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Ethics are the moral principles that govern our behavior. They guide how we conduct
our day-to-day activities and determine how we’ll respond to a given situation.
While it can be easy to simply say “always do the right thing,” figuring out the
right thing to do isn’t always black and white. And it’s not always easy. That’s
why we have to spend time thinking about our ethics. Ethical behavior is like
anything else we do—practice makes perfect.
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The right choice is rarely the convenient one
Let’s think through an example of a potential moral dilemma:

One day, a financial trader witnesses a coworker do
something that goes against SEC regulations. What should
the trader do?

We all know the answer should involve steps that include informing a supervisor,
reaching out to compliance, or notifying the SEC hotline.
However, the reality is that—in that moment—the choice will be hard to make.
These two people may have been working shoulder-to-shoulder for 15 years.
They may be good friends. Their kids may even be in little league together. By
reporting the behavior, the trader could drastically change their coworker’s life.
While that doesn’t necessarily change how the trader should respond, it does
illustrate how complexities can arise when we’re faced with a real-world dilemma.
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It’s important to take the time to mentally rehearse ethical behavior.
As Lieutenant Commander Fussell points out:

“To do what’s right can be a whole lot harder than people think.”
You want to prepare yourself to do the right thing, no matter the situation.

“The time is always right to do what is right.”

— Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Throughout history, different philosophers and schools of thought have generated their own definitions of
what is “right.” Many of them are still discussed and applied today. Let’s look at some of these meanings
through the lens of another moral dilemma:

A surgeon has completed 15,000 procedures during his career—with a level of skill
and success never before seen in the field. One day, he realizes his patient isn’t getting
better after surgery. The surgeon begins to suspect that he made a mistake during the
operation and schedules a second exploratory surgery to look for his mistake. He does
not reveal the true nature of the surgery to the patient’s family. During the follow-up
operation, the surgeon finds and corrects his original mistake, saving the patient’s life.
Was the surgeon’s behavior justified by the outcome? The head nurse realizes what has
occurred. What should the nurse do?

Socrates (469–399 B.C.)
advocated the theory of the
“social contract,” in which people
agree to act in accordance with
a society’s rules in order to gain
mutual benefits.
Socrates likely would have said
the nurse should report the
surgeon in order to abide by the
social contract, even if it meant
the surgeon could never again
practice medicine.

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804)
focused on the motivations and
principles that lead to an action,
rather than the resultant outcome
of the action.
Kant would probably advise the
nurse to tell the patient about the
surgeries, regardless of the
results for the surgeon, since
telling the truth is an act based
on proper principles.

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873)
subscribed to utilitarianism, which
held that the right action is the one
that maximizes wellbeing for the
most people, even if it breaks
traditional moral rules.
Mill would have likely urged the
nurse to overlook the mistake, so
that the surgeon could continue to
use his medical skills to maximize
the wellbeing of more patients in
the future.
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The Norgrove Mission
These definitions of right can also be used to assess the decisions
involved in the failed rescue mission of British aid worker Linda Norgrove
(taken hostage by the Taliban in 2010) and its attempted cover up:
n

Who acted in accordance with the social contract?

n

What were the principles behind the actions?

n

Who believed the ends justified the means?

The CBS television series
SEAL Team season-three
episode “Fog of War” is
loosely based on this mission.

However, evaluating this mission’s participants also requires some additional levels of ethical consideration:
n

The difficulty of the decisions: What information did they have at the time?

n

The amount of time they had to make their decision: Was it 15 seconds, or 48 hours?

n

The pressure they were under: Were they being shot at, or were they drinking coffee in an office?

Stick to your standard
During a global pandemic, or other times of heightened stress, some people’s ethical standards can
begin to slip. It might not happen overnight. It may start as a minor exemption here or there. However,
that path can quickly become a slippery slope. Just as death can result from a thousand tiny cuts, we can
be damned by a thousand tiny acts. The consequences and ramifications of our actions don’t disappear
just because times get harder.

The consequences and ramifications of our actions don’t disappear just because
times get harder.
Let’s think about the possible knock-on effects of one final moral dilemma:

An ivy league professor catches her student plagiarizing a midterm paper. The penalty
for plagiarism is expulsion from the university. Since the student is part of a foreign
exchange program, he would also be sent out of the country if the professor reports him.
The student admits to breaking the rules, pleads for another chance, and begs the
professor to not turn him in. What is the right course of action for the professor to take?

The professor may sympathize, knowing that this student’s life could be irrevocably changed by one mistake
if she reports him. However, if the professor capitulates, not only will she become culpable in the situation,
she will have reestablished a lower ethical standard for herself. Moreover, when other students discover her
previous leniency, they may request the same for their own wrongdoings.
Without a leg to stand on, the professor could be compelled to continue overlooking transgressions and
compromising her ethics, until one day she realizes her moral compass is damaged beyond repair.
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Lieutenant Commander Fussell, on ethical behavior:

“Bad news doesn’t get better with time. Do the right thing early, and do it often.”

Put yourself inside the situation
Acting as a Monday morning quarterback and evaluating ethical scenarios after the fact can be of
great benefit. However, when doing so, it’s important to remain true to the realities of the participants’
circumstances.
Put yourself in their shoes. Assume that you only have the information they had, when they had it. Make
the decision on their timeline. Then practice it again with another scenario. And another. That’s how you
determine the absolute right thing in your heart—and what you’d do to see it through.
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