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ABSTRACT
This study aims to establish a typology of professionals based on the strategies used by social workers to resolve ethical dilemmas, and to explore the individual and organizational predictors in each typology. An online survey was carried out with 1,069 Spanish social workers. Latent Class Analysis was used to identify different classes of participants. A latent class regression was performed to identify individual and organizational factors that predict latent class membership. The results allowed us to identify three classes: The group that follows an authority pattern, the group that follows an intuitive pattern, and the group that follows a resource-intensive pattern.
The tests associated with the Wald statistic conclude that there are significant differences between the three typlogies in terms of work experience, training in ethical / deontological aspects and knowledge of the social work code of ethics.
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Introduction
Resolving ethical dilemmas is a daily challenge for social workers. Among the most recognised ethical challenges faced by social workers are client confidentiality and privacy, informed consent, boundaries and dual relationships, conflicts of interest, paternalism, allocation of limited resources, and unethical conduct, among others (Dolgoff et al., 2009; Reamer & Nimmagadda, 2017; Reamer, 2013). How social workers resolve ethical dilemmas has been a subject of concern to the profession (Congress, 2000).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK19][bookmark: OLE_LINK20]In recent years, professional associations and social work regulatory bodies have developed ambitious and comprehensive ethical standards and education initiatives to face ethical challenges. Codes of ethics, regulatory standards, and ethics curricula in various nations reflect social workers’ growing understanding of the nature of ethical dilemmas, ethics concepts, and decision-making frameworks (Reamer & Nimmagadda, 2017).
Although codes of ethics provide a set of values, principles and standards to guide decision-making behaviour, when an ethical issues arises, they do not provide a set of rules prescribing how social workers should act in all situations (Mattison, 2000).  Furthermore, it should be taken into account that most social work professionals work in "organisations", so there may be other conditioning factors derived from this fact that may influence their ethical decision-making processes and, ultimately, the ethical conduct shown (Urien et al., 2016). This is why social workers often resort to different sources of information in order to obtain references to optimise and validate their ethical decisions in professional practice.
This study aims to establish a typology of professionals according to the strategies used by social workers to resolve ethical dilemmas, and to explore the individual and organisational predictors in each typology. Then, the specific research questions are the following: What kind of profiles can be identified from the ethical dilemma resolution strategies used by social workers? What variables are associated with each typology of professionals? This work adds to the very limited research on the ethical/deontological aspects of social work practice, providing a basis for further knowledge on ethical decision-making.

﻿Background

Models of ethical decision-making in social work
Models of ethical decision-making are ways of thinking about and solving ethical dilemmas (Bowles et al., 2006).  A review of the literature on ethical decision-making reveals a variety of models depending on the emphasis placed on one or other of these factors: ethical values and principles (Gracia, 2007); professional rights and duties (Reamer, 1995b), reflexivity (Kenyon, 1998); and virtues (McBeath & Webb, 2002), among others. The variety of positions on this topic has also given rise to various ways of classifying theories and models of ethical decision-making (Gray & Webb, 2010).
Typically, ethical decision-making frameworks include several key steps, for instance:  (1) identify the key ethical issues; (2) identify individuals, groups, and organizations ﻿who are likely to be affected by the decision; (3) identify all possible courses of action and the participants involved (4) thoroughly examine the reasons in favor of and opposed to each possible course of action; (5) consult with colleagues and appropriate experts, such as supervisors, agency administrators, ethics experts, and attorneys; (6) make the decision and document the decision- making process; and (7) monitor, evaluate, and document the decision (Dolgoff et al.,  2009; Reamer, 2019).
In this paper we will focus on step 5: consult with colleagues and appropriate experts. According to Wilkins (2012) a positive way forward for social workers facing ethical dilemmas could be to try to find out what ethical positions other individuals are taking and therefore gain a better understanding of their actions and priorities.
Practitioners should consider consulting with colleagues who are involved in similar work and who are likely to understand the issues— supervisors, agency administrators, ethics experts, and attorneys (Reamer, 2001). As the NASW Code of Ethics (2021) states, “Social workers should seek the advice and counsel of colleagues whenever such consultation is in the best interest of clients” (standard 2.05[a]). Sometimes the consultation may be obtained informally, through casual and spontaneous conversation with colleagues, and sometimes, particularly in agency settings, through more formal means, as with institutional ethics committees (Reamer 1987, 1995a, 2001).
Walsh-Bowers et al., (1996) suggest that immediate peers are an important informal resource to help negotiate ethical dilemmas (Walsh-Bowers et al., 1996). However, it is unclear from systematic empirical research ﻿(Dane, 2000; Dormann and Zapf, 1999; Um and Harrison, 1998) whether social workers use resources within their professional sphere, or whether they turn to the personal sphere for support on ethics-related issues (McAuliffe & Sudbery, 2005).
Using a structured interview format in their study, Holland and Kilpatrick (1991) found that social workers patterned their responses to ethical dilemmas along three dimensions: the focus of decisions (goals/ends versus means/processes), interpersonal orientation (independence/autonomy versus mutuality and community), and the locus of decision-making authority (internalized versus externalized).
Landau (2000), using two of Holland and Kilpatrick's (1991) constructs, identified two categories of external sources that contribute to ethical decision-making: (a) one was reliance on law, agency policy or other external written source; (b) and the second was consultation with a large number of sources, despite the lack of evidence on whether and how such consultation helps resolve ethical dilemmas. McAuliffe and Sudbery (2005) explored where social workers turn to for advice when a course of action is ethically uncertain, identifying three categories as sources of support: supervision, colleagues and personal/social contacts.
Hyde (2011) examined how human service managers identify and resolve ethical dilemmas. Hyde notes that respondents primarily use three strategies: a) following the rules, b) consulting, or c) sticking to principles, to resolve ethical issues. Finally, Dennis et al. (2014) explored the ethical dilemmas faced by palliative care social workers and the processes they used to move towards resolution. Most participants indicated that they made decisions about ethical issues in consultation with colleagues. This took a variety of different forms including discussions in meetings, informal consultations with colleagues, and in supervision.
Variables associated with ethical decision making
Treviño (1986) proposes that ethical decision-making is the result of an interaction between individual and organisational variables with respect to individual thinking about ethical dilemmas. Including these variables in an ethical decision-making framework is an important development as it adds an explanatory element to the framework.
The variables associated with the ethical decision-maker are essential, as these decisions are made by individuals that ultimately conduct themselves ethically or unethically. However, individual behaviour occurs in wider contexts, especially in organisations, and organisations have an internal structure, formal or informal, for decision-making, which influences how and what decisions are made (Iyer, 2006; Ross & Robertson, 2003; Musbah et al., 2016).
Gender, age, work experience and training in ethical issues are among the most studied individual variables in relation to ethical decision-making and the results obtained are inconclusive (Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe, 2008). According to Gilligan (1982), men and women have distinctly different moral orientations. While women conceptualise moral issues as problems of care involving empathy and compassion, men conceptualise them as problems of rights.  In his meta-analysis, Walker (1991) refutes this claim about gender-related moralities and points out that the general pattern is one of non-significant sex differences in moral reasoning. Reviews by Ford and Richardson (1994), Loe et al. (2000), O'Fallon and Butterfield (2005), Kish-Gephart et al. (2010) and Craft (2013) conclude that gender often tends not to produce significant results, but where differences are found, women are more sensitive to ethical issues than men. More recent research (Kuntz et al. 2013; Walker et al. 2012) has shown similar results. With respect to gender, men and women reason differently about ethical issues and women are more likely to make ethical decisions (Gilligan, 1977). The meta-analytical work of Kish-Gephart et al. (2010) finds only a weak relationship in favour of women and a closer review (Craft, 2013) confirms the slight tendency of women to behave ethically. However, men are more consistent in their ethical decisions. The relationship between age and ethical decision-making also yields inconsistent results: positive (Henle et al., 2005), negative (Lasson & Bass, 1997) or non-significant (Singhapakdi, 1999). However, the level of moral development is related to age, as age seems to be related to higher levels of moral reasoning (Treviño & Weaver 2003). In considering the effect of work experience on the ethical decision-making process, Kohlberg's (1969) theory provides a framework that might suggest a relationship between work experience and moral development (Treviño, 1986). Glover et al. (2002) argue that greater experience may be associated with greater awareness of what is ethically acceptable. Dawson (1997) also proposes that ethical standards change with years of experience. Finally, with respect to ethics training, several studies have found a clear positive relationship between formal ethics education and ethical behaviour (Harris, 2010; Clarkeburn et al., 2003).
Organizational variables include codes of ethics, ethical climate, organizational size, organizational structure and organization culture (Musbah et al., 2016). In this work we will focus on codes of ethics and areas of social work intervention.
Codes of ethics include the organisation's standards of conduct, the legal and ethical issues that employees are most likely to face and the core values of the organisation (Treviño et al., 2014). Nowadays, such codes are normal and widespread in any type of organisation. We highlight here the Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles the International Federation of Social Workers and The International Association of Schools of Social Work (IFSW & IASSW 2018), Code of Ethics the National Association of Social Workers (NASW, 2021) y el Código Deontológico de Trabajo Social del Consejo General de Trabajo Social de España (CGTS 2019).
Some empirical studies have identified significant relationships between the existence of ethical codes and lower incidence of unethical choices (Okpara, 2003), while others have found no such link (Kish-Gephart, et al., 2010). However, codes have the expected effect (guiding ethical conduct) if the code of conduct is enforced when behaviours deviate from the organisation's ethical standards (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Treviño & Weaver, 2003). Landau (2000) and Viscarret et al., (2020) suggest that social workers' responses to ethical dilemmas vary according to the areas of social work intervention.
Research on ethical dilemmas in social work practice and how social workers deal with them is limited (Hyde, 2011). According to McAuliffe and Sudbery (2005), there is a gap in empirical knowledge about social workers' experience of ethical dilemmas in their work. As Holland and Kilpatrick (1991) have pointed out, little is known about how professionals respond to moral and ethical issues, how they understand and cope with these aspects of their work, or what resources are used or needed to improve performance in this area.
This study aims to establish a typology of professionals according to the strategies used by social workers to resolve ethical dilemmas, and to explore the individual and organisational predictors in each typology. Then, the specific research questions are the following: What kind of profiles can be identified from the ethical dilemma resolution strategies used by social workers? What variables are associated with each typology of professionals? This work adds to the very limited research on the ethical/deontological aspects of social work practice, providing a basis for further knowledge on ethical decision-making.
Method 
Procedure
The data for this study were collected among Spanish social workers in spring 2017. From the General Council of Social Work, a link to an electronic questionnaire was sent by email to different professional groups and associations of Spanish social workers.
A total of 1,069 social workers responded to the survey. The participants in the survey were asked for their consent and informed about the purposes of the research and the confidentiality of the data obtained. To complete the questionnaire, participants were required to confirm that they understood and agreed to participate in the study. 
The procedures of the study, including the ethical aspects, were approved by the Code of Good Research Practices of the University of AUTOR. Participants had 30 days to complete the questionnaire, after which the information was retrieved from the database and analysed. 
Measures
The variables used as indicators for the latent class analysis were the sixteen strategies used by social workers to resolve ethical dilemmas sixteen action strategies that social workers develop when dealing with ethical dilemmas. (Table 1).	Comment by Rogelio Gómez García: R1 señala: Los autores podrían beneficiarse más de definir estas categorías de forma más explícita en relación con las preguntas del cuestionario diseñado.


Se puede señalar que las estrategias aparecen señaladas en la Tabla 1.
Different individual characteristics (gender, age, work experience, and training in ethical issues) and organisational characteristics (areas of professional social work intervention and knowledge of the code of ethics) were introduced as covariates to profile the resulting segments (Table 1).
These additional variables were included because ethical decision-making is the result of an interaction between individual and organisational variables with respect to individual thinking about ethical dilemmas (Treviño, 1986).
From the positioning of the different individuals with respect to these variables, the aim is to obtain groupings that comply with the principles of maximum internal coherence and maximum external differentiation.


Table 1. Indicators and covariates.

	
	Items
	Categories

	Indicators
	What strategies they used to resolve ethical dilemmas in their professional practice:
1 Discussing with a colleague
2 Consult the Code of Ethics
3 Consult immediate superior
4 Use common sense, intuition
5 Consult the Director of the Service
6 Consult the Official College
7 Consult a lawyer
8 Attend ethics meetings
9 Go to an ethics committee
10 Talk to friends/trustworthy person
11 Search for ethics information on the web
12 Decide without consulting anyone
13 Consult anonymously
14 Consult an internet discussion forum
15 Do nothing, wait for it to be solved
16 Ignore that the problem exists
	





Never
Sometimes
Often
Always

	Covariates
	Gender
	Male; female

	
	Age
	18–24; 25–34; 35–44; 45–54; 55–64; 65 and above

	
	Work experience
	0-5; 6-10; 11-15; 16-20; 21-25; 26 and above

	
	Areas of professional social work intervention
	General social services
Sss - Elderly people
Sss – Young people
Sss – Disabilities
Sss – Immigrants
Sss – Women
Sss – Ethnic minorities
Sss – Other groups

	
	In its ongoing training it has included the ethical/deontological dimension
	A lot
Quite a lot
Little
Scarcely

	
	Knows the Code of Ethics of Social Work
	A lot
Quite a lot
Little
Scarcely


Note: Sss=Specific social services




Sample
The final sample of this study consisted of 1,069 social workers. Women comprised 87.12% of the sample and men 12.88%. Regarding the distribution by age, 28.09% of the study sample were between 18 and 34 years old, 29.23% between 35 and 44, 28.02% between 45 and 54, and 11.19% were over 55 years old. The average age of the sample was 41.57 (SD = 10.36).
With respect to professional experience, 35% of the sample had between 6 and 15 years of experience as social workers, 25% had between 16 and 25 years, almost 22% had up to 5 years, and 18% had more than 25 years of experience. The average number of years of experience was 14.7 (SD = 9.97). 
The results obtained indicate that the study sample is similar to that of the general population of social workers in Spain in terms of gender, age and professional experience, as reported by Viscarret et al. (2016).
Demographics collected from respondents mirror the Spain social work workforce for gender, race, age (Viscarret et al., 2020), and includes different practice settings and regions of the country.
Data analysis
We used a person-centred approach (Bergman & Lundh, 2015) that allowed us to investigate how coping strategies for dealing with ethical dilemmas vary among social workers. The empirical analysis was divided into two stages. 
First, we modelled the ratings given by social workers to the strategies used to resolve ethical dilemmas. We employed latent class analysis (LCA). LCA is a useful method for statistically identifying internally homogeneous groups from multivariate continuous or categorical data. LCA uses probabilistic models of unobservable subgroup membership, unlike other clustering methods based on cluster detection using arbitrary or theoretical distance measures (Hagenaars & McCutcheon, 2002).
The number of classes was determined from the entropy indicator, the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) and the Lo-Mendell-Rubin test (LMR). Lower values of AIC and BIC suggest better fit of the current model with respect to the previous more parsimonious model. Entropy is an indicator of how accurately the model classifies individuals into classes (values above .70 suggest good accuracy). The MRL tests the null hypothesis that the solution with k+1 classes is no better than the solution with k classes. Significant LMR values (p<.05) suggest that the solution with more classes better represents the structure of the data (Lo et al., 2001). The LCA was conducted using the Latent GOLD v.5.1 software (Vermunt & Magidson, 2016).
Secondly, a Latent Class Regression Model (LCRM) was specified. An LCRM is a finite mixture model designed to identify a number of categorical classes of a LV on the basis of individual responses to a set of indicator variables. It considers the effect of covariates on the probability of belonging to a certain latent class. Thus, covariates can be added into the latent class model to predict the latent class membership probability (Porcu & Giambona, 2016). The LCRM was conducted using the software Latent GOLD v.5.1 (Vermunt & Magidson, 2016).
Results
Latent Class Findings
Table 2 contains the results of the latent class analysis. We assessed models with up to five classes. The one-class solution, equivalent to a one-dimensional factorial model, obtained the worst fit in all the indices consulted. AIC and ABIC improved up to the five-class solution. However, the improvement of BIC in the three-class model over the four-class model could be interpreted as strong evidence in favour of the model with fewer parameters. The VLMR test suggested the inclusion of more classes up to the four-class model, where VLMR was non-significant (p=.094), suggesting the retention of the three-class model. Entropy was adequate in all cases. Given these results, we opted to retain the more parsimonious three-class solution.

Table 2. Results of latent class analysis
	

	Clases
	fp
	AIC
	BIC
	ABIC
	Entropía
	VLMR test

	1
	16
	11778
	11858
	11807
	1
	-

	2
	33
	11322
	11486
	11381
	0.724
	0.0000

	3
	50
	11141
	11390
	11231
	0.875
	0.0009

	4
	67
	11087
	11420
	11207
	0.771
	0.0948

	5
	84
	11026
	11444
	11177
	0.805
	0.3416


﻿Note. Fp=free parameters; AIC=Akaike Information Criterion; BIC=Bayesian Information Criterion; VLMR= Vuong–Lo–Mendell– Rubin likelihood ratio test.

The response profile of the classes is shown in Figure 1. The lines represent the probability on each item per class (higher scores correspond to higher use of the strategies indicated).

















Figure 1. Profile layout of the three latent class model 
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Class 1 comprised 48.46% (n = 518) of the sample. Participants included in Class 1 have high probabilities in three strategies: Consult immediate superior; Use common sense, intuition; Consult Service Director (higher than 0.68), but showed low probabilities in the rest of the strategies (lower than 0.23). Since this group is characterised by using different "authority" oriented strategies for decision making.  Given that this class is characterised by the use of different strategies that seek to delegate responsibility for the decision to a superior (Consult immediate superior; Consult Service Director) it was referred to as the Authority Pattern Group.
Class 2 consisted of 44.34 % (n = 474) of the sample, and comprised participants who were least likely to use all of the strategies listed except Use common sense, intuition (0.57). Members of this class make their own decisions, preferring to rely on their professional knowledge and intuition, and were therefore referred to as the Intuitive Pattern Group.
Class 3 comprised 7.2% (n = 77) of the subjects. Participants included in class 3 reported high odds of using the following strategies: Discuss with a colleague; Consult the Code of Ethics; Consult immediate superior; Use common sense, intuition; Consult the Director of Service; Consult the Official College; Talk to friends/trusted person; Search for ethical information on the Web (higher than 0.50). They showed low probabilities in the rest of the strategies (lower than 0.30). Since the high level of using different strategies was the defining characteristic of class 3. Members of this class draw on a large number of sources in order to obtain references from which to optimise and validate their ethical decisions in professional practicethis class was named Group following a resource-intensive pattern.
Predictors of Group Membership
Table 3 presents descriptive and frequency analyses for each individual and organizational characteristic with latent class membership. The relationships between individual and organizational characteristics and class membership were determined through simultaneously estimated latent class regression (see Table 4).


Table 3. Distribution of sample characteristics according to latent classes

	
Variable
	Latent class

	
	LC1
	CL2
	CL3

	
	(n = 518, 48.46%)
	(n = 474, 44.34%)
	(n = 77, 7.20%)

	Gender, n (%)

	Male
	52
	(10,0)
	68
	(14,3)
	9
	(11,7)

	Female
	466
	(90,0)
	406
	(85,7)
	68
	(88,3)

	
Age, n (%)

	18-24
	12
	(2,3)
	6
	(1,3)
	0
	(0,0)

	25-34
	153
	(29,5)
	93
	(19,6)
	26
	(33,8)

	35-44
	197
	(38,0)
	127
	(26,8)
	18
	(23,4)

	45-54
	120
	(23,2)
	174
	(36,7)
	23
	(29,9)

	55-64
	35
	(6,8)
	69
	(14,6)
	9
	(11,7)

	65 and above
	1
	(0,2)
	5
	(1,1)
	1
	(1,3)

	
Work experience, n (%)

	0-5
	127
	(24,5)
	80
	(16,9)
	13
	(16,9)

	6-10
	121
	(23,4)
	71
	(15,0)
	19
	(24,7)

	11-15
	98
	(18,9)
	66
	(13,9)
	15
	(19,5)

	16-20
	78
	(15,1)
	72
	(15,2)
	5
	(6,5)

	21-25
	50
	(9,7)
	54
	(11,4)
	9
	(11,7)

	26 and above
	44
	(8,5)
	131
	(27,6)
	16
	(20,8)

	
Areas of professional social work intervention, n (%)

	General social services
	180
	(34,7)
	189
	(39,9)
	26
	(33,8)

	Specific social services - Elderly people
	74
	(14,3)
	42
	(8,9)
	11
	(14,3)

	Specific social services – Young people
	59
	(11,4)
	37
	(7,8)
	5
	(6,5)

	Specific social services – Disabilities
	72
	(13,9)
	62
	(13,1)
	12
	(15,6)

	Specific social services – Immigrants
	11
	(2,1)
	3
	(0,6)
	5
	(6,5)

	Specific social services – Women
	19
	(3,7)
	15
	(3,2)
	0
	(0,0)

	Specific social services – Ethnic minorities
	2
	(0,4)
	4
	(0,8)
	0
	(0,0)

	Specific social services – Other groups
	101
	(19,5)
	122
	(25,7)
	18
	(23,4)

	
Ethical/deontological training, n (%)

	A lot/quite a lot
	245
	(47,3)
	211
	(44,5)
	55
	(71,4)

	Little/Scarcely
	273
	(52,7)
	263
	(55,5)
	22
	(28,6)

	
Knowledge of the Code of Ethics, n (%)

	A lot/quite a lot
	392
	(75,7)
	387
	(81,6)
	72
	(93,5)

	A little/scarcely
	126
	(24,3)
	87
	(18,4)
	5
	(6,5)






Table 4. Estimated parameters 3-class model with individual and organizational characteristics as covariates

	Covariables
	Cluster1
	Cluster2
	Cluster3
	Wald
	p-value
	

	
Gender
	

	Male
	-0.1081
	0.1341
	-0.0260
	4.1477
	0.13
	

	Female
	0.1081
	-0.1341
	0.0260
	
	
	

	
Age
	
	
	
	
	
	

	18-24
	1.6558
	1.3115
	-2.9673
	4.9458
	0.89
	

	25-34
	-0.3328
	-0.4162
	0.7490
	
	
	

	35-44
	-0.0883
	-0.3619
	0.4502
	
	
	

	45-54
	-0.3645
	-0.2019
	0.5663
	
	
	

	55-64
	-0.2446
	-0.2513
	0.4960
	
	
	

	65 and above
	-0.6257
	-0.0802
	0.7058
	
	
	

	
Work experience
	
	
	
	
	
	

	0-5
	0.1919
	-0.0578
	-0.1342
	20.3848
	0.026
	

	6-10
	0.2104
	-0.2324
	0.0220
	
	
	

	11-15
	0.0365
	-0.2426
	0.2061
	
	
	

	16-20
	0.2333
	0.2612
	-0.4944
	
	
	

	21-25
	-0.0920
	-0.1103
	0.2023
	
	
	

	26 and above
	-0.5801
	0.3819
	0.1983
	
	
	

	
Areas of professional social work intervention
	
	
	
	
	
	

	General social services
	-0.3149
	-0.3947
	0.7097
	16.6595
	0.27
	

	Specific social services - Elderly people
	-0.2949
	-0.4020
	0.6970
	
	
	

	Specific social services – Young people
	-0.0848
	-0.4181
	0.5029
	
	
	

	Specific social services – Disabilities
	-0.4652
	-0.2897
	0.7549
	
	
	

	Specific social services – Immigrants
	-0.4446
	-1.4571
	1.9017
	
	
	

	Specific social services – Women
	1.1181
	1.0657
	-2.1838
	
	
	

	Specific social services – Ethnic minorities
	0.9084
	2.0329
	-2.9412
	
	
	

	Specific social services – Other groups
	-0.4221
	-0.1369
	0.5589
	
	
	

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]
Ethical/deontological training
	
	
	
	
	
	

	A lot/quite a lot
	-0.0513
	-0.2235
	0.2748
	11.3656
	0.0034
	

	Little/Scarcely
	0.0513
	0.2235
	-0.2748
	
	
	

	
Knowledge of the Code of Ethics
	
	
	
	
	
	

	A lot/quite a lot
	-0.2922
	-0.0245
	0.3167
	9.7898
	0.0075
	

	A little/scarcely
	0.2922
	0.0245
	-0.3167
	
	
	





The tests associated with the Wald statistic conclude that there are significant differences between the three segments in terms of work experience, work sector, training in ethical/deontological aspects and knowledge of the social work code of ethics. On the other hand, there are no significant differences according to gender, age and areas of social work intervention.
Although there are no statistically significant differences between the three groups in terms of gender, age and areas of social work intervention, it is important to note that the group following a pattern of authority is mainly made up of women (90.0 %), in the age range 35-44 years (38.0 %), with less than 5 years of work experience (24.5 %), working in general social services (34.7 %). Most of them indicate that in their continuing education they have had little/rarely the ethical/deontological dimension (52.7 %) and that they know a lot/quite a lot of the code of ethics of social work (75.7 %). 
The group that follows an intuitive pattern is mainly composed of women (85.7 %) aged 45-54 years (36.7 %), with more than 26 years of work experience (27.6 %), working in general social services (39.9 %). Most of them indicate that in their in-service training they have had little/rarely taken into account the ethical/deontological dimension (55.5 %) and that they know a lot/quite a lot about the code of ethics of social work (81.6 %).
The group that follows a resource-intensive pattern is mostly made up of women (88.3 %), aged between 25 and 34 (33.8 %), with 6 to 10 years of work experience (24.7%), working in general social services (33.8 %). Most of them indicated that in their in-service training they have had a lot/quite a lot of attention to the ethical/deontological dimension (71.4 %) and that they have a lot/quite a lot of knowledge of the code of ethics of social work (93.5 %).
Discussion
This study aimed to profile social workers in terms of the strategies they use to resolve ethical dilemmas in their work. To achieve this objective, the study also takes into account some covariates in the definition of the social workers' profiles: individual characteristics (gender, age, work experience, and training in ethical issues) and organisational characteristics (area of social work intervention and knowledge of the code of ethics).
Our results reveal that three groups can be identified: Group following an authority pattern, Group following an intuitive pattern and Group following a resource-intensive pattern.
The Authority Pattern Group was the largest subgroup, with about half of the sample. Members of this group mainly rely on a higher hierarchical level and the scope of their professional autonomy to make decisions. They generally do not consult other options. If at all, they consult close colleagues. This group would fit into one of the three dimensions indicated by Holland and Kilpatrick (1991), the place of decision-making authority (internalized versus externalized). This dimension is characterized by a continuum that, at one extreme, emphasizes internalized individual responsibility for decisions, choices, and actions and, at the other extreme, emphasizes compliance with the agency's policy, community norms, laws and regulations. other sources external to the individual.
The group that follows an intuitive pattern comprises 44% of the study sample. These are professionals who primarily seek solution options within their professional autonomy and to a lesser extent consult close colleagues. This finding, that intuitive and emotional factors are frequently used for ethical decision-making, is consistent with the finding of other authors (Sicora et al., 2021) who note that professionals develop strategies, techniques and habitual responses to deal with different types of situations, based primarily on their acquired experience and intuition. According to Brownlee et al. (2018), the implication is that if social workers often rely on intuition, it is unclear how decision-making is systematically approached; what role self-reflection plays in the process; or how vulnerable decision-making is to competing interests, biases and personal beliefs. 
The issue of intuitive versus rational decision-making is a critical debate within many areas of social work where the complexity of real-world realities demands a process that is fluid and acknowledges the complexities of practice (Hackett & Taylor, 2013). Authors such as Kitchener (1984) and Kay (2010) recognise this and suggest that decision-making should be an intentional process: an ongoing process of considering external and internal factors, choosing a course of action, and then analysing the outcome; a process that combines both critical thinking and self-reflection. As Osmo & Landau (2001) state, implicit decisions mean that the practitioner feels that he or she is doing the right thing, but cannot explain why it is right. They recommend making ethical decision-making more explicit, both internally and externally: an approach to decision-making that is more reflective and allows for greater analysis and evaluation of different courses of action.
Sicora et al. (2021) point out that understanding and using intuition in social work decision-making has several benefits. When practitioners engage with clients, the repertoire of prior experiences they can draw on helps them to understand the client's situation and the contexts in which they live. Intuition offers the opportunity to value the practitioner's knowledge gained through experience, perhaps described as 'practice wisdom', which may be undervalued if it cannot be made explicit (Cheung, 2017).
Approximately 1 in 16 (7%) professionals in the study sample were classified as members of the group that follows resource-intensive pattern. This group does not show the use of a single pathway for the resolution of ethical dilemmas, but draws on and uses a large number of resources. These are professionals who resort to the authority of superiors, their circle of trust, close professionals, their intuition, seek information and consultation on the web and use the code of ethics in their professional practice in order to find and validate the best possible decision.
This is in line with Landau (2000) who interviewed two different groups of Israeli hospital social workers about their perception, classification and resolution patterns of ethical dilemmas. When confronted with ethical dilemmas, both groups consulted a wide variety of sources when making their ethical decisions, although it is not clear exactly how they resolve their dilemmas.
As Reamer (2005) note, consultation can sometimes identify clinical and other intervention strategies that can help resolve the conflict between ethical and legal standards (for example, by helping users or professional colleagues make difficult decisions or take steps that remove the conflict).
A surprising finding is the scant use of the code of ethics by a large proportion of professionals in everyday practice when resolving ethical dilemmas. Those professionals who do use the code of ethics are more likely to be in the least numerous group (Group that follows a resource-intensive pattern).
There has been an ongoing debate about whether social workers use the code of ethics in their direct practice (Jayaratne et al., 1997) or in administrative practice (Congress & Gummer, 1997). Congress (1992) argued that social workers are aware of the code of ethics and apply it in ethical decision-making, although Walden et al., (1990) were concerned that social workers often make quick decisions without paying much attention to the code of ethics. Holland and Kilpatrick (1991) in their qualitative interviews with a small sample of hospital social workers (N = 27) found that none mentioned the Code of Ethics when asked about resources for dealing with ethical dilemmas and often referred to some form of authority.
Kugelman (1992) also conducted a qualitative study with 20 social workers to explore the role of ethics in informing behaviour. He found that the lack of a values base placed professionals in an apathetic drift and that although cited, the code of ethics was not used in an organised or systematic way. McAuliffe (1999) found that social workers, although relatively familiar with the code of ethics, did not consider using it as a resource to aid decision-making when faced with an ethical dilemma. Rather, the code was seen as a useful construct for establishing the core values of the profession.
There is a need to explore in detail why and what education or training might improve ethical decision-making. It is clear that more research needs to be done on ethical practices and deliberations, and more needs to be done to determine the amount, type and most effective mode of social work ethics training and education.
The individual variables gender and age do not show statistically significant differences between the three segments, which confirms previous studies (Gilligan, 1982; Singhapakdi, 1999) that these variables do not have a significant influence on individual thinking about ethical dilemmas.
The study could not confirm differences in the organisational variable (areas of social work intervention) between the three latent classes. Work experience, training in ethical/deontological aspects and knowledge of the professional code proved to be a strong predictor of class membership in all typologies, confirming these results in previous studies (Fang & Foucart, 2014; Treviño et al., 2014).
The probability of belonging to the group that follows an intuitive pattern increases raises as the professionals' work experience increases. Nyathi (2018) notes that intuitive reasoning is reinforced by previous experience, and is more evident with greater experience. 
A meta-analytic study (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010) corroborated positive relationships between idealism and ethical behavioural choice, whereas these relationships will be negative for relativism and ethical choices. Other authors (DeCelles et al., 2012) found that a strong moral identity can protect against 'ego-oriented' behaviour (low in idealism) in formal power holders. From the analysis of fifteen years of publications it can be concluded that idealism and the deontological approach are positively related to ethical decisions, just the opposite of relativism and the teleological approach (Craft, 2013).
The limitations of this study are the following. Firstly, it is possible that the extent of the strategies employed by social workers to cope with ethical dilemmas in this study may not have captured all possible strategies used by social workers in resolving ethical dilemmas. The main strategies listed in previous studies have been collected. Secondly, the sampling procedure used does not allow us to determine the response rate. It is possible that only those most involved in their profession responded, which could bias the responses. Thirdly, due to the voluntary nature of the survey and the fact that the sample was based on those who self-selected to participate, the results are not necessarily generalisable to all Spanish social workers. Fourthly, as with cross-sectional studies, a causal relationship could not be determined and, finally, the results of the study may not reflect patterns in other countries or cultural contexts.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the present study revealed different individualised styles or patterns of responding to ethical dilemmas. The results highlight the heterogeneity of resources and support systems used by social workers to validate an ethical decision. According to the results, work experience, training in ethical/deontological issues and knowledge of the social work code of ethics play an important role in determining the strategies used by social workers to resolve ethical dilemmas.
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