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I know I am preaching to the converted – I would guess that everyone here has a number of decision-making frameworks in their files.  But I want to set out some concrete conclusions from my own experience – I want to hear what you think of them, and if they provide a useful direction for the practice of ethics. 

First, why focus on making ethical decisions?  I would argue that ethical decision-making is at the heart of workplace ethics.  Ethics programs also have training, communications, advice, etc.  But if we get ethical decision-making right, we get the most important part of workplace ethics right.  

Ethical decision-making is also key to getting policy ethics right [i.e. the ethics of big policy issues such as genetic engineering, just war, animal welfare, etc.].  Policy ethics uses the same values as workplace ethics, and is enhanced by an ethical workplace. 

So ethical decision-making is critical to two great branches of applied ethics – ethics in the workplace itself, and in the strategic directions of organizations and society.  But let me focus more on the workplace.

I want to be very practical – I am not talking about ethical decision-making in an idealized or in an academic way – I am talking about making ethically defensible decisions in the modern organization.  That is our concrete goal.

Conclusion 1: KISS (Keep It Short and Simple)
There is a danger in being too simplistic about the art of decision-making.

· we don’t want to reduce ethics to a few moral dictates [don’t bribe]

· decisions have to made in wildly different circumstances by very different types of people

There is a greater danger if we don’t keep it simple and short.

· people’s attention spans are getting shorter
· the word ethics is overused – in a wide variety of contexts

· but ethics is still a scary concept
But serious consequences follow from the decision to keep things simple!  We have to look for the core concepts, and leave the finer points aside.  The resulting approach can easily be criticized, but we have to stay the course.

Conclusion 2: The Great Traditions

We have thousands of years of recorded thinking on what makes an ethical decision.

· Hammurabi wrote in 1760 BC

· There are countless approaches:

· what matters is good people – you can’t teach ethics – so just hire good people

· spirituality, or religion, is the road to ethical decisions

· recognizing human biology (the selfish gene) is critical for ethical decisions

· emotions, as drivers of action, are the key to ethical decisions

· organizational culture is the key to ethical decisions

· All of these approaches contain much truth, but they don’t really settle the question of what ethical standard applies in an organization.  “Whose ethics?”

· On this, there are several classical schools of thought 

· But we don’t want a philosophical debate at this point!

Why not use the best of this experience?

· Take the essential features from the well-known schools of thought and build them into a single all-inclusive approach 

· This approach is specifically designed for practical use by decision makers in organizations

Conclusion 3: The All-Inclusive Approach

I call them the four pillars:

(1) Duty-based ethics – compliance with rules (à la Kant?)

· rules come in all shapes and sizes, expanding on the concept of duty as the basis for action
· from Hindu philosophy to Immanuel Kant

· from the golden rule to Federal Accountability Act

(2) Results-based ethics – maximizing outcomes (à la Mill or Bentham?)

· results come in all shapes and sizes too

· what is the public interest? what is the greatest good for the greatest number?

· there are many versions of utilitarianism
· Mill acknowledged the role of duty, values & dialogue

(3) Values-based ethics – making integrity come to life (à la Aristotle?)

· values are critical where rules can’t provide enough guidance in novel or rapidly changing situations

· honesty, respect, and responsibility come to mind

· [the link with classical theories is weakest in basing values on Aristotelian virtues, which are more about the golden mean
· later virtue ethics adds metaphysical dimensions]

 (4) Discourse ethics – reaching good decisions (à la Habermas, or 

Daniel Yankelovich in the management field?)

· this pillar is clearly different from the first three – more process oriented

· ethics emerges from dialogue on dilemmas (dialogue is not just a communications tool)

· the discussion must be frank and honest

· individual reflection and analysis is important, but teamwork on building an ethical culture through dialogue is even more important

· involves courage to speak truth to power
All this is not new.  What I propose is that 

· organizational ethics should focus its attention on these four as critical, AND 

· we work for greater harmonization between the four. 

Why these four?  These are basic aspects of human endeavour.  Including rules and results in the model is uncontroversial.  

Adding motives and values is not so obvious for some.  But note that when motives and values are explicit, the ability to forecast future behaviour is much improved.  In fact, motives and values can trump rules and results if they fall out of alignment.  

So I repeat: it is essential to harmonize the pillars as much as possible. 

Adding the discourse element to the conception of ethics is even less obvious.  But individual reflection and analysis are not enough – for lasting ethical decisions, we must often:

· create ethical understanding
· explore the implications for the organization with others 

· ensure the buy-in of our co-workers with the solution

· use discourse to integrate the pillars with each other. 

This brings us to the application of the approach.  

Conclusion 4: Case Study

The only way to learn ethical decision-making is to practice, especially before a crisis takes place.

· not everyone believes in case study – some fear the demon of situational ethics and relativism in work on specific cases

· but the all-inclusive approach is a simple tool that becomes most useful when you apply it in a number of different situations

Economic, scientific, political, legal, social and personal factors must all be balanced
The four pillars are not equally important in every case: a contracting decision may focus more on rules, an access to information request more on values.

· these values include the public’s right to know, transparency, accountability, integrity of government

Conclusion 5: At the Macro Level

The federal government, for one, is currently focussed on legal rules to catch crooks
That’s good, but you get: culture of distrust, search for loopholes, and proliferation of rules.

The rules have to be augmented by aspirational values and dialogue on ethics. 

Conclusion 6: Calling All Managers

The approach may seem to challenge existing authority, but the advantages of the approach are real.

Help unleash personal autonomy, creativity, and judgment...

· I could have listed here many other benefits of maintaining an ethical workplace:

· enhance the reputation of your products and services

· enhance the trust of the public or investors

· enhance customer and client loyalty

· reduce risks

· enhance effective governance

Let the approach be spread to organizational leaders across the land!

· in the government, business, professional groups and the voluntary sector

So, what do you think?
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