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Abstract
The article presents the statistical findings of a study that investigated
the effects of gender on the ethical decision-making of professionals. Ethical
dilemmas were presented to 1,809 teachers, doctors and lawyers in the form
of a questionnaire. The individuals were asked to choose a course of action
and provide reasons for their choice. What was of particular interest was how
the professionals prioritised different moral theories in their decision-making;
namely, whether the reasons they gave were deontological, consequential or
virtue ethical in nature. The findings are significant for those seeking to revise
and improve professional ethical education and practice.
Keywords: ethical reasoning, ethical dilemmas, professional practice, gender

Background
Professional practitioners, including teachers, doctors and lawyers, are often
seen as role models; they are relied upon for moral probity, often in complicated
circumstances and in the face of conflicting demands (Jubilee Centre, 2016).
They are expected to demonstrate practical wisdom, knowing and doing the right
thing when faced with ethical dilemmas. However, recent high-profile scandals
and examples of misconduct (Blond et al., 2015; Hall et al. 2011; Wald, 2004;
Dixon-Woods et al., 2011) mean it is important to look more closely at the eth-
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ical decision-making of professionals (Arthur et al., 2014) and the way they are
prepared and educated for the public aspect of the important roles they undertake
(Harrison and Khatoon, 2017).
The presented article contributes to the existing literature on this topic through
the secondary analysis of a data set consisting of 1,809 teachers’, doctors’ and
lawyers’ responses to an ethical dilemma relating to their profession. The effects
of gender on how the professionals responded to the dilemma was under specific
consideration. The focus of the analysis was on two areas of ethical decision-making. First, are there differences in the choice of actions made by male and female
professionals? Who is more likely to follow established codes and protocols?
Second, are male and female professionals more or less likely to adopt utilitarian,
deontological or virtue ethical moral theoretical positions when explaining their
reasons for taking a particular course of action? The findings of the presented
study will support those seeking to revise professional ethical education and
practice.

Demographic differences and ethical decision-making in
professional practice
Professional practices, including teaching, medicine and law, are vital components of a nation’s progress. Ethics is an essential element of these and other
professional practices; the declared and applied moral values attribute to the
profession. At the same time, professional ethics may have prohibitive, prescriptive, recommendatory or advisory forms. They may take the form of obligations
towards others, obligations towards oneself, or society in general. There are
normative expectations and values that are present in all professional practice.
The three aforementioned professions encounter dilemmas that relate to these
ethical standards, making the factors that affect professional decision-making an
important area of research.
The literature pertaining to how different professionals undertake ethical
reasoning is both complex and contradictory. Both historical and contemporary
research indicates that factors such as gender, educational attainment, age, and
work experience may be related to the development of an individual’s ethical
standards (Perryer and Jordan, 2002; Duncut, 2007; Chiu and Spindel, 2010;
Nikoomaram et al., 2013; Ducut, 2007) and the way they deal with ethical dilemmas. The territory these studies cover is large and therefore both contextually and
culturally dependent. Currently, academics disagree as to whether or not gender
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and age affect how members of different professions make ethical decisions when
faced with dilemmas. Debates on this issue are long-running and academic luminaries including Aquinas, Aristotle and Freud commented on the different ways in
which men and woman make judgments when faced with a moral issue.

Demographic differences, ethical dilemmas and moral theory
The dilemmas presented in this paper were designed to investigate how teachers,
doctors and lawyers think when they are faced with morally problematic situations
(Arthur et al., 2015). An ethical dilemma can also be understood as a problem situation, usually arising from a conflict of obligations among various relationships,
in which issues of right and wrong are at stake, demanding complex decisions
about appropriate responses (Campbell, 2000, p. 215; Shapira-Lischshinsky and
Orland-Barak, 2009, p. 27). Although decision-making can happen intuitively via
the unconscious system, and also emotionally and intuitively (Drumwright et al.,
2015), the reasons given for a decision can be classified according to moral theories. The three most widely accepted and prominent moral theories are deontology,
utilitarianism (consequentialism) and virtue ethics. Virtue ethics is a framework
that focuses on the character of the moral agent rather than the rightness of an
individual action (Gardiner, 2003, p. 297). Utilitarianism and deontology, on the
other hand, ask the question: ‘What should I do?” Deontology emphasises rules
and duties for doing the right things, and utilitarianism requires a calculated
assessment of consequences. Previous analysis of the data under consideration
in this paper found that professionals draw on all three positions when making
a decision, to a varying degree and at different times (Arthur et al., 2015a, b and c).

The study
The findings presented in this paper are based on a secondary analysis of data
collected from three research projects conducted by the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, an interdisciplinary research centre focusing on character, virtues
and values, based at the University of Birmingham in the UK. This survey forms
part of the Centre’s research project on virtues and values in the professions, which
explores the role of virtues and values in medicine, law and teaching among new
trainees, graduates and established professionals. The Centre’s reports Virtuous
Character for the Practice of Law, The Good Teacher, and Virtuous Medical Practice
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(Arthur et al., 2015a, 2015b, 2015c) examine the place of character and values in
the legal, medical and teaching professions in Britain.
A study of the three reports presented the possibility of a secondary analysis
to investigate whether there are differences among genders and professions. The
secondary analysis involved the use of existing data, collected for a prior study
(Hinds et al., 1997; Long-Sutehall et al., 2010, 336) in order to find answers to
a new, overarching research question: Is ethical decision-making and virtue-based,
rule-based and consequence-based reasoning differentiated by gender and age
among teachers, doctors and lawyers?
The full online questionnaire consisted of four sections. For this paper, a secondary analysis was conducted of section two, where participants gave their responses
to six dilemmas relating to their profession. In order to compare the different
ethical dilemmas presented to each profession, one dilemma – whether lawyers,
doctors and teachers would agree with a pupil, patient, and client request – was
chosen by authors from each profession (cf., Table 1). The ethical dilemmas in the
questionnaire were designed to provide some indication of how teachers, doctors
and lawyers at different stages of their careers would choose to act in hypothetical
situations and how they might explain their reasons for acting.
Table 1. Summary of the ethical dilemmas
Profession

Summary of the dilemma

Teachers

Children wanted to explore snow during a lesson. This would disrupt the
planned programme, which was further complicated because snow was
a new experience for some children. The teacher had to choose between
disrupting the lesson or ignoring the children’s requests.

Doctors

Would doctors be willing to satisfy a patient’s personal request for a flu
vaccine, the patient saying, “I simply can’t catch the flu this season. My boss
has already told me that any time off work over Christmas and I’ll be out of
my job!”

Lawyers

Would lawyers be willing to satisfy a client’s personal request to stop legal
proceedings against the father of her children, even though the children are
at risk of physical abuse? The client intends to move with the children back
to their father.

Participants and methods
The original data comprised three separate databases for each profession
(teachers, doctors and lawyers). Data was collected using an online survey over
the period 2014–2015 from 1,809 respondents (i.e., 564 doctors, 728 lawyers and
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517 teachers). The survey population comprised 1,137 women (62.9 %) and 682
men (37.1 %).
Statistical analysis
The collected data was transferred to SPSS version 21, checked, cleaned and
readied for analyses. Analyses included descriptive analysis, cross-tabulation, correlation and factor analysis. To analyse the ethical dilemmas section, we conducted
a series of tests using SPSS, including the Mann-Whitney U test to see where
any differences of statistical significance lay. The test was used as a nonparametric
alternative to the one-way ANOVA to examine whether there was a significant
difference (relationship) between the option and reason of a dilemma and gender
and age.

Findings
The three dilemmas, for teachers, doctors and lawyers, were broadly of a similar
nature; pupils, patients and clients ask professionals to break the protocol for their
personal needs. However, the precise context and circumstances for each dilemma
were different, therefore each was analysed separately. The findings are presented
below; looking first at differences in gender and then age.
Is ethical decision-making and virtue-based, rule-based and consequence-based
reasoning differentiated by gender among teachers, doctors and lawyers?

Teachers
The question posed in this dilemma was whether the teachers would be
willing to be flexible in letting children experience snow in the playground even
when this meant interrupting a planned lesson. The participants could choose
option A, which favoured curriculum flexibility, telling the pupils to put on their
coats, hats and gloves and take them outside to experience the snow; or option
B, which was to follow the established duties and allow the children to look out
of the window for a few minutes but then ask them to sit down and concentrate
on the lesson.
Results show a significant relationship between the option chosen and gender
(χ2= 7.963, p=0.005), with a mean rank of 274.97 for the male teachers. This means
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the male teachers are more likely to follow the established protocol than the female
teachers; they are less willing to do what pupils request.
The conclusion is confirmed by looking at the percentage of the male and
female teachers choosing each option (cf., Figure 1). Here, the finding contradicts
observations made for doctors and lawyers in their dilemmas. 59.2% of male
teachers adhered to established duties in regards to curriculum flexibility (opting
to continue the lesson), whilst 59.1% of females opted for the alternative (letting
the children play in the snow). As we can see from chart 3 and statistical analysis,
female teachers were more willing to do what the pupils requested, indicating
females prefer curriculum flexibility in this case.
59.1%

Teachers ' Responses
N= 526
40.9%

Female

Male

59.2%
40.8%

Figure 1. Teachers’ overall reasoning by gender

The second analysis looked at the reasons given for choosing either option A or
B. For this analysis, the virtue-, rule- and consequence-based reasons (for A and
B) were compiled together. The results show a significant relationship between the
given reason in the ethical dilemma and gender for the virtue-based reason (U =
360312.500, p=.023) and consequences (U=358257.000, p=.007), with a mean rank
of 940.38 for the male teachers and 924.10 for the female ones. This means female
teachers were more likely to prioritise virtue-based reasoning than male teachers.
Also, female teachers were less worried about the consequences of their actions
than male teachers.

Doctors
The question posed in this dilemma was whether the doctors would be willing
to satisfy a patient’s personal request for a flu vaccine, the patient saying, ‘I simply
can’t catch the flu this season. My boss has already told me that any time off work
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over Christmas and I’ll be out of my job!’. The participants could choose option B,
which was to follow the established protocol and not give the vaccine; or option A,
which was not to follow the established protocol and give the vaccine. The results
show a significant relationship between the option chosen and gender (χ2=7.445,
p=0.006), with a mean rank of 293.80 for the females. The female doctors are more
likely to follow the established protocol than the male doctors; they are less willing
to do what the patient requests.
This conclusion is confirmed
Female

Male

67.3% Doctors' Responses
N= 564
46.4%

53.6%

32.7%

Figure 2. Doctors’ responses to dilemma (%) by gender

53.6% of the female doctors adhered to the established protocol, whilst 67.6%
of the male doctors opted for the alternative. The second analysis looked at the
reasons given for choosing either option A or B. For this analysis, the virtue-, ruleand consequence-based reasons (for A and B) were compiled together. The results
of the Mann-Whitney U test indicate that there is not a statistically significant
difference (relationship) between the given reason and gender.

Lawyers
The lawyers were asked, in their dilemma, if they would grant a female client’s
request to stop unspecified legal proceedings against the father of her children.
The client further indicated she planned moving back in with the man and would
be returning with the children, even though this might put the children at risk of
physical abuse. The participants could choose option A, which was not to follow
the established protocol and withdraw the proceedings; or option B, which was to
follow the established protocol and report the matter to social services.
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The results show a significant relationship between the option chosen and
gender (χ2= 15.245, p<0.001), with a mean rank of 381.67 for the female lawyers.
The female lawyers are more likely to follow the established protocol than the
male lawyers; they are less willing to do what the client requests. This conclusion is
confirmed by looking at the percentage of the male and female lawyers who chose
each option (cf., Figure 3). 55.3% of the female lawyers followed the established
protocol, whilst 61.5% of the male lawyers opted for the alternative option.
Female

Male

61.5%

Lawyers'
Responses
Lawyers'
Female
Male
N=728
N=728

55.3%
44.7%

38.5%

Figure 3. Lawyers’ responses to dilemma (%) by gender

The second analysis looked at the reasons given for choosing either option A or
B. For this analysis, the virtue-, rule- and consequence-based reasons (for A and
B) were compiled together. The results of the Mann-Whitney U test indicated that
there is not a statistically significant difference (relationship) between the stated
reason and gender.

Overall findings
The results of the study show that gender may be a factor of the choice of the
action that the lawyers, doctors and teachers take when faced with ethical dilemmas.
The most prominent findings are:
a) The male teachers are more likely to follow the established protocol than the
female teachers.
b) The female teachers are more likely to prioritise virtue-based reasoning
than the male teachers and are less worried about the consequences of their
actions than the male teachers.
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c) The female doctors are more likely to follow the established protocol than the
male doctors.
d) The female lawyers are more likely to follow the established protocol than the
male lawyers.
e) The male and female lawyers and doctors are motivated in similar ways by
virtue-, consequence- and rule-based reasoning.

Discussion
Several previous studies have demonstrated a difference in how men and
woman respond to ethical dilemmas (e.g., Morrell and Jayawardhena, 2013; Tilley
2010; Becker and Ulstad, 2007; Wilborn et al., 2007; Nikoomaram et al., 2013; Ruegger and King, 1992; Valentine and Rittenburg, 2007). Indeed, a famous critique of
Kohlberg’s once powerful stage theory of moral reasoning rested on the premise
that he failed to take account of gender differences in processing and responding to
dilemmas (Gilligan, 1993). To date, the picture presented by the data is both confusing and often contradictory. This new research contributes to the existing body
of evidence and shows that gender can be a predictor of how teachers, doctors and
lawyers respond to ethical dilemmas, and supports the findings of several previous
studies (Tilley, 2010; Becker and Ulstad, 2007; Wilborn et al., 2007; Dawson, 1995;
Ruegger and King, 1992). These previous studies had indicated, e.g., that males
are more likely to break rules than females (McCabe et. al., 2006). Furthermore,
research into executives in the USA and Spain found no gender differences with
the ethical decision but noted differences with the intention to act ethically, where
females acted more ethically than males (Valentine and Rittenburg, 2006, p. 125).
The research extends the existing knowledge in one significant way: it is focused
primarily on individuals from three professional practices and, therefore, is more
targeted than most previous studies.
Interestingly, previous research shows that women are more likely to follow the
established protocol than men (Morrell, 2013; Tilley, 2010). In this study, however,
we found that although this is the case for the lawyers and doctors, the female
teachers are more inclined to ignore the established protocol than their male
counterparts. This might be an anomaly due to the nature of the dilemma, but it
is illuminating to see the difference in decision-making between male and female
teachers.
In this study, we found that in most cases professionals of different genders
tended to prioritise virtue-based reasoning to a similar extent when explaining
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their adoption of a particular course of action. The main difference was between
the female teachers and male lawyers. The female teachers were more likely to give
virtue-based reasons for breaking the established protocol than the male ones.
This is significant, as schools are increasingly considered as institutions where professional judgment and decision-making are compromised due to the increased
emphasis on compliance with policies (Cooke and Carr, 2014). These findings offer
significant food for thought in this area.

Conclusion
The secondary analysis of the data collected by the Jubilee Centre for Character
and Virtues is valuable for several reasons. It yielded significant results, which
provide new insights into how male and female teachers, doctors and lawyers
make choices when faced with dilemmas. Many previous studies focused on
business and accounting; this research sheds light on some largely under-explored
groups. It also highlights how different professionals prioritise moral theory when
giving their reasons for following a particular course of action. The findings that
reveal when professionals are willing to break the established protocol and provide
virtue-based reasons for their actions are of particular interest. They challenge
the prevalence of codes of conduct in professional ethics, which primarily seek to
safeguard the rights of pupils, patients and clients by specifying the responsibilities
of service providers with respect to such rights. However, it is increasingly apparent that ‘the value and effectiveness of sound professional practice of institutional
regulations and codes of conduct are limited’ (Jubilee Centre, 2016). It is precisely
when professionals are called to make ethical decisions that these limitations are
highlighted, as often there is no rule or code that covers the precise situation.
An understanding of how male and female teachers, doctors and lawyers make
virtue-based decisions is vital for the continued flourishing of these professions.
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