
Ethical competence

Course 1 Week 4



• is defined as a key area of professional expertise in health care 

• European Commission describes ethical competence as meta-competence, an integral part of 
knowledge, skills and competence, and as essential for the development of responsibility and 
autonomy. (European Commission 2008)

• There is a need to challenge health care professionals to identify their competence in recognizing and 
working with ethical issues.

• This should be started already during education. 

Is closely related to four components of moral behaviour:

Ethical competence



Moral behaviour is made up of several interacting components, including:

1. Moral sensitivity: Interpreting the situation, awareness of how our actions affect other people, 
empathy, role-taking skills

2. Moral judgment: Which of the alternatives to act is more morally justifiable, which action is morally
right or wrong

3. Moral motivation: Is about to prioritize moral values relative to other values, motivation to put moral
values higher than other values

4. Moral character: Having courage, ego strength and perseverance, implementing skills

A certain amount of each component is necessary to succeed in performing a moral act

The Four Component Model (Rest 1994)



• A part of professional competence

• Character-building, closely related to virtues like empathy, honesty and loyalty to patients 

• Assumed to be learned through role models, good examples, experience (Höglund et al 2010) and 
educational interventions (Stolt et al. 2018)

• Ethical sensitivity, moral judgment skills, character strength, willingness to do good (Kulju et al 2016)

• Being (virtues), doing (rules and principles) and knowing (critical reflection) - the elements in the 
development of ethical competence in healthcare (Eriksson et al. 2007)

• Also the role of ethical guidelines should be considered in ethical competence-building.

Let´s have a closer look to some important parts of ethical competence: 

Ethical competence is…



• Interpreting the situation
• Awareness of how our actions affect other people
• Empathy, role-taking skills

• Sense of moral burden, moral strength, and moral responsibility (Numminen 2016)

• Develops in contexts of uncertainty, client suffering, and through relationships characterized by 
receptivity, responsiveness and courage on the part of professionals (Weaver 2008)

• A type of practical wisdom that pursues client comfort and professional satisfaction with care delivery 
(Weaver 2008).

• Integral to ethical clinical decision making

• Is one of the antecedents for moral courage (Numminen 2016)

Ethical sensitivity



• Having courage, ego strength and perseverance, implementing skills

MORAL COURAGE (Numminen 2016):

• is about true presence in care situations, moral integrity, responsibility, honesty, advocacy, 
commitment and perseverance, and personal sacrifice

• Results in personal and professional growth and feeling of empowerment

• Nursing needs nurses who have courage to think and act morally in their professional practice

Character strength / Moral courage



• An ethically competent person is able to think and act openly, without moral fixations or automatic 
ways of action

• Having the ability to consider critically and logically all values, principles, needs and beliefs and 
making moral judgements consistently, from the alternatives involved in an ethically demanding 
situation. (Kavathatzopoulos 2003, Bolmsjö et al 2006, Jomsri et al. 2006)

• Require that the professional is autonomous in his or her thinking. 

• Also the guidance of ethical theories and principles, and codes of ethics, in ethical decision making:

Moral judgment skills



Conceptual ethical decision-making framework
(Barlow et al. 2018)



• Ethical competence is willingness to implement the decisions made and act for the benefit of other 
people. 

• Is about to prioritize moral values relative to other values, motivation to put moral values higher than
other values (Rest 1994)

• A professional person needs to have motivation and a desire to do the good thing 

Willingness to do good / Moral motivation



• Watch the video clips and invent a short story based on each video: what is happening in the situation? 
After you have invented a short story concerning the situations in the videos, please think about the 
following questions:

• Which fundamental ethical principles come true in these situations? Why?

• Which components of moral behavior/ ethical competence are represented in the situations? 
Why?

• Please take advantage of the slides recently presented and other course material (fundamental ethical 
principles, codes of ethics, ethical theories).

• Be prepared to add and present your stories invented based on the videos in the discussion platform. 
You´re also expected to tell your answers concerning the questions asked above. 

Learning task: Video clips
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