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Introduction 

Dealing with adolescent pregnancy involves ethical dilemmas. This essay first compares 

Reamer’s ethical decision-making guidelines and framework, as introduced in class, with Carol 

Gilligan’s idea of ‘ethic of care’ in discussing the ethical dilemmas involved. Hence 

investigating on the difference using a case study of adolescent pregnancy in Hong Kong with 

the two approaches. Finally, the essay concludes with the limitations of gender-based ethical 

decision-making model and insights on empowering both men and women in cases of adolescent 

pregnancy 

 

Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework 

The Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework was introduced in class. It is a systematic, 

step-by-step approach for workers to have a framework to deal with ethical dilemmas. Reamer’s 

ethical decision-making guidelines are formulated on the basis of Gewirth’s rights-based 

theory.  Gewirth holds the belief that the right to freedom and well-being is fundamental to all 

human beings, thus elaborated on identifying three core ‘goods’ that human beings should 

uphold, which are basic goods, nonsubtractive goods and additive goods respectively. The main 

concern is the conflict between ‘people’s various duties and rights’ (Reamer, 2006, p.71), which 

the duties in conflicts can be ranked in a hierarchy by classifying the goods involved.  Reamer 

(2006) listed the three significant guidelines are as below.  

1. Rules against basic harms to the necessary preconditions of action take precedence over 

rules against harms such as revealing confidential information or threats to additive goods  
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2. An individual’s right to basic well-being takes precedence over another individual’s right 

to freedom. 

3. An individual’s right to freedom takes precedence over his own right to basic well-being.  

These guidelines reflected the emphasis on rights and duties, with the assumption that humans 

has a social responsibility and are responsible for others. One of the assumptions is the 

importance of the least harm principle, proposed by John Stuart Mill. Social workers should try 

their best to prevent harm on human beings.  

Reamer proposes this seven-steps framework for the social worker as a reference to resolve 

ethical dilemmas.  

1. Identify the ethical issues, including the social work values and duties that conflict. 

2. Identify the individuals, groups, and organizations likely to be affected by the ethical decision. 

3. Tentatively identify all viable courses of action and the participants involved in each, along 

with the potential benefits and risks for each. 

4. Thoroughly examine the reasons in favor of and opposed to each course of action, considering 

relevant. This means considering various codes and principles including Codes of ethics and 

legal principles, Ethical theories, principles, and guidelines, Social work practice theory and 

principles and personal values.  

5. Consult with colleagues and appropriate experts (agency staff, supervisors, agency 

administrators, attorneys, and ethics scholars). 

6. Make the decision and document the decision-making process. 

7. Monitor, evaluate, and document the decision. 
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This framework aims to apprehend a wider picture in decision-making by trying to address all 

aspects of an ethical dilemma. (Reamer, 2006, p.73).  However, this framework does not 

emphasize on the gender perspective of social work practice, which is significant in social work 

practice.  

 

The gender perspective - Carol Gilligan’s ethics of care  

Carol Gilligan's  ‘Ethics of care’ is one of the most famous theory on moral judgment from a 

gender perspective. The idea of ‘ethics of care’ argues on the basis that there is the difference 

between how men and women thinks, perceive and make a moral judgment and that major 

theories of moral judgment were male-centered. Kohlberg’s stages of moral reasoning emphasize 

justice, logic, and rationality while Gilligan thinks that relationships and responsibilities are the 

emphases of female moral reasoning. Gilligan (1982) also criticized Piaget’s work of stages of 

cognitive development for equalizing male development with children development and excludes 

female.  Houser, Wilczenski and Ham (2006) points out that Gilligan’s ethics of care centered on 

‘care reasoning’, which differentiates from ‘justice reasoning'. Peterson and Seligman (2004) 

defines care as ‘compassionate determination of how to meet a person’s needs’ and justice as ‘an 

objective weighing of principles o determine moral rights and responsibilities. Therefore ‘ethic 

of care’ is considered as relational ethics.   

 

‘How one perceive ethical dilemma is associated with how one perceive oneself’ (Slater, 2001, 

p.446)  Gilligan proposed that the definition of self for women is considered in a social context, 

on their relationship with others. While individual were the highest concern for men. Gilligan, 
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however, found that women’s primary concern is relationships. Therefore, it is important to pay 

attention to relationships and social context when discussing how women perceive ethical 

dilemmas, hence understand more on empowering them in the decision-making process. Gilligan 

(1982) stated that the central problem for women is a conflict between self and other, the 

dilemma between being true to oneself versus the principle of not hurting others. Inflicting of 

hurt would be considered as ‘selfish and immoral, while the expression of care is seen as the 

fulfilment of moral responsibility’ (Gilligan, 1982, p.73) For women, the ‘initial focus on caring 

for the self in order to ensure survival’ is ‘followed by a transitional phase in which this 

judgement is criticised as selfish’. (Gilligan, 1982, p.73) Gilligan thinks that this criticism 

actually reflected the establishment of a new understanding of the connection between self and 

others with the concept of responsibility. At this stage, the idea of ‘good’ is ‘equated with caring 

for others’ (Gilligan, 1982, p.73) However, such care excludes the women herself. During the 

stage of adolescence, women tend to resolve identity confusion by either excluding oneself or the 

other. This means to either be ‘autonomous', to be true to oneself, to be independent and to be 

‘selfish’ by excluding others, versus being  ‘compassionate’, to be responsive and responsible for 

care for other, to be ‘good’ by excluding oneself and not hurting others. Gilligan states that this 

results in conflict in women, as the relationship is the highest concern for them. Such dilemma 

emerges as women were often imposed of social roles. The fact that they primarily concern of 

relationships over the individual, especially when compared with men, may influence them to the 

desire, the pressure and the need of conforming to these social roles.  Slater (2001) points out 

that for female, notions and roles of femininity were taught since a very young age.  These 

notions and roles are both expected and devalued.  
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Such conflict is influenced by the society and culture. Socially and culturally constructed female 

role varies among different cultures. This is particularly significant in a traditional Chinese 

society. For thousands of years, the tradition Chinese culture puts women into the private domain, 

the domestic arena, shaping that women should be responsible for the domestic affairs and 

nothing else. Although things have been improving in the past decades as advocates strives for 

gender equality for women to participate in both private and public domain in the society, it is 

still inevitable that women were still imposed on the role of being responsible for domestic 

affairs, when mainly include maintaining relationships between family members, children 

bearing and raising. This shapes the feeling of needed to be responsible for others for women 

living in a Chinese society. Behaviour is evaluated in accordance to the extent of how well it can 

serve to enhance harmony in interpersonal relationships (To, Tam & Chu, 2013, p.250) Different 

from Western cultures which value individualization, Chinese culture values family and 

relationships. Maintaining a harmonious relationship between family members are important. In 

addition, in Chinese culture, the appropriate performance in accordance of social roles is what 

defines one. For example, whether women are a ‘good’ wife that can handle domestic affairs for 

her husband spontaneously, whether students are studying hard and behaving well in school. 

There are sets of stereotypes for different social roles on determining what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. For 

example, unwed women at their middle-age were labeled by the public and mass media 

negatively as ‘leftover women’, as one of the success indicators for women in traditional Chinese 

culture is whether she is able to find herself a ‘good marriage. The pressure to conform to 

cultural and social expectations is supported by researches. Tang & Dion (1999) suggested that 

Chinese women have greater conflict in traditional gender role and culture values as their studies 

show that there is a generational discrepancy between self and perceived parental values. 
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The conflict between self-identity and conforming to social roles in especially significant for 

young girls. During the stage of adolescence, the main developmental crisis is identity confusion. 

How adolescent struggle between the unique self-identity and socially constructed roles. 

Gazzaniga (2011) notes that adolescence is a transition period from early childhood to adulthood 

if we consider the Erikson’s eight stages of life. However, Erikson's theory does not consider the 

gender perspective. If we take Gilligan’s argument into account, we can conclude that for 

adolescents, the identity confusions are between self-identity and social roles imposed on gender, 

as well as confusion between self-identity and commitment of adult roles. Gilligan sees 

adolescent as the turning point in girls’ self-development. Brown (1992) found that young girls 

were ‘hit the wall of conventional female behaviour’. In reaction, young girls were forced to 

repress their strong feelings, hence excluding themselves instead of excluding others as they 

value relationships.  

Reamer’s ethical decision-making guidelines are mainly based on Gewirth’s right-based theory. 

On the other hand, Gilligan’s ‘Ethics of care’ tackles ethical issues from a collection of moral 

perspectives, instead of using a single moral principle. It is on the basis of contextual decision-

making. Pope and Vasquez (1991) noted that its application is consistent with the outlook some 

multicultural communities. The emphasis over autonomy and individual rights in stressed in the 

concept of communities and relatedness. It emphasizes the need to ‘care for, emotional 

commitment to, and willingness to act on behalf of persons with whom one has a significant 

relationship. (Beauchamp & Childress, 2001,p.369) Lloyd (2006) stated that the idea of ‘care’ is 

regarded by some as ‘an inimical to the promotion of rights’ (Lloyd, 2006, p.1182)  
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Case study 

Alexis, an 18-year-old form six student grew up in a single-parent family. Her parents were 

divorced when she was 5 and she was living with her father ever since. Her mother got re-

married and settled in Mainland China. Alexis was described as an ‘elite student’ by both her 

peers and teachers and plans to pursue her studies in university after graduation. Therefore, she 

had been working hard for the public examination held 7 months later. Two weeks ago, Alexis 

discovered that she was pregnant by her boyfriend of the same age, Patrick, who also went to the 

same school with her. Patrick was the ‘star student’ of the school and received university offers 

from overseas. Alexis was frightened and in shock when she discovered that she was pregnant, 

as this was out of expectation of her. She did not tell anyone before she went to the school social 

worker’s room crying. Alexis told the social worker about the incident and that she was 3 months 

pregnant already. She expressed helplessness and do not know what to do next. However, she 

hopes the social worker to keep it a secret.  

 

Using Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework  

1. Identify the ethical issues, including the social work values and duties that conflict. 

Confidentiality versus Alexis’ well-being and her fetus’ well-being 

Confidentiality versus Alexis’ parent’s right to know 

Confidentiality versus Patrick’s right to know 

Confidentiality versus Alexis’ right to self-determinate 

Alexis’ freedom versus her fetus’ well-being 
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2. Identify the individuals, groups, and organizations likely to be affected by the ethical decision. 

Alexis, Patrick, Alexis’ ad Patricks’ baby, Alexis and Patrick's’ parents, the school.  

3. Tentatively identify all viable courses of action and the participants involved in each, along 

with the potential benefits and risks for each. 

For Alexis’ case, the social work will first have to deal with ethical dilemmas. The social worker 

would first have to remind Alexis of the limitations of confidentiality. Then worker would have 

to list all viable courses of action for Alexis and the worker. 

Examples include: 

1. Alexis telling her parents of her pregnancy 

2. Alexis telling Patrick of her pregnancy 

3. The worker accompanies Alexis her body check.  

These courses of action are not necessarily mutually exclusive, nor they must be taken into 

actions. But listing the possible options and prioritizing the sequence would be needed.  

For pregnancy, the ultimate decision is choosing between adoption, termination and parenting. 

This decision would involve Alexis, Patrick and both of their parents.  

4. Thoroughly examine the reasons in favor of and opposed to each course of action, considering 

relevant.  

Examples include:  

1. Termination 
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Pros: Alexis may be able to attend the public examination and continue her goal to pursue studies 

in university. 

Cons: Permanent damage on health and affects future chances to get pregnant. Also the morality 

of the act of abortion.    

      2. Adoption  

Pros: Alexis does not need to bear the responsibility to raise the child 

Cons: Alexis are unable to attend the public examinations as her expected delivery date would 

crash with the examination.   

      3. Parenting 

Pros: Alexis does not need to receive termination procedures. 

Cons: Obligation and financial burden for Alexis. Also, it is uncertain about whether others will 

provide support for her.  

5. Consult with colleagues and appropriate experts. 

6. Make the decision and document the decision-making process. 

7. Monitor, evaluate, and document the decision. 

 

The advantage of this framework is that it provides a clear guideline for workers to effectively 

resolve an ethical dilemma. However, it is less significant in empowering the client. Which 

means it performs better the problem-solving function of social work practice, the individual-

reformist view, but not so in the reflexive-therapeutic view.  
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Using gender perspective  

If we use the gender perspective to approach with Alexis’ case, the first concern would be how 

Alexis is going through the struggle of dealing with the conflict between self and others. Hence, 

the decision-making process would focus on evaluating how different options affects both Alexis 

and her relationship with others, thus exploring her strength and resources available to her.The 

worker should encourage Alexis to participate in the process of brainstorming and listing 

possible options for her current situation. This helps Alexis to further understand how she 

perceive herself, her pregnancy, hence extend to how others, including her parents, her boyfriend, 

her school and the society perceive her pregnancy. As there is a conflict between being true to 

herself and conforming to the responsibility to take care and not to hurt others, it would be 

important for both the worker and Alexis to understand what is her will, as she is the one 

responsible for her own body and future. Throughout the process, it is important to remind 

Alexis that her sense of worth should not be defined by whether she is able to perform the 

expectations imposed by others. Being autonomous does not mean to devalue oneself, but that all 

human being has the right to self-determinate. Dignity and worth are not acquired by satisfying 

other’s expectation but is inherent in every human being. Therefore preserving oneself is not 

mutually exclusive when committing and maintaining relationships.  

The advantage of using a gender perspective through ‘ethics of care’ in ethical decision-making 

is that it helps the work to understand how the client perceive self and others, hence better 

empower the client. The client also benefits as she was able to enhance self-understanding 

throughout the process. It provides a chance for clients to voice out. This echo social work’s 

function of empowering clients, to achieve personal growth and power over their environment, 
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which is the reflexive-therapeutic view. However, it emphasizes less on the problem-solving 

function, the individual-reformist view of social work’s function.  

In addition, the first step that social workers, regardless of the approaches he or she choose, is to 

deal with Alexis’ feelings and emotion, to create a safe, empathic and genuine atmosphere for 

her to express her concerns and feeling.  

 

Limitations of both approaches 

It may seem legitimate to say that Gilligan’s ‘ethics of care’ was able to compensate the lack of 

gender perspective of Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework. However I believe that 

gender is a reciprocal concept, hence, a holistic discussion of gender would require discussions 

from both women and also men. Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework and guidelines 

limitations are lacking a gender perspective. Yet the framework is aiming to provide a clearer 

guidelines for resolving ethical dilemmas, and gender perspective are often significant in ethical 

dilemmas. Hence, it is important for workers to also pay attention to the gender perspective. On 

the other hand, Gilligan’s ‘ethic of care’ provided insights on how female struggles in ethical 

dilemmas by comparing female and male in moral judgement. However, its limitation is that its 

over-generalized female. Although Gilligan stated that such socially constructed roles vary 

between different social and cultural context, it may still over-generalize female since different 

people were affected by their environment to a different extent. Social work practices 

emphasized the importance of individualization, that even growing up in the same environment 

does not make them homogeneous people. ‘Ethics of care’ was on a basis that female were 

significantly affected by the relationships they see as important. The idea may over-generalize 
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female by categorizing all female to be conformed to domestic roles and to maintain 

relationships in which conflicts are aroused. It was also criticised on the methodology as there 

was no male comparison group in GIlligan’s research, (Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 1990). 

Nonetheless, Gilligan’s ‘ethics of care’ was able to let women voice out and together with 

Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework, they provided a more comprehensive and client-

sensitive framework for dealing with ethical dilemmas.  

 

Insights on empowering women  

One of the social work function is the individual-reformist view, which is to provide service to 

help individual solve personal problems. Apart from this view, the reflexive-therapeutic view is 

also a function of social work, which is to empower clients, to achieve personal growth and 

fulfill human wishes and needs. Social work practice believes that all human beings have the 

inherent capacity and drive towards change, with the ability to make life more fulfilling. 

Therefore, empowerment is valued in social practice, aiming to enhance well-being. 

Empowerment involves discovering the strength and respecting client’s self-determination, as 

making the decision for the client would disempower the client and puts social workers in a 

superior status. ‘Ethics of care’ reminded workers how one’s sense of worth should not be 

defined by the ability to perform well in roles and expectations by others. Dignity and worth are 

inherent but not by satisfying other’s expectation but is inherent in every human being.  

 

Insights on empowering men  
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Both approaches gave demonstrations on how they work. However, both approaches focus on 

the female, which is Alexis and seems to left out the male, which is Patrick. McCarthy and 

Holliday (2004) emphasized on the equivalent influence of gender role on male. Different from 

women, the individual is men’s major concern. Indicators such as self-reliance are seen as 

whether a man is successful, hence, men are often reluctant in help-seeking as such behaviour 

would be considered as a failure. Loke and Lam (2014) conducted a research on adolescent 

pregnancy resolutions, concluding that further studies on how adolescent male perceive and get 

involved the decision-making process should be conducted. Current articles on adolescent 

pregnancy in Hong Kong focuses on empowering the female but neglected the male. The social 

worker may focus on the client but unaware that it is also important to empower the systems 

which the clients lives in. It was not just empowering Patrick that both approaches may put less 

emphasis on, but also empowering both Alexis and Patrick’s family and their school. It is 

essential for social workers not to jump into the conclusion that only the mother of the fetus has 

the right to make the decision, but that the father can also be empowered to get involved in the 

decision-making process when dealing with cases of adolescent pregnancy. Roberts (2013) has 

reported the increase of trend where both the mother and father were actively involved in 

decision-making for cases of adolescent pregnancy in the United Kingdom. The empowerment 

of both women and men should be strengthened.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, both Reamer’s ethical decision-making framework and Gilligan’s ‘ethics of care’ 

provided social workers with insights on dealing with ethical dilemmas, and they each have their 

advantages and limitations. Regardless of the approaches social worker choose, we must not fall 
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into the trap of over-generalization and labeling gender. For examples that the moral judgement 

of men would be necessarily opposite to women’s. The gender approach was to help social 

worker further understand the situation of clients, hence, come up a more comprehensive ethical 

decision-making process, in order to provide a more comprehensive service for clients by 

exploring more alternatives with the clients,  set directions for empowerment in the future. 

Individualization should be valued to avoid labeling. Indeed, gender perspectives provided us 

new insights on understanding adolescent pregnancy in a Hong Kong context. However apart 

from fighting for safeguarding and enhancing clients’ well-being, social workers should also 

rethink that whether ethics with such clear gender boundaries is still the most suitable one for the 

society of our times. 

 

(3510 words)  
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