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Schulman (2002) Defines Morality As Composed Of Three Interlocking Systems, Including a
comprehensive framework that elucidates how moral development and moral functioning are
interconnected through distinct yet interrelated components. This model emphasizes that morality is not a
monolithic construct but rather a dynamic interplay of psychological systems working together to shape
moral behavior, judgment, and understanding. Schulman’s perspective offers valuable insights into the
complexity of moral development, highlighting the importance of examining multiple domains that
influence moral outcomes. In this article, we will explore Schulman’s three interlocking systems—moral
cognition, moral affect, and moral behavior—delve into their individual characteristics, interactions, and

implications for moral education and development.

Overview of Schulman’s Model of Morality

Schulman’s model presents morality as a multi-layered construct composed of three core systems. These

systems are:

1. Moral Cognition
2. Moral Affect
3. Moral Behavior

Each system contributes uniquely to the development and expression of moral conduct. The
interdependence among these systems underscores the complexity of moral functioning, suggesting that
understanding morality requires examining cognitive processes, emotional responses, and behavioral

expressions simultaneously.

This tripartite framework aligns with broader psychological theories of moral development, such as
Kohlberg’s stages of moral reasoning, while emphasizing the emotional and behavioral components that
influence moral decisions. Schulman’s contribution is particularly valuable because it underscores that
morality is not solely a matter of reasoning or emotional feeling but a synthesis of both, manifested through

observable behaviors.



Moral Cognition

Definition and Features

Moral cognition refers to the mental processes involved in understanding, evaluating, and reasoning about
moral issues. It encompasses how individuals perceive moral dilemmas, interpret social cues, and apply
moral principles to specific situations. This system is fundamental because it provides the intellectual

framework through which moral judgments are made.
Key features of moral cognition include:

- Moral reasoning and judgment

- Knowledge of moral norms and values

- Perspective-taking and empathy

- Moral deliberation and decision-making processes

Development and Influences

The development of moral cognition is influenced by various factors, including:

Family and cultural norms

Educational experiences

Peer interactions

¢ Personal experiences and reflection

As individuals mature, their moral reasoning typically progresses through increasingly complex stages,
aligning with theories like Kohlberg’s stages of moral development, which range from obedience and

punishment orientation to principled reasoning based on universal ethical principles.

Role in Moral Functioning

Moral cognition plays a critical role in recognizing moral issues, evaluating right and wrong, and justifying



moral choices. It acts as the mental blueprint that guides moral affect and behavior, ensuring that actions are

aligned with internalized moral principles.

Moral Affect

Understanding Moral Emotions

Moral affect pertains to the emotional responses connected with moral judgments and behaviors. This
system involves feelings such as guilt, shame, empathy, indignation, and pride, which serve as internal

motivators or deterrents for moral conduct.

Key aspects of moral affect include:

- Empathy: the ability to understand and share others’ feelings
- Guilt and shame: feelings that discourage immoral actions

- Compassion and indignation: emotional reactions to injustice

- Moral pride: feelings of satisfaction related to acting morally

Development of Moral Emotions

The development of moral emotions begins early in life, heavily influenced by social interactions and

cultural norms. For example:
- Children learn to feel guilt when they violate social rules or cause harm
- Empathy develops through socialization and modeling by caregivers

- Moral pride emerges from positive reinforcement of moral actions

These emotional responses reinforce moral behaviors and help internalize moral standards.

Impact on Moral Behavior

Moral affect functions as an internal regulator of behavior. Strong feelings such as guilt or empathy can
motivate individuals to act ethically, compensate for wrongdoings, or help others. Conversely, lack of moral

emotions may lead to moral indifference or antisocial behavior.



Moral Behavior

Observable Actions and Manifestations

Moral behavior refers to the external expression of moral values through actions. It is the tangible
component of morality that can be observed and measured. Moral behavior results from the interplay of
moral cognition and moral affect, but it also involves situational factors and social influences.

Examples of moral behaviors include:

- Helping others in need

- Honesty and integrity in actions

- Respecting others’ rights

- Acts of charity and altruism

Factors Influencing Moral Behavior

‘While cognition and emotion are prerequisites, many external factors influence whether moral principles
are enacted:

1. Situational context: peer pressure, authority figures, environmental cues

2. Social norms and cultural expectations

3. Personal moral character and identity

4. Availability of opportunities and resources

Moral behavior is thus context-dependent and can vary across situations, emphasizing the importance of

understanding the broader social environment.



Relationship with Other Systems

Moral behavior is the outward expression of internal moral processes. Effective moral functioning requires
harmony among cognition, affect, and behavior. For example, a person may intellectually understand that

helping others is right (cognition), genuinely feel compassion (affect), and then act altruistically (behavior).

Interactions Among the Three Systems

Dynamic Interplay

Schulman’s model emphasizes that the three systems are interlocking, meaning that they continually

influence and reinforce each other. For instance:

- Moral cognition can shape moral affect; understanding the suffering of others may evoke empathy.

- Moral affect can motivate moral behavior; feelings of guilt can prompt reparative actions.

- Moral behavior can reinforce moral cognition and affect; acting ethically can strengthen moral reasoning

and emotional responses.

This dynamic interaction allows for flexible and context-sensitive moral functioning.

Implications for Moral Development

Recognizing the interdependence of these systems underscores the importance of holistic approaches to
moral education. Strategies that target only moral reasoning or only emotional development may be

insufficient; fostering all three components can promote more consistent and authentic moral behavior.

Implications for Moral Education and Practice



Designing Effective Moral Education

Educational programs should aim to develop all three systems:
- Enhance moral reasoning through discussion of moral dilemmas and philosophical inquiry.

- Foster moral emotions by encouraging empathy, compassion, and self-reflection.

- Promote moral behaviors via role modeling, community service, and opportunities for moral action.

Challenges and Considerations

Implementing Schulman’s model involves addressing challenges such as:
- Cultural differences in moral norms
- Situational influences that may override internal moral systems

- Developmental differences among learners

Effective moral education must be adaptable and sensitive to these factors to nurture integrated moral

functioning.

Conclusion

Schulman’s (2002) conceptualization of morality as composed of three interlocking systems—moral

cognition, moral affect, and moral behavior—provides a nuanced understanding of how humans develop

and enact moral principles. Recognizing the interdependence among these components underscores the

importance of comprehensive approaches in moral education, clinical interventions, and social policies

aimed at fostering moral development. By nurturing reasoning, emotional capacity, and behavioral habits

simultaneously, societies can cultivate individuals who not only understand moral standards but also feel

compelled and empowered to act ethically, leading to a more just and compassionate social fabric.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the three interlocking systems of morality according to



Schulman (2002)?

Schulman (2002) describes morality as composed of three interlocking systems: the moral emotional system,

the moral cognitive system, and the moral behavioral system.

How does Schulman (2002) define the moral emotional system?

The moral emotional system involves feelings such as empathy, guilt, shame, and indignation that

influence moral judgments and motivate moral behavior.

What role does the moral cognitive system play in Schulman's (2002)

framework?

The moral cognitive system encompasses the reasoning processes, moral principles, and judgments that

individuals use to evaluate right and wrong.

Can you explain the moral behavioral system according to Schulman
(2002)?

The moral behavioral system refers to the actual actions and behaviors individuals enact that reflect their

moral beliefs and emotional responses.

Why are the three systems considered interlocking in Schulman's (2002)

model?

They are interlocking because each system influences and is influenced by the others, creating a dynamic

and integrated framework for understanding morality.

How does Schulman (2002)’s model contribute to current moral

psychology?

Schulman's model provides a comprehensive view by integrating emotional, cognitive, and behavioral

aspects, advancing understanding of how morality functions in real-world contexts.

In what ways can understanding Schulman’s three systems improve

moral education?

By recognizing the interconnected systems, educators can design interventions that target emotional

engagement, cognitive reasoning, and behavioral practice for more effective moral development.



Are there any critiques or limitations of Schulman’s (2002) model?

Some critiques suggest that the model may oversimplify complex moral phenomena or overlook cultural

and contextual factors influencing morality.

How does Schulman (2002) differentiate his model from other moral

theories?

Schulman emphasizes the interconnectedness of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral systems, offering a

more integrated and dynamic approach compared to models that focus solely on reasoning or emotion.

Additional Resources

Schulman (2002) Defines Morality As Composed Of Three Interlocking Systems, Including a
comprehensive framework that offers a nuanced understanding of how moral development and moral
reasoning operate within individuals. This approach shifts away from simplistic notions of morality as
merely a set of rules or commandments, instead emphasizing the complex, interconnected systems that
together shape moral behavior, judgments, and ethical decision-making. In this guide, we will explore
Schulman’s three interlocking systems, examine their individual components, and discuss how they

interact to form a comprehensive moral architecture.

Understanding Schulman’s Moral Framework

In 2002, psychologist and moral theorist Schulman proposed a model that conceptualizes morality as a
dynamic, multi-layered construct composed of three interdependent systems. These systems work together
to influence how individuals perceive moral issues, make judgments, and act in accordance with their
values. Recognizing these systems helps us better understand the complexities behind moral development

and the ways in which morality is cultivated within social and personal contexts.

The Three Interlocking Systems of Morality

Schulman’s model posits that morality isn’t a singular entity but rather a system of three interconnected

components:

1. The Cognitive System
2. The Affective (Emotional) System
3. The Behavioral (Practices & Habits) System



Each system plays a crucial role and interacts with the others to produce a coherent moral stance or

behavior. Let’s delve into each one in detail.

1. The Cognitive System: Understanding Moral Concepts and Principles

Definition and Role

The cognitive system encompasses the mental processes involved in understanding, interpreting, and
applying moral concepts and principles. It is about how we think about morality—our moral reasoning,
judgments, and the internal frameworks we use to evaluate right and wrong.

Components of the Cognitive System

- Moral Knowledge: Awareness of moral norms, rules, and values that are learned through socialization,

education, and personal reflection.

- Moral Reasoning: The process of analyzing moral dilemmas, weighing competing values, and arriving at

justified judgments.

- Moral Principles and Theories: Abstract frameworks like utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, which

provide structured ways to interpret moral issues.

- Cognitive Schemas: Mental models that help organize moral information, stereotypes, and expectations

about social behavior.
Significance
The cognitive system is foundational because it shapes how individuals conceptualize morality. For

example, understanding why honesty is valued or recognizing the importance of justice influences

subsequent emotional responses and behaviors.

2. The Affective (Emotional) System: Moral Feelings and Emotions

Definition and Role

The affective system pertains to the emotional responses that accompany moral judgments or experiences.

Emotions serve as internal signals that guide moral behavior and reinforce moral learning.

Components of the Affective System



- Empathy: The capacity to understand and share the feelings of others, essential for prosocial behavior.

- Guilt and Shame: Emotions that discourage immoral behavior and promote social harmony.

- Indignation and Outrage: Responses to perceived injustice or harm.

- Moral Intuitions: Rapid, automatic emotional reactions that influence moral judgments often before

deliberate reasoning.

Significance

Emotions are vital in moral development because they motivate individuals to act ethically and uphold

social norms. For example, feeling guilt after lying can reinforce honest behavior.

3. The Behavioral (Practices & Habits) System: Moral Actions and Social Practices

Definition and Role

The behavioral system involves the actual conduct, practices, and habits that exemplify morality in

everyday life. It’s about how moral understanding and feelings translate into observable actions.

Components of the Behavioral System

- Moral Habits: Repeated actions that become ingrained, such as honesty, kindness, or fairness.

- Social Practices: Cultural rituals or routines that embody moral values—like community service or

adherence to social norms.

- Response to Moral Dilemmas: How individuals behave when faced with complex moral choices,

influenced by their learned practices.
Significance
Behavioral components are the outward expression of moral systems. They are also the most visible

indicators of moral development and are often shaped by reinforcement, social expectations, and personal

commitments.

How These Systems Interact



Schulman emphasizes that these three systems are interlocking—not functioning in isolation but constantly

influencing and shaping each other.

Dynamic Interplay

- A cognitive understanding of fairness (e.g., knowing justice principles) can evoke feelings of anger or

empathy when witnessing injustice, which in turn can motivate behavioral responses such as activism.

- Conversely, engaging in moral behaviors (like volunteering) can reinforce emotional feelings of

satisfaction or pride, which bolster future moral actions.

- Emotional reactions (such as guilt) can lead to cognitive reevaluation of beliefs and principles, prompting

moral growth or change.

Feedback Loops

This interaction creates feedback loops:

- Learning moral concepts enhances emotional responses, which reinforce behaviors.

- Engaging in moral behaviors can modify both emotional responses and cognitive understanding over
time.

- Emotional experiences can challenge or confirm cognitive beliefs, leading to moral development or re-

evaluation.

Implications of Schulman's Model

Understanding morality through these three interlocking systems has several important implications:

1. Moral Development Is Multi-Faceted

This framework underscores that moral growth involves not only learning rules but also developing
emotional capacities and habitual behaviors. For example, moral education should address reasoning,
emotional empathy, and social practices.

2. Moral Failures Can Be Multidimensional

When someone acts immorally, it might stem from deficits in one or more systems. For instance, a person
might understand the importance of honesty (cognitive), feel guilt (affective), but still choose to lie

(behavior) due to external pressures or lack of habits reinforcing honesty.

3. Moral Intervention and Education



Effective moral education should target all three systems:
- Cognitive: Teaching moral principles and encouraging moral reasoning.
- Affective: Fostering empathy and emotional awareness.
- Behavioral: Promoting moral habits and social practices.

4, Cultural and Social Considerations

Since social practices shape behavioral systems, and cultural norms influence emotional responses,

Schulman’s model highlights the importance of context in moral development.

Practical Applications of Schulman’s Framework
In Education
- Designing curricula that integrate moral reasoning exercises with activities that evoke empathy and

promote prosocial behaviors.

- Encouraging reflective practices to connect emotional responses with cognitive understanding.

In Ethical Leadership

- Recognizing that leaders must cultivate all three systems: understanding moral principles, demonstrating

genuine emotional engagement, and modeling ethical behaviors.

In Conflict Resolution

- Addressing moral disputes by exploring underlying cognitive beliefs, emotional triggers, and behavioral

patterns.

Conclusion: A Holistic View of Morality

Schulman’s (2002) definition of morality as composed of three interlocking systems offers a rich, nuanced
perspective that captures the complexity of human moral functioning. Recognizing the interplay between
cognitive understanding, emotional responses, and behavioral practices illuminates why morality is so
deeply rooted in our social and personal lives. It also provides a roadmap for fostering moral
development—whether in education, leadership, or everyday interpersonal relationships—by targeting all

three systems to cultivate more ethical, empathetic, and morally grounded individuals.

By appreciating morality as an interconnected web rather than a set of isolated rules, Schulman’s model



encourages a more compassionate and comprehensive approach to understanding human ethics—one that

acknowledges the intricate dance between thought, feeling, and action in the moral arena.
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