Practical psychologists' ethics as a personality feature

For all the relevance of the topic of psychological ethics, it is very poorly covered in Russian psychology, and in general, including abroad, there are very few empirical studies (see, e.g., [2],[4],[5]). Thus, until recently, only one dissertation on this topic was defended in Russia (see: [1]).
The present work is a presentation of the results of a series of studies devoted to the study of psychological ethics as a personal quality [3].

Theoretically, ethics can be divided into “external” and “internal” ethics. External in relation to the subject of action, enshrined in external sources (codes, rules, codes), which is not always a “guarantor” of ethical behavior proper, compliance with ethical norms, and internal, as if born by the subject himself. Internal ethics is expressed in a person's ethical attitude, and manifests itself in an observable form through ethical action.

The purpose of the first study was to identify how ethical standards are represented in the minds of practicing psychologists.

 The 82 practicing psychologists were asked to rate 19 tenets from the meta-modal association codes of ethics on 10 criteria via a Likert scale ranging from -3 to +3.

The data were analyzed using exploratory factor analysis. Two factors were identified, the first of which included principles related to the good of the client at the extremes, and the other predominantly principles aimed at the good of the psychotherapeutic community.

The main conclusion from this study is that the internal representation of ethical rules can be divided by referring to two poles - the pole of the good of the “client” and the pole of the good of the “society / ‘psychological community’. 

Furthermore, the results demonstrate that the actual “written rules” are not directly what influences the behavior of psychologists, but the internal attitudes that presumably mediate the perception of codes.
The second and third series of studies were devoted to the research of ethical attitude and ethical action.

The sample amounted to 102 people (80 women, 22 men) - practical psychologists. The study was conducted by the method of vignettes (cases).

Eight vignettes developed with the help of a group of experts were offered to the subjects twice - for solving and also for evaluating the case solutions proposed by the experimenters according to the given evaluation criteria.
Subjects were asked to rate the above vignettes according to these criteria on a scale from 0 (completely inconsistent) to 6 (completely consistent). 

In addition, as an additional factor we introduced the ethical cynicism index developed by V.V. Latynov. 

The course of the study was as follows. At first, a group of 8 experts, with a high level of training both in psychology and in practical psychology (psychotherapy), with some training (or known competence) in psychological ethics, evaluated 8 proposed case solutions according to the same 8 criteria by which they were evaluated by the subjects.

Due to the high Cronbach's Alpha of the expert ratings (minimum of 0.85 for each case), it was possible to average the experts' ratings of each of the cases on each criterion. These evaluations were then correlated with the evaluations given by the subjects with the evaluation given by each individual using Pearson's correlation coefficient. Thus, 102 correlations were obtained each - between all the scores given by the examinees and all the scores given by each person). This correspondence data was correlated with various demographic characteristics of the sample. 
A significant weak negative correlation with age was found (-0.32), significance at the 0.01 level. Thus, the older the subject is, the less his/her assessment of ethical situations corresponds to expert assessments. There is also practically no significant correlation with the experience of therapeutic work (coefficient = -0.19, significant only at P=0.1).

No correlation was found with the level of psychological education, psychotherapeutic education, professional experience, or the approach in which the psychologist practices.

Based on the results obtained above, we can assume that although formal expertise (training in therapy, experience, training in ethics) influences ethical judgments, the ethical attitude is to a greater extent an intrapersonal construct that depends more on the personal characteristics of the individual than on formal competencies. The existing correlation with age shows the personal nature of the ethical attitude construct (ethicality itself) rather than the one acquired through, for example, education.

In addition, a study of ethical action was conducted.

The subjects' self-solutions of the above vignettes were evaluated according to 8 criteria by 5 qualified experts. 
The correlation coefficient was used to analyze the relationship between these average expert evaluations and the scale of “consistency” of evaluations by test subjects and experts of ethical cases. The correlation coefficient turned out to be 0.593, significant at the significance level of 0.01. Consequently, subjects with a “better” ethical attitude receive higher scores for their ethical actions.

Significant, although very weak, correlations were found between ethical decision quality and age (-0.35, significance at the 0.01 level), and between decision quality and experience in psychotherapy (-0.3, significance at the 0.01 level). There were no significant correlations with education in psychology and psychotherapy.
As in the case of ethical attitudes, we found no significant correlations with the therapeutic approach used by the subjects. This, in our opinion, partially confirms the intrapersonal nature of ethical attitude and the action based on it.

Neither the study of attitude nor the study of ethical action found a high level of association with ethical cynicism.

So, the main conclusion from the series of studies is that psychological ethics is primarily a personality feature, not an “external quality”.
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