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ABSTRACT
Received: 15 May 2026 This study aimed to reconceptualize moral development among Generation Alpha in the digital age,
Accepted: 28 Aug 2026 with particular emphasis on moral agency, the moral self, the moral other, and educational context

from the perspective of contemporary philosophy of moral education. This systematic review adopted
a descriptive—interpretive approach. Systematic searches were conducted in Scopus, Web of Science,
Final Publication: 22 May 2027 PhilPapers, ERIC, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and Iranian databases for studies published
between 2010 and 2026. Of 166 initially identified records, 14 studies were retained for final analysis
following duplicate removal, title and abstract screening, full-text assessment, and application of
Keywords predefined eligibility criteria according to PRISMA guidelines. Methodological quality was
independently assessed by two researchers using a researcher-developed checklist, JBI tools, and
CASP, with excellent inter-rater agreement. The evidence was integrated through a four-stage
Alpha; Moral Agency; Philosophy | narrative synthesis involving framework development, pattern identification, assessment of
robustness, and construction of an analytical narrative. The synthesis indicated that Generation
Alpha's digital lifeworld fundamentally challenges classical assumptions of moral development across
Artificial Intelligence. four interrelated domains. Moral agency is shifting from individual autonomy toward distributed and
hybrid forms in which human decision-making increasingly interacts with algorithmic mediation. The
moral self is constructed through continuous engagement with algorithmically curated content and
platform norms, while the capacity for moral responsibility remains evident. The category of the moral
“other” has expanded to encompass artificial entities; nevertheless, authentic empathy and reciprocal
moral relationships remain dependent on meaningful human encounters. Furthermore, the educational
context has expanded beyond family and school into algorithmically structured environments,
requiring educators to move from transmitting predetermined values toward functioning as critical
facilitators who cultivate moral-digital literacy and reflective engagement with technology. Classical
paradigms of moral development are insufficient as stand-alone frameworks for explaining the
formation of moral agency and identity among Generation Alpha in digitally mediated environments.
A revised conceptual framework emphasizing hybrid agency, fluid moral identity, an expanded
conception of the other, and an algorithmic-educational context may provide a more appropriate
foundation for moral education, curriculum development, and educational policymaking in the digital
age.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Moral development is a foundational concept in moral psychology, philosophy of
education, and developmental studies and broadly concerns the formation of moral
reasoning, responsibility, empathy, character, and the capacity to translate moral judgments
into responsible action. Classical theories have generally conceptualized moral
development within relatively stable interpersonal and institutional environments.
Kohlberg’s cognitive-developmental framework, for example, conceptualized moral
development as a progressive transformation in the structure of moral reasoning, whereby
individuals gradually move from externally regulated judgments toward more autonomous
and principled forms of moral thought (1). By contrast, relational perspectives questioned
an exclusively rationalistic understanding of morality and emphasized care,
responsiveness, interpersonal responsibility, and sensitivity to contextual circumstances (2,
3). Virtue-oriented accounts similarly located moral development within social practices,
traditions, narratives, and the gradual cultivation of character rather than within abstract
reasoning alone (4). These approaches remain theoretically influential; however, they were
largely formulated before digital technologies became constitutive elements of childhood
experience.

The emergence of Generation Alpha has substantially altered the developmental
context within which moral agency and identity are formed. Members of this generation
have grown up from early childhood in environments characterized by smartphones, social
media, digital platforms, algorithmic recommendation systems, artificial intelligence, and
continuous connectivity (13, 14). Consequently, technology is no longer merely an external
educational tool but increasingly constitutes part of the social, communicative, and
cognitive environment in which children learn, interact, construct identities, and make
decisions (15, 16). A systematic review of education for Generation Alpha has similarly
demonstrated that the distinctive technological and communicative characteristics of this
generation require significant reconsideration of educational practices, teacher roles,
learning environments, and digital competencies (17).

This transformation is especially important for moral development because
technologies are not necessarily neutral intermediaries between individuals and the world.
Philosophy of technology suggests that technological artifacts participate in shaping human
perception, action, and responsibility and therefore mediate moral experience itself (10).
Likewise, long-standing debates in educational technology have emphasized that digital



technologies simultaneously create opportunities and risks and must therefore be
understood critically rather than treated simply as neutral instruments of instruction (11).
Contemporary algorithmic systems intensify this problem because they select information,
prioritize particular forms of content, structure available choices, and influence patterns of
social interaction. Ethical analyses of algorithms have accordingly highlighted issues of
responsibility, opacity, autonomy, and the distribution of decision-making power between
human users and technological systems (12).

One of the central theoretical challenges concerns moral agency. Traditional moral
theories commonly presume an identifiable human agent who recognizes a moral problem,
evaluates alternatives, makes a decision, and assumes responsibility for its consequences.
In digital environments, however, children's decisions may be shaped simultaneously by
peers, platforms, algorithmic systems, technological affordances, and prevailing discourses
surrounding technology. The concept of distributed moral agency has therefore been
proposed to explain how children's moral agency emerges through the interaction of
individual, social, and technological factors (18). Empirical evidence further indicates that
technologically mediated choices may alter moral responses and diminish the perceived
commitment associated with particular decisions (19). The increasing presence of artificial
agents creates an additional complication. Individuals may attribute partial or context-
dependent moral agency to artificial systems (20), while recent evidence suggests that
human psychological and behavioral responses to artificial agents can, in certain respects,
resemble responses occurring in human-human interaction (21).

A second challenge concerns the formation of the moral self. Social media and
digital platforms expose children to continuously changing norms, identities, values, and
behavioral models. Research has associated social media environments with changes in
cognitive, social, and moral experiences, including normalization of particular forms of
inappropriate online language and behavior (22). Other research similarly indicates that
contemporary media technologies have become integral to young people's lifestyles and
can influence moral development (23). Moreover, personalized information environments
may restrict exposure to alternative perspectives through algorithmic filtering, thereby
influencing the informational and normative conditions under which moral identity
develops (27). Nevertheless, digital environments do not necessarily eliminate moral
responsibility. Research grounded in a digital ethics of care has demonstrated that young
people can recognize responsibility for their online conduct and reflect on the
consequences of digital interactions for others (25, 26).
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A third conceptual issue concerns the moral “other.” Whereas care ethics and
phenomenological perspectives traditionally locate ethical responsibility within encounters
with vulnerable human others (3, 6), contemporary children increasingly interact with
robots, conversational agents, and Al systems that simulate socially meaningful responses.
Philosophical analysis of child-robot friendship suggests that robots cannot function as
virtuous friends in the full human sense but may nevertheless provide contexts in which
children rehearse intellectual and moral virtues (28). The expanding application of artificial
intelligence within childhood development further underscores the need to examine the
developmental and ethical consequences of relationships between children and artificial
agents (29).

Finally, the educational context of moral development has expanded beyond
conventional boundaries of family and school. Digital platforms increasingly operate as
influential moral environments, requiring educators to move beyond transmitting
predetermined values toward facilitating critical reflection, digital citizenship, and morally
responsible participation. Virtue-oriented approaches to digital citizenship have
demonstrated the relevance of moral theory for addressing online incivility and ethical
decision-making (30), while digital literacy integrated with character education may
support children's moral development when accompanied by appropriate educational
guidance (31). This challenge is also particularly significant in Iran, where globally
circulating digital norms intersect with indigenous cultural, religious, and educational
values. Research on digital adolescence in Iran indicates that digital technologies are
reshaping agency and social experience (34), while Iranian scholarship on artificial
intelligence emphasizes both its educational opportunities and its ethical risks for schools
and moral education (35, 36). These concerns are particularly relevant when considered
alongside indigenous approaches to Islamic moral education emphasizing moral agency,
character formation, and the integration of knowledge, disposition, and action (7-9).
Therefore, the present study aimed to systematically reconsider the concept of moral
development in Generation Alpha in the digital age by examining transformations in moral
agency, the moral self, the moral other, and educational context and identifying their
implications for contemporary moral education.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study employed a systematic review design with a descriptive-interpretive
approach to identify, evaluate, and synthesize evidence concerning the theoretical
challenges and educational implications of moral development among Generation Alpha



in the digital age. Searches were conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, PhilPapers,
ERIC, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and major Iranian academic databases. International
literature published between 2010 and 2026 and Persian-language literature within the
corresponding national calendar period were considered, while foundational philosophical
texts were identified through citation tracking without a strict publication-date restriction.
Search terms covered moral development, Generation Alpha, digital natives, moral agency,
moral education, digital environments, artificial intelligence, technology, algorithms, and
related concepts. The initial search identified 166 records. After removing 34 duplicates,
132 records underwent title and abstract screening, of which 82 were excluded as
irrelevant. The full texts of 50 studies were subsequently examined against predefined
inclusion and exclusion criteria concerning population, methodological relevance,
conceptual depth, accessibility, and educational implications. Following full-text
assessment, 14 studies were retained for final synthesis. Screening was conducted
independently by two researchers, with excellent inter-rater agreement. Methodological
quality was evaluated using tools appropriate to the different study designs, including a
researcher-developed philosophical-conceptual checklist, JBI criteria, and CASP. Data
extraction followed a standardized procedure, and the evidence was integrated through a
four-stage narrative synthesis involving framework development, identification of patterns,
evaluation of robustness, and generation of an interpretive analytical narrative.

FINDINGS

The final synthesis included 14 studies representing diverse methodological and
geographical contexts. Eight studies, corresponding to 57.1% of the included evidence,
employed documentary-analytical or philosophical-analytical methods, three studies
(21.4%) used quantitative experimental or survey designs, and three studies (21.4%)
adopted qualitative approaches. The studies were conducted across several countries, with
the largest proportion originating from the United Kingdom, followed by Australia,
Germany, Iran, and other national contexts. Their publication years ranged from 2015 to
2025.

Narrative synthesis generated four interrelated dimensions. First, moral agency was
found to be shifting from a predominantly individual and autonomous model toward a
distributed, relational, and hybrid configuration. Digital technologies did not simply
mediate children's moral actions but participated in structuring available options,
influencing responses, and redistributing aspects of decision-making between human and
technological actors. Digital mediation could reduce perceived moral commitment in some
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circumstances, while artificial agents could also function as elements within contexts of
moral learning and virtue practice.

Second, the moral self was increasingly formed through interaction with
algorithmically selected content, social-media norms, digital peer cultures, and local
cultural frameworks. Digital environments were associated with normalization of certain
behaviors and linguistic practices, but evidence also indicated that children and adolescents
retained a meaningful capacity for online responsibility. Moral identity therefore appeared
neither entirely determined by digital systems nor independent of them; rather, it emerged
through continuing interaction among personal agency, platform structures, peer cultures,
and culturally situated values.

Third, the category of the moral other extended beyond exclusively human
relationships to include artificial agents such as social robots and conversational
technologies. Artificial entities could potentially provide contexts for practicing certain
forms of morally relevant behavior. However, the synthesis distinguished such interactions
from authentic human moral relationships because artificial agents lack intrinsic
vulnerability and genuine reciprocal experience. Human encounter consequently remained
central to the development of empathy, care, and relational responsibility.

Fourth, the educational context of moral development expanded from traditional
settings such as family and school into algorithmically organized digital spaces. This
transformation altered the educator's role from a primary transmitter of moral values
toward that of a critical facilitator. Moral education in the digital age was consequently
characterized by an emerging need for moral-digital literacy, critical understanding of
algorithms, reflective engagement with artificial intelligence, responsible digital
citizenship, and educational approaches sensitive to local cultural contexts.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that the digital transformation of childhood requires conceptual
expansion rather than complete abandonment of classical theories of moral development.
Reasoning, virtue, empathy, responsibility, and social participation remain fundamental to
moral development, but the conditions under which these capacities develop have changed
substantially. Moral action increasingly occurs within technologically mediated
environments in which algorithms influence attention, information, interpersonal
interaction, and available choices. Consequently, autonomy can no longer be understood
adequately as a purely individual property independent of technological context.



The identification of distributed and hybrid moral agency represents one of the most
Important theoretical implications of the review. For Generation Alpha, moral decisions
may emerge from interactions among children's intentions, peer expectations, platform
architecture, recommendation mechanisms, and Al-generated responses. This does not
eliminate individual responsibility. Instead, it requires a more differentiated account of how
responsibility is exercised when technological systems participate in shaping the context
and trajectory of action.

The findings regarding the moral self similarly suggest that identity formation is
increasingly fluid, networked, and context-dependent. Children encounter multiple and
sometimes contradictory normative systems across family life, school, social media, online
communities, and algorithmically personalized information environments. Moral
education must therefore equip children not merely to internalize rules but to critically
interpret competing values, recognize technological influences, and maintain reflective
responsibility across contexts.

The expansion of the moral other raises equally significant questions. Artificial
agents may become meaningful objects of attachment, practice, interaction, or ethical
reflection, yet digitally simulated responsiveness should not automatically be equated with
reciprocal human care. Educational frameworks should preserve the developmental
importance of authentic interpersonal relationships while helping children understand the
distinctive nature and limitations of artificial agents.

Finally, the expansion of educational context implies that moral education can no
longer be confined to formal lessons, parental instruction, or conventional school
environments. Algorithmic systems have become part of the moral ecology of childhood.
Accordingly, educators need to foster children's capacity to understand how platforms
influence attention and choice, question automated recommendations, recognize ethical
implications of Al use, communicate respectfully in digital spaces, and preserve
responsibility when acting through technological intermediaries.

Overall, the review suggests that moral development in Generation Alpha is best
conceptualized through an integrated framework incorporating hybrid moral agency, a
fluid and contextually constructed moral self, an expanded but differentiated conception of
the moral other, and an algorithmic-educational context. Such a framework retains the
enduring insights of classical moral-development theories while extending them to
contemporary digital conditions. For educational systems, including those operating within
culturally distinctive contexts such as Iran, the central challenge is therefore not simply to
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protect children from technology or encourage its use, but to cultivate the critical,

relational, and reflective capacities required for morally responsible human agency within
an increasingly algorithmic world.
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