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Individual differences in ethical reasoning were examined among first- year law school 

students to determine, among other things, whether gender moderates the process of 

ethical reasoning. Individuals bring a variety of psychological, philosophical, and ethical 

orientations to professional life, potentially challenging traditional assumptions 

concerning appropriate responses to ethical dilemmas. Using both qualitative and 

quantitative methods, this research demonstrates that the individual differences of gender, 

learning style, and world view are significantly more influential in the use of an ethic of 

care and justice (i.e., ethical reasoning), compared with personality and moral orientation 

factors. 

Building on previous research (Kolb, 1984; White, 1994), this investigation 

aims to examine the effects of psychological, philosophical and ethical orientations, 

and structures of social knowledge on ethical reasoning among law students. 

Accordingly, a study testing the effects of gender, Kolb’s (1984) concrete and 

abstract ways of learning, Jung’s (1971) feeling and thinking judgment, organic 

and mechanistic world views (Johnson, Germer, Efran, & Overton, 1988; Pepper, 

1942), and communitarian and consequentialist moral orientations (Etzioni, 

1991/1992; White, 1992) on the implementation of care and justice ethics is 

conducted. 

After describing the constructs noted above, we consider the role of ethics and 

morality in the law profession. Subsequently, we propose and test hypotheses and 

discuss our findings. 
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INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Gender and ways of knowing. For the past twenty years researchers have 

discovered explicit gender differences in the psychology, philosophy, and moral 

development of men and women (Betz, O’Connell, & Shepard, 1989; Bowman, 

Reeves, & Freeman, 1990; Donnenberg & Hoffman, 1988; Gibbs, Arnold, & 

Burkhart, 1984; Jones, 1990; Rothbart, Hanley, & Albert, 1986; Stiller & Forrest, 

1990; Yacker & Weinberg, 1989). Recent work in this area suggests that men and 

women experience life based on their gender roles; they live in two different 

cultures (Chodorow, 1978; Miller, 1976; Tannen, 1990). In this study, gender refers 

to a masculine or feminine social role (compared with sex, which refers to 

biological identity). 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986), in studying the unique ways 

women experience or know the world, describe an epistemological orientation 

where knowing is subjective in nature, and the self is essentially in relationship with 

or connected to, other people, objects, or ideas. The subject or knower believes the 

most trustworthy knowledge comes from direct, personal experience rather than 

from external proclamations by authority. Because knowledge comes from 

experiences, the way to understand another, or gain access to other people’s 

knowledge, is through empathy. Through this process of knowing, referred to as 

connected knowing, one comes to see another not just in one’s own terms, but in 

terms of believing and trusting the other (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 

1986; Elbow, 1973; Ruddick, 1980; Van Nostrand, 1993). Negative judgments 

about another assert superiority and create distance between people, whereas truth 

is personal, particular, and grounded in firsthand experience. 

In separate knowing, the self is autonomous from others and relationships are 

framed in terms of reciprocity. An epistemology based on separate knowing 

develops impersonal procedures for establishing truth and puts ideas on trial, 

looking for something wrong; the doubting mind is needed for critical thinking at 

later stages of development (Elbow, 1973). As separate knowers accept the 

standards 

of authorities external to self, they believe that laws, not people, govern the world 

and that authority is nonarbitrary, resting on reason rather than power or status. 

They value objectivity and suppression of the self in order to be impersonal toward 

the object, excluding feelings and beliefs in favor of reason. 

Although separate and connected ways of knowing are not gender-specific, 

research suggests they are gender-related. More men than women use separate 

knowing, and more women than men favor connected knowing (Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). Object relations psychology focuses on the 

development of the self in relation to others, and feminist theorists believe knowing 

is related to how individuals see themselves in relation to others. Chodorow (1978), 

for instance, claims women are more relational and empathetic because they are 
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primarily responsible for early child-rearing. Thus, as the female child develops, 

she learns about intimate relationships and interdependence and forms her identity 

by staying close to and identifying with the mother. Most males, on the other hand, 

are not able to identify fully with the mother, yet do not have an ever-present male 

with whom to identify (Chodorow, 1978). Because their internal representation of 

the self is less well-developed, males tend to develop their identity through 

autonomy rather than connection. The masculine way of knowing through 

judgment, separation, objectivity, and analysis is the dominant (but not the sole) 

model in Western society (Ferguson, 1984; Miller, 1976; Tronto, 1993). 

Constructed knowledge is a third epistemological position in which many 

women and some men view knowledge as contextual and experience themselves as 

creators of knowledge, valuing both subjective and objective strategies for 

knowing. These individuals integrate feeling and thinking and have a high tolerance 

for internal contradiction and ambiguity. This orientation is grounded in the belief 

that all knowledge is constructed and the knower is an intimate part of that which 

is known, and that sensitivity to context is very important (Belencky et. al., 1986; 

Jack & Jack, 1989; Tronto, 1993). 

Gilligan (1982) defines yet another epistemology based on her work with male 

and female adolescents and adults. Through her research, she concludes that most 

women define themselves in terms of their relationships with others and come to 

know their world through these relationships. Gilligan suggests that there are at 

least two ways of being in and knowing about the world: a person is separate from 

others, seeing and knowing the world as an object from a distance; or, a person is 

interdependent in relation to others, knowing the world through connections with 

others. 

From these various ways of knowing, two (among others) modes of moral 

judgment evolve, justice and care. And as will be seen shortly, the justice and care 

modes of moral judgment are related to gender and self-definition. 

Concrete and abstract ways of learning. Kolb (1984) describes a cycle of 

experiential learning with two dimensions. Each dimension, in turn, may be 

conceptualized as a continuum with two opposing end-points. The first of these 

dimensions, the vertical dimension, is anchored by concrete experience (CE) on one 

end, and abstract conceptualization (AC) on the other. Briefly, CE consists of taking 

in (i.e., learning) experiences, ideas, and information through apprehension, and AC 

represents the processing of experiences, ideas, and information through 

comprehension (Kolb). The second or horizontal dimension concerns the 

transformation of experiences, ideas, or information and is anchored by reflective 

observation (RO) and active experimentation (AE). RO refers to the transforming 

of experiences, ideas, or information through intention, and AE designates  
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transformation through extension, or testing implications of concepts in new 

situations (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. The experiential learning model 

 

Through CE, an individual apprehends reality in a personal, expressive, and 

affective manner, focusing on direct, personal involvement with human situations. 

It is a way of knowing and understanding through feeling rather than thinking, and 

emphasizes the unique and complex aspects of the present situation rather than an  
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interest in theoretical or abstract generalizations. This mode is more intuitive than 

scientific or systematic. For example, using CE to make decisions means being 

present in the moment and personally expressive of feelings and values (see Table 

1). 
TABLE 1 

STYLES OF LEARNING: CONCRETE EXPERIENCE AND ABSTRACT CONCEPTUALIZATION 

 
A person using AC to comprehend the world relies on intellect, rationality, logic, 

and distanced knowing. One comes to know and understand the world through the 

meaning of ideas, and situations by observing and describing them. An abstract 

approach emphasizes understanding rather than practical application and is 

concerned with truth and reflection before action. Making a decision with AC 

involves intentional logic and reason, removing one’s feelings from the process. 

Although most individuals likely use both CE and AC, many demonstrate a 

preference for one over the other. 

Thinking and feeling judgment. The work of Carl Jung focuses on, among other 

things, various dimensions of personality (Jung, 1971). Germane to the current 

discussion (and study) is the dimension of thinking-feeling. The dimension of 

thinking-feeling concerns how individuals orient themselves to their environment 

and experiences (see Table 2). Thinking is, “when the life of an individual is mainly 

governed by reflective thinking so that every important action proceeds, or is 

intended to proceed, from intellectually considered motives” (Jung, 1971, p. 197). 

Potentially shut out by thinking, feeling “emancipates itself from the object and 

creates for itself a freedom of action and conscience that is purely  
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subjective” (Jung, 1971, p. 247). 
 

TABLE 2 
THINKING AND FEELING MEASURES FROM THE MYERS BRIGGS TYPE INDICATOR 

 
 

Thinking and feeling are two ways of judging. Thinking is a logical process 

aimed at an impersonal finding and predicts the logical result of any particular 

action. A decision is made on the basis of cause and effect, using logic, objectivity, 

and consistency, including consideration of the consequences of alternative 

solutions and the costs of everything (Myers, 1976). 

Through feeling, on the other hand, one comes to a conclusion by appreciation, 

bestowing on things a personal, subjective value, taking into account anything that 

is important to oneself or other people and deciding on the basis of personal values 

without the requirement of logic. One becomes sympathetic and appreciative, and, 

when making decisions, gives weight to the personal values involved, including 

those of others. Feeling judgment involves weighing how deeply one cares about 

those things that will be gained or lost by each alternative solution and considers 

how others will feel about various outcomes. While one method is typically 

preferred more than another, both feeling and thinking judgment are necessary and 

often dictate varying outcomes.  

Jung’s thinking-feeling dimension of personality is associated  conceptually with 

Kolb’s CE and AC learning dimensions. For example, Kolb (1984) tested  
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Through CE, an individual apprehends reality in a personal, expressive, and 

affective manner, focusing on direct, personal involvement with human situations. 

It is a way of knowing and understanding through feeling rather than thinking, and 

emphasizes the unique and complex aspects of the present situation rather than an 

135 undergraduate students via appropriate questionnaires (discussion 

forthcoming) and found that scores on the apprehension dimension of CE correlated 

positively with scores on the thinking/feeling dimension (r = .34; p < .01), and that 

AC scores correlated negatively with the thinking/feeling factor (r = -.25; p < .01). 

 
STRUCTURES OF SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE 

An objective of the present study is to show that structures of social knowledge, 

sets of ideas, beliefs, and values describing a world view affect ethical reasoning. 

Organicism and mechanism world views. Building on the work of Pepper (1942), 

Johnson, Germer, Efran, and Overton (1988) describe a structure of knowledge used 

to interpret the world. Their structure is based on a system of four metaphors, 

including formism (realism), mechanism (naturalism or materialism), 

contextualism (pragmatism), and organicism (absolute idealism) (Johnson et al.). 

Of particular significance to this paper are the organicism and mechanism 

metaphors. Organicism’s root metaphor is the living organism; the world is seen as 

inherently active and changing, the world and the knower are unified, and the 

known world is an active construction of the knower-in-context (see Table 3). 

According to the organicism perspective, or world view, scientific methodology is 

rational, ecological, and emphasizes the precedence of concepts over sensory data. 

Individuals with this world view are thought to be active, changing, self-

differentiating, creative, and symbolic (Johnson et al., see also Burns & Stalker, 

1966). 
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TABLE 3 
MECHANISM AND ORGANICISM WORLD VIEW PARADIGMS

 
 

    The root metaphor of the mechanistic world view is the machine; the universe is 

composed of discrete parts inherently at rest. The static parts, and relations between 

them, are the basic units to which all objects and events are ultimately reducible. 

The reality of this epistemology is external to the knower, and the object of 

knowledge is distinguishable from the subject. The mechanistic world view 

includes a reductionist analysis of parts and their functional relations, and a 

scientific methodology that is empirical, disciplinary, and emphasizes the 

precedence of sensory data over concepts. Persons with this world view are reactive, 

passive, and determined by, yet distinct from, their environments. 

Communitarian and consequentialist moral orientations. The communitarian 

orientation (Etzioni, 1991/1992; Smith, 1988) is based on a deontological concept 

of duty independent of good. That is, right actions are not determined by the 

production of good. Deontological precepts are rules, laws, and governing bodies 

formed to protect rights, and it is the rules that guide actions. Everyone has a duty 

to respect others, and actions guided by rules and laws become universal law. The 

communitarian perspective proposes restoring the moral voice and individual and 

community responsibility to private and public life, including family, schools, 

community, and polity (Bellah et al., 1985; Etzioni, 1991/1992; MacIntyre, 1981; 

Selznick, 1987). While respecting individual rights, communitarians advocate 

moral coherence and imposing restrictions on individual rights for the good of the 

community. 
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Lodge (1985, p. 117) asserts that the community is more than the sum of the 

individuals in it, that the community has special needs, and that the survival and 

self-respect of the individuals in the community depend on the recognition of those 

needs. He goes on to suggest that individual fulfillment depends mostly on a place 

in a community, an identity with a whole, and a form of participation in an organic 

social process. Community is distinguished from the five natural laws of John 

Locke which include individualism, property rights, competition as the equivalent 

of consumers’ desire, the limited state, and scientific specialization and 

fragmentation (Lodge, 1985). According to Lodge, the majority of work settings do 

not allow for individual fulfillment or equality of opportunity, and, instead, only 

allow for equality of results (see Table 4). 

 
TABLE 4 

COMMUNITARIAN AND CONSEQUENTIALIST MORAL ORIENTATION 

 
 

The consequentialist moral orientation (Boatright, 1993; Cavanagh, 1990; 

Smith, 1988) promotes the principle of the greatest good for the greatest number, 

and relies on a teleological theory that suggests the moral worth of actions is 

determined solely by the consequences of the actions. Duty and right are 

subordinated to or determined by that which is considered good. The dominant 

moral logic is a cost-benefit analysis of competing actions, judged by a criterion of 

external technical success. The ideological model for personal and community life 

is one of contractual structure of an economic and bureaucratic world where the 

economic order of individualism and a market economy undermines a tradition of 

virtue. 

In a tradition of virtue, a moral life is one of integrity that is motivated internally. 

That is, a moral life is not motivated by obligation nor directed by a source external 

to the self (Coleman, 1987). Consequentialism defines intrinsic  
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value in morally neutral terms and morality is a means to intrinsic value. 

Consequences are considered impartially, without reference to the agent’s actions 

and subsequent consequences. In considering actions to be taken, a consequentialist 

would choose the action with the best consequences, one which maximizes the 

social good (Kapor, 1991). 

 
ETHICAL REASONING: THE ETHICS OF CARE AND JUSTICE 

Early foundations. The value that society places on relationships underlies any 

system for resolving differences between persons (Jack & Jack, 1989). In a society 

where continuing relationships, community stability, and group solidarity are 

valued, the dispute-resolution process seeks to maintain relationships and restore 

harmony among disputants, thus enacting an ethic of care. In a society where 

individuals are seen as separate and autonomous actors in search of individual 

happiness, a system of morality relies on a belief in rights, objective truth, and 

fairness (often expressed through competition), and is enacted through an ethic of 

justice. 

An ethic of both care and justice can be observed in earlier civilizations and 

older cultures. Plato drew the distinction in the Republic (Section 1061) when he 

portrayed the political ideal as that of not conferring full authority to laws, but, 

instead, granting it to a philosopher king - someone willing to rule with moral and 

intellectual insight and judge each individual with fairness. In Plato’s ideal society, 

the philosopher king represented a “particularized response” to human  

 

 

 

 

experience (i.e., an ethic of care). In contrast, laws were considered to be a 

“generalized response” which would always have limitations because “it is 

impossible .... for something invariable and unqualified to deal satisfactorily with 

what is never uniform and constant” (Plato, Sections 1063, 1072) (i.e., an ethic of 

justice). Plato believed that ultimately laws were essential for maintaining social 

order. 

The Zapotec Pueblos of Mexico (Nade, 1975) took a care-versus a rights-

orientation approach. In the Zapotec culture, rights implied equality of treatment. 

The care orientation, however, was used to restore relationships, or make “the 

balance” the goal of all dispute resolutions (Nade, 1975). Rather than using, the 

Western “an eye for an eye” approach, the Zapotec ideal is that of restoring balance 

or equilibrium to personal relations, and of seeking harmony rather than mechanical 

equilibrium. The underlying assumption of this system is one of interdependency 

rather than separation among persons. The Zapotecs preferred  
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peace over justice, and harmony over truth. Compromise would restore balance and 

maintain community. 

Native American cultures also value continuity of relationships and the strength 

of community. Deloria (1983) reported that the tribal justice system on a Navajo 

reservation maintains the traditional norms of Navajo culture – collaboration and 

cooperation rather than setting up an adversarial situation where one party is 

defeated. Defeat of another destroys the relationship and severs the community. 

Among the Lozi society in southern Africa, the dispute-resolution system is 

structured to maintain relationships and restore harmony between individuals and 

within the community (Gluckman, 1955). According to Gluckman, the Lozi strive 

to maintain relationships so that parties can live together amicably, both in the 

present and in the future. The court works towards a compromise that is acceptable 

to all parties, and a judge’s task includes broadening inquiries so as to consider the 

entire histories of the relationships between litigants, not solely the narrow legal 

issues at hand. 

Current views. The current legal system in the United States embodies all of the 

elements of an adversarial, win-lose, zero-sum game, where conflict is often 

increased after a verdict is given (i.e., an ethic of justice). Justice, serving as the 

goal of the procedural formality of the court system, is the fair and equal application 

of universal rules with procedural safeguards. As a society, we search for objective 

truth and assume it exists. We prefer justice to peace and truth over harmony. 

Autonomous individuals must be treated equally and fairly according to the law, 

regardless of the impact on the community and relationships among persons. 

Continuity and connection with others is not a consideration, thus raising questions 

concerning the ultimate survival of the entire planet. 

From an ethic of care perspective, society is interdependent, connected through 

relationships, empathetic, and responsive. Those who subscribe to a morality of care 

define their identity and social values via relationships with others and feel 

threatened by isolation. The self is a moral agent, defined through connection and 

interaction, and the moral ideal is attention and response. People who proscribe to 

an ethic of care develop and maintain interpersonal relationships and assume a 

certain level of responsibility for serving the needs of others, as well as protecting 

them from psychological or physical harm. Responsibility in this sense is defined 

as an awareness of other people’s feelings and needs, and may include taking 

initiatives to meet those needs (Gilligan, 1982; Gilligan & Attenucci, 1988; Lyons, 

1988; Noddings, 1984; Raugust, 1992). Individuals who use a morality of care are 

concerned with outcomes: who will be harmed and what will happen to the 

relationship. Solutions to ethical dilemmas are inclusive, transforming identity 

through relational experience (see Table 5). 
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TABLE 5 
ETHICS OF CARE AND ETHICS OF JUSTICE 

 
In contrast to an ethic of care, an ethic of justice promotes personal liberty and 

a “social contract model” of human relationships. Together, these traits form the 

ideal of individual autonomy, and include the dimensions of moral and personal 

autonomy. The social contract model implies that individuals can have moral 

autonomy when they use reason to discern which principles one ought to follow. 

The ideal of personal liberty embodies personal autonomy. Personal autonomy, in 

turn, suggests that one is justified in pursuing one’s own vision of “good” in one’s 

own way (Meyers & Kittay, 1987). 

From an ethic of justice perspective, society is composed of autonomous and 

independent individuals, a hierarchy of rules, rights, and obligations that provide 

safety from aggression or infringement of rights (Ferguson, 1984; Jack & Jack, 

1989; Lyons, 1982; Tronto, 1993). Definitions of self and morality are based on 

individual autonomy, social responsibility, duty, and obligation, and assume 

reciprocity as a categorical imperative. Because intimacy and interdependence can 

threaten freedom and autonomy, boundaries between people must be maintained to 

avoid intrusion (Jack & Jack,). 

Justice and care ethics are not opposites or mirror images of one another. That 

is, justice is not necessarily uncaring and care is not necessarily unjust. Instead,                                                                
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“the perspectives denote different ways of organizing the basic elements of moral 

judgment: self, others, and the relationship between them (Gilligan, 1987, p. 22).” 

According to the care perspective, the dimension of relationship is about attachment 

or detachment, changing the human connection so that the metaphor of relationship 

shifts from a hierarchy as per the justice perspective, to a network or web (Eisler, 

1987; Van Nostrand, 1993). According to the justice perspective, a relationship is 

defined in terms of inequality or equality. The individual as moral agent is figural 

against a ground of social relationships and judges the conflicting claims of self and 

others against a standard of equality, like evoking the Golden Rule. The moral 

question is, “What is just?” With the care perspective, on the other hand, 

relationships between the self and others are the figure, and the self is defined in 

terms of relationships with others. The self as moral agent perceives and responds 

to the perception of need. The moral question is, “How to respond?” 

 
MORALITY AND THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF LAWYERS 

From their research on the moral values of lawyers, Jack and Jack (1989) found 

that law and morality are matters of relationships. They contend that law and 

morality hold particular assumptions and values about social relations. Morality and 

law are embedded in social and cultural systems and include assumptions and 

values that define norms concerning relationships between persons. The 

importance, quality, and boundaries of relationships are, therefore, reflected in both 

law and morality. In law school, students are trained in a particular cultural ideology 

that circumscribes the social, political, economic, and gendered nature of 

relationships between persons (DuBois, Dunlap, Gilligan, MacKinnon, & Menkel-

Meadow, 1985; Menkel-Meadow, 1981; Scales, 1986). 

Relationships carry with them social roles, and with roles come norms, demands, 

and expectations regarding how one is to act. Attorneys are expected to be 

advocates for their clients. “A lawyer becomes the voice and presence of a client, 

perhaps advocating things the lawyer regards with distaste .... a client gives up 

power, judgment, and control to an attorney; and, in return, an attorney assumes a 

client’s concerns, values, and intentions” (Jack & Jack, p. 29). The role can invade 

one’s pattern of thought, allegiances, and definitions of moral relevancy. Lawyers 

need to have “malleable convictions” and be able to adopt the cause of their client 

without apparent principle so that they can represent any side of a case when called 

upon to do so, without judging the morality of the cause (Jack & Jack, p. 30). 

Because an attorney is morally obligated to assist his/her client in maintaining 

freedom, autonomy, and dignity, the commitment to a client becomes the overriding 

moral consideration, above any conflict an attorney might have between 

professional and personal morality. While partisanship or un-compromised 

devotion to serving a client’s interests is the first obligation of the lawyer’s role, 

neutrality is the ideal moral stance. This creates a problem of  
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“moral distance,” the gap between the relevant concerns of professional ethics and 

the relevant concerns of personal morality that result from role identification (Jack 

& Jack). When serving a client according to professionally prescribed rules, 

attorneys can develop a sense of detachment, or a stoic pursuit. In their interviews, 

Jack and Jack found that some lawyers used a morality of care to temper the stoic 

detachment inherent in a morality of rights or justice. 

 

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES AND MODEL SPECIFICATION 
 

The present study proposes to test the effects of various variables on the use of 

care and justice ethics. Having discussed and defined the primary variables of 

interest, we propose plausible relationships between these variables and a model of 

ethical reasoning. We suggest that the independent variables of gender, abstract and 

concrete ways of learning, feeling and thinking judgment, organicism and 

mechanism world views, and communitarian and consequentialist moral orientation 

influence the dependent variables of care and justice ethics among law students. 

Based upon the conceptual model depicted in Figure 2, the following hypotheses 

are proposed: 

 

H1: Individuals with a more concrete learning style are more likely to prefer an 

ethic of care; individuals with a more abstract way of learning are more likely to 

prefer an ethic of justice when reasoning about ethical dilemmas. 

H2: Individuals who use feeling judgment more than thinking judgment are more 

likely to use an ethic of care versus an ethic of justice; individuals who use thinking 

judgment more than feeling judgment are more likely to use an ethic of justice 

versus an ethic of care. 
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H3: Individuals who hold an organicism world view are more likely to use an ethic 

of care than an ethic of justice; individuals with a mechanism perspective are more 

likely to use an ethic of justice versus an ethic of care. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Conceptual model of ethical reasoning. 
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H4: Individuals who have a predominantly communitarian moral orientation are 

more likely to use an ethic of care versus an ethic of justice; individuals who have 

a predominantly consequentialist moral orientation are more likely to use an ethic 

of justice versus an ethic of care. 

Hypotheses 1 to 4 derive theoretical support from experiential learning and 

feminist theory, both of which validate the role of emotions in ways of knowing and 

making decisions. Feelings, context, and valuing others and interpersonal 

relationships are assumed in a feminist perspective generally, and in ethical 

reasoning specifically. Experiential learning theory proposes an engagement of the 

dialectic tensions that exist between concrete experience, with its feelings, 

emotions, and contextualism, and abstract conceptualization, with its logic, 

objectivity, rationality, and analysis (Kolb, 1984). 

H5:   Women, compared with men, are more likely to prefer an ethic of care; men, 

compared with women, are more inclined to prefer an ethic of justice. 

Based on research findings involving adolescents and adults, Gilligan (1987) 

rejected Kohlberg’s (1973, 1981) earlier findings that suggested women, compared 

with men, reasoned at an intermediate level of moral development and emphasized 

relationships and context rather than autonomy and independence. According to 

Gilligan, relationships are central to women’s personal and social well-being and 

exemplify a morality of care; that is, a positive and essential aspect of moral 

maturity that calls for the avoidance of harm and the preservation of human 

interdependence. Gilligan reinterpreted women’s lack of independence and 

assertiveness as a morality of responsiveness to the needs of others, a strength 

valuable in developing relationships among people and in the community, and 

essential for survival. 

In addition to specifying predictors of care and justice ethics (i.e., direct effects), 

we also expect positive relationships between certain predictor (independent) 

variables. Specifically, the ways of learning construct is predicted to correlate with 

both the feeling-thinking dimension and gender, the feeling-thinking dimension 

with gender, and the world view construct is expected to correlate with moral 

orientation. Compared with the variables of social knowledge and one’s orientation 

concerning what is good or true, the variables of personality, ways of knowing, 

masculine and feminine gender, and ways of making judgments describe how a 

person is. The former variables on the other hand, describe what an individual thinks 

- his/her espoused ideas, beliefs, and values. 

Finally, we allow for the correlation among the two residuals of the observed, 

endogenous variables (i.e., care and justice ethics). Ethical reasoning is affected by 

a constellation of variables and this parameter is estimated in light of the complex 

and presumably moralistic-based properties inherent in the two dependent variables 

(see discussion above), yet presently unmeasured (cf.  

 



 

                                                ETHICAL REASONING                             35 
 

Anderson, 1987, p. 60; Cohen, Cohen, Teresi, Marchi, & Velez, 1990, p. 193; 

Gilligan, 1987). 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 
SAMPLE 

The sample consisted of 258 first-year law students attending a private, urban 

law school in the United States. The subjects were between the ages of 21 and 50 

years, with a mean age of 26, and had an average of three years work experience. 

The sample was 46 percent (n=120) women and 54 percent (n=138) men. 

 
PROCEDURE AND MEASURES 

Subjects were administered the Learning Style Inventory IIa (Veres, Sims, & 

Locklear, 1991), twenty-three items from the thinking and feeling scale portion of 

the Myers Briggs Type Indicator (Myers, 1976), the Organicism-Mechanism 

Paradigm Inventory (Germer, Efran, & Overton, 1982), the Moral Orientation 

Questionnaire (White, 1992, 1994), and a set of three ethical dilemmas adapted by 

the authors from real-life dilemmas1 as reported by Toffler (1986) and Bellah, 

Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton (1991). 

 

 
1 ETHICAL DILEMMAS 

I. You are the director of manufacturing for a company that produces a product that 

now requires the use of a chemical that has some hazard associated with it. There 

are no other chemical alternatives. Despite trying to minimize the use of the 

chemical, and building in every conceivable safety factor to satisfy all regulations, 

there is still a hazard to the persons involved in the production of the product. 

II. You are a superintendent of a school district where the parents of a child with 

AIDS are attempting to admit their child into the elementary school. Physicians 

have explained to the school administrators and concerned parents that the risks of 

other children contracting the disease are extremely small, but the school 

administrators and parents have to decide whether any risk at all should be taken to 

include the child. Because of high costs of medical care, the parents are not able to 

send their child to a private school or pay for tutoring. Both need to work full-time 

to afford the medical costs. 

III. You are a vice president of a bank. You have an officer working with you who 

has emphysema, which is a deteriorating illness. He is physically unable to give a 

full day’s work, but has another eight years until he retires. He’s already worked 30 

years at the bank, and you also know his family because his wife used to work for 

you. You have talked with him about the situation and he’s said he wants to continue 

working with the bank full-time in order to get his full pension and other  
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retirement benefits. Meanwhile, your manager is asking you to trim your human 

resource budget because of a possible forthcoming merger with another bank. 

Questions 

1. For you, what is the conflict(s) or dilemma(s) in this situation? 

2. What would you do? 

3. What are the possible consequences of your action(s)? 

4. What was most on your mind when you were responding to this vignette? 

 

Measuring concrete and abstract learning styles. A single measure, concrete-

abstract, was constructed to measure the degree to which individuals were abstract 

or concrete in how they distinguish experiences, ideas, and information. Adapting 

a formula proposed by Kolb (1976), this measure was calculated by subtracting 

each subject’s abstract conceptualization score from his/her concrete experience 

score (i.e., higher scores depict more concrete conceptualization) on the Learning 

Styles Inventory IIa (Veres, Sims, & Locklear, 1991). The latter two scores were 

computed by summing the items on each of the respective subscales separately. 

Scores on the 12 concrete experience items range from 4.0 to 45.0, with a mean of 

25.0 (SD = 6.2), and scores on the 12 abstract conceptualization items ranged from 

a minimum of 12.0 to a maximum of 48.0, with a mean of 33.2 (SD = 7.06). 

Although the Learning Styles Inventory IIa is a firmly established instrument, 

Cronbach’s (1951) coefficient alphas were computed for both the concrete and 

abstract scale items (factors). The reliabilities for the concrete and abstract factors 

were .70 and .81, respectively. The concrete-abstract scores for 258 subjects ranged 

from -29 to 26, with a mean of -8.2 (SD = 10.4). 

The values obtained on the concrete-abstract measure replicate well with 

previous research utilizing the Learning Styles Inventory IIa. For instance, 

concrete-abstract scores obtained in an earlier study by White (1994) ranged from 

-31 to 29, with a mean of -5.8 (SD = 11.2). White’s study was similar in nature to 

the current investigation and utilized a comparable subject population (i.e., graduate 

students enrolled in a “professional” degree program). 

A thinking and feeling scale. Subjects responded to 23 items taken from the 

thinking and feeling subscale of the Myers Briggs Type Indicator (Myers, 1976). 

The Myers Briggs Type Indicator is another firmly established instrument that has 

consistently demonstrated strong reliability and validity (Myers-Briggs & 

McCaulley, 1985). A single, overall feeling-thinking judgment score was computed 

by subtracting a raw thinking score from a raw feeling score (i.e., higher scores 

depict more feeling judgment) (cf. Myers, 1976). The feeling-thinking judgment 

scores ranged from -28 to 16, with a mean of -7.4 (SD = 10.2). These values 

replicate well with White’s (1994) earlier work where feeling-thinking scores 

ranged from -29 to 16, with a mean of -6.5 (SD = 10.2). 

The organicism and mechanism dimensions. The Organicism-Mechanism  
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Paradigm Inventory (OMPI; Germer, Efran, & Overton, 1982) consists of 26 pairs 

of statements concerning thoughts, attitudes, and ways of behaving. Each subject 

was asked to circle the statement within the pair that pertained to him/her most 

closely. An example of a statement pair is as follows: “A business executive needs 

time to analyze the facts;” and, “A business executive needs time for creative 

thinking.” Via satisfactory scores on various measures (coefficients) of reliability, 

the OMPI scale has demonstrated internal consistency in past research, including a 

Guttman split-half coefficient of .86, a Cronbach coefficient alpha of .76, and a 

three-week retest stability coefficient of .77 (Germer et al., 1982). Although the 

OMPI has not yet demonstrated complete construct validity, it has correlated 

predictably and persuasively with a wide range of personality scales and 

inventories, including the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the California 

Psychological Inventory, and some of the Holland vocational types as tested on the 

Strong Campbell Interest Inventory (Johnson, 1984). 

The OMPI measures how people see and experience the world, their ontology, 

their explanation of the world, and their view of persons. An individual obtaining a 

high score on this measure most likely has an organicism world view, versus a 

mechanism world view. This individual would tend to see and experience the world 

as a living system with interdependent parts where persons are autonomous, 

creative, and integrated into the social environment. The organicism score is 

computed as the total number of organicism statements selected from a total of 52 

statements presented in pairs (i.e., 26 pairs of statements). As suggested above, high 

scores indicate an organicism world view and low scores indicate a mechanism 

world view. 

For the current sample of 258 law students, scores on the OMPI ranged from 4 

to 25, with 29.2 percent scoring 16 or below, 20.7 percent scoring between 12 and 

16, and 37.8 percent scoring between 16 and 20. The overall mean score for 258 

cases was 17.6, with a median and mode of 19 (SD = 3.3). 

Measuring communitarian and consequentialism. The Moral Orientation 

Questionnaire (White, 1992) is a forced-choice instrument developed by the first 

author to assess a communitarian and consequentialist moral orientation. Briefly, 

subjects are asked to distribute nine points (whole numbers only) between 16 pairs 

of sentences such that no less than nine points are allocated to rate each pair of 

sentences. For example, one sentence pair reads: “I prefer to deal with a difficult 

situation personally, face-to-face with those involved;” and, “I prefer to let the 

organizational rules, policies, and procedures take care of the situation, because that 

is why we have them.” 

Consistent with earlier investigations (e.g., White, 1994), a single communitarian-

consequentialist score (CMCS) was developed by computing a ratio of 

communitarianism to communitarianism and consequentialism scores. Specifically, 

scores on the items (sentences) measuring communitarianism were  
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summed and subsequently divided by the sum of scores measuring 

communitarianism and consequentialism. Therefore the closer a CMCS score 

(ratio) is to 1.00, the more an individual has a communitarian moral orientation. An 

individual with a high CMCS score, or a communitarian moral orientation 

(Flanagan, 1991; Smith, 1988; Stout, 1988), is more likely to accept common values 

and goals, prefers to experience the world as less bureaucratic, prefers to resolve 

issues face-to-face without external, authoritative, rule-bound interventions, and 

strives for moral unity to resolve conflicts. While there is a sense of duty, this duty 

is to the self and the community, and, most often, the means toward achieving a 

particular goal are evaluated on the basis of whether they match the desired ends. 

An individual with a low CMCS score, or a consequentialist moral orientation 

(Flanagan, 1991; Foot, 1983; Singer, 1979), on the other hand, indicates a 

preference for finding solutions that provide the greatest good for the greatest 

number, regardless of the means to achieve this end. Duty and obligation are 

subordinated to what is considered good, and the costs and benefits of actions are 

judged by a criterion of technical success. Intrinsic value is considered to be morally 

neutral (Kant, 1792). 

The CMCS scores ranged from 0.33 to 0.73, with a mean of 0.55 (SD = 0.07). 

These values compare favorably with earlier findings by White (1994) who reported 

CMCS scores ranging from 0.35 to 0.88. In order to test the internal-consistency 

reliability of the Moral Orientation Questionnaire, Cronbach’s coefficient alphas 

were computed separately for both the 16 communitarian scale items (sentences) 

and the 16 consequentialist items. Reaching acceptable levels (Cohen & Cohen, 

1983; Nunnally, 1978), the reliabilities for the communitarian and consequentialist 

items were .70 and .78, respectively. 

Ethical reasoning: measuring an ethic of care and justice. With regard to the three 

ethical dilemmas (concerning hazards in a manufacturing process, a school child 

with AIDS, and a bank employee with emphysema; see Footnote 1), subjects were 

asked to respond in writing to four questions that have been utilized in previous 

ethics research (e.g., White, 1994). The questions elicited subjects’ own definitions 

of the dilemmas or conflicts, thoughts on what they would do and what the 

consequences of their actions might be, and any additional thoughts they had. 

Responses to the three dilemmas were coded using a coding scheme adapted 

from Lyons (1982) that includes indicators for an ethic of care and justice. For 

instance, the responses were examined for intent (cf. Boyatzis, 1994; Flanagan, 

1954). Intention can be derived from a variety of sources in the data: choice of 

words, order of words, length of response, use of pronouns, intensity of adjectives, 

proportion of adjectives and emotional expressions, phrasing, and context. For 

example, “One always has an obligation to one’s employer” leaves the reader with 

a different impression from, “I feel I want to respond to my employer’s needs  
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while simultaneously considering my own needs.” The former remark, spoken in 

the impersonal third person singular, concerns an obligation and is an absolute 

statement (i.e., it could hold true for all time). The latter statement speaks from the 

first person, from the perspective of affect (i.e., “I feel,” rather than “I think” or “it 

seems that”) and from personal desire (e.g., “I want”), thus communicating a 

relationship with the employer and an understanding that both parties have needs 

that should be respected. The words communicate a different intention – the former 

fulfills a duty, the latter attends to the other in the context of a relationship. 

The dilemmas were coded by a rater. Before coding, the rater (or judge) was 

administered a brief training. In addition, a second rater was trained in the coding 

method and independently coded a sample of three dilemmas each for 30 subjects. 

The interrater reliability for the two raters equaled .75 and was based on the 

agreement of responses indicating both an ethic of care and justice. In the end, each 

subject was assigned both an overall care and justice score. The overall, or 

combined scores were formulated by averaging subjects’ individual scores (three 

each for care and justice) across the three dilemmas.  

The combined mean care scores correlated statistically significantly with each 

of three individual care scores corresponding to the three dilemmas. The positive 

correlations (rs) ranged from .60 to .83, with a mean of .77 (ps < .01). The individual 

scores for each of the three dilemmas also correlated significantly and positively 

amongst themselves and ranged from .29 to .58, with a mean of .39 (ps < .01). 

Similar to the ethic of care scores, combined mean justice scores correlated 

significantly with each of three individual justice scores. The positive correlations 

ranged from .57 to .91, with a mean of .77 (ps < .01). The individual scores for each 

of the three dilemmas also correlated significantly and positively amongst 

themselves and ranged from .28 to .64, with a mean of .41 (ps < .01). 

 

RESULTS 
 

The model in Figure 2 was tested in a structural equation, or path model (Wright, 

1921), using EQS (Bentler, 1993). Due to various missing data, the final usable 

sample for testing the hypothesized model totaled 227. The resulting fit statistics 

are χ2(6) = 22.77, p < .001; GFI = .97; CFI = .85; Mr = .036, and suggest an adequate 

fit between the model and the data (the χ2 for the null model is χ2(21) = 134.48). 

The lowest fit index, CFI, is .85. Although a common critical value for fit indices 

is .90 (Bentler & Bonett, 1980), researchers have more recently used .85 (Hoyle & 

Lennox, 1991). The findings are depicted in Figure 3, and Table 6 presents the 

covariances and correlations of the hypothesized model constructs. 
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Figure 3. Effects of psychological, philosophical and ethical orientations, and structures of 

social knowledge on ethics of justice and care. 

 

Note: Each reported value corresponds to the path diagrammed directly beneath it, 

or closest to it. Values corresponding to paths with double arrowheads represent 

correlation coefficients, and values corresponding to paths with single arrowheads 

represent standardized path coefficients (i.e., direct effects, or gamma coefficients). 

Significant findings are depicted in bold type. Finally, higher (more positive) scores 

represent more concrete learning for the ways of learning  
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variable, more feeling judgment for the thinking-feeling dimension, more of an 

organicism-based structure of knowledge for the world view dimension, more of a 

communitarian perspective for the moral orientation variable, and (more) female 

for the gender variable. 
TABLE 6 

COVARIANCE AND CORRELATION MATRICES OF MEASURED VARIABLES 

 
 
HYPOTHESIS TESTS 

Ways of learning effects on ethical reasoning. We hypothesized that individuals 

with a concrete learning style are more likely to prefer an ethic of care, and 

individuals with a more abstract style of learning are inclined to prefer an ethic of 

justice (H1). Contrary to predictions, findings indicate that increased degrees of 

abstract learning (i.e., decreased degrees of concrete learning) tend to foster the use 

of an ethic of care (path coefficient = -.139, p < .038). 

Feeling-thinking judgment effects on care and justice ethics. H2 stated that 

feeling judgments, more than thinking judgments, tend to elicit an ethic of care and 

that thinking judgments, compared with feeling judgments, are more likely to evoke 

an ethic of justice. The data do not support this hypothesis. Surprisingly, no direct 

feeling-thinking judgment effects on care and justice ethics were detected (see 

Figure 3). 

Effects of world view on ethical reasoning. H3 considers world view effects on an 

ethic of care and justice. Specifically, an organicism world view was hypothesized 

to have a positive effect on the use of an ethic of care, and a mechanism perspective 

was hypothesized to have a positive effect on an ethic of justice. Partial support was 

found for this hypothesis. Consistent with predictions, organicism world view had 

a significant, positive effect on an ethic of care (path coefficient = .197, p < .000). 

However, no direct world view effect on an ethic  
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justice was detected. 

Moral orientation effects on ethics of care and justice. We hypothesized that law 

students who adhere to a predominantly communitarian moral orientation are more 

likely to use an ethic of care, and that those holding a predominantly 

consequentialist moral orientation are more likely to use an ethic of justice (H4). 

The data do not support is this hypothesis. No direct moral orientation effects were 

found on either an ethic of care or justice. 

Gender effects on ethical reasoning. Gender was predicted to directly effect the 

use of an ethic of care and justice. Precisely, women, compared with men, were 

hypothesized to favor an ethic of care. And, men, versus women, were hypothesized 

to prefer an ethic of justice (H5). As predicted, women were significantly more 

likely to use an ethic of care compared with men (path coefficient = .154, p < .014), 

and men tended to use an ethic of justice compared with women (path coefficient = 

-.230, p < .000). 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

Results from our study indicate that gender differences, along with differences 

in ethical orientation and the structure of social knowledge, significantly impact law 

students’ use of an ethic of care or justice. These findings are consistent with the 

relatively recent work of Gilligan (1982, 1987) who found a positive relationship 

between gender and the use of care and justice ethics. Moreover, the findings 

contrast with earlier research that questioned the relationship between gender and 

the use of an ethic of care and justice (e.g., Kohlberg, 1973). 

Different ethical reasoning styles appear to be affected by gender, 

epistemological preferences (i.e., ways of learning), and the social structure of 

knowledge (i.e., world view). Specifically, gender, scores on abstract and concrete 

learning style, and a preference for a particular world view are significantly more 

influential regarding the use of an ethic of care or justice than are personality scores 

on thinking and feeling judgment and a preference for a particular moral orientation. 

 
IMPLICATIONS 

As the earlier discussion concerning care and justice suggests (see above), the 

U.S. current legal system substitutes reasoning that results in individual and 

contextual resolutions with justice, where the law or universal principles are applied 

equally to all. The individualized approach is more complex in that it requires 

recognition and sensitivity to individual and situational factors and concomitant 

problems concerning the abuse of individual discretion and prejudices. The 

application of rules, on the other hand, can be a safeguard against arbitrary conduct 

and discrimination. 
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Consistent with our hypotheses, female law students and those students holding 

an organicism world view are more likely to utilize an ethic of care. And, 

inconsistent with predictions, law students with a more abstract style of learning 

also prefer an ethic of care. Thus, it would appear that female law students who 

view the world as inherently active and changing, feel integrated into their social 

environment, and, at the same time, who comprehend the world using intellect, 

rationality, and logic would be the least inclined to accede to a justice-based legal 

system. This post hoc explanation is, in part, supported by the nonsignificant 

correlation found between gender and the ways of learning variable. In contrast to 

previously studied populations (e.g., business professionals), female law students 

were not necessarily concrete learners. That is, it appears that female law students 

may be more abstract in their style of learning compared with females in other 

professions (cf. Kolb, 1984; White, 1992). 

These results call for an examination of assumptions underlying approaches to 

ethical dilemma assumptions that may overlook the cognitive diversity inherent in 

organizations. For example, individuals steeped in an Asian tradition of the 

importance of honor for one’s family might, conceivably, have significantly 

different responses to dilemmas involving one’s family and/or elders compared 

with persons disposed to western culture. Similarly, an individual’s religious or 

spiritual beliefs and values might suggest that human life should not, under any 

circumstances, be harmed. The present findings raise questions concerning the 

similarities and differences in moral perspectives among professionals, and the 

potential need for ethical development (training) among organizational participants. 

A “whole-person approach” to management training, including issues of integrity, 

values, interpersonal comportment (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1990), and processes of 

ethical reasoning may be needed as part of individual and organizational learning 

programs. 

Although this study does not prescribe how individuals learn to make ethical 

decisions, it does suggest a diversity of perspectives regarding how graduate law 

students in the United States arrive at ethical solutions. An abstract approach leads 

to an ethic of care compared with an ethic of justice. Justice tends to be technical 

and rational, involving a set of guidelines. Care, on the other hand, requires 

sensitivity to the here-and-now context of a situation, and consideration of multiple 

perspectives and individuals in the present moment. The experiential learning cycle 

and the use of learning styles (Kolb, 1984) offers the possibility of integrating both 

approaches (i.e., care and justice ethics) and thus a partial explanation for the 

current, somewhat anomalous findings. 

 
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Some prudence must be taken in the interpretation of our results. As a cautionary 

note, for example, it should be pointed out that there are other models that might  
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explain the data equally well from a statistical standpoint (Cole, 1987). Further, the 

variance of the observed endogenous variables is accounted for not only by the 

predictor variables specified in the model, but also by some presumably moral 

judgment-based, yet currently unmeasured, causes (Anderson, 1987; Cohen et al., 

1990; Gilligan, 1987). The specified model is, however, well grounded in existing 

literature and thereby represents a theoretically meaningful model that is also 

consistent with the sample data. 

A study of ethical reasoning among law students is important because 

professional socialization processes affect potentially the roles of cognition and 

affect in solving ethical dilemmas. The legal profession, based on justice, rights, 

and fairness, infrequently legitimizes an ethic of care. It would be interesting to 

follow the influence that increasing the numbers of women and people with 

organicism and/or abstract orientations in law school would have on this profession. 

Although the dominant mode appears to be an ethic of justice, an ethic of care could, 

over time, be more integrated into the practice of law. 

To conclude, reaching consensus on ethical issues requires an open dialogue 

among all viewpoints, understanding the consequences for individuals and groups, 

and examining underlying assumptions, values, beliefs, and attitudes that affect 

behavior. As this research suggests, feelings, emotions, and unconscious processes 

may play significant roles in determining forms of ethical reasoning. Interest in the 

emotional and unconscious aspects of organizational life is increasing (Fineman, 

1993; Flam, 1993; Gemmill, 1992, 1989; Goffman, 1959, 1961; Hearn, 1993; 

Hochschild, 1983; Kets de Vries & Miller, 1984; Putnam & Mumby, 1993; Schaef 

& Fassel, 1988; Schwartz, 1987, 1990). As values concerning knowledge become 

increasingly more important, the study of emotions in organizations may also gain 

greater legitimacy, posing questions concerning the nature of truth and knowledge, 

applications to organizational practice, and the epistemological standpoint of 

research in organizational studies. 

To this end, experiential learning theory and methods in research, management, 

and management education are key to understanding ethics in organizations. 

Because learning and values are intrinsically related through a system of 

epistemology, acknowledging their interdependence is important for learning and 

practicing ethics. Lewis’s (1990) typology of knowing through sense experience, 

emotion, authority, logic, intuition, or science, along with Kolb’s learning through 

apprehension or comprehension, explain how individuals form values and consider 

ethical issues. Understanding is needed concerning the relationship of cognitive 

complexity and the ability to shift value sets, and how much value congruence can 

be expected between an individual and an organization. 
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