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Abstract

(Caution! This module is still under development and changes are planned for the near future.)
Recent work in moral psychology has established the profound impact that the context in which business
is carried out has on business practices and practitioners. Moral ecologies are de�ned here as the various
nested and overlapping social and organizational contexts that form the backdrop of human behavior and
actions. This module is designed to help students identify di�erent moral ecologies and design successful
moral careers to respond to their special challenges. This module falls within the corporate governance
unit of the courses Business, Society, and Government (GERE 6055) and Corporate Leadership and
Social Responsibility (ADMI 3405). It has been developed through a National Science Foundation
funded project, "Collaborative Development of Ethics Across the Curriculum Resources and Sharing of
Best Practices," NSF-SES-0551779, also called the EAC Toolkit.
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1 Two Thought Experiments

The Ring of Gyges (Plato's Republic II, S359)
Gyges a poor shepherd is tending his �ock when there is an earthquake. A hugh crack opens in the earth to
expose a sarcopagus. Gyges reaches in and takes the ring that draws his attention. Later, when he is talking
among friends, he notices that he becomes invisible when he turns the ring in toward himself. He tries this
out a few times and then forms his plans. Invisible, he gains entry to the king's castle and rapes the queen.
Drawing her into his nefarious plan, they kill the king and take over the kingdom. Gyges marries the queen
and becomes ruler of a large and wealthy kingdom. Somehow it doesn't seem �t to say that he lives "happily
ever after." But, since he is never caught, it doesn't follow that his ill-gotten gain has made him miserable.

Before �nding his ring, Gyges was, at least outwardly, a well-behaved, just citizen. But the combination
of vast power and no accountability drew Gyges over to the dark side. Does the human character, like that
of Gyges, dissolve in the face of temptation and lack of accountability? Is the threat of punishment necessary
to keep individuals moral? Is visibility and the threat of punishment all that stands between an individual
and a life of injustice?
The Milgram Experiments
From 1960 until 1963, Stanley Milgram, a social psychologist, carried out a series of experiments on around
1000 subjects. Each experiment brought together three participants, a subject (or teacher), a learner, and
an experimenter. In the initial orientation, the experimenter told the subject/teacher and the learner that
they were about to participate in an experiment designed to measure the in�uence of punishment (in the
form of electrical shocks) on learning. The learner was presented with information. The teacher then asked
questions based on this information. If the learner answered correctly, then they went on to the next question.
If the learner answered incorrectly, then he was given an electrical shock by the teacher. With each missed
question the intensity of the shock increased. The experiment continued until all the questions were asked
and answered.

However, these instructions constituted a deception brought upon the teacher/subject by the secret
collaboration of the experimenter and the learner. The real purpose of the experiment was to determine
how far individuals would go in turning against their moral views on the basis of an external authority. The
learner feigned pain and su�ering because there was no actual electrical shock. And the learner deliberately
missed most of the questions in order to force the teacher to progress to higher and what appeared to be
life-threatening levels of shock. While teachers were not physically forced to continue the experiment over
the feigned protests of the learners, whenever they tried to stop it, they were told by the experimenter that
they had to continue to the end.

Before the Milgram experiments were carried out, a group of psychogists were asked to predict how
many teachers/subjects would go all the way to the end and give the learner what they thought were life-
threatening and highly painful shocks. The consensus was that most would stop the experiment early on
when the learner �rst began to protest. But the actual results were quite "shocking." Nearly 60 percent of
the teachers went all the way and gave the learner the maximum shock. You can read more about these
experiments and how they have been interpreted by reading Milgram 1974 and Flanagan 1991. You Tube
has several video vignettes on the Milgram Experiments. Simply type "Milgram Experiments" in the search
window and browse the results.

Can authority and environment override our everyday moral beliefs as well as the characters constructed
from them? Is character robust and "trans-situational?" Or is it radically dependent on situation and
environment? Can normally decent and well-behaved individuals turn into moral monsters given the right
external conditions?
From Gyges and Milgram to Moral Ecology
Both of these thought experiments raise the question of the in�uence of environment on character. This
module is designed to help increase the strength of moral character by identifying di�erent organizational
environments (called "moral ecologies") and having you developing strategies to resist their pressures and
maintain integrity.

http://cnx.org/content/m17353/1.6/



Connexions module: m17353 3

2 Introduction

Corporate governance is de�ned in the Blackwell Encyclopedic Dictionary of Business Ethics as "concerned
with those decisions made by the senior executives of a �rm and the impacts of their decisions on various
stakeholder groups." (EBE 147) This module turns corporate governance inside-out and looks at it from the
perspective of the governed, that is, from the directors, managers, and employees subject to the structures
and strategies of corporate governance. Corporate environments function as "moral ecologies," that is,
"the somewhat stable, but constantly negotiated set of values, practices, and in�uences within societies,
organizations, professions, and work groups." (Hu� et. al., 2008) The thrust of this module is to help you
begin to strategize on how to develop sustainable moral careers within di�erent moral ecologies. You will
study di�erent kinds of moral ecologies using a taxonomy developed from the research of Michael Davis in
Thinking Like an Engineer and Robert Jackall in Moral Mazes. Hu� (2008) provides some generic
strategies for individuals to pursue within in these organizational environments. But the exercises included
in this module will encourage you to expand upon this list. Working through this module will help you to
view corporate governance from within from the micro perspective of the individual. Another module will
allow you to see corporate governance from the outside from the macro point of view.

3 What you need to know . . .

3.1 Personality Characteristics: The "Big Five" (plus one)

So much of success in practical and professional ethics lies in anticipating and defusing potential ethical chal-
lenges. Called "Preventive Ethics," this approach encourages you to develop the skill of uncovering latent or
hidden ethical problems that could erupt into full-blown ethical dilemmas. "An ounce of prevention is worth
a pound of cure." This module is designed to help you re�ect on your personalty, di�erent organizational
environments or ecologies, and how your personality �ts into these moral ecologies. Your success depends
on developing plans for successful moral careers that respond to your personality traits and resist ethical
challenges presented by organizational environments.

Personality Characteristics: Find your place on the continuum

1. Extraversion__________________________________________Introversion
2. Neuroticism___________________________________________Emotional Sta-

bility
3. Conscientiousness_____________________________________Carelessness.
4. Agreeableness_________________________________________Disagreeableness
5. Openness (to experience_______________________________Closed (to experience)
6. Honesty/Humility_____________________________________Dishonesty/Arrogance

3.2 Three Moral Ecologies

Summary Table

Type / Char-
acteristics

Managers
and engi-
neers: role
and partici-
pation

Centrality of
ethics and
values

Allocation of
praise and
blame

Withholding
information

Treatment of
dissent and
DPOs

continued on next page
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Finance-
Driven

Managers
play line
role (=make
decisions) En-
gineers provide
technical infor-
mation (=sta�
role)

Ethics and
values are side
constraints
dealt with
when they op-
pose �nancial
considerations

Allocated
according
to hierarchi-
cal position:
praise goes
up and blame
goes down.

Managers
withhold to
control and
protect secrets.
Engineers
withhold bad
news to avoid
blame.

"Shoot the
messenger!"
Dissent =
disloyalty and
betrayal.

Customer-
Driven

Managers
make decisions
on �nancial
matters. En-
gineers "go to
the mat" on
engineering
matters.

Ethics and
values are not
central but are
still important.

Praise and
blame are
fairly allo-
cated based
on assigned
responsibility
and contribu-
tion.

Information
not withheld
but gaps arise
because or role
di�erences.

Di�erences oc-
cur but engi-
neers are ex-
pected to advo-
cate their per-
spective in de-
cision making
process.

Quality-
Driven

Manager and
engineering
distinction
drops out.
Interdisci-
plinary work
teams are em-
powered and
responsible

Ethics and
values are con-
stitutive of the
organization's
identity.

Praise and
blame are
attributed to
group and
distributed
to individ-
uals within
according to
contribution.

Open consen-
sus process
ensures that
needed in-
formation is
integrated
into decision
making

Engineers
and managers
work toward
consensus by
gathering more
information,
continuing the
discussion, and
(as last resort)
postponing the
decision until
consensus is
reached.

Table 1

Breakdown of Table

• Moral ecologies can be categorized according to a series of considerations. The table above focuses on
�ve.

• First, managers and engineers occupy distinct roles and participate di�erently in the decision making
process. Managers play the line role. They collect information to make decisions that govern the day
to day operations of the corporation. Engineers are hired as sta� employees. They provide technical
information to decision makers but do not participate directly in the decision making process. This
raises di�culties when engineers, for technical or ethical reasons, disagree with the decisions taken by
their managers. The line and sta� roles channel decision making and constrain dissent.

• Moral ecologies can also be typed according to the centrality of ethical considerations in the corpora-
tion's goals, charter, operations, and even identity. Ethical considerations can range from (1) playing
a central role, (2) to playing an important but subordinate role, (3) to being marginalized as irrele-
vant side constraints. The importance a corporation places on ethics colors all the other categories
mentioned in the table above. If ethics is central to a corporation then it plays a central role in the de-
cision making process, guides the allocation of praise and blame, determines the nature and amount of
information shared in the decision making process, and determines how an organization treats dissent
and disagreement.
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• A corporation's conception of responsibility is revealed through the ways in which it allocates praise
and blame. Signi�cant di�erences arise between the way �nance companies assign praise and blame
and the ways these are allocated in quality or customer driven companies. Again, this related to the
roles played by engineers and managers and the centrality of ethics in the corporation's governance.

• Ethical problems arise when crucial information is withheld from the decision making process. Hence,
the �ow of communication and the kinds of situations in which communication �ow is disrupted helps
to characterize a moral ecology. For example, the Hitachi report asserts that communication between
managers and engineers breaks down predictably within �nance-driven companies. This breakdown is
grounded in the characteristics of the �nance-driven moral ecology, especially in di�erences between
the managerial and engineering roles and the extent to which managers and engineers participate in
decision making.

• Finally, moral ecologies can be classi�ed according to how they treat dissent and dissenting professional
opinions. Dissent is less likely in quality than in �nance-driven companies. While �nance-driven
companies treat dissent as disloyalty, quality- and customer-driven driven companies treat dissent as
a stage in the process of reaching consensus.

Finance-Driven Companies

1. Finance-driven companies place �nancial objectives at the very heart of their constitutive objectives
and corporate identity. For example, such companies are focused on maximizing returns for investors.

2. Manager and Engineer Roles and Participation in Decision Making Process: Managers play
the line role in that they make the decisions that drive the day to day operations of the corporation.
They bear responsibility for the consequences of their decisions and they are also responsible as the
faithful agents of the company's directors. Being a faithful agent requires that one treat another's
interests as one's own, maintain con�dentialities, and avoid interests that con�ict with the director.
Engineers play the sta� role, that is, they answer questions put to them by managers and are responsible
for providing competent technical information. However, they do not participate directly in the decision
making process, nor do they bear responsibility for the results of their manager's decisions.

3. Centrality of ethics and values in the corporations decision making process: Ethical consid-
erations play only the role of side constraits in the setting of corporate policity and in the formulation
and execution of its decisions. This means that ethical considerations are important only if they
promote or interfere with the central, �nancial objectives. If appearing philanthropical is good for a
corporation's image (and generates customers and pro�ts) then the corporation appears philanthropic.
If the corporation is likely to get caught in an ethical violation (excessive pollution) and this negative
publicity will lower its prestige (and pro�ts) then the corporation will not commit the violation. But
in each case, the end is the promotion of �nancial objectives and the means are appearing ethical.

4. Allocating Praise and BlameJackall goes into detail on how �nance-driven corporations (and bu-
reaucracies in general) assign praise and blame. The crucial factor is one's position in the corporate
hierarchy. Praise works its way up the corporate ladder. If engineer Smith saves the company from a
sever �nancial loss, then Smith's supervisor (or his supervisor's supervisor) gets the credit. However,
if Smith's supervisor messes up, the blame passes down the corporate ladder to Smith. Praise moves
up the corporate hierarchy, blame down.

5. Information Exchange between Engineers and Managers: In �nance driven companies, man-
agers withhold information from the engineers under their supervision for a variety of reasons. For
example, if it is proprietary information, the manager may withhold all or part to prevent engineers
from leaving the �rm and revealing its secrets to a competitor. Managers may also use information
to wield power and authority. By keeping engineers in the dark (like mushrooms) they e�ectively
maintain authority and prevent dissent. On the other hand, engineers withhold bad news from their
managers to avoid blame as well as the "shoot the messenger" syndrome. (When the incompetent
general receives bad news from a soldier, he shoots the soldier rather than respond to the news.)

6. Handling Dissenting Professional Opinions: Dissent is interpreted as disloyalty in �nance-driven
companies. This organizational habit (maintained by managers to hold on to their authority) will
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even undermine DPO (dissenting professional opinion) procedures that look good on paper. A good
DPO procedure communicates the opinion to several levels of supervisor, allows for the independent
investigation of the merits of the opinion, and prevents retaliation against the professional asserting the
opinion. But ruthless managers �nd ways to undermine such a procedure at all levels. Engineers may
claim the right not to be held as scape goats to administrative incompetence. (See the Theory Building
Activities: Rights module) This right may be supported on paper by a detailed DPO procedure. But
it also has to be implemented at all levels and continually monitored.

Customer-Driven Companies

• Customer-driven companies focus on customer satisfaction. If the customer asks for or is satis�ed with
a lower quality product, then this is an acceptable result for this type of company as opposed to a
quality driven company which would stand fast with the higher quality product.

• Managers and engineers: roles and participation: Managers make decisions on �nancial matters.
But engineers are expected to "go to the mat" for engineering standards when these form all or part of
the decision. Hence the distinction between managers (playing the line role) and engineers (playing the
sta� role) weakens, and engineers play a much more active role (advocates for engineering standards)
in decision making. (Engineering standards include engineering ethics standards.)

• Centrality of Ethics and Values: While customer satisfaction plays the central role, ethical consid-
erations are still important, especially regarding the ethical treatment of customers and re�ecting the
ethical values held by the customers. In many cases, it is di�cult to distinguish quality and customer
driven companies as the role ethical standards play gets closer to a central, constitutive one.

• Allocation of Praise and Blame: Responsibility in customer driven companies is tied closely to
individual performance and contribution. This is because customer satisfaction is a more objective
criterion than the internal political standards that dominate �nance driven companies. Responsibility
is closely alligned with contribution.

• Withholding Information: Information enhances control and responsibility. (The more you know,
the more reponsibly you can act.) Since praise and blame are allocated according to contribution,
there is less incentive to withhold information. If communication gaps arise between engineers and
managers, these are much more likely to hinge on disciplinary di�erences. Engineers may have trouble
communicating technical information to managers, or appear condescending by "dumbing down" the
information. Managers may have di�culties communicating �nancial constraints to engineers who
focus on quality standards. But these are minor, resolvable gaps.

• Treatment of Dissent: Dissent and disagreement are not only tolerated but actually expected.
Managers expect engineers to advocate for issues in their sphere as they pertain to the decision making
process. This process itself is adversarial because it is assumed that this is the best way to get all the
information out on the table. Bad news and professional dissenting opinions are not interpreted as
disloyalty; in fact, disloyalty lies in refusing to expose �aws in the choices proposed by one's supervisor.
Managers expect their engineers to "go to the mat" when advocating technical positions based on their
professional judgment.

Quality-Driven Companies

• Quality-driven companies stand out for the emphasis they place on achieving high engineering standards
and on elevating the participation of the engineer in the decision making process. As is implied by
the name, the central focus of these corporations is the achievement of high quality in products and
services.

• Managers and Engineers: Role and Participation: In quality-driven companies, the distinction
between the manager and engineering roles drops out. For example, while engineers play the sta�
role and provide expert engineering advice, they also participate fully in the decision making process.
The locus of decision making moves from individual managers to small interdisciplinary groups. These
groups, in turn, carry out consensus-based decision making procedures.

http://cnx.org/content/m17353/1.6/
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• Centrality of Ethics and Values: In quality-driven companies, ethics and values are central to the
organization's objectives, charter, and identity. This has a decisive impact on the role of the engineer
in the decision-making process. In customer driven companies, engineers are expected to advocate
engineering and ethical standards precisely because these are not central to the organization's identity.
But the centrality of ethical concerns in quality driven companies changes the engineer's role from
advocacy to channeling technical expertise toward realizing ethical value.

• Allocation of praise and blame: In customer-driven companies, blame avoidance procedures no
longer dominate the decision making process. In quality driven companies they disappear completely.
Decisions are made by interdisciplinary groups in which engineers and managers participate fully and
equally. Responsibility (praise and blame) then is allocated to the group. If it is distributed to members
inside the group it is done so on the basis of contribution. But the primary target of responsibility
ascriptions is the group, not the individual. And the response to untoward happenings is not targeting
individuals and groups for blame but taking measures to learn from mistakes and avoiding them in the
future.

• Withholding Information: The open, consensus-based decision process ensures that the needed
information is brought forth and integrated into the decision. This results from removing a primary
motivation to withholding information, namely, blame avoidance. Quality-driven corporations aggres-
sively move to prevent untoward occurrences and, should prevention fail, make adjustments to ensure
they do not reoccur. The motive to withhold information does not arise in this moral ecology.

• Treatment of Dissent and DOPs (dissenting professional opinions): Engineers and managers
work toward consensus by gathering information, discussing the problem and continuing the discussion
until consensus is reached. Thus, dissent does not stand alone but is considered to be an essential
and healthy component to the decision-making process. When consensus is not immediately reached,
participants seek more information. If consensus is still not reached, the decision is postponed (if this
is possible). The most viable strategy to reach consensus is to continue the discussion. For example, an
engineer and manager might approach a supervisor; in this way they bring a new perspective into the
decision-making process. They might consult other experts. The crucial point here is that disagreement
(really non-agreement) is not a bad thing but a necessary stage in the process of reaching agreement
and consensus.

Skill Sets

• The four skills described below are derived from studying the moral expertise displayed by moral
exemplars. Each moral ecology will require the exercise of each of the skills described below. However,
each skill has to be contextualized into the moral ecology. For example, reasonableness should not be
exercised in the same way in a �nance-driven company as it should be exercised in a quality-driven
company. The reasonable exercise of dissent is manifested di�erently in an environment where dissent
is equated with disloyalty than in one in which dissent is embraced as a necessary part of the consensus-
reaching process. So your job, in constructing your moral careers within these di�erent moral ecologies,
is to contextualize the skill, that is, describe speci�cally how each skill should be practiced in each
particular moral ecology.

• Moral imagination consists of projecting oneself into the perspective of others. It also includes
multiple problem de�nitions and the ability to distance oneself from the decision situation to gain
impartiality.

• Moral creativity is the ability to generate non-obvious solutions to moral challenges while responding
to multiple constraints.

• Reasonableness consists of gathering relevant evidence, listening to others, giving reasons for one's
own positions (arguments and evidence), and changing plans/positions only on the basis of good
reasons.

• Perseverance involves planning moral action and responding to unforeseen circumstances while keep-
ing moral goals intact.
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Personality Traits

• Extraversion: Extraversion, which is paired with its opposite, introversion, has also been called
con�dent self-expression, assertiveness, social extraversion, and power. An individual in whom this
trait dominates tends to be assertive and out-going.

• Conscientiousness: Individuals with this trait are successful in carrying out tasks because they can
discipline themselves to stay focused on a task. They are successful in the right moral ecology and tend
to conform to the basic norms of their environment. This trait can lead to bad results if not guided by
moral considerations.

• Neuroticism: This trait indicates a lack of emotional stability. According to Hu� et al., "it is
correlated with less e�ective coping and depression." Neuroticism has also been shown to interfere
with the exercise of moral skills. Is there a particular moral ecology that can heighten the negative
impacts of this personality trait?

• Agreeableness: According to Hu� et al, this trait has also been called "social adaptability, likability,
friendly compliance, and love." Again think about how this trait would operate within a �nance-driven
moral ecology as opposed to a quality-driven one.

Two Kinds of Moral Expertise

• Studies carried out by Chuck Hu� into moral exemplars in computing suggest that moral exemplars
can operate as craftspersons or reformers. (Sometimes they can combine both these modes.)

• Craftspersons (1) draw on pre-existing values in computing, (2) focus on users or customers who have
needs, (3) take on the role of providers of a service/product, (4) view barriers as inert obstacles or
puzzles to be solved, and (5) believe they are e�ective in their role.

• Reformers (1) attempt to change organizations and their values, (2) take on the role of moral crusaders,
(3) view barriers as active opposition, and (4) believe in the necessity of systemic reform

• These descriptions of moral exemplars have been taken from a presentation by Hu� at the STS collo-
quium at the University of Virginia on October 2006.

4 What you will do ...

In this section, you will learn about this module's activities and/or exercises. You will also �nd step by step
instructions on how to carry them out.

Exercise 1: What we do when nobody is looking

• You will be asked either to defend or criticize the following position on the nature and
function of punishment

• Entiendo que ser castigado es una manera de educar a la persona a cometió la falta y a la sociedad
en general para que comprendan y entiendan que su conducta es una falta y afecta a la sociedad. En
conclusión es una solución viable hasta el memento bastante efectiva siempre y cuando el castigo sea
ejecutado de una manera prudente, saludable y dentro de lo que las leyes permiten.

• Restate this argument in your own words. (Try to shorten it by summarizing its key points.) Then
discuss and clarify its key terms. O�er ethical and practical considerations in its defense.

Exercise 2: Milgram and Business

• Continuing with the task in part one, you will be asked to either defend or criticize the
following position on the meaning that the results of the Milgram experiments have for
business administration

• The Milgram experiments teach us that under the right conditions, anyone is capable of committing
immoral activities. If a strong, dominant boss exists and has a weak, dependable employer, then the
employer will out of necessity do whatever the boss wants.
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• Many people are willing to commit immoral acts even though they know it is wrong if they know they
are not being watched.

• It teaches us that many employees tend to do illegal works just because their managers ask them to so
they assume they will be taking full responsibility for the situation even though it is unethical.

Exercise 3: Commentary Groups

• Your job is to evaluate the arguments made by the teams debating in parts one and two.
Be sure to focus on the argument and not the content of the position. Listen to their
statements.

• Do they base these on sound statements?
• What kind of ethical and practical principles (or values) do they use to make their case?
• Do their frame their position broadly or narrowly?

Exercise 4: Closure Groups

• After listening to the debate and commentary, recap what has happened and discuss
whether there are any conclusions that can be drawn from this activity

• Do people agree or disagree about these 2 issues?
• If there is agreement, why does it exist?
• If there is disagreement, why does it exist?
• Is agreement possible? Why or why not?

Exercise 5

• Which moral ecology would you like to work in: �nance-, customer, or quality-driven companies?
• Why? Specify your answer in terms of how the company allocates praise or blame, the centrality of

moral concerns, the role given to professionals, the circumstances under which information is withheld,
and the typical response to bad news.

• Why? What con�guration of personality traits best �ts within which moral ecology?

5 What did you learn?

This module was designed to help you visualize how to realize a moral career within three dominant moral
ecologies. Apply these matters to yourself. Which moral ecology would be best for you? Of the two moral
careers mentioned above, reformer and helper, which best �ts your personality? Why? In other words, begin
the process of visualizing and planning your own moral career.
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7 EAC ToolKit Project

7.1 This module is a WORK-IN-PROGRESS; the author(s) may update the content as needed.
Others are welcome to use this module or create a new derived module. You can COLLABO-
RATE to improve this module by providing suggestions and/or feedback on your experiences
with this module.

Please see the Creative Commons License1 regarding permission to reuse this material.

7.2 Funded by the National Science Foundation: "Collaborative Development of Ethics Across
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