
 

 

Workplace Ethics - March 11, 2000   Name:______Teacher_Notes____ 
 

Introduction 
 

 Our bible study groups meets regularly and does a special discussion night like this 
a couple times a year 

 Tonight’s topic: Workplace Ethics.  A timely topic, given the globalization of industry 
and the growth of technology.  New ethical pressures are upon us, and we need to 
be able to respond. But, I don’t want to get ahead of myself.  The point of tonight is 
discussion—talk!  Express your opinion, or if you are reluctant, you can just sit back 
and listen.  Joke  

 

Format 
Here’s the format: 
 

 I’ll start us out with some working definitions, then give some example of ethical 
decisions. 

 We will then focus our attention on some specific case studies/scenarios, let you 
read through them, then jot down your thoughts on them.  Respond to at least 3 of 
the 6 scenairos presented, so we have lots of thoughts to discuss.   

 

Workplace Ethics Defined 

 
In the context of work or business, an ethical act or decision judged as proper or 
improper based on a standard of right and wrong.    
 

Ethical Theories (discuss these in detail)   
 

Theory Definition Example / Pro / Con 

Consequence-based The ethical correctness of an 
action is determined by 
considering it’s consequences 

Murder is usually wrong, 
unless a greater good can be 
brought out of it.   
 
Pro: Practical, Common 
Sense. 
 
Con: How to define what 
consequences are better than 
others? (classic island 
example) 

Rule-based The ethical correctness of an 
action is determined by a set 
of rules.   

Murder is wrong.  Period. 
 
Pro: Structured framework, no 
ambiguity. 
 
Con: Who determines rules? 
 

Religious principle- The ethical correctness of an Murder is wrong because God 



based action is determined a 
religious principle. 

places a high value on human 
life 
 
Pro: Structured framework, 
principle-based, higher 
authority. 
 
Con: What if religions 
contradict each other? 

Society-based The ethical correctness of an 
action is determined by a 
society, country, or culture. 

Murder is wrong in our 
society, but maybe not in 
another 
country/society/culture. 
 
Pro: Internally consistent, 
democratic.   
 
Con: What is the common 
good?  The tyranny of the 
50% 

Person-based The ethical correctness of an 
action is determined by one’s 
conscience. 

Murder is wrong for me.   
 
Pro: Personal, helpful to 
resolve situational problems 
 
Con: What if your ethics 
conflict with someone else? 

 

 

Examples 

 

 Ford Motor Company and the production of the subcompact Pinto in the late 1960’s, 
early 1970’s (2000 pounds/$2000).  Although discovering that the car had a 
significant defect—it would explode in a fireball in certain rear-end collisions, the 
cost-benefit analysis conclusion was that the cost of wrongful death lawsuits would 
be less than the cost of not placing the car on the market. 

 Consquence-based ethics:  if money, capitalism, are more important—the 
jobs provided by Ford to build the Pinto, the profits for the shareholders, 
could be considered more important than a limited number of human lives. 

 Rules-based.  If a value has been placed on human life (killing is wrong), it 
should be avoided at all costs, independent of any other factors. 

 Religious principle-based: Human life  

 Society-based: Cars are good.  Making money is good.  Gas is expensive, in 
short supply with unreliable suppliers—we should use less (smaller cars). 

 Personal-based: I think the Pinto is the coolest car in the world!  (or NOT) 
 
 

 Federal Express drug testing.  Employee voluntarily submitted to employer-
sponsored drug testing.  The urine test revealed the employee had used marijuana.  
When questioned, the employee answered honestly and admitted to smoking it at a 



party two weeks earlier.  The employee was terminated within the next few days, 
despite the fact that the employee’s work record was outstanding and there was no 
suggestion that drugs had ever been taken at work. 

 Consquence-based ethics:  drug use is destructive and cannot be permitted 
by our employees since it could ruin our reputation as a company.  Although 
this employee has a good work history, we should make an example of him 
to send a message to the rest of our employees. 

 Rules-based: Drug use is wrong.   

 Society-based: Just say no.  Drug use has a negative impact on our society 
and should be stopped and prevented (Drug Czar, DARE, etc.) 

 Personal-based: DUDE!  As long as it doesn’t affect me… 
 

Case Studies (please respond to at least 3) 
 
1. After accepting your offer of employment (and passing a drug test), a woman is 

asked to complete a physical examination on her first day of employment.  A genetic 
screen (family history) reveals a pre-disposition to breast cancer within an 80% 
probability.  Your company is small and the pricing structure of the company HMO is 
based upon employee health.  An employee with cancer could potentially increase 
your contribution and your employee contribution to the HMO by 2-3 times.  ISSUES:  
Do you have a right to even have this information—what about her privacy?  Do you 
have an obligation to keep your employees health care costs down, or should the 
majority of the people pay the cost for the severe health problems of one person?  
What about the significant time away from work for treatment?  Can your small 
company afford to keep this person employed? 

  
Your response: 
 
 
 
2. Your company has well established “zero tolerance” policy on potentially sexually 

offensive material at work.  As the email administrator, you notice a log file which 
shows messages with sexually explicit subjects getting sent to a co-worker.  
Someone else could be sending these messages to them without their knowledge or 
permission, but this is only speculation.  ISSUES: How do you handle this situation?  
Do you tell their Manager?  Tell your Manager?  Confront them directly?  Ignore the 
problem and risk your own job? 

 
Your response: 
 
 
 
3. As the hiring manager, you have sorted through countless resumes, conducted 

several rounds of interviews, and have decided to hire one of two remaining 
candidates.  Both candidates are well-qualified, but one is more experienced and is 
your favorite.  However, you have the results of the drug test from this more 
experienced candidate, and although no illegal drugs were found, traces of a 
common anti-depressant were present.  ISSUES: Right to privacy—should you even 
have this information?  Now that you do have it, do you think  

 



Your response: 
 
 
 
4. Your company has developed a breakthrough compound which is effective for the 

treatment and prevention of AIDS.  The cost of research and development was 
significant.  In order to recover your costs and make a profit (so your company can 
work on the next research project), the drug must be sold at a high cost and 
therefore out of the reach of many basic insurance plans, medicare, lower-income 
persons, and third-world countries (where large percentages of the population are 
infected by the disease).   

 
Your response: 
 
 
 
5. Two vendors are bidding to get a contract with your company.  In your capacity as 

the decision maker, you must choose between the two best bids.  Although 
Company A has reputation of being the better firm, Company B has offered to send 
your family on a week long cruise vacation if you select them.  The bids from both 
firms are close enough that no one will notice of you choose one over the other. 

 
Your response: 
 
6. You learn co-worker and friend is planning to leave the company and go to work for 

the competition, even though they signed a no-compete clause which legally 
prevents them from working for a competitor for two years after they leave your firm.  
They haven’t told anyone else where they are going but you.   

 
Your response: 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
We all make ethical choices, and discussing issues and examples like this is a valuable 
exercise.  Human existence is best when people are thinking about issues and asking 
the difficult questions in life.   
 
We have fantastic food and beverages waiting for us, and I’m ready for a beer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


