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Abstract: A risk-based reinterpretation of Weber’s ethic of responsibility can resolve core problems of
professional ethics (the role of values, the multilevel problem, etc.) and address current issues—such
as the social responsibility of professions or the accountability of professionals. From this perspective,
professions as organizations and professionals as their individual members share and distribute
responsibility (and risk) in that the primary responsibility of a profession is to provide domain-specific
quality standards, while that of individual professionals is to be able to justify service against those
standards on a case-by-case basis. In this way, as argued in the paper, professionalism translates
(sometimes conflicting) values into a case-specific quality.
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1. Introduction

In 1919, Max Weber presented his concept of the ethic of responsibility in his lecture
Politics as a Vocation. In principle, an ethic of responsibility is about taking responsibility
for the unintended but foreseeable consequences of one’s actions [1]. Weber saw this in
sharp contrast to an “ethic of conviction”: that one’s values justify one’s actions, regardless
of the consequences. A century later, Weber’s approach is still part of the political science
debate [2]. The task I have set myself in this paper is to show that Weber’s concept of a
responsibility ethic is suitable for use as a modern ethics of professional action. As we shall
see, there are a number of problems to be solved here, which I have summarized as the
value problem, the generalizability problem, and the multilevel problem.

First, the value problem: Which values, especially social values, should be taken into
account in professional action? In practical terms, such questions result in codes of ethics
with the open issue of the extent to which these reflect the reality of professional work [3].

Second, the generalizability problem: The concept of professional ethics should not
only apply to the professions of medicine and law but should also be generalizable to
nonparadigmatic professions such as architecture, psychology, or accounting (including
“new professionalism” [4]).

Third, even if the problem of values and generalizability appears to be solved, the
multilevel problem remains: Are ethical demands directed only at individual professionals
or, in a sense, also at the profession as a whole? Without addressing obligations at the
corporate level, professions could be reduced to groups of experts, raising questions—
about the power and influence of experts, and potential abuse—that have been widely
discussed since the 1960s [5]. Even today, some authors question whether the pervasive
influence of experts undermines democratic principles [6], and thus call for “democratic
professionalism” [7].

As an alternative to codes of ethics, the concept of responsibility is often brought into
play. In the legal profession, the notion of professional responsibility is long-established,
and refers not least to principles such as confidentiality and loyalty [8]. A more recent
example would be the volume by Mitchell and Ream [9], which aims to contribute to
the discussion on education and health care reform. Mitchell and Ream emphasize the
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knowledge provided by professions and the many social relations with stakeholders that
today’s professionals must navigate, highlighting the social values served by professionals
in health and education [9]. Unfortunately, in this way, the problem of values reappears
and seems to have only been repackaged, especially when it comes to social responsibility.
Commenting in the Mitchell and Ream volume, Brint describes the idea of professional
responsibility as “social idealism” [10] (p. 99). As I aim to show, evaluating responsibility
as an ethical principle depends on how it is understood.

My contribution seeks to demonstrate that, by reviving Weber’s concept of responsi-
bility ethic, a meaningful explication of professional responsibility is possible, and that it
solves the problems concerning values, generalizability, and multiple reference levels. The
argumentation in this paper is presented in Sections 2–6.

Section 2 briefly reviews the core value problem of professional ethics.
Section 3 introduces an understanding of professional responsibility as outlined by Max

Weber and Eliot Freidson. I use Freidson’s interpretation of professionalism as a filter to map
Weber’s ethic of responsibility onto a still-current understanding of professionalism.1

Section 4 links responsibility to the risk discourse, as reflected by Giddens [15] or
Renn [16]. The link to risk is considered under two characteristics of responsibility: respon-
sibility is relational (exists between several people) and responsibility can be shared. One
conclusion is that professions (as corporations) and professionals (as individuals) share
and distribute responsibility (and risk) in that the main responsibility of a profession is to
set domain-specific quality standards, whereas that of individual professionals is to refer to
these standards. This can have ambivalent consequences for the individual professional.
With the qualified application of standards, the professional can take greater risks than he
or she would normally be prepared to take (e.g., in surgical procedures). In organizational
contexts, however, this type of professional risk premium can be used by the organization
to take greater risks through individual professionals, while leaving ultimate responsibility
with the professional (“responsibilization” [17]).

Section 5 summarizes the concept of professional responsibility. We can say, facing
risks, and taking into account today’s multi-relationality of professional responsibility,
professional service consists of translating values into quality. We will see that social
responsibility is the new form of the demand for professional altruism.

Section 6 presents the discussion. It focuses first on examining the responsibility-based
approach in relation to the current requirements of professional ethics, and finally on
a discussion of its novelty value—for an understanding of Weber’s work as well as for
democratic professionalism [7], demanding that professionals share responsibility more
actively with citizens.

2. Values—A Core Problem of Professional Ethics

In this section, I will briefly revisit the value problem. The issue of values runs through
the long discussion on professional ethics, which we could trace back even to Durkheim [18]
or Tawney [19]. The discussion that continues today began with the question of the altruism
of professions, moved on to a consideration of codes of ethics, and ended—according to
the current state of affairs—with a return to the practiced value orientation as we find it
among professionals. I outline this development in three steps:

(1) The discussion of ethics and professions was shaped by Talcott Parsons. In his article
for the International Encyclopedia of Social Sciences, Parsons wrote that “a full-fledged
profession must have some institutional means of making sure that such competence
will be put to socially responsible uses” [20] (p. 535). Consequently, within academic
textbooks, “altruism” has become a hallmark of professions [21]. However, already in
the 1960s and 1970s there were different, influential, interpretations of professions,
which saw them in the context of capitalist power structures [22], as an upward
mobility project of bourgeois groups, or the “professional project” [23]. Viewed from
such perspectives, altruism on the part of professions seems unlikely.
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(2) What we can observe is that professions are developing codes of ethics. This has
shifted the discussion so that professional ethics revolve around codes of ethics. The de-
velopment of a code of ethics may be taken as an expression of professionalization [24].
Many professions have developed codes of ethics, often oriented towards the Hip-
pocratic Oath in medicine [25] and occasionally supported by ethical–philosophical
considerations on the adequate criteria for such [3,26]. Abbott distilled characteristics
of the use of professional codes of ethics, emphasizing that the code of ethics is a
corporate phenomenon [27]. In a neo-Weberian approach, codes of ethics would
represent a defensive tool to justify a form of market monopoly [11].

(3) Years later, Abbott emphasized the role of values in professional practice [28], similar
to Durkheim [18], but without the Durkheimian assumption that group norms and
commitments emerge from professional work. From a philosophical point of view,
professional practice could in principle be grounded in social values [29], seeing
professions as “inherently ethical practices” [30] (p. 7). If we want to avoid referring
to values, we could instead consider the professional sense of obligation in terms of
virtue. I see in this context the sociological discussion about phronesis in professional
practice [31–33]; Aristotle classically defined phronesis as practical wisdom or pru-
dence, representing a kind of virtue. From a philosophical perspective, professionality
as such could even be seen as a special—i.e., professional—virtue [34].

The question of values becomes problematic in cases of misconduct. The problem
arises from the discrepancy between, on the one hand, the high values such as health or jus-
tice with which some professions can be legitimized, and, on the other hand, repeated cases
of abuse and numerous violations. The literature on individual misconduct by professions
abounds, not only in the medical and legal professions [35–38], but also in professional
fields where the individual and social stakes are not so high, such as social work [39] or
higher education [40]. Some professions, such as accounting, can even face widespread sus-
picion of misleading the public in order to benefit their clients [41]. The practical solution,
as mentioned, is codes of ethics, which seem to reassure the general public.

3. Weber, Freidson

In this section, I will introduce first Weber’s concept of an ethic of responsibility and
then Freidson’s remarks on professional responsibility. For both Weber and Freidson,
responsibility was not a systematic term. In this paper, I argue that their reflections, taken
together, provide a solid basis for rethinking professional ethics.

3.1. Weber: An Ethic of Responsibility—In Terms of Objective Rationality

Although Max Weber had already introduced the ethic of responsibility as part of his
1917 epistemological paper on Wertfreiheit (value neutrality) [12], it became popularized
in the printed transcript of his lecture Politics as a Vocation, which was presented during
a turbulent period in German history, following a lost war and at the beginning of the
country’s first constitutional democracy. However, the weightiest criticism of this concept
comes from Weber’s own work and relates to rational social action. Therefore, I supplement
my introduction with a justification of the ethic of responsibility by an improved, Weberian
explication of the concept of rationality.

3.1.1. Weber’s Outline of the Ethic of Responsibility

Weber defined the ethic2 of responsibility as “you must answer for the (foreseeable)
consequences of your actions” and distinguished it from the ethic of conviction as two
mutually exclusive normative or moral approaches.

We need to be clear that all ethically oriented action can be guided by either
of two fundamentally different, irredeemably incompatible maxims: it can be
guided by an ‘ethics of conviction’ or an ‘ethics of responsibility’. [. . .] there is
a profound abyss between acting in accordance with the maxim governing an
ethics of conviction and acting in tune with an ethics of responsibility. In the
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former case this means, to put it in religious terms: ‘A Christian does what is
right and leaves the outcome to God’, while in the latter you must answer for the
(foreseeable) consequences of your actions. [1] (p. 83)

In the concluding passages of the lecture, Weber speaks about the personality required
of a politician. In this context, Weber seems to blur the strict dichotomy between the ethic
of responsibility and that of conviction.

[. . .] I find it immeasurably moving when a mature human being—whether young
or old in actual years is immaterial—who feels the responsibility he bears for the
consequences of his own actions with his entire soul and who acts in harmony
with his ethics of responsibility reaches the point where he says, “Here I stand, I
can do no other”. That is authentically human and cannot fail to move us. For
this is a situation that may befall any of us at some point, if we are not inwardly
dead. In this sense an ethics of responsibility and an ethics of conviction are
not absolute antitheses, but are mutually complementary, and only when taken
together do they constitute the authentic human being who is capable of having a
“vocation for politics.” [1] (p. 92)3

The problem with this argumentation is that Weber himself presupposes that individ-
ual human behavior can in principle follow several types of social action. Weber introduced
four such types of social action [44] (p. 115): instrumental-rational (zweckrational), value-
rational (wertrational), affectual (affektuell), and traditional (traditional). For example,
spontaneously assisting others out of a sense of solidarity could be an example of purely
value-rational action; finding and making one’s way home by public transportation might
be an example of purely instrumental-rational action. If we understand “conviction” as
predominantly value-oriented and assume a substantial influence of values on our ac-
tions, which may not be visible at every moment, the strict distinction between an ethic of
responsibility and an ethic of conviction does not seem justified.

3.1.2. Starr’s Review of Weber’s Outline of the Ethic of Responsibility

In reviewing Weber’s concept of an ethic of responsibility, Starr argues that the two
ethics represent different worldviews or types of morality [45]. Starr introduces Weber’s
distinction between the ethic of responsibility and of conviction in parallel with Weber’s
types of social action, and points out that these two distinctions are related but have still to
be separated. According to Starr, the dichotomy between responsibility versus conviction
must be seen on a higher-ordered, “theoretical” level of rationality than the rationality
of types of social action (p. 413). Weber’s dichotomy of two ethics refers to values: for
the ethic of conviction, values are “arranged in a rationally unified hierarchy” (p. 413);
in contrast, the ethic of responsibility is based on the awareness of an “inevitable and
irresolvable value conflict” (p. 409), but also on awareness of the fact that rational action
has to be informed by values. In closing, Starr explains the contradiction, in which Weber’s
lecture first introduced the ethic of responsibility and of conviction as driven “by two
fundamentally different, irredeemably incompatible maxims”, yet concluded by calling
them “mutually complementary.” Starr argues that Weber had switched the meaning of the
dichotomy, addressing in the last section of the lecture not two worldviews—or types of
morality—but two forms of social action (p. 427): value-rational action (instead of ethic of
conviction) versus instrumental-rational action (instead of ethic of responsibility).

To support his argument, Starr refers to the analyses by Kalberg and Levine [46,47].
They argued that Weber’s work on rationalization is based on an implicit differentiation
between subjective and objective forms of rationality. Types of social action such as value-
rational action and instrumental-rational action represent subjective rationality and define
individual behavior. Objective rationality refers to the institutional level and patterns of
collective behavior. According to Kalberg and Levine, objective rationality takes on four
forms: (1) instrumental or practical rationality (to survive by following practical rules);
(2) conceptual or theoretical rationality (basing decisions on an elaborated, consistent
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concept of the world); (3) substantive rationality (structuring actions with regard to basic
value postulates); and (4) formal rationality (procedures, with disregard to persons) [46,47].
The process of rationalization can refer to any of these forms (also independently); for
instance, formal rationalization has been advanced by industrialization, and conceptual
rationality by the growth of science. The point to make is that the ethic of conviction can
apply and be based, even today, on substantive rationality: “Only action oriented to substantive
rationality has the potential to introduce methodical ways of life that subjugate the practical
rational way of life based on interests, the formal rational orientation to rules, and reality’s
stream of disjointed occurrences.” [46] (p. 1165). Based on substantive rationality, it is still
possible today to orient one’s everyday life entirely according to various religious value
systems, i.e., to an ethic of conviction. However, following Starr, there is no similar rational
basis for an ethic of responsibility, particularly due to the lack of an “apparent overarching
rationality”:

These struggles [between values and between rationalities, in and between dif-
ferent spheres of life] are not susceptible to rational resolution precisely because
what counts as rational is designated differently within each of the warring fac-
tions, and there is no apparent overarching rationality that can mediate between
the intersecting values and spheres. Here we have the context of Weber’s ethic of
responsibility. What stance is available to the ethically serious person in such a
world? [45] (p. 424)

To come to a first conclusion: Weber’s distinction between an ethic of responsibility
and an ethic of conviction cannot be justified by reference to subjective rationalities of social
action, but represents types of morality (maxims, worldviews) that particularly differ in
objective rationality. Whereas the ethic of conviction can be linked to substantive rationality
with defined value systems, the ethic of responsibility lacks any link to an overarching
objective rationality and is based on an awareness of “inevitable and irresolvable value
conflict” [45] (p. 409).

3.2. Freidson: Personal Professional Responsibility and the “Institutional Ethics” of Professions

Freidson treated professional responsibility not as an ethical principle but as a phe-
nomenon of professional work, arising at three levels: first, the level of personal responsibility
for clients; second, the collegial, work-organizing level; third, the corporate level of the
profession. Freidson’s emphasis was on personal responsibility as a professional commitment.

3.2.1. Personal Professional Responsibility

In his seminal work Profession of Medicine, Freidson emphasized how professional
work is characterized by responsibility [48]. Referring to Carr-Saunders and Wilson [49],
he called this a “sense of responsibility for the integrity of practice and its consequences
for the patient” [48] (p. 161). “Medical responsibility”, Freidson wrote, “is responsibility
for the patient’s well-being, and the exercise of medical responsibility is seen as the basis
and key action of the practicing physician.” (p. 165). This responsibility is personal, direct,
and consequential. Freidson characterizes professional responsibility not as a state of
consciousness, but rather as a performance that is linked to the task and to the client.
Freidson noted “the clinician not only assumes responsibility for his work, but even revels
in it” (p. 182). In his late work Professionalism: The Third Logic, Freidson spoke not of
responsibility but rather “commitment to work” [50] (pp. 107–109), in which “satisfaction
is intrinsic to the performance of work that is interesting and challenging because it is
complex and requires the exercise of discretion” (p. 108).

In Profession of Medicine, Freidson also described a “characteristic limitation” of the
practitioner’s sense of responsibility [48] (p. 182): The emphasis is on personal responsibility
rather than general or “communal” responsibility (p. 164). Communal responsibility
would refer to “all tasks and clients of all members of one’s profession” (p. 182). Freidson
concluded “It is the sense of personal responsibility that lays the heaviest qualification on
the behavior of the individual practitioner in his everyday work” (p. 182). Abbott also
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touches on this point of personal responsibility or commitments of professionals in his
reflections on a processual sociology [28]. He uses “value” as a collective term for the
personal sense of obligation that professionals feel in their work. If this personal value or
commitment is not taken into account, we face a “contradiction between professionalism as
explained and professionalism as experienced” (p. 258).

3.2.2. Collegial, Work-Organizing Level

According to Freidson, morality at the collegial level is—somewhat surprisingly—
relegated to the background. Durkheim saw the starting point of professional ethics
precisely in the specific “moral milieu” [18] (p. 29) represented by the professional group,
which for Durkheim is the source of professional norms and obligations. According to
Freidson, on the contrary, a lack of communal responsibility is precisely the reason for the
emergence of codes of professional ethics [50]. Codes of ethics provide a generalized view of
a profession’s service, by translating ethics to the “use of specialized skills in circumstances
not familiar to lay people but involving similar sins” (p. 215), such as conflicts of interest.

However, for Freidson, responsibility also serves to organize professional work in
contexts involving apprentices. In Profession of Medicine, Freidson referred in his pre-
sentation largely to the volume by Becker and colleagues [51]: “For a student to obtain
responsibility was to obtain a privilege reflecting positive evaluation of his capacities by his
superiors.” [48] (p. 167). The guiding principles in the clinical context studied, which also
serves as a medical school, are the “values of medical responsibility and clinical experience”
(p. 165). Here, responsibility defines status and privilege within a work context as well as a
positive frame for commitment within an organization.

3.2.3. Corporate Level of the Profession, Institutional Level of Professionalism

Freidson never tired of emphasizing in his work that professions are corporate in
nature [52]. This is most evident in professional associations. According to Freidson, they
serve for “attempting to persuade society to grant and sustain its professional status” [48]
(p. 200). Codes of ethics may be considered a mechanism of intra-professional control,
however, “Even when clear an unequivocal incompetence or unethicality is revealed, there
is considerable reluctance to exert controls” (pp. 180–181). Severe consequences such as a
loss of license seem to result more often from adverse publicity than internal control. As
Freidson noted, discipline within the profession can be carried out “on a more informal
basis” (p. 162), for instance through loss of reputation and personal boycott (p. 183) of an
incompetent or dishonest colleague.

With Freidson, if we look for the responsibility of the professions, we find it instead in
the context of the “soul of professionalism” invoked in his book Professionalism: The Third
Logic [50]. Particularly, Freidson distinguishes between, on the one hand, the professional
codes of ethics that reflect “practice ethics” and on the other hand “institutional ethics”.
Institutional ethics are concerned with framework conditions of professional work; for
instance, “the way practice is financed, administered, and controlled in the concrete places
where professionals work” (p. 216). The institutional ethics of professionalism should
preserve the “freedom to judge and choose the ends of work” (p. 217). Brint sought to
further define the characteristics of Freidson’s institutional ethics, including “services also
for the needy” [53] (p. 109), “high-quality service”, and “commitment to a ‘transcendent’
value (health, justice, etc.)” (p. 110).

In summary, Freidson’s understanding of responsibility, unlike Weber’s, is based on
professional practice. According to Freidson, codes of ethics serve more of a defensive, even
relieving, function. The corporate responsibility of professions seems to rest on helping to
shape a society’s “institutional ethics” in which professional practice is embedded.

4. Risk and Responsibility in Professional Work

In this section, I link the analysis of professional responsibility to the discourse of
risk. I begin by briefly introducing the connection between the discourses of risk and
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responsibility. I then show the implications for professional responsibility, first by looking
at the standard professional–client model of professional work: a professional provides a
personal, knowledge-based service to a client. Second, I consider responsibility and risk in
professional work in the context of organizations and corporations.

4.1. Linking the Discourses of Risk and Responsibility

The risk discourse seems to provide an appropriate framework for considering the
consequences on which Weber’s definition of the responsibility ethic—”you must answer
for the (foreseeable) consequences of your actions”—is based. However, the foundations
for mathematical risk assessment were laid only after World War II with the work of von
Neumann and Morgenstern [54]. At the latest after the Chernobyl disaster in 1986, the risk
discourse gained importance through questions of the necessary technology assessment.
The risk discourse was supported by sociological studies such as Beck’s Risk Society [55]. In
the same context, the concept of responsibility was also discussed anew. Jonas’ conception
of responsibility for the future should be mentioned in particular [56]. Jonas states “Put
epigrammatically: the possibility of there being responsibility in the world, which is bound
to the existence of men, is of all objects of responsibility the first” (p. 99). This responsibility
refers in particular to the man-made possibilities and risks of technology, from medicine
to nuclear power (pp. 17–20). For Jonas, this leads to the “duty to ensure a future”
(p. 38). Strydom, referring to Jonas, addressed “responsibility” as a “new master frame” for
addressing and integrating different societal risk debates, particularly in environmental
policy and issues of global sustainable development [57]. Sena provides an account of how
the discourses of risk and responsibility have come together [58].

As did Sena [58], I refer to Giddens’ contribution to The Modern Law Review, on the
relationship between risk and responsibility [15]. His starting point was the distinction
between risk and danger (similarly Luhmann [59]) and the observation that in modern
societies external risks (dangers) become internal, workable, decidable risks (with strong
reference to Beck [55]). Giddens speaks of “manufactured risks,” i.e., new (often poorly
understood) risks resulting from human development, particularly science and technol-
ogy [15] (p. 4). Technology, legislation, and also professional practice translate “foreign”
nature into workable tasks with a calculable outcome, i.e., risks. For manufactured risks,
questions of responsibility come into play because someone has decided on measures,
taken risks, and thus made themselves responsible. Giddens discussed the consequences
for the welfare state: how does welfare change when risks such as illness or job loss are
understood as being manufactured?

In the convergence of risk and responsibility discourse over the past 20 years, not only
has a standard for risk governance developed in Europe [16,60], covering all risks, whether
man-made or not, but also some productive characteristics of responsibility have emerged
more clearly in this context. These include the following.

First, responsibility can be shared. For example, the Australian National Strategy for
Disaster Resilience [61] is based on this approach, the application of which “is a shared
responsibility between governments, communities, businesses and individuals.” (p. iii).

Second, responsibility is relational. In her review paper, Sena defines responsibility
as “a relational process” due to the fact that “the outcome of risk management will not be
determined by one or more actors’ power to influence the decision-making process” [58]
(p. 87).

These two characteristics are also discussed in philosophy: that responsibility can be
shared [62] and is relational [63]. They are also reflected in the risk governance approach;
for example, in distributed responsibility [60].

4.2. Professional Responsibility within the Professional–Client Model: Sharing Responsibility with
the Profession

The standard professional–client model of professional work has been described very
clearly by Hughes [64], for example. According to Hughes, professionals “profess” (p. 2);
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they make claims about expertise and competence, interacting with states and clients,
seeking to obtain a “mandate” (p. 3). It is in the professional–client model that the personal
responsibility of professionals, as Freidson portrayed it, comes into its own. In Freidson’s
words, “the ideology of professionalism claims that its specialization is fitted to individual
tasks rather than standardized production” [50] (p. 111). This is where risk comes in,
because the treatment of “individual tasks” often rests on unspecified knowledge and risky
consequences, or as Evetts wrote “Professionals are extensively engaged in dealing with risk,
with risk assessment and, through the use of expert knowledge, enabling customers and
clients to deal with uncertainty” [4] (p. 781). This would fit with Luhmann’s definition of
responsibility as “taking over the risk of others,” where responsibility “absorbs uncertainty,”
can substitute for missing information, and creates an “equivalent of certainty” [65].

The professional–client model is essentially concerned with “mandated” risks, i.e.,
those risks that are assumed via professional mandate. For example, in case of a medical
emergency such as possible appendicitis, one would not consult a random friend, but
rather a qualified doctor (preferably with access to the necessary healthcare infrastructure);
similar arguments can be made for architecture and accounting services. In the case of
a medical need, one is (or at least should be) aware of the risk, especially if consulting
a practitioner who is willing to try unorthodox methods—such as spiritual laying on of
hands. In some cases, such as architecture or accounting, the client may not perceive any
risk in doing things themselves (e.g., drafting a blueprint for one’s home) and only realize
the risk taken after the fact—when damage and expense occur.

The professional–client model implies a mandate by which a client allows a profes-
sional to handle risk on their behalf; that is, to exercise professional discretion. Discretion
differentiates professional work from work in hierarchical planning structures or pure
market conditions [50,66,67]: Society grants professions—and their individual members—
discretion in their work, i.e., to consider a case from the perspective of a particular pro-
fession. As Molander and Grimen argued, discretion has a structural and an epistemic
aspect [68]. The structural aspect can be described with discretionary power, and concerns
the delegation of societal decision-making to professions [69,70]. Freidson justifies the
discretionary power of professions through a specific, “third” logic of professionalism,
aside from bureaucratic and market-driven logics of organizing work [50]. This power
raises the question of whether discretion conflicts with democratic control of work [6,68].

The epistemic aspect of discretion puts the focus on reasoning and judgment: “Discre-
tion, as a kind of reasoning, exhibits the characteristic features of practical arguments” [68]
(p. 173), leading from a “description of a situation” to an “action” (p. 171).4 Instead of
discretion as reasoned judgment, we can speak, as does Abbott, of “inference” which
“takes the information of diagnosis and indicates a range of treatments with their predicted
outcomes,” [71] (p. 40). As Abbott argues, inference is a “purely professional act” (ibid.).
Thus, if we look for a characteristic of discretion that is both epistemologically and ethically
relevant, it would be professional inference, this inference being based on or referring to
highly abstracted knowledge [52,71,72].

What does discretion mean for professional responsibility? For individual profession-
als, the responsibility relates to inferences and justification. First, professionals must make
an objectively rational, scientifically based assessment of both the client’s situation and the
options for action (i.e., making inferences) and act accordingly when appropriate. Second,
professionals must, in principle, be able to justify their inferences. The easiest way to make
inferences and justifications is to refer to the standards that are set by the profession [73].
As a first result (still to be further specified), we can say the following: It is the personal
responsibility of the professional to manage risk for the client with possible reference to
professional standards; in other words, to come to professionally justifiable inferences for a
specific case. Consequently, the need to justify personal professional discretion implies a
corporate responsibility of the profession to provide and develop the standards on which
personal professional inference can be based.
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In the context of risk, the professional–client model goes hand in hand with shared
responsibility. Although in this model the primary responsibility lies with the individual
professional, there remains a residual risk for other parties. On the client side, this includes
not only the risk of choosing an appropriate professional (do I have the right doctor? A
good tax advisor?), but also the cooperation in the professional–client relationship (e.g.,
taking prescribed medications correctly or carefully documenting personal income).

Responsibility is shared not only between client and professional, but also between
professional and profession. The profession should not only develop standards, but also
provide appropriate forms of continuing education or opportunities for knowledge sharing,
such as conferences. Professionals, in turn, should keep abreast of evolving professional
standards and opportunities for continuing education. The sharing of responsibilities
fulfills a relief function both for clients in relation to professionals and for professionals in
relation to the profession [74,75]. In terms of risk relief this means, as I put it more generally,
“If a person acting in a position of high responsibility—such as a doctor or a politician—
would at any moment realize the amount of uncertainty and risk involved, he or she would
hold off or refrain from taking decisions. It is therefore vitally important for responsibilities
to be regulated by roles, standards, laws—and social structures in general.” [76] (p. 267).

As a preliminary conclusion, we can say that even in the consideration of the professional–
client relationship, when factoring in risk, the profession comes back into play. Professionals
can be relieved by sharing responsibility with the profession.

4.3. Professional Responsibility in Organizational Contexts: The Relational Nature
of Responsibility

The current sociological discussion has moved away from the professional–client
model [14]. As Brint noted in the discussion of professional responsibility, expertise
today is largely organized, i.e., integrated into the division of labor in companies or
administrations [10]. To some extent, the processes that take place here can be captured
under the title “discourse of professionalism” meaning professionalism as a value and
ideology that also serves for governing work [4], e.g., in appeals to work as or like “a
professional” So, the organizational context includes the following:

1. New forms of organizational control: We find professionalism as a “disciplinary logic
which describes ‘autonomous’ professional practice within a network of accountability
and governs professional conduct at a distance” [77] (p. 280).

2. Increased accountability: We find increased reference to certified expertise, leading
to a “responsibilization” of professionals in organizations [17], most probably due to
greater emphasis on legal compliance [78].

3. A recombination of tasks: We see a “hybridization” of professional work, often in
combination with managerial approaches, now focusing on how to control highly
qualified work [79], as extensively researched for work in hospitals [80].

4. Globalization of work relations: Last but not least, we see the rise of global professional
firms, for instance in law, accounting, engineering, or architecture, with transnational
professional standards and work regimes [81].

The new organizational context both limits and reshapes professional discretion.
The organizational context also makes it necessary to define the concept of respon-

sibility in more detail. Closer examination reveals the relational nature of responsibility.
Terms of responsibility are “ascribable or attributed in the form of multi-place predicates”
or “structural terms” [63] (p. 16), the analysis of which requires the following elements:
somebody is responsible for something (actions, consequences. . .) towards (an addressee)
before (an instance) in relation to (criterion, norm, value. . .) within the framework of an area of
responsibility. . . (p. 16). We find discussion of the relational nature of responsibility in both
the sociological literature and the self-reflection of the professions. From the point of view
of professions, Montgomery argues similarly [82] (pp. 83–84), distinguishing four classes of
stakeholders to which professional responsibility relates: (a) “discretionary stakeholders”
such as educational institutions and professional societies; (b) “demanding stakeholders”
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such as advocacy groups and the media; (c) “dominant stakeholders” such as government
bodies and employing organizations, which dominate via the authority they exert; and
(d) “dependent stakeholders” such as students, patients, or clients, which Montgomery
termed “vulnerable,” noting

[. . .] the imbalance of power between the professional and these [dependent]
stakeholders, who are located in the inner ring of the stakeholder map, places
a higher moral expectation on professionals to honor their responsibility, both
morally and legally, to these more vulnerable stakeholders. [82] (p. 84)

The concept of responsibility as introduced here shares many features with that of
accountability, in particular its relational character [83,84]. However, responsibility and
accountability differ in the locus of quality control. Accountability means to conform to
specific standards set by someone else, the “accountability arrangements” [83], mostly referring
to the operational context in companies or state bureaucracies. Similarly, Pellizzoni defines
accountability as an “ex post” pull factor [85] (p. 548), i.e., someone is made accountable
to specific norms and else might even face sanctions [86]. In the case of responsibility, the
locus of controlling quality remains with the bearer of responsibility. With responsibility,
according to Weber, potential conflicts of value should be considered. In the case of the
professional–client model, there may be a conflict of values between the norms of the
professions on the one hand and the particular concerns of the client on the other, with
the professional required to reach a professionally appropriate decision or resolution. If
corresponding “accountability arrangements” exist, these determine the decision.

The interplay of accountability and responsibility illustrates the problems of (certified)
professionals in organizations. Put simply, in organizations, there is an accountability
associated with the performance of a task that rests with the employee and is to be separated
from the responsibility for the consequences of the performance of the task (wrong goods
delivered; unexpected death of an inpatient in a hospital...), which must first be attributed
to the organization and is only sometimes passed on to the employee (through dismissal,
etc.). From the employee’s point of view, additional responsibility relationships arise. Let us
take the example of psychologists working in a prison. They have a client relationship with
the prisoners, a (loose) relationship with their profession, and an employment relationship
with the prison as an organization, which may include conducting tests on individual
prisoners that justify certain measures (solitary confinement). For the professional, the
availability of standardized tests usually represents a relief function, a responsibility shared
with the profession. This advantage—a kind of risk premium—can now be used by the
organization to shift responsibility to the (certified) professional. This is the phenomenon
of “responsibilization” reported by Le Bianic [17]).

5. The Concept of Professional Responsibility

In this section, I sketch the concept of professional responsibility that is based on
Weber’s ethic of responsibility. I then present some implications for thinking about pro-
fessional altruism. To conclude, I revisit the three core problems for an understanding of
professional ethics, as introduced at the outset of this paper.

5.1. The Concept of Professional Responsibility—Providing Quality

What are the implications for a concept of professional responsibility? Let us begin
with professional responsibility as a corporate phenomenon. The responsibility of a profes-
sion rests here: Define the quality of a domain-specific type of service by highlighting best practices,
setting norms and standards, etc. against a background of values and knowledge—not as standard-
ization but as a reference for discretion (or inference) in individual professional practice.

The social closure of a profession is less about expert knowledge than about defining
quality criteria for services in a domain. Medical and scientific knowledge is largely public
and anything but secret, but the quality criteria for good surgery or scientific practice are
defined by the medical and scientific professions, respectively. The benefits and costs of
medical interventions are the subject of social and political debate, but the criteria that



Societies 2024, 14, 183 11 of 19

define a brain tumor or what constitutes a successful appendectomy remain a technical
matter for the medical profession. This view represents a combination of a neo-Weberian
view of the social closure of professions [11] and thinking along the lines of Baer about
professional standards for skills, qualifications, diagnoses, treatments, etc. [73], which are
essentially conveyed through education, training, or exchange within a profession.

There are other implications:

1. For the individual professional, the ability to refer to quality standards set by the
profession means sharing responsibility for professional practice with the profession.
The shared responsibility provided by the profession allows the individual profes-
sional to prudently assume greater risks in providing professional services (mandated
risks) than they would likely be willing to assume in the absence of this professional
framework of qualifications and standards.

2. From this perspective, it becomes understandable why codes of professional ethics
are a corporate matter for the professions, as both Freidson [48] and Abbott [27] have
pointed out, rather than for individual professional practice. Given the implicit risks
of professional practice, such codes of ethics serve to reduce the burden on members
of the profession as well as to discipline them.

The individual professional’s responsibility mainly arises from their relationship to
the profession and to their own clients. The individual professional is required to respond
to both the profession and the client. The responsibility of the professional is to exercise his/her
service in a way that he/she is able to justify the service against the profession’s quality standards
(by applying, redefining, or rejecting them in a specific case).

There are other implications:

1. In order to justify their professional practice, individuals may be required to im-
prove their expertise and knowledge to meet the quality standards required by their
professional bodies. This leads to a certain pressure for continuing education and
orientation, which is exerted on the individual professional and which the profession
helps to alleviate through conferences and continuing education programs (e.g., in
architecture [87]).

2. For the individual professional, the relational nature of responsibility comes to the
fore. When professionals work in organizations (e.g., as doctors in a hospital, in
an industrial enterprise, or even in a prison), these relationships are multiplied. As
already described, this can lead to a hybrid form of professionalism [79], for example
when a job requires management functions and skills. The reference to professional
quality can also be used by the organization (to legitimize practices) and thus increase
the accountability of the employed professional (“responsibilization” [17]).

5.2. What Can Be Considered Professional Altruism? Social Responsibility; Translating Values
into Quality

The congruence of the public interest and that of a profession cannot be presup-
posed [88], and neither can altruism, i.e., that professions put competence “to socially
responsible uses” (Parsons [20]). Personal altruism seems neither sufficient nor necessary
to exert professional service, whereas a specific education and accreditation are. Personal
altruism may trigger the choice of one’s occupation (as participation motivation), for in-
stance in the health services, and support professional practice. However, if altruism is
part of a profession’s ideology, such as among firefighters, then it will be demonstrated in
fulfilling the role, such as during selfless operations to rescue strangers from burning build-
ings. Then, altruism is an expectation of performing this profession. For most professions,
simpler standards apply.

Therefore, what does “altruism” mean in the case of professions? It cannot mean
an unmitigated, universal willingness to sacrifice oneself for others; that would not be
a paid profession, but something along these lines resonates. From the perspective of
responsibility as a “master frame” (Strydom [57]), altruism can be interpreted as social
responsibility in the sense of Parsons, who spoke of “socially responsible uses” Transferring
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altruism from the value canon, where values gain something absolute, to the responsibility
frame has several advantages from the perspective of the professions. First, responsibility
can be shared. Social responsibility can be viewed both individually and corporately, in the
latter case affecting the profession as a whole. Because responsibility can be shared, social
responsibility can be viewed as additive: the core professional activity can be complemented
by individual activities that count as socially responsible, such as evening charity events or
“pro bono” services by legal firms [89]. Second, responsibility is relational. The question
arises of to whom social responsibility must be exercised: Toward all, or only specific
customers? Toward the community? To the state? This relationality opens up a broad range
of opportunities to demonstrate oneself as altruistic via exercising social responsibility
toward a selected social group related to a profession or professional service. It is therefore
not surprising that corporate social responsibility is attractive to so many professions,
precisely because it also means cultivating relationships (e.g., in accounting [90]).

As can be seen from authors such as Bayles [29], there is a multiplicity of obligations
for professionals precisely because their responsibility is relational and sharable. This
multiplicity may relate not only to “transcendent” values such as health and justice, which
are associated with the medical and legal professions and are not as readily apparent to
other professions such as accounting, but also to more, or less, functional values around
the professional services: availability and communicability, or scientificity, rationality,
efficiency, but also empathy and humanity, and not to forget, sustainability [91]. These
values can be very different depending on the individual and context, and can potentially
conflict with each other. Such conflicts become evident when time pressure comes into
play: professionals must sometimes act under time pressure, balancing between speed
versus thoroughness of a service—taking into account the client’s situation and their own
organizational context, etc. From Weber’s perspective, responsibility here means acting
appropriately in the face of such a conflict of values or obligations. And perhaps what is
specific to professionalism is to turn such conflicts into a professional quality of performance,
e.g., a therapeutic treatment under time and cost pressures; or agreeing a plea-bargain to
avoid a protracted and costly court case. We can put it this way: professionalism translates
values into a quality (in a given context, maybe related to a conflict of values).

How professions translate values into quality can be understood in the case of ar-
chitecture, a profession that is confronted with conflicting values on a daily basis. A
well-researched example is the role of architecture in heritage conservation [92]. Conser-
vation is committed to the authenticity of an object, for instance a building, but from a
municipal perspective, economic uses would be desirable. Such value conflicts can hinder
development [92]. With the help of an architectural solution, such as a spectacular extension
as an entrance to the building, a quality can be created—with the addition of other values,
in this case accessibility and aesthetics—that makes a compromise in use possible. Similar
examples are found in other professions, for example in accounting, when a tax return has
to be prepared that serves both legal formality and cost efficiency.

5.3. Three Problems of Professional Ethics Revisited

Can a responsibility-based approach solve the three problems mentioned?
I start with the multilevel problem: are ethical demands directed only at individual

professionals or, in a certain sense, also at the profession as a whole? As argued, both
levels have to be addressed. Key is the sharing of responsibility between professions and
professionals. A professional can assume greater risk (without perhaps realizing it) by
having the backing of the profession—e.g., by using standards and sharing knowledge—
than if the profession did not exist and there were only individual experts. Sharing
responsibility solves the multilevel problem. Both levels—the individual professionals as
experts and the profession as an organization—are addressees of ethical demands.

Second, the problem of generalizability: The concept of professional ethics should
not only apply to the professions of medicine and law, but should also be generalizable
to modern nonparadigmatic professions such as architecture, psychology, or accounting.
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The problem of generalizability is solved by the fact that, according to Weber, we do not
have to start from central values in order to understand professional responsibility, but
from the risk associated with professional action; for Weber, this is the consideration of the
consequences of one’s own professional action. There is no specific reference to a central
value for every profession, but there is a reference to risk. What is specific to professional
action is that risk is shared between individual experts and their wider profession.

Last but not least, the value problem: which values, especially social values, should be
taken into account in professional action? As mentioned, Weber’s concept of an ethic of
responsibility is based on the acceptance of conflicts of values. The relationship between
the values and the professions is thus loosened and can only be one of facilitation rather
than one of obligation. Professions as organizations can—but do not have to—legitimize
their work by referring to core values. For translation into individual professional practice,
this reference is an enabling framework rather than a necessary condition. As a physician,
one may (but is not obligated to) implement a personal, value-based motivation to help
others become or remain healthy. The professional control of the individual practice takes
place less through the codes of ethics (that too) than through quality requirements for the
practical work of the expert.

In today’s world, corporate responsibility is the other side of the coin of social closure
of enterprises as well as professions [93]. Organizations that claim some sort of autonomy—
as discretion, or due to a “third logic” (Freidson)—must expect to be held responsible.

6. Discussion

In this section I address two questions:
First, does the consideration of responsibility provide a sufficient and new view

of professional ethics? On the one hand, I will argue that a Weberian extension still
corresponds to—and complements—the sociological understanding of professional ethics
(as described by Abbott [27]). On the other hand, I will defend a responsibility-based
professional ethics against Brint’s fundamental objections.

Second, does this imply a new understanding of Weber’s contribution to work and
organization, or just a new functionalism? I will argue that it is worthwhile to develop
Weber’s thought further, both in fundamental concepts such as rationality and in more
practice-related concepts such as responsibility.

6.1. Does the Consideration of Responsibility Provide a Sufficient and New View of
Professional Ethics?

To start with, I will discuss how the responsibility-based approach fits a standard
sociological interpretation of professional ethics. With his seminal paper on professional
ethics, Abbott identified five “basic properties” of professional ethics codes (in a slightly
different order than here) [27]:

(i) Universal distribution: “nearly all professions have some kind of formal ethical code”
(p. 857);

(ii) Enforcement dependent on visibility: “formal prosecution under professional ethics
rules is a function largely of the public visibility of the offense” (p. 859);

(iii) Individualism: “professional ethics codes deal with individuals and individual be-
havior” (p. 860);

(iv) Emphasis on colleague obligations: “obligations toward fellow professionals predom-
inate, especially those that restrain competition for clients, such as pricing policies,
rules against client stealing, and the like” (p. 862);

(v) Correlation with intraprofessional status: “both belief in and compliance with formal
ethics codes seem to be related positively to intraprofessional status” (p. 858).

The first three characteristics are also relevant in a responsibility-based approach,
precisely as a result of shared responsibility between the profession and individual profes-
sionals. In the case of characteristics (iv) and (v), a Weberian risk- and responsibility-based
extension of professional ethics might provide even more clarification. Characteristic (iv) is
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about collegiality. Sharing risk while promising quality is jeopardized for the profession
and its members by free-riders in the profession who do not adhere to standards. Internal
price wars as well as the mutual withholding of important professional information would
undermine the common project of “profession,” especially when professions are in market
competition with each other. In Weber’s view, professions are also “organizations that
regulate economic activity” (“wirtschaftsregulierende Verbände”, [44] p. 172). Therefore,
collegiality is required in the profession.

The observation of a correlation with intraprofessional status (v) can be linked to
the phenomenon of ethical regression, which Abbott described as a divide between “high
intraprofessional status, highly intraprofessionally ethical core and a lower status, less
ethical periphery that provides much of the basic professional service” ([27] p. 871). In
Abbott’s example, “Modern American lawyers are considered more professionally ethical
the more they withdraw from certain areas and settings of practice” (p. 870). Similar
tendencies are reported from other professions, e.g., psychology [94]. The phenomenon
seems to be the flip side of the relational function of shared responsibility: most practitioners
have to make many value compromises, especially driven by economic considerations,
which can call into question the legitimacy of the profession as a whole: if architects
yield entirely to developers’ goals of maximizing profit, the resulting buildings may be
unattractive, poorly constructed, and ecologically unsustainable; correctional psychologists
who treat and aim to rehabilitate criminal offenders (contrary to the popular focus on
their victims); accountants who knowingly facilitate their clients’ tax evasion. This is why
services that are close to the core value of a profession—or services for which the profession
can claim a monopoly on the definition of quality (good architecture, good psychology,
good accounting)—rise in ethical status.

Let us now turn to Brint’s objections against concepts of professional responsibility.
In his contribution to Mitchell and Ream’s volume on professional responsibility, Brint
formulated four general counter arguments [10]. I treat these individually.

(1) The limited appeal of “progressive idealism” (p. 95). Brint shows that for many
industries in which professionals work, we cannot expect them “to embrace ideas
about reducing inequality and serving the underserved” (p. 98). However, the
introduced Weberian interpretation of professional responsibility is based on risk
sharing (taking into account potential conflicts of value) and not on “social idealism”
in the way that Brint [10] (p. 99) understands the core of any responsibility. The
professional is bound by the standards of the profession, and does not need to be
socially motivated (although social motivation may be helpful to the work).

(2) The significance of skill and expertise. Brint argues that skill, although dominant
in professionalism, can have any combination with “social idealism” [10] (p. 99).
Similarly, Koehn argues from a philosophical perspective that expertise is “inherently
untrustworthy” as being unrelated to any “client’s good” [30] (pp. 21–22). From
the perspective of responsibility-based professional ethics, however, the point is
that because of the importance of their particular expertise, professionals have a
relationship of responsibility to clients and society—and must be able to justify their
work. The justification of expertise is all the more necessary, given repeated claims of
a “crisis of expertise” [95]. We know from psychological research on expertise that the
range of reliable expertise is generally much narrower than some experts claim or the
public expects [96].

(3) The decisive role of formal organizations. Brint argues that today organizations clearly
play a more important role than individuals, and speaks of a “collective organizational
worker” [10] (p. 100). Brint’s argument goes in the same direction as the multilevel
solution described above: professionals and the profession share the risk. However,
there are at least two reasons why, despite the advantages of organizations, there is
still a need for individual professionals: First, there are not enough organizations—
such as hospitals—to meet the demand for service. Second, from the perspective of
responsibility, the use of individual experts—as a form of human capital [96]—has a
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distinct advantage compared to an organization: In case they err, single experts can
be dismissed more easily than an organization. It is easier to replace a single expert
(as a bundle of skills and knowledge) than a whole organization or a profession.

(4) The “contested and unsettled nature of professional responsibilities in practice” [10]
(p. 94). Brint’s argument is less an objection than a description of the relational nature
of responsibility: Professional responsibility means an obligation to respond to the
various demands of clients, society, and all other stakeholders [82]. A vivid example
is provided by Bayles’ book on professional ethics, which detailed the various obliga-
tions of professions and professionals in different scenarios (e.g., serving an immoral
client). The second edition took into account even more constellations [29], such
as the obligations of employed professionals or obligations of clients to professions.
Especially when it comes to translating values into quality, it is important to know the
many—sometimes conflicting—values. A new version of professional ethics should
be able to capture the “contested and unsettled nature of professional responsibilities
in practice”.

To conclude, the consideration of responsibility provides a sufficient and new view of
professional ethics.

6.2. A New Understanding of Weber’s Contribution to Work and Organization, or Just a
New Functionalism?

Applying Weber’s ethics of responsibility to professional ethics teaches us not only
about professionalism, but also about our understanding of Weber’s work, namely about
the relation of rationality and the market economy. The common neo-Weberian approach
to professionalism [11] focuses on the market monopoly of professions as “organizations
regulating economic activity” [44]. In Weberian terms, this view should be supplemented
by reference to the rationality component. As Parsons already noted, professionalism
is essentially characterized by an “intellectual component” [20] (p. 536). In addition to
what has been discussed above in the context of epistemic discretion, this professional
rationality can—according to Weber—be described as technical [44] (pp. 160–161). The
technique is based on the application of the scientific–professional apparatus of knowledge—
”conceptual” rationality [46,47]—to specific cases. The application can be called “technical”
because it contains “if–then” components, that make possible in the first place, processes of
prediction and thus professional risk assessment.

Following Weber: It would be entirely wrong to interpret professional service in func-
tionalist terms. Functionalism, as associated with the views of Goode [97] and Parsons [20],
is a recurring discussion in the sociology of professions. From a functionalist view, a profes-
sion serves a central societal function of high value, such as health and justice, with some
exclusivity. In his prominent translation of Weber’s Economy and Society, Parsons translated
Weber’s definition of an occupation (Beruf) using the term “function” for Weber’s term
“Leistung” [44] (p. 250). However, “Leistung” refers instead to performance [96] (p. 159).
From a Weberian view, Parsons’ translation as “function” ignores the market character of
professional service: a professional must offer something for which others are willing to pay
a price—for instance, quality. In principle, the professional service must convince the client.
Precisely because this is not easy, professions may be associated with (and clients come
to expect) somewhat performative qualities, such as doctors in white coats and scientists
with high-performance computers to the point of mystification. Nevertheless, if the core
functions of the role are not delivered/performed satisfactorily, the professional service
would not survive.

A refreshed Weberian view of professional work can overcome some obstacles faced
by functionalism. The problems of a functionalist view have long been known and dis-
cussed [98,99], including a necessary but infeasible demarcation of professions from other
occupations; ignoring competition among professions; and, ultimately, an ahistorical view
of work. Even today, the functionalist view seems to be very popular among the profes-
sions, as it provides them with symbolic value and a strong justification for their services.
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Mitchell and Ream’s book, Professional Responsibility [9], also relies on value legitimation.
From a Weberian perspective, however, issues of legitimation are historically dynamic; we
see how rationality drives competition among the professions. As discussed above, the
market foreclosure that the professions achieve as associations that regulate the economy is
coupled with a monopoly on the definition of quality for a domain or a set of problems.
Professions compete with each other by offering their own abstract (rational) explanations
for problems and thus solutions from their range of services, for example in the question
of whether alcohol abuse can be treated medically or rather psychologically, or whether
it requires intervention by social work. According to Abbott [71] (pp. 8–9), it is precisely
this competition for rational, abstract, definitional sovereignty that distinguishes interpro-
fessional competition from competition in general, which is usually fought on the basis
of price.

I would like to conclude with some reflections on codes of ethics and their relationship
to quality and values. From the perspective of responsibility-based professional ethics,
what are the implications for the codes of ethics of regulated professions that have an
impact on people’s health and lives? I argue the following:

First, as Abbott suggests [27], codes of ethics will continue to be a corporate matter for
the professions (as a sign of self-regulation), but have long since been superseded by policy
initiatives for quality control of professional services.

Second, codes of ethics should not only refer to general ethical behavior [3] or social
responsibility, but also to the specific values associated with the core expertise (and risks)
of a profession.

With regard to the first point, Adams has shown that even countries with similar legal
traditions may adopt distinctly different systems for governing self-regulated professions,
such that self-regulation is called into question in some places [100]. Trebilcock points out
that political regulation is about quality control, and speaks of paradoxes because such
regulation is usually misguided [101]. Regarding the second point: from a neo-Weberian
perspective, if a self-regulated profession wants to survive, it must offer a service that makes
a difference to people. Professional service is based on specific expertise, i.e., specialized
knowledge and skills. In detail, there are two factors to this expertise [102]: the very specific
“excellence” (in knowledge and skills, the “unique selling point”, so to speak), coupled
with “professionalism”, i.e., the know-how to communicate and to find an integration of
values on a case-specific basis. It is the responsibility of the profession (also in the sense of
democratic professionalism according to Dzur [7]) to actively seek shared responsibility in
quality control with stakeholders—for the purpose of integrating values—as a task at both
the corporate and individual levels.
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Notes
1 An alternative would be to introduce the concept of responsibility as part of a neo-Weberian approach to the sociology of

professions [11]. This would be possible because Weber’s initial introduction of the ethics of responsibility occurred within the
context of questions on the value of freedom of science—and thus of science as a profession [12], a context that can be connected
to reflections on professions as science-based occupations [13]. In earlier versions of this paper, I pursued this path, but it proved
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too complex to develop a theory of professions and to justify a non-standard application of Weber’s ethic of responsibility at the
same time. It seems to me that using Freidson’s approach facilitates an easier connection with current strands of the sociology of
professional groups [4,14].

2 “Ethic” or “ethics”: In this paper, I will use the singular “ethic” for a form of morality that is distinct from other forms (ethic of
responsibility vs. ethic of conviction, work ethic, Protestant ethic). The plural will be used for the expanded version of an “ethic”
as a formulated theory (e.g., responsibility ethics). In directly quoted passages, the use of ethic/ethics matches the original source.
Weber described the ethics of responsibility and conviction as two different “maxims”. For German listeners and readers of his
time, it must have been clear that he was referring to Kant, who used the term to describe a “subjective principle of volition”
(“subjektives Prinzip des Wollens” [42]). The distinction between “morality” as a set of norms and “ethics” as a theory of morality
only emerged in Germany after Scheler [43].

3 The phrase “Here I stand, I can do no other. God help me.” is attributed to Martin Luther, who in 1521 was called before Emperor
Charles V to defend his religious teachings and writing.

4 Because of the moral relevance of discretion, some authors advocate the use of the concept of “phronesis” [31,33]. Phronesis,
or practical wisdom, is what we need in non-standard, unclear cases, particularly at the fringes of a profession’s core work.
However, phronesis does not seem to be particularly professional or, to use Kristjánsson’s words: “Phronesis, as an Aristotelian
concept, is relevant to professional ethics, not to professionalism in a more general (non-moral) sense.” [32] (p. 307). Personal
professional responsibility would then be no different from general moral behavior.

References
1. Weber, M. Politics as a vocation. In Max Weber: The Vocation Lectures; Owen, D., Strong, T.B., Eds.; Hackett: Indianapolis, IN, USA,

2004; pp. 32–94.
2. Satkunanandan, S. Max Weber and the ethos of politics beyond calculation. Am. Political Sci. Rev. 2014, 108, 169–181. [CrossRef]
3. Gert, B. Morality, moral theory, and applied and professional ethics. Prof. Ethics 1992, 1, 5–30. [CrossRef]
4. Evetts, J. Professionalism: Value and ideology. Curr. Sociol. 2013, 61, 778–796. [CrossRef]
5. Illich, I. Disabling professions. India Int. Cent. Q. 1978, 5, 23–32.
6. Turner, S.P. The Politics of Expertise; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2014.
7. Dzur, A.W. Democratic Professionalism; The Pennsylvania State University Press: University Park, TX, USA, 2008.
8. Crystal, N.M. An Introduction to Professional Responsibility; Aspen Law & Business: New York, NY, USA, 1998.
9. Mitchell, D.E.; Ream, R.K. (Eds.) Professional Responsibility: The Fundamental Issue in Education and Health Care Reform; Springer:

Cham, Switzerland, 2015.
10. Brint, S. Professional responsibility in an age of experts and large organizations. In Professional Responsibility; Mitchell, D.E., Ream,

R.K., Eds.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2015; pp. 89–107.
11. Saks, M. Analyzing the professions: The case for the neo-Weberian approach. Comp. Sociol. 2010, 9, 887–915. [CrossRef]
12. Weber, M. Der Sinn der “Wertfreiheit” der soziologischen und ökonomischen Wissenschaften. Logos Int. Z. Für Philos. Der Kult.

1917, 7, 40–88.
13. Brante, T. Professions as science-based occupations. Prof. Prof. 2011, 1, 4–20. [CrossRef]
14. Evetts, J. A new professionalism? Curr. Sociol. 2011, 59, 406–422. [CrossRef]
15. Giddens, A. Risk and responsibility. Mod. Law Rev. 1999, 62, 1–10. [CrossRef]
16. Renn, O. Risk Governance; Earthscan: London, UK, 2008.
17. Le Bianic, T. Certified expertise and professional responsibility in organizations. Sociol. Rev. 2011, 59, 803–827. [CrossRef]
18. Durkheim, É. Professional Ethics and Civic Morals; Forgotten Books: London, UK, 2012; Lectures from 1908.
19. Tawney, R.H. The Aquisitive Society; Bell and Sons: London, UK, 1922.
20. Parsons, T. Professions. In International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences; Sills, D.L., Ed.; Macmillan: New Yok, NY, USA, 1968;

Volume 12, pp. 536–547.
21. Hodson, R.; Sullivan, T.A. The Social Organization of Work; Wadsworth: Belmont, CA, USA, 1990; p. 258.
22. Johnson, T.J. Professions and Power; Macmillan: New York, NY, USA, 1972.
23. Larson, M.S. The Rise of Professionalism; University of California Press: Berkeley, CA, USA, 1977.
24. Wilensky, H.L. The professionalization of everyone? Am. J. Sociol. 1964, 70, 137–158. [CrossRef]
25. Meskó, B.; Spiegel, B. A revised Hippocratic oath for the era of digital health. J. Med. Internet Res. 2022, 24, e39177. [CrossRef]
26. Gould, C.C. New paradigms in professional ethics: Feminism, communitarianism, and democratic theory. Prof. Ethics 1992, 1,

143–154. [CrossRef]
27. Abbott, A. Professional ethics. Am. J. Sociol. 1983, 88, 855–885. [CrossRef]
28. Abbott, A. Processual Sociology; The University of Chicago Press: Chicago, IL, USA, 2016.
29. Bayles, M.D. Professional Ethics, 2nd ed.; Wadsworth: Belmont, CA, USA, 1989.
30. Koehn, D. The Ground of Professional Ethics; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 1994.
31. Flyvbjerg, B. Making Social Science Matter; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2001.
32. Kristjánsson, K. Phronesis as an ideal in professional medical ethics. Theor. Med. Bioeth. 2015, 36, 299–320. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055413000609
https://doi.org/10.5840/profethics199211/27
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392113479316
https://doi.org/10.1163/156913310X522624
https://doi.org/10.7577/pp.v1i1.147
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392111402585
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2230.00188
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2011.02029.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/223790
https://doi.org/10.2196/39177
https://doi.org/10.5840/profethics199211/25
https://doi.org/10.1086/227762
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11017-015-9338-4
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26387119


Societies 2024, 14, 183 18 of 19

33. Champy, F. The sociology of prudential activities: From collective commitment to social innovations. Sociol. Probl. E Práticas 2018,
88, 79–94. [CrossRef]

34. Kultgen, J. Ethics and Professionalism; University of Pennsylvania Press: Philadelphia, PA, USA, 1988.
35. Elkin, K.J.; Spittal, M.J.; Elkin, D.J.; Studdert, D.M. Doctors disciplined for professional misconduct in Australia and New Zealand,

2000–2009. Med. J. Aust. 2011, 194, 452–456. [CrossRef]
36. Elkin, K.; Spittal, M.J.; Elkin, D.; Studdert, D.M. Removal of doctors from practice for professional misconduct in Australia and

New Zealand. BMJ Qual. Saf. 2012, 21, 1027–1033. [CrossRef]
37. Glendon, M.A. A Nation under Lawyers: How the Crisis in the Legal Profession Is Transforming American Society; Harvard University

Press: Boston, MA, USA, 1996.
38. Green, B.A. Prosecutors and Professional Regulation. Geo. J. Leg. Ethics 2012, 25, 873.
39. Guttmann, D. Ethics in Social Work: A Context of Caring; Routledge: Abingdon, UK, 2013.
40. Heyneman, S.P. Education and Corruption. Int. J. Educ. Dev. 2004, 24, 637–648. [CrossRef]
41. Muzio, D.; Faulconbridge, J.R.; Gabbioneta, C.C.; Greenwood, R. Bad Apples, Bad Barrels and Bad Cellars: A ‘Boundaries’ Perspective

on Professional Misconduct; University Lancaster: Lancaster, UK, 2016; Available online: http://eprints.lancs.ac.uk/80776/1/
Muzio_Faulconbridge_Gabbioneta_Greenwood_final_onlinbe_version.pdf (accessed on 11 September 2024).

42. Kant, I. Grundlegung zu Einer Metaphysik der Sitten [Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals]; Hartknoch: Riga, Estonia,
1785.

43. Scheler, M. Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die Materiale Wertethik [Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values], 2nd ed.;
Niemeyer: Tübingen, Germany, 1921; Original Work Published 1913–1916.

44. Weber, M. The Theory of Social and Economic Organization; Parsons, T., Ed.; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 1947; Free Press
edition, 1984.

45. Starr, B.E. The structure of Max Weber’s ethic of responsibility. J. Relig. Ethics 1999, 27, 407–434. [CrossRef]
46. Kalberg, S. Max Weber’s types of rationality. Am. J. Sociol. 1980, 85, 1145–1179. [CrossRef]
47. Levine, D. Rationality and freedom: Weber and beyond. Sociol. Inq. 1981, 51, 5–25. [CrossRef]
48. Freidson, E. Profession of Medicine: A Study of the Sociology of Applied Knowledge; The University of Chicago Press: Chicago, IL, USA,

1988; original work published 1970, Harper & Row.
49. Carr-Saunders, A.M.; Wilson, P.A. The Professions; Clarendon Press: Oxford, UK, 1933.
50. Freidson, E. Professionalism: The Third Logic; Polity Press: Cambridge, UK, 2001.
51. Becker, H.S.; Geer, B.; Hughes, E.C.; Strauss, A.L. Boys in White: Student Culture in Medical School; The University of Chicago Press:

Chicago, IL, USA, 1961.
52. Freidson, E. Professional Powers: A Study of the Institutionalization of Formal Knowledge; The University of Chicago Press: Chicago,

IL, USA, 1986.
53. Brint, S. Saving the “soul of professionalism”: Freidson’s institutional ethics and the defense of professional autonomy. Knowl.

Work Soc. 2006, 4, 101–129.
54. von Neumann, J.; Morgenstern, O. Theory of Games and Economic Behavior; Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 1944.
55. Beck, U. Risk Society; Sage: London, UK, 1992.
56. Jonas, H. The Imperative of Responsibility; The University of Chicago Press: Chicago, IL, USA, 1984.
57. Strydom, P. The challenge of responsibility for sociology. Curr. Sociol. 1999, 47, 65–82. [CrossRef]
58. Sena, B. The sociological link between risk and responsibility. Int. Soc. Sci. J. 2014, 65, 79–91. [CrossRef]
59. Luhmann, N. Risk: A Sociological Theory; Aldine de Gruyter: Hawthorne, CA, USA, 1993.
60. Klinke, A.; Renn, O. The coming of age of risk governance. Risk Anal. 2021, 41, 544–557. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
61. Commonwealth of Australia. National Strategy for Disaster Resilience. 2011. Available online: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/

emergency/files/national-strategy-disaster-resilience.pdf (accessed on 11 September 2024).
62. Lucas, J.R. Responsibility; Clarendon Press: Oxford, UK, 1995.
63. Lenk, H. Responsibility in science: The philosophical view. In The Responsibility of Science; Mieg, H.A., Ed.; Springer: Cham,

Switzerland, 2022; pp. 11–50.
64. Hughes, E.C. Professions. In The Professions in America; Lynn, K.S., Ed.; Houghton Mifflin: Boston, MA, USA, 1965; pp. 1–14.
65. Luhmann, N. Funktionen und Folgen Formaler Organisation [Functions and Consequences of Formal Organization]; Duncker & Humblot:

Berlin, Germany, 1964; pp. 172–190, (translated).
66. Lipsky, M. Street-Level Bureaucracy; Russell Sage: New York, NY, USA, 1980.
67. Molander, A. Discretion in the Welfare State; Routledge: Abingdon, VA, UK, 2016.
68. Molander, A.; Grimen, H. Understanding professional discretion. In Sociology of Professions: Continental and Anglo-Saxon Traditions;

Evetts, J.J., Svensson, L.G., Eds.; Daidalos: Gothenburg, Sweden, 2010; pp. 167–187.
69. Galligan, D.J. Discretionary Powers; Clarendon Press: Oxford, UK, 1990.
70. Rueschemeyer, D. Power and the Division of Labour; Polity Press: Cambridge, UK, 1986.
71. Abbott, A. The System of Professions; The University of Chicago Press: Chicago, IL, USA, 1988.
72. Mieg, H.A.; Evetts, J. Professionalism, science, and expert roles. In The Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and Expert Performance,

2nd ed.; Ericsson, K.A., Hoffman, R.R., Kozbelt, A., Williams, A.M., Eds.; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2018;
pp. 127–148.

https://doi.org/10.7458/SPP20188814799
https://doi.org/10.5694/j.1326-5377.2011.tb03058.x
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjqs-2012-000941
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2004.02.005
http://eprints.lancs.ac.uk/80776/1/Muzio_Faulconbridge_Gabbioneta_Greenwood_final_onlinbe_version.pdf
http://eprints.lancs.ac.uk/80776/1/Muzio_Faulconbridge_Gabbioneta_Greenwood_final_onlinbe_version.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/0384-9694.00025
https://doi.org/10.1086/227128
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-682X.1981.tb01021.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392199047003006
https://doi.org/10.1111/issj.12066
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13383
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31379003
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/emergency/files/national-strategy-disaster-resilience.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/emergency/files/national-strategy-disaster-resilience.pdf


Societies 2024, 14, 183 19 of 19

73. Baer, W.C. Expertise and professional standards. Work Occup. 1987, 13, 532–552. [CrossRef]
74. Harvey, N.; Fischer, I. Taking advice: Accepting help, improving judgment, and sharing responsibility. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis.

Process. 1997, 70, 117–133. [CrossRef]
75. El Zein, M.; Bahrami, B.; Hertwig, R. Shared responsibility in collective decisions. Nat. Hum. Behav. 2019, 3, 554–559. [CrossRef]
76. Mieg, H.A. Social reflection, performed role-conformant and role-discrepant responsibility, and the unity of responsibility: A

social psychological perspective. Soz. Syst. 2015, 19, 259–281. [CrossRef]
77. Fournier, V. The appeal to “professionalism” as a disciplinary mechanism. Sociol. Rev. 1999, 47, 280–307. [CrossRef]
78. Treviño, L.K.; Weaver, G.R.; Gibson, D.G.; Toffler, B.L. Managing ethics and legal compliance. Calif. Manag. Rev. 1999, 41, 131–151.

[CrossRef]
79. Noordegraaf, M. From “pure” to “hybrid” professionalism. Adm. Soc. 2007, 39, 761–785. [CrossRef]
80. Kuhlmann, E.; Saks, M. (Eds.) Rethinking Professional Governance: International Directions in Healthcare; Policy Press: Bristol, UK,

2008.
81. Faulconbridge, J.R.; Muzio, D. Professions in a globalizing world. Int. Sociol. 2011, 27, 136–152. [CrossRef]
82. Montgomery, K. How institutional contexts shape professional responsibility. In Professional Responsibility; Mitchell, D.E., Ream,

R.K., Eds.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2015; pp. 75–88.
83. Bovens, M. Analysing and assessing accountability. Eur. Law J. 2007, 13, 447–468. [CrossRef]
84. Fox, J.A. Social accountability: What does the evidence really say? World Dev. 2005, 72, 346–361. [CrossRef]
85. Pellizzoni, L. Responsibility and environmental governance. Environ. Politics 2004, 13, 541–565. [CrossRef]
86. Kuye, J.O.; Mafunisa, J.M. Responsibility, accountability and ethics. J. Public Adm. 2003, 38, 421–437.
87. Nicol, D.; Pilling, S. (Eds.) Architectural Education and the Profession; Spon Press: Abingdon, UK, 2000.
88. Saks, M. Professions and the Public Interest: Medical Power, Altruism, and Alternative Medicine; Routledge: Abingdon, UK, 1995.
89. Rhode, D.L. Pro Bono in Principle and in Practice; Stanford University Press: Redwood City, CA, USA, 2005.
90. Duff, A. Corporate social responsibility reporting in professional accounting firms. Br. Account. Rev. 2016, 48, 74–86. [CrossRef]
91. Vanhaecht, K.; De Ridder, D.; Seys, D.; Brouwers, J.; Claessens, F.; Van Wilder, A.; Panella, M.; Batalden, P.; Lachman, P. The

history of quality. Eur. Urol. Focus 2021, 7, 937–939. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
92. Oevermann, H.; Mieg, H.A. Urban development planning and world cultural heritage: Two perspectives of planning practice

dealing with industrial heritage. Plan. Pract. Res. (PPR) 2021, 36, 430–441. [CrossRef]
93. French, P.A. Collective and Corporate Responsibility; Columbia University Press: New York, NY, USA, 1984.
94. Knapp, S.; Handelsman, M.M.; Gottlieb, M.C.; VandeCreek, L.D. The dark side of professional ethics. Prof. Psychol. Res. Pract.

2013, 44, 371. [CrossRef]
95. Eyal, G. The Crisis of Expertise; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2019.
96. Mieg, H.A. The Social Psychology of Expertise; Lawrence Erlbaum: Mahwah, NJ, USA, 2001.
97. Goode, W.J. Community within a community: The professions. Am. Sociol. Rev. 1957, 22, 194–200. [CrossRef]
98. Brante, T. Sociological approaches to the professions. Acta Sociol. 1988, 31, 119–142. [CrossRef]
99. Saks, M. Defining a profession. Prof. Prof. 2012, 2, 1–10.
100. Adams, T.L. Self-regulating professions: Past, present, future. J. Prof. Organ. 2017, 4, 70–87. [CrossRef]
101. Trebilcock, M.J. Paradoxes of Professional Regulation: In Search of Regulatory Principles; University of Toronto Press: Toronto, ON,

Canada, 2022.
102. Mieg, H.A. Two factors of expertise? Excellence and professionalism of environmental experts. High Abil. Stud. 2009, 20, 91–115.

[CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888486013004005
https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.1997.2697
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-019-0596-4
https://doi.org/10.1515/sosys-2014-0205
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00173
https://doi.org/10.2307/41165990
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095399707304434
https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580911423059
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0386.2007.00378.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2015.03.011
https://doi.org/10.1080/0964401042000229034
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bar.2014.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euf.2021.09.001
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34538749
https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2021.1874639
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035110
https://doi.org/10.2307/2088857
https://doi.org/10.1177/000169938803100202
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpo/jow004
https://doi.org/10.1080/13598130902860432

	Introduction 
	Values—A Core Problem of Professional Ethics 
	Weber, Freidson 
	Weber: An Ethic of Responsibility—In Terms of Objective Rationality 
	Weber’s Outline of the Ethic of Responsibility 
	Starr’s Review of Weber’s Outline of the Ethic of Responsibility 

	Freidson: Personal Professional Responsibility and the “Institutional Ethics” of Professions 
	Personal Professional Responsibility 
	Collegial, Work-Organizing Level 
	Corporate Level of the Profession, Institutional Level of Professionalism 


	Risk and Responsibility in Professional Work 
	Linking the Discourses of Risk and Responsibility 
	Professional Responsibility within the Professional–Client Model: Sharing Responsibility with the Profession 
	Professional Responsibility in Organizational Contexts: The Relational Nature of Responsibility 

	The Concept of Professional Responsibility 
	The Concept of Professional Responsibility—Providing Quality 
	What Can Be Considered Professional Altruism? Social Responsibility; Translating Values into Quality 
	Three Problems of Professional Ethics Revisited 

	Discussion 
	Does the Consideration of Responsibility Provide a Sufficient and New View of Professional Ethics? 
	A New Understanding of Weber’s Contribution to Work and Organization, or Just a New Functionalism? 

	References

