


Traditional 
Ethics 
Training



It is about 
making a 
rationale 
decision about 
what to do



It is about 
good people 
and bad 
people making 
good decisions 
and bad 
decisions, 
respectively



But are we always rationale? 



I ask again. Are we always rationale? 



Also, do we always want what is 
ethical?



Guess who got a hundo without 
attending any events?!? 

Guess who got a hundo 
without attending any 
events?!? 

How not to feel 
like a successful 
teacher when 

near the end of  
teaching an 

ethics course.  



Is the classic ethical dilemma what we should be most worried about?



Why do 
people end 
up in the 
paper for a 
lack of 
ethics?



Why do counselors make the licensing board 
website for ethical violations?



Common 
Ethics 

Violations 
Reported 
Across 

Licensing 
Boards



Take Home
Most people who get into ethical trouble have in fact decided to do an 

obviously wrong thing. 



It seems that information is 
not always the magic elixir to 

unethical behavior.
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What should be 
the goal(s) of  an 
ethics training?



My Answer to the goal

Moral Humility Moral Awareness Moral motivation Structuring the 
Environment to Facilitate 

Moral Choice

In other words, if  you walk away from today’s training feeling drastically 
more confident in your ability to be ethical based on what you know, then 
I have failed.



Enters Behavioral Ethics



Behavioral Ethics 
considers the how and 
why of ethical and 
unethical behavior. The 
science of helping 
good people be good.



Former Federal Prosecutor Serina Vash says, “When I 
first began prosecuting corruption, I expected to walk 

into rooms and find the vilest people. I was shocked to 
find ordinarily good people I could well have had coffee 

with that morning. And they were still good 
people who’d made terrible choices.

https://hbr.org/2016/12/why-ethical-people-make-unethical-
choices

https://hbr.org/2016/12/why-ethical-people-make-unethical-choices


What leads to poor ethical decisions?



Some Leading 
Influences on 
Poor Ethical 
Decision Making

Desires, biases and 
mental shortcuts

Thinking Fallacies

Wanting something 
else

Situational factors

Urges, habits, or 
addictions

Being tired, 
perceived 
anonymity, or cover

Mood and emotions

External pressures Social

Organizational



Common 
Thinking 
Fallacies

• Forecasting Errors 
• Ethical Fading 
•Moral Dissonance
• Confirmation Bias
• Overconfidence Bias
• Self-serving Bias



Framing: How Things Go Wrong

Prediction
Forecasting Errors

Decision Time
Ethical Fading

Visceral Response

Rewrite Story
Memory Revision
Shifting Standards

“I should behave 
ethically…therefore I will.”

“I don’t see the ethical implications of this 
decision…so I do what I want to do.”

“I should have behaved 
ethically…therefore I did.”



Fallacies in 
Thinking 

Exhibit I: The 
Ford Pinto







The Infamous Pinto Memo

1. With expected unit sales of 11 million Pintos, and a total cost per unit 
to modify the fuel tank of $11, a recall would have cost Ford $121 
million.

2. But, using mathematical formulations of a probable 2,100 accidents 
that might result in 180 burn deaths, 180 seriously burned victims, and 
2,100 burned-out vehicles, the "unit cost" per accident, assuming an 
out-of-court settlement, came to a probable $200,000 per death, 
$67,000 per serious injury, and $700 per burned-out vehicle, leaving a 
grand total of $49.53 million.

3. Allowing the accidents to occur represented a net savings of nearly $70 
million.

4. Therefore, a human life was mathematically proven to be worth less 
than an $11 part.



Why did 
people arrive 

at these 
decisions?

• Incrementalism – Go real slow down the slippery 
slope and it is hard to know when you cross from 
questionable, to unethical, to illegal

• Ethical Fading – Rationalizing that ethical dilemmas 
are a business decision or a unique situation rather 
than an ethical decision
• Cost-benefit analysis of the Ford Pinto showed it 

was cheaper to pay for lawsuits than to make 
repairs. 

• Abstract Outcomes vs. Tangible Rewards – The 
unknown people who would experience death or 
injury were less salient than the present savings



What Do We Really Care 
About?

• In the controlled 
environment of the 
classroom, it is easy to feel 
like we care to being moral 
over everything else.
• That is the equivalent of 

my overconfidence that 
I will eat less junk food 
immediately after the 
last bite of a holiday 
binge

• If I value things that don’t 
align with ethics, what I 
value will likely win out 
when they conflict.



Situational 
Factors

The Fundamental Attribution Error

Actor-Observer Bias

A good mood has been tied to more ethical behavior

Time pressure

Transparency

Stress and fatigue

Hunger



Environmental 
forces

Creating an environment in which it is unsafe to speak 
up either because it is futile or because it will result in 
retribution

Excessive pressure to hit unrealistic performance targets

Conflicting goals that create perception of unfairness

A positive example isn’t being set - particularly by 
people within the group

Rewarding activities that unintentionally encourage 
unethical behavior



How to 
become 
unethical 
without 
feeling 
terrible

Take small steps – Rome wasn’t conquered in a day.

Forget misdeeds - Research has shown people are more 
likely to forget their own unethical acts than other events

Rationalization and justification are your friend – If you 
don’t like the real story, change it until you do

Make most important decisions when tired, and turn off 
the lights

Pretend that honesty and competence are related

Hang out with immoral peers and derogate the goody two-
shoes



But What If We Want to Be Good 
When it is Tempting Not To?
We have some great options



It Begins with 
Ethical Humility

• In other words, we 
need to recognize 
that we are capable 
of  doing unethical 
things even when 
they are clearly 
unethical



Plan Ahead

• The key here is planning not just for 
how you want to act but what might 
get in the way



A Light-Hearted (and close to 
home) Example
• Desired Moral Action: I want to be an honest employee who shows 

integrity in my work
• Potential gumption trap: March Madness
• Plan: 
• Don’t sign up for easy access to games from my work computer
• Choose select teams or games that I can check in on
• Give myself permission to watch the last 3-5 minutes of close games that I 

pre-selected
• Ask a spouse or partner who would support me being honest in my 

employment to ask me how I did on challenging days
• Journal or track the amount of work time spent watching



Behavioral Ethics Exercise I

1. Think of  one or two common temptations you face at work
a. Could be about misusing company time, omitting steps from your job 

(e.g., proper record keeping), gossiping about clients, client—coach 
relationship, confidentiality, social media usage or texting issues, 
boundary issues, taking home office supplies or using the color printer, 
company policy, etc.

2. Rehab counselors , but take a moment to think about what you might be 
feeling that could make a good decision difficult? Write at least one down 
for each potential dilemma.

3. What could you do to counter unhelpful feelings in order to maintain 
ethical behavior?



More Tips for Ethical Behavior

Include a consideration of 
how you will feel at the time 
of decision

Frame issues using a long-
term perspective

Strive to be ethical 100% of 
the time rather than 99% of 
the time

Create a visible list of things 
you will never do

Carve out space to reflect on 
the potential dissonance 
between actions and what 
you value

Create and post a Personal 
Oath, inspiring quote, or 
Company mission statement



Behavioral Ethics Exercise II

• Jot down a few things that are critical to you in your ethical 
service to others. 

• Include specific consideration of  ways you are committed to 
acting when your ethics might be strained.

• Research suggests you would do well to post what you wrote 
somewhere you can see it regularly.



Summary

The biggest take home I 
hope everyone feels a bit 
more strongly than before 
is that ethics is 
• More than knowledge of  

a code
• More than being a good 

person
• Often not fully rationale


