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Cla,ssical ethical positions and their relevance in ju­
stifying behavior: A model of prescriptive attribution1 

Dr Erich H Witte2 

ABSTRACT 

This paper separates empirical research on ethics from dassical research on 
morality and relates it to other central questions of social psychology and sociolo­
gy, e.g., values, culture, justice, attribution. In addition, reference is made to some 
founding studies of ethical research and its historical development. Based on this 
line of tradition the development of prescriptive attribution research is introduced, 
which concentrates on the justification of actions by weighting the importance of 
the four classical ethical positions, hedonism, intuitionism, utilitarianism and de­
ontology, as to why it was ''good" or "right" that an action is performed. Six empir­
ical studies are discussed, the first, using a questionnaire based on the four posi­
tions reveals marked differences in the justifications given by East and West Ger­
man workers regarding their work peiformance. The East Germans tend more to­
wards collectivism, weighting the utilitarian and deontological positions more 
highly. The second study makes use of a content analytical technique, and con­
centrates on the difference between the justifications of various professional 
groups. Economists, doctors and lawyers are asked to justify the introduction of a 
human germ-cell therapy. Economists are more hedonistic than the other two 
professional groups, who are more utilitarian and deontological. 

The third study, based on a questionnaire, compares East and West German 
opinion as to whether it is right to remain in a close partnership (marriage) with 
interpersonal conflicts or whether it is right to dissolve the relationship. In this 
study, too, the justifications based on utilitarianism and deontology are given 
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precedence by East German subjects, whereas hedonism is more important for 
West German respondents. After this regi,onal comparison, the fourth study com­
pares the justifications of a more collectivist (ROK) with a more individualistic 
culture (Germany). Here the differences reveal a greater importance of conse­
quentialism (hedonism, utilitarianism) in the individualistic culture (Germany) 
and a greater weighting of the rule-directed position ( deontology) in the collectivist 
culture (ROK). No differences are apparent regarding the intuitionist position. 

The fifth and sixth studies use a content analytic approach to investigate the 
justifications of social behavior found in newspapers and prescriptions in the ethi­
cal standards of scientific societies. This resulted in an inverse relation between 
utilitarian and deontologi,cal arguments: 2 vs. 1 in newspapers and 1 vs. 2 in ethi­
cal standards. 

To summarize, one could say that a deeper understanding of explanations 
leads towards the classical de-scriptive attribution theories, whilst a deeper under­
standing of the energizing forces behind an action lead towards the concept of em­
pirical prescriptive attribution research as proposed here. 

KEY WORDS: attribution, justification, culture, ethics, individualism 

INTRODUCTION 

In the field of psychology empirical research into ethics and moral judge­
ment was for a longtime confined to issues of developmental psychology in the 
tradition of Piaget and Kohlberg {Kurtines, Azmitia & Jewirtz, 1992). To a 
certain extent these issues took on a new note when, for example, studies in 
line with the concepts of Kohlberg (LOhr, 1998) were conducted with students 
of economics (as a special group) or with groups from various cultural back­
grounds (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987), thereby moving away from the realm of 
developmental psychology in its traditional form. Nonetheless these studies 
remained within the framework of Piaget's and Kohlberg's approach to ethics. 
More recent considerations have dealt with the further development of ethical 
concepts (Flanagan, 1991; Flanagan & Oksenberg Rorty, 1990), the discussion 
of their fundamental meaning and applicability to everyday life (for examples, 
see Blickle, 1998; Witte, 1995). And yet, these complex ethical concepts are 
rarely investigated empirically (Blasi,1980; Forsyth, 1980). 

The aim of this article is, a) to present a new line of research, b) combine 
this approach with other well-known approaches, c) present selected research 
findings from the a working environment and, d) point out the significance of 
this approach for practical purposes. First, we wish to give a short outline of 
the approach, to give an insight into the way it took shape. In this way similar-
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ities and differences to existing research and theoretical concepts can be 
drawn making it possible to appraise the practicality of the method under dis­
cussion. 

From a historical perspective it is clear that in contrast to developmental 
psychology any existing investigations into ethics (i.e., not morality) in the 
field of social psychology have rarely been taken up or developed further. It is 
true that Heider's work (1958) is regarded as a major source for the balance 
theory, for research into justice and the attribution theories, but the excerpts 
on "what should be "Oughts" and "Values" have so far met with little interest. 
In terms of their stimulating quality they are comparable with studies on 
causality, justice and balance. If, however, one goes even further back to the 
historical roots one comes across a study that more than a hundred years ago 
empirically examined processes of moral judgement (Sharp, 1897/98) and 
which, in connection with points of discussion arising from a series of follow­
up experiments conducted by Sharp (1908) and the expositions found in Hei­
der (1958), could serve as a model for future empirical research. These studies 
point out the influence of norms and culture on ethical opinions and supple­
ment the cognitive developmental levels related to age as found in develop­
mental psychology. 

In the field of social psychology the lack of empirical research into moral 
judgement and ethics stands in direct contrast to intensive empirical research 
into values (Schwarz, 1992; Seligman,Olson & Zanna, 1996), which does not 
exist in this form in developmental psychology, but can also be found in the 
field of sociology (Inglehardt, 1997; Klages & Gensicke, 1999). This research 
into values leads to universal dimensions that are closely related to classical 
ethical positions. To name just a simple example, the differentiation between 
materialism and post-materialism is closely linked with utilitarianism and de­
ontology (see below). 

Within the framework of this research into values one also comes across 
the comparison of different cultures with the significant dimension of differ­
entiation between individualismandcollectivism (Triandis, 1995). This form of 
differentiation draws attention to the focal point ofreference in ethical stud­
ies, namely the individual or society. The comparison of different cultures 
within empirical research into ethics is, however, still in its initial stages, and 
yet, the topicality of this issue can be clearly seen through the world-wide 
clashes between different ethnic groups who each manage to morally justify 
the violence and bloodshed they incur (Huntington, 1996). 

Finally, when dealing with research into ethics one also has to consider em­
pirical research into justice and responsibility (e.g., see summaries by Green­
berg, 1996; Reichle & Schmitt, 1998, Tyler & Smith, 1998) as well as into pro-
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social behavior in general (Batson, 1998; Fritzsche, Finkelstein & Penner, 
2000; Witte, 1994). There are extensive experimental findings related to these 
fields, but as yet they have rarely been linked with other ethical studies. 

All approaches - stemming from the history of social psychology, research 
into values in social psychology and sociology, justice, pro-social and responsi­
ble behavior - concentrate on the value level and could quite well serve to 
provide one another with mutual stimulus, but this unfortunately does not oc.. 
cur. A possible point of orientation in this rather unstructured context is to 
take practical philosophy, which has been dealing with value-related questions 
for many thousands of years, as a basis from which to develop further studies. 
This would facilitate working out a core that could develop into a basis for fu­
ture empirical research on ethics. 

The use of such a core of content matter as a starting-point is naturally also 
essential for empirical findings. In this respect, employing a qualitative stage 
theory based on the notion that the higher level is morally more valuable, as 
was introduced by Piaget and Kohlberg in developmental psychology, is not 
entirely unproblematic. This stage theory uses the following sequence: 1. pun­
ishment and obedience oriented morality, 2. naive instrumental hedonism, 3. 
moral behavior of the "good" child, 4. authority oriented morality, 5. demo­
cratic morality, 6. conscience oriented morality, 7. cosmos oriented morality 
(as yet with little empirical corroboration). 

But problems in the field of ethics are not of such a simple nature that they 
can be universally dealt with on the basis of a stage theory. This now leads to 
the differentiation between ethics and moral judgment. In the field of values 
one can regard morality as the content and ethics as the foundation (Stein­
vorth, 1990). Berkel (1998) has already worked out this difference for the field 
of organizational psychology, and it cannot be repeated here (see also Stern­
berg, 2000). A question one does finally arrive at in this context is: how do in­
dividuals justify their own value-oriented behavior? This question has a retro­
spective character which can be supplemented with a prospective character: 
how can one justify various alternatives for action and by so doing make rec­
ommendations for the future? Both cases revolve around the issue of justifica­
tions for past and future actions (recommendations). Thus, we have to briefly 
consider the term "justification". In order to connect this term with social psy­
chological research, it should be constructed in a similar way to the term "at­
tribution", which denotes subjective explanations through stating causes or 
reasons (Anderson, Krull & Weiner, 1996; Read & Miller 1998). Thus, an at­
tribution is a differentiated statement of the varying relevance of reasons and 
causes with the aim of explaining an effect. Unlike an explanation on the fac­
tual level a justification is based on the value level, so that in an ethical sense 
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one can characterize a justification as a statement about the importance of 
ethical positions which characterize an action as "good" or "bad" , "right" or 
''wrong" (Witte & Doll, 1995). The other way around, one could naturally also 
ask, how are actions, that are judged as positive or negative, justified? Here 
we are confronted with the problem that not all actions can be justified. There 
are, for example, routine actions, that are value free, e.g., "Why is it right that 
you got on the bus? In contrast, however, the following action: "Why did you 
offer your seat to the elderly lady on the bus?", can be given a justification. In 
the first case one would have to make complicated additional assumptions to 
arrive at a sensible answer. 

The research program which we developed, and which follows the lines 
taken by social psychological research, could be described as a prescriptive at­
tribution theocy (Gollenia, 1999; Hackel, 1995; Maeng, 1996; Witte, 1995). In­
herent in this term is the notion that comparable to an explanation that states 
causes and reasons one can arrive at a justification by referring to classical 
ethical positions, which assess an action as "good" or "bad". It is not only pos­
sible to justify past actions, but also to make recommendations for future ac­
tions, just as according to the attribution theocy it is possible to induce future 
actions. Analogously to the terms explanation or prediction, as used in the de­
scriptive attribution theocy, the terms justification or recommendation can be 
introduced to the prescriptive attribution theocy (Witte,1994,p.30lff, Witte & 
Doll,101t) : 
1. There are actions: A. 
2. There are classical ethical positions that can be used for the judgement of 

an action &. 
3. There is the judgement of an action that is based on the relationship be­

tween the ethical positions and the action R(A; Ei.) 
4. There is the differentiation of the judgment according to the importance (I) 

of the ethical position for the judgment of the action Ii [R(A;, Ei)]. 
5. There is the justification (J) of an action as "good" or "bad", "right" or 

"wrong": J (Ii [R (A, &) ]) 
6. Hence the term prescriptive attribution theocy (PRATT) is a quintuple 

equation PRATT = {A; Ei ; R (A, Ei); Ii [R (H, Ei) ]; J (Ii [R (A, &) ]) } . 
By breaking down the term "prescriptive attribution theocy (PRATT)" into 

its individual components one can recognize the specific requirements for this 
field of research. The first question concerns the actions (A). What types of 
action does it make sense to differentiate, in order to determine various justi­
fications? Along with the judgement dimension "good" vs. "bad", the differ­
entiation between: individual, inter-individual and social has proved valuable 
(Witte & Doll, 1995). During an individual action actor and recipient are 
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identical (I chose my job because I wanted to do something useful). In the 
case of an inter-individual action actor and recipient are different people, but 
both can be identified (during a seminar I offered my seat to a disabled stu­
dent). A social action is characterized by one actor and many, not individually 
identifiable recipients who are affected by the action (I cheat on my tax decla­
ration). 

The second question concerns the ethical positions. How many and which 
ones can be differentiated? Naturally, this question is not easy to answer, but 
from the perspective of practical philosophy two important dimensions can be 
derived, namely the differentiation between means and ends oriented ethics 
and the line of evaluation drawn between the individual and society in gener­
al. These two dimensions provide a system of classification by which these eth­
ical positions can be differentiated. From the point of view of empirical re­
search it now additionally becomes important to find methods of empirically 
determining these positions. With this in mind, a questionnaire was compiled 
and a content analytical classification system was constructed (see below). 

The third question concerns the relationship between the ethical stand­
points and an action. This relationship and its immediate significance for the 
action is assessed using a rating scale or with a content analytical classification 
system which determines the number of arguments put foiward. 

The fourth question which deals with the differentiation of the judgement 
of an action and the connection to the patterns of justification reveals e.g., 
that positive individual actions are justified hedonistically and or by intuition­
ist standpoints, positive inter-individual actions according to intuitionist views 
and positive social actions based on hedonistic, intuitionist and utilitarian po­
sitions, but very rarely on deontological grounds. Negative types of action are 
given no justification, or if at all, as hedonistic (Witte & Doll,1995). 

The fifth question examines the division of actions that are judged as so­
cially positive and socially negative. Such a division is feasible, whereby there 
are also neutral actions. Naturally, the judgements are also dependent on so­
cial indicators, e.g., sex, age, culture, profession etc. 

In view of our previous research our chosen methods have proved success­
ful and have potential for future studies that aim to focus more on the value 
level and determine a basis for this level. 

Perhaps a brief comment should still be made concerning the practical and 
theoretical insights that can be won when the person and fact related attribu­
tion theory is supplemented with a value-related prescriptive attribution theo­
ry. Every action or each observed effect is equivocal and has to be interpreted. 
To do this one can use the factual level, which depending on the interpreta­
tion can have a number of consequences , e.g., the self-serving bias, diverging 
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explanations given by observer and actor, the conspicuous effect etc .. The val­
ue level is comparable in so far as it is also possible to differentiate patterns of 
justification for the same action performed by members of different cultures, 
professions, positions etc. Using the factual level of the descriptive attribution 
theory which uses the subjective allocation of causes and reasons it is easier to 
understand the model of thinking (Anderson et al., 1996; Read & Miller, 
1998). Using the value level of the prescriptive attribution theory it becomes 
easier to comprehend the model of motivation which the actor or observer of 
an action subjectively assumes as a justification or recommendation and con­
siders appropriate (Weiner, 1995). As behavior is often a result of cognitive­
affective interactions, both forms of the attribution theory are of comparable 
significance for social psychology, whereby the prescriptive aspect is still in its 
initial stages. Through this link with the existing descriptive attribution theory 
one could stimulate future research on ethics by conducting comparable re­
search on the factual and on the value level. The practical application is ar­
rived at almost automatically by asking the question, which ethical positions 
where primarily followed when an action was performed, in other words what 
were the value aims, one wished to fulfill, as this reveals the basis of motiva­
tion that induced the action. Naturally there is still a long way to go before the 
action is actually performed, but it is possible to gain a more accurate inter­
pretation of the energizing processes that are of particular importance for in­
dividuals, groups or cultures respectively. 

ETIDCAL POSITIONS 

Before commencing with the empirical studies we should consider the eth­
ical positions more closely. As in the field of practical philosophy the ap­
proaches are not very clearly laid out, we have to develop categories which 
provide a certain structure. Nonetheless, it has to be pointed out that one in­
dividual can support several ethical positions at the same time, possibly 
weighting each position somewhat differently. The first widely-known ethical 
differentiation is the division of means-oriented and ends-oriented ethics, i.e., 
positions that primarily focus on the process or positions that lend more 
weight to the result. A second differentiation factor is the level of observation. 
The focus here can be on the individual or on society in general. With these 
2*2 differentiation features it is possible to classify the ethical positions: hedo­
nism, intuitionism, utilitarianism and deontology. With regard to hedonism, 
the striving for pleasure and conviviality had already been raised to the level 
of an ethical norm as far back as antiquity. In contrast, intuitionism considers 
the reason for an action to stem from individual insight or individual feeling 
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regarding it as something self-evident. Utilitarianism is based on the principle 
of achieving the utmost good for the majority. Finally, deontology is derived 
from general principles such as the categorical imperative. 

Table 1: Differentiation of ethical positiom for items on which to base a questionnaire 

Content matter 

Level of judgement 

Personal 

General 

Ends 

Consequences 

Hedonism 

(I try to make sure that I'm fine) 

Utilitarianism 

(I believe one has to consider the 

consequences an action has 

actions.) 

Means 

Rule 

Intuitionism 

(I am sure this action is ap­

propriate.) 

Deontology 

(I believe that general princi-pals 

seive as a guideline for our 

on everyone.) 

In this table items have been formulated which were used for a question­
naire. In all, there are 20 items, 5 per ethical position respectively. Each time, 
subjects were asked how important these aspects were when an action was 
performed. The answers are given on a rating scale from 1 (not important) to 
5 (very important) (Witte & Doll, 1995). This short questionnaire has already 
proved worthwhile in several experiments with a satisfactory internal consis­
tency 0.65 and 0.92 (Cronbach's alpha). It facilitates detecting differences be­
tween various cultures, local regions and professional groups when perform­
ing various actions (see below). 

In addition to using this four-field-scheme for the compilation of the ques­
tionnaire, it was also used for the construction of a content analytical system 
of classification. According to our findings it provides us with an initial basis 
for empirical ethics research in accordance with the prescriptive attribution 
theory. 

Our focus now is on the work environment and the usefulness of the pre­
scriptive attribution theory for this context. Here, we refer to the findings of a 
questionnaire study and the content analytical scheme. 

PROFESSIONAL BEHA VIOR AND ETIDCAL POSITIONS 

I would like to go into two dissertations in more detail that present the sig­
nificance of this approach. First, the study conducted by Hackel (1995), exam-
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ining differences between East and West German workers and second, the 
dissertation by Gollenia (1999) about the differences in justification strategies 
found in various professional groups. The first dissertation makes use of the 
questionnaire, the second one uses a content analytical categorization system 
which is adapted to the four-field-scheme presented above. The results of four 
other studies are also outlined here to provide a broader overview of this field 
of research. 

Justification of one's own work performance: a comparison of East 
and West German workers 

In a comprehensive study on differences in the professional socialization of 
workers in East and West Germany a total of 157 individuals were interviewed 
in 1992 and 1993, shortly after the reunification of Germany (Hackel, 1995). 
All subjects worked in the production sector. 70 came from East Germany 
(OiO), 30 from West Germany (WiW), 30 were West Germans who worked in 
East Germany (WiO), and 27 were East Germans working in the West (OiW). 

All subjects were asked the question: "If you think about your work per­
formance, how significant are the following justifications? Subjects were given 
a questionnaire with 16 items, i.e., due to the length of the entire question­
naire only 4 items per ethical position were used. Cronbach's alpha-values of 
the 4 scales range from .71 to .83 and are entirely sufficient for the compari­
son of means between the groups . The assessment of each item was made on 
a scale from 1 (not important) to 5 (very important). 

Table 2: Comparison of justifications by OiO (N=70) and WiW (N=30) 

Scales WiW OiO t-Test sign. 

Hedonism 4.09 4.26 .23 

Intuitionism 3.63 3.55 .66 

Utilitarianism 3.65 4.04 .04 

Deontology 3.41 4.14 .00 

Table 3: Comparison of justifications by OiW (N=27) and OiO (N=70) 

Scales OiW OiO t-Test sign. 

Hedonism 3.57 4.26 .00 

Intuitionism 2.75 3.55 .00 

Utilitarianism 3.35 4.04 .00 

Deontology 3.10 4.14 .00 

Effect : d 

.49 

.81 

Effect: d 

1.01 

0.81 

0.81 

1.14 
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Table 4: Comparison of justifications by OiW (N=27) and WiO (N=30) 

Scales OiW WiO t-Test sign. Effect : d 

Hedonism 3.57 4.06 .01 .73 

Intuitionism 2.75 3.78 .00 1.26 

Utilitarianism 3.35 3.63 .25 

Deontology 3.10 3.24 .60 

The two samples WiW and WiO reveal no differences. 
In the East German sample one typically finds a greater weighting of the 

two ethical positions utilitarianism and deontology. The effect-size measures 
d are average to high. Based on the assumption that shortly after German re­
unification former social conditions were still in effect, then this result reflects 
a stronger collective tendency with regard to work performance among the 
East Germans. It is conceivable that the motive to achieve can be additionally 
increased through reference to the factory plant and society in general than, 
for example, by addressing individual merit alone, resulting in a stronger he­
donistic justification, which was also found to be relevant but was not different 
in the two regional groups. One can infer this from the mean value of 4.0, the 
theoretical point of neutrality of the rating scale being 3.0. However, a com­
parison of the East Germans who work in the West and those who stayed in 
the East demonstrates how quickly such patterns of justification change, or 
how other modes of behavior emerge. Subjects who had experienced social 
changes no longer saw the significance in any form of justification, perhaps 
with the exception of hedonism, the means being barely above the point of 
neutrality of 3.0. Even intuitively they are no longer sure which position they 
should support, (M=2.75). They appear insecure as to the options open to 
them when justifying their work performance. In comparison with the parallel 
cultural group in the East they no longer see the significance of any ethical po­
sition. (That was the case around 1993). The West German commuters, on the 
other hand, are no different to the West Germans who remained in the Feder­
al Republic. This group of commuters places most weight on personal posi­
tions, including hedonism, so it appears that the motive to work in the East 
was chiefly induced on the individual level as opposed to the collective level, 
namely the aim of improving conditions in the former GDR. It was therefore 
more an issue of personal incentive and not so much of general values, as 
could later be observed in a number of instances. The notion of assisting in 
the rebuilding of the new Federal States was of no added importance for their 
work performance, as was often reported by the media as the main motiva-



Classical ethical positions and their relevance in justifying behavior 45 

tion. The commuters sought their own personal advantage similar to the other 
West German employees. It seems that voluntary commitment in favor of the 
community was of lesser importance. 

On account of these data found by Hackel (1995) it is possible, even in ret­
rospect, to gain a better understanding of certain developments. The West 
German commuters' prime concern was with their own personal gains, whilst 
East Germans tended less towards inter-personal competition and focused 
more on the community. This explains why certain incentives failed as well as 
why certain avoidance tendencies to compete were apparent among the East 
Germans and it also shows the inadequacy of referring to the socialization 
deficits of a socialist system as the sole explanation. It is possible to recognize 
which value areas are given more weight, enabling the construction of incen­
tive systems that go beyond remuneration alone. Nonetheless, these types of 
incentive systems are difficult to integrate into a primarily economic-individu­
alistic culture. To summarize, these examples demonstrate in what manner 
the value level can influence work motivation. It is necessary to look at this in 
greater detail to gain an understanding of observed work performance and go 
on to create appropriate incentive systems. This naturally also applies to indi­
vidual cases, when it comes to identifying employees who are motivated more 
by individualist or collective concerns, in other words more by a sense of duty 
or more by reward. In individual examinations, however, a more differentiated 
instrument has to be employed which can determine and differentiate individ­
ual prescriptive attributions with greater accuracy than the method presented 
here for the comparison of mean values. 

Professional identity and patterns of justification 

Recent years have seen the emergence of various forms of applied ethics 
that respectively discuss the problems inherent in specific sectors of society: 
medicine, economics, technology, politics, law etc. These ethical discussions 
each focus on various aspects. But what actually happens when representatives 
of various professional groups have to mutually arrive at a project decision and 
the perspectives held by each professional field result in varying ethical 
stances? How is it possible to find a common denominator? This is an excep­
tionally difficult question as it has been observed that even within a single disci­
pline it is difficult for a professional group to carry on successful discussions ar­
riving at an acceptable outcome. There is a strong indication that common dis­
cussion which integrates the perspectives of different professional groups can 
only be envisaged with the assistance of targeted moderation. 

Gollenia (1999) dealt with this question in greater detail in her dis-
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sertation. In this context, the only question we want to focus on is how various 
professional groups justify their decisions in a simulated ethical commission 
set up to discuss the introduction of a therapy using human germ-cells. This 
therapy involves the genetic manipulation of an individual's genetic make-up 
to prevent the passing on of hereditary diseases. 

N =84 subjects participated in this experiment. All subjects were either just 
about to graduate from university or had completed their studies and were al­
ready working in the following three professional fields: economics, medicine, 
law. As members of a simulated ethical commission these subjects were pre­
sented with the question whether they would advocate the introduction of this 
therapy in Germany. They were to make a decision and then give a justifica­
tion for their choice. 

Here, we are only interested in a small sector of the overall, complex ex­
periment (see Gollenia, 1999). The reasons for justification were classified ac­
cording to the four ethical positions. Inter-rater reliability was sufficient and it 
was possible to classify almost all the justifications. 

Differences between the three groups are even apparent in the number of 
arguments that were put forward. 

Table 5: Means and standard deviation of the number of justifications per person 

Professional group Economics Medicine Law 

Means and standard deviations 9.86 (s=3.7) 11.86 (s=4.8) 14.8 (s=4.5) 

An analysis of variance followed by a ScheffL-test showed that on average 
the lawyers produced more justifications. It is possible to eliminate this influ­
ence by percentaging the number of contributions and then distributing the 
justifications over the four ethical positions. One then arrives at the following 
distribution of percentages. 

Table 6: Percentage distribution of justifications for the ethical positions and professional groups 

Ethical position Economics Medicine Law 

Hedonism 39.2 % 18.0% 18.6% 

Utilitarianism 37.6% 54.5% 49.0% 

Deontology 15.6% 24.7% 29.2% 

Intuitionism 3.7% 2.7% 2.6% 
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A comparison of the professional groups reveals the following preferences: 
1. The economists show a preference for hedonistic justifications in contrast 

to the doctors and lawyers. 
2. Doctors and lawyers show a preference for utilitarian arguments in contrast 

to the economists. 
3. Doctors and lawyers show a preference for deontological positions as com­

pared to the economists. 
4. In general intuitionist justifications were rare revealing no differences be­

tween the groups. 
This distribution shows a strong similarity between members of the med­

ical and legal professions who in turn differ from the economists. A distribu­
tion of this kind was only partially expected. The expected distribution was a 
predominance of hedonism for the economists, utilitarianism in the medical 
field and deontology for members of the legal profession. The actual prefer­
ences are not quite so straightforward but certain unmistakable differences 
cannot be overlooked. The result can be regarded as an indicator that a dis­
cussion involving all three groups would not be easy. It also indicates the kinds 
of misunderstandings that have to be considered when trying to improve the 
quality of dialogues between professional groups which could lead to impor­
tant decisions for our society. The inference that one ethical position is better 
than another is too simple. 

A FURTHER COMPARISON OF EAST AND WEST GERMANY: A 

QUESTIONNAIRE STUDY 

By conducting a further questionnaire study our aim was to gain a deeper 
understanding of the differences between East and West Germany (Witte & 
Doll, 1995). Two interpersonal actions were to be justified: a) dissolving a 
close partnership (marriage), and b) trying to maintain a close partnership in 
spite of interpersonal conflicts. 

Justifications for both actions were assessed using a questionnaire that was 
based on the same four ethical positions with four items per scale respectively. 
These were to be rated in terms of their importance for the given justification. 
The internal consistency (Crombach's alpha) was as follows: 
Hedonism a =  0.77 
Intuitionism a =  0.61 
Utilitarianism a = 0.83 
Deontology a = 0.87 

1300 subjects participated in the experiment, 1045 were from West Ger­
many and 255 came from East Germany. The respondents' age was M=33 
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years. In all, 78 % were women and 22 % men. Throughout the study 88 % 
lived with a permanent partner. Participants in the experiment were found 
through advertising in a women's magazine1990 /91 (Witte & Doll). Of this 
large sample the only results that interest us here are those which show at 
least a small effect (d=0.20 according to Cohen, 1988). According to the t­
test significant effects ( d) between East and West Germany were as follows: 
Hedonism d = 0.60 
Utilitarianism d = -0.36 

Deontology d = -0.51 

Here, as in the justification of work performance, it is possible to recognize 
a similar pattern of justification. East Germans give more weight to collectivist 
ethics, whilst hedonism is more significant for West Germans. Intuitionism 
(d=0.03) reveals no difference. This may be due to the slight internal consis­
tency. It was, however, evident that different justifications for the same two 
actions could be linked to each respective region. The result had, however, 
been expected due to "socialist" socialization in East Germany. 

A comparison between a collectivist and an individualistic culture: a 
questionnaire study 

In a questionnaire study aimed at disclosing differences between col­
lectivist and individualistic cultures subjects from South Korea (Seoul) (ROK) 
and from Germany (Hamburg) were interviewed (Maeng, 1996). The sample 
comprised 144 individuals from Korea and 118 from Germany. In addition, 
two groups were differentiated, men and women between 20 and 25 and be­
tween 40 and 45, in order to examine potential generation differences. Each 
cell was composed of around 30 respondents. Questions were based on the 
following interpersonal actions: 

I get up and offer my seat to the elderly lady, b) my child's upbringing takes 
precedence over my professional career, c) I consider my parents' opinion 
when choosing a future spouse. 

In all, 12 actions were to be justified. The very extensive results can be 
summarized as follows: Germans are more hedonistic and utilitarian in their 
justifications whilst the justifications of Koreans are mostly founded on deon­
tological arguments. Again, there was no relevant difference in the case of in­
tuitionism. 

In contrast to the comparison between East and West Germany, which pri­
marily addressed the personal as opposed to the general level, the difference 
here is between ends and means. 

A point of interest in this context is that empirically the respondents can be 
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easily classified employing a cluster-analysis analysis) (Ward-procedure) 
which results in 8 clusters of which 3 clusters present either purely Korean or 
German individuals whilst the other two clusters are mixed. Differentiation 
according to sex and age has no significant influence. 

The public justification of social actions: a content-analytic study 
The issue here, is how we justify social behavior publicly. For this study 37 

leading editorial articles of a German daily newspaper the "Hamburger 
Abendblatt" were investigated. These articles comprised 1, 138 sentences, of 
which 174 (15%) included justifications. A classification of the justifications 
according to the four ethical positions, resulted in the following percentages: 
5% hedonism, 22% intuitionism, 45% utilitarian and 28% deontology. Slight 
differences that arose during the classification process were solved through 
discussion by a group of 3 experienced raters. If we now focus on social behav­
ior which made up 76% of all reported actions - regardless of whether they 
were positively or negatively portrayed - the justifications were chiefly utilitar­
ian (52% ), followed by deontological positions (27% ). The relationship be­
tween the number of utilitarian to deontological justifications is approx. 2: 1. 

Prescriptions in "Ethical Standards" of scientific societies: a content-analyt­
ic study 

Social behavior that can be observed in every-day situations is often pre­
sented in magazines. Certain social actions, that can be predicted to occur in 
the future, were set down in "Ethical Standards" (Keith-Spiegel & Koocher, 
1995). Such "Ethical Standards" stemming from the "Deutsche Gesellschaft 
for Soziologie (SOZ)'1 (the German Society for Sociology), the "Berufs­
verband Deutscher Psychologen (BDP)" (the Association of German psychol­
ogists) and the American Psychological Association (APA) in the 1977 edition 
were used as a basis for this study (Witte, ACmann & Lecher, 1995). We con­
centrated on those areas that focused on empirical investigations. 

Two independent raters used a classification system to allocate the justifi­
cations to the four ethical positions. Apart from very few minor deviations the 
values tallied extremely well. There were no personal statements, i.e., hedonis­
tic and intuitionist justifications did not occur. 

We limited ourselves to the quantitative relationship between utilitarian 
and deontological justifications (see Table 5). 

For justifications in terms of "Ethical Standards" the relationship between 
utilitarianism and deontology regardless of professional application and cul­
ture were extremely similar and diametrically opposed to public behavior. 
Utilitarian statements can also be regarded as justifications for the deviation 
from rules ( deontological statements), e.g., it was agreed that subjects should 
be fully informed about the investigation; deception was only permitted, be-
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Table 5: Number of utilitarian (u) and deontological. (d) justificatWns in three Ethical Standards 

SOZ, BDP, APA 

Professional group Economics Medicine Law 

Ethical Standards u D U/D 

soz 10 22 0.42 

BDP 6 12 0.50 

APA 22 45 0.50 

Sum 38 79 0.47 

cause this was the only way of obtaining results that could be compared to re­
al-life behavior outside the laboratory. At the end of the experiment this devi­
ation was then compensated by debriefing. 

CONCLUSIONS 

These and other results have led to two lines of development. First, the in­
tensification of research into the value level in the field of social psychology as 
alluded to above and second, the study of practical problems based on the 
four ethical positions and the respective preferences shown by certain cul­
tures, professional groups or individuals. The differences in weighting these 
justifications lead to misunderstandings and conflicts because no party is will­
ing to consider the justification level of the others, which finally results in 
everyone speaking at cross purposes. With this in mind it would be plausible, 
for example, to expand the concept of mediation (Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993; 
Witte, 1994,a) to specifically include the value perspective. By employing this 
approach some conflicts could be avoided or dissolved (Tyler & Blader, 2000). 
At the same time an ethical analysis should be carried through to ensure that 
the discussion proceeds in a manner which corresponds to these four ethical 
standpoints. The idea is to select those alternatives for action that comply with 
the four positions as closely as possible. This is a means of identifying actions 
that lend themselves more readily for justifications. It also makes it possible to 
obtain indications for future decisions, if appropriate scenarios are enacted 
and the justifications for these scenarios are studied in greater detail. It is fea­
sible that the quality of the decision is partially determined by the factual level 
but also in part by the value level. The relationship between these two levels 
naturally depends on the type of decision being made, but one can assume 
that when issues become more complex both levels are always addressed. The 
scheme outlined here provides certain guidelines for professional use with the 
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aim of differentiated discussion of value levels that tries to exclude the prema­
ture intrusion of preferences. In addition, on the individual level an under­
standing of the motivation model of a respective employee will enable the 
construction of an individual incentive system so that management tasks can 
be carried out with greater focus. It may well be that certain motivation mod­
els in the form of patterns of justification for one's own work performance are 
sometimes more and sometimes less appropriate depending on the type of po­
sition or task (team work, sales representatives or other employees working 
outside the firm). Arriving at answers to questions such as these naturally 
means that further studies have to be carried out. This more applied perspec­
tive is, of course, only an example of the usefulness of this approach. One 
could conclude by saying that all conflicts between groups based on values 
have their roots in the differences in weighting ethical positions. There is an 
urgent need to gain a deeper understanding of these conflicts. This is one ap­
proach in this direction. 
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