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ETHICAL DILEMMAS OF HELPING PROFESSIONS GENERATION Z STUDENTS DURING
PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

Abstract. Professional practice is a key component of professional education in the helping professions,
particularly in nursing and social work. In clinical and field practice settings, theoretical knowledge is linked with
practical experience, and students’ professional identity is gradually formed. However, students may encounter
situations during their placements that are ethically challenging and may give rise to moral dilemmas or moral stress.
These experiences take on particular significance in the context of the current generation of students, particularly
Generation Z, who are entering the helping professions with a marked sensitivity to issues of ethics, justice, and
the quality of the professional environment. The article aims to highlight the significance of the ethical dilemmas
that students in the helping professions may encounter during their clinical placements, and to draw attention to
their connection with the process of professional training in the context of the generational characteristics of today’s
students. The article is based on an analysis of the professional literature and reflects the authors’ experiences from
clinical and teaching practice, supplemented by interviews with students. The text highlights situations where, during
their placements, students observe a discrepancy between the standards of care taught in theory and the actual practice
of healthcare or social workers, which can lead to uncertainty, moral tension, and a questioning of professional
values. The conclusion emphasises the importance of a supportive clinical educational environment, mentoring,
and reflection on practical experience for the development of ethical sensitivity and professional identity among

Generation Z students.
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Introduction. The training of professionals in the
helping professions is a key prerequisite for ensuring
high-quality care and support for people in various life
situations. Professional training for students in fields such
as nursing or social work, therefore, involves not only the
acquisition of specialist knowledge and practical skills,
but also the development of professional identity and
ethical competence. As stated by Ivankova [10], in the
broader context of healthcare quality, investments in the
education of healthcare personnel and the development
of technical infrastructure are also important for the use
of modern innovations that can contribute to improving
treatment outcomes, patient satisfaction, and the
sustainability of healthcare systems.

Analysis of recent research and publications.
The professional training of students in fields such as
nursing or social work is closely linked not only to the
acquisition of specialist knowledge and practical skills,
but also to the development of professional identity and
ethical competence. Professionals in these fields are
obliged to act in accordance with fundamental ethical
principles, which include, in particular, respect for human
dignity, individual autonomy, and responsibility for the
quality of care provided [6]. In addition to professional
knowledge, a helping professional should also possess
personal qualities that predispose them to perform their

work professionally and humanely. These characteristics
include, in particular, empathy, respect for the dignity
of others, the ability to make ethical decisions, and
responsibility for one’s own actions [3].

In the context of healthcare professions, needs related
to a sense of security, social recognition, and self-esteem
are also significant. Social respect is considered one of
the key motivational factors in the professional practice
of healthcare workers [14].

In the current context of education for the health and
social care professions, these aspects are also gaining
significance in relation to the values of the current
generation of students. Generation Z students often enter
these professions with a marked sensitivity to issues of
justice, equality, and respect for human rights, which
may influence their perception of ethical situations
during their professional practice.

The purpose of this article is to highlight the
significance of ethical dilemmas that may arise
during the professional practice of students in the
helping professions. The text draws attention to the
role of clinical and field settings in shaping students’
professional identity and emphasises the need to devote
greater attention to this area in the process of professional
education.

Methods of research: analysis of the professional
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literature and reflection of the authors’ experiences
from clinical and teaching practice, supplemented by
interviews with students.

Presentation of the main research material.
Professional practice is a significant component of
the professional training of students in the helping
professions. Clinical placements in healthcare facilities
and field placements in social services provide students
with the opportunity to apply theoretical knowledge in
real-life professional situations whilst developing their
professional competencies and professional identity.
Through these experiences, students gradually become
familiar with the professional culture, values, and norms
of the given work environment.

Students’ experiences of ethically challenging
situations should not be viewed as a marginal or natural
side effect of professional practice, but as a significant part
of their professional learning. It is therefore important
that teachers and mentors reflect on these experiences
and actively work with them within the framework of
teaching and the supervision of professional practice.
Open discussion of ethical dilemmas, the opportunity
to share experiences, and support for reflection can help
students better understand the complexity of professional
situations and develop their ethical sensitivity. At the
same time, such an approach contributes to strengthening
students’ professional identity and preparing them for
responsible decision-making in their future professional
practice. Ignoring or downplaying these experiences,
on the other hand, can lead to students’ uncertainty,
increased moral stress, and a weakening of trust in the
professional values being taught.

As Mc Kenzie [9] points out, education in the helping
professions cannot be understood merely as a process
of acquiring knowledge, but primarily as a process of
gradual integration into the professional community.
Students learn not only through university teaching,
but also through daily interaction with professionals in
practice.

At the same time, however, clinical practice may
expose students to situations that are ethically challenging
and may conflict with the values presented during their
studies. Encountering such situations can give rise to
ethical dilemmas and contribute to students’ experience
of moral stress [5; 8].

During clinical practice, students quite often find
themselves in an internal conflict relating in particular
to adherence to professional standards of nursing care.
As part of their theoretical training, they are taught to
work according to standardised procedures designed to
ensure patient safety and the quality of care provided.
However, the reality of the clinical environment can be
different. Students sometimes witness situations where
these procedures are not consistently followed in practice
by some healthcare professionals. As a result, nursing
interventions may be carried out in various ways, which
students perceive very keenly. In such situations, they
often find it difficult to navigate and are unsure which
of the procedures corresponds to correct professional
practice.

These findings are based not only on the authors’
long-term teaching and clinical experience, but also
on interviews with students conducted during their
clinical placements. These interviews reveal that
students sometimes encounter situations where certain
professionals discourage them from adhering to the
procedures they have learnt. They argue, for example,
that strict adherence to standards is time-consuming
or leads to greater consumption of medical supplies.
Similar experiences among nursing students are also
described in international studies, which highlight the

gap between theoretical teaching and the reality of
clinical practice [1; 5]. For some students, this approach
may be acceptable to a certain extent, as it allows them to
work more quickly and, at the same time, corresponds to
the working methods of healthcare professionals whom
the students perceive as experienced professionals and
natural role models.

This situation can be illustrated, for example, by
a case where a student breached sterility protocols
during clinical practice whilst connecting an infusion
set to a patient’s inserted cannula. She responded to the
reprimand by stating that such a procedure was common
practice on the ward and that other nurses carried it out
in the same way. According to the accounts of some
students, this is indeed a procedure they encounter
repeatedly in practice.

Research also shows that it is precisely such
experiences that can raise doubts among students about
professional standards and complicate the process of
their professional socialisation [2]. At the same time,
however, there is a group of students who perceive
such situations as problematic and difficult to accept.
These students become direct witnesses to professional
misconduct by healthcare workers and are confronted
with a moral dilemma. They find themselves in a situation
where they are unsure how to react appropriately. They
consider whether to draw attention to the inappropriate
conduct, whilst at the same time realising the possible
consequences of such action in an environment where
they are in a subordinate position in relation to the
staff. Such experiences can cause moral stress, anxiety
and internal tension in students. Moral stress arises
particularly when an individual knows what course of
action would be ethically correct but cannot implement
it due to organisational or hierarchical constraints [4; 5].

Encountering these situations thus represents not
only a significant professional experience, but also an
important ethical challenge in the process of professional
socialisation for students in the helping professions.

The issue of ethical dilemmas faced by students
during their professional placements is the subject
of specialist research in the fields of healthcare and
social care education. Studies show students in the
helping professions frequently encounter situations
during clinical or field placements that raise ethical
questions or conflicts between professional values and
the organisational realities of the workplace [1; 15].
Current research also emphasises that the quality of
the educational environment and the way teaching is
organised can significantly influence not only students’
academic performance but also their ability to cope
with challenging professional situations. For example, a
recent study [12] published in the journal BMC Medical
Education highlights the importance of academic
engagement, self-efficacy, and self-regulated learning
as key factors influencing the success of students in
non-medical healthcare disciplines. The results show
that higher levels of engagement in studies, confidence
in one’s own abilities, and the ability to manage one’s
own learning process are significantly associated with
academic success and students’ readiness for their future
professional careers. These factors are also significant
in the context of clinical practice, where students
face not only professional but also ethical challenges.
Supporting student engagement, reflection on practical
experiences, and the development of the ability to
critically evaluate one’s own decision-making can
help students better manage the ethically challenging
situations they encounter during their practical training.
Educational institutions should therefore create a
learning environment that supports students’ active
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engagement in the learning process, the development
of their professional self-confidence, and their ability to
reflect on their own practical experiences.

In the field of nursing education, research focuses
primarily on the issue of students’ moral stress and the
influence of the clinical environment on their professional
socialisation. For example, a study by Gonella et al. [5]
shows that nursing students often experience ethical
tension when observing situations where patients’
dignity or the principle of patient-centred care is not
fully respected.

Social work students also describe similar experiences
during their field placements. They may encounter
conflicts between respect for the client’s autonomy and
the duty to protect vulnerable individuals or to adhere to
institutional rules [8; 16].

The quality of the educational environment, the
availability of mentoring, and the opportunity to reflect
on practical experiences also play a significant role in
managing ethical dilemmas [2].

Generational context. Generational differences
currently represent an important factor influencing
the process of professional education and students’
experiences during professional placements. Students
entering the helping professions today predominantly
belong to Generation Z. This generation grew up in
different social, technological, and cultural conditions
than previous generations, which is reflected in their
values, expectations, and learning styles [18].

Generation Z, which includes those born around 1997
or later, is the first generation to have grown up entirely
in a digital environment. Digital technologies, social
media, and instant access to information significantly
influence their communication, information-gathering,
and learning styles. Students of this generation are often
characterised by a high degree of adaptability, the ability
to search for information quickly, and a preference for
interactive and participatory forms of education [17].

In the helping professions, generational
characteristics are particularly important in relation to
professional values and ethical issues. Research suggests
that Generation Z students place significant emphasis on
ethical integrity, transparency, and a respectful working
environment. This generation also tends to be more
sensitive to issues of social justice, equality, and the
protection of human rights [18].

This sensitivity may influence their perception
of ethical dilemmas during professional practice. If
students of this generation observe situations during
clinical or field placements that conflict with the values
presented during their studies, these experiences may
give rise to greater moral tension or frustration. Some
studies show that both nursing and social work students
may feel uncertain in such situations as to whether
they should draw attention to problematic situations
or whether they should respect the authority of more
experienced staff [5; 8]. At the same time, it appears that
Generation Z expects greater support from mentors and
teachers in their professional education. Students of this
generation value structured feedback, the opportunity to
reflect on practical experiences, and a safe environment
for discussing ethical issues [2]. From an educational
perspective, it is therefore important for educational
institutions to consider the specific characteristics
of today’s generations of students. Promoting open
communication, mentoring, and reflective learning can
help students better understand the ethical aspects of
their future profession and develop their professional
identity.

Understanding the generational characteristics of
students can thus contribute to more effective educational

strategies and, at the same time, help educators and
mentors to respond better to the ethical challenges
students encounter during their professional practice. In
recent years, the issue of moral stress among Generation
Z students has also attracted significant attention. This
generation enters the helping professions with a high
degree of ethical sensitivity and with the expectation
that the professional environment will respect the values
of transparency, respect, and social justice. If students
encounter situations during their professional placements
that do not uphold these values, such experiences can
cause significant moral distress. Research shows that
Generation Z students often reflect more intensely on
ethical conflicts between professional ideals and the
reality of the work environment. Such situations can lead
to the experience of moral stress, particularly if students
feel they lack sufficient scope or authority to address the
situation [5; 11].

A positive clinical teaching environment. Healthcare
staff play a significant role in creating a suitable
learning environment for students. If students perceive
the clinical setting as an environment where they are
accepted, supported, and where their role within the
team is respected, this can significantly reduce their
levels of stress and uncertainty. A sense of belonging to
the work team, the opportunity to actively participate in
the healthcare team’s activities, and the experience of
high-quality teamwork are important factors supporting
students’ professional development [7].

The opportunity to work in a well-organised
healthcare team, where communication is open and
where healthcare professionals share their knowledge
and experience, has a significant influence on nursing and
social work students’ positive perception of their future
profession. Similarly, Pearcey and Elliot [13] report that
students feel more comfortable in workplaces where
there is a pleasant working atmosphere, where they are
perceived as part of the team, and where staff appreciate
their contribution to the workplace. At the same time,
however, it must be emphasised that maintaining
such a supportive clinical environment is becoming
increasingly difficult. Staff shortages, high workloads,
and organisational pressures can negatively affect the
atmosphere in workplaces and the scope for providing
individual support to students during their placements.

The role of educational institutions. The organisation
and management of clinical placements by educational
institutions is also a key factor in their success. Faculties
and schools training future healthcare and social care
professionals should pay greater attention to the stress
factors students encounter during their placements. It
is important to create conditions that enable students
to safely apply the knowledge they have acquired and
develop their practical skills.

These measures should include support for
mentoring, supervision, and reflection on clinical practice
experiences. Indeed, the experiences gained during
clinical practice significantly influence not only students’
professional competencies, but also their relationship to
their future profession and their career decisions [13].

From the perspective of current generations of
students, it is therefore important to create an educational
environment that fosters open communication, the
sharing of experiences, and reflection on the ethical
and professional challenges students encounter during
clinical practice.

Conclusion. Ethical dilemmas are a natural part
of professional practice in the health and social care
professions.  Encountering ethically challenging
situations can be demanding for students, yet at the
same time presents an important opportunity for the
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development of their ethical sensitivity and professional
identity. Understanding students’ experiences during
professional practice is important for the further
development of educational strategies in nursing and

development of mentoring, and the creation of a
safe environment for discussing ethical issues. Such
an approach can contribute to the preparation of
professionals who will be able to respond sensitively and

social work. Educational institutions should therefore
support the reflection on practical experiences, the

responsibly to the ethical challenges of contemporary
practice.
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3HaHHS MOEJHYIOTHCS 3 MPAKTUYHUM JOCBIIOM, 1 TpOQeciiiHa iIeHTHYHICTh CTYICHTIB MOCTYIIOBO (POPMYETHCS.
Bozxnouac, mij yac NpakTHKH, CTYACHTH MOXKYTb 3ITKHYTUCS 3 CHUTYalisMH, SIKi € €THYHO BUMOIJIMBUMHU Ta MOXYTb
CIPUYMHUTH MOpalibHI TuiieMu abo MopanbHuii crpec. llel mocBix HaOyBae 0COONMBOTO 3HAYCHHS B KOHTEKCTI
CY4aCHOTO IIOKOJIiHHSI CTYJCHTIB, 0COOJIMBO MOKOIIHHS Z, SIKE BCTYIIA€ B JONOMDKHI IPOdECi 3 CHIBHOKO Yy TIUBICTIO
JI0 MUTaHb STHUKH, CHPaBEIIUBOCTI Ta SIKOCTI npodoecu/moro cepeioBuIna. MeToro CTaTTi € NMPUBEPHYTH YBAry 110
BaXIIMBOCTI CTUMHHUX JAMJIEM, 3 IKUMH CTYACHTH JONOMIKHUX MPOQECiii MOXKyTh 3ITKHYTHCS 1111 4ac npodeciiHoi
NPAKTHKH, Ta BKa3aTH Ha iX 3B'I30K 3 NPOLEecoM NPOQeciiiHoi MiArOTOBKM B KOHTEKCTI NOKOIIHHAX XapaKTEPUCTUK
cy4yacHUX cTyaeHTiB. CtarTs 6a3yeThes Ha aHANI31 MpodeciitHol JiTepaTypu Ta BOAHOUYAC BigoOpakae JOCBI aBTOPIB
3 KJIIHIYHOT Ta Me/1aroriyHol MPakTHKH, JOTIOBHEHUH IHTEPB'TO 31 CTy/IeHTaMH. Y TEKCTI BKa3y€ThCs Ha CUTYallii, KOJn
CTYICHTH CHOCTEpIralTh HEBIAMOBIAHICT MK TEOPETHYHO BUKIIAJICHUMH CTaHIAPTAMU MEIMYHOI AOTMOMOTH Ta
peaNbHOI0 IPAKTHKOI0 MEIMYHUX YU COLIaJIbHHUX MPALIBHUKIB IiJ 4ac IXHBOIO CT)XyBaHHS, [0 MOXKE IIPU3BECTH
JI0O HEBU3HAYEHOCTI, MOPaJbHOI HANIPYTH Ta CYMHIBIB Y MPO(QECIHHUX IIHHOCTSX. Y BUCHOBKY HAaroJoIIyeThCsl Ha
BKIIMBOCTI CIIPUSTIMBOIO KJIIHIYHOTO OCBITHBOTO CEpEeOBHIINA, HACTABHULTBA Ta peduiekcii Hal NPaKTHIYHUM
JIOCBIIOM ISl PO3BUTKY €TUYHOI Uy TIIMBOCTI Ta MPo(eciiHOl iTeHTHIHOCTI CTYICHTIB MOKOJIHHS Z.
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