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Abstract

This paper investigates how the Socratic Dialogue can culti-
vate moral virtues among AI practitioners, focusing on core
virtues identified by Hagendorff as essential to ethical AI
practice: justice, care, honesty, responsibility, practical wis-
dom (phronesis), and fortitude. Using a case study conducted
at a financial bank’s transaction monitoring department, we
examine how structured ethical deliberation cultivates the dis-
positions needed to navigate moral complexity in AI ethics.
Seven participants, including data scientists, legal specialists,
and ethics experts, engaged in a facilitated Socratic Dialogue
centered on an ethical dilemma involving AI-driven detection
of financial fraud and terrorist activity. Through abductive
analysis, we found that tensions emerged within key virtues,
illustrating the complexities of ethical decision-making in AI
systems. Through the collective nature of the dialogue, par-
ticipants developed a more refined and context-sensitive un-
derstanding of key virtues, exploring what it means to be
just, caring, honest, or responsible in practice by navigat-
ing within them. This process cultivated practical wisdom
not as a solitary trait, but as a relational capacity fostered
through shared reflection and moral reasoning. Additionally,
the method strengthens fortitude, encouraging AI practition-
ers to voice ethical concerns despite situational pressures.
While challenges remain, such as time investment, facilita-
tion demands, and existing power imbalances, the Socratic
Dialogue offers a promising foundation for virtue-oriented
AI ethics that moves beyond compliance frameworks toward
deeper moral engagement.

1 Introduction
As organizations develop, deploy, and use AI systems that
increasingly shape decisions in business, law enforcement,
healthcare, and daily life (Bankins et al. 2024; Qian, Siau,
and Nah 2024), the need for normative reflection and guid-
ance continues to grow. In response to ethical concerns
about AI (Stahl et al. 2022), a prominent approach has been
principles-based ethics (Jobin, Ienca, and Vayena 2019; Ha-
gendorff 2020; Kazim and Koshiyama 2021), which guides
AI development through high-level values such as fairness,
transparency, and privacy. These principles, widely adopted
by governments, organizations, and international bodies,
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provide an ethical foundation to ensure AI systems align
with societal values.

However, despite their widespread acceptance, principles-
based approaches have faced significant criticism. Munn
(2023) argues that ethical principles, such as beneficence,
autonomy, and justice, are often too vague, contested, and
context-dependent. This ambiguity facilitates ethical ”box-
ticking”, where organizations claim adherence to ethical
standards without meaningful reflection or implementation.
Moreover, these principles often exist in isolation, detached
from broader company culture and lacking substantial ethi-
cal engagement, limiting their practical application. Ethical
failures in AI are frequently linked to deeper systemic issues,
such as corporate cultures that prioritize efficiency and prof-
itability over ethical reflection and adjustment (Lauer 2021).

Beyond these structural concerns, empirical research fur-
ther questions the effectiveness of principles-based ethics.
Studies indicate that ethical knowledge alone does not nec-
essarily translate into ethical decision-making. Even profes-
sional ethicists do not act more ethically than non-ethicists
(Hagendorff 2022; Schwitzgebel 2009; Schwitzgebel and
Rust 2014) and within AI development, ethical princi-
ples have been found to exert little influence on practi-
tioners’ decision-making processes (McNamara, Smith, and
Murphy-Hill 2018). This suggests that principles alone are
insufficient to ensure ethical AI development (Mittelstadt
2019). Hagendorff (2022) further emphasizes that ethical
behavior cannot be secured by principles alone; rather, it
requires cultivating moral character and embedding ethical
practices within organizational structures. Ultimately, nor-
mative principles are ineffective unless actively acknowl-
edged, internalized, and reinforced through cultural and or-
ganizational measures.

These critiques highlight the limitations of relying solely
on abstract principles and point to the value of a comple-
mentary approach: virtue ethics. Rooted in Aristotelian phi-
losophy (Kraut 2022), virtue ethics centers on cultivating
moral character, including traits such as justice, honesty,
courage, responsibility, and care, rather than merely follow-
ing prescribed rules. It holds that ethical behavior arises
from the dispositions and judgment of individuals, devel-
oped through practice and habituation over time. By shifting
attention from static rules to character development, virtue
ethics bridges the gap between ethical principles and prac-
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tice, ensuring ethical considerations are not only conceptu-
ally sound but also deeply embedded in everyday decision-
making.

Although the literature on virtue ethics in AI is expand-
ing (Constantinescu et al. 2021; Hagendorff 2022; Hayes,
Fitzpatrick, and Ferrández 2024; Raquib et al. 2022; Vallor
2016), much of it remains conceptual, focusing on theoreti-
cal justifications rather than practical applications. To make
virtue ethics more actionable for AI practitioners, empirical
research is needed to explore how virtues essential to eth-
ical AI can be cultivated in practice. This paper addresses
this gap by examining the Socratic Dialogue as a method for
fostering virtue development within an AI practitioner com-
munity.

While the Socratic Dialogue has been studied as a method
in its own right (Saran and Neisser 2004; Boers 2022) and
in relation to education (Knezic et al. 2010), moral values in
civil–military relations (van Baarle and Verweij 2008), and
moral inquiry in HCI (Maaike Harbers et al. 2019), it has not
yet been examined in the context of AI ethics.

We presents a case study of a real-world application of
this method at a financial bank, where AI practitioners re-
sponsible for financial transaction monitoring participated
in a Socratic Dialogue to reflect on the ethical implications
of AI in preventing financial fraud and terrorism. Through
this inquiry-based practice, the study explores how Socratic
Dialogue can help practitioners engage in shared reflection,
express virtues in morally complex situations, and embed
ethical considerations into professional practice. Guided by
this focus, this study asks, in what ways can participation
in a Socratic Dialogue cultivate key moral virtues among AI
practitioners?

The structure of this paper is as follows. Section 2 intro-
duces Hagendorff’s virtue-based framework for AI ethics,
which serves as the central analytical lens of this research.
Section 3 presents the Socratic Dialogue as a method for
ethical reflection, followed by Section 4, which outlines the
methodological approach of this study. Section 5 integrates
the Socratic Dialogue method with a real-world AI case
on fraud and terrorism detection, showing how it cultivates
virtues in practice. Section 6 provides a reflection of these
findings. Section 7 discuss the broader relevance of our find-
ings for AI ethics. Section 8 addresses potential limitations
of applying the Socratic Dialogue in practice. Section 9 con-
cludes with reflections on the role of the Socratic Dialogue
in cultivating key moral virtues among AI practitioners. Sec-
tion 10 reflects on the positionality of the first author.

2 A Virtue Ethics Approach to AI
The foundation for ethical AI lies in the cultivation of
virtues, as outlined in Hagendorff’s virtue-based frame-
work (2022). Unlike deontology, which emphasizes uni-
versal principles guiding actions, virtue ethics focuses on
the character and dispositions of individuals. This approach
shifts attention from abstract rules to intrinsic motivations
that align with ethical decision-making. Hagendorff iden-
tifies four essential virtues for AI practitioners: justice,
honesty, responsibility, and care. When internalized, these

virtues help ensure AI technologies are trustworthy and ben-
eficial.

Each virtue connects directly to key ethical principles
(Fjeld et al. 2020; Hagendorff 2020; Jobin, Ienca, and
Vayena 2019). Justice aligns with fairness, encouraging sys-
tems that avoid discrimination and promote equity. Honesty
supports transparency, motivating openness about techni-
cal limitations and research findings. Responsibility relates
to accountability, guiding practitioners to take ownership
of outcomes and address harm proactively. Care ties to AI
safety, encouraging attention to harm prevention and stake-
holder well-being. By embodying these virtues, practitioners
act ethically without relying solely on external enforcement
(Hagendorff 2022).

However, aligning with ethical principles is often diffi-
cult due to bounded ethicality (Hagendorff 2022): the cog-
nitive, emotional, and situational constraints that hinder peo-
ple from acting on their values. Ethical decision-making re-
quires not only knowing what is right but also overcoming
internal and external barriers. In AI, bounded ethicality un-
derscores the need to cultivate virtues that help bridge the
gap between awareness and action.

To address these challenges, Hagendorff introduces
second-order AI virtues: practical wisdom and fortitude.
Practical wisdom, or phronesis, is the Aristotelian “mother
of all virtues,” referring to the ability to reason and act
virtuously in complex, real-world situations (Crisp 2014).
Unlike theoretical knowledge (episteme) or technical skill
(techne), phronesis is contextual, requiring intellectual rea-
soning, moral perception, and life experience. It enables
practitioners to identify morally relevant features and bal-
ance competing values such as fairness, efficiency, and ac-
countability, while choosing both the right ends and the right
means.

Fortitude complements practical wisdom by fostering re-
silience against situational pressures that may compromise
ethics (Hagendorff 2022). These include financial incen-
tives, organizational norms, or conformity pressures that de-
prioritize ethical concerns (Lauer 2021). Fortitude empow-
ers practitioners to resist these pressures by challenging un-
ethical norms, questioning problematic directives, or advo-
cating for responsible practices under time constraints. To-
gether, practical wisdom and fortitude counteract the sys-
temic and psychological barriers to ethical AI and rein-
force the foundational virtues through thoughtful, context-
sensitive moral decision-making.

3 The Socratic Dialogue: Background
The Socratic Dialogue, rooted in the method of questioning
developed by Socrates (469–399 BCE), aims to refine moral
judgment through dialogue rather than to assert definitive
answers to moral dilemmas. Classical dialogues often led
to aporia, the realization of one’s own ignorance, but mod-
ern adaptations focus on developing ethical insight through
structured inquiry.

In the 20th century, Nelson (1929) and later Heckmann
(1981) formalized a method for examining moral ques-
tions through aiming for reasoned consensus. More recently,
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Kessels, followed by Mostert and Boers, reoriented the dia-
logue toward situated judgment: the exploration of what a
virtuous response should be in a specific context (Kessels
1997; Kessels, Boers, and Mostert 2009). Their approach
values dissensus as a tool for ethical learning and cultivates
practical wisdom rather than fixed moral truths.

In this contemporary form, a Socratic Dialogue is a struc-
tured dialogue in which participants explore a real moral
dilemma drawn from experience, collectively investigating
a “question of conscience” through five phases (see Results
section). Central to this method is the judgment-free exami-
nation of a real-world experience shared by one participant,
with others imagining themselves in that situation to explore
emotional, cognitive, and action-based responses. Rather
than aiming for consensus, the process facilitates a shared
inquiry where divergent views enrich understanding (Boers
2022), making it particularly suited to contexts such as AI
ethics, where challenges are contested and values may con-
flict. This study draws on Kessels’ adaptation of the Socratic
Dialogue, interpreted through Boers’ lens as a philosoph-
ical practice for cultivating practical wisdom by engaging
with concrete experiences and confronting moral complex-
ity. The approach aims to support the development of virtues
essential for ethical AI practice, including justice, honesty,
care, responsibility, practical wisdom, and fortitude, which
are further examined in the Results and Discussion sections.

At the heart of this process lies practical wisdom (phrone-
sis), conceptualized as a tridimensional capacity of inquir-
ing, judging, and acting (Rego et al. 2025). Rather than
forming a fixed sequence, these dimensions represent mu-
tually reinforcing aspects of moral perception and decision-
making, drawing mainly on Thomas Aquinas (Regan 2005),
Aristotle (Crisp 2014), and Naughton (2017).

Inquiring refers to studying and reflecting on the moral
complexity involved in each particular situation. This re-
quires the ability to perceive ethically relevant tensions in
context. In the Socratic Dialogue, this ability is developed
through the examination of a participant’s lived experience,
rather than abstract theory. Using exemplary validity (Boers
2022, p. 104), participants reconstruct a specific moral
dilemma, exploring what was felt, thought, and done, re-
flecting Aristotle’s view that ethical knowledge arises from
experience.

Judging involves forming a reasoned judgment about
what is morally appropriate. This happens through collec-
tive deliberation, where participants test their moral intu-
itions against those of others, reflect on underlying values
and assumptions, and engage with disagreement to refine
their views.

Acting entails the disposition to act in accordance with
ethical reflection. Although dialogue itself does not pre-
scribe behavior, it cultivates habits of reflection, attention,
and self-awareness that support ethical action.

These dimensions frame the dialogical process presented
in the Results section, where they are illustrated through a
real-world use case in AI development.

4 Methodology
This study investigates how Socratic Dialogue can cultivate
moral virtues among AI practitioners. To answer this ques-
tion, the methodology is structured around two intercon-
nected components. The first component focuses on the de-
sign of the Socratic Dialogue, analyzing how its structured
format facilitates ethical reflection, builds moral character,
and develops practical wisdom and fortitude. The second
component centers on the content of the dialogue itself, par-
ticularly how participants engaged with an ethical dilemma
on AI-driven detection of fraud and terrorism and devel-
oped more refined, context-sensitive understandings of key
virtues (justice, care, honesty, responsibility). By combining
an analysis of process and outcome, this study provides an
integrated account of how moral virtues emerge, evolve, and
become actionable in complex AI settings.

Case Study The study employs a case study approach to
examine virtue development in real-world AI practice. The
case was conducted in the Netherlands at a financial bank
within its financial transaction monitoring department. This
site was selected due to the ethically sensitive nature of AI
use in fraud and terrorism detection, where practitioners reg-
ularly confront value-laden trade-offs involving fairness, se-
curity, privacy, and efficiency.

Seven professionals participated in the dialogue: four data
scientists, two legal specialists, and one compliance and
ethics expert. All participants were employees of the bank
who were or had been involved in the development, deploy-
ment, and/or use of AI systems in the department. They were
recruited through internal communication channels and par-
ticipated voluntarily without receiving compensation.

The session was led by an external professional Socratic
Dialogue facilitator, independent of the research team, who
was compensated for their services. The dialogue lasted ap-
proximately 2.5 hours and focused on reconstructing a con-
crete moral dilemma encountered in the participants’ work.

All participants provided informed consent prior to the
session. The collected data was anonymized, and the bank
reviewed all materials to ensure confidentiality. The study
posed minimal risk to participants.

Data Collection The dialogue was documented through
detailed minute-taking by a dedicated note-taker. Audio
recording was deliberately omitted to avoid inhibiting par-
ticipants, based on the facilitator’s prior experience. Given
that the case study serves primarily to illustrate concepts
and processes, rather than to extract empirical insights from
verbatim content, this approach was deemed appropriate.
The minutes aimed to capture the flow and substance of the
discussion as faithfully as possible, including direct quotes
where feasible and summarized responses elsewhere. This
ensured a comprehensive yet unobtrusive record of the ses-
sion.

Thematic Development and Maxim formation The
minutes of the dialogue were analyzed through thematic
analysis. First, participant contributions, such as a judg-
ment, statement, or reflection were coded with descriptive
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labels (Johnny Saldaña 2015), for example, role of empa-
thy in criminality assessment or importance of system trans-
parency. The coding process was iterative and aimed to pro-
duce a clear, manageable set of codes.

Based on these codes, contributions were grouped into
broader themes which reflected a range of perspectives, in-
cluding opposing views, to capture how participants un-
derstood and approached the issues. Finally, the perspec-
tives were condensed into maxims: concise, rule-like state-
ments that summarized participant viewpoints while pre-
serving their essential meaning (Boers 2022, p. 105). This
process aligns with the Socratic Dialogue practice of dis-
tilling ethical reflections into generalizable principles, en-
abling a structured interpretation of the dialogue’s key in-
sights. While the conversion to maxims required a degree
of generalization, care was taken to base these on partici-
pants’ explicit statements, avoiding interpretations beyond
what was directly expressed. By staying closely connected
to the dialogue’s content, the analysis aimed to respect the
authenticity of participants’ perspectives while allowing for
meaningful synthesis. The dialogue was conducted in Dutch,
and later translated to English prior to thematic coding. The
overview of the process of going from dialogue to maxims
is shown in Figure 1. Notation used in the figure is as fol-
lows: § denotes the index of a dialogue contribution, §§ a
collection of indices. Contributions are numbered sequen-
tially; when split into multiple perspectives, letters are added
(e.g., 144A, 144B). Brackets indicate sets of contributions,
and “...” denotes additional elements not shown. Coding
and analysis were performed using Atlas.ti software (Friese
2012). Coding and analysis were performed using Atlas.ti
software (Friese 2012).

Abductive Analysis This study employs an abductive
analysis, which combines elements of deductive and induc-
tive reasoning (Thompson 2022). Abduction, rooted in prag-
matist philosophy (Peirce et al. 1985), enables researchers
to iteratively explore how empirical findings interact with
theoretical understanding (Atkinson, Coffey, and Delam-
ont 2003; Timmermans and Tavory 2012). Rather than test-
ing predefined hypotheses (deduction) or developing theory
solely from data (induction), abductive reasoning fosters a
dynamic interplay between empirical insights and concep-
tual frameworks (Jo Reichertz 2013; Thompson 2022).

This approach is well suited to this study, as both the cul-
tivation of virtues in AI practitioners and the use of Socratic
Dialogue for virtue development are underexplored areas.
The analysis examined how the Socratic Dialogue fosters
virtues essential for ethical AI, drawing on the virtue-based
framework of Hagendorff (2022), the interpretation of the
Socratic Dialogue by Boers (2022), and the operationaliza-
tion of practical wisdom by Rego et al. (2025). The cod-
ing and thematic analysis was grounded in the dialogue it-
self, with thematic development based on participant per-
spectives rather than predefined theoretical categories. The
theoretical perspectives served as an additional lens to ver-
ify and enrich the interpretation of what was happening in
practice.

5 The Socratic Dialogue:
Method and Case Analysis

This section presents an integrated account of the Socratic
Dialogue method and its application to a real-world case
involving AI systems for fraud and terrorism detection. It
examines how the dialogue cultivates virtues while provid-
ing a detailed account of the method in practice. The pro-
cess followed five key phases, with some aligning to the di-
mensions of practical wisdom: inquiring, judging, and act-
ing, introduced earlier. These dimensions frame the analysis
of how participants engaged with the moral complexities of
relying on opaque, automated systems in high-stakes deci-
sions about crime prevention and customer treatment. Con-
ducted according to Kessels’ method, the dialogue focused
on a concrete, morally charged experience, integrating emo-
tional, cognitive, and normative reflection (Boers 2022, p.
40). An overview of key insights derived from the dialogue
can be found in Table 1. The following account describes
each phase and illustrates its application in the case study.

5.1 Phase 1. Formulating the Question of
Conscience

The dialogue began with the formulation of a central ques-
tion of conscience: a moral question that cannot be answered
simply by appealing to facts or legislation. Such questions
express normative uncertainty and invite reflection on what
ought to be done, rather than merely what can be done. In
this case, the question was: “To what extent do we want a
machine to track down crime?”. The deliberate use of want
instead of can avoided a purely legal or technical framing
and encouraged participants to explore underlying values
and societal goals. Similarly, the phrase to what extent in-
vited them to identify a pivotal point of moral acceptabil-
ity. By searching for these boundaries, the question stim-
ulates exploring the factors and considerations that shaped
participants’ judgments about the ethical use of automation
in high-stakes contexts like fraud and terrorism detection.
The facilitator played an important role in guiding the par-
ticipants to identify and formulate moral tensions.

5.2 Phase 2a. The Experience: Inquiring
After formulating the central question of conscience, partic-
ipants grounded the moral exploration in a lived experience.
This prevents the dialogue from drifting into abstract spec-
ulation, which often obscures what participants, including
oneself, actually think. By working from a concrete, situ-
ated event, all participants share the same frame of reference,
making the inquiry more tangible.

Each participant was invited to share a personal experi-
ence that embodied the moral tension of the central question.
Such experiences must involve normative uncertainty: situa-
tions in which one was genuinely unsure what to do or what
to think. They cannot be hypothetical; instead, they should
present the real-world ambiguity in which ethical judgments
are made. In line with (Boers 2022, p. 41), the experience is
not merely illustrative but pivotal, offering a gateway into
the deeper ethical tensions raised by the question. In the
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Main question: To what extent do we want 
a machine to track down crime?

Everyone answers this question one by one.
…

Legal specialist 2: No, perhaps as a tool. First, a 
machine thinks within defined boundaries. We do 
not know the person in all aspects and facets. The 
most important parts are always disregarded. The 
machine has a blind spot and therefore makes 
incorrect decisions. Secondly, a machine has no 
empathy and that is very important in judging 
whether someone is a criminal or not.
…

Data scientist 2: Partially. We may have 
situations where we understand customer 
behavior automatically. There are situations 
where we recognize it automatically and can 
report it. In the middle is a group of people in 
which we cannot act automatically. Partly on both 
ends of the spectrum. The middle segment is 
diffuse. So in the middle segment, machines 
should have no place or at least a different role.
….

Data scientist 2: Only use machines when there 
is certainty, not when in doubt
…

Data scientist 2: What about empathy? The idea 
that machines are objective may be good. Isn't it 
good to minimize empathy? That there is room 
for that only in the moments of doubt. As far as 
I'm concerned, it's pretty good if sometimes there 
is no subjectivity/empathy.

Legal specialist 2: I find just the opposite. 
Suppose the machine says I checked off all the 
'boxes' but you looked in a very limited 'pool' of 
data. There is no doubt. But there is a whole 
universe of data that has been left out. Empathy 
can help with that. Despite all the checkmarks at 
all the boxes. My intuition says there is something 
behind all those check marks. So I accept the 
error of a human being more than the computer. A 
human can say “sorry I made a mistake”. We have 
to start from objective criteria. But if you are 
'objective' you have a blind spot.

Data scientist 2: But don't you think there is a 
part of the spectrum where processes could be 
automated? 

Legal specialist 2: Yes that is fine in a first phase. 
But under certain conditions. Legal specialist 1 
needs to understand why those transactions ended 
up in the system. Point being, should I report that 
person or turn on high risk? That choice has to be 
made by someone who understands the whole 
process. Yes that person can also make a mistake, 
but they are equal to the customer. So yes,  
machines as a tool, but no not fully automated.

§ Dialogue Fragment

Human Dimension in 
Criminality Assessment
First, a machine thinks within 
defined boundaries. We do not know 
the person in all aspects and facets. 
The most important parts are always 
disregarded. The machine has a blind 
spot and therefore makes incorrect 
decisions. Secondly, a machine has 
no empathy and that is very 
important in judging whether 
someone is a criminal or not.

The middle segment is diffuse. So in 
the middle segment, machines should 
have no place or at least a different 
role.

Only use machines when there is 
certainty, not when in doubt
 
The idea that machines are objective 
may be good. Isn't it good to 
minimize empathy? That there is 
room for that only in the moments of 
doubt. As far as I'm concerned, it's 
pretty good if sometimes there is no 
subjectivity/empathy.

I find just the opposite. Suppose the 
machine says I checked off all the 
'boxes' but you looked in a very 
limited 'pool' of data. There is no 
doubt. But there is a whole universe 
of data that has been left out. 
Empathy can help with that. Despite 
all the checkmarks at all the boxes. 
My intuition says there is something 
behind all those check marks.

But if you are 'objective' you have a 
blind spot.
…

Transparency and  
Explainability

Legal specialist 1 needs to 
understand why those transactions 
ended up in the system. Point being, 
should I report that person or turn on 
high risk? 
…

Oversight and Accountability
That choice has to be made by 
someone who understands the whole 
process. 
…

Thematic coded perspectives§

Human Dimension in 
Criminality Assessment 
Empathy is important in 
assessing criminality, as it 
allows for a more nuanced 
understanding that machines 
alone cannot achieve.

Empathy should be 
minimized, allowing space for 
it only when machine-based 
assessment is uncertain.
…

Transparency and 
Explainability

Explanations of case 
specifics, processes, and 
systems are essential for 
providing transparency and 
ensuring confidence in the 
decision-making process.
…

Oversight and 
Accountability
There should be a qualified 
individual to review and 
intervene in critical decisions.

…

Maxims§§

104

114

118

123

143

144

145

146

114

118

123

143

144A 

144B

146A

146B

[..., 
114, 
144A,
144B, 
…] 

[..., 
118, 
123, 
143, 
…] 

[..., 
146A, 
…] 

[..., 
146B, 
…] 

  2  1

Figure 1: Analytical Process from Dialogue to Maxims (1) Thematic Coding, (2) Essence Extraction.
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context of practical wisdom, this phase corresponds to in-
quiring, where one’s moral perception is trained by paying
attention to the specific, often ambiguous, details of lived
experience.

After all experiences were shared, the group voted on
which one to explore further. The chosen experience served
as a lens through which to investigate the central question.
The facilitator ensured that proposed experiences were suit-
able, capturing the essence of the moral dilemma while re-
maining specific enough to anchor the discussion.

In this dialogue, the selected experience was contributed
by a legal specialist who previously worked in the general
banking department. While the full story included many
details, its essence was as follows:

The participant had received a call from a customer
whose bank account had been frozen due to transactions
flagged under anti-money laundering and anti-terrorism
regulations. The customer had an Arabic surname and had
made donations to an Islamic foundation. According to the
automated system and accompanying standard procedures,
the employee was required to enter specific codes and
immediately transfer the call to the fraud and anti-terrorism
department, informing the customer that the freeze was
terrorism-related. Even after consulting a manager, the
directive remained unchanged. Although the customer’s
explanation seemed plausible and non-threatening, and
the employee felt a strong discomfort about the course of
action, they were unable to intervene in the process. The
system did not allow space for discretion or explanation.
Only later did the employee learn that the customer had
done nothing wrong.

5.3 Phase 2b. Reconstructing the Experience: The
Hot Spot

During the reconstruction phase, participants questioned the
experience giver in detail to ensure everyone understood ex-
actly what had happened. The questioning began with fac-
tual details (What did the woman on the phone say? What
was her reaction? What was the procedure?) and gradually
moved toward motives and emotions (What doubts arose?
What did the participant feel when transferring the call to
the terrorism department?). Through this process, the group
identified the hot spot: the emotionally and morally charged
moment when ethical tension became most acute (Boers
2022, p. 174). This is where perception, emotion, and action
intersect, offering a focal point for reflection.

The facilitator’s role was crucial. Participants were often
eager to offer judgments, advice, or arguments in favor of
automation, sometimes embedding these in leading ques-
tions (“Don’t you think that. . . ?”). Such contributions were
cut short or were asked to be reformulated, as this phase was
devoted solely to understanding the particulars.

Some found it challenging to postpone judgment, yet this
delay was essential: rushing to evaluate can obstruct genuine
understanding. Learning to withhold initial judgment served
as an exercise in developing moral perception, a key aspect
of practical wisdom.

In this case, the hot spot was the moment when the em-
ployee, despite feeling that the customer posed no threat,
had to follow a rigid system protocol that labeled the situa-
tion terrorism-related. The discomfort of the participant re-
vealed a moral friction: the desire to respond empathetically
versus the mandate to comply with opaque and procedural
automation. This moment of tension offered a shared reflec-
tion on moral complexity, especially in situations where in-
stitutional logic and personal moral insight diverge.

5.4 Phase 3. Imagining Oneself in the Hot Spot:
Inquiring

A core phase in the Socratic Dialogue method developed
by Kessels is role-taking. In this step, participants imagi-
natively place themselves in the shoes of the person who
shared the experience, reliving the hot spot moment as if it
were their own (Boers 2022, p. 174). This practice shifts the
focus from detached analysis to embodied moral perception,
helping participants engage with the emotional and norma-
tive weight of the situation rather than discussing it from a
distance. Each of the participants tries to answer the ques-
tions:
• What would I feel?
• What would I think?
• What would I do?

These reflections create space for moral dissensus (Boers
2022, p. 45): differences in response that reveal the diverse
intuitions and value priorities among participants. Such di-
vergence is not a problem to be resolved but a resource
for deepening ethical reflection. It challenges participants to
make their implicit assumptions explicit and to consider how
others might perceive the same situation differently. The role
of dissensus in shaping moral insight is explored further in
the next phase.

In the dialogue, this exercise revealed contrasting moral
responses. One participant, a data scientist, reflected:

“I would experience stress over the message to be
given. I would be understanding toward the lady. I would
also understand the notification that something should be
investigated. I would be supportive of that communication
and so, unlike [the original storyteller], would not feel so
bad about it.”

Another participant, also a data scientist, offered a dif-
ferent reaction:

“I would lose confidence in the system and find it harder to
go along with it. I would want to protect that woman from
the system. I would want to know how the system works.
How could I change it? How often is something really
wrong in these cases? I would want to communicate it as
nicely as possible to that lady.”

These reflections surfaced differing stances on moral
responsibility, system trust and empathetic engagement.
While one participant leaned toward accepting the system’s
procedural authority, the other expressed a protective
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instinct and a desire for transparency and reform. Both re-
sponses underscored how lived ethical engagement depends
not only on values but on how those values are prioritized
and enacted under pressure.

In this phase, inquiring takes on a richer meaning. It
is not simply about identifying moral tensions, but about
embodying them, reflecting on emotional, cognitive, and
action-oriented responses, and cultivating the self-awareness
needed to navigate them. This aligns with Aristotle’s notion
of phronesis: ethical insight grounded in experience rather
than abstract rules (Crisp 2014). Through role-taking, par-
ticipants also gain exposure to alternative responses to the
same situation, enriching their moral understanding.

5.5 Phase 4. Formulating Rules: Judging
In the final stage of the Socratic Dialogue, participants move
from inquiring to judgment: from reflecting on the moral
aspects of the situation to deliberating on how to respond.
While participants did not explicitly frame their reflections
in terms of named virtues, their reasoning touched on themes
that were later interpreted through the lenses of virtues es-
sential for ethical AI:
• Responsibility: When does delegating decisions to ma-

chines diminish human accountability? What is the eth-
ical cost of removing the possibility for apology, owner-
ship, and empathy?

• Justice: Does automation enhance fairness through con-
sistency, or does it risk reinforcing systemic bias under
the guise of neutrality?

• Care: What is lost and what is gained when empathetic
human understanding is sidelined by procedural automa-
tion? How can systems balance the dignity of the in-
dividual with the collective imperative to prevent harm
through fraud and terrorism detection?

• Honesty: How transparent must systems be to earn trust?
What obligations do institutions have to ensure that those
affected understand how and why decisions are made?

Judgments that emerge from this process did not func-
tion as universal moral laws, but rather as maxims: situated
judgments that reflect the moral significance of the dialogue
(Boers 2022, p. 105).

For example, when participants deliberated on the role of
empathy in criminality assessment, divergent but meaning-
ful perspectives emerged:

– ”Empathy is important in assessing criminality, as it al-
lows for a more nuanced understanding that machines
alone cannot achieve.”

– ”Empathy should be minimized, allowing space for it
only when machine-based assessment is uncertain.”

Other maxims reflected concerns about fairness and ac-
countability:

– ”A human mistake is more acceptable than a mistake
made by a machine.”

– ”Machines can assess more consistently and objectively
than humans.”

A full overview of the maxims, organized by theme, is
provided in Table 1.

Rather than seeking consensus, the Socratic Dialogue val-
ues dissensus as a source of moral learning. Participants
tested their intuitions against those of others, sharpening
their reasoning through careful listening and questioning.
Divergent views became openings for deeper reflection. The
maxims served both as records of shared moral inquiry
and as provocations for continued ethical deliberation. In
this way, the dialogue helped cultivate practical wisdom not
only in individuals but also within professional communities
committed to responsible AI.

This phase also helped to cultivate fortitude, as the dia-
logue created a space where questioning others’ ideas, val-
ues, and beliefs was not only permitted but expected. Par-
ticipants were encouraged to state their judgments clearly
while remaining open to other perspectives. Fortitude was
expressed through both self-expression and attentiveness to
others, making it possible to disagree without dismissal and
to hold convictions without closing inquiry. Such sustained,
open engagement is central to moral development and essen-
tial for addressing the complex value tensions in AI ethics.

5.6 Phase 5. Finding the Essence: From
Experience to Principle

The final step of the Socratic Dialogue is to distill the moral
essence of the issue as the underlying value tension or shared
moral insight that gives the experience its significance. This
essence is not a universal truth imposed from outside, but
a situated understanding that emerges from the dialogue it-
self. It is shaped by the group’s concrete deliberation and
reflects the deeper meaning that participants collectively dis-
cover through the exchange of perspectives.

What ultimately emerged as the essence was to moral
obligation to protect human dignity. Before the dialogue,
this may have seemed self-evident, something everyone
could agree on in the abstract. But through collective en-
gagement, grounded in a concrete and morally complex ex-
perience, participants developed a richer and more nuanced
understanding of what human dignity entails in this context.
They came to see how dignity is implicated at multiple levels
of the problem, see Table 1.

Importantly, participants did not just affirm the impor-
tance of human dignity. They explored it, questioned it,
and generated insight around it. They learned how others in
their professional community interpret this concept, where
their views align or diverge, and what trade-offs it demands
in practice. This shared inquiry transformed human dignity
from a vague ethical ideal into a lived, context-sensitive
principle; something that could actively guide reflection and
action in future decisions.

6 Reflection on Outcomes and Virtues
The Socratic Dialogue fosters the cultivation of moral
virtues by enabling professionals to engage deeply with eth-
ically charged experiences. In the case examined, partici-
pants reflected on the use of AI systems in fraud and terror-
ism detection. While virtues such as justice, care, honesty,
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Theme Maxims

Human Dimension in Criminality
Assessment • Empathy is important in assessing criminality, as it allows for a more nuanced understanding

that machines alone cannot achieve.
• Empathy should be minimized, allowing space for it only when machine-based assessment is

uncertain.
• It’s important to empathize with those affected, while also supporting necessary investigations.
• The individual undergoing criminal assessment must have the opportunity to be heard.
• A human mistake is more acceptable than a mistake made by a machine.
• Being accused carries a significant stigma.
• Ensuring human dignity is an unconditional requirement.

Machine Dimension in Criminality
Assessment • Automation is essential for handling large volumes.

• Machines can assess more consistently and objectively than humans.
• Effectiveness does not necessarily equate to fairness.
• In assessments, assumptions based on questionable factors should be handled cautiously,

especially in sensitive contexts to avoid discrimination.
• Technology’s binary nature can be insufficient for complex, nuanced situations.

Oversight and Accountability
• Crime detection affects individuals, who should have the right to human judgment.
• There should always be an option for qualified human review in critical decisions.
• Humans must control the machine, with explainability as a key component.
• Humans must remain accountable for machine decisions.
• Justice is not deterministic therefore we need to leave control in the hand of man.

Authority and Acceptance
• In sensitive matters, orders from humans are more accepted than those from machines.
• Voicing an opinion and feeling heard makes a significant difference in accepting orders on

sensitive matters.
• It is important to be heard when expressing concerns about the system performance.
• Feeling powerless happens when your input is ignored from the start.

Transparency and Explainability
• Explaining systems and processes supports justice and fairness.
• Explanations on case specifics are essential for providing transparency and ensuring confidence

in the decision-making process.
• In cases of perceived injustice, understanding the system becomes important.

Table 1: Themes and Maxims resulting from the analysis of observations of the Socratic Dialogue on Criminality Assessment.

and responsibility were not explicitly named during the dia-
logue, they clearly emerged through the participants’ moral
reasoning and emotional engagement.

Cultivation, in this context, means moving beyond merely
knowing ethical principles to developing the perceptual and
emotional capacities to recognize and respond to value ten-
sions in practice.

Justice emerged as a central concern, linking fairness with
impartiality. Participants valued AI’s potential to reduce hu-
man bias and ensure consistent decisions, but also stressed
the right to be heard and treated with dignity, seeing fair-
ness as both equal treatment and human recognition. While
automation was seen as essential for efficiency at scale, con-

cerns about systemic bias in data and algorithms revealed
a core tension: justice demands both impartial systems and
attention to individual circumstances.

Care was reflected in valuing empathy and human judg-
ment for understanding the emotional and situational context
of decisions, especially in high-stakes settings. Participants
saw empathy as important for ensuring human dignity, yet
also linked care to preventing societal harms such as fraud
and terrorism. These aims can conflict, as empathy for in-
dividuals may need to be balanced against protecting the
broader public, revealing the complex demands of care in
socio-technical systems.

Honesty was reflected in calls for transparency and ex-
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plainability. Participants stressed that understanding how
systems function and why certain decisions are made is es-
sential for maintaining fairness and trust. Honesty also ex-
tended beyond technical clarity to include a moral commit-
ment to open dialogue, both with those affected by the sys-
tem and with colleagues who raise concerns internally.

Responsibility was expressed in the insistence on human
accountability for automated decisions and the need for
meaningful oversight. While automation is vital for handling
large data volumes, participants warned against ethical de-
tachment. Some preferred human error, which allows for
ownership, apology, and empathy. Others, especially data
scientists, felt responsible for system outcomes despite be-
ing far from final decisions. These views highlight the need
to navigate the boundary between human and machine re-
sponsibility with carefully.

Across Justice, Honesty, Care, and Responsibility, partic-
ipants faced tensions that revealed virtues as dynamic guides
rather than fixed rules, requiring continual interpretation and
negotiation in context.

Beyond these virtues, the dialogue fostered the Aris-
totelian virtue of practical wisdom (phronesis). This in-
volves perceiving what is morally significant, making sound
judgments, and preparing to act accordingly. Each phase of
the dialogue aligned with these aspects. Rather than relying
on abstract theories, participants reasoned through concrete
dilemmas drawn from lived experience, symbolizing Aristo-
tle’s claim that ethical understanding arises from experience
instead of abstract rules (Crisp 2014).

Practical wisdom was cultivated as a collective effort. It
was sharpened through dissensus, as participants had to ar-
ticulate and explain their views under scrutiny. It was en-
riched through diverse perspectives, which challenged as-
sumptions and exposed blind spots. This interplay of per-
spectives helped transform general ideals, like human dig-
nity, into context-sensitive principles that could guide future
action. In this way, the dialogue not only supported individ-
ual moral insight but also strengthened the group’s shared
capacity for ethical reasoning.

Fortitude, a companion virtue to phronesis, was equally
essential. In the dialogue, fortitude emerged not as a rigid
defense of one’s views but as the courage to engage in open
moral inquiry. It requires strength to express one’s ethical
position, humility to subject it to critique, and resilience to
remain in dialogue even under disagreement. Participants
practiced this by revisiting assumptions, asking clarifying
questions, and exploring others’ value priorities. In doing
so, they exercised the perseverance needed to sustain moral
integrity in professional environments where reflection is of-
ten sidelined. This form of fortitude supports personal devel-
opment and the conditions for collective ethical reasoning
in AI teams. It helps build a professional culture in which
dissent is not punished, but cultivated as part of responsible
AI practice. This emphasis on cultivating dissent resonates
with arguments in the literature highlighting the importance
of dissent mechanisms for navigating trade-offs and norma-
tive uncertainty in AI development. Such mechanisms can
support more deliberative decision-making and strengthen
public accountability (Dobbe, Gilbert, and Mintz 2021).

7 Relevance of Results in AI Ethics
As we pointed out in the Introduction, the literature on
virtue ethics in AI development offers mostly conceptual ac-
counts and no empirical or practical accounts on how virtues
can be understood, embodied, built and developed in prac-
tice. This gap extends to relevant adjacent fields studying
the normative dimensions of AI system design, including
FAccT, Human-Computer Interaction, Design for Values,
Value Sensitive Design and Participatory Design. This gap
is alarming given the many ways in which undesirable and
harmful outcomes from AI systems may be prevented or ad-
dressed in AI system development. On the other hand, the
gap can be partly understood by the known limitations oc-
curring in organizations. As Green (2021) shows, tech ethics
more broadly is often “vague and toothless, has a myopic
focus on individual engineers and technology design, and is
subsumed into corporate logics and incentives.”. As such, as
Wagner (2018) argues, “it is important to have common cri-
teria based on which the quality of ethical and human rights
commitments made can be evaluated.”

While we subscribe to the importance of distinguishing
ethical reflection from the need to regulate and uphold fun-
damental rights, we pose that empirical research and prac-
tice with Socratic Dialogue approaches as explored here, are
necessary to understand what criteria may effectively foster,
guide and guarantee tangible and effective virtue develop-
ment in AI system design. In turn, virtues and practical wis-
dom, are known to be crucial for effective ethical decision-
making and “necessary in the proper interpretation and im-
plementation of human rights” (Sison 2018).

Dialogue alone cannot undo structural barriers that inhibit
ethical action such as power dynamics in the workplace,
misaligned incentives, or resource constraints that may im-
pede conditions for ethical reflection (Manders-Huits 2011;
Lauer 2021). However, it can help practitioners name and
navigate these tensions, laying a foundation for more sys-
temic change. To have impact, dialogue must be embed-
ded within organizational cultures that value ethical inquiry.
This includes leadership that stimulates moral courage, gov-
ernance structures that reward ethical action and operational
norms that protect space for dissent, establishing a just cul-
ture (Dobbe 2022).

As such, the Socratic Dialogue may complement existing
responsible AI practices, such as the determination of ap-
propriate fairness criteria by surfacing the moral reasoning
that these metrics often presuppose (Mitchell et al. 2021).
While fairness metrics describe what can be measured, di-
alogue can help clarify what should matter morally and
why. It encourages participants to articulate, contest, and
refine their value commitments and potentially gain deeper
insight into the inevitable trade-offs these involve (Klein-
berg, Mullainathan, and Raghavan 2016). In this way, dia-
logue could play a valuable role in socio-technical AI gover-
nance, helping stakeholders to navigate the ethical complex-
ity that metrics alone cannot capture. As regulatory mea-
sures evolves away from tech-centric standards, to center-
ing development practices and organizational mechanisms,
a more robust body of studies in the Socratic Dialogue may
well inform associated criteria and standards.
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More broadly, the virtue-oriented approach of Socratic
Dialogue may help to address some of the limitations of par-
ticipatory and value-sensitive design practices, which have
been criticised for lacking normative grounding or reproduc-
ing extractive dynamics between those who make design de-
cisions and those who merely ‘participate’ in the design pro-
cess (Manders-Huits 2011; Bødker and Kyng 2018; Sloane
et al. 2022). By cultivating a lasting capacity for ethical de-
liberation within a team or organisation, Socratic Dialogue
may stimulate a culture in which such reflective and inclu-
sive practices are supported in ways that meaningfully em-
power marginal communities and other actors whose voices
are otherwise undervalued in system design practices.

8 Limitations
While the Socratic Dialogue has potential for cultivating
virtues, four limitations should be acknowledged. Firstly,
one of the most immediate concerns is the time investment
required. A well-conducted dialogue typically takes two to
three hours, which may seem excessive in fast-paced envi-
ronments where quick decision-making is prioritized. How-
ever, this time commitment should be weighed against po-
tential long-term benefits. By fostering structured ethical re-
flection, the Socratic Dialogue can lead to more streamlined
decision-making within organizations. Rather than address-
ing ethical concerns in a fragmented or reactive manner, or-
ganizations that integrate the Socratic Dialogue into their
processes may ultimately save time by avoiding costly sys-
tem redesigns (Bevilacqua et al. 2023) or societal costs of
failures caused by poor system considerations. Seen in this
light, the time required for deep deliberation is not merely
an operational cost but an investment in the robustness and
foresight of AI decision-making.

Secondly, another challenge lies in the need for skilled fa-
cilitation. The effectiveness of a Socratic Dialogue depends
on the facilitator’s ability to guide discussion, encourage
open inquiry, and create a psychologically safe space for par-
ticipants (van Baarle and Verweij 2008). Without proper fa-
cilitation, discussions risk becoming superficial or unstruc-
tured, limiting their value. Yet the need for expertise ex-
tends to other methods, such as Value Sensitive Design, al-
gorithmic auditing, or fairness impact assessments. Ethical
deliberation does not emerge spontaneously but is cultivated
through structured methodologies that demand training and
skill. The need for expertise in Socratic Dialogue, therefore,
is not a unique limitation but a common requirement for any
serious attempt to embed ethical considerations into AI de-
velopment.

Thirdly, resistance to ethical questioning can also be a
challenge. Socratic Dialogue asks people to reflect critically
on their own views, which can feel uncomfortable, espe-
cially when it challenges personal beliefs or company rou-
tines. However, this discomfort can lead to valuable reflec-
tion and learning. If participation is forced, some may dis-
engage, turning the dialogue into a box-ticking exercise. Or-
ganizations need to sustain a culture where ethical reflection
is seen as a normal and important part of working with AI,
not as something imposed from the outside.

Fourthly, power differences in hierarchical settings can
make open discussion harder and have been shown to plague
most AI ethics endeavors (Birhane et al. 2022). People in
lower positions might not feel comfortable speaking up or
challenging those in authority. This can lead to safe, surface-
level conversations that avoid deeper issues. One way to re-
duce this is to be intentional about who gets invited. For ex-
ample, leaving out high-level managers in early sessions, or
making sure the group is balanced, can help others speak
more freely. Good facilitation also plays an important role in
making sure everyone is heard and the conversation doesn’t
just follow the usual power lines. While you can’t remove
all power dynamics, dialogue can still create a space where
different perspectives are taken seriously.

Taken together, these limitations highlight the challenges
of integrating Socratic Dialogue into AI ethics discussions.
However, rather than dismissing these challenges as insur-
mountable, they should be viewed as areas that require
thoughtful implementation. The effectiveness of any ethical
deliberation method depends on how well it is embedded
into an organization’s practices, and Socratic Dialogue is no
exception. When implemented with care, it has the poten-
tial to cultivate deeper ethical reasoning and lead to more
responsible AI systems.

9 Conclusion
This paper explored how participation in the Socratic Dia-
logue supports the cultivation of key moral virtues among
AI system developers. Grounded in a case study from the fi-
nancial sector, the dialogue revealed that structured ethical
inquiry offers more than reflective insight; it fosters the de-
velopment of practical wisdom and fortitude, virtues essen-
tial for navigating the moral complexity of AI development.
Through sustained engagement with conflicting values, par-
ticipants practiced ethical discernment, learned to navigate
ambiguity, and developed the courage to uphold their con-
victions even under institutional or peer pressure.

By foregrounding the lived experiences of practitioners,
the dialogue illuminated how core virtues justice, care, hon-
esty, and responsibility are not static principles but dynamic
and sometimes internally contested commitments. Rather
than resolving these tensions through rigid rules, partici-
pants learned to inhabit them thoughtfully, cultivating the
resilience needed to make balanced judgments. Importantly,
this growth was not limited to individual reflection; it was
made possible through the collective nature of the dialogue,
which encouraged empathy, mutual accountability, and the
articulation of shared norms.

The findings suggest that Socratic Dialogue can function
as a developmental space where AI practitioners are not
merely trained in compliance but actively formed in their
moral capacities. When supported by skilled facilitation and
embedded in a culture that values inquiry, this method can
strengthen practitioners’ ability to resist conformity, ques-
tion directives, and advocate for ethically sound system de-
sign. In doing so, it offers a valuable contribution to the cul-
tivation of virtue within the socio-technical ecosystems that
shape AI today.
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