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I. THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL FOUNDATIONS 

 

I.1. Introduction and general considerations regarding the research issue 
 
Ethical-moral intelligence represents in this paper a conceptual proposal based on the analysis of 

information and definitions related to ethical intelligence, respectively moral intelligence, concepts 

that have been studied separately until now. The analysed literature covers fields from aesthetics 

to business, from medicine to pedagogy, educational sciences, psychology and philosophy. 

 

I.2. Theoretical foundations of a new intelligence 
 
Following the careful analysis of the specialized literature carried out within this doctoral thesis, 

it appears that there is no author studied so far who considers that moral/ethical intelligence is an 

aberration, that it is not necessary, or that it has no visible result. 

 

I.3. The study of human intelligence 
 

I.3.1. Current debates in the field of intelligence research. From intelligence to intelligences. 
 
The first event that allowed us to investigate the validity of a new intelligence today is the 

pioneering work of Howard Gardner: “he decided to pluralize the word intelligence. Others had 

outlined various human abilities; but the invention of the word intelligences and the delimitation 

of a set of defining criteria were original contributions to the field of psychology” (Gardner et al., 

2018, p. 117) [italics added by the author]. As inspiring and extremely useful as they are, the 

disparity in perceptions, definitions, and assessments of human intelligence is great. 

 

I.3.2. Ethical implications of intelligence research 
 
Many contemporary authors have their reasons for taking different positions on moral concerns, 

and there is a wide range of evidence for this concern, as research on cognitive intelligence brings 

with it a multitude of perspectives related to equity, political correctness, fair testing, and 

educational policies. A general conclusion about the study of intelligences of any kind is that it is 
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not the measurement of intelligence that is wrong, but the way in which it is measured produces 

discriminatory effects. An instrument is almost never bad in itself, but becomes bad or good 

depending on who is using it and the intentions with which it is used. 

 

I.3.3. Theories of cognitive intelligence 
 
The heuristic value of this research lies in determining such effects, by gathering competing 

opinions and inviting authors to provide constructive feedback. In the case of cognitive 

intelligence, because of the fact that the research is unitary and the contexts of the scientific 

dialogue are multiple, we can see that authors do not hide their disapproval of competing theories 

when they are presented. A notable initiative aimed at establishing a consensus for the definition 

of intelligence is exemplified by the work of Gottfredson (1997). Gottfredson's initiative is a model 

for the Delphi method that the author of this thesis proposes to obtain a unified vision among the 

different theorists of moral or ethical intelligence (see study III). 

 

I.3.4. Theory of multiple intelligences 
 
The Theory of Multiple Intelligences has found its applications and widest recognition in the field 

of educational sciences for its approach, closely related to what education is: the effort to uncover 

a certain inclination that someone might have towards something specific and to invest guidance 

so that the person follows the direction of the specific preference. Howard Gardner recognized the 

validity of measuring logical-mathematical and linguistic abilities and recognized these two 

components as the first two intelligences, continuing the line of thought established since Piaget 

(1928) developed his approaches, but he went even further, initially in 1983, adding five other 

intelligences: spatial intelligence, musical intelligence, bodily-kinaesthetic intelligence and the 

first people-oriented intelligences ever known, namely interpersonal intelligence and intrapersonal 

intelligence. 
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I.3.5. Theories of emotional intelligence 
 
In 1990, John Mayer and Peter Salovey, together with David Caruso, defined emotional 

intelligence as a way of using the observation of the expression of emotions in one's environment 

to increase the ability to understand and relate to others: "Emotions refer to the way a person feels 

involved in a relationship. For example, if a person has a good relationship with someone else, that 

individual is happy; if the person feels threatened, he will be afraid. (...) When we refer to 

emotional intelligence, we can say that an individual reasons using emotions or that emotions assist 

his thinking. Therefore, emotional intelligence, as measured by the MSCEIT test, refers to the 

ability to reason, using emotions and emotional cues and the ability of emotions to enrich thinking" 

(Mayer, Salovey and Caruso, MSCEIT - Multi-Health Systems, 2001, p. 2). 

 

I.3.6. Theories of personal intelligence 
 
We can see the influence of intrapersonal intelligence and interpersonal intelligence proposed by 

Gardner on the development of emotional intelligence assessment scales. This intelligence is 

defined by a group of researchers as “the ability to reason about personality – both our own and 

others’ – including motives and emotions, thoughts and knowledge, plans and styles of action, 

awareness and self-control”. (Mayer et al., 2016, p. 7). Scott Barry Kaufman advocates for a 

change in the way we see intelligent behavior, and his approach emphasizes the idea that passion 

and consistent involvement with a field of knowledge can be decisive in the final result obtained 

by someone and in the evaluation of an individual’s performance. Interest and dedication are key 

factors for S.B. Kaufman. 

 

I.3.7. Triarchic theory of human intelligence 
 
Sternberg (1984) raises the issue of assessing various intelligences through tests that are not 

understood by the general public. The author appeals for honesty and transparency and is interested 

in the practical value of intelligence research. He is so dedicated that he proposes a new 

intelligence that is named in accordance with the idea that reason without practice may not bring 

the expected success, so he proposes initially a Triarchic Theory of Human Intelligence (1985) 

and then a Success Intelligence (1997). 
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The components of the subtheory contain the stages of manifestation of practical intelligence as 

follows (Sternberg, 1984, p. 269): 

1. learning how to do things. 

2. planning the things you have to do and how to do them. 

3. actually doing things. 

 

I.3.8. Conceptualizations of spiritual intelligence 
 
Danah Zohar and Ian Marshall (Zohar & Marshall, 2000) not only propose a new type of 

intelligence, but they even build an integrative model for those previously theorized (here we refer 

only to IQ and EQ), shown in figure 4. The positioning of spiritual intelligence is from the 

beginning superior to the others, this coming from the simple association with a much broader 

dimension of humanity and scientifically immeasurable through analytical psychometry: the spirit. 

In the same year, 2000, another theorization of spiritual intelligence appeared, formulated by 

Robert Emmons. The author supports the idea that Gardner's (1996) disagreement with such 

intelligence must be overcome, but not Gardner's criteria for elaborating an intelligence. Emmons' 

theory was further developed and amplified by Wolman (2001) or Vaughan (2002). However, 

David King's contributions are notable. He defines spiritual intelligence together with DeCicco as 

“a set of mental capacities that contribute to the awareness, integration, and adaptive application 

of the non-material and transcendental aspects of one's existence” (King & DeCicco, 2009, p. 69). 

 

I.3.9. Theory of successful intelligence 
 
Essentialized and augmented success intelligence is defined as “one’s ability to set and achieve 

personally meaningful goals in one’s life, taking into account the cultural context. A person with 

success intelligence accomplishes these goals by discovering one’s strengths and weaknesses, then 

capitalizing on the strengths and correcting or compensating for the weaknesses. Strengths and 

weaknesses relate to four types of abilities: creative, analytical, practical, and wisdom-based.” 

(Intelligence, online, 2024). 

 



    7 
 

I.3.10. Adaptive intelligence theory 
 
Although he co-authored an article with Hedlund in 2000 that asks the question “Too many 

intelligences?” (Hedlund & Sternberg, 2000) and states in the preface to his 2018 volume that the 

shape of the field seems to change every few months, Sternberg (2021b) did not stop at successful 

intelligence, and since 2019, his latest research has turned to a new concept: adaptive intelligence. 

He published in 2019 A Theory of Adaptive Intelligence and Its Relationship to General 

Intelligence (Sternberg, 2019a), then in November 2021, Adaptive Intelligence: Intelligence Is Not 

a Personal Trait, but Rather a Person x Task x Situation Interaction (Sternberg, 2021a), and, in 

December 2021, Adaptive Intelligence: Its Nature and Implications for Education (Sternberg, 

2021b). Sternberg argues that we need adaptive intelligence to fight against maladaptive practices 

that are rapidly leading to an uninhabitable planet. 

 

I.3.11. Conclusions about the current state of research in the field of human intelligence 
 
Although interesting and appealing, additional theories of intelligence such as positive intelligence 

(Chamine, 2012a), aesthetic intelligence (P. Brown, 2019), erotic intelligence (Perel, 2007) and 

many others have not been exhaustively analyzed in this thesis because they are rather metaphors 

for intelligent functioning in a certain area or do not propose schemes that help us understand and 

further build the conceptualization of ethical-moral intelligence. 

 

I.4. Moral development within moral psychology 
 
The description of the current state of intelligence indicates that consensus is difficult to achieve 

and new theoretical proposals are made every few years. In the field of moral development, new 

works and books such as Moral Development. Theory and Applications. Second Edition by 

Elizabeth Vozzola and Amie Senland bring to our attention the fact that in this field too most 

researchers begin new research starting from fundamental theories and relying on famous pioneers 

without acknowledging the most recent developments. 
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I.4.1. Paradigms in the study of moral development 
 
A valuable first idea about morality studied in the field of psychology is that it has four paradigms 

from which different directions and studies have developed. These paradigms, organized by 

Vozzola and Senland (2022), are: 

1. Psychoanalytic, based on the works of Sigmund Freud (1923). 

2. Behaviorist, based on Bandura (1999). 

3. Cognitivist, based on Jean Piaget (1928) and later Lawrence Kohlberg (1981, 1984). 

4. Evolutionist, a more biological, Darwinian view. 

 

I.4.2. Piaget's theory of cognitive development 
 
Piaget's theory is based on the idea that there are four stages of development, also called periods 

(Miller, 2016) or types of thinking (Vozzola & Senland, 2022): 

1. Sensorimotor period. 

2. Preoperational period. 

3. Concrete operations period. 

4. Formal operations period. 

I.4.3. Piaget's theory of stages of moral development 
 
Jean Piaget associated these stages of ontogenetic development with certain phases of moral 

understanding (Piaget, 1932; Vozzola & Senland, 2022): 

1. Premoral (up to 3-4 years), the inability to understand social norms. 

2. Moral realism (3-6 years), the tendency to see any moral dilemma inflexibly, in black and 

white. 

3. Conformity (6 to 11 years), the importance of cooperation is recognized. 

4. Moral relativism (after 11 years), understanding agreements and efforts to align different 

points of view and a better internalization of fairness. 
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I.4.4. Kohlberg's theory of the structural stages of moral development 
 
For Lawrence Kohlberg, the main concept related to the development of morality is justice (1976). 

In the same incremental, level-phase-stage-period tradition, the theory is structured on three levels, 

each containing two stages (Kohlberg, 1976, 1981, 1984), as follows: 

1. Level I, called Preconventional Morality. 

2. Level II, called Conventional Morality. 

3. Level III, called Postconventional Morality. 

 

I.4.5. Schema theory formulated by James Rest 
 
Rest's approach is based on a test containing 72 items, each presenting a type of moral approach 

to a specific situation. The test called The Defining Issues Test – DIT [Testul de Definire a 

Situațiilor - TDS], later updated (Rest et al., 1999) as DIT I, DIT II, respectively bDIT measures 

the moral maturity of a person. Rest had a social approach to morality, the relational aspect and 

behavioral manifestations of the moral individual being fundamental for the development of the 

four components: 

1. Moral sensitivity. 

2. Moral judgment. 

3. Moral motivation. 

4. Moral character. 

 

I.4.6. Modern developments in the study of moral development 
 
With the beginning of the 21st century, theories of morality are evolving in increasingly complex 

ways through the efforts of some researchers to augment new formulations with interdisciplinary 

information, fundamental being research on personality, developments in neuroscience and, not 

infrequently, applications in educational sciences. 
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I.4.7. Darcia Narvaez's meta-theory of triune ethics 
 
Narvaez's (2008) theory was developed in 2008, at a time when the triune brain theory was just 

beginning to be challenged and was accepted as the traditional approach to investigating the human 

brain. Regardless of whether the stages of human brain development are a solid basis for 

formulating a neurobiological theory of morality or not, Narvaez innovates by placing intuitive 

conceptions of ethics into a scientific canon, laying the foundations for a new direction with 

heuristic value. Even if modern research will challenge the way in which neuroscience can be 

related to moral psychology, it will not be able to dispute the fact that the two fields are deeply 

intertwined. The triune character of the meta-theory is revealed by the three evolutionary stages of 

moral development (Narvaez, 2008): 

1. Ethics of Self-Defense. 

2. Ethics of Involvement. 

3. Ethics of Imagination. 

 

I.4.8. Jonathan Haidt's theory of moral foundations 
 
Haidt (2013) bases his theory on a conceptualization that focuses on moral intuition, not moral 

reasoning. Haidt sees morality as Sternberg (2019) eventually came to see intelligence, and as 

Piaget intuited a century ago that it happens with both. Both evolve in relation to the challenges of 

adapting to the environment in order to obtain the greatest chance of survival and prosperity. 

Haidt's 6 moral foundations are inspired by cultural studies and anthropology, and are very similar 

to the universal moral components listed by Richard Shweder (1991; Shweder et al., 1990). We 

will present below a comparative enumeration of the foundations / components, inspired by the 

consecutive expositions in Vozzola and Senland (2022): 

 

1. Care / Aggression in Haidt vs. Protection of the Vulnerable, Altruism and Aggression in 

Shweder; 

2. Justice / Cheating vs. Justice and Honesty in Shweder; 

3. Freedom / Oppression vs. Reciprocity in Shweder; 

4. Loyalty / Betrayal vs. Loyalty and Honoring Responsibilities in Shweder; 

5. Authority / Subversiveness (has no correlative aspect with Shweder); 
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6. Sanctity / Degradation vs. Prohibitions against Crimes in Shweder. 

 

I.5. Neurophilosophy and consciousness 
 
In a 2021 article, What is neurophilosophy: Do we need a non-reductive form?, Philip Klar (2021) 

organizes the paradigms held to date regarding the overlaps, intersections, and parallels between 

neuroscience and philosophy. Starting from the fundamental distinction between the fields, namely 

that philosophy operates a priori and neuroscience experimentally, a posteriori, the author 

delineates three dominant orientations in interdisciplinary research: 

1. Reductionist neurophilosophy. 

2. Neuroscience-philosophy parallelism. 

3. Non-reductionist neurophilosophy. 

 

I.6. The study of wisdom and character 
 
Wisdom is, par excellence, a philosophical term. We usually associate it with old age or a sum of 

defining life experiences. In Romanian, people “get wise” and “get wiser”. A work that brings 

together all three terms is the article published by Robert J. Sternberg and Judith Gluck in the 

volume they also edited, The Cambridge Handbook of Wisdom (2019). Wisdom, morality and 

ethics presents the subsumption of morality and ethics in the dimension of wisdom. The authors 

are psychologists, therefore, complementary to Grayling, they state that studies in the field indicate 

a series of correlations between moral reasoning and wisdom, but it is known that moral reasoning 

is not sufficient to determine moral behavior. We can say that the stage of research is still at the 

beginning, that in order to obtain optimal measurements of wisdom, there is still data to be 

accumulated and new approaches to be developed. 

 

I.7. Moral education 
 
It is a profound mistake not to understand that the world has changed and that educational needs 

are different. To adapt to this world now, before it is too late, we should, according to authors 

Sternberg and Gluck (2022),: 

1. Teach for wisdom. 
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2. If we have to give tests, let's test wisdom, not abstract analytical skills. 

3. Let's choose wise leaders. 

4. Let's consider the wisdom of social groups and systems. 

5. Let's be wise in our own lives. 

6. Let's develop wisdom in our children or students or apprentices. 

 

I.7.1. Values-based education 
 
A first educational philosophy, recognized globally, thanks to the efforts of its initiator is Values-

based Education. Neil Hawkes (2013) is not only the founder of the International Values-based 

Education Foundation, but also one of the educational experts who proposed a definition for ethical 

intelligence. The author of the book The Inner Curriculum (Hawkes & Hawkes, 2018) even argues 

that the purpose of values-based education is to develop the child's ethical intelligence. 

 

I.7.2. Service-Learning 
 
The connections between values education and community-oriented learning (Service-Learning) 

have been made by authors such as Lovat (2009). Since, as we have seen, both the definitions of 

ethical and moral intelligence, but also the definitions of morality, wisdom and conscience, involve 

understanding multiple perspectives and achieving a greater, common good, it is essential to 

explore the pedagogy of Service-Learning, which indicates to us the main mechanisms through 

which we can contribute to our communities. 

 

I.8. Objectives of doctoral research 
 
During the doctoral research, the following objectives were achieved: 

 

• FIRST STUDY: Integrative analysis of the literature on ethical and moral intelligences and the 

proposal of a conceptual model applicable in educational institutions. 

• SECOND STUDY: Ideological analysis of ethical-moral intelligence. Syntheses of the 

conceptual intersections between ethics, morality and intelligence. Proposal of a historical 
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systematization of the stages of the concept's development, terminological unification, integrative 

map of components and psychosynthetic conceptual model. 

• THIRD STUDY: Delphi study to calibrate definitions regarding ethical-moral intelligence 

through a panel of experts, authors of works in the field. 

• FOURTH STUDY: Case study – Investigating the openness towards the use of values associated 

with ethical-moral intelligence by a community of experts in civic involvement in the university 

environment 

• FIFTH STUDY: Qualitative study – Elaboration of educational recommendations regarding the 

importance of developing ethical-moral intelligence 
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II. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

II.1. FIRST STUDY: Integrative analysis of the literature on ethical and moral 
intelligences and the proposal of a conceptual taxonomy. 
 

II.1.1. Introduction 
 
This study is based on the research methodology of integrative literature review. This research 

model allows for the critical analysis and synthesis of the literature produced on a given topic to 

propose new models and research directions. 

The steps of the integrative literature review, including the filters (inclusion and exclusion criteria), 

are: 

First filter: elimination of materials that address the topic of "ethical intelligence" with the meaning 

of ethical intelligence services. Studies on ethical dilemmas within programs that develop the 

concept of artificial intelligence and studies on the ethics of intelligence tests will be excluded. 

Studies that are not fully accessible in English, Romanian and Portuguese will be excluded. 

Articles that present experimental or semi-experimental, qualitative or quantitative research that 

does not propose new theoretical models or integrative visual schemes, that do not extend and 

validate previously proposed models, will be excluded. 

The taxonomy of sources will include a conceptual model and a diachronic model, both 

represented by visual diagrams. 

II.1.2. Methodology 
 
To create a diachronic taxonomy regarding definitions of ethical/moral intelligence, the Google 

Books platform was used, with the advanced search option. In a first stage, the keywords "ethical 

intelligence" were introduced, and the search was filtered according to the following criteria: 1. 

19th century; 2. 20th century; 3. 21st century. For each century, 10 relevant sources were chosen 

that contain the phrase in the content or in the chapter titles, not as official titles or subtitles of the 

works.  

In the second stage, the keywords "moral intelligence" were introduced, and the search will be 

filtered according to the following criteria: 1. 19th century; 2. 20th century; 3. 21st century. For 

each century, 10 relevant sources were chosen that contain the phrase in the content or in the 
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chapter titles, not as official titles or subtitles of the works. As in the first stage, the Google Books 

platform was used to create a conceptual taxonomy.  

 
The phrase "ethical intelligence" was introduced, and all works with it in the title or subtitle were 

selected for analysis. In the next step, the phrase "moral intelligence" was introduced, and all works 

with it in the title or subtitle were selected. To complete the conceptual taxonomy, the phrases 

"ethical intelligence" and "moral intelligence" were introduced one by one and doctoral theses, 

articles and publications that propose visual models and integrative schemes based on 

moral/ethical intelligence, critical analyses, conceptual extensions, validations/invalidations of 

existing sources will be selected. 

 

II.1.3. Results 
 
The following figures show the methods for searching, screening and including articles according 

to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 2020 (Page 

et al., 2021, Figure 6): 

 
Figure 6. PRISMA-type diagram for conducting systematic literature review on "ethical 

intelligence" (source: http://www.prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement/FlowDiagram) 
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Figure 7. PRISMA-type diagram for conducting systematic literature review on "moral 

intelligence" (source: http://www.prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement/FlowDiagram) 

 

II.1.3.1 Diachronic taxonomy of sources that define or mention ethical and moral intelligence 

 

Based on the 60 sources analysed, covering 185 years, between 1836 and 2021, a diachronic 

taxonomy was developed, visually represented by 6 figures. This taxonomy contains exclusively 

works, publications, studies and articles that mention or define ethical intelligence, respectively 

moral intelligence, without being materials specifically intended to deepen these notions. 

 

II.1.3.2. Diachronic taxonomy of sources specifically intended for the study of ethical and moral 

intelligence 

 

In this stage of our research, books, articles, publications and scientific journals that have as their 

main theme the study of ethical/moral intelligence were analysed. Sources that mention the key 

terms in the title or subtitle were selected and only those that propose new/original definitions, 

theoretical models and visual schemes were included in the present analysis. The selected works 

are organized in 2 tables and are divided into subsections for moral intelligence and ethical 

intelligence, respectively. The critical analysis of the sources will be carried out in relation to the 
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sources specifically intended for the concepts. These sources were organized chronologically for 

books and articles, respectively. 

 

II.1.3.3. Conceptual taxonomy 

 

Two representative schemes were created for the conceptual taxonomy and illustrate the 

areas of interest in the application and research of ethical/moral intelligence. 
 

II.1.4. Discussions and conclusions 
 

The conceptual map created based on this literature synthesis determines the scientific framework 

for analysing the two concepts, “ethics” and “morality” as intelligences. The elements exposed in 

the visual model are related based on the following research questions: 

 

Q1: Where does ethical/moral intelligence come from? Are its origins found in our genetic 

background and are conditioned by our brain functioning or is it a product of the environment in 

which we are born? If both are involved, what are the weights assigned to each? 

Q2: Is ethical/moral intelligence improved through education? What are the methodologies 

proposed by educators? What are the ways of training adults with the aim of developing 

ethical/moral intelligence? 

Q3: What is the content of ethical/moral intelligence? Is it a specific characteristic of people who 

have defined a philosophy of life and who consciously practice a series of moral values or is it an 

impulse, a “moral feeling”? 

Q4: Can ethical/moral intelligence be measured? If so, do we measure it through psychometry and 

by defining a coefficient or can it be measured only phenomenologically by observing the 

consequences of a person's ethical or unethical decisions? 

Q5: What is the purpose/significance of developing ethical/moral intelligence? How does it help 

us in the process of personal development and in relationships with others? What are the 

acquisitions that the development of this intelligence guarantees? 
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In addition to the diachronic and conceptual taxonomies published in Educatia21, we will 

extensively analyse the theories proposed regarding ethical and moral intelligence, respectively, 

within a special study intended. 

II.2. SECOND STUDY: Ideological analysis of ethical-moral intelligence. Syntheses of the 
conceptual intersections between ethics, morality and intelligence. Proposal of a historical 
systematization of the stages of development of the concept, terminological unification, 
integrative map of components and psychosynthetic conceptual model. 
 

II.2.1. Introduction 
 
This study explores key relationships between the concepts of moral/ethical intelligence and 

theoretical frameworks in the fields of human intelligence, moral psychology, and philosophy. 

Since there is currently no general theory of human intelligence (unanimously recognized by 

theorists), nor a general theory of moral development, this conceptual analysis neither advocates 

for nor contests the validity of a value-infused intelligence, but aims to review and analyze 

proposed conceptual models and contributes heuristically by providing (1) a unitary historical 

framework, (2) a convergent terminology, (3) an integrative schema of components including both 

trait-based and ability-based models, (4) a non-partisan schema that proposes possible further 

developments. 

II.2.2. Methodology 
 
Ideological analysis. The convergence of the two lines of research is essential for establishing a 

consistent and coherent body of knowledge. To this end, we propose a series of improvements: (1) 

a rigorous historical analysis of the evolution of the concepts; (2) a standardized terminology for 

future research; (3) a structured analysis of the proposed components; (4) suggestions for further 

theoretical development; and recognize the need for (5) an expert-drafted definition that integrates 

diverse perspectives; (6) providing a theoretical foundation to support the development of 

scientifically valid psychometric instruments. 

II.2.3. Results 
 
II.2.3.1. The history of ethical and moral intelligence 
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The development of this intelligence can be classified into four distinct stages: 

1. Theological Stage: Rooted in religious and theological texts on morality. 

2. Post-Darwinian Stage: Emerging from the impact of evolutionary theory on moral 

philosophy. 

3. Humanistic Stage: Shaped by 20th-century humanistic perspectives, emphasizing 

individual moral development. 

4. Differentiation Stage: A period marked by the diversification of research, including: 

Studies of human intelligence (connections to multiple intelligences, IQ, and 

psychometrics); Moral psychology (with connections to developmental psychology and 

organizational psychology); Philosophy (including ethics, moral philosophy, educational 

philosophy, and neurophilosophy). 

 

II.2.3.2. Relations with the field of human intelligence 

 

Judith Boss's (1994) seminal paper synthesized moral intelligence as a candidate for inclusion 

among multiple intelligences. Three decades after Boss's article was published, Gardner's position 

has not been renewed, and this analysis clarifies the framing of ethical-moral intelligence into three 

distinct disciplines and their potential interactions with ethical/moral intelligence. The current state 

of research on moral or ethical intelligence indicates that current paradigms of human intelligence 

largely exclude this construct. A brief overview is as follows: 

 

1. Traditional / psychometric / disciplinary approach 

2. Pluralist / broad / synthesizing approach 

3. Systemic / successful / adaptive approach 

 

Synthesizing and modelling this “new” concept (as modern intelligence, otherwise the connection 

of moral or ethical dimensions with the term intelligence precedes both IQ and MI) a lack of 

epistemological hospitality is noted (Phipps & Barnett, 2007; Spolon et al., 2015) in the 

frameworks mentioned above. 
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II.2.3.3. Relations with the field of moral psychology 

 
Based on the delineation provided by Vozzola and Senland (2022), four primary paradigms in 

moral development can be identified. As with intelligence research, our goal is to explore potential 

integrations of ethical and moral intelligence within each framework, drawing parallels with the 

analyses of Boss (1994), Narvaez (2010), and Christen and Tanner (2014): 

 

1. Psychoanalytic approach 

2. Behaviourist approach 

3. Cognitive development approach 

4. Evolutionary approach 

 

Ethical and moral intelligences are shaped by genetic and epigenetic factors as well as 

environmental influences and educational experiences. Discussions that address the impact of 

these components should focus on isolated methods for enhancing this form of intelligence. The 

metaphor of the generative spiral emphasizes the idea that Piaget and Binet considered adaptation 

as fundamental to development. 

 

II.2.3.4. Relations with the field of philosophy 

Many researchers (Boss, 1994; Narvaez, 2010b; Puka, 2005) refer to Aristotle's statement in the 

Nicomachean Ethics that simply acquiring knowledge about virtue is insufficient. The main goal 

of studying ethics is to cultivate good character, to be good, not just to think well. Sources from: 

1. Classical philosophy; 

2. Philosophy of education; 

3. Environmental philosophy; 

4. Neurophilosophy. 
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II.2.3.5. Synthesising a unitary name: Ethical-Moral Intelligence (EMI) 

 
This study proposes two perspectives that advocate for the unification of these research trajectories 

by developing a new nomenclature: 

1. Etymological perspective: As indicated in the introduction, “morals” and “ethics” come 

from Latin and Greek, respectively, and share the fundamental meaning of “custom.” 

Although they are not absolute synonyms, they convey similar concepts and can be used 

interchangeably. 

2. Conceptual distinction: Even though the interchangeable use of the terms is not entirely 

erroneous, there is a consensus that morality refers more to the instinct to adopt good 

behaviour, while ethics encompasses the knowledge necessary to achieve such behaviour. 

 

What EMI is not? 

 

IEM is not morality; it is not ethics. The main error in existing theories is that they fail to 

differentiate IEM from those concepts. EMI certainly encompasses the two in complicated ways, 

but if it is a synonym, then it is just a redundant metaphor and not a useful concept that helps us 

fully understand a separate dimension of our human experience. 

 

II.2.3.7. The psychosynthetic model of ethical-moral intelligence 
 
Ethical-moral intelligence, abbreviated as EMI, consists in understanding the dimension of 

collective consciousness, in recognizing each human being as part of the same cosmic material. 

According to the Comb Model, an analogy taken from Richard Barrett (2012, 2014), although only 

the teeth of the comb are visible, which appear to be separate, the comb is connected by a central 

column. The same happens with the perception of individuals, who, despite having autonomous 

consciousnesses, the ultimate goal is to overcome this threshold and become aware of the 

uniqueness of the collective consciousness. 
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II.2.3.8. Possible alternative paths to follow 

 
This study proposes to unify ethical and moral intelligence under the term Ethical-Moral 

Intelligence (EMI). Future contributions could consist of: 

1. Integration with existing theories: This approach involves identifying the most appropriate 

association within established theories to conceptualize moral or ethical intelligence as a 

subcomponent. The heuristic value of this method lies in its creativity, as it draws on 

existing, relevant information. 

2. Developing expert consensus: This strategy involves building a framework based on 

previous models of moral or ethical intelligence and promoting expert consensus on its 

structure and application. The heuristic value here is significant, as it facilitates the 

establishment of a distinct area of research. 

3. Invalidation and Critique: This approach involves reducing the concept to its fundamental 

components, demonstrating that it may be merely a metaphor or new designation for a pre-

existing capacity or a broader aspect of the human condition, such as ethics, wisdom, 

conscience, goodness, peace, or harmony. The heuristic value of this method is that it 

eliminates a potentially redundant concept lacking empirical validity. 

 

II.2.4. Discussions and conclusions 
 
The absence of consensus on established theories of intelligence suggests that adopting a singular 

approach while disregarding others without prior in-depth justification would be a precarious 

endeavour. In the context of a growing literature on AI ethics, associations between IEM and AI 

have been pursued recently (Cunneen et al., 2019), but previous concerns have been expressed 

since 2006 (Pana, 2006). 

II.3. THIRD STUDY: Delphi study to calibrate definitions regarding ethical-moral 
intelligence through a panel of experts, authors of works in the field. 
 

II.3.1. Introduction 
 
With the multiplication of types of human intelligences, which have broadened the scope and 

detached new theories from the psychometric approach, two twin intelligence types appear, 
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namely ethical intelligence and moral intelligence. This paper aims to investigate the consensus of 

experts in the field obtained using the Delphi method, structured in three rounds. A recent 

bibliometric analysis suggests that interest in research on moral intelligence is on the rise, but the 

authors (Bagchi et al., 2024) note a lack of a unified vision in this field. This paper is the first 

initiative in this regard, aiming at a consensus of experts on the definition, components and 

applicability of a unified intelligence, Ethical-Moral Intelligence. 

II.3.2. Methodology 
 
Delphi Method 

 
The method that has proven to be most effective in obtaining expert consensus in a field 

characterized by varying opinions or disconnected perspectives is the Delphi method, as originally 

proposed by the RAND Corporation in the middle of the last century (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963). 

Paradoxically, there is no consensus on a consensus-building methodology such as Delphi, and the 

ways in which the method is implemented vary greatly. To ensure that the process is correct, we 

followed the six steps proposed by Belton et. al. (2019) and the nine indicators of adequacy 

suggested by Nasa et. al. (2021). The first methodological paper recommends: 

 

A. The first step should ensure that the process is properly configured; 

B. The second step ensures the clarity and coherence of the questions and answers; 

C. Choosing the delivery tool; 

D. Continuous communication with panel members; 

E. Preventing dropout; 

F. Presenting the data; 

 

Based on the second methodological paper (Nasa et. al., 2021), we investigated all nine proposed 

quality criteria, however, for the last criterion, in their analysis only 2 out of 34 evaluated studies 

passed this aspect, as there is no stable definition of what constitutes “stability” of responses for a 

Delphi method. In conclusion, 8 out of 9 were successfully implemented: 

 
1. Clear identification of an area of inconsistency within the domain. 

2. Rigorous selection of panel members based on competence. 
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3. Complete anonymity of panel members. 

4. Controlled feedback (and qualitative comments). 

5. Three iterative rounds. 

6. Clear consensus criteria. 

7. Conducting consensus analysis. 

8. Pre-announced and clear closure criteria. 

9. Inconclusive: group stability. 

II.3.2. Results 
 
While experts expressed some agreement on 19 of the 22 statements, 7 statements obtained strong 

agreement and low variability of responses. All seven of these statements include a link between 

process (reasoning, thinking, self-regulation, skills, abilities) and outcome (making wise choices, 

behaving ethically, putting one’s moral compass into action, resolving a dilemma, doing what is 

right, achieving moral goals, alignment between thinking, feeling, and behaving). 

II.3.3. Discussions and conclusions 
 
Of the 27 experts identified worldwide, 13 responded to the invitation and 9 participated in all 

three rounds. Seven of the 9 agreed to unify the terminological concept under the name Ethical-

Moral Intelligence (abv.: EMI). This study is a pioneering initiative that aims to elicit expert 

opinions by consulting 9 authors on ethical/moral intelligence regarding its definitions, 

components and applications. The overall results are encouraging for the development of EMI, 

with consensus achieved on 15 out of 16 themes (issues) and with a high alignment regarding the 

definition. The 7 definition statements that achieved strong agreement are all related to the 

translation of ethical knowledge and moral contents into practical moral conduct and ethical 

behaviour, an outcome that would make Aristotle, the father of moral excellence, proud. After all, 

it's not just good to be good, it's also smart to be good. 
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II.4. FOURTH STUDY: Hypothesis testing study – Investigating openness to the use of 
values associated with ethical-moral intelligence by a community of civic engagement 
experts in the academic environment 
 

II.4.1. Introduction 
 
Starting from a study based on narrative analysis and content analysis that explores the 

relationships between community-oriented education (Service-Learning), the concept of academic 

hospitality (Phipps & Bennet) and the theory of fundamental human values (Schwartz, 2012) 

published in the journal Educația21 (Stupu, Baptista and Rusu, 2023) and reproduced according 

to the title page in Figure 27, we developed a hypothesis testing study through expert validation 

with a survey method within the "6th European Conference on Service-Learning in Higher 

Education", "Futures of Service-Learning: Digital Empowerment, Transformational Literacy, and 

Civic Engagement" conference organized between September 27 and 28, 2023 in Rome, Italy, in 

which the author of this paper participated as a trainer to validate the theoretical model of Service-

Learning relationships - Basic Human Values Theory with global experts in the field of Service-

Learning. 

II.4.2. Methodology 
 
Our goal is to validate the hypothesis that Service-Learning experts actively promote and emulate 

values from the Universalist-Benevolence spectrum and oppose or diminish the propagation of 

values from the Power-Self-Realization spectrum. To implement this method, we carried out the 

following activities: 

1. Inviting Service-Learning experts and obtaining their consensus on the implementation of 

a questionnaire entitled “Connecting Service-Learning and The Theory of Basic Human 

Values”. We ensured that the experts could challenge and argue the reasons why the 

hypothesis could be invalidated. 

2. We offered the opportunity for the experts to debate and compare different perspectives in 

the workshop to stimulate their critical thinking process regarding the validity of the 

hypothesis. 

3. We assessed by analysing the answers to the questions whether the model can be put into 

practice and whether the hypothesis can be used in structuring Service-Learning activities. 
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4. We ensured that the participating experts had a high level of experience in the field and 

that their perspective increased credibility in terms of further developing specific 

applications in S-L practice. 

 
If we look at the responses related to individual values, taken separately, there is a greater degree 

of granularity regarding perceptions and some experts say that they would even encourage anxiety-

based values, but the only values with a degree of consensus above 70% are also from the 

Benevolence and Universalism spectrums, namely: equality, social justice, responsibility and 

honesty, and meaning (purpose). 

II.4.4. Discussions and conclusions 
 
The hypothesis that "Service-Learning experts are mostly people who belong to the two quadrants 

of personal transcendence, namely Universalism and Benevolence, as an ethical orientation, and 

that, through emulation, but also through the active setting of principles within the activities they 

organize, they increase the manifestation of these values in the behaviour of the students involved" 

was validated during the training conducted. 

 

II.5. FIFTH STUDY: Qualitative study – Elaboration of educational recommendations 
regarding the importance of developing ethical-moral intelligence 
 

II.5.1. Introduction 
 
In this study, we will develop a series of educational recommendations that will focus on the 

applications of ethical-moral intelligence in educational contexts, both pedagogy and andragogy. 

The recommendations are based on the results of the research presented in this doctoral thesis and 

complemented by the author's practical experience as a consultant for learning and development 

programs, an accredited trainer and a mindfulness teacher accredited by the Oxford Mindfulness 

Foundation, a program developed in partnership with the Department of Psychiatry at the 

University of Oxford. 

II.5.2. Practices that lead to achieving a greater degree of inner harmony 
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In this section we will propose two practices that support the achievement of a greater degree of 

inner harmony, with a profound impact on moral behavior and, consequently, the manifestation of 

a higher degree of ethical-moral intelligence. 

1. Practicing mindfulness. 

2. Identifying and formulating a life mission. 

 

II.5.3. Practices that lead to the amplification of personal contributions aimed at increasing 
the collective good 
 
In this doctoral thesis, arguments were presented according to which the Service-Learning 

methodology can contribute to the development of ethical-moral intelligence by stimulating 

compassion, responsibility and integrity, at the same time, community-oriented learning activities 

support the sense of belonging and produce positive emotions by offering participants the 

opportunity to connect with those they help. 
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III. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

III.1. Introductory considerations 
 
The doctoral thesis had as its main objective the creation of the unitary concept of ethical-moral 

intelligence and argued why it is necessary for this intelligence to be considered an autonomous 

intelligence that can guide future educational approaches in which the global ratio is balanced 

between the elements of education focused on economic capabilities (producing employable 

citizens) and those of moral education (producing citizens with a moral character). 

 

III.2. Theoretical and methodological contributions 
 
The doctoral research on ethical-moral intelligence addressed a series of essential factors in the 

paradigmatic development of this new intelligence and focused on its theoretical development. 

This work collects, systematizes and explains ethical-moral intelligence in an exhaustive manner, 

being the first work of its kind globally. There are only two other works that have focused on such 

an approach, both from 2012, but one focused only on moral intelligence (Kruger, 2012) and the 

other only on ethical intelligence (Opincar, 2012). The fact that a group of experts validated the 

proposal to unify the two lines of research and that we obtained a unitary definition represents an 

extremely important step in the evolution of this new intelligence, both from a theoretical and 

practical perspective. 

 

III.3. Empirical and practical contributions 
 
In the doctoral thesis, the main practical contributions are related to the restructuring in the field 

of education through the promotion of ethical-moral intelligence of educational efforts focused so 

far largely on the promotion of cognitive intelligence. A unified theory of ethical-moral 

intelligence, agreed upon by experts in the field of human intelligence research, can constitute a 

valuable resource for ongoing research on the ethics of artificial intelligence systems, the ethics of 

the use of artificial intelligence by humans, or the ethics of hybrid relationships between forms of 

human and non-human intelligence. Finally, based on the results of previous studies, I formulated 

a series of educational recommendations to support the development of the two components of 
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ethical-moral intelligence and to expand the understanding of related notions, these being 

addressed both to people who wish to self-educate themselves, but also to experts in the field of 

formal and non-formal education who aim to facilitate the development of IEM in their 

communities.  

 

III.4. Limitations of the studies 
 
 
The doctoral thesis predominantly used qualitative research methods. Although these are the most 

appropriate for the paradigmatic transition that the paper proposes in terms of scientific progress, 

aspects such as subjectivity and confirmation bias are more difficult to moderate than in the case 

of research involving quantitative methods. At the same time, the degree of generalization for the 

hypotheses produced is limited, and research on larger samples from diverse contexts is necessary 

to validate the applications and distribution of ethical-moral intelligence. 

 

III.5. Future research directions 
 
Analysing the results obtained in the doctoral research and being aware of the limits determined 

either by the methodological options or by the stage of development of the research topic as a 

distinct subject within the disciplines of psychology and educational sciences, we can develop a 

series of future research directions: 

• The main research direction that would contribute to scientific progress regarding this 

research topic is the formulation and experimental testing of a systemic theory of ethical-

moral intelligence. 

• The secondary research direction, after the formulation of a functional theory, would 

consist in the clear identification of the mechanisms by which this type of intelligence can 

be promoted through education and training activities. 

• Another research direction that may prove extremely prolific and deeply current is that of 

creating ethical-moral intelligence parameters for artificial intelligence systems. 
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III.6. Final considerations 
 
Observing the socio-political developments at the global level, we can say that the time has come 

for people in general and the scientific community in particular to give ethical-moral intelligence 

a chance. Ultimately, the problem of moral collapse in which we find ourselves cannot be solved 

by pragmatism and analytical capacity, just as problems of mathematical logic cannot be solved 

by moral intuitions. Humanity needs an education that promotes character and wisdom more than 

it promotes technical competence, social advantage and material well-being.  
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