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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the components and dimensions of students’ moral
competencies, focusing on causal, contextual, intervening, and consequential factors.
This qualitative research was conducted using a structured grounded theory approach
within the framework of qualitative content analysis. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 21 experts in education, moral development, and
educational psychology. The data were analyzed in three phases: open coding, axial
coding, and selective coding. Additionally, a meta-synthesis method was applied to
integrate findings from previous theoretical and empirical studies. Trustworthiness
and reliability were ensured through confirmability, transferability, and retesting
strategies. The results revealed that students' moral competence comprises six core
themes: values and attitudes, social skills, educational strategies, teachers’ role, media
literacy, and moral challenge identification. Moreover, four categories of influential
factors—causal, contextual, intervening, and outcomes—were identified. The
findings suggest that moral competence is a multifaceted construct shaped through
the interaction of educational systems, families, media environments, and broader
society. Based on the results, the development of integrated educational policies,
teacher empowerment, parental involvement, and curriculum revision can
significantly enhance students' moral competencies. Furthermore, promoting
experiential learning, media literacy, and institutional alignment is essential for
achieving moral education goals.

Keywords: Moral competence, moral education, qualitative content analysis,
education system, students, causal and contextual factors
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary education systems, the development of students’ moral competencies has gained renewed
attention as societies increasingly recognize the role of moral behavior in academic, social, and civic contexts.
Moral competence is no longer regarded merely as a supplementary component of education but as a
foundational pillar that influences students’ personal identity, interpersonal relationships, decision-making
processes, and societal engagement (Ghasemi & Miri, 2023). Scholars have argued that fostering moral
reasoning and character in school-aged children is essential to equip them with the necessary skills to navigate
a complex and morally ambiguous world (Clair et al., 2023; Liet al., 2023).

The notion of moral competence is multidimensional and includes affective, cognitive, and behavioral
components that interact across educational, familial, technological, and sociocultural domains (Babalola,
2023; Kotluk & Tormey, 2023). Research has consistently emphasized the role of teachers as moral role
models whose behavior, attitudes, and teaching strategies significantly influence students’ moral development
(Karimi Yarani et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2024). Similarly, parental involvement, value systems at home, and
parenting styles are among the earliest sources of moral orientation in students (Kabirian, 2024; Rohim &
Madzaly, 2025). The moral climate of the school, peer interactions, access to moral education, and media
exposure also affect how students internalize and apply moral values (Khaleghi et al., 2023; Zaidy, 2024).
Moreover, the acceleration of digital transformation and the infusion of artificial intelligence into educational
settings have generated both opportunities and risks regarding students’ moral orientations. As highlighted by
recent studies, the unregulated use of Al and digital tools may either facilitate moral awareness or distort
students' perceptions of ethics (Migdadi et al., 2024; Rao, 2025). Thus, scholars call for integrative
approaches that simultaneously address moral content, social environment, psychological attributes, and
institutional policies (Haseli Songhori & Salamti, 2024; Mosallanezhad et al., 2023).

Despite increasing interest in the moral development of students, there remains a need for comprehensive
models that map the causal, contextual, intervening, and outcome-based dimensions of moral competence. The
current study aims to fill this gap by identifying the key components and dimensions of students’ moral
competence using a qualitative content analysis approach. It seeks to contribute to theoretical clarity and
practical interventions for moral development within schools and broader educational policy frameworks
(Mohammadi et al., 2023; Nadhila Septia & Elis, 2024).

Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative design using structured grounded theory within the framework of
qualitative content analysis. The study population consisted of educational experts, teachers, moral education
specialists, and educational psychologists. Participants were selected through theoretical sampling based on
their experience, relevance to the subject matter, and willingness to provide rich insights. Data were collected
through semi-structured in-depth interviews, which were audio-recorded and fully transcribed with informed
consent. Data analysis followed three stages: open coding (to extract initial concepts), axial coding (to group
codes into categories and subcategories), and selective coding (to identify core themes and theoretical
relationships). Additionally, meta-synthesis of relevant literature was conducted to support and enrich the
empirical findings. The trustworthiness of the findings was ensured through strategies such as triangulation,
member checking, audit trail documentation, and confirmability reviews.

Findings

The analysis revealed six core themes constituting the moral competence of students: values and attitudes,
social skills, educational and pedagogical strategies, teachers’ role, media literacy, and moral challenge
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identification. These themes encompassed 59 specific codes, ranging from honesty, social responsibility,
empathy, and lawfulness, to role-modeling, moral storytelling, and behavioral reinforcement.

In addition to identifying the core dimensions of moral competence, the study categorized factors influencing
these competencies into four major groups: causal, contextual, intervening, and outcome-based factors.
Causal factors included the influence of family values, school environment, societal dynamics, individual
traits, and media exposure. Families were found to shape initial moral perceptions through parenting styles,
religious values, and economic status. Schools contributed through curricula, disciplinary policies, teacher
behavior, and opportunities for moral engagement. Society impacted students through peer interactions,
cultural norms, and participation in social services. Individual-level factors included emotional intelligence,
spiritual beliefs, and cognitive styles, while media acted as both a risk and a tool for moral orientation.
Contextual factors provided the environmental and structural conditions surrounding moral behavior. These
included family cohesion, the religious and cultural atmosphere of schools, teaching methods, student
participation in school decisions, and community values. Additionally, public awareness of ethics, intercultural
exchanges, and educational policies shaped the broader context in which students’ moral behaviors developed.
Intervening factors were mediators that could either enhance or hinder moral development. These
encompassed school leadership styles, communication between parents and teachers, media monitoring,
religious role models, government support for moral education, and students’ engagement in extracurricular
moral activities.

Outcome-based factors highlighted the effects of enhanced moral competence. These included increased
academic motivation, improved interpersonal relations, reduced risk behaviors, greater civic participation,
enhanced critical thinking, improved emotional well-being, and the cultivation of responsible citizenship. In
essence, moral competence was shown to have positive implications across educational, social, psychological,
and behavioral domains.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study offer compelling evidence that students’ moral competence is not the result of
isolated educational interventions but emerges from a dynamic interaction of multiple ecological systems. The
six core themes identified in this research represent a comprehensive framework that can be used to understand
and foster moral development in diverse educational settings. Each theme reflects a distinct yet interconnected
dimension of moral growth, where personal values, interpersonal behaviors, instructional strategies, and socio-
technological conditions converge to form a cohesive moral identity.

The categorization of causal, contextual, and intervening factors deepens our understanding of the mechanisms
through which ethics is cultivated or undermined. Families and schools serve as the foundational layers for
moral socialization, while broader societal influences and media ecosystems shape the sustainability and
adaptability of those values. Educational institutions that implement participatory, reflective, and emotionally
engaging pedagogies are more likely to instill lasting moral sensibilities in students.

Furthermore, the study's attention to intervening variables such as teacher modeling, media control, and inter -
institutional collaboration underscores the need for coordinated efforts across stakeholders. Moral
development must not be left to informal or incidental exposure. Rather, it should be systematically embedded
in school culture, curriculum, and communication. This requires empowering educators with professional
ethics training, aligning policies with moral learning goals, and involving parents in moral discussions and
activities.

Perhaps most importantly, the outcomes identified in this research affirm the transformative potential of moral
education. Enhanced moral competence contributes to academic excellence, social cohesion, personal
resilience, and democratic citizenship. It reduces behavioral risks and promotes psychological security in
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schools. These benefits reinforce the importance of integrating moral education into all layers of educational
planning, from classroom instruction to national curriculum frameworks.

In conclusion, this study provides a data-driven and theoretically grounded model for moral competence in
students. It highlights the interdependence of structural, relational, and personal factors and offers practical
insights for educators, policymakers, and researchers. By adopting an integrative and context-sensitive
approach, educational systems can more effectively nurture moral, responsible, and socially engaged future
citizens.
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