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Abstract

:

The citizenship’s distrust of politicians clashes with the absence of research of politicians’ moral competence, which is a challenge to positive psychology. The objective of this work, approved by the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces, is to measure, for the first time, the moral competence of Spanish councilors and to explore its relationship with different independent variables. A sample of 625 councilors from all the territories of the country completed a questionnaire that includes the Moral Competence Test Moral Competence Test. Estimation parameters and hypothesis contrast methods were used for the statistical analysis of the obtained data. The results indicate that most of the Spanish councilors in the sample have low moral competence, which does not depend on any of the variables contemplated in the study. Councilors with high moral competence represent only 3.7%, with a profile corresponding more closely to that of people under 45 years of age, with university training, professionally linked to the private services sector, and dedicated exclusively to politics in a Town Hall.
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1. Introduction


Throughout history, the exercise of politics has been associated with the use of lies, abuse of power, and corruption. As a result, the morality of politicians has always been questioned [1]. Spain is no exception, and the periodic barometers that have been carried out for the last 35 years by the Center for Sociological Research have been reflecting that politicians in general have usually been cited by a variable percentage of the population as one of the country’s three main problems. However, this record had never reached such a high level (54%) as it did in March 2020, placed only behind the problem of unemployment [2].



The encroachment of this bad reputation of policy-engaged people who hold posts of public responsibility [3] in the midst of the age of information is an indicator of the serious threat posed to any democratic system by the decline of the public’s confidence in the proper functioning and honest administration of its institutions, especially in crisis contexts, whether economic or health crises. For this reason, the discipline of positive psychology seeks to determine the basis of this social discontent and to point out the keys to its amendment, and this should be understood as a public service, because one of its theoretical foundations is the promotion of well-being and quality of life [4]. The purpose of this work is to contribute to this through the measurement, for the first time, of the level of moral competence of a sample of local Spanish public officials who exercise their responsibilities in a way that is more closely linked to citizens’ reality.



1.1. A Territory to Explore


Until a decade ago, the concept of moral competence had been rarely studied from the viewpoint of psychology [5], compared to others such as emotional intelligence or leadership, and even less so concerning the exercise of politics, although this has not prevented the phenomenon of corruption, for example, from being conceptualized in terms of moral conflict or dilemma [3,6]. It is precisely in the wake of the outrage caused by major scandals of political corruption and corporate scams in a context of a global economic crisis that began in 2008 when interest arose to investigate this issue [7,8], which involved the behavior of directors, managers, and people holding positions of social leadership in general, and even organizations, from large entities to small- and medium-sized businesses [9,10]. However, this interest has only illuminated specific studies of the public office in general, and moral competence has not yet been measured or tested in a way that allows rigorous conclusions to be reached.



The authors of [11] analyzed the contributions of social psychology to the study of the phenomenon of corruption and highlighted the paucity of research and the role of ethics through reasoning (p. 240), the key to which is in the so-called “dark triad” (narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy) [12]. Likewise, the work of [13] has highlighted the influence of leaders in their promotion or eradication, which places policy makers in a determining role.



Why are these studies and assessments necessary? On the one hand, countless examples could be presented of politicians who have proven to be dishonest and to whom decision-making opportunities should never have been granted. On the other hand, there is some consensus among historians to rate Abraham Lincoln as a moral genius [14]. To reach both conclusions, it was not necessary to have the results of any moral competence tests, but it is currently unacceptable to propose the assessment of the consequences of a political leader’s acts and decisions, even if it were positive. In times of Big Data and predictive analytics, laissez-faire and assessing a politician’s integrity after the fact should no longer be the only option. Citizenship demands reliable evidence [1] to be able to entrust their vote and, at least, not suffer disenchantment and frustration. Now, what exactly do we mean when we refer to moral competence?



First, morality can be framed within the set of cognitive mechanisms or internal orientations that lead people to cooperate rather than to strive to achieve selfish goals [15]; that is, to try to achieve their objectives through understanding rather than through conflict, which is essential for coexistence in a diverse and pluralistic society [16]. Moral competence is, therefore, the ability to recognize that a particular problem requires a moral response and to be able to decide which, of all the possible solutions, is the most appropriate [17]. A response that, from a political point of view, can also be considered more or less intelligent [18], depending on who it benefits or harms.



Moral competence is based on universal principles, including justice [19], and it consists of the ability to solve problems and conflicts on the basis of one’s moral principles through deliberation and discussion, rather than through violence and deception or submission to others [20,21]. For this reason, it can be interpreted as a democratic competence [22], which manifests itself in the ability to engage in rational and moral debate with others, especially those who have different opinions and values, through three fundamental attitudes: using and accepting arguments as a means of conflict resolution; using commonly accepted moral orientations or principles to evaluate arguments; and finally, doing so even when challenged or confronted by opponents or by those who disagree [21]. We are therefore talking about an essential competence in the exercise of politics and its processes of debate and decision-making.



People with high moral competence are those who demonstrate their ability to systematically appreciate arguments that refer to a socio-moral perspective different from their own. On the contrary, those people who only appreciate the arguments supporting their own approach and solution to the dilemma [23], that is, who only value the arguments that favor them or that go against another proposed solution, show low moral competence. The highest score is therefore attributed to people who demonstrate the ability to detect the moral quality of certain arguments versus others, regardless of agreeing with each of them, an aspect that represents the value of moral competence from a democratic point of view [21].



Two closely related dimensions converge in moral competence [24]. The first is the affective dimension or intuitive judgment, which is forged during the first part of life, tending to prevail when the circumstances hinder reflection, for example, due to the contextual demand for a fast response, or when the person’s behavior is marked by an impulsive style that is reflected naturally in how he or she makes decisions [25]. The other dimension of moral competence is the rational one, which is slower and more explicit, and is the result of the individual cognitive processes involved in the awareness and analysis of what is right and wrong in each given situation [26]. It is also called moral reasoning and involves weighing different arguments in order to take a position and to be able to justify it under certain moral codes; a reflection and reasoning that are constructed with arguments and that, therefore, are conditioned by the use of language [27,28] and the person’s skill to make strategic use of it [29], which constitutes a political skill in itself.



Moral competence is therefore not an innate or immovable property that cannot evolve beyond the effects of a person’s experiences and learnings during their first years of life [30] or during their education and academic training but is instead a fluid sensitivity [31] that can adapt to seek the most appropriate response to certain environmental conditions, social roles, and one’s personality, provided that it is stimulated.



Conflict between the affective and rational parts of moral competence may emerge when one faces the need to express an opinion on a moral problem or dilemma. A marked tendency to take a stance impulsively to solve this dilemma without reflection reveals dogmatism, which emerges from the affective part, and which can also lead to some forms of violence [21]. If the person’s only concern to deal with the debate and resolution of the dilemma is to seek argumental armor for their ideas, their explanations will be adapted to their speech, but their views will not be changed. Hence, this person will be rationalizing but not demonstrating rationality, because doing so would demonstrate their willingness to rethink their own positions and attitudes, adjusting them to shared moral principles while analyzing others’ arguments and judging them according to their moral quality and not to their affinity with the person’s own arguments [24].



Thus, to assess moral competence concerning a moral dilemma, it is necessary to take into account, at the same time, both the moral values and principles that sustain a person’s opinion and the reasoning used to justify it, with the formation of moral judgment and moral action mediating between the two aspects [24,32]. This method is the basis for the discussion of moral dilemmas for the development of moral competence, and is the basis for the instrument that was used in this work to measure this variable in a sample of Spanish councilors.




1.2. Where to Start


The absence of previous studies on the moral competence of councilors justifies the performance of this research and its claim to open a line of work in this field of knowledge. Measuring the level of moral competence in a sample of Spanish councilors should help not only to clarify the reason for citizens’ discontent with the supposed moral deficiencies of their representatives but also to rate some of their behaviors and decisions from a more qualified perspective.



Without similar research to replicate, similar hypotheses to refute, or equivalent published results to contrast, it is logical to think that a study like this, which can be considered preliminary, will contemplate a series of basic demographic variables that are easy to measure through a questionnaire, to explore their possible relationship with moral competence and seek some partial parallels with other studies not linked to political office or the exercise of politics [33,34]. The possible correlation between these demographic variables will allow the possibility of opening new lines of research on the factors that condition moral competence, based on the idea that moral competence can be learned [21,35,36] and could therefore be included in educational or training plans for the improvement of management skills in general and political decision-making in particular.



Therefore, in addition to the fundamental variable that is the subject of analysis of this research, moral competence, we decided to include seven other variables of a personal and professional nature. The first was age, which was taken into account as an essential demographic variable, as it may constitute a factor that, by itself, might condition the level of moral competence to the extent that direct or indirect contact with moral dilemmas throughout life may have contributed to cultivating that capacity or forbearance [7]. However, in this study, we decided to consider the hypothesis that age is not a factor influencing moral competence, even though some publications are pointing in the opposite direction [37,38,39], indicating age as having an inverse relationship with moral reasoning capacity.



It was also considered essential to include gender in this work when taking into account the traditional male dominance in positions of political responsibility. It is interesting to determine whether there is any significant difference between the levels of moral competence of men and women that can justify such supremacy, apart from being able to compare the results obtained with the data of an official study on the profile of Spanish councilors published in 2009 [40]. We decided to address the research considering the hypothesis of no gender differences [38], the contrast of which will allow assessing the results obtained in other studies that point to greater competence and consistency in women’s moral configuration [41].



The inclusion of the variable academic training was proposed in this work to try to determine whether the level of completed studies may have a relationship with the level of moral competence, as this virtue [7] is popularly associated with a supposed preparation that is faithfully reflected in the academic record and the curriculum vitae, thus judging, a priori [1], a qualification or its lack for the performance of the office and the consequent decision-making. In this work, we considered the hypothesis that higher academic training would lead to greater moral competence, thus contrasting studies in both directions [23,33,42] and comparing the data obtained with those published a decade ago by the Government of Spain, which reflected a predominant low academic level [40,43].



The compatibility between the exercise of politics and employment is another variable that we decided to incorporate into this research on the premise that immersion in political life and dedication to full-time public office could have an impact on the development of moral competence, either positively, helping to face moral dilemmas with better judgment or, on the contrary, by cultivating dogmatism [24]. The study starts with the hypothesis that this academic variable is unrelated to moral competence.



We considered that the variable experience in public office should be contemplated because political experience itself may either constitute training in the field of moral competence due to the person’s becoming accustomed to debating on matters with a moral charge or, on the contrary, it may be related to the consolidation of previous moral principles and dogmatism [25], preventing their contrast and evolution. We drew on the idea that neither circumstance (evolution or no evolution of the moral competence) exerts any influence and, therefore, we intended to demonstrate that moral competence does not depend on experience in public office, similar to the variable age, although one study points to a significant decrease in moral competence as of 16 years of professional experience [44].



As with the variable academic training, the variable referent professional sector was taken into consideration for this study, as it is understood that the characteristics of the employment area can have some influence on the development of moral competence and condition analysis and decision-making in issues with a moral charge linked to political activity. Similarly, the working hypothesis is that this variable plays some kind of role in the level of moral competence. Most published studies refer to students [37,45,46] or specific professional profiles [44,47] but not to extensive heterogeneous samples of professionals, as was intended in this study.



Finally, we also decided to include in this research the variable size of the municipality, as the selective processes for the configuration of electoral lists for local elections in Spain [48] are more competitive in cities than in small towns; hence we established the hypothesis that there is some kind of link between this variable and moral competence.



In addition to the above-mentioned seven demographic variables, another variable of a political nature was taken into account: ideologization. It is a question of whether moderation or closeness to the extremes [7] concerning ideological self-definition may be related to the level of moral competence, given the inconclusive studies of moral judgment and political ideology [49,50,51] as well as the controversy as to whether moral beliefs determine political beliefs or vice versa [52], or whether low competence in terms of moral reasoning is strongly correlated with blind obedience to authority [21]. Ideology is addressed in this study through the hypothesis that the level of ideologization contributes to explain moral competence to the extent that a greater level of moral competence is expected from those who hold temperate or moderate positions compared to those who tend to hold extreme positions on the traditional ideological game-board.




1.3. Intention, Fingings, and Originality of this Work


The two objectives pursued by this research are:




	
To analyze the relationship between the level of moral competence of Spanish councilors and seven variables of a personal and professional nature.



	
To analyze the relationship between the level of ideologization (extremism or moderation in ideological self-definition) and the level of moral competence.








The study finds that the majority of Spanish councilors who participated showed a low level of moral competence, while a small percentage of them have high moral competence. Likewise, the results indicate that the curriculum of the sample councilors (both their academic training and their professional experience) cannot guarantee a higher level of moral competence and, therefore, more reliability of their better capacity to make certain decisions of a moral nature in the exercise of their office. Similarly, the fact of their being young or old, women or men, having more or less political experience, representing the citizenship of a town or a city, or their professional sector of reference is no guarantee. The moral competence of the councilors of the sample is independent of all these factors. Similarly, the moral competence of the councilors who participated in this study does not depend on their ideologization.





2. Method


2.1. Participants


In this research, 625 councilors participated voluntarily; they held positions in municipalities of all sizes from each of the 50 provinces throughout the Spanish territory, of all ages, with different levels of academic training and experience in public office, belonging to various professional sectors, and with different intensity of political ideologization. Their demographic characteristics are presented in Table 1.




2.2. Instruments


The Spanish version of the Moral Competence Test [32,53] was used (Appendix A). This instrument is composed of two moral dilemmas and evaluates the respondents’ ability to apply a moral judgment structure in adverse situations, requiring them to appraise arguments with various moral orientations and collect opinions for and against the decision made by the protagonist of the dilemma. We note that the C score of this test reflects the respondent’s consistency of judgment of the pros and cons, such that the higher this score, the higher the moral competence attributed to the respondent (between 0 and 100 points). This competence test has a multivariate 6 × 2 × 2 (six types of moral orientations, two opinions for or against, and two dilemmas in the form of stories) design. The instrument has adequate psychometric properties [54,55] and construct, content, and semantic validity, and also a negative relationship with democratic attitudes and a positive one with dogmatism [56].



Participants were also requested to answer a series of questions regarding personal, professional, and political variables, grouping the response options for each one, except for gender. Specifically, these were: age, academic training, compatibility between public office and employment, experience in public office, the referent professional sector, and the degree of ideologization.




2.3. Procedure


After preparing the questionnaire, it was transcribed into digital format through a design of the Google Forms platform. Access to it was gained through the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces by an email sent to all local entities of the country encouraging participation in this research. Therefore, all the municipalities, councils, and island chapters received this email with a link to the questionnaire, although its subsequent internal distribution to the different members of the political groups of each corporation was left to each entity once the email was received, and thus the sample was obtained by a simple random method. Email delivery occurred in two waves, an initial wave on 27 April 2018 and a second wave on 21 May 2018; therefore, there was a four-week interval between them. The last questionnaire answered was registered on 16 July 2018.



As the questionnaires were answered by the councilors who voluntarily and anonymously decided to participate, the digital application of the questionnaire itself automatically recorded the answers obtained and downloaded them onto an Excel file, which stored the data for further statistical processing. From the time of the first completed questionnaire until the last one was recorded, four months elapsed, during which no electoral process took place in the country.



The entire data collection process was adapted to the provisions of the Helsinki Declaration on the protection and processing of personal data of the population under study for this type of research. The sampling covered more than 67,515 political representatives holding posts in the 8131 municipalities, councils, and island chapters that make up all the local entities in Spain.



Three groups of participants were formed based on their moral competence: high, medium, and low, following the instructions for the correction of the Moral Competence Test [55]. Thus, a C score between 0 and 9 points was considered low, a score between 10 and 29 points was medium, and a score higher than 30 points was considered high. The configuration of the answers concerning the personal and professional variables of the questionnaire was as follows.



The responses to the age variable were divided into three ranges. The first included people under the age of 35, as only 5.0% of Spanish councilors were under the age of 26 a decade ago [40]. The next range covered the stage of mature workers (between 35 and 54 years), and the last range included people over 55, considering that the average working retirement age (65 years) usually coincides with the end of most political careers and this stage represented only 4.26% [40].



Five levels were considered in academic training: the first included up to the basic level (primary studies, basic general education, or compulsory secondary education). The second referred to a high school degree or middle degree formative cycle. The third range included those councilors who had a degree equivalent to that of a higher degree formative cycle. The fourth interval corresponded to the level of diploma or degree in university studies and the fifth referred to higher studies of bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, or PhD. It is also of interest, in this case, to compare the sample results with those available in other studies [40].



Concerning experience in public office, six response intervals were formed, considering the unalterable duration of the four-year mandates established in the Spanish local electoral regime [57]. Regarding the variable professional sector of reference, an essential distinction was drawn between councilors with a link with the public administration and those from the private sector, specifying within the latter four options according to the economic sectors of reference: services, industry or energy sector, agriculture, mining or fishing, and, finally, the construction sector.



For the variable size of the municipality, the response distribution was divided into five categories: hamlets with a population of up to 1000 people, villages with between 1001 and 5000 inhabitants (there are 1937 villages of this size throughout the country), towns with between 5001 and 10,000 inhabitants, cities with between 10,001 and 100,000 inhabitants (there are 689 cities of these characteristics), and, finally, cities with more than 100,000 residents (there are 62 such cities in Spain).



As for the level of ideologization, the questionnaire used the 10-point Likert scale that has been used traditionally by the Sociological Research Center for the ideological self-definition of those surveyed [1], where the extremes represent the classical ideological references of left (1) and right (10) policies. Subsequently, two groups were established around the mean obtained by the sample (3.71 points): one of marked or strong ideologization (self-description at levels 1, 7, 8, 9, and 10 of the scale) and moderate or weak (corresponding to the remaining levels 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6).




2.4. Data Analysis


After verifying the parametric assumptions, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and t-tests were used for independent samples to determine possible significant differences in the moral competence score between the different groups in the target variables. The chi-square statistic (χ2) was also calculated to determine possible differences in the frequency of cases in each of the target variables as a function of the levels of moral competence (low, medium, and high). Moreover, the Standardized residuals (SR) were calculated, taking as a criterion of significant differences in frequency a value exceeding the range [−1.96, 1.96]. For this purpose, we used the statistical package IBM SPSS Statistics, version 26 (2019). All statistical analyses used had a 95% confidence level.





3. Results


According to the above-mentioned standardization established by the Moral Competence Test [54], most participating councilors (52.3%) presented a low level of moral competence [C < 10], and the mean C score [C 10–30] of the sample, albeit at a medium level, was close to the low range limit (M = 11.0). Similarly, 47.2% of the sample councilors were at a medium or high level, although a minority (n = 23) of them presented a high level [C > 30] of moral competence (Table 2).



As for the ratio of the first demographic variable taken into account in this study, age, as related to the level of moral competence (C score), Table 3 shows that the average scores in moral competence of the three age groups were similar, with no significant differences (χ2 = 4.17; p = 0.38). On the other hand, Table 4 shows that the percentage weight of individuals under the age of 35 increases with the level of moral competence. Similarly, the representation of councilors aged 55 years or older decreased in the group with high moral competence (8.7% versus 24.5% and 26.8%, respectively, for those who obtained a low or medium C score). However, these group differences (Table 4) were nonsignificant. The analysis of variance (Table 5) indicates that moral competence does not depend on age (p = 0.75).



Regarding the second target variable, gender, the comparison of the C scores of men (M = 11.08, SD = 8.14) and women (M = 10.95, SD = 7.78) was nonsignificant (t = 0.99). Concerning the level of moral competence, 63.9% of the councilors in the sample who had a low or medium C score were men, whereas 65.2% of the men presented high moral competence (Table 6). Similarly, the analysis of variance showed that gender does not condition moral competence because p = 0.85 (Table 7).



With regards to the variable of academic training, Table 8 presents the differences between the data reflected in the 2009 [40] Spanish governmental study of Spanish councilors and those obtained with the councilors who participated in this research: 60.9% of our sample had university studies, which is almost double (32.8%) that of the national study in 2009. In Spain, 37.3% of the population currently has higher education (almost 15 points more than 20 years ago and eight points more than in 2008) [43]. At the same time, 37.2% of the councilors had basic or lower studies, according to the ministerial study, versus 8.1% of the data in this sample, with significant differences (χ2 = 88.85; p < 0.001).



The average C scores for each interval of academic level (Table 9) were nonsignificant because χ2 = 4.51 and p = 0.81. Among the participants in this study who showed high moral competence, 74% had a university academic level (Table 10). The level of moral competence as a whole did not depend on the academic training of the participant councilors according to the analyses of variance (Table 11), as p = 0.97.



Concerning the variable of compatibility between politics and employment, on the one hand, participants who were exclusively engaged in politics had a higher mean (M = 11.39, SD = 8.61) than those who combined both activities, either permanently (M = 10.84, SD = 7.48), or occasionally (M = 9.61, SD = 6.46), although this difference was nonsignificant (t = 0.32).



Regarding the relationship of this variable with the level of moral competence, the analysis indicates that, among those with low moral competence, 49.2% were dedicated exclusively to politics, and 43.7% permanently balanced politics with their employment, and the remaining 7.0% did so occasionally. Among those with average moral competence, these figures were 49.1%, 43.9%, and 7.1%, respectively. Among those who presented high moral competence, 65.2% were dedicated exclusively to politics and the rest permanently combined politics and employment. The analysis of variance of the two variables is presented in Table 12 and shows that they have no relationship with each other, confirming the initial hypothesis, as there were no statistically significant differences between those who combine politics and employment and those who do not (p = 0.35).



With regards to the variable of experience in public office, the highest mean C Score (M = 13.18) was observed in the group of councilors with between 17 and 20 years’ experience in public office, and the lowest score was obtained precisely in the previous section of 9 to 12 years (M = 9.19), and thus no differences were found in this regard (Table 13) as χ2 = 14.03 and p = 0.17.



Table 13 depicts the analysis of the relationship between the variables experience in public office and the level of moral competence. A total of 91.3% of the posts that had high moral competence had less than 12 years’ experience in public office, whereas 80.4% and 76.5% showed low and medium moral competence, respectively. In Table 14, we can see the analysis of variance between the two variables, with no statistically significant differences between the groups of experience in public office p = 0.30 (Table 15); hence experience in public office was not related to moral competence, confirming the hypothesis.



With regards to the variable professional sector, Table 16 shows that the highest mean score of moral competence (C score) of the sample occurred in the private services sector (M = 11.45), whereas the lowest was in the agriculture, mining, or fishing sectors (M = 9.84), although this difference was nonsignificant (χ2 = 6.94 and p = 0.54).



Similarly, Table 17 presents the analysis of the relationship between professional sector variables and the level of moral competence. Of those who showed low and medium moral competence, 33.3% and 32.3%, respectively, were linked to the public sector, whereas this percentage decreased to 17.4% among those with high moral competence. By contrast, there was a higher percentage (69.6%) of people in the private services sector with a high C score than of those who had a low (43.5%) or medium (44.7%) C score.



Table 18 presents the analysis of variance between the two variables, indicating that the referent professional sector did not determine the level of moral competence, as there were no statistically significant variations between the different professional sectors (p = 0.69).



With regards to the variable size of the municipality, Table 19 reflects the C score means for the sample councilors for each of the municipal categories, ranging from [1001–5000] (M = 10.62) to [>100,000] (M = 12.87) with no significant differences (χ2 = 5.83 and p = 0.67).



Also regarding municipality size, and specifically municipalities of more than 10,000 inhabitants, it can be observed that the percentage of councilors with a low and medium C score was similar (37.0% and 36.8%, respectively), whereas it increased to 52.2% for councilors with a high score, as shown in Table 20. Similarly, regarding populations exceeding 100,000 inhabitants, 5.5% of those who obtained a low moral competence score were in this range, whereas 8.2% obtained a medium score, and 13.0% had a high C score in the Moral Competence Test. Nonetheless, the size of the municipality did not determine the moral competence of the councilors according to the variance analysis (Table 21), so the initial hypothesis was not confirmed, as no statistically significant variations were found between the different population size categories (p = 0.51).



Finally, as regards the relationship between the variable ideologization and the level of moral competence, we note that the councilors of the sample with a strong ideologization (n = 194; 31.3%) obtained a lower mean (M = 10.61, SD = 7.97) than those with a weak ideologization (n = 425, M = 11.22; SD = 8.03), but without reaching statistical significance t(2) = 0.25, p = 0.88. Among those presenting low moral competence, 31.8% (Table 22) were highly ideologized (regardless of the political tendency in the classic distinction between the left–right poles). A total of 30.5% of the highly ideologized people presented medium moral competence, and 34.8% had high moral competence. The analysis of variance (Table 23) revealed that the two variables are unrelated, as p = 0.38.




4. Discussion and Conclusions


The obtained results confirm some of the hypotheses contemplated. As expected, the moral competence of the Spanish councilors who participated in the study did not depend on their age, gender, on how they combine their post with a job, or their years of experience in the exercise of public office. Contrary to our expectations, the data obtained about the other variables cannot explain this variable either—the academic level, the professional sector, the size of the municipality, or the ideologization.



The average level of moral competence of the whole sample (M = 11.0) can be considered low taking into account the range of the medium level [C 10–30], which reveals a possible dogmatism factor of the councilors who participated in the research; that is, a remarkable rigidity in dealing with moral tasks with a marked tendency to follow the pattern of moral reasoning preferred by their ideological tendency. However, the C scores obtained by the councilors of the sample correspond to those obtained in most research carried out with the Moral Competence Test [23]; thus, to determine whether the level of moral competence of the Spanish councilors faithfully reflects the level of moral competence of society or any particular sector of it, it would be necessary to replicate the study with another representative sample of the Spanish population that does not hold any public office. Similarly, to expand the study population to all politicians, it would be necessary to extend the research to other levels of the state administration, as well as to other countries.



The fact that 36.0% of the sample was composed of female councilors, when that percentage accounted for 30.5% in the study conducted a decade ago [40], allows us to consider it representative if we take into account the legal framework that narrows the presence on the electoral lists of either sex to 60%, thus limiting the traditional male predominance on those lists [55,57]. However, men still continue to occupy the top positions in each 5-member tranche of the lists, taking into account the number of representatives per entity [57], and thus men are still more likely to be elected, which explains the percentage distribution obtained in the sample, although some progress could be observed [40]. The equal moral competence of men and women in this study refutes the contradiction between the results of the studies taken into account [38,41].



The councilors of the sample had a higher academic background than the current average of the Spanish population [43], a difference that was not as marked a decade ago [40]. On the one hand, the councilors who decided to answer the questionnaire may have been precisely those who were most trained. On the other hand, it is not possible to know whether this alleged improvement in the academic level in a decade has also led to an improvement in the level of moral competence, as we lack antecedents. The results indicate that the compatibility of holding a post in public office and a job does not imply either an advantage or a disadvantage in moral competence, and the same was observed with the variable experience in public office.



The fact that a significantly larger number of councilors with high moral competence was more closely linked to the private sector than the sample as a whole (especially in the services sector) highlights the need to explore the scope of certain functional and formative transfers between the public and private spheres in order to improve the management of the institutions. As far as the sample is concerned, the lack of a relationship between ideologization and moral competence is of interest for new research [7], as theoretical foundation supports the argument that dogmatism is related to strong ideology.



Although none of the target variables of the study correlated with moral competence, the profile of the councilors of the sample with high C scores corresponded more, albeit not significantly enough, with people under the age of 55, with university studies, linked to the service sector, and who carry out their public role in large cities. The impossibility of generalizing the differential characteristics of the profile of these councilors with high moral competence to the entire study population is due to the poor representativeness of this group within the sample.



In light of the results obtained, it is recommended to focus research towards seeking a correlation of moral competence with emotional intelligence [5]. The same can be said of verbal skills, whose development could condition the quality of moral reasoning [27,29], as well as with religiosity [58,59] or the incidence of corruption [11]. Given the implementation of this variable in educational and training programs [35], the integration of the moral component in its design, with a view to the selection processes to access positions of responsibility, whether in the field of political management or in general, can lead to a qualitative improvement and the achievement of greater guarantees for those who depend on their decisions.



Finally, these results constitute a reference that until now did not exist and that can serve to inspire new research along the lines of this work, since investigating the keys to the moral competence of our public officials is a democratic necessity to which psychology in general and positive psychology in particular can give an answer. If, as it seems, the key is not in the academic qualification, political experience, or the rest of the variables considered in this study, an experimental design around training in moral competence should be considered.
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Appendix A


For the choice of the instrument for measuring moral competence, different options were considered. First, the Moral Competence Test [32] inspired by Kohlberg’s theory of moral development was used. Second, the Moral Judgment Test [60] was chosen for responding to a dual theoretical framework of moral competence and for the simplicity of its administration, with the permission of its author. This questionnaire covers the need to assess the capacity of moral judgment of the study participants in adverse situations, registering their arguments with different moral orientations and collecting opinions in favor and against the decision of the character that takes sides in the dilemma. Consequently, the use of the moral judgment interview was ruled out [61] because, although it is a semi-structured interview on three moral dilemmas that urges an approximate position regarding conflicting values, it follows an individualized method and is therefore enormously costly in terms of correction time: it must be administered orally and, if possible, recorded in order to be later transcribed. In the same way, the use of the Defining Issues Test [62] was also ruled out for responding to a theoretical model very similar to the previous one, which is very much attached to the reference of the Kohlberg stages [19]. This is a self-administered test with multiple choice answer on moral dilemmas. The person must choose the answer among twelve options with a scale of five degrees of importance for their resolution, a format similar to the Moral Competence Test. However, the person must order the four alternatives that he considers most important for solving the dilemma, adding more difficulty and time.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants (valid n = 619).






Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants (valid n = 619).











	
	
	n
	%





	Age at time of survey (years)
	<35
	97
	15.7



	
	35–54
	368
	59.4



	
	≥55
	154
	24.9



	Gender
	Male
	396
	64.0



	
	Female
	223
	36.0



	Highest education Level
	≤Basic Education
	50
	8.1



	
	High school degree
	140
	22.6



	
	Higher formative cycle
	52
	8.4



	
	Diploma or degree
	126
	20.4



	
	Bachelor’s degree or PhD
	251
	40.5



	Compatibility policy–employment
	No
	308
	49.8



	
	Yes
	311
	50.2



	Experience in public office (years)
	<5
	266
	43.0



	
	5–8
	139
	22.5



	
	9–12
	85
	13.7



	
	13–16
	56
	9.0



	
	17–20
	34
	5.5



	
	>20
	39
	6.3



	Professional sector
	Public administration
	200
	32.3



	
	Services
	278
	44.9



	
	Industry or energy
	74
	12.0



	
	Agriculture, mining, fishing
	34
	5.5



	
	Construction
	33
	5.3



	Municipality Size (population)
	<1000
	97
	15.7



	
	1001–5000
	191
	30.8



	
	5001–10,000
	99
	16.0



	
	10,001–100,000
	189
	30.5



	
	>100,000
	43
	7.0
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Table 2. Sample distribution, mean, and standard deviation as a function of the degree of moral competence.






Table 2. Sample distribution, mean, and standard deviation as a function of the degree of moral competence.





	Moral Competence 1
	n
	%
	M
	SD





	Low [C < 10]
	327
	52.8
	5.17
	2.71



	Medium [C 10–30]
	269
	43.5
	16.17
	4.78



	High [C > 30]
	23
	3.7
	34.34
	3.89







1 The maximum C score is 100.
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Table 3. Means and standard deviations on measure of age–moral competence.






Table 3. Means and standard deviations on measure of age–moral competence.





	

	

	
C Score 1




	
Age Group

	
n

	
M

	
SD






	
<35

	
97

	
11.21

	
8.20




	
35–54

	
368

	
11.16

	
8.33




	
≥55

	
154

	
10.60

	
7.07








1 The maximum score is 100.
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Table 4. Crosstab of age–moral competence level.
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Age Group

	

	
C Score




	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
< 35

	
f

	
49

	
43

	
5

	
97




	

	
%

	
15.0%

	
16.0%

	
21.7%

	
15.7%




	

	
SR

	
−0.3

	
0.1

	
0.7

	




	
35–54

	
f

	
198

	
154

	
16

	
368




	

	
%

	
60.5%

	
57.2%

	
69.6%

	
59.4%




	

	
SR

	
0.3

	
−0.5

	
0.6

	




	
≥ 55

	
f

	
80

	
72

	
2

	
154




	

	
%

	
24.5%

	
26.8%

	
8.7%

	
24.9%




	

	
SR

	
−0.2

	
0.6

	
−1.6
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Table 5. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) of age–moral competence.
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	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	2
	37.77
	18.88
	0.29
	0.75



	Within groups
	616
	39,624.48
	64.32
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
	
	
	










[image: Table] 





Table 6. Crosstab of gender–level of moral competence.
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Gender

	

	
C Score




	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
Male

	
f

	
209

	
172

	
15

	
396




	

	
%

	
63.9%

	
63.9%

	
65.2%

	
64.0%




	

	
SR

	
0.0

	
0.0

	
0.1

	




	
Female

	
f

	
118

	
97

	
8

	
223




	

	
%

	
36.1%

	
36.1%

	
34.8%

	
36.0%




	

	
SR

	
0.0

	
0.0

	
0.0
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Table 7. ANOVA of gender–moral competence.
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	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	1
	2.23
	2.23
	0.35
	0.85



	Within groups
	617
	39,660.02
	64.28
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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Table 8. Comparison of academic training data1 with data obtained in this work.
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	Highest Education Level
	%
	%





	≤Basic education
	37.2
	8.1



	High school degree
	22.4
	22.6



	Higher formative cycle
	7.6
	8.4



	Diploma or degree
	15.6
	20.4



	Bachelor’s degree or PhD
	17.2
	40.5







% corrected by removing the distorting effect of the No Response / Do not Know option.













[image: Table] 





Table 9. Means and standard deviations on measure of highest education level–moral competence.
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C Score 1




	
Highest Education Level

	
n

	
M

	
SD






	
≤Basic education

	
50

	
10.58

	
6.96




	
High school degree

	
140

	
10.74

	
7.72




	
Higher formative cycle

	
52

	
11.00

	
7.39




	
Diploma or degree

	
126

	
11.22

	
8.95




	
Bachelor’s degree or PhD

	
251

	
11.19

	
8.01








1 The maximum C score is 100.
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Table 10. Crosstab of highest education level–moral competence level.
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C Score




	
Highest Education Level

	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
≤ Basic Education

	
f

	
27

	
22

	
1

	
50




	

	
%

	
8.2%

	
8.1%

	
4.3%

	
8.1%




	

	
SR

	
0.1

	
0.1

	
−0.6

	




	
High school degree

	
f

	
76

	
61

	
3

	
140




	

	
%

	
23.2%

	
22.7%

	
13.0%

	
22.6%




	

	
SR

	
0.2

	
0.0

	
−1.0

	




	
Higher formative cycle

	
f

	
26

	
24

	
2

	
52




	

	
%

	
8.0%

	
8.9%

	
8.7%

	
8.4%




	

	
SR

	
−0.3

	
0.3

	
0.0

	




	
Diploma or degree

	
f

	
68

	
50

	
8

	
126




	

	
%

	
20.8%

	
18.6%

	
34.8%

	
20.4%




	

	
SR

	
−0.2

	
−0.6

	
1.5

	




	
Bachelor’s degree or PhD

	
f

	
130

	
112

	
9

	
251




	

	
%

	
39.8%

	
41.7%

	
39.2%

	
40.5%




	

	
SR

	
−0.2

	
0.3

	
−0.1
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Table 11. ANOVA of highest education level–moral competence.
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	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	4
	33.24
	8.31
	0.13
	0.97



	Within groups
	614
	39,629.00
	64.54
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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Table 12. ANOVA of compatibility–moral competence.
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	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	2
	134.00
	67.00
	1.04
	0.35



	Within groups
	616
	39,528.25
	64.16
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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Table 13. Means and standard deviations on measure of experience in public office–moral competence.
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C Score 1




	
Experience in Public Office (Years)

	
n

	
M

	
SD






	
<5

	
266

	
10.99

	
8.03




	
5–8

	
139

	
10.91

	
8.38




	
9–12

	
85

	
11.27

	
7.29




	
13–16

	
56

	
9.19

	
6.83




	
17–20

	
34

	
13.18

	
8.99




	
>20

	
39

	
11.97

	
7.16








1 The maximum C score is 100.
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Table 14. Crosstab of experience in public office–moral competence level.
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C Score




	
Experience in Public Office (Years)

	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
<5

	
f

	
141

	
115

	
10

	
266




	

	
%

	
43.0%

	
42.7%

	
43.5%

	
43.0%




	

	
SR

	
0.0

	
0.0

	
0.0

	




	
5–8

	
f

	
78

	
54

	
7

	
139




	

	
%

	
23.9%

	
20.0%

	
30.4%

	
22.5%




	

	
SR

	
0.5

	
−0.8

	
0.8

	




	
9–12

	
f

	
44

	
37

	
4

	
85




	

	
%

	
13.5%

	
13.8%

	
17.4%

	
13.7%




	

	
SR

	
0.5

	
−0.8

	
0.8

	




	
13–16

	
f

	
34

	
22

	
0

	
56




	

	
%

	
10.4%

	
8.2%

	
0%

	
9.0%




	

	
SR

	
0.8

	
−0.5

	
−1.4

	




	
17–20

	
f

	
10

	
22

	
2

	
34




	

	
%

	
3.1%

	
8.2%

	
8.7%

	
5.5%




	

	
SR

	
−1.9

	
1.9

	
0.7

	




	
>20

	
f

	
20

	
19

	
0

	
39




	

	
%

	
6.1%

	
7.1%

	
0%

	
6.3%




	

	
SR

	
−0.1

	
0.5

	
−1.2
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Table 15. ANOVA of experience in public office–moral competence.






Table 15. ANOVA of experience in public office–moral competence.













	
	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	5
	388.87
	77.77
	1.21
	0.30



	Within groups
	613
	39,273.38
	64.06
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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Table 16. Means and standard deviations on measure sector professional–moral competence.
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C Score 1




	
Professional Sector

	
n

	
M

	
SD






	
Public administration

	
200

	
10.68

	
7.21




	
Services

	
278

	
11.45

	
8.80




	
Industry or energy

	
74

	
11.30

	
7.79




	
Agriculture, mining, fishing

	
34

	
9.84

	
6.72




	
Construction

	
33

	
10.29

	
739








1 The maximum C score is 100.
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Table 17. Crosstab of professional sector–level of moral competence.
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C Score




	
Professional Sector

	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
Agriculture, mining, fishing

	
f

	
19

	
15

	
0

	
34




	

	
%

	
5.8%

	
5.6%

	
0%

	
5.5%




	

	
SR

	
0.2

	
0.1

	
−1.1

	




	
Industry or energy

	
f

	
38

	
34

	
2

	
74




	

	
%

	
11.6%

	
12.6%

	
8.7%

	
12.0%




	

	
SR

	
−0.2

	
0.3

	
−0.5

	




	
Construction

	
f

	
19

	
13

	
1

	
33




	

	
%

	
5.8%

	
4.8%

	
4.3%

	
5.3%




	

	
SR

	
0.4

	
−0.4

	
−0.2

	




	
Services

	
f

	
142

	
120

	
16

	
278




	

	
%

	
43.5%

	
44.7%

	
69.6%

	
44.9%




	

	
SR

	
−0.4

	
0.0

	
1.8

	




	
Public administration

	
f

	
109

	
87

	
4

	
200




	

	
%

	
33.3%

	
32.3%

	
17.4%

	
32.3%




	

	
SR

	
−0.4

	
0.0

	
1.8
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Table 18. ANOVA of professional sector–moral competence.
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	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	4
	144.31
	36.07
	0.56
	0.69



	Within groups
	614
	39,517.93
	64.36
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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Table 19. Means and standard deviations on measure size of the municipality–moral competence.
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C Score 1




	
Municipality Size (Population)

	
n

	
M

	
SD






	
<1000

	
97

	
11.51

	
7.86




	
1001–5000

	
191

	
10.62

	
7.93




	
5001–10,000

	
99

	
11.01

	
8.17




	
10,001–100,000

	
189

	
10.79

	
8.05




	
>100,000

	
43

	
12.87

	
8.17








1 The maximum C score is 100.
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Table 20. Crosstab of municipality size–level of moral competence.
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C Score




	
Municipality Size (Population)

	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
< 1000

	
f

	
48

	
47

	
2

	
97




	

	
%

	
14.7%

	
17.5%

	
8.7%

	
15.7%




	

	
SR

	
−0.5

	
0.7

	
−0.8

	




	
1001–5000

	
f

	
105

	
80

	
6

	
191




	

	
%

	
32.1%

	
29.7%

	
26.1%

	
30.9%




	

	
SR

	
0.4

	
−0.3

	
−0.4

	




	
5001–10,000

	
f

	
53

	
43

	
3

	
99




	

	
%

	
16.2%

	
16.0%

	
13.0%

	
16.0%




	

	
SR

	
0.1

	
0.0

	
−0.4

	




	
10,001–100,000

	
f

	
103

	
77

	
9

	
189




	

	
%

	
31.5%

	
28.6%

	
39.2%

	
30.5%




	

	
SR

	
0.3

	
−0.6

	
0.7

	




	
> 100,000

	
f

	
18

	
22

	
3

	
43




	

	
%

	
5.5%

	
8.2%

	
13.0%

	
6.9%




	

	
SR

	
−1.0

	
0.8

	
1.1
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Table 21. ANOVA of municipality size–moral competence.
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	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	4
	210.64
	52.66
	0.82
	0.51



	Within groups
	614
	39,451.61
	64.25
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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Table 22. Crosstab of ideologization–level of moral competence.






Table 22. Crosstab of ideologization–level of moral competence.





	

	

	
C Score




	
Ideologization

	

	
Low

	
Medium

	
High

	
Total






	
Strong

	
f

	
104

	
82

	
8

	
194




	

	
%

	
31.8%

	
30.5%

	
34.8%

	
31.3%




	

	
SR

	
0.1

	
−0.3

	
0.3

	




	
Weak

	
f

	
223

	
187

	
15

	
425




	

	
%

	
68.2%

	
69.5%

	
65.2%

	
68.7%




	

	
SR

	
−0.1

	
0.2

	
−0.2
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Table 23. ANOVA of ideologization–moral competence.






Table 23. ANOVA of ideologization–moral competence.













	
	df
	SS
	MS
	F
	p





	Between groups
	1
	50.01
	50.01
	0.78
	0.38



	Within groups
	617
	39,612.24
	64.20
	
	



	Total
	618
	39,662.25
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