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Obijective: This study aimed to examine the effect of professional role activation on the
ethical decision-making of attorneys, as well as the moderating role of their moral
foundations.

Method: The research adopted a quantitative approach and was conducted using a
quasi-experimental design with a 2x2 factorial structure. The statistical population
consisted of attorneys registered with the Tehran Bar Association, from whom 120
participants were selected through purposive convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria
required a minimum of three years of active legal practice and informed willingness to
participate. Participants moral foundations were first assessed using the MFQ-30
questionnaire, after which two professional role frameworks“zealous advocate” and
“justice-oriented advocate”were activated through a role-priming technique. Following a
manipulation-check procedure, participants responded to five ethical decision-making
scenarios reflecting real-world situations in legal practice. Data were analyzed using
independent t-tests, simple linear regression, and moderation regression models.
Results: The results indicated that professional role activation had a significant effect on
attorneys’ ethical decision-making (p < 0.05), with the experimental group scoring higher
than the control group. Regression analysis showed that the group variable explained
approximately 3.5% of the variance in ethical decision-making. Additionally, none of the
five moral foundation dimensions care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and purity displayed
a significant interaction effect with professional role activation in predicting ethical
decision-making.

Conclusions: Professional role activation can influence attorneys’ ethical decision-making;
however, the level of their moral foundations did not serve as a significant moderating factor
in this relationship.
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Introduction
This article examines how the activation of lawyers’ professional roles influences their

ethical decision-making. In legal practice, the tension between the obligation to zealously
defend the client and the commitment to principles of justice, honesty, and fairness renders
ethical decision-making particularly complex. Research indicates that ethical behavior is not
solely determined by stable personal traits; rather, the activation of a professional role can shift
the framework through which individuals evaluate moral issues, such that behaviors deemed
unethical in everyday life may appear justified within a professional context.

In the legal profession, professional norms can generate a form of “role morality” that
diverges from general morality. Ethical decision-making refers to the cognitive and evaluative
process through which individuals identify a moral issue, assess the potential consequences of
various options, and select a course of action consistent with ethical principles. In the context
of lawyering, such decisions carry significant individual and societal implications.The authors
draw on Moral Foundations Theory, which proposes five underlying moral dimensions: care,
fairness, loyalty, authority, and purity. These foundations help explain individual differences in
moral judgment as well as how professionals interpret the demands of their roles. They may
also function as moderating variables in the relationship between professional role activation
and ethical decision-making.A review of the literature shows that although research exists on
legal ethics and moral foundations, studies examining the simultaneous interaction of
professional role activation, moral foundations, and ethical decision-making among lawyers
remain limited. This gap is theoretically, pedagogically, and practically significant, as it may
clarify the divide between personal and professional morality, explain variations in lawyers
ethical decisions, and inform the development of more effective ethics education.Accordingly,
the present study aims to investigate the extent to which activating the professional role
influences lawyers ethical decision-making and whether moral foundations moderate this
relationship.

Method

The research adopted a quantitative approach and was conducted using a quasi-experimental
design with a 2x2 factorial structure. The statistical population consisted of attorneys registered
with the Tehran Bar Association, from whom 120 participants were selected through purposive
convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria required a minimum of three years of active legal
practice and informed willingness to participate. Participants’ moral foundations were first
assessed wusing the MFQ-30 questionnaire, after which two professional role
frameworks*“zealous advocate” and “justice-oriented advocate”were activated through a
role-priming technique. Following a manipulation-check procedure, participants responded to
five ethical decision-making scenarios reflecting real-world situations in legal practice. Data
were analyzed using independent t-tests, simple linear regression, and moderation regression
models.
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Results

The results indicated that professional role activation had a significant effect on attorneys’
ethical decision-making (p < 0.05), with the experimental group scoring higher than the control
group. Regression analysis showed that the group variable explained approximately 3.5% of
the variance in ethical decision-making. Additionally, none of the five moral foundation
dimensions care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and purity displayed a significant interaction effect
with professional role activation in predicting ethical decision-making.

Conclusions

This study examined how the activation of the professional role influences lawyers’ ethical
decision-making and whether moral foundations moderate this relationship. The findings indicated
that professional role activation significantly enhances lawyers’ ethical decision-making; lawyers
whose professional role was activated demonstrated higher levels of ethical decision-making
compared to those in the control group. These results suggest that highlighting professional identity
increases attention to professional norms and ethical standards within legal practice. Theoretical
perspectives on identity, social roles, role morality, and cognitive schemas all support the notion
that activating a professional role heightens moral sensitivity and directs individuals toward
professional ethical standards.

Another key finding was that moral foundations did not serve as a significant moderating
variable in the relationship between role activation and ethical decision-making. In other words, the
positive effect of professional role activation was observed regardless of individual differences in
moral orientations. This suggests that professional norms and institutional rules in the legal field are
sufficiently strong to overshadow variability in personal moral foundations. Thus, when the
professional role is activated, lawyers appear to rely more on professional obligations than on
personal moral intuitions.Overall, the study demonstrates that situational factors and professional
role activation play a critical role in shaping lawyers’ ethical behavior and can elevate their level of
ethical decision-making. Furthermore, although moral foundations are important in personal moral
judgment, they did not exert a moderating influence in this context. These results underscore the
importance of strengthening professional identity and ethics education in the training of
lawyers.The study’s limitations include the use of convenience sampling and reliance on
experimental scenarios, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings to broader
populations of lawyers or real-world legal settings. Future research should incorporate larger and
more diverse samples, employ more rigorous sampling methods, and examine additional variables
that may influence professional behavior and ethical decision-making among lawyers.
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