Ethics
"Ethics has to do with what my feelings tell me is right or wrong."
"Ethics has to do with my religious beliefs."
"Being ethical is doing what the law requires."
"Ethics consists of the standards of behavior our society accepts."
"I don't know what the word means."[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For a good discussion of what and how people think about ethics, see What is Ethics? by Manuel Velasquez, Claire Andre, Thomas Shanks, S.J., and Michael J. Meyer at Santa Clara University; a summary can be found at  www.scu.edu/ethics/practicing/decision/whatisethics.html. ] 


The Philosophical Stuff: What does “Ethics” mean anyway?

 Long intellectual and philosophical history, from Aristotle’s Mean, to Peter Singer’s modernist utilitarianism.  Lots of “isms”

 One proposed definition: Ethics relates to how we ought to behave toward each other; morality relates to how we ought to behave toward God.  

  Ethics & Morality – different points on a continuum?  

 Ethics & Morality & Religion – related?  separate?

 Objective/Subjective; absolute rules, or always varies by circumstances?

 Is there a difference between collective ethics and individual ethics?  (just war collectively, murder individually, etc.) 

 Differences between ethical, moral, and legal (this topic has particular application in discussions about public sector ethics)

  One author’s proposed guiding statements for making decisions and determining standards in public ethics: What do we owe the public?  What would the public expect of us?


The Practical Stuff: common issues to consider in discussing workplace ethics

  The line between ethics codes and personnel rules; what goes in an ethics code, and what belongs in a personnel manual?

  Writing ethics codes: aspirational or proscriptive, thou shall/thou shalt not (try writing an aspirational gift acceptance policy --go ahead, I dare you…) 

  Ethics codes: teeth or no teeth -- consequences and mechanisms for violation.  (This is a very cutting edge, current topic in public sector ethics right now.  If a code has no teeth, does it have any value or make any difference?)

  Ethics codes: proactive or reactive?  No code can possible cover every situation, so would it be more useful to be reactive in some areas – like monitoring social media postings? 

 Public and private boundaries -- big generational shift here.  “What I do on my own time is none of your business!”

  Do ethical standards shift depending on where you are? Are we always on the clock, or do we ever shed our official identities completely?  (Behaviors okay at home in the evening, but not okay behind the clerk’s office counter)

 Idealism vs. Practicality – do old phrases like “impugn the dignity of the court” make sense in contemporary culture?

  Do ethical standards shift as we climb up the org chart?  (Should we expect more cautious behavior from the court administrator then we do from a deputy clerk?)

  Do ethical standards shift as we pay people more? (Outside employment for example – if we paid deputy clerks more, could we be more restrictive about outside employment?)

 Is the tried-and-true judge/staff divide breaking down when it comes to ethics rules?  Not okay for judges to “friend” attorneys, but okay for staff to “friend” attorneys?  



Rev. 06/08/11




