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ETHICAL DECISION MAKING

A Framework for Thinking Ethically

T

his document is designed as an introduction to thinking ethically. We all have an image of our better selves-of how we are when we act ethically or are "at our best." We probably also have an image of what an ethical community, an ethical business, an ethical government, or an ethical society should be. Ethics really has to do with all these levels-acting ethically as individuals, creating ethical organizations and governments, and making our society as a whole ethical in the way it treats everyone.

What is Ethics?
Simply stated, ethics refers to standards of behavior that tell us how human beings ought to act in the many situations in which they find themselves-as friends, parents, children, citizens, businesspeople, teachers, professionals, and so on. 

It is helpful to identify what ethics is NOT:

· Ethics is not the same as feelings. Feelings provide important information for our ethical choices. Some people have highly developed habits that make them feel bad when they do something wrong, but many people feel good even though they are doing something wrong. And often our feelings will tell us it is uncomfortable to do the right thing if it is hard. 

· Ethics is not religion. Many people are not religious, but ethics applies to everyone. Most religions do advocate high ethical standards but sometimes do not address all the types of problems we face. 

· Ethics is not following the law. A good system of law does incorporate many ethical standards, but law can deviate from what is ethical. Law can become ethically corrupt, as some totalitarian regimes have made it. Law can be a function of power alone and designed to serve the interests of narrow groups. Law may have a difficult time designing or enforcing standards in some important areas, and may be slow to address new problems. 

· Ethics is not following culturally accepted norms. Some cultures are quite ethical, but others become corrupt -or blind to certain ethical concerns (as the United States was to slavery before the Civil War). "When in Rome, do as the Romans do" is not a satisfactory ethical standard. 

· Ethics is not science. Social and natural science can provide important data to help us make better ethical choices. But science alone does not tell us what we ought to do. Science may provide an explanation for what humans are like. But ethics provides reasons for how humans ought to act. And just because something is scientifically or technologically possible, it may not be ethical to do it. 

Why Identifying Ethical Standards is Hard
1. There are two fundamental problems in identifying the ethical standards we are to follow: On what do we base our ethical standards? 

2. How do those standards get applied to specific situations we face?

If our ethics are not based on feelings, religion, law, accepted social practice, or science, what are they based on? Many philosophers and ethicists have helped us answer this critical question. They have suggested at least five different sources of ethical standards we should use.

Five Sources of Ethical Standards
The Utilitarian Approach

Some ethicists emphasize that the ethical action is the one that provides the most good or does the least harm, or, to put it another way, produces the greatest balance of good over harm. The ethical corporate action, then, is the one that produces the greatest good and does the least harm for all who are affected-customers, employees, shareholders, the community, and the environment. Ethical warfare balances the good achieved in ending terrorism with the harm done to all parties through death, injuries, and destruction. The utilitarian approach deals with consequences; it tries both to increase the good done and to reduce the harm done.

The Rights Approach

Other philosophers and ethicists suggest that the ethical action is the one that best protects and respects the moral rights of those affected. This approach starts from the belief that humans have a dignity based on their human nature per se or on their ability to choose freely what they do with their lives. On the basis of such dignity, they have a right to be treated as ends and not merely as means to other ends. The list of moral rights -including the rights to make one's own choices about what kind of life to lead, to be told the truth, not to be injured, to a degree of privacy, and so on-is widely debated; some now argue that non-humans have rights, too. Also, it is often said that rights imply duties-in particular, the duty to respect others' rights.

The Fairness or Justice Approach

Aristotle and other Greek philosophers have contributed the idea that all equals should be treated equally. Today we use this idea to say that ethical actions treat all human beings equally-or if unequally, then fairly based on some standard that is defensible. We pay people more based on their harder work or the greater amount that they contribute to an organization, and say that is fair. But there is a debate over CEO salaries that are hundreds of times larger than the pay of others; many ask whether the huge disparity is based on a defensible standard or whether it is the result of an imbalance of power and hence is unfair.

The Common Good (Caring) Approach

The Greek philosophers have also contributed the notion that life in community is a good in itself and our actions should contribute to that life. This approach suggests that the interlocking relationships of society are the basis of ethical reasoning and that respect and compassion for all others-especially the vulnerable-are requirements of such reasoning. This approach also calls attention to the common conditions that are important to the welfare of everyone. This may be a system of laws, effective police and fire departments, health care, a public educational system, or even public recreational areas. 

The Virtue Approach

A very ancient approach to ethics is that ethical actions ought to be consistent with certain ideal virtues that provide for the full development of our humanity. These virtues are dispositions and habits that enable us to act according to the highest potential of our character and on behalf of values like truth and beauty. Honesty, courage, compassion, generosity, tolerance, love, fidelity, integrity, fairness, self-control, and prudence are all examples of virtues. Virtue ethics asks of any action, "What kind of person will I become if I do this?" or "Is this action consistent with my acting at my best?" 

Putting the Approaches Together
Each of the approaches helps us determine what standards of behavior can be considered ethical. There are still problems to be solved, however.

The first problem is that we may not agree on the content of some of these specific approaches. We may not all agree to the same set of human and civil rights.

We may not agree on what constitutes the common good. We may not even agree on what is a good and what is a harm.

The second problem is that the different approaches may not all answer the question "What is ethical?" in the same way. Nonetheless, each approach gives us important information with which to determine what is ethical in a particular circumstance. And much more often than not, the different approaches do lead to similar answers.

Making Decisions
Making good ethical decisions requires a trained sensitivity to ethical issues and a practiced method for exploring the ethical aspects of a decision and weighing the considerations that should impact our choice of a course of action. Having a method for ethical decision making is absolutely essential. When practiced regularly, the method becomes so familiar that we work through it automatically without consulting the specific steps. 

The more novel and difficult the ethical choice we face, the more we need to rely on discussion and dialogue with others about the dilemma. Only by careful exploration of the problem, aided by the insights and different perspectives of others, can we make good ethical choices in such situations.

We have found the following framework for ethical decision making a useful method for exploring ethical dilemmas and identifying ethical courses of action.

Assessing Ethical Decisions

What distinguishes ethical from unethical decisions is often subjective and subject to differences of opinion. So how can we decide whether a particular decision is ethical? Below is a three-step model for applying ethical judgments to situations that may arise during the course of business activities:

1. Gather the relevant factual information.

2. Analyze the facts to determine the most appropriate moral values.

3. Make an ethical judgment based on the rightness or wrongness of the proposed activity or policy.

Unfortunately, the process does not always work as smoothly as the scheme suggests. What if the facts are not clear-cut? What if there are no agreed-upon moral values? Nevertheless, a judgment and a decision must be made. Experts point out that, otherwise, trust is impossible. And trust is indispensable in any business transaction. 

In order to assess more fully the ethics of specific behavior, we need a more complex perspective. Consider a common dilemma faced by managers with expense accounts. Companies routinely provide managers with accounts to cover work-related expenses—hotel bills, meals, taxis—when they are traveling on company business or entertaining clients for business purposes. They expect employees to claim only work-related expenses. For example, if a manager takes a client to dinner and spends P1,000, submitting a P1,000 reimbursement receipt for that dinner is accurate and appropriate. But suppose that our manager has a P1,000 dinner the next night with a good friend for purely social purposes. Submitting that receipt for reimbursement would be unethical, but some managers rationalize that it is okay to submit a receipt for dinner with a friend. Perhaps they will tell themselves that they are underpaid and just “recovering” income due to them. Ethical standards also come into play in a case like this. Consider the five sources of such standards that were discussed earlier. Below is an expanded version that incorporates the consideration of these ethical standards.

Figure 9.1 – Assessing Ethical Decisions Flow


Now let us return to our case of the inflated expense account. While the utilitarian standard acknowledges that the manager benefits from a padded account, others such as coworkers and owners do not. Most experts would also agree that the act does not respect the rights of others (such as investors, who have to pay for the bill). Moreover, it is clearly unfair and compromises the manager’s responsibilities to others. This particular act, then, appears to be clearly unethical. The figure however, also provides mechanisms for dealing with unique circumstances—those that apply only in limited situations. Suppose, for example, that our manager loses the receipt for the legitimate dinner but retains the receipt for the social dinner. Some people will now argue that it is okay to submit the illegitimate receipt because the manager is only doing so to get proper reimbursement. Others, however, will reply that submitting the alternative receipt is wrong under any circumstances. We will not pretend to arbitrate the case, and we will simply make the following point: Changes in most situation can make ethical issues either more or less clear-cut.

Ethical Dilemma Exercise

Assume you are a middle manager in a company with about a thousand employees. How would you respond to each of the following situations?

1. A close business associate has asked you for special treatment on an upcoming contract and has offered you a generous sum of money for your time and trouble. Do you accept his offer?

2. You have the opportunity to steal P1,000,000 from your company with absolute certainty that you would not be detected or caught. Would you do it?
3. Your company policy on reimbursement for meals while traveling on company business is that you will be repaid for your out-of-pocket costs, not to exceed P600 a day. You don’t need receipts for these expenses—the company will take your word. When traveling, you tend to eat at fast-food (turu-turô) places and rarely spend in excess of P300 a day. Most of your colleagues put in reimbursement requests in the range of P450 to P550 a day regardless of what their actual expenses are. How much would you request for your meal reimbursements?
4. Your kids (or younger siblings of school age) will be going back to school next week. You have access to your department’s office supplies. No one would know if you took any for personal use. Would you take pens, pencils, pad papers, or the like, from the office and give them to your kids or siblings?
5. You have discovered that one of your closest friends at work has stolen a large sum of money from the company. Would you: Do nothing? Go directly to an executive to report the incident before talking about it with your friend? Confront your friend before taking action? Make contact with your friend with the goal of persuading him/her to return the money?
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Data Gathering











Judgment





Gather the facts concerning the decision 





Is the decision according to the five ethical standards:


Utility: Does is optimize the satisfaction of all constituencies?


Rights:  Does it respect the rights and duties of the individuals involved?


Justice:  Is it consistent with what is fair?


Caring:  Is it consistent with my responsibility to care?


Virtue: Is this action consistent with my acting at my best?








No on          all         criteria





No on  one or two criteria





Yes on          all        criteria





Is there any reason for overriding one or two of the ethical standards?


Is one ethical standard more important than the others?


Is there any reason why a person may have been forced into committing an act or following a policy?





No





Yes





The decision is not ethical.





The decision is ethical.





Analysis








