Ethical Views, Principles, and Rules





We may naturally prioritize several ethical ideals as we consider personal and organizational decisions at hand.  In doing so, it may be helpful to consider some of the many ethical views, principles, and rules with deep roots in cultures that have survived throughout recorded history.





1. Contributing Liberty View (Nozick) Freedom to follow one’s own self-interests within the constraints of the law and market.  Hence, one should not interfere with the self-development of others.





2. The Individualism View (Protagoras and others) Advancing long-term self-interests.





3. The Individual or Moral-rights View (Rousseau and Jefferson) Respecting and protecting fundamental rights (i.e., seizure of property and interference with privacy).  And stresses to “Never take any action that abridges the agreed-upon rights of others.”





4. The Justice View Treating people impartially and fairly according to guiding rules and standards.


	A. Procedural justice Concerned with the degree to which policies and rules are fairly administered.


	B. Distributive justice (Rawls) Concerned with the degree to which people are treated the same, regardless of individual 	characteristics.





5. Personal Virtues View (Plato and Aristotle)  Taking actions that are honest, open, truthful, and that eliminate distrust.





6. Government Requirements View (Hobbes and Locke)  Being subject to and obeying societal law and order, which represents a society’s minimal moral standard.





7. Economic Efficiency View (Adam Smith)  Operating to reach a maximum productivity and profitability within legal and market constraints.





8. Religious Injunctions Principles (St. Augustine)  Putting yourself into the situation of others, and thinking of yourself as the object of the decision, can help you think about "fairness" in decision making.  We should have compassion and kindness towards others.  Do unto others as you would have them do unto you (the Golden Rule). 





9. The Utilitarian Principle (Bentham and Mills)  Taking the action that achieves the higher or greater value.  This rule assumes you can prioritize values in a rank order and understand the consequences of various courses of action, such as any social harm that may come about from an action.





10. Risk Aversion Principle  Taking the action that produces the least harm or the least potential cost.  Some actions have extremely high failure costs of very low probability (e.g., building a nuclear generating facility in an urban area) or extremely high failure costs of moderate probability (speeding and automobile accidents).  Avoid these high failure cost actions, with greater attention obviously to high failure cost potential of moderate to high probability.





11. "No Free Lunch" Rule  Assuming that virtually all tangible and intangible objects are owned by someone else unless there is a specific declaration otherwise.  If something created by someone else is useful to you, it has value; and you should assume the creator wants compensation for this work.





12. Universal Rules (Kant’s Categorical Imperative)  If an action is not right for everyone to take, then it is not right for anyone.  Ask yourself, "If everyone did this, could the organization, or society, survive?"  Also, don’t take actions that you wouldn’t want others to take.





13. The Slippery-slope Rule (Descartes’ rule of change)  If an action cannot be taken repeatedly, then it is not right to be taken at any time.  An action may bring about a small change now that is acceptable, but if repeated would bring unacceptable changes in the long run.  In other words, you might start down a slippery path and be unable to stop.





These ethical rules, principles, and views have too many exceptions to be absolute guides to action.  However, actions that do not easily pass several of these rules deserve some very close attention and a great deal of caution if only because the appearance of unethical behavior may do as much harm to you and your company as actual unethical behavior.
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