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Background. It is crucial for psychology students and graduates to study eth-
ics. However, neither teaching nor learning ethics is always an easy process. 
Course syllabi often include philosophical texts, specialized concepts, and nu-
merous ethics or procedural codes. Could we consider all of this as a cogni-
tive process? The students should be aware of all the vulnerabilities that can 
impact ethical decision-making, such as cognitive errors, emotional factors, 
social and organizational pressures, and situational factors.

There is a great deal of new research on the advantages of including emo-
tional dimensions in the decision-making process (Decety & Cacioppo, 2012; 
Decety & Cowell, 2015); this research even claims that emotions strengthen 
the contribution of the cognitive process, and as a result enrich the final ethi-
cal judgments. Additionally, there is also a kind of hidden curriculum that 
we provide to students (Goold & Stern, 2006; Hafferty & Franks, 1994). It is 
exactly this area (internships, the way we relate to the students) to which we 
need to pay attention during their undergraduate and graduate years.

Conclusion. Expecting students to learn and internalize knowledge in a 
meaningful way necessitates new modes of instruction. Specifically, teaching 
and learning ethics in an interactive way, while paying attention to both good 
decision-making skills and emotional cues, would provide exactly what stu-
dents would enjoy and learn from the most. In this article, we will suggest that, 
if the question is how to sensitize students to ethical issues in psychology, and 
in the profession, it is important to give them an active role and responsibil-
ity for disseminating ethical principles. We will also introduce different tech-
niques that help combine knowledge with emotionality while teaching ethics 
in psychology. 
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Introduction 
Ethics course syllabi usually offer very rich philosophical texts, many ethics-spe-
cific concepts, and several exemplary ethics codes. According to Prentice (2014), 
although many students appreciate the need for lectures on basic ethical principles, 
some regard such lectures as dull rather than motivating.

It is clear that teaching only theoretical knowledge will not lead to full aware-
ness and understanding of ethical issues. The main concern of this article is  how 
we can make ethical knowledge more interesting and meaningful for our students 
and our colleagues. How can we successfully ensure that our students take on and 
carry forward an ethical  understanding throughout their professional lives? The 
learning process surely has to be supported by other than academic means (Balogh, 
2002) to achieve such a goal. Students learn best when they can emotionally conne-
ct to the subject, when they find meaning, and when they are active participants in 
the process. Let’s start with the importance of the concept of values.

In essence, the ethical behavior of psychologists is based on values. Ethical 
codes translate professional values and beliefs into standards which define how the 
professional should act appropriately (Lindsay, 2008). On the one hand, values are 
largely determined by factors including religion, core beliefs, and culture. On the 
other hand, there are many universally shared values, such as fairness, and not 
harming others. It is to be expected that professional ethical codes would reflect 
both the values of psychologists which are shared internationally, and the culturally 
specific ones (Lindsay, 2008). Young psychology students especially need to under-
stand the close relationships between the codes, cultures, and values. Exercises to 
discuss our individual values, cultural values, virtues, and ultimately professional 
values and how they relate to ethics, could well be included in the ethics curri-
cula, as suggested by various scholars (Korkut, 2010; Sinclair, 2012; Pettifor, 2004; 
 Pettifor, 1996; Pettifor, & Ferrero, 2012).

We cannot give students theoretical knowledge on all possible ethical dilem-
mas and how to solve them all. They are expected to learn “ethical decision-making 
steps” to be employed while facing ethical dilemmas (Ruiz, 2009). To achieve this, 
we usually use models based on a rational understanding, such as the following 
example from Koocher and Keith-Spiegel (1998, pp. 14–15). 

1. Determine that the problem is an ethical one.
2. Consult the codes of ethics or guidelines available for possible mechanisms 

of solution.
3. Consider which is the best possible decision.
4. Locate a trusted colleague with whom to consult.
5. Evaluate the rights, responsibilities, and vulnerabilities of all affected par-

ties.
6. Generate a set of alternative decisions.
7. Enumerate the consequences of each decision.
8. Make the decision.
9. Implement the decision.
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The role of emotions
The above-mentioned rational decision-making steps are very valuable, but under-
standing ethical problems strictly as cognitive processes is not enough. Students 
should be aware of the vulnerabilities that can undermine ethical decision-making, 
such as cognitive errors, emotional factors, social and organizational pressures, and 
situational factors. Let’s now have a brief look at what the literature suggests to us 
in that respect.

When people make ethical decisions, they have a tendency to consider imme-
diate and concrete factors instead of more abstract ones (Glover, 2012). They tend 
to bring together, process, and remember information in self-serving ways (Lan-
gevoort, 1997). As an example, Prentice (2014) asserts that a person’s views on gay 
marriage might well change if his or her child disclosed their sexual orientation. He 
gives as an example a senator who announced that he had switched from opposing 
gay marriage to supporting it, just because his son had announced that he was gay.

There is a great deal of research on the advantages of incorporating emotional 
aspects in the decision-making process (Decety & Cacioppo, 2012). Empathy, for 
example, can have important consequences for decision-making (Decety & Cowell, 
2015). Emotions such as empathy, guilt, shame, anger, and disgust play a huge role 
in humans’ ethical decision-making, and often lead people to make impulsive ethi-
cal judgments that they cannot rationally defend (Haidt, 2012). Kelly (2011) argued 
that the emotion of disgust evolved in order to keep people from eating poison and 
from exposing themselves to germs. Studies show that by simply subjecting people 
to a repulsive smell-spray in a room, or leaving used tissues around, the disgust 
emotion can be triggered. The result is a harsher ethical judgment than would oth-
erwise have been exhibited.

Researchers can greatly change people’s responses by showing them funny vid-
eos before they are presented with an ethical dilemma. Many similar studies show 
that emotions do strengthen the effect of the cognitive process and support the final 
ethical judgment. Therefore, it is a good idea to convince the students to realize that 
their ethical judgments and actions are not nearly as logic-based as they may seem. 
Although Sigmund Freud and his concept of the “unconscious” is not explicitly in-
cluded in Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman’s (2011) work, Kahneman makes it 
clear that most human decision-making is done intuitively by what Kahneman calls 
“System 1.” Most ethical decisions are made emotionally and intuitively before the 
cognitive parts of the brain (“System 2”) take over. 

It is critical for students to understand the role of emotions in moral judgments. 
Even well-trained, sensitive, mature psychologists can find themselves in risky situ-
ations, subject to unpredictable and unclear dilemmas, insufficient guidance, and 
loyalty pressures (Koocher & Keith-Spiegel, 1998, pp. 6-10). Therefore, an impor-
tant goal for ethics professors could be to challenge students with respect to their 
vulnerability to ethical mistakes. Maybe we are not  as ethical as we think we are? 

So, with these questions in mind, Prentice (2014) kept asking his students why 
anyone should care to act ethically. All of his students said they desired to act ethi-
cally, and they seemed to mean it. According to Prentice, the mind’s ability to be-
lieve what it wants to believe is very strong. Thinking that a realistic worldview is 
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much better than one based on an illusion, Prentice tried to convince his students 
through exercises that being ethical can be harder for them than they might expect. 
The main reason for unethical behavior is that the “want” self takes precedence. 
So the professor encourages his students to be aware of the conflicts between their 
“should” self and their “want” self.

In a similar fashion, one of the greatest problems is that people often use ra-
tionalizations to allow themselves to act unethically in certain situations. Greene 
(2014, p. 301) says, “Rationalization is the great enemy of moral progress.” Accord-
ing to Anand, Ashforth, & Joshi (2004), rationalizations act against moral intent. 
Therefore, all these authors point out that if we hear ourselves using rationaliza-
tions such as “If I don’t do it, someone else surely will,” we had better stop and think 
for a while and ensure we monitor ourselves carefully. 

Sadly, most ethical mistakes are not made because people have not read enough 
ethics theory (Jennings, 2005). Rather, when those well-educated people make bad 
decisions, it is because of cognitive mistakes, social and organizational pressures, 
situational factors, and/or rationalizations like that mentioned above. Understand-
ing these influences helps us to be aware of those factors that prevent people to 
engage in unethical behavior.

 Drumwright, Prentice, & Biasucci (2015) in their extensive review of the lit-
erature bring together many factors which can cause people to make decisions with 
serious ethical consequences without adequate consideration of the facts. For ex-
ample, the desire to please the authorities can cause people to suspend their own 
ethical judgment. If the superior is unethical, people are capable of doing horrible 
things, as shown in the Milgram study (1963). In their article, those authors discuss 
that  brain scans reveal that resistance to group pressure can be psychically costly: 
the pull to conform to the behavior of peers can be extremely powerful.

Individuals have a tendency to make different decisions depending upon how a 
question is framed. People will often make riskier and even less ethical decisions to 
avoid a loss than they would have taken to secure a gain. Many situational and envi-
ronmental factors could adversely affect ethical decision-making in ways we do not 
even notice, such as time pressure and transparency. People are more vulnerable to 
ethical mistakes if they are tired, or if they feel depleted.

Where to Teach Ethics?
The discipline and science of psychology require sensitivity to ethical issues. There-
fore teaching and training in ethics is a crucial component of the undergraduate 
psychology curriculum if we want students to learn ethics codes and behave ethi-
cally (Ruiz, 2009). Postgraduate studies provide the best opportunity to learn about 
conducting ethical research and all the basic ethical concepts. According to Fair-
man (2005), we try to train young researchers to employ ethical decision-making 
in their future work. Similarly, Wolpe (2010) claims that we want to train young 
scientists to recognize ethical issues when they arise and teach them the “tools” to 
cope with them.

Now I would like to come to some other opportunities for best planting the 
seeds of ethical values, and for paying attention to the emotional factors that could 
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influence ethical decision making. The importance of learning ethics through mo-
delling is huge. It is a well-known fact that if you tell a child not to lie, and as a 
parent, you yourself lie, the child will in fact do as you do, not as you say. The best 
learning is achieved by having “models” for morally-appropriate behavior.

Beside the teaching of the theoretical aspects, there is a hidden curriculum that 
we provide to students through our interaction with them, and this needs to be at-
tended to during their undergraduate and graduate years. Residency settings and 
internships provide students with a great amount of experience (Goold & Stern, 
2006) and an opportunity for them to learn through experience. Hafferty & Franks 
(1994) observe the positive effect of  such a “hidden curriculum” among students. 
A study by Tabachnick, Keith-Spiegel, and Pope (1991) in the United States pro-
vided data from APA members working in institutions of higher education. The 
results showed the importance of their being “role models” for their students, pro-
viding examples of self-examination through an ethical  lens. 

But what exactly changes while we are teaching ethics? James Rest (1994) sug-
gests that there are four key steps to acting ethically. First, people must perceive 
the ethical dimensions of an issue that they are facing (this is moral awareness). 
Second, they must have the ability to decide upon a course of action that is ethical 
(moral decision-making). Third, they must have the intent to act on that ethical 
decision (moral intent). Finally, they must have the motivation and courage to act 
upon that desire (moral action). Moral awareness is very critical here. Individuals 
are better prepared to make ethical decisions if they are aware of the related values 
and implications of the decisions they are facing (Moore & Gino, 2013).

Drumwright, Prentice, & Biasucci (2015) emphasize how teaching behavioral 
ethics can contribute in a meaningful way to improving ethics education. Under-
standing the above-mentioned cognitive errors, social and organizational pres-
sures, and situational factors, could help enhance awareness of those factors that 
would eventually lead to unethical behavior. Teaching ethics, according to the au-
thors, provides support for all the steps in Rest’s (1994) model, from moral aware-
ness to moral action.

Prentice’s excellent review (2014) of research findings in the teaching of ethics 
revealed that problem-based learning was preferred by students over conventional 
teaching. Detailed case studies were useful in teaching ethical decision-making 
skills. Curricula which allow the active involvement of students in ethical decision-
making, as opposed to more passive lectures, tended to best support the develop-
ment of ethical judgment. Through activating teaching strategies such as group dis-
cussions, case analysis, and reflection sessions, students were able to apply ethical 
knowledge in real situations. Many of these findings show promise for improving 
students’ ethics education and their future ethical behavior.

A similar finding comes from a recently completed study by Korkut and Aktas 
(2019). With the use of a book on teaching ethics which provides a series of CDs 
and visual material (Korkut, 2017), students were encouraged to role-play the sce-
narios provided in the classroom. Later, often in small groups, they discussed the 
vignettes while using a decision-making model. This method was used with the 
intent of helping students integrate ethical theory with their emotions, and to bet-
ter understand how ethical conflicts arise.
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The study tried to evaluate the changes in the ethical behavior, moral values, 
and the adoption of ethical rules by the students as a result of the ethics curricu-
lum, class practices, and exercises. Comparing pre-test and post-test applications 
of Dynamic Interpersonal Therapy (DIT), students who took the course showed 
an increase in post-conventional schema scores. Again, the pre-test and post-test 
comparisons showed that passive answers decreased, and active attitude answers 
increased significantly. Altogether, the results demonstrated the importance of psy-
chology students taking a course on the acquisition of ethical values and knowl-
edge, as well as being more active in terms of ethics.

While Teaching Ethics, Which Techniques Should Be Employed?
Expecting students to learn and internalize knowledge in a meaningful way neces-
sitates unconventional methods. The content must be stimulating and motivating, 
and our teaching method should activate the emotions as well as rational thought. 
Let’s have a closer look at different techniques that would help us to combine 
knowledge with emotionality while teaching ethics in psychology. 

1. Case studies are an excellent basic method in learning ethics. By analyzing 
real situations, students can learn how to handle similar situations. 

2. It is very efficient to break a class down into small groups and give them 
case studies to discuss.

3. Prentice (2014) says students consider reflective group discussions about di-
lemmas to be a technique associated with significant learning.

4. Stories (Levinson, 2015) which include ethical dilemmas as examples of the 
right and wrong ways to use one’s skills, along with the outcome of each, 
grab students’ attention. This method is most effective through debriefing 
the students. 

5. Actual or past events with ethical aspects occurring at a given time in the 
society, or in the professional society, could be discussed in debates. 

6. Balogh (2002) suggests using media journals (the discussion points there) 
as an interactive method. 

7. Fisch (1997) suggests using films and movies which include ethical dilem-
mas such as a sexual intimacy problem with a client. 

8. Role-playing is an excellent training technique for developing many inter-
personal skills, including observing emotions and developing empathy. By 
assuming roles and acting out situations that might occur, students learn 
how to handle various situations before they face them in reality.

9. Technology provides new ways of learning. Using CD-ROMs or comput-
er-based training is much more sophisticated than employing the original 
text-only programs. The new technologies provide stimulating graphics, 
audio, animation, and/or video. The Ethics handbook with two CDs from 
Turkey (Korkut, 2014) is an example.

10. A multimedia approach tends to be more provocative and challenging, and 
therefore more stimulating to the adult mind. Multimedia training materi-
als are typically found in DVD format. 
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11. Audioconferencing, tele- or videoconferencing allow the trainer to be in one 
location and trainees to be in remote locations. Lectures and demonstra-
tions can be effective using this method. 

12. Web meetings, or webinars, contain audio and visual components. They 
provide a chance for questions and interactive discussion with the present-
er as well.

13. If the question is how to sensitize students to ethical issues in life and in 
the profession, one of the best methods is to give them an active role and 
responsibility in disseminating ethical knowledge. They could be encoura-
ged to “create” their own projects or take part in larger projects related to 
ethics. For example, in Turkey we have published two books on ethics in 
psychological practice which include active contributions by students. In 
one project, students made a significant contribution to the preparation 
of instructional CDs and movies by role-playing some scenarios (Korkut, 
2014). In another project, Ph.D students contributed to the translation of a 
book by Pope & Vasquez (2016). 

14. Last but not least, we should bear in mind that psychology is wedded to the 
social, cultural, political, and economic conditions of its times, as Danziger 
(1997) asserts. It is relevant to ask: “Where are we when trying to teach 
 ethics to students? In what context are we teaching ethics?” The Zeitgeist, 
or socio-political spirit of the times, sometimes matters a lot.

Jeff Sugarman (2015) offers a critique and warns us that psychologists need to 
be ideologically aware if they are to comprehend their disciplines and professional 
practices ethically. Our students are not unaware of the problems surrounding us, 
and they observe our position in the face of them. Could we provide a space for 
discussion of the conflict situations that are emerging in the larger society or in the 
world? How can we as psychologists encourage our students, while we are teaching 
ethics, to also learn about cultural sensitivity, human rights, and environmental 
changes? The idea here is to nurture critical thinking skills during the lessons. Of 
course, since discussions would increase the uncertainty and the vulnerability in 
students, there is a need to first create a safe learning environment.

Conclusion
In sum, teaching and learning ethics in an interactive way, while paying attention 
to both rational decision-making skills and emotional aspects, would be exactly 
what students would enjoy and learn from the most. Once more, as Balogh (2002) 
and Schwartz ( 2002) nicely point out, a theoretical, cognitive emphasis on its own 
would not produce an enduring change in awareness and understanding of ethical 
issues. The learning process should be supported by other means.

To improve the quality of teaching and  avoid “dryness,” some strategies can be 
employed to help “generalize” the knowledge. The emotional factors influencing 
our ethical decisions, as well as the social and political circumstances and realities, 
can be carefully included in the learning process. All of these can make training 
deeper, more fun, and more enjoyable. Students can integrate theoretical  knowl-
edge with emotionality much more effectively, by all these means. 
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