 

prioritize curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences found 

within the collegiate environment? 

4. How do moral exemplars and matched comparisons utilize these perceptions to inform 

their engagement and development within the university setting? 

Research Setting 

 This study took place at a public research university in the southeastern United States. 

The university holds Carnegie classifications for very high research activity and community 

engagement and serves a population of approximately 18,000 students. The majority (11,000) are 

undergraduates, 40% of whom identify as underrepresented racial and ethnic groups. With regard 

to socioeconomic diversity, 77% of students receive financial aid and 28% qualify for the 

Federal Pell Grant. This study recruited participants from the Honors College, which includes 

approximately 10% of the undergraduate student body and reflects similar racial/ethnic and 

socioeconomic diversity to the institution as a whole.  
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 The decision to recruit participants from this subset of the university stemmed from 

conceptual and methodological concerns. Existing research suggests that honors students are 

significantly more likely to encounter enriched educational experiences, including higher-order 

questioning by faculty, more rigorous coursework, increased academic interactions with peers, 

and higher academic effort or involvement (Seifert et al., 2007). This enriched environment may 

be more conducive for moral development. Indeed, Rest and Deemer (1986) reported strong, 

positive correlations between moral reasoning development and academic orientation, defined as 

“the degree to which students worked hard at their studies, enjoyed academic life and the world 

of ideas and the activities of reasoning and discussing, and chose friends who were similarly 

serious students” (p. 44). Thus, from a conceptual standpoint, this particular setting may offer 

students more developmentally rich opportunities, and holding this enriched environment 

constant across moral exemplars and matched comparisons serves as a control of sorts – any 

observed difference should not be due to substantially different learning environments in which 

one set of students had every advantage and the other had every disadvantage.  

 There were also methodological reasons for choosing to focus on honors students. In 

keeping with the existing literature, this study involved a nomination process that relies on 

community experts (in this case, honors faculty and staff) to identify potential participants who 

meet a set of nomination criteria. The smaller population and class size of the Honors College, 

coupled with the large number of honors faculty and staff, helped facilitate this nomination 

process. It was important to ensure that students were not overlooked simply because they were 

unfamiliar to honors faculty and staff. In this particular setting, faculty and staff are responsible 

for groups of 150-250 students, which increased the likelihood that nominators knew all of the 
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possible nominees and nominated only those students who met the criteria, rather than 

overlooking students who met the criteria but were simply unknown to the nominators.  

Participants 

 Any study using a moral exemplar design begins with the vexing question of how to 

operationalize the term moral exemplar in order to identify participants. There are three primary 

approaches to this task – affective, demonstrative, and descriptive. This section provides a brief 

overview of each approach and discusses their relative strengths and weaknesses as a means of 

identifying and nominating participants for this study. Following a discussion of the nomination 

process, the section describes participant recruitment of three distinct groups – moral exemplars, 

matched comparisons, and first-year students. Finally, the section provides demographic 

characteristics of each participant group.  

Nomination Process 

Affective Approach. The affective approach defines a moral exemplar by the emotional 

response that person elicits from others. Zagzebski’s (2013) Exemplarist Virtue Theory holds 

that admiration alone is sufficient to identify exemplars. Drawing from Hilary Putnam and Saul 

Kripke’s natural kinds theory of direct reference, Zagzebski argues we can simply point to 

exemplars using “a state that most people trust – their emotion of admiration” (p. 6). She further 

claims that we are unlikely to be mistaken in this pointing because there is a referential 

connection between an exemplar and goodness. Haidt (2013) holds a similar view, although he 

uses the term “elevation” to describe the emotional response sparked by witnessing acts of moral 

virtue. Unlike Zagzebski, Haidt reserves the term admiration for an emotional response to non-

moral acts of excellence. Consistent with his moral intuitionist theory, Haidt argues the 

emotional response comes first, followed by post-hoc justifications to explain the emotional 
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response to social encounters. Both Zagzebski and Haidt privilege emotion over reason and share 

a similar belief that an emotional response (admiration or elevation) to moral excellence is 

sufficient to define moral exemplarity and to prompt moral action.  

 On one hand, this approach makes sense; we should admire exemplars and be able to 

identify them. On the other hand, Zagzebski’s trust in admiration or Haidt’s claim we feel a 

sense of elevation in response to moral greatness may be unfounded. Admiration can be incorrect 

based on misinformation or distracted by superfluous factors or prejudices. Zagzebksi refers to 

admiration as an emotion that is educated through observing others’ emotional responses and 

assumes this education is positive. She does not address the potentially negative form of 

education; for example, someone raised in a racist community would learn to admire leaders who 

advance White supremacy. In this case, the emotion of admiration is untrustworthy but yet still 

likely to be reinforced by community members. Although the judicial system, mass media, and 

society at large may disapprove of this emotional response, it is clear that many people persist in 

prejudicial responses even when they have been subjected to education from external agents. 

Thus, admiration (or elevation) alone seems insufficient to identify exemplarity. Blum (2013) 

leveraged a similar complaint against Haidt’s moral intuitionist theory, arguing that authority and 

loyalty, essential to Haidt’s theory, are valuable only when they are directed at someone good. 

When they are directed at someone undeserving, they fail to hold any weight. This same logic 

can be applied to the emotion of admiration. The emotion itself needs to be aimed at a 

worthwhile target in order to hold weight.  

Demonstrative Approach. The demonstrative approach addresses this question of the 

worthiness of the target by defining moral exemplars as those who accomplish significant moral 

feats. Research on Canadian moral exemplars takes this approach (Frimer & Walker, 2008; 
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Walker & Frimer, 2007; Walker et al., 2010). These studies identify participants through a 

national award system that honors acts of bravery and caring. Recipients of the Medal of Bravery 

are “civilians who, in the face of considerable danger, have risked their lives to save others” 

while the Caring Canadian Award goes to volunteers with a record of “extraordinary and long-

term commitment in providing care to others or in supporting community service or 

humanitarian causes” (Walker et al., 2010, p. 914). The authors typically draw comparison 

participants from the general community or a local university and attempt to closely-match 

exemplars to comparisons based on demographic factors.  

 While this approach has the marked advantage of very clearly identifying what type of 

person is admirable (i.e., one who acts bravely or demonstrates caring), it would be difficult to 

replicate in the present study. Although some universities offer awards to a handful of seniors for 

acts of leadership or service, building a robust sample size using one or two winners each year 

would require a longitudinal design not feasible for this study. In addition, drawing participants 

only based on accomplishing significant moral feats seems developmentally mismatched to a 

study on college student moral exemplars. These students are still in the process of forming their 

moral commitments and may not have made a significant impact in any single area. For this 

reason, it may be impractical to identify exemplars at this stage of development based solely on 

demonstration of a significant moral feat.  

Descriptive Approach. A third option is to build a broad enough description of moral 

exemplarity to guide nomination of exemplar participants. This criteria-based approach has been 

used by a variety of studies using the moral exemplar research design in early adolescent and 

adult populations (Colby & Damon, 1992; Hart & Fegley, 1995; Reimer, 2003; Reimer & Wade-

Stein, 2004). Colby and Damon pioneered this technique in their study of adults who lived lives 
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of sustained moral commitment. They spent two years working with theologians, moral 

philosophers, psychologists, and others to identify core components of moral excellence and then 

solicited nominations for their study using these criteria. Hart and Fegley used a similar approach 

to study urban adolescent care exemplars, except they built the list of 11 criteria using both 

existing empirical literature and input from local community members. They then solicited 

nominations of adolescents who met one or more of the criteria. In addition, Reimer and Wade-

Stein (2004) and Reimer (2003) adopted this method of participant selection and nomination to 

study a different population of urban adolescent exemplars.  

 The key to this approach is developing a list of criteria that are descriptive enough to 

spark thoughtful nominations but not so exhaustive as to rule out students from a variety of 

demographic backgrounds and ethical perspectives. In keeping with the conceptual framework, 

the criteria should describe moral exemplarity in a way that protects pluralism without giving 

way to relativism. In other words, the criteria should make every effort not to point towards 

Christians rather than Jews, men rather than women, Whites rather than ethnic minorities, or any 

other such prejudicial preferences. These criteria serve the purpose of pointing nominators 

towards students who are developmentally advanced in their understanding and pursuit of moral 

action and moral personhood. The descriptive criteria are not exhaustive; their purpose is merely 

to paint in broad strokes what moral exemplarity looks like in order to facilitate an inclusive 

nomination process. From the existing literature, the following criteria emerge to describe 

college student moral exemplars:  

1) Express empathy and concern for others (Hoffman, 1976; Rest, 1986) 

2) Try to understand issues from multiple perspectives (Konrath et al., 2011) 

3) Build strong friendships with diverse groups of people (Derryberry & Thoma, 2005) 
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4) Rely on ethical principles like justice or fairness to help make difficult decisions 

(Kohlberg, 1981; Rest, et al., 1999) 

5) Balance personal ambition with the desire to positively impact the lives of others 

(Frimer et al., 2011) 

6) Believe that being a moral person is essential to who they are (Hardy, 2006) 

7) Devote time, energy, and attention to moral causes and enlist others in supporting 

these causes (Colby & Damon, 1992; Matsuba & Walker, 2005). 

Participant Recruitment  

Moral Exemplars and Matched Comparisons. Consistent with earlier research on 

moral exemplars, the present study incorporated a nomination process. Nominators included 

faculty and staff affiliated with the Honors College (those who work full-time or teach in the 

College on a regular basis). Each nominator received a formal request via campus mail and email 

to nominate students for participation in the study. The request included the aforementioned 

criteria, confidentiality assurances, and IRB approval documentation. Nomination instructions 

guided faculty and staff to nominate as many third and fourth year students as they felt met at 

least two or more of the criteria. The stipulation regarding juniors and seniors existed because 

one of the methods for the study relied upon participant knowledge of collegiate experiences, 

which should be familiar to most upperclassmen but perhaps less familiar to and freshmen and 

sophomores.  

 The remaining third and fourth year honors students who were not nominated to 

participate formed the matched comparison pool. The primary criteria for matching were gender 

and race; the secondary criterion for matching was academic interest. This methodological 

approach of matched comparisons has been used in multiple studies with a moral exemplar 
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research design (Hart & Fegley, 1995; Frimer & Walker, 2009; Frimer et al., 2011; Matsuba & 

Walker, 2005; Walker & Frimer, 2007; Walker et al., 2010). Students were not informed of their 

status as either a moral exemplar or a matched comparison.  

First-Year Students. In addition to the nominated moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons, a third sample of honors freshmen participated in the study. All first-year honors 

students received an email invitation to complete a short personality survey online. The purpose 

of including these students was to allow for a cross-sectional comparison of basic personality 

differences between first-year and upperclassmen students.  

Participant Characteristics 

Participants included 109 honors students. There were three groups of participants: moral 

exemplars (n=37), matched comparisons (n=33), and first-year students (n=39). All three groups 

took a brief personality inventory. Moral exemplars and matched comparisons also completed a 

moral reasoning measure and a sorting activity of experiences found within the collegiate 

environment.  

Of the approximately 359 total upperclassmen honors students at this institution, 119 

were nominated by honors faculty and staff to participate in the study using the moral exemplar 

criteria. All moral exemplars were invited to participate in the study, and 37 (23 female, 14 

male) completed study packets. Approximately 47% of moral exemplars identified as 

underrepresented racial or ethnic groups (8 Asian American Pacific Islander, 5 African 

American, 1 Hispanic, and 4 Multi-cultural). Consistent with the university’s biomedical focus, 

STEM majors made up the majority (63%) of the moral exemplar sample. All of these students 

were third or fourth-year undergraduates.  
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 The remaining 240 third and fourth-year honors students who were not nominated by 

faculty and staff were also invited to participate. They formed the matched comparison pool. The 

primary matching criteria were race and gender; the second matching criterion was academic 

interest. Of the 33 who participated, 23 were females and 10 were males. 45% of matched 

comparisons identified as underrepresented racial or ethnic groups (11 Asian American Pacific 

Islander, 3 African American, 1 Multi-cultural). Again, the majority of students were STEM 

majors (61%).  

 For the third participant group, all 375 first-year honors students received an email 

invitation to complete a brief online survey. However, participation was limited only to freshmen 

who were 19 years of age or older. Of the 39 students who completed the survey, 26 were 

female. Other demographic information is not available for this participant group.    

 A subset of five moral exemplars and five matched comparisons returned for follow-up 

interviews. Of the five moral exemplars, three were female and three identified as 

underrepresented racial or ethnic groups (one African-American, two Asian American). The five 

matched comparisons included two females, one African-American, and two Asian Americans. 

In both groups, there was one student not pursuing a career in a STEM or health professions 

field, consistent with the larger sample. 

Methods 

 This study employed multiple methods - the Big Five Inventory (BFI), Defining Issues 

Test (DIT-2), free card sorting, and interview - to ascertain any between group differences in 

moral exemplars and matched comparison peers. First-year students completed only the BFI. 

Moral exemplars and matched comparisons completed the BFI, DIT-2, and free sort, which took 



 

67 
 

approximately 45 minutes to 1.5 hours to complete. A subset of moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons returned for a follow-up 30-minute interview.  

Big Five Inventory (BFI) 

The BFI was the only measure taken by all three participant groups – nominated 

exemplars, matched comparisons, and first-year students. The BFI is a 44-item assessment of the 

Big Five personality markers (i.e., openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and 

neuroticism) that is ideal for studies in which personality is not the primary focal point and there 

is no need to analyze specific subdomains within the Big Five (John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008). 

Cronbach’s alpha (a) reliabilities for the BFI range from .75 to .90 (John et al. 2008). Each of the 

44 items of the BFI is a short phrase such as “is outgoing, sociable” or “perseveres until the task 

is finished.” John et al. note that the BFI “does not use single adjectives as items because such 

items are answered less consistently than when they are accompanied by definitions or 

elaborations” (p. 129). The primary reason for including a personality measure in this study was 

to examine whether any between-group differences in perceptions of the collegiate environment 

could be explained by basic differences in personality.  

Defining Issues Test (DIT-2) 

The DIT-2 is a moral reasoning measure consisting of five moral dilemmas. Rest et al. 

(1999) describe the DIT as a “device for activating moral schemas (to the extent that a person 

has developed them) and for assessing them in terms of importance judgments” (p. 6). After 

reading the dilemmas, participants must decide what the central character in the dilemma should 

do (e.g., should a doctor prescribe an overdose of painkiller to a suffering patient?) and then rate 

and rank the importance of a series of items related to the dilemma. These items are designed to 

tap into the individual’s underlying cognitive schema (i.e., personal interest, maintaining norms, 
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or postconventional) using a recognition rather than production task. Rest et al. summarize 

findings from cognitive science and social cognition that highlight the limitations of relying 

solely on self-report (production tasks) to assess cognitive processes. Recognition tasks, 

however, take into account “implicit processes and tacit knowledge on human decision-making 

that is outside the awareness of the cognizer and beyond the subject’s ability to verbally 

articulate” (Rest et al., 1999, p. 6). The DIT-2 recognizes that people may utilize schemas in 

their decision-making that they cannot fully articulate in a spontaneous production task.  

The DIT-2 (and its predecessor, the DIT) has been widely used and shows strong validity 

and reliability. Thoma (2002) reports that the DIT and DIT-2 have been incorporated in over 500 

studies in the last four decades. Acknowledging that construct validity for a moral reasoning 

measure is somewhat interpretive, Rest et al. (1999) proposed seven criteria to assess validity of 

the DIT and DIT-2. These criteria include evidence of upward longitudinal gains, prediction of 

real-life moral behavior, and sensitivity to educational interventions, among others. The authors 

systematically review the large number of DIT studies and provide evidence for DIT validity 

across all seven criteria (for a full account, see Rest et al., 1999). They also report high reliability 

(a in the upper .70s to lower .80s), with the N2 score showing slightly greater reliability. 

Moreover, research provides support for discriminant validity between DIT-2 scores and verbal 

ability/general intelligence and from political attitudes (Thoma, Narvaez, Rest, & Derryberry, 

1999). Finally, there is no evidence of significant gender bias within the measure. Gender 

accounts for only .002 of the variance in scores, with women scoring slightly higher than men 

(Rest et al., 1999; Thoma, 1986).  

The DIT-2 is available in both pen-and-paper and electronic formats. In this study, the 

DIT-2 was taken in the pen-and-paper format. Completion takes approximately a half hour. In 
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addition to the moral dilemma responses, the measure also includes survey items for basic 

demographic information. Students took the DIT-2 prior to conducting the free sort of collegiate 

experiences because there is some evidence that when administered first in a series of measures, 

the DIT-2 serves as a priming force to direct the participant’s attention towards the moral realm 

(S. Thoma, personal communication, April 2013). Administering the DIT-2 first was designed to 

prime students to think of the collegiate environment as a socio-moral one.  

Free Sort 

 After completing the DIT-2, participants engaged in a free sort activity of academic, co-

curricular, pre-professional, and interpersonal aspects of the collegiate environment. The free 

sorting method provides insight into the ways participants categorize objects (or, in this case, 

components of collegiate life). Specifically, free sorting indicates how similar or dissimilar a 

participant believes these components are to one another; those sorted together are perceived to 

be more similar and those sorted separately are perceived to be more dissimilar. Card sorts have 

a long history of use in psychology as a measure of cognitive perceptions (Borg et al., 2013).  

In this study, free sort items were gleaned from meta-reviews of college student moral 

development research (King & Mayhew, 2002; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). These items were 

then combined with others found on the university’s website and observed to be important to 

honors students at this institution (Appendix A). Each of the 57 items in the Appendix A were 

typed and attached to separate index cards for the free sorting exercise. Participants were asked 

to freely sort slips of paper into piles based on their similarity. According to Kruskal and Wish 

(1978), no instructions were provided as to which characteristics students should use to sort the 

objects so as to “discover rather than impose” the ways individuals perceive the objects (p. 30). 

There are multiple methods of card sorting, but this study utilized free sorting, which produces 
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the lowest levels of participant fatigue and boredom and is the fastest method of sorting a large 

number of items (Bijmolt & Wedel, 1995).  

Several methods exist to help the researcher interpret these sorting piles. One option is 

for participants to “think-aloud” during the sort; this portion of the study would be audio or 

video-recorded and then coded for content analysis. Kuusela and Paul (2000) highlight the 

advantages and disadvantages of this approach. While think-aloud data can be very useful in 

exploratory research (like this portion of the present study), it can also interfere with information 

processing by taxing attentional capacity. Importantly, think-aloud also “makes a private event 

public” which increases concerns of social desirability behavior (Kuusela & Paul, 2000). There 

are other options to provide additional data for analysis that are less likely to be subject to the 

social desirability or attentional capacity concerns. For example, students can complete a Likert 

scale rating of each pile according to some metric (Ashmore et al., 2007). They can also be asked 

to make evaluative comments about each pile (e.g., good/bad, like me/not like me) (Ashmore et 

al., 2007).  

In this study, after sorting the items into piles, students provided additional information 

about their perceptions of each pile. For each pile, students took a 3X5 index card and wrote a 

short sentence or phrase describing why they believed the items in the pile were similar to one 

another. They then rated each pile’s importance to their personal collegiate experience using a 

five-point Likert scale (1=highly unimportant to 5=highly important). This is a similar strategy to 

the one used in the Ashmore et al. (2007) study of college student perceptions of other types of 

students on campus.  
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Interview 

  A subset of 5 moral exemplars and 5 comparison students were invited to participate in a 

follow-up interview regarding the group output of the free sort (perceptual map using MDS and 

HCA as described in the following section). Moral exemplars were identified for the interview 

based on receiving multiple nominations by faculty and staff to participate in the study. All 

matched comparisons received an invitation to return for an interview, and the researcher looked 

for potential matches to the moral exemplar interview participants. Rather than asking these 

students to reflect on the process they used during the free sort (as in a typical retrospective 

verbal protocol), the students reflected on the outcome of that process.  

The interviews began with a discussion of the group perceptual maps with a series of 

questions designed to help the researcher interpret the dimensions and clusters on the map. 

Providing students with a group aggregate map and asking them to reflect on the group’s 

response, rather than their own individual maps, hopefully decreased socially desirable 

responses. Kuusela and Paul (2000) also note that social desirability declines in post-hoc 

situations because the outcome is perceived as fixed and unable to be changed. After discussing 

why students might have organized the collegiate environment the way they did, participants 

responded to questions about their own collegiate experiences, their beliefs about what it means 

to be a moral person, and whether anything during college helped shape their understanding of 

being a moral person (Appendix B). Each semi-structured interview lasted approximately 30 

minutes, and the researcher recorded, transcribed, and coded the interview in NVivo following 

established guidelines (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The primary purpose of these interviews was 

to guide interpretation of the perceptual maps.  

 



 

72 
 

Analysis 

 Statistical procedures (i.e., ANOVA, MANOVA, multidimensional scaling, and 

hierarchical cluster analysis) were used to analyze data from the BFI, DIT-2, and free sort 

portions of the study. These procedures sought primarily to answer whether there were any 

between-group differences in personality, moral reasoning ability, and cognitive perceptions of 

the collegiate environment. Interviews were coded thematically using a constant-comparative 

approach – both to help interpret the free sort results and to better understand how cognitive 

perceptions shape engagement and development within the university setting. 

Big Five Inventory 

 The BFI was the only measure completed by all three participant groups. Responses to 

the 44-item survey were entered into SPSS, and 16 items were reverse-scored before computing 

factor averages, in keeping with the survey design (John et al., 2008). These five factor averages 

for openness, conscientiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism were then treated 

as dependent variables. The independent variable was participant group, which included three 

levels – first-year students, moral exemplars, and matched comparisons. Multivariate Analysis of 

Variance (MANOVA) explored outcomes for each dependent variable across the three participant 

groups in order to determine whether there were statistically significant differences in personality 

across the participant groups.  

Defining Issues Test  

The DIT-2 responses were scored by the Center for the Study of Ethical Development at 

the University of Alabama. The most frequently used scoring metrics for the DIT-2 are the P-

score and the N2 score. The P-score indicates a person’s preference for postconventional schema 

items and thus captures the “leading edge” of the individual’s moral reasoning (Thoma, 2002, p. 
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233). The N2 score is a modified P-score that takes into account not only a person’s preference 

for postconventional items but also the level of unimportance the individual assigns to personal 

interest or maintaining norms schema items (Rest, et al., 1999). The N2 score developed from 

the observation that in response to moral education interventions, “people change not only in 

selecting more high-stage items, but also in systematically rejecting the lower-stage items” (Rest 

et al., 1999, p. 96). The N2 score has been shown to have slightly better validity and reliability 

than the P-score (Rest et al., 1999).  

Other scores used frequently in collegiate populations include the U-score, CONSTRAN 

score, HUMLIB index, and CANCER10. The U-Score indicates the degree of match between the 

action choice (what the central character should do) and the items rated as most important to that 

choice (Thoma, Rest, & Davison, 1991). A low U-score highlights the fact that individuals may 

cognitively understand a principle and yet fail to utilize it in decision-making. Thoma et al. 

(1991) found that using the U-score as a moderator variable increased predictive ability from the 

DIT score to actual behaviors and attitudes. The CONSTRAN score denotes whether students are 

consolidated on a particular stage or transitioning from one stage to the next (showing low 

preference for a single schema but rather utilizing several with similar frequency). The HUMLIB 

is a proxy for the participant’s use of a humanitarian liberal perspective to understand moral 

issues and is a measure of how often the participant agrees with experts (i.e., professionals in 

political science and philosophy, who traditionally have the highest P-scores) (Rest, 1979, 

Thoma, 2002). CANCER10 is a proxy measure for religious orthodoxy, which stemmed from a 

discovery that participant responses to a single item in a dilemma concerning a cancer patient 

correlated strongly with other religious orthodoxy measures (Narvaez, Getz, Thoma, & Rest, 

1999).  
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For all scores provided, the analysis for the present study centered on between group 

differences of moral exemplars and comparison peers. The DIT-2 has been used in hundreds of 

studies on college students, and many studies have considered whether certain types of students 

score higher or lower compared to other students. This study was the first to analyze whether 

moral exemplars scored differently than comparison peers on this moral reasoning measure. 

Consistent with the existing body of empirical research in this field, ANOVA was utilized to 

determine whether there were statistically significant differences between moral exemplars and 

comparison peers in moral reasoning ability.  

Free Sort Analysis Using MDS, HCA, and Interviews 

 Data obtained during the free sort were entered into SPSS as a co-occurrence matrix; for 

each pile, a value of 1 denoted an item sorted into that pile and a value of 0 denoted an item not 

present in that pile (Whaley & Longoria, 2009). Multidimensional scaling (MDS) and 

hierarchical cluster analysis (HCA) were then used to analyze the data. MDS refers to a class of 

instruments that use proximities among objects to indicate how similar or different individuals 

perceive those objects to be (Borg et al., 2013). By calculating Euclidean distances between 

items, MDS produces a perceptual map of what Kruskal and Wish (1978) referred to as the 

“hidden structure” of the data. The map depicts, in n-dimensional space, a global picture of how 

all the data points relate to each other. HCA can then be used to describe the local relationships 

of one item to another. HCA partitions the data into clusters based on similarity, starting first 

with items that are perceptually very close together and then expanding to include other nearby 

items (Ashmore et al., 2007). The researcher must then interpret and label the dimensions and 

clusters. 
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MDS is an exploratory technique, and thus researchers rarely know at the onset of the 

study how many dimensions, or coordinate axes, are necessary to pinpoint the object in space. 

Likewise, in this study it was initially unknown how many dimensions students would use to 

determine the similarity or differences of the free sort items. The standard method to arrive at the 

appropriate number of dimensions is to calculate a “badness of fit” called stress (Ashmore et al., 

2007; Borg et al., 2013; Kruskal & Wish, 1978). The stress values for each dimension can also 

be plotted using a Scree Plot, and the point at which the plot elbows is typically used as a 

measure of appropriate dimensionality (Whaley & Longoria, 2009).  

While MDS helps paint a globalized picture of how all the data points relate to one 

another, hierarchical cluster analysis (HCA) describes the local relationships of one item to 

another (Ashmore et al., 2007). In this study, Ward’s Method was used to cluster items based on 

similarity. Ward’s Method is an agglomerative approach in which items are first assigned to 

independent clusters, one cluster for each item (in this case, 57). Then, items are paired based on 

similarity in a bottom-up fashion; the two most similar items are paired first and this process 

continues until all items have been clustered. Using SPSS to perform Ward’s Method results in a 

dendrogram, or tree, of all the clusters, and the researcher must interpret and label the number of 

meaningful clusters (Milligan & Hirtle, 2003).  

The end result is a perceptual map of how students construct meaning of the collegiate 

environment. This map can be understood in terms of global dimensions ascertained through 

multidimensional scaling and local relationships identified through hierarchical cluster analysis. 

In this study, the goal was to examine differences between moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons. Thus, group perceptual maps were the focus rather than individual maps. While the 

existing literature offered some insight into the clusters, interviews provided greater depth of 
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understanding and conceptual clarity of the dimensions and the clusters. Combining MDS, HCA, 

and interviews allowed for interpretation of cognitive perceptions of the collegiate environment. 

Interview Coding 

 The primary purpose of the interview was to facilitate understanding of the perceptual 

maps developed from the free sorting exercise. A secondary purpose was to inquire about how 

perceptions of the collegiate environment shape engagement within it and development in 

relation to experiences. Kvale & Brinkmann (2009) refer to this form of interview as a 

conceptual interview aimed at gaining clarity of the concept at hand. All interviews were 

transcribed by the researcher and coded in NVivo. NVivo assists interviewers in discovering 

patterns in participant responses and in building connections across multiple interviews. This 

study utilized thematic coding. Nomination criteria were used as starting points for thematic 

coding (e.g., diverse friendships, empathy and concern for others, positively impacting the lives 

of others, moral action). However, other themes emerged from the interviews. Interviews were 

analyzed using a constant comparative approach looking for differences in frequency or 

representation of themes between moral exemplars and matched comparisons.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided an overview for the research design, methods, and analytic 

procedures for the present study. Using the moral exemplar research design as a guide, the study 

focused primarily on two participant groups – nominated moral exemplars and matched 

comparison peers. A third group of first-year students allowed for cross-sectional comparison of 

personality differences. All participants took the BFI; the two primary groups of interest also 

completed the DIT-2 and a free sorting task. A subset of moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons returned for semi-structured interviews. The study incorporated a variety of 
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statistical procedures and standard interview coding approaches to analyze the data with the goal 

of identifying any differences in the ways moral exemplars and comparison peers perceived and 

prioritized the collegiate environment.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

To further our understanding of college student moral development, this study explored 

the relationship between exemplary moral functioning and perceptions of the collegiate 

environment. Specifically, this study investigated whether moral exemplars and comparison 

peers differed in terms of personality, moral reasoning ability, and cognitive perceptions. Using a 

between-groups moral exemplar research approach, this study collected survey, free sort, and 

interview data. In this chapter, I provide an overview of the results from the data analysis.  

Personality 

RQ1: To what extent can any differences between moral exemplars and matched comparisons be 

explained by differences in basic personality factors? 

 One concern at the outset of the study was whether faculty and staff might inadvertently 

zero in on a particular type of student (e.g., extroverted, conscientious) to nominate, rather than 

nominating students based on their alignment with the criteria. Another concern was whether 

basic personality differences present at college entry shape which students go on to become 

moral exemplars. To mitigate these concerns, the Big Five Inventory (BFI) assessed personality 

differences between moral exemplars and comparison peers and provided a cross-sectional 

analysis of first-year students and upperclassmen. However, the most important rational for 

assessing personality was to determine whether any between-group differences in perceptions of 

the collegiate environment could be attributed to basic differences in personality traits.  
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Factor averages were calculated using SPSS syntax for each of the Big Five factors (i.e., 

extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness). As shown in Table 

4.1 below, factor averages were analyzed for all three participant groups – moral exemplars, 

matched comparisons, and first-year students. MANOVA analyses of factor averages indicated 

that there was no significant multivariate effect for personality: Wilks’ λ=.891, F(10, 

202)=1.199, p=.293, η2= .056. Observed power was .615.  

Table 4.1 

Big Five Factor Averages by Participant Group 

 Moral Exemplars Matched Comparisons First-Year Students 

Factor Averages M          SD M           SD M           SD 

Extraversion 3.30      1.11  3.16        .78 3.06        .85 

Agreeableness 3.72        .74 4.01        .59 3.64        .76 

Conscientiousness 3.79        .61 3.64        .62 3.62        .73 

Neuroticism 2.63        .81 2.75        .71 2.82        .85 

Openness 3.82        .57 3.96        .60 3.71        .58 

Note. Ns = 37, 32, and 39 for the moral exemplars, matched comparisons, and first-year students 
respectively.   
 

Given that there were fewer than 50 participants in each group, Shapiro-Wilks tests of 

normality were assessed. All data were normally distributed, except for agreeableness in first-

year students (W=.933, df=39, p=.022). The data also satisfied Box’s M test for equality of 

variance-covariance matrices [F(30, 33024)=.937, Box’s M=30.211, p=.564]. Levene’s Test 

indicated homogeneity of between-group variance for all dependent variables (p=.054 

extraversion, .277 agreeableness, .452 conscientiousness, .700 neuroticism, and .818 openness). 
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Thus, the data satisfied tests of normality and did not violate MANOVA assumptions. Further, 

there was no significant effect for Big Five personality across the three participant groups.  

Moral Reasoning 

RQ2: Do college student moral exemplars differ from comparison peers in their moral reasoning 

ability? To what extent can any differences in perceptions of the collegiate environment be 

explained by differences in moral reasoning ability? 

 The Defining Issues Test-2 (DIT-2) assesses moral reasoning ability using two primary 

indices – the P-score and the N2 score. The P-score indicates preference for postconventional 

schema items, while the N2 score accounts for not only preference for postconventional items 

but also rejection of lower-order personal interest items. In this study, moral exemplars scored 

higher on the DIT-2 than national averages for other college students. Their P-score was 46.32 

(SD=13.87), which was higher compared to national norms for undergraduates (M=35.09, 

SD=15.21) and graduate students (M=41.06, SD=15.22) (Dong, 2009). This pattern held for the 

N2 index. The N2 score for moral exemplars was 45.62 (SD=12.54), higher than national norms 

for undergraduates (M=34.76, SD=15.45) and graduate students (M=41.33, SD=14.57). That 

being said, matched comparisons also demonstrated more advanced reasoning ability than 

national norms for college students (P-score=46.88, SD=12.19; N2 score=43.70, SD=11.87).  

In addition to the more commonly used P-score and N2 score, the DIT-2 provides scores 

for humanitarian/liberalism (HUMLIB), religious orthodoxy (CANCER10), 

consolidated/transitional (CONSTRAN), utilizer (U-score), and number of cannot decide 

choices. As evidenced in Table 4.2, one-way ANOVAs of these scoring indices did not differ 

significantly between groups. Though there was a general pattern of moral exemplars making 

clearer distinctions between personal interest and postconventional thinking than matched 
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comparisons (i.e., slightly higher N2 score), this difference was not statistically significant. 

Exemplars also had fewer numbers of cannot decide choices, which suggests that they were 

somewhat more certain of their responses. However, this difference only approach statistical 

significance (p=.06). Thus, on the key DIT-2 variables, there were no statistically significant 

differences in moral reasoning ability for moral exemplars and matched comparisons. Both 

groups scored high on the DIT-2 compared to national norms for undergraduate and graduate 

students.  

Table 4.2 

Statistical Analysis of DIT-2 Scores 

 Moral Exemplars Matched 
Comparisons 

One-way  
ANOVA 

DIT-2 Scores    M             SD         M                SD F            η2 

P-score 46.32         13.87       46.88           12.19 .03        .00 

N2 score 45.62         12.54      43.70           11.87 .43        .01 

Maintaining Norms 26.00         12.73      24.92           13.46              .12        .00 

Personal Interest 22.10         12.71      23.95           10.52 .43        .01 

HUMLIB   2.57           1.01        2.33            1.29 .72        .01 

CANCER10   3.14           2.64        2.90            2.20 .15        .00 

CONSTRAN 

U-score                        

Cannot decide 

  1.65             .48 

    .14             .13 

    .76             .83 

       1.55              .51 

         .16              .12 

        1.27           1.40 

.76        .01 

.28        .00 

3.62      .05 

Note. N=70, N (moral exemplars) = 37, N (matched comparisons) = 33. For U-score only, N=30 
(matched comparisons).  
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Perceptual Maps 

RQ3: Are there differences in the ways moral exemplars and comparison peers perceive and 

prioritize curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences found within 

the collegiate environment? 

As discussed in the previous chapter, MDS is an exploratory technique, and thus 

researchers typically do not know at the outset how many dimensions, or coordinate axes, are 

necessary to pinpoint items in space. The standard method to arrive at the appropriate number of 

dimensions is to evaluate R2 (a goodness of fit indicator) and Kruskal’s stress (a badness of fit 

indicator). In general, high R2 values and low Kruskal’s stress values indicate a good fit for the 

data to the dimensions (Whaley & Longoria, 2009). In this study, 3-dimensional solutions 

(Kruskal’s stress=.13 exemplars/.14 matched comparisons, R2= .87 exemplars/.85 matched 

comparisons) resulted in significant improvement over a standard 2-dimensional solutions 

(Kruskal’s stress=.22 exemplars/.23 matched comparisons, R2 = .77 exemplars/.76 matched 

comparisons) for both groups. The stress values at each dimension can also be plotted using a 

Scree Plot, and the point at which the plot elbows is typically used as a measure of appropriate 

dimensionality (Whaley & Longoria, 2009). In this case, the data elbowed at three dimensions.  

Ward’s Method HCA was then used to identify clusters existing across these three 

dimensions. Ward’s Method is an agglomerative form of HCA in which items are paired in a 

sequential manner with the two most similar items paired first, followed by the addition of the 

next closest item, and continued until all items have been clustered. Though there is no definitive 

approach to interpreting the appropriate number of clusters, the goal is to identify a parsimonious 

number of clusters that serves as a useful heuristic for interpreting the data (Milligan & Hirtle, 

2003).  In this study, the dendrogram produced from the Ward’s Method HCA analysis suggests 
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that the data fall within four large clusters, some of which have subclusters, on the moral 

exemplar map. However, that same level of cluster differentiation is not evident on the matched 

comparison map.  

Existing literature on college student development, written participant descriptions of 

clusters provided during the free sort, and follow-up interviews with participants all contributed 

to the identification and labeling of the clusters. At the beginning of each interview, participants 

received a printout showing each primary cluster with numeric labels (i.e., 1-4) and any 

subclusters labeled a-e. Participants were then asked to label each cluster and subcluster, if 

possible. Given the greater degree of differentiation on the moral exemplar map, all students 

(including matched comparisons) received this detailed map and corresponding printouts to 

facilitate conversation. Though exemplars were able to identify some subclusters, there greater 

consensus and clarity on the four primary clusters. For that reason, this analysis focuses 

primarily on the three dimensions and four primary clusters and only discusses subclusters when 

these were consistently identified.  

Moral Exemplars 

Moral exemplars perceived the collegiate environment along three dimensions that were 

interpreted as follows: Dimension 1 (Academic), Dimension 2 (Personal Development), and 

Dimension 3 (Professional). Dimension 1 describes collegiate life along a continuum of 

academic and non-academic experiences, and Dimension 2 separates items based on their 

importance for personal development. Dimension 3 partitions the data into items important for 

professional development and items not likely bolster résumés or enhance job interviews. Figure 

4.1 depicts Dimensions 1 and 2; items on the left of the figure (-2 to 0) are perceived as academic 

and items on the right (0 to 2) as non-academic. For example, FS6 on the far left is the item 
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choosing a major, which is perceived as strongly academic while FS40 on the far right is the 

item partying on campus, which is perceived as strongly non-academic. Dimension 2 divides 

items into either important for personal development (top, 0 to 2) or less important to personal 

development (bottom, 0 to -2). In this case FS16, which is experimenting with recreational 

drugs, anchors the bottom of the perceptual map and is thus very low on the personal dimension. 

Meanwhile, the item at the topmost portion of the map is FS1, advocating for a cause that is 

important to me, which is perceived as high on personal development.  

As previously mentioned, four primary clusters emerged across these three dimensions 

when the data were analyzed using Ward’s Method HCA. The four clusters were interpreted and 

labeled as follows: Academic Life (purple), Social Negatives (green), Campus Involvement 

(blue), and Personal Growth (green). Figure 4.1 depicts these four clusters across Dimensions 1 

and 2. The Academic Life cluster fell on the left side of the perceptual map, or high on the 

academic dimension. While most of these items were not strong on the personal growth 

dimension, a few were perceived as being related to personal growth (e.g., FS4: being a member 

of an honors program, FS3: attending educational lectures on campus). The Social Negatives 

cluster fell decidedly on the non-academic side of Dimension 1 and was also very low on 

personal growth. The Campus Involvement cluster also included primarily non-academic items, 

while the Personal Growth cluster included a mixture of academic and non-academic items and 

largely defined Dimension 2.  
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Figure 4.1. Moral Exemplar Perceptual Map: Dimensions 1 and 2 

 

Figure 4.1. Moral exemplar perceptions of 57 collegiate experiences along two dimensions. 
HCA identifies four primary clusters: Academic Life, Social Negatives, Campus Involvement, 
and Personal Growth. Items perceived as high on Academic fall to the left side of the map, while 
those on the right are perceived as non-academic. The top of the map includes items that are high 
on personal development, while items on the lower half are perceived as lower on personal 
development.  

 

One cluster in which moral exemplars were able to consistently and clearly identify 

subclusters was the Academic Life cluster (purple). For this cluster, exemplars described one 

grouping of items as standard requirements and another as activities that ideal students do. 
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Standard requirements include choosing a major, meeting with an academic advisor, contributing 

to classroom discussions, and studying. However, in follow-up interviews, moral exemplars 

described ideal students as those who go “above and beyond” these standard requirements. Items 

perceived to be “above and beyond” included academic enrichment (i.e., conducting research, 

applying for a fellowship, publishing research, and completing an internship) and interpersonal 

enrichment (e.g., building a relationship with a faculty mentor, getting to know faculty outside of 

class, and peer mentoring).  

 On the opposite end of the spectrum were Social Negatives (red), a cluster that emerged 

quickly and remained conceptually tight throughout the study. This cluster included hooking up, 

partying on campus, drinking alcohol, experimenting with recreational drugs, going to off 

campus clubs and bars, and having sex with someone I love. On the pile description cards 

collected during the free sort, many students used negative words like “stupid” or “dangerous” or 

“distractions” to describe this cluster. However, some students referred to these items as 

stereotypical college life experience or stress relievers when enjoyed in moderation. In follow-up 

interviews, one African-American male exemplar objected to the placement of “having sex with 

someone I love” in this cluster. He described the other activities as devoid of long-term 

commitment but viewed having sex with someone you love as a more intimate experience that 

comes with certain obligations and commitments. Across all interviews, exemplars described 

these activities as optional, non-academic, and purely recreational. None of them assigned great 

importance to this cluster, either during the card sort (as indicated by lower ratings on a 5 pt. 

Likert scale for personal importance) or during the interviews.  

 The Campus Involvement (blue) cluster collected most of the standard student activities 

including playing sports, participating in Greek Life, and writing for the campus newspaper. It 
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also captured on-campus spaces like living in the residence hall or hanging out in the honors 

recreational space. The connection between the spaces and the activities may have been a 

functional one. Two exemplars said that living on campus helped students “get more plugged in” 

because resident assistants constantly make students aware of activities and others referred to 

hearing about ways to get involved while hanging out with other honors students. Another 

exemplar pointed out that each of these activities or places could be associated with different 

types of people (e.g., friends from your residence hall, people you know from a religious or 

spiritual organization, teammates on the intramural field). In general, exemplars described this 

cluster as one of largely productive social activities and forums to make friends with different 

groups of people. 

Of all the clusters, the Personal Growth (green) one elicited the strongest response from 

moral exemplars and also largely defined Dimension 2. It included a wide range of items and 

two subclusters of particular interest to students who returned for interviews. Participants 

described these two subclusters as follows: one was focused on increasing awareness of diverse 

perspectives and peoples and the other focused on advocacy and social justice. There was also a 

small clustering of items that students discussed in relation to diversity and advocacy, and this 

clustering included community service and leadership. In describing this cluster, one exemplar 

spoke about the importance of being open to learning new things and others described having 

their perspectives on morality, social issues, and politics changed as a result of experiences in 

this cluster. 

Exemplars placed high value on collegiate experiences that broadened their perspectives 

(e.g., learning about different worldviews and perspectives, studying abroad). Four of the five 

exemplars had taken courses and/or participated in a service trip abroad spanning four 
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continents. They spoke about how meaningful those experiences were and how much they grew 

in response to encountering other cultures and learning about different ways of life – both while 

abroad and also as a product of being immersed in a diverse university environment. Three 

exemplars talked about growing up in a small town and being sheltered or “hearing only one 

side” of social issues. One exemplar described her increasing awareness of other perspectives by 

saying, “When I came to college, I had no idea what I was getting into. I did not realize how 

small my mentality was. Coming to college, my horizons were expanded and I was introduced to 

so many more social justice movements that I didn’t even know existed or I didn’t even know I 

supported.” Interestingly, some of the exemplars sought out these experiences with great 

intentionality while others described being “pushed” by honors faculty, staff, and upperclassmen 

to “do things I never would have done on my own.” Yet, whether the students were pushed 

towards learning about new perspectives or eagerly sought out these experiences, they described 

items in this cluster as transformational.  

Other exemplars connected increasing awareness with social justice and advocacy. 

Within the Personal Growth cluster, a subdivision emerged that included advocating for 

important causes, expressing personal viewpoints on issues that matter, and discussing 

controversial issues in the classroom. This grouping of items was intimately intertwined with 

both the aforementioned increasing awareness and another grouping of items oriented around 

service and leadership (e.g., getting involved in the community, volunteering, trying to be a good 

citizen of the university, serving in a leadership position on campus). When asked to reflect on 

the connection between these items, one exemplar said, “I think it starts initially with awareness. 

You learn about something, like how bad pollution or air quality is in the city. And then you start 
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to volunteer [for a state environmental group], and through that experience, your knowledge 

about the issue increases. And then you feel more compelled to take action.”  

 One feature common among all exemplars who returned for interviews is that they had 

participated in almost everything in this cluster. They had all served locally and all but one had 

served overseas. They had all taken on a leadership role or advocated for a cause that was 

important to them. And, consistent with the nomination criteria, they all spoke of having diverse 

friendship networks that offered them numerous opportunities to interact with people from 

different backgrounds who ascribed to different worldviews. One female, White exemplar spoke 

about her love for Arabic culture and the friendships she maintains with people she met while 

studying in the Middle East. Another male, African American exemplar described joining a 

dance troupe with Indian friends and competing in Diwali festival. Whether starting campus 

organizations or engaging in hands-on service, these students’ collegiate experiences were 

defined by diversity, increasing awareness of social issues, advocacy, and service.  

While the first two dimensions are helpful in understanding perceptions of collegiate life, 

MDS suggested a three-dimensional solution provided a better fit for the data. Dimension 3 

(Professional) divides collegiate life into items not likely to ever be reported on a résumé or 

discussed in an interview and items that are perceived as having instrumental value towards 

achieving long-term professional goals. Figure 4.2 depicts Dimension 2 and Dimension 3, with 

Dimension 3 dividing the canvas into items perceived as high on professional development 

(right, 0 to -2) and low on professional development (left, 0 to 2).   

Using Dimension 3, the Personal Growth (green) cluster is now split into two halves. On 

the right side are items such as advocating for a cause, volunteering in the community, studying 

abroad, and serving in a leadership position on campus. On the left side are items such as 
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expressing my views on issues that matter to me, discussing controversial issues in or outside of 

the classroom, and interacting with peers from diverse backgrounds. All of these items are 

important to personal growth, but some are easily transferrable to a résumé or might stand out to 

a graduate admissions committee. Items in the Campus Involvement cluster are also now split. 

Those falling on the right side (high professional) include joining a fraternity or a sorority, 

playing varsity or intramural spots, and holding a steady job on campus. Other Campus 

Involvement items such as forming friendships on campus and living in the residence hall fall on 

the left side (low professional). It is also worth noting that all of the Social Negatives are 

perceived as being low on professional, consistent with student descriptions of these items as 

“purely recreational” and “non-academic” experiences that are more likely to deter rather than 

advance long-term goals. 

Dimension 3 provides the same utility when positioned against Dimension 1 (Academic). 

Items high on academic and also high on professional include conducting research, publishing 

research, applying for a major fellowship, completing an internship, and being in an honors 

program. Items high on academic but low on professional include building a relationship with a 

faculty mentor, contributing to class discussion, working on a group assignment for class, and 

meeting with an academic advisor. Exemplars recognize all of these activities as part of 

academic life, but some are perceived as more visible and valued by the external world (i.e., 

more likely to show up on a transcript, résumé, or grad school interview).  

 

 

 

 



 

91 
 

Figure 4.2. Moral Exemplar Perceptual Map: Dimensions 2 and 3 

 

Figure 4.2. Moral exemplar perceptions of 57 collegiate experiences along Dimensions 2 and 3. 
The four clusters of Academic Life (purple), Personal Growth (green), Campus Involvement 
(blue), and Social Negatives (red) are now split into two groups. Those on the right side are 
perceived as being high on professional development, while those on the left side are perceived 
as being low on professional development.  
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Matched Comparisons  

As Figure 4.3 depicts, the perceptual map for the matched comparison students is much 

less structured. In fact, the only cluster that remains the same across two groups is the Social 

Negatives (red) cluster. (Here again, though, two matched comparisons objected to the 

incorporation of “having sex with someone I love” in this cluster because that type of intimate 

connection was completely different than hooking up or partying.) Even using HCA as a guide, it 

is impossible to outline clear clusters for the rest of the items. The only cluster that separates 

cleanly is the Social Negatives cluster; the other items cannot be meaningfully partitioned. Items 

to the right (0 to 3) are generally perceived as being less academic (e.g., working on campus, 

forming friendships, interacting with peers from different racial and ethnic backgrounds), and 

items to the left are more academic (e.g., contributing to class discussion, completing an 

internship, being a member of an honors program). However, the local relationships HCA 

suggests exist are not represented on the perceptual map; rather, all of the items are tightly bound 

together.  

Importantly, the personal growth cluster, which was so well-defined on the exemplar map 

dissolves on the matched comparisons map. This lack of differentiation between academic and 

personal growth experiences cannot be explained by a lack of exposure. All of the honors 

programs to which these students belonged required participation in personal growth cluster 

items, and the matched comparisons confirmed in follow-up interviews that they had taken part 

in these activities (e.g., service, learning about different perspectives, discussing controversial 

issues with peers). They also identified the Personal Growth cluster (as organized by moral 

exemplars) as highly important; in fact, three matched comparisons referred to this cluster as the 
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most important one on the map. Yet, student engagement with items in this cluster did not appear 

to extend beyond surface-level exposure and participation.  

There was a mismatch between the importance assigned to this cluster and the level of 

engagement within it. One student spoke of his passion for political issues, yet he had not joined 

any campus organizations devoted to these issues and could only offer stories of how other 

students he knew had taken on advocacy roles. Another student said that if he could go back and 

do college over again, he would spend more time doing the things in the Personal Growth 

cluster. In both cases, the students described being heavily involved in other domains of campus 

life that left them with little time to get more deeply involved in service, leadership, and 

advocacy. Another student described the opposite phenomenon – she joined several 

organizations for short periods of time (often because friends asked her to) and learned about 

issues she identified as important, but she never stayed involved. She had time to participate, but 

chose to do other things. These students recognized the importance of Personal Growth items, 

but did not prioritize these items in their own lives.  
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Figure 4.3. Perceptual Map of Matched Comparisons: Dimensions 1 and 2 

 

Figure 3. Matched comparison perceptions of 57 collegiate experiences. Items roughly separate 
into academic and non-academic, but matched comparisons do not differentiate among personal 
growth and campus involvement items. The only cluster that remains clear is the Social 
Negatives cluster.  
 

Dimension 3 (Professional) helps add differentiation to the matched comparison map and 

reveals a small cluster of high academic/high professional items (e.g., internships, fellowships, 

study abroad), which is similar to the moral exemplar map. However, a few academic items 

exemplars felt also contributed to professional development (e.g., choosing a major, attending 

educational lectures, giving presentations in class) did not appear in the matched comparison 
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map. This may be due to differences in the ways exemplars and matched comparisons discussed 

the professional dimension. Matched comparisons spoke at length about career goals, but they 

approached these goals with a checklist mentality – carefully checking off things that they felt 

they were supposed to do in order to achieve their goals.  

Indeed, many of the personal growth experiences that moral exemplars described as 

transformative were understood by matched comparisons only in relation to career goals, thus 

indicating the salience of the Professional dimension. For example, one matched comparison 

described campus diversity as being important “because in the future I’ll be working with 

different types of people, and I’ll be more prepared to deal with them.” She also described her 

service learning experiences as important and “career-focused.” Her desire to serve was sincere, 

but the professional dimension seemed to shape her understanding of what could be learned from 

that service experience. Another matched comparison student said that he got involved with 

service because doing so was important for pre-med applications. Multiple academic advisors 

explained to him during his freshman year that medical schools expect to see service on résumés. 

One matched comparison expressed some concern about this mentality, though. After describing 

several experiences as career goal oriented, he said he worried about being too “zeroed in on my 

goals so that everything else is just considered a distraction.” For matched comparison students, 

the professional dimension shaped engagement in other collegiate experiences and personal 

development in response to those experiences.  
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Interviews 

RQ4: How do moral exemplars and matched comparisons utilize these perceptions to inform 

their engagement and development within the university setting? 

 The follow-up interviews played a key role in interpreting the dimensions and clusters of 

the perceptual maps, as indicated in the previous section. Interviews were transcribed, entered 

into NVivo, and coded thematically using a constant comparative approach. Nomination criteria 

served as starting points for thematic coding (e.g., diverse friendships, empathy and concern for 

others, perspective taking, positively impacting the lives of others). In addition, other themes 

emerged from the interviews including professional development and career goals, campus 

involvement, social or personal choices, and mentoring. These new themes across both groups 

developed in response to discussion of the perceptual maps and the experiences captured by each 

of the clusters.  

Within the moral exemplar group, the most significant themes were diverse perspectives 

(diverse friendships and broadened horizons), personal development, and moral action. For 

matched comparisons, campus involvement and career goals emerged as important themes, but 

there was a high amount of variability in responses that made thematic coding difficult for this 

group. In keeping with the lack of differentiation in the perceptual maps, matched comparison 

responses often seemed disorganized or contradictory. In these cases, existing literature guided 

coding (e.g., identifying the personal growth cluster as highly important but not becoming 

personally involved with that cluster was coded as “judgment-action gap”).  

While the perceptual maps depicted clear differences in the ways moral exemplars and 

comparison peers perceived collegiate experiences, the interviews offered insight into the 

prioritization of these experiences and how students utilize cognitive perceptions to engage and 
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develop within the university setting. The primary purpose of the interviews was to interpret the 

perceptual maps, but the secondary purpose was to probe the relationship between cognitive 

perceptions and moral development. Returning to the conceptual framework, the FCM describes 

morality as a cognitive developmental process involving four components – moral sensitivity, 

moral reasoning, moral motivation, and moral character. Thus, the interviews were analyzed in 

relation to the conceptual framework, examining whether the between-group differences seen in 

the cognitive perceptions was related to development in other components.  

Moral sensitivity 

One aspect of moral action involves recognizing, cognitively attending to, and caring 

about moral issues. This component has both cognitive (perspective-taking) and affective 

(empathy) elements that are interrelated – being able to cognitively imagine other people’s points 

of view can spark feelings of empathy, which can then prompt a greater desire to understand 

other perspectives (Konrath et al., 2011; Rest, 1986). While matched comparisons did not 

discuss anything like empathy, moral exemplars touched on the feelings of empathy while 

sharing stories about their advocacy work or professional goals. In particular, they focused on the 

outcome of their empathy – a sense of moral responsibility to take action on a particular issue. 

When asked how he became passionate about comprehensive sexual health education, an 

exemplar spoke of feeling impacted by a testimonial from a speaker living with HIV/AIDS. He 

later reflected on how many of the people in his community were impacted by teen pregnancy 

and sexually-transmitted diseases and said, “I just thought that this was a cause I wanted to 

advocate for and make a difference for in the community, especially among adolescents.” 

Another moral exemplar described wanting to return to the high-poverty inner-city environment 
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he grew up in. He felt fortunate to have had the opportunity to pursue his dreams and said he 

planned to return as a healthcare provider to help other children realize their full potential.  

Across both sets of interviews, moral exemplars and matched comparisons discussed the 

role college played in exposing them to diverse perspectives. For moral exemplars, encountering 

diverse perspectives led not only to deeper understanding of other points of view but also to 

personal transformation. By contrast, matched comparisons appeared to keep diverse 

perspectives at arm’s length – understanding but not incorporating. One exemplar, Rebecca, 

spoke of her first trip out of the country to the Middle East. She described being extremely 

nervous and having no idea what was going on, so “I had to put my trust in people really 

quickly… even though I was with people who believed radically different things.” Rebecca 

equated the conversations she had in the UAE with conversations she had about controversial 

topics outside of class in the US. In both cases, she said you have to “go out on a limb” and be 

willing to hear other people’s perspectives, even if they are different from your own. Rebecca 

went on to study and serve in Latin America and North Africa, and each time she returned home 

to her small town, she encountered negativity. In those situations, she described having to defend 

other people’s perspectives, as nicely as she could, to family and friends who did not understand: 

“I tried to give them examples… If I had to list the five nicest people I know on one hand, they 

would all be Arab… There’s just a lot of misconceptions, and so I’ve had a lot of experience 

trying to explain controversial things to family members.”  

While Rebecca found herself advocating for others’ perspectives, a matched comparison 

focused on the importance of articulating his perspective in diverse groups. Dave identified 

interacting with peers from different racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds as highly 

important to his collegiate experience and argued that every college student should be “exposed” 



 

99 
 

to different perspectives so that “the next time you see it, you’ll have a much better take on it, a 

better reaction to it.” He also felt it was important to build a greater appreciation and 

understanding for other cultures, but he understood this importance in relation to building his 

own views on issues. “I think it’s important from an American standpoint that you hold certain 

beliefs that are your own and that you don’t cave in.” Thus, while both students seemed to 

genuinely want to learn about other perspectives and appreciated the rich diversity at their 

institution, the end result was different. For the exemplar, the heightened awareness of other 

perspectives became internalized and transformed her worldview; for the matched comparison, 

other perspectives remained externalized, almost as if they were objects to understand his 

perspectives in relation to.  

Moral Motivation 

Even when individuals are sensitive to moral concerns and understand cognitively the 

right thing to do, they do not always act accordingly. Blasi (1980) referred to this dissonance as 

the “judgment-action gap,” and the FCM posits moral motivation as a key factor in 

understanding this gap. Simply put, moral motivation is the priority an individual assigns to 

doing the right thing even in the face of competing motivations. Both exemplars and matched 

comparisons discussed the impact of these competing motivations, particularly in relation to 

professional school aims. Terrell (exemplar) and Evan (matched comparison) both had the same 

ultimate goal of gaining admission into a top-notch medical school, and they both identified the 

Personal Growth cluster as being highly important. However, Terrell made time to participate in 

personal growth activities like advocacy, leadership, and diversity whereas Evan did not.  

Evan said he had devoted most of his spare time to activities in the Academic Life cluster 

because “you have to put a lot of time into being a successful med school applicant, so I’ve had 
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to prioritize that a lot.” He also described spending a significant amount of his time doing things 

in the Campus Involvement cluster. Evan spoke repeatedly about transitioning into adulthood 

and classified activities as either things you do in college or things that are important to your 

future as an adult. He acknowledged spending most of his time doing the things that he perceived 

as college-specific and not getting involved with the Personal Growth cluster even though he 

described it as “things that might apply to the rest of your life.” He admitted that he did not 

make time for items in this cluster, but if he could go back and do college again, he might want 

to get more involved in those activities.  

By contrast, Terrell (an exemplar) came to college with the same end goal but quickly got 

involved in a social advocacy campaign. An older peer invited him to hear a speaker talk about 

HIV/AIDS, and he was moved by the talk and later thought about how it related to his own 

background growing up in an abstinence-only state where many of his friends experienced teen 

pregnancy or contracted sexually-transmitted diseases. He decided to carve out substantial 

amounts of time to lead an on-campus organization and to advocate for comprehensive sexual 

health education in an effort to make a real difference in the community. When asked what 

surprised him about college, Terrell reflected, “I didn’t expect a lot of the personal development 

stuff. That came as a surprise to me. What I learned about myself through working with the 

[organization] and advocating for a cause and talking to people about why this matters… I 

didn’t expect that in college. I expected to come to college, make straight A’s, and go to medical 

school. And now I know that’s clearly not what life is about.”  

Moral identity research suggests that the extent to which one believes being a moral 

person is central to his identity serves as a motivational factor in prioritizing prosocial behavior 

(Hardy, 2006). When asked what it means to be a moral person, Terrell responded, “It means 
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you have to have a good heart. You have to have the best intentions… You just want the best for 

yourself and for everybody around you. I treat people the way I would want to be treated, you 

know, like the Golden Rule. So, I feel that as long as I can keep that up, my morals should align 

[with] my goals.” Evan also responded to the same question with an emphasis on having good 

intentions: “I think your intentions are important…I’ve always thought that, in general, as long 

as someone is putting forth effort, that’s the key. There are times when success is important, but 

the effort is really important.” The difference between Terrell and Evan’s responses appears to 

be whether good intentions are internalized as a personal motivator that prompts action 

consistent with personal moral beliefs.  

Moral Character 

Moral character describes an individual’s willingness to persist in acting morally, even 

when encountering setbacks or resistance and despite distractions (Bebeau, 2002; Rest, 1986). 

This component is characterized by efforts to help others, correct injustices, accomplish moral 

goals, and solve problems even when these efforts are difficult or cause personal risk (Narvaez, 

2009). The thematic code used for this component was moral action, and it came up repeatedly in 

moral exemplar interviews. One exemplar described volunteering in rural health clinics – both as 

a consistent commitment during the school year and on a summer service trip to Africa. As 

previously mentioned, Terrell became a student leader and advocate for comprehensive sexual 

health education. Another exemplar revitalized a dormant student sustainability organization, 

volunteered for the state environmental council on a solar mapping project, and aligned her 

senior thesis with a citywide effort to reduce the number of food deserts.  

These exemplary actions came at personal cost. The sustainability activist said that 

serving on these initiatives challenged her to think about what was really important to her 
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because “there’s no service without sacrifice, in some form or another.” Rebecca, mentioned in 

the previous section for her love of diversity, founded a student organization with the intent of 

taking this student group on a medical mission trip to a Latin American country. Early in the 

endeavor, interpersonal conflicts among the leadership team nearly tore the organization apart. 

She also described being personally anxious, “I was so nervous, so stressed no one would 

come,” and referred to this as the most stressful semester of her collegiate experience. Two 

things helped her persist – emotional support from friends and her sense of commitment to others 

and to the cause. When asked why she kept going, she said, “There were a lot of reasons. I had 

already started it, and people were interested…and all of these people were relying on me. If I 

had not done it, it would have been horrible. I also talked to one of my friends [who led another 

chapter of the organization]. I said, ‘Why did I do this? This is horrible!’ But, she kept 

reminding me, ‘It’s worth it. Keep going. You’ll be so thankful you did. And the people you serve 

will be so glad you did.’ And that just kept me motivated.” Though she almost backed out at 

numerous points from taking action on an issue that was important to her, social support and a 

sense of responsibility to the community helped her forge ahead.  

 It is important to note that none of the exemplars interviewed entered college with plans 

to take moral action on social issues. They all described being pulled into these endeavors – 

either a friend introduced them to the issue or they learned about an injustice in a class or 

attended a talk on campus that sparked their interest. Another exemplar, who founded an 

organization devoted to raising awareness of international political refugees and became a vocal 

advocate for HIV/AIDS at the institutional and state level, described college as promoting the 

activist within her, challenging her to think about things that she didn’t think about during high 

school. When discussing a recent course on human rights, she said, “My mind is blown, every 
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time. I just think, oh my goodness, what do you do in this world? What is the solution?” For her, 

the solution was to join the US Peace Corps, despite all her reservations about being away from 

her family and friends for such a long period of time. At every turn, these students were taking 

action, even when it would have been easier not to do so. This theme did not emerge in the 

matched comparison interviews, except one young woman saying that she wanted to serve 

people in her future career. The action that characterized the exemplar interviews was not part of 

the experience of matched comparison students.  

Additional Observations 

One interesting thing to note is that that moral exemplars and matched comparisons 

differed in their behavioral responses to the study. All students received the same invitation to 

participate in the study, and none of the invitations referenced a nomination process or used the 

word “moral.” However, moral exemplars quickly volunteered their time. More than 75% of the 

moral exemplar data was obtained in the first two weeks after the invitation to participate went 

out, but it took more than three months to collect the same amount of data for matched 

comparison students. Several of the moral exemplars followed-up from time to time to see if the 

study needed more participants, and several even took the initiative to text and email their friends 

and encourage them to participate. Though helpfulness was not one of the nomination criteria, 

there was a noticeable difference in the frequency of helpful behavior from moral exemplars.  

Summary 

 Analysis of the free sort data using multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster 

analysis identified three dimensions (i.e., academic, personal development, and professional) and 

four primary clusters (i.e., Academic Life, Social Negatives, Campus Involvement, and Personal 

Growth) important to understanding how moral exemplars perceived and prioritized collegiate 
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experiences. However, this same level of differentiation and organization was not obtained 

during analysis of the matched comparison free sort data and subsequent perceptual maps. 

Follow-up interviews with a subset of moral exemplars and matched comparisons revealed 

differences in the ways these students engaged with and learned from experiences in each 

cluster. Using the conceptual framework as a guide, interviews revealed differences in moral 

functioning including moral sensitivity, moral motivation, and moral character.  

Conclusion 

 This study found significant differences in the ways moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons perceived and prioritized experiences found within the collegiate environment. In 

particular, moral exemplars distinguished among academic, campus involvement, and personal 

growth experiences, and this same degree of differentiation did not appear in the matched 

comparison map. However, these differences cannot be explained well using personality and 

moral reasoning ability. Indeed, there were no significant between-group differences on the Big 

Five personality measure or the Defining Issues Test-2, which assessed moral reasoning ability. 

The final chapter discusses these results in light of existing literature on moral development, 

considers possible explanations for the between-group differences observed during this study, 

and identifies possible future directions for research in light of these findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between exemplary moral 

functioning and perceptions of the collegiate environment. Previous research on college student 

moral development has focused primarily on normative patterns of moral reasoning development 

and sought to better understand how individual differences, educational interventions, and 

institutional characteristics are related to moral reasoning gains. This study sought to extend our 

current understanding of college student moral development by examining the relationship 

between moral functioning and cognitive perceptions of the collegiate environment, paying 

particular attention to how perceptions shape engagement and development. Using the 

established moral exemplar research design, this study examined whether between-group 

differences existed in the way college student moral exemplars and their comparison peers 

perceived and prioritized experiences in the collegiate environment. In addition, the study 

questioned whether any between-group differences could be explained in terms of personality 

and moral reasoning ability.  

Findings from this study indicate that moral exemplars and comparison peers form 

significantly different cognitive perceptions of collegiate life. However, these differences cannot 

be explained by personality or moral reasoning ability. This chapter interprets the findings and 

considers how these findings augment the existing knowledge base. The chapter also addresses 
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limitations to this study and suggests directions for future research. Finally, the chapter makes 

recommendations for practitioners in light of the results of this study.  

Personality 

RQ1: To what extent can any differences between moral exemplars and matched comparisons be 

explained by differences in basic personality factors? 

Though the study found between-group differences in cognitive perceptions of the 

collegiate environment, these differences could not be explained by Big Five personality. This 

finding is important for three reasons. First, non-significant differences in personality speak to 

the integrity of the moral exemplar nomination process. Honors faculty and staff did not simply 

nominate students who were more extroverted or agreeable than other students. Second, the 

cross-sectional comparison of first-year and upperclassmen students suggests similar variability 

in personality at college entry. Since first-year students have similar personality diversity 

compared to upperclassmen students, whatever is happening to set apart moral exemplars from 

their peers does not appear to be explained by personality alone. Finally, previous research on 

moral personality suggests conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness are related to 

exemplary moral functioning (McAdams, 2009; Walker, 1999). However, this study did not 

replicate those findings; in fact, mean scores for agreeableness and openness were actually 

slightly higher for matched comparisons, though these differences were not significant. Thus, the 

between-group differences in cognitive perceptions observed in this study are not explained well 

using basic Big Five personality factors.  
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Moral Reasoning 

RQ2: Do college student moral exemplars differ from comparison peers in their moral reasoning 

ability? To what extent can any differences in perceptions of the collegiate environment be 

explained by differences in moral reasoning ability? 

Decades of research identify moral reasoning as a key component of moral development 

and link advanced reasoning ability with prosocial behavior and moral actions (Rest, et al. 1999; 

Thoma, 2002). Moral reasoning is conceptually understood as one of four components of moral 

functioning, and it is the synergistic interaction among moral reasoning, moral sensitivity, moral 

motivation, and moral character that results in moral action (Rest, 1986). In this study, both 

moral exemplars and matched comparisons demonstrated advanced moral reasoning ability, with 

average P-scores and N2 scores higher than national norms for undergraduates and graduate 

students. Thus, there were no significant between-group differences in moral reasoning, and both 

groups indicated a strong preference for postconventional thinking. There was a general pattern 

suggesting that morality was more central to thinking for moral exemplars, as evidenced by 

slightly higher N2 scores, higher CONSTRAN, and lower numbers of cannot decide. However, 

none of the differences between groups on standard DIT-2 variables (e.g., P-score, N2 score, 

HUMLIB, Cancer10, U-score) were statistically significant. In other words, both groups had the 

advantage of strong moral reasoning skills, and so moral reasoning ability alone cannot explain 

the between-group differences in cognitive perceptions.  

Previous research reports correlations between cognitive ability and moral reasoning 

ability, which is consistent with the view that the DIT-2 is a cognitive moral development 

measure (Rest, et al., 1999). High school GPA and ACT/SAT scores are commonly used in 

higher education research as indicators of cognitive ability, and honors admission is based, in 
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large part, on one or both of these factors. This selection effect likely contributes to the high 

scores overall on the DIT-2. However, research shows that the DIT-2 is related to other cognitive 

measures but it is not redundant; DIT scores capture a form of reasoning that cannot be explained 

by general cognitive ability alone (Thoma, 2002). In this study, high general cognitive ability 

was a control across both groups that may help explain the high moral reasoning scores, but 

similarities in cognitive ability and moral reasoning do not explain between-group differences in 

cognitive perceptions.  

Perceptions of the Collegiate Environment 

RQ3: Are there differences in the way moral exemplars and comparison peers perceive and 

prioritize curricular, co-curricular, interpersonal, and pre-professional experiences found within 

the collegiate environment? 

This study revealed substantive differences in the ways moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons perceived the collegiate environment and prioritized experiences within it. 

Perceptual maps for moral exemplars differentiated between academic life, non-academic social 

negatives, campus involvement, and personal growth experience. However, this same degree of 

differentiation was not apparent on the perceptual maps for matched comparisons. Most 

significantly, matched comparisons did not distinguish between academic, campus involvement, 

and personal growth experiences. They recognized social negatives like experimenting with 

drugs or alcohol as different, but all of the other experiences were assigned equivalent degrees of 

similarity and importance. Follow-up interviews with participants from each group identified a 

few key findings that merit further discussion.  
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Academic Requirements Necessary but Not Sufficient for Growth  

For moral exemplars, there were two clear divisions of academic life – things that all 

students are required to do (e.g., choosing a major, studying, academic advising) and things that 

ideal students choose to do even when they are not required. These experiences take students 

“above and beyond” the minimum to get a degree. In the words of one exemplar, “You have no 

obligation to ever have to see any of your professors outside of class, and mentoring younger 

students is the same way. These are choices you make.” Thus, exemplars picked up on the role of 

personal choice in seeking out academic enrichment (e.g., conducting research, applying for 

major fellowships, building a relationship with a faculty mentor). Hierarchical cluster analysis of 

matched comparison responses revealed a small cluster of standard academic items but it did not 

include these enrichment experiences, and this cluster was not discernible on the 

multidimensional perceptual map. It appears that matched comparisons include only the standard 

items and not the enrichment items into their understanding of academic life. When shown the 

exemplar map, one matched comparison described the standard requirements as things structured 

by the university, while the other enrichment experiences were left for students to figure out on 

their own. The lack of differentiation on the matched comparison perceptual map suggests that 

these students had difficulty understanding how these enrichment experiences bolster academic 

success. 

Several of the experiences identified as “above and beyond” enrichment also appear on 

the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) as high-impact practices, including 

conducting research, engaging in discussions with faculty outside of class, and discussing career 

goals with faculty (NSSE, 2014). In national samples, approximately 35-45% of college students 

report having these types of faculty-student interactions and 29% of undergraduate seniors at 
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very high research activity institutions (like the one in this study) conduct research with faculty. 

While some of these high-impact practices are required of all honors students at this institution, 

others are not. Students have to decide whether to place priority on those items. For matched 

comparisons, these enrichment items were intermingled with all the other campus involvement 

and interpersonal experiences, but exemplars picked up on the role these experiences play in 

academic success.  

One possible explanation for these differences is that moral exemplars have other 

developmental advantages – cognitive or socioemotional – that make them more likely to learn 

from the informal curriculum. It appears that matched comparison students rely on the university 

to signal what is important by making it required. In the absence of a clear signal, these students 

have difficulty determining what to prioritize. They rely on the formal curriculum to tell them, 

and they miss out on insights from the informal curriculum of social relationships with peers, 

faculty, and staff and involvement in non-required university activities. Exemplars may be more 

sensitive to knowledge gained through this informal curriculum. In other words, they may be 

more adept at integrating multiple streams of information – both the type gained in the classroom 

and the type acquired outside of it – to figure out how the system works.  

They may also have more advanced social skills that help them make friends quickly and 

build the types of meaningful connections with those friends that facilitate greater understanding 

of collegiate life. For example, one of the exemplars talked about transferring into the university 

and immediately connecting with two older honors students who “just took me under their 

wings… telling me what classes to take and how to get involved, getting me into a research lab… 

they made my honors experience.” It may be that exemplars attract the attention of others, not 

because they are more likely to be extroverted or agreeable, but because they have socioemotioal 
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abilities or characteristic adaptations of personality traits that make them stand out and draw 

others to them. As described in Chapter 2, characteristic adaptations are the unique ways 

individuals express their basic personality traits through varying motivational, socio-emotional, 

and cognitive adaptations. These characteristic adaptations may make exemplars better able to 

capitalize on knowledge gained through interpersonal relationships in a way that facilitates their 

understanding of the importance of enrichment activities. They begin to pick up on the fact that 

although the university does not require these activities, they are actually just as important, if not 

more important, to academic success and intellectual development than many of the standard 

requirements.  

Partying Relegated to the Periphery  

Neither moral exemplars nor matched comparisons expressed much interest in the party 

scene of hooking up, drinking, and doing drugs. This finding runs counter to popular concern 

over partying among college students. Smith (2011) paints a disturbing picture of emerging 

adults lost in transition, using survey data of young adults ages 18-23 to sound the alarm about 

drug and alcohol use and sexual activity in this population. Among his more disturbing statistics 

are 47% of young adults binge drinking, 20% using illicit drugs, and 73% having sex outside of 

marriage (typically with multiple partners) (Smith, 2011). On his view, these are important 

queues of a “dark side” that is consuming emerging adults. In a similar fashion, Armstrong and 

Hamilton (2013) emphasize the dangers of being distracted by the party subculture on college 

campuses. The findings from their study stress that students from working class or middle-

income families are more vulnerable to the party subculture, which results in decreased academic 

success and lower retention and graduation rates. Of particular interest to public health 

researchers is alcohol abuse among college students who become involved with this subculture 
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and the consequences of this abuse, namely death, injury, assault, and sexual abuse (NIAAA, 

2015). These are the stories that make national news each week – out of control college parties, 

binge drinking, assault, and the like. 

However, this study calls into question the red alert over college student partying, or, at 

the very least, reminds us that not all students are swept up in these behaviors. Across both 

groups, students were fairly ambivalent about items in this cluster. Granted, this population was 

comprised of honors students who would be expected to have higher levels of self-regulation that 

allow them to persist in accomplishing long-term goals by resisting distractions. Yet, when asked 

in interviews to discuss the prevalence of these behaviors inside and outside of the honors 

communities, students described the items in this cluster as present and readily available. All of 

these students had experience with at least a few of the items in the cluster, but they did not view 

these experiences as essential to college. One matched comparison described all of these 

activities as “just background noise.” At least within this sample, based on the free sort 

descriptions and the interviews, students recognized these behaviors as optional recreational 

activities that were potentially negative or distracting and thus not worth much mental energy or 

time. Indeed, one exemplar described these activities as the “stereotypical way the media 

portrays college.” However, these stereotypes did not prove to be particularly grounded in the 

reality of daily collegiate life from the perspectives of these students.  

Exemplars Identify and Prioritize Personal Growth Opportunities  

The most significant difference in the perceptual maps of moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons is the general lack of definition in the matched comparison map. Whereas moral 

exemplars clearly distinguished between academic, campus involvement, and personal growth 

experiences, matched comparisons did not delineate the collegiate environment this way. When 
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viewed using Dimension 1 and 2, all of the items on the matched comparison map, except for 

Social Negatives, hang together tightly. Applying HCA to look for localized patterns offers little 

advantage. HCA points to a general clustering of academic items (as mentioned above), but that 

same cluster cannot be meaningfully partitioned on the multidimensional representation. Where 

this lack of differentiation is perhaps most troubling, though, is in the Personal Growth cluster.  

 For moral exemplars, this cluster of diverse perspectives, advocacy, leadership, service, 

and civic life largely defines Dimension 2. Though many of the personal growth items appear on 

Dimension 2 of the matched comparison map, HCA points to the difficulty in distinguishing 

these items from the academic and campus involvement items. What is particularly interesting 

about this difference is that, when shown the moral exemplar map, all five matched comparison 

interview participants identified this cluster as personally important. However, there appeared to 

be a judgment-action gap with regard to this cluster. Even though matched comparisons 

identified the cluster as important, they described only surface-level or limited engagement 

within it.  

This finding calls to mind the judgment-action gap that Blasi (1980) identified and 

devoted his career to explaining. For Blasi and other moral identity theorists who followed him, 

moral identity was the key to explaining this gap between recognition and action. Moral identity 

involves not just recognizing moral virtues as important but also considering them central to 

self-conception (Hardy, 2006). In this way, what is important becomes integrated into the self-

system rather than remaining externalized. This study points to a less developed moral identity in 

the matched comparisons group and a corresponding lack of moral motivation. As one matched 

comparison described it, the Personal Growth cluster items are important to who he plans to be 

in the future as an adult. By relegating the moral self to the future, rather than centralizing the 
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moral in the present, students lack the motivation to follow-through on activities that promote 

moral growth. Instead, these activities are reserved for the future or de-emphasized in the present 

compared to other commitments. Findings from this study suggest that additional research is 

needed on other factors (e.g., moral identity, moral motivation) that are important to college 

student moral development, rather than focusing solely on moral judgment as has been the 

dominant mode of inquiry.     

Student Engagement and Moral Development 

RQ4: How do moral exemplars and matched comparisons utilize these perceptions to inform 

their engagement and development within the university setting? 

 Importantly, between group differences in perceptions of the collegiate environment 

impacted engagement and development within the university setting. These differences in 

perceptions shaped whether students considered activities important enough to commit their time 

and what they learned in response to these activities. Existing literature on college student 

development stresses the importance of engagement in collegiate life and particularly with 

respect to high-impact learning practices (such as those in the personal growth cluster), which 

are associated with better academic outcomes, retention, and graduation rates, as well as a 

variety of cognitive and socioemotional gains (Astin, 1999; NSSE, 2014; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005). This study affirms the importance of engagement with these high-impact experiences. 

However, it also also highlights the key role student priorities and perceptions of collegiate life 

impact personal, and in this case moral, development in response to these experiences.  

Professional Goals 

For matched comparisons, Dimension 3 (Professional) provided the most utility in 

understanding their overall perception of the collegiate environment. While Dimensions 1 and 2 
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painted a jumbled picture of crisscrossing clusters, Dimension 3 cleanly divided the items into 

ones that were important for résumés and interviews and those that were not as instrumental in 

accomplishing professional goals. As mentioned in the previous chapter, matched comparisons 

frequently described the collegiate environment in a utilitarian manner – either experiences help 

you get ahead and accomplish your career goals or they are distractions. Experiences exemplars 

described as personal growth, such as service or learning about diverse perspectives, were 

understood by matched comparisons as important for graduate school admission and professional 

development.  

Previous research describes moral motivation as prioritizing the moral even in the face of 

competing priorities (Rest, 1984), and moral exemplars did this. They devoted significant time, 

effort, and attention to moral action and social justice advocacy, while balancing academic 

requirements and campus involvement. However, for matched comparisons, the professional 

dimension took priority and guided action. Though matched comparisons identified personal 

growth items as important, they did not describe personal, meaningful involvement with items in 

this cluster. Instead, they devoted time and energy to résumé building and academic success, 

skimming the surface of involvement with items in this cluster. This lack of deep engagement 

was expressed most clearly by a matched comparison who prioritized getting into medical school 

over sustained involvement with personal growth items, participating in them only when 

convenient or to serve the purpose of building his résumé. Another young woman described 

encountering diversity and service as important but career-focused; she saw these activities as 

preparing her to be a more competent professional, rather than opportunities for personal growth. 

Thus, it appears that prioritizing the professional dimension too strongly may crowd out 

meaningful engagement and development in high-impact educational practices.  
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Moral Understanding 

Moral exemplar interviews highlighted the importance of the personal growth dimension; 

being able to distinguish the personal growth dimension contributed significantly to exemplars’ 

development of moral ideals and conceptions of what it means to be a moral person. Across all 

interviews, participants responded to two questions about morality: 1) What do you think it 

means to be a moral person? 2) Have any experiences in college been particularly important to 

your development as a moral person? For matched comparisons, these answers were 

disorganized and disjointed. Either the idea of what it meant to be a moral person was shaped by 

professional concerns (e.g., it means you shouldn’t fake data in the lab, you shouldn’t make other 

people in your lab do all the work) or the experience described as important did not align with 

the definition provided for what it meant to be a moral person.  

However, moral exemplars all pointed to the personal growth cluster as key to their moral 

development. Exemplars described being a moral person as following the Golden Rule, 

respecting others, and wanting the good life not only for themselves but also for others. Studying 

abroad and forming cross-cultural friendships contributed to this sense of morality. Through 

these experiences, exemplars described an increasing awareness that other people held different 

beliefs and values, and yet everyone deserved to be treated with dignity and respect. Another key 

factor in understanding what it means to be a moral person stemmed from getting involved in 

moral initiatives – joining a student advocacy group, sacrificing time and energy for service 

work. These activities were challenging – intellectually and emotionally – and they helped 

clarify what exemplars believed was really important to being a good person.  
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Summary 

 This study examined the relationship between moral functioning and cognitive 

perceptions of the collegiate environment. Using the moral exemplar research design, the study 

questioned whether there were between-group differences in the ways students perceived and 

prioritized experiences within the collegiate environment and to what extent any differences 

could be explained by basic personality or moral reasoning ability. In addition, the study 

explored how differences in cognitive perceptions influence engagement and development within 

the collegiate environment. The findings point to clear differences in the perceptions of moral 

exemplars and matched comparisons. Notably, moral exemplars differentiated among academic, 

recreational, and campus involvement activities and prioritized a collection of personal growth 

experiences centering on diverse perspectives, advocacy, and service. This same level of 

differentiation was not observed in matched comparison perceptual maps. Subsequent interviews 

with matched comparisons revealed similar disorganization and lack of conceptual clarity in their 

understanding of what it means to be a moral person and which collegiate experiences help 

develop this capacity.  

These differences between moral exemplars and matched comparisons cannot be 

explained by basic personality or moral reasoning ability, so what accounts for them? Several 

possible explanations emerged from the interviews that need to be investigated further. For 

starters, there may be other aspects of personality that differentiate between moral exemplars and 

matched comparisons – not core differences on the Big Five but rather differences in 

characteristic adaptations (i.e., the unique ways in which individuals express their personality 

through strivings, self-conceptions, etc.) that prompt deeper engagement and development within 

the collegiate environment (McAdams & Pals, 2006). In addition, exemplars may have other 
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cognitive or socioemotional advantages that make them more likely to learn from the informal 

curriculum, which helps them read between the lines and understand that there are many non-

required experiences that contribute to personal growth and development. Moral identity may 

also help explain what motivates moral exemplars to become deeply immersed with personal 

growth experiences (e.g., advocating for a social cause, interacting with diverse peers, serving in 

the community) even in the face of competing priorities. Finally, in keeping with the Four 

Component Model, any single component cannot fully explain exemplarity – it is the synergistic 

interaction of moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral motivation, and moral character that 

characterizes exemplary moral functioning. This is what makes moral exemplars stand out – the 

way in which these components mutually reinforce each other and produce moral action. 

Limitations 

 One limitation that is readily apparent is the small sample size of both the moral 

exemplar and the matched comparison participants groups, and in particular, the mismatch in 

participant numbers between groups. Larger sample sizes could have potentially identified 

between-group differences that were not apparent using the current sample of 37 exemplars and 

33 matched comparisons. For example, there appeared to be a general trend of transitional 

thinking in males in the matched comparison group, but it is unclear whether this trend would 

have become statistically significant in a larger sample with more male participants. However, 

the sample size for this study was similar to other moral exemplars studies, which range from 15-

50 participants in each group (Hart & Fegley, 1995; Matsuba & Walker, 2005; Reimer, 2003; 

Walker & Frimer, 2007). While equal sample sizes for each group would have been preferable, 

moral exemplar research does not always incorporate matched comparison groups (Damon & 

Colby, 2015; Colby & Damon, 1992; Walker, 1999). Thus, the overall sample size and unequal 
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number of participants are limitations, but not out of keeping with previous research utilizing the 

moral exemplar research design.  

 Another limitation is that all four components identified as important to moral 

functioning were not assessed directly in this study. The DIT-2 captured moral reasoning ability 

(component two), but the study did not measure moral sensitivity, moral motivation, or moral 

character directly. These components may help explain between group differences in perceptual 

maps and would be of interest to future studies. However, measures of moral sensitivity and 

moral motivation have primarily been studied in the professions (Bebeau, 2002). Thus, 

appropriate measures to assess these components in undergraduate students would need to be 

identified and tested.   

 In addition, the nomination process had certain limitations. Faculty and staff nominated 

approximately one-third of all third and fourth year students to participate in the study based on 

the moral exemplar criteria. This number seems high and may be due to the instructions to 

nominate students who met two or more of the seven criteria; a more restrictive requirement to 

nominate students who met all or a majority of the criteria may have narrowed the nomination 

field. However, it is also possible that the large number of exemplar nominations is explained by 

a selection effect. All honors students were selected for admission based in part on an interview 

with faculty and staff, who may have been more likely to select students at college entry who 

already exhibited some of these characteristics or the potential to develop them. Another 

limitation to the nomination process was that faculty and staff reported only student names for 

nomination and did not provide data on why these students were nominated (i.e., circling the 

criteria satisfied by each nomination), which could have been useful in interpreting the results. 

Within the listing of nominations, 27 students received two or more nominations from faculty 



 

120 
 

and staff, of whom 17 participated in the study. Due to IRB restrictions, it was not possible to 

link student names to survey and free sort responses. Thus, this study cannot account for whether 

students who were nominated by multiple faculty and staff members differed from the larger 

group of nominees (e.g., satisfied more nomination criteria, responded to the surveys or free sort 

differently). It would be interesting to conduct a follow-up study with all 27 students who 

received multiple nominations to probe any possible differences between them and the larger 

group of nominees.  

 Finally, this study included students from a single university and from a single subset of 

the undergraduate population. While there were certain benefits to exploring cognitive 

perceptions in a population with several built-in controls (e.g., shared academic and co-curricular 

opportunities, similar academic profiles), it also limits the generalizability of this study. Both 

moral exemplars and matched comparisons scored very high on the DIT-2, and this pattern may 

not be evident in the larger university population or at other institutions. Moreover, the cognitive 

perceptions of non-honors students or students on other college campuses may differ from the 

findings of this study. Thus, this study is as an exploratory study of how honors students on one 

campus perceived and prioritized experiences found within the collegiate environment.  

Implications for Future Research 

 This study provides evidence that moral functioning is related to cognitive perceptions of 

the collegiate environment; moral exemplars and matched comparisons organize collegiate 

experiences differently and these differences appear to impact their engagement and 

development within the university setting. However, further research is needed to explain the 

contributing factors to these differences in perception, since these differences cannot be 

explained by basic differences in Big Five personality or moral reasoning ability.  
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 Returning to the conceptual framework and the decades of research on moral identity and 

moral personality, exemplary moral functioning is marked by a synergy and integrity in how the 

individual responds to the environment (Blasi, 2013; Rest, 1986). Perhaps the answer to what 

accounts for the differences in perceptual maps observed in this study lies in other components 

of moral functioning not directly assessed in this study, namely moral sensitivity, moral 

motivation, and moral character. On Rest’s view, these three components, in conjunction with 

moral reasoning, interact synergistically to produce moral action. The exemplar interviews 

provide some insight into this synergy. As exemplars gained insight into other perspectives and 

felt empathy in the face of injustice, they were motivated to act and persisted in doing so even 

when it would have been easier to not take action. Indeed, themes of moral sensitivity, moral 

motivation, and moral character were readily apparent in the exemplar interviews. With regard to 

moral sensitivity, exemplar interviews differed from matched comparison interviews in that 

exemplars clearly articulated care and concern for issues impacting other people. Each exemplar 

had taken up a cause in part because they understood something cognitively about how that 

injustice impacted the lives of others and also because they cared about the burden that injustice 

placed on others. There was also a moral centrality to their outlook on life that motivated them to 

prioritize moral concerns above other competing priorities.  

One potentially interesting area to explore would be the role characteristic adaptations 

play in shaping the exemplars’ responses to the environment. McAdams and Pals (2006) describe 

characteristic adaptations as a component of personality that includes “motives, goals, plans, 

strivings, strategies, values, virtues, schemas, self-images, mental representations of others, 

developmental tasks, and many other aspects” (p. 208). These characteristic adaptations account 

for how individuals with similar Big Five traits enact their personality in different ways that lead 
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to different outcomes (McAdams & Pals, 2006). Though there were no significant differences in 

basic personality between exemplars and comparison peers, there was something noticeably 

different about how they were motivated to act in response to collegiate experiences. This 

difference may be better explained by researching their characteristic adaptations. Importantly, 

characteristic adaptations are believed to be more malleable in response to the environment and 

interactions with others (McAdams & Pals, 2006). Unlike basic personality traits that are stable 

over time, characteristic adaptations may be sensitive to moral education efforts.  

Another avenue to explore would be whether other factors – personal or environmental – 

impacted moral character, or the ability to follow through on moral actions. It would be 

interesting to explore whether moral exemplars had familial support or other background 

conditions that made them more likely to be resilient in the face of setbacks or disappointments 

or that contributed to their optimism about making a difference in the world. Reimer, et al. 

(2007) proposed that exemplar adolescents develop positive self-schema through volunteer 

service, which leads them to link personal goals and action in their minds. Thus, it would be 

interesting to explore whether exemplars entered college with positive self-schema and this made 

them more likely to capitalize on opportunities to make a difference. In addition, all of the 

exemplars discussed the important role peers and the informal curriculum played in their 

developing passion for social justice and advocacy, so it would be helpful to conduct additional 

research on the social networks that promote student engagement in social issues. Longitudinal 

research that accounted for pre-college experiences and social supports and then followed 

students throughout college would provide more insight into what makes some students more 

likely to diverge onto an exemplary path.  
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Recommendations for Practitioners 

One important takeaway from this study is that exposing students to high-impact learning 

practices is only a first step towards promoting moral development. Kuh (2008) recommends that 

all students have, at a minimum, exposure to two high-impact experiences during college, and 

the honors environment at this university exceeded that minimum. All students had participated 

in community service or service learning projects and had shared academic experiences, and 

many had been required to participate in undergraduate research. They were also all exposed to 

diverse perspectives through interactions with students from different racial, ethnic, or 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Those enriching features may have contributed to their overall high 

levels of moral reasoning ability, as those educational practices and environmental characteristics 

have been associated with moral reasoning development (King & Mayhew, 2002; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005; Rest & Deemer, 1986). However, exposure is the starting point and engagement 

is the golden standard.  

 Kuh (2008) differentiates between “faint trails” and “purposeful pathways” with 

regarding to high-impact learning practices. Faint trails leave students to make meaning on their 

own of all of the experiences they encounter and provide them with little guidance on how to 

prioritize these experiences. Purposeful pathways offer more directed guidance towards engaging 

in the array of experiences offered through the collegiate environment, many of which are likely 

unfamiliar or challenging to students. Beyond guiding students towards greater engagement in 

high-impact learning practices, purposeful pathways help students reflect on the insights gained 

through this engagement and foster their personal growth in response to engagement. Across 

both sets of interviews, students discussed the role faculty and staff advisors played in helping 

them decide how to spend their time. One matched comparison described being advised to 
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prioritize pre-professional experiences to better position him for competitive professional school 

admission. On the other hand, an exemplar described being challenged by faculty to get involved 

with important issues she never thought about prior to college, and, importantly, felt that these 

faculty supported her and were her “biggest fans.” In her words, “mentoring can make or break 

your college experience.” Thus, faculty and staff can play a key role in creating these purposeful 

pathways for students, which assist students in making meaning of collegiate experiences in a 

way that promotes moral development.  

 From conversations with matched comparisons and based on their perceptual maps, it is 

clear that the professional dimension shapes their understanding of collegiate life. While higher 

education has an important role to play in preparing students for economic participation and thus 

contributing to social mobility, professional concerns need to be balanced with other goals of 

developing “intellectual powers and capacities; ethical and civic preparation; personal growth 

and self-direction” (Schneider, 2008, p. 2). Though there is substantial pressure from federal, 

state, and local governments to improve college completion rates and prepare students for the 

workforce, these economic aims should not crowd out moral and civic development (AAC&U, 

2008; Colby et al., 2003). As one matched comparison explained, all of her collegiate 

involvement had been “career focused.” Other matched comparisons described the personal 

growth cluster as important but relegated the experiences there to some future time because the 

current focus was on preparing for medical and graduate school. These students perceived an 

emphasis in the collegiate environment on future-oriented thinking geared towards gaining 

admission into the best graduate schools or securing the best jobs. Professional motivation is not 

necessarily problematic, but it can become problematic if not balanced by other aims.  It is 

important to note that moral exemplars also spoke of professional goals, but they made room for 
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other developmental opportunities while pursuing those goals, and as Terrell described, they 

figured out college was about more than just getting into medical school. One role that educators 

can play is in helping students interpret collegiate experiences, not discounting professional 

goals but emphasizing other purposes of higher education that may not be as apparent to 

students. In this way, educators can help students prioritize the moral even in the face of 

competing priorities.  

 Finally, there were a few particularly interesting conversations with participants that 

suggested the free sorting method could be explored as an intervention for student development. 

Upon returning the study packet, two African-American males (one an exemplar and the other a 

matched comparison) initiated conversations about their collegiate experiences. They both 

shared similar concerns – that they had missed out some of the things they wanted to do in 

college because they spent so much time working and studying. The senior exemplar felt like he 

had missed his chance entirely, but this activity opened a space for conversations about how he 

could get more out of professional school in the upcoming year. The junior matched comparison 

expressed a strong desire to act, saying, “After sorting all those cards, I just realized that I need 

to get on it. I need to start doing some of the things I really want to do. I keep talking about 

studying away. I want to make it happen. I have no idea how to, but I want to.” Again, this 

interaction opened a space to connect the student with on-campus resources, and he submitted a 

study away application and deposit the next week. Both of these students were first-generation 

college students, and it would be worth exploring whether similar activities with younger first 

generation students would prompt more engagement in a broader array of collegiate experiences. 
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Conclusion 

 This study identified marked differences in the way moral exemplars and matched 

comparisons perceived and prioritized experiences within the collegiate environment. 

Importantly, these differences could not be explained by basic individual differences in 

personality (i.e., exemplarity is not reserved only for certain “types” of people) nor were they 

explained by differences in moral reasoning ability. Rather, moral exemplars were denoted by a 

synergy and integrity in how they constructed meaning of the environment and engaged within 

it. As Rest (1986) observed, “Development precedes most when the person seeks to develop and 

when the situation fosters and supports development” (p. 52). These exemplars capitalized on 

personal growth experiences that helped shape their understanding of what it means to be a 

moral person and governed their own moral action. Though exemplars did not come to college 

intending to be activists and leaders, they stumbled upon issues that sparked their passion and 

concern and triggered their motivation to act. Further research is needed to better understand 

what personal or environmental factors contributed the exemplars’ ability to clearly detect 

personal growth experiences and to grow in response to them. However, it is clear from this 

study that moral exemplars exist in the collegiate population, and they understand the university 

environment differently than matched comparison peers. By exploring further the process by 

which exemplars learn to construct these perceptions, we can potentially gain insight into how to 

help other students recognize and prioritize collegiate experiences in a way that fosters moral 

development.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

FREE SORT ITEMS 

FS1: Advocating for a cause that’s important to me 
FS2: Applying for a major fellowship or scholarship 
FS3: Attending educational lectures on campus 
FS4: Being a member of an honors program 
FS5: Building a relationship with a faculty mentor 
FS6: Choosing a major 
FS7: Completing an internship 
FS8: Conducting research in the lab 
FS9: Contributing to class discussion 
FS10: Deciding how to spend my free time 
FS11: Devoting time to campus organizations 
FS12: Discussing controversial issues in the classroom 
FS14: Drinking alcohol 
FS15: Enrolling in a course on ethics 
FS16: Experimenting with recreational drugs 
FS17: Expressing my views on issues that matter to me 
FS18: Forming friendships on campus 
FS19: Getting involved in the Birmingham community 
FS20: Getting involved with a religious organization or campus ministry 
FS21: Getting to know faculty outside of class 
FS22: Giving a presentation in class 
FS23: Going to off campus night clubs or bars 
FS24: Hanging out in the Honors Space 
FS25: Having sex with someone I love 
FS26: Holding a steady job off-campus 
FS27: Hooking up 
FS28: Identifying peer role models 
FS29: Interacting with peers from different racial or ethnic backgrounds 
FS30: Joining a music ensemble, choir, or band 
FS31: Joining a sorority or fraternity 
FS32: Learning about different worldviews or perspectives 
FS33: Learning to communicate with my roommate 
FS34: Listening to the professor lecture 
FS35: Living in the residence hall 
FS36: Maintaining friendships with people from my hometown 
FS37: Meeting with my academic advisor 
FS38: Mentoring a younger student 
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FS39: Participating in a service learning course 
FS40: Partying on campus 
FS41: Playing on a sports team (NCAA or recreational) 
FS42: Publishing my research 
FS43: Reflecting on what’s important to me 
FS44: Seeking advice from trusted friends or faculty 
FS45: Selecting elective classes 
FS46: Serving in a leadership position on campus 
FS47: Spending time with peers from different socioeconomic backgrounds 
FS48: Studying away in a foreign country 
FS49: Studying in a group 
FS50: Studying on my own 
FS51: Taking courses in my major 
FS52: Talking about controversial issues with peers outside of class 
FS53: Trying to be a good citizen of my university 
FS54: Volunteering in the community 
FS55: Voting in local, state, or national elections 
FS56: Working on a group assignment for class 
FS57: Working on campus 
FS58: Writing for the campus newspaper or literary journal 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

The results of your free sort of collegiate experiences were combined with those from other 

honors students and analyzed using statistical software. The analysis provides a visual 

representation of how similar students like you believed different experiences within the 

collegiate environment were.  

1. Why do you think students like you might have organized the environment in this way?  

2. I have used a statistical procedure called hierarchical cluster analysis to identify some 

groupings of similar items. What term would you use to describe the items in this cluster? 

(A version of this question was repeated across various clusters to facilitate interpretation 

of the perceptual map and clusters.)  

3. How do you think these clusters relate to one another?  

I would now like to ask a few questions about your collegiate experiences.  

1. What types of curricular or co-curricular experiences are you involved in?  

2. Tell me about an experience you’ve had in college that has been particularly meaningful 

to you. What makes that experience so meaningful? 

3. Is there anything you wish you had gotten involved in during college that you just 

haven’t had time or resoruces to do?  

4. What do you think it means to be a moral person? 

5. Have any of the experiences you’ve had in college been particularly important to your 

development as a moral person?  
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