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Revisiting the Moral Foundations Questionnaire: Integrating Narratives ...
Bogdan POPOVENIUC

Introduction

The Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ), developed by
Graham and colleagues (2011), has established itself over the past two
decades as one of the most widely used instruments in studying moral
phenomena, generating a significant corpus of studies in social psychology.
However, in recent years, various studies have questioned its psychometric
properties, particularly in cultural contexts different from its original North
American setting (Du, 2019). These concerns underscore the importance of
continuous validity analysis, not only to ensure reliable and replicable
findings but also to highlight opportunities for refining measurement tools
and advancing theoretical frameworks.

Building on the MFQ’s application in a Romanian cultural context,
this study explores its validity through a range of analytical approaches,
including confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), exploratory structural equation
modeling (ESEM), and bifactor modeling. By critically examining the
instrument’s strengths and limitations, the study seeks not only to evaluate
its theoretical foundations but also to propose innovative methodological
improvements. This exploratory approach, akin to reverse epistemological
engineering, uses empirical data to refine theoretical models, bridging gaps
between measurement tools and real-world moral processes.

In this context, it is proposed that personal (moral) narratives -
defined as the stories individuals construct to make sense of their (moral)
experiences - constitute a critical variable that can deepen our understanding
of moral psychology. The essentialist view of the moral self - grounded in
stable traits, as proposed by Moral Foundations Theory (MFT) - is
insufficient to fully account for the dynamic, context-sensitive, and dialogical
aspects of moral identity. In contrast, the warrative self, as proposed by
McAdams & Pals (2000), integrates both the fluidity of situational moral
meaning-making and the continuity necessary for a coherent moral identity
(van den Berg & Corrias, 2023). Recognizing the narrative and dialogical
structure of moral selfhood facilitates a more nuanced approach to moral
development and expression. Integrating personal moral narratives into
psychometric models enhances their sensitivity to individual differences and
contextual variability, thus addressing key limitations of static, trait-based
assessments. Moreover, methodological tools such as bifactor models -
which disentangle general and specific factors - offer a robust framework for
capturing the multidimensionality of moral constructs.
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Description of the instrument

The MFQ is constructed based on MFT (Graham et al., 2011; Haidt,
2012), which maintains that human morality is organized around five
fundamental dimensions. These dimensions are conceived as primary factors
of morality and include the following moral intuitions: care/harm - which
reflects concern for others’ welfare and avoidance of suffering,
fairness/ cheating - which expresses sensitivity to justice, equity, and reciprocity,
loyalty/ betrayal - which highlights the importance of in-group attachment and
community loyalty, authority/subversion - which expresses trespect for
legitimate social hierarchies and traditions, and sanctity/ degradation - which
highlights concern for physical and spiritual purity, as well as avoidance of
behaviors considered dirty or degrading. These five intuitions are further
organized into two overarching categories, i.e. Individualizing and Binding.
Individualized, autonomous, individual-centered morality encompasses the
care/harm and fairness/cheating dimensions and reflects concern for
individual rights and welfare. This higher factor is associated with sensitivity
to suffering and interpersonal fairness, being more characteristic of those
with a more liberal orientation (left-wing in the American context). Group
morality (“binding”) is centered on group solidarity, includes the
loyalty/betrayal, authotity/subversion, and sanctity/degradation dimensions,
which emphasize group cohesion value, respect for social norms, and
spiritual purity. This higher factor is associated with maintaining social order
and collective identity and is characteristic of people with conservative and
religious orientations.

In constructing the MFQ (Graham et al., 2011, 370), the strategy was
to minimize redundancy between items while ensuring comprehensive
coverage of the construct. Unlike methods that prioritize achieving high
internal consistency, the focus was placed on striking a balance between
ensuring internal consistency for the common core and maximizing item
heterogeneity to capture to capture comprehensive coverage of the
foundation’s entire content domain. This approach, the authors considered,
allowed capturing various facets of moral foundations.

The final form of the questionnaire includes two scales. A
“relevance” subscale designed to cover a broad conceptual area: “When you
decide whether something is right or wrong, to what extent are the following
considerations relevant to your thinking?” Specific moral issues that could
lead to polarization, such as gun rights or the rights of sexual minorities, are
intentionally avoided. Items were designed to reflect various cases of
fundamental moral concerns, such as group loyalty in different contexts
(“Whether or not someone did something to betray his or her group”) or
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various types of harm (“Whether or not someone was cruel”). Subjects are
asked to evaluate on a scale from 0 - not at all relevant (“This consideration
has nothing to do with my judgments of right and wrong”) to 5 extremely
relevant (““This is one of the most important factors when I judge right and
wrong”). A judgement scale was later introduced to counterbalance the
subjectivity of personal theory on individual morality (Nisbett & Wilson,
1977) and to mitigate the potential for reduced variance, which could occur
if participants consider all aspects to be morally relevant (Graham et al,,
2011). This subscale employs multiple response formats to capture genuine
moral judgments (e.g., “It is more important to be a team player than to
express oneself”) rather than relying solely on abstract self-reflections.
Participants assess moral scenarios (e.g., “It can never be right to kill a
human being”) without needing to consciously articulate the underlying basis
of their judgments, offering insights into their practical moral reasoning. In
this way, the “relevance” subscale involves evaluating explicit theories about
what is morally relevant, while the “judgment” subscale evaluates the actual
use of moral foundations within judgments. The final version of the MFQ
incorporates various item formats to assess sensitivity to fundamental moral
concerns, rather than mere opinions about specific issues.

The questionnaire had significant success among researchers
exploring topics across various domains of social psychology: political
attitudes (Milesi, 2016, 2017; Nilsson et al.,, 2019; Nilsson & Erlandsson,
2015), religiosity (Sutton et al., 2020), prosocial conduct (Milesi & Alberici,
2018; Nilsson et al., 2016, 2020), attitudes towards refugees/immigrants
(Mobayed & Sanders, 2022; Stewart & Morris, 2021), minorities (Argtello-
Gutiérrez et al., 2024), and group prejudices (Hadarics & Kende, 2018; Van
de Vyver et al., 2016), the poor (Low & Wui, 2016), environmental concerns
(Culiberg et al,, 2023), or aggressive and adaptive communication traits
(Cranmer & Martin, 2015).

However, the validity of the questionnaire appears to be deeply
rooted in the cultural framework of American moral-political psychology
(Graham et al.,, 2012), with numerous studies confirming significant and
consistent differences in scores across the two higher-order moral
orientations between Democrats and Conservative (Blumenau & Lauderdale,
2024; Graham et al., 2009; Hannikainen et al., 2017; Kivikangas et al., 2017;
Lewis, 2015; Stewart & Morris, 2021). These differences in the types of
intuitions activated during moral judgment provided a natural explanation
for the irreconcilable positions of liberals and conservatives on issues such
as sexuality and abortion (purity/spirituality), traditional and family values
(loyalty and orthodoxy), gun policy, and the tension between individual
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rights and state authority (authority and respect). Furthermore, the
replication of this structure in an exceptionally large sample - initially tens of
thousands and subsequently reaching hundreds of thousands of participants
(via yourmorals.org) - along with evidence of structural invariance in studies
conducted in other cultural contexts (Davies et al., 2014; Dogruyol et al.,
2019; Graham et al., 2009, 2011, 2016) has firmly established this instrument
as highly valid and reliable.

However, in recent years, the universality, factorial structure, and
validity of the questionnaire (Harper & Rhodes, 2021), and by extension the
theory itself, have been increasingly questioned (Tamul et al., 2020). Five-
factor models have shown poor data fit, highlighting the need for further
refinement (Zakharin & Bates, 2021). An increasing number of studies have
raised concerns about internal consistency and the validity of the factorial
structure (De Buck & Pauwels, 2023; Harper & Rhodes, 2021; Washburn,
2013; Yalgindag et al., 2019), particularly in samples that differ in religious
beliefs (Davis et al., 2017), racial composition (Davis et al., 2016), or cultural
background (Turino & Saucier, 2020).

For example, Glover et al. (2014) were compelled to remove the
relevance items subscale after finding that confirmatory factor analyses failed
to produce data-fitting solutions for any reasonable alternative models.
Similarly, many studies testing the five-factor model through confirmatory
analysis reported only modest model fit (Harper & Rhodes, 2021; Iurino &
Saucier, 2020; Kim et al, 2012; Kivikangas et al, 2021; Nilsson &
Erlandsson, 2015; Yilmaz et al, 2016), with some even reporting
unacceptable levels of fit (Wormley et al., 2023). The fit indices, from most
studies that reported them, can be characterized, at best, as “acceptable,”
often falling below conventional thresholds (e.g., CFI < .90, RMSEA
~ .070) (Bobbio et al., 2011; Cigan et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2014; Glover et
al., 2014; Harper & Rhodes, 2021; Iurino & Saucier, 2020; Kim et al., 2012;
Kivikangas et al., 2017; Nilsson & Erlandsson, 2015; Wormley et al., 2023;
Yilmaz et al., 20106). By contrast, exploratory factor analyses tend to provide
stronger support for a two-factor model (Franks & Scherr, 2015; Graham et
al., 2011; Johnson et al.,, 2014; Kugler et al., 2014; Moreira et al., 2019).
However, these factors do not always align with the two higher factors -
individualizing and binding - predicted by the theory.

Although, the effect size of moral foundations on political choices,
as derived from YourMorals.org data, appears to be exaggerated compared
to results from independent samples. This discrepancy is likely due, in part,
to political interest and self-selection bias - volunteers on the platform being
predisposed to have a prior interest and are not representative of the general
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population - resulting in inflated effect sizes and a lack of control over
repeated questionnaire administrations (Kivikangas et al., 2021).

Additionally, the heterogeneity between the two sets of items used to
derive scores for the five foundations - namely, relevance and judgment
items, as well as the very status of the five foundations themselves, has
increasingly come under scrutiny. Statistical analyses have demonstrated that
bifactor models, whether organized around the two types of elements as
method factors (i.e., relevance and judgment items) (Wormley et al., 2023) or
the two types of morality corresponding to the general moral orientations of
Individualizing and Binding (viewed as higher factors in the standard model)
(Cigan et al., 2018), exhibit good to very good model fits. For the first model
(Wormley et al., 2023), the specificity of the questions in the two sections of
the questionnaire - relevance and judgment - operate as two method factors
explaining a large part of the response variance, a finding consistent with
earlier studies (Akhtar et al., 2023). In the second model (Cigan et al., 2018),
the majority of variance is explained by the two higher factors, which
basically function as general factors, while the five foundations primarily
capture residual variance with limited moral significance. Even in the original
study (Graham et al., 2011), the distinction between the two-factor model
and the five-factor model was found to be only marginal. This suggests that
the five foundations may not stand as independent constructs but instead
reflect overlapping or residual components influenced by broader moral
dimensions.

After more than a decade of empirical research and numerous
unsuccessful attempts at intercultural validation, the authors have introduced
a completely revised version of the model featuring six moral foundations.
In this updated model, the “Fairness” foundation is split into two distinct
foundations: “Equality” and “Proportionality/Equity.” In its revised form,
the questionnaire includes 36 questions and adopts a different instruction
format: “For each of the statements below, please indicate how well each
statement describes you or your opinions,” inspired by the structure of the
more psychometrically robust Portrait 1 alues Questionnaire (Schwartz & Bilsky,
1987). Responses are recorded on a 5-point Likert scale: Does not describe
me at all (1); Slightly describes me (2); Moderately describes me (3);
Describes me fairly well (4); Describes me extremely well (5). This revised
format is designed, according to the authors, to better function in cross-
cultural contexts (Atari et al., 2023; Matsuo et al., 2019). An increasing
number of researchers advocate avoiding the use of the original MFQ,
particularly the 20-item version, and instead encourage “to empirically test
the psychometric properties of the recently revised MFQ-2, developed by
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the authors of MFT as a more accurate instrument for the conceptualization
of morality” (De Buck & Pauwels, 2023). This shift is especially critical given
that some validity issues have already been identified in replication studies
(Winkelkotte et al., 2025).

Another approach to the empirical study and validation of MFT,
particularly for understanding the fundamental structure of moral intuitions,
involves applying bifactor models to the MFQ. Bifactor models, which
assess both general factors and specific factors, have been proposed as a
more sophisticated method to capture the complexity of moral foundations
compared to traditional single-factor or multifactor models. (Here, the term
“bifactor model” refers to models that include at least one general factor
orthogonal to the specific factors, while “bifactorial model” will refer to
models that feature only two specific factors). This approach is particularly
significant given the diverse cultural and ideological contexts in which moral
foundations operate, as it offers a more nuanced framework for analyzing
the interplay between overarching moral dimensions and specific moral
concerns.

The present study is part of a broader research project that spanned
multiple cohorts and instruments, initiated seven years ago, at a time when
MFT and its measurement instrument were enjoying widespread and
enduring popularity in moral psychology. However, as data collection neared
completion, the theoretically and empirically validated structure proposed by
the authors of the theory appeared increasingly unsupported. In response to
growing concerns regarding the instrument’s validity, a substantial dataset of
over 2,000 participants - divided into three cohorts - was employed to
evaluate its measurement properties. This allowed for comprehensive
validity analyses based on internal structure and construct validation (Rios &
Wells, 2014), providing an opportunity to test theoretically significant
models and/or those empirically validated in the specialized literature.

A total of 26 models were tested, encompassing variations with 5, 3,
and 2 factors, configured in different ways (e.g., standard, relevance,
judgment, with higher factors, bifactor, or hierarchical designs). Analyses
focused on reliability, fit indices, and comparative evaluations of standard
models.

Data were collected over 6 years, with questionnaires being
administered to different student cohorts, the samples generally reflecting
biennial chronological order. Given that each cohort had a different
relationship to the COVID-19 pandemic: preCOVID-19 (653 participants),
preCOVID-19/COVID-19 (436), and COVID-19/postCOVID-19 (1144),
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we considered it an opportunity to perform validation analyses as if they
were 3 populations with different characteristics.

Reliability analyses

The scale demonstrated good overall reliability across all three
samples: preCOVID-19: M = 3.41, §D = .606, « = .884, w = .894;
preCOVID-19/COVID-19: M = 3.38, §D = 571, o = .861, o = .871;
COVID-19/postCOVID-19: M = 3.41, SD = 504, a = .844, w = .857.

One item, authority5 (“Men and women each have different roles to
play in society”), consistently showed a weak correlation with the rest of the
scale (< .2) across all three samples. Confirmatory factor analyses indicated
that this item adversely affected model fit across all tested versions, leading
to its removal. Notably, across all three samples, this item exhibited a
stronger correlation with the Purity foundation, suggesting that, within the
Romanian cultural context, gender role attitudes are more closely associated
with religiously grounded conceptions of gender (Purity) than with
hierarchical or institutional aspects typically reflected in the _Authority
foundation.

The reliability indices for most subscales were only marginally
acceptable (a > .05), except for the Purity scale, which consistently fell within
acceptable values. Examination of the correlation matrix revealed that some
Judgment items had weaker correlations (< .3) with their respective subscale
items or with the rest of the scale, indicating potential issues with internal
consistency.

Comparative analysis of reliability indices for models with 5, 3, and 2
factors shows that reducing the number of factors improves psychometric
properties. The 5-factor model presents variable reliability across subscales,
with Purity showing the strongest reliability and Auzhority the weakest. The 3-
factor model has substantially improved reliability, particularly for the
Autonomy and Community factors. The 2-factor model demonstrated the most
robust reliability indices for both subscales, Individualizing and Binding,
indicating a more precise and stable measurement of theoretical constructs.

Models fit

The results of the model fitting analyses (CFA) indicate that models
with 3 factors and 2 factors tend to have better fit indices across all three
samples compared to those with 5 factors, which sometimes fail to converge
or produce non-positive definite covariance matrices for latent variables.
Across all samples, models with 3 factors (both standard and bifactor
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versions) consistently exhibit good fit. Models with 2 factors also yield good
results, often with fit indices similar to the 3-factor models.

Another notable finding is that disjoint models based on “relevance”
and “judgment” items tend to perform better than combined models, with
relevance-based models showing slightly better fit indices compared to
judgment-based models. Bifactor-with-3-factors models consistently
demonstrate good fit across samples, while bifactor-with-2-factors models
also perform well, often achieving fit indices close to the former models.
Models with higher factor(s) and 5 factors generally show weaker fit
compared to higher factor(s) models with 3 factors, which exhibit reasonable
fit but are still outperformed by standard 3-factor or bifactor models.

Regarding fit indices, CFI and TLI values are generally higher for
models with 3 and 2 factors, often approaching or exceeding .95. RMSEA
values also tend to be lower (indicating better fit) for models with 3 and 2
factors, often below .08, while SRMR wvalues also tend to be lower for
models with 3 and 2 factors, frequently below .08.

In conclusion, although the instrument clearly supports the existence
of 3 distinct factors (Awutonomy, Community, and Spirituality) across all three
samples, as predicted by theory, the simple solution with these three
correlated factors does not achieve a good fit in any of the samples. Instead,
the alternative proposed bifactor models with 3 specific factors - either with
1 general factor, or with 2 distinct general factors for the “relevance” and
“judgment” scales (Wormley et al., 2023), or with 2 general factors
(Individualization and Group) (Cigan et al., 2018) - show good or acceptable fit
indices.

Table 1 Fit indices for the 3 samples of the bifactor model with 3 specific factors

RMSEA 90%
1 df y?/df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA Cl AGFI GFI NFI
Lower Upper
Sample 1 773.547 345 2.242 979 975 .056 .053 048 058 972 982 .962
Sample 2 1129.533 345 3.274 96 .953 .059 .059 055 .063 966 979 .944
Sample 3 1590.391 345 4.61 .959 .952 .053 .056 053 .059  .973 .983 .949

Bifactor
model

The 5-factor model, however, does not meet acceptable fit criteria in
any of the samples. These findings underscored the necessity of exploring
alternative models, particularly bifactor models, to achieve a more accurate
representation of the factorial structure in the Romanian sample.
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ESEM-with-CFA analyses

Traditional validation methods, such as exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), have notable limitations.
EFA is data-driven and does not impose prior specifications, but the
resulting structures can be difficult to compare across groups or over time.
On the other hand, CFA imposes predefined relationships between items
and factors, neglecting secondary loadings, which compromises the validity
of complex models. Post-hoc adjustments aimed at improving CFA models,
such as eliminating items or correlating errors, are often criticized for lacking
theoretical justification and may negatively impact discriminant validity and
subsequent structural analyses (Hu & Bentler, 1998; Morin & Asparouhov,
2018).

In this context, many studies advocate for bifactorial models, which
offer robust conceptual justifications, as an alternative to higher-order factor
models. A promising option is exploratory structural equation modeling
combined with confirmatory factor analysis (ESEM-with-CFA). This
approach integrates the flexibility of EFA with the rigor of CFA, enabling
the investigation of complex relationships between latent and observed
variables (Chen et al., 2006; Howard et al., 2018; Marsh & Alamer, 2024;
Marsh et al., 2014; Morin et al., 2020; Swami et al., 2023).

Thus, we evaluated the fit of ESEM-with-CFA models across the
three independent samples, testing the three main factorial structures: a 2-
factor structure (Individualzing and Binding), a 3-factor structure (Autonomy,
Community, and Spirituality) and a 5-factor structure (Care, Fairness, Loyalty,
Authority, Purity), both with and without a general factor (bifactor). This
approach allowed us to assess the empirical support for both theoretical
models regarding moral foundations structure.

The analysis of fit indices showed that 5-factor models present superior
fit compared to 3 or 2-factor models across all three samples. The 2-factor
models demonstrated good fit in the first two samples (CFI = .950-.973,
TLI = .942-969, RMSEA = .059-.066, SRMR = .057-.063), but less
satisfactory in the bifactorial version for sample 3 (CFI = .830, TLI = .785).

The 3-factor models showed variable fit indices, from acceptable to
good (CFI = .835-969, TLI = .792-.961, RMSEA = .051-.069, SRMR
= .047-.054), with notable improvement in the bifactor version (CFI = .978-
990, TLI = .970-.986, RMSEA = .039-.047).

The 5-factor models demonstrated the best fit across all three
samples (CFI = .988-.995, TLI = .982-.993, RMSEA = .028-.037, SRMR
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= .04), with additional improvement in the bifactorial version (CFI = .992-
999, TLI = .987-.999, RMSEA = .012-.029, SRMR = .031-.035).

The transition from more parsimonious models with 2 or 3 factors
to those with 5 factors led to substantial improvements: ACFI between .019
and .16 (the threshold from which it is considered significant being .01),
ARMSEA between -.02 and -.04 (the significant threshold being -.015), even
in the context of more permissive criteria suggested for the WLSMV
estimator (Shi et al., 2018; Xia & Yang, 2019). Consistently, the bifactor
versions of all models demonstrated superior fit compared to their
corresponding standard versions.

Factor loading analysis using ESEM-with-CFA revealed that while the
5-factor model is more stable than the 3-factor model, it exhibits variations
in loading consistency across samples, indicating some structural instability.

In the bifactor variant, the general factor (G) shows moderate to
strong loadings (>.40) that are generally more consistent across samples for
most items, suggesting the presence of a substantial general latent factor
underlying the moral foundations. For the simple model, items had stronger
loadings on their specific factors, but also showed more significant cross-
loadings, reflecting conceptual overlaps between these group-based moral
foundations (Care and Fai) and community-based moral foundations
(Loyalty, Authority, and Purity). These overlaps highlight the interconnected
nature of these intuitions within their specific moral domain. The 3-factor
model exhibited weaker loadings overall, with more pronounced overlaps
between specific factors, indicating less distinct representations of moral
dimensions. In contrast, the 2-factor model demonstrated better stability,
with the Individualizing and Binding factors being well-represented by
moderate to strong loadings. However, cross-loadings and sample-to-sample
variations suggest that the moral dimensions are more complex and
intertwined than is assumed by theory.

In conclusion, ESEM-with-CFA analysis uncovered a consistent
pattern across all three samples, with 5-factor models showing superior fit
compared to 3-factor models, contrary to results from CFA solutions, and
bifactor versions consistently outperforming their non-bifactor counterparts,
offering better representation of the data. While ESEM-with-CFA analysis
revealed a factorial structure closely resembling that of MFT, the detected
pattern was more complex than the theoretical model. The findings suggest
that moral dimensions are not entirely distinct but instead exhibit significant
conceptual overlaps, particularly in group-based moral values.
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Multi-group invariance

As noted during the presentation of data collection, while the main
characteristics of the samples are broadly similar (student), their
compositions are heterogeneous in terms of the proportion of
specializations, gender, study levels, and their relation to the COVID-19
pandemic period. This variability was considered as an opportunity to
validate the model as if the samples represented three distinct populations
with differing characteristics, though the results should be interpreted
cautiously.

Since sample size significantly affects both the y* fit statistic (Hu &
Bentler, 1999; Putnick & Bornstein, 2016) and parameter estimates and fit
indices (Kyriazos, 2018), we split the third sample into two equal subsamples
through random subjects’ extraction. This allowed us to verify model
invariance across four samples with 440, 653, 572, and 572 participants,
respectively.

Separate analyses of model invariance across the four samples
indicated acceptable to a very good fit of the tested models in all cases. All
four samples showed acceptable to very good model fit (y?/df between
2.358-3.28, CFI between .957-.975, TLI between .950-971, RMSEA
between .055-.059, SRMR=.057-.059). The model fits well for both genders,
with minimal differences in fit quality. Configural invariance was supported
(x?/df=2.732, CF1=.966, RMSEA=.055), confirming the validity of factor
structure across all groups. Metric invariance was problematic (Ay>=879,
p<.001, ACFI=.009, ARMSEA<.004), indicating that factor loadings might
not be completely equivalent across groups. Scalar invariance was partially
supported: Ay*=337.913, p=.46, suggesting that item intercepts are
approximately equal across groups, CFI remains constant (957 — .957), and
RMSEA slightly decreases (060 — .054), suggesting better model fit.
Overall, the results indicate good support for configural invariance,
suggesting that the factor structure is consistent across groups. Metric
invariance was only borderline supported, indicating variability in factor
loadings across groups. Scalar invariance was partially supported, suggesting
that item intercepts were roughly equivalent, though not perfectly so.

Discussions

The ESEM-with-CFA analysis clearly supported the 5-factor model
(Care, Fairness, Loyalty, Authority, and Purity), identifying it as superior to the
3-factor model, while highlighting the necessity of the general factor.
Conversely, the CFA analysis revealed limitations in the 5-factor model,
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showing that it did not fit the data adequately. Instead, the 3-correlated-
factors model and the bifactor model with 3 specific correlated factors
performed better. Among these, only the bifactor model met acceptable fit
criteria, suggesting the presence of a meaningful latent dimension. The
stability of this structure was confirmed across all samples. The general
factor identified in the bifactor model can be interpreted in several ways. It
may represent a general moral dimension overarching the general tendency
to attribute importance to moral values, a methodological factor capturing
common variation due to response style or social desirability, or a general
dimension reflecting specific ontological framing or how individuals perceive
and attribute intrinsic moral value to persons and actions (Beal, 2020).

In contemporary psychology, bifactor models have gained increasing
ground as valuable tools for understanding complex psychological
constructs. Although there have been objections that the superior fit of
these models might be attributed to their ability to better adapt to
implausible response patterns rather than a more faithful representation of
the underlying data structure (Morgan et al, 2015; Reise et al., 2010),
numerous recent studies contradict this perspective.

Research conducted by Chen et al. (2016) in personality psychology
demonstrated that applying bifactor models not only significantly improves
statistical model fit but also results in a notable increase in explained
variance for personality factors. This improvement was consistent across all
eight samples analyzed and was observed using three different personality
measurement instruments, including the Big Five and HEXACO models.
The evidence suggests that the general factor identified through these
models does not merely represent random error or methodological bias but
rather reflects a central psychological mechanism underlying personality
structure, associated with processes relevant to individual adaptation.

Similarly, Rodriguez et al. (2016) analyzed indices derived from the
standardized loading matrices of bifactor models from 50 published studies.
Their findings demonstrated that these indices provide a clearer and more
complete understanding of the psychometric properties of assessment
instruments. One revealing insight was that, although many measures were
described as “multidimensional,” the total scores were predominantly
influenced by variance attributable to a single latent factor. Additionally,
subscale scores often had ambiguous or inconsistent interpretations.

Even major personality constructs, such as the Big Five, remain
instrumental approximations, functioning effectively only in the presence of
integration with the self’s identity narrative (McAdams & Pals, 2006). Chen
et al. (2012) further highlighted the utility of bifactor models through their
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analysis of the extraversion construct as measured by the NEO-PI-R. They
demonstrated that bifactor models are a superior method for simultaneously
evaluating such multidimensional constructs as personality. This approach
allows for the analysis of both the general construct shared by all facets and
the unique specificity of individual facets, independent of the influence of
the general construct. A particularly important finding was that, after
controlling for the influence of the general construct, extraversion facets
exhibited correlations in opposite directions with certain criteria. This
underscores the complexity and nuance of the extraversion construct.

In the clinical domain, personality organization levels based on
object relations models appear to be better conceptualized in terms of a
general factor of personality functioning, as well. Horz-Sagstetter et al.
(2021) found that the general factor explained approximately 66% of the
common variance when using the Inventory of Personality Organization (IPO).
The application of bifactor models has also provided strong support for the
concept of the “p” factor in general psychopathology, demonstrating the
utility of a trans-diagnostic approach (Caspi et al., 2014). This general factor
has proven to be stable over time and effective in describing temporal
changes in psychopathology (Gluschkoff et al., 2019). These findings suggest
that addressing pathologies of the self cannot be reduced solely to the stable
aspects of personality but also requires acknowledgment of the normative
component inherent in the concept of self (Glas, 2003).

How can these seemingly contradictory statistical results be
explained? In the context of moral psychology, MFT posits that moral
intuitions are rapid, automatic, and affective evaluations that guide our moral
judgments. While this framework is appealing in its simplicity, it falls short
of fully explaining the complexity of moral behavior. To address this, it must
be complemented by two key mechanisms: (1) the mechanisms of cognitive
processes that trigger the activation of a certain intuitions based on context
and individual particularities, and (2) the inclusion of the moral narrative of
the self, which provides the interpretation of the events that activates
specific intuitions (depending on personal experience, education, and
socialization), and also serves as the foundation for behavioral motivation
(Krettenauer & Stichter, 2023).

The ADC model (Agent, Deed, Consequences) elucidates the
triggering mechanism of moral intuitions by demonstrating that spontaneous
moral judgments arise from the preconscious concurrent evaluation of three
core elements: the Agent’s character/intentions, the Deed (action), and its
Consequences (Bialek et al., 2014; Dubljevi¢ & Racine, 2014). This

268



Revista Romaneasca pentru April-June 2025
Educatie Multidimensionald Volume 17, Issue 2

framework integrates these components through intuitive processing via
cognitive heuristics, advancing Social Intuitionist Theory by specifying the
dynamic synthesis of moral valence across each element into a unified
judgment. Further grounding this mechanism in the innate deontic
structures from universal moral grammar (Mikhail, 2011) may provide
complementary foundations for ADC evaluations in moral cognition.

However, the activation of moral intuitions also depends on
identification, which functions on two levels: first, situational identification,
involving the recognition of the moral nature of a given context; and second,
the perceived relationship with the moral identity, referring to the extent to
which the situation is seen as relevant to and impacting one’s moral self
(Glas, 2003). Similar to other personality dimensions, such as narcissism,
which shares the common goal of maintaining a positive self-image (Engyel
et al, 2022), moral identity represents a dynamic self-regulation process
(Blasi, 2005). This process is oriented toward maintaining moral self-image -
deontological coherence between moral identity and moral behavior
(Arvanitis, 2023; Holyoak & Powell, 2016) - and a morally coherent world
(ontological coherence) (Clark et al., 2015). Rather than being a fixed trait,
moral identity is better understood as “a complex knowledge structure
consisting of moral values, goals, traits, and behavioral scripts” (Aquino et
al., 2009, 124). This dynamic structure enables individuals to navigate moral
challenges, interpret their experiences, and maintain consistency between
their moral self-image and their behavior.

Self-narratives play a crucial role in our moral psychology, operating
at multiple levels: personal, interpersonal, social, and cultural (McLean &
Syed, 2016). These narratives allow individuals to define and articulate their
values, beliefs, and goals, essential for psychological health and resilience
(McAdams, 2001). The universality observed in moral foundations (Atari et
al., 2023) and value sets (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987) can be interpreted as
reflecting the conceptual structure or fundamental semantic dimensions of
the cultures’ grand narratives upon which individuals construct the meaning
of their social existence. As van den Berg and Corrias (2023, 22) argue:
“Given the context specificity of our moral considerations, as well as the
richness of our self-narratives in terms of moral meaning, studies should
take an exploratory rather than a confirmatory approach to measuring
morally relevant phenomena, like moral values.” The necessity of bifactor
modeling that emerged from the present study - particularly the insights
provided by exploratory structural equation modeling analyses - further
supports the case for advancing this research methodology in moral

psychology.
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Limitations and future research directions

The study presents several evident limitations related to the non-
representativeness of samples (based exclusively on students and exhibits
imbalances in terms of gender and field of study). Furthermore, the inherent
weaknesses of the MFQ, common for all questionnaires relies on self-
reported data, that is susceptible to biases such as social desirability. The lack
of control variables and complementary measurements affects the validity of
results, particularly given the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite
these limitations, the findings highlight several promising avenues for future
research, including extending and conducting cross-cultural validation of the
bifactor solution, exploring the relationship between self-narratives and the
general factor, and employing complementary instruments to assess moral
identity. Additionally, it would be highly useful integrating these insights
with other theoretical models, particularly those investigating the
neurocognitive foundations of morality and the interplay between moral
intuitions and moral reasoning. By addressing these limitations and pursuing
these directions, future studies could provide a more comprehensive
understanding of moral psychology, particularly in how wvalues, intuitions,
and self-narratives interact to shape moral identity and behavior.

Conclusions

Beyond its specific findings, this research highlights the critical role
of integrating quantitative and qualitative methodologies in advancing the
study of moral psychology. While the study primarily employed quantitative
methods, it underscores the need for mixed-method approaches, particularly
in research areas where moral reasoning and identity construction are deeply
contextual and narrative-driven. As the dialogical nature of the moral self
resists reduction to static traits or dimensions, combining psychometric rigor
with narrative inquiry - such as Q methodology (Watts & Stenner, 2012) - is
a promising way to enhance our understanding of the complexity and
individuality of moral cognition.

The findings also contribute to ongoing debates regarding bifactor
models in psychological assessment. While critics argue that improved
model fit may arise from accommodating response noise (Bonifay et al.,
2017), evidence suggests that bifactor structures effectively capture the
interplay between general and specific dimensions of complex constructs
(Reise, 2012). In this context, the presence of a general factor of moral
judgment - akin to general factors in intelligence (g factor; Johnson et al.,
2004), psychopathology (p factor; Smith et al., 2020), or personality (gPF;
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Figueredo et al., 2014; Rushton & Irwing, 2009) - invites a reinterpretation:
not as an abstract universal trait, but as an expression of the coherence and
integration of individual moral narratives. This view supports a more layered
and dynamic model of moral identity, calling for both structural and
interpretive methodologies.

Furthermore, this study reveals systemic challenges in current research
practices. The delayed revision of widely used instruments - such as the MFQ),
updated by its own authors after over more than a decade of use - reflects a
broader issue: the scarcity of replication studies and institutional incentives for
methodological transparency. As only 3% of journals explicitly support
submitting replications (Martin & Clarke, 2017), and few platforms encourage
the publication of negative or null findings, the reliability and cumulative
progress of social science remain vulnerable. Addressing this requires concrete
reforms, including pre-registration of studies (Begley & Ellis, 2012), open
reporting of all findings, challenges encountered during research, even
requiring at least one replication study - whether significant or not - possibly
pre-registered (Martin & Clarke, 2017), and the institutionalization of
replication efforts. Ultimately, specifically for the meaningful advancement
moral psychology, this research emphasizes the importance of integrating
personal narratives, multidimensional models, and robust validity checks.

Although this research began seven years ago, the results align with
prior findings, confirming the low validity of the MFQ. Our analyses also
suggest that the five or six moral foundations proposed by MFT are not
redundant, as some radical critics (Gray et al., 2012) have argued. However,
they appear to rest on more fundamental psychological processes, such as
concern for harm, empathy, cooperation (Curry, 2016, 2019) - an aspect
almost completely missing from MFT - or ontological framing, referring to
how individuals perceive and attribute intrinsic value to entities within the
moral domain (Beal, 2020).

Our statistical findings, along with theoretical and empirical support
from other studies, underscore the need for moral psychology to maintain a
consistently exploratory dimension, incorporating the coherence and
specificity of self-narratives into moral judgment research. Only such an
approach better accounts for the flexibility and context-dependence of moral
evaluations, shaped by individuals’ understandings of the nature of things,
rather than rigidly being determined by innate intuitive foundations. Moral
identity is constructed and expressed through both evolutionarily and
culturally shaped moral intuitions. Social situations elicit affective responses
via moral intuitions (Graham et al., 2011), preconsciously mediated by moral
heuristics (Dubljevi¢ & Racine, 2014), themselves grounded in the generative
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structures of a universal moral grammar (Mikhail, 2011). Judgments are
conceptually organized via moral schemas (Narvaez & Bock, 2002) or
prototypes (Larson, 2013; Rosch, 1973), guided by personal values (Schwartz
& Bilsky, 1987), and wvalidated by moral competence (Lind, 2008) — yet
constrained by the need for deontological coherence of moral identity.
Furthermore, the drive for coherence in moral identity is key to understanding
how individuals align their actions and values to maintain a consistent moral
wortldview. This coherence often blurs the boundary between descriptive and
prescriptive judgment, as individuals reshape their descriptive beliefs to
support preferred moral conclusions (Clark et al., 2015).

While MFT is well-supported in a broad range of evolutionary,
cultural, and anthropological evidence, it nonetheless oversimplifies moral
processing by reducing it to automatic intuitive responses based on
comparative schemas of social actions, which are subsequently rationalized.
In reality, moral judgment involves interpretation from the outset, not
merely comparison. It is guided by unconscious heuristics and by personal
values formed during culturalization and socialization, influenced by the
need for moral coherence (reflected in the general factor), that explains the
situational and contextual flexibility of individual moral reasoning,.
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