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Teaching ethics at a public university? 



   Objective: 

Introduce an Eight Key Question ethical 
reasoning strategy that ... 

 
…is informed by empirical  research, 

…informs ethical decision making, and   

…guides ethical action. 

    



How we learn  
  our morals/values/ethics 

How, when, from whom 
did you learn your 

morality? 



Morality: Taught & Learned 





Everyone is jumping on the ETHICS 

Bandwagon 

  



Yet we remain puzzled about  
how to IMPROVE ethics? 

  



Responses to ethics crises  

in 21st century U.S.A. 
 

 

Schools of Business & other programs 
 -- add a course on ethics  
 

Corporations and Institutions  
 -- leadership challenged to be ethical 



Ethical 

Culture? 
Gartner (former CEB) 

August 2017  

“…only 25 percent of  

employees believe their 

teammates and colleagues 

engage in and model the 

right ethical behaviors.” 



 

 

 

 

 

Brian Lee, 

CEB Gartner 

"Employees today do not 

believe their companies are 

any more ethical than they 

were eight years ago... Seeing 

and sensing integrity in the 

everyday actions of their 
peers is what really makes a 

difference, …” 



Jonathan 

Haidt  “…I have yet to find any 
evidence that a single ethics 
class… can improve ethical 
behavior…  

….We need to understand 
why people behave 
unethically, even when they 
think of themselves as 
virtuous.” 



Eugene Soltes  HARVARD UNIVERSITY   

“Why are moral decisions… 

sometimes easily resolved in 

the classroom but often 

harder to successfully 

resolve in practice?” 
 

 



Eugene  Soltes 

 
Fail to recognize the 
situation as raising 

moral issues. 
 

Fail to take multiple 
perspectives. 

 
Rely on intuitions 

rather than critical 
ethical functions. 

 



“The simple fact 
is that most of 

us think that we 
are better and 

more moral than 
we actually are.” 



Daniel 

Kahneman 

“You know far less 
about yourself 

than you feel that 
you do.” 

 



 

              QUIZ 



Sometimes it is important 

… to slow down  



Functional Magnetic 

Resonance Imaging fMRI 

Technology  Images  



The Honest Truth 

About Dishonesty 

Dan Ariely 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHEATING? 
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Matrix Cheating:  Moral Reminders  

Ten Books in High 
School  

 

 

“Normal” Cheating 
Rate 

 ca. 6 

Ten 
Commandments  

 

 

No Cheating  

 ca. 4 



Matrix Creating: 

Wearing “fake” vs. “genuine” Chloes 

“Genuine” Chloe Sunglasses  
 

 CHEATING 

 

Lower than  

Control Group 
 

 

  

“Fake” Chloe Sunglasses 

CHEATING 

 

“Much More” than 
the Control or 

“Genuine”  



Ethical Reasoning in Action 
 

 

 

Practical reasoning 
strategies from current 
decision sciences  

(e.g., social psychology, 
behavioral economics 
and brain research).  
 

Rich legacies of moral 
theories, considerations, 
and practical reasoning  

Decision Science  
Findings 

Ethical 
 Considerations 



Intellectual Technologies  



Eight Key Questions: 

An Ethical Decision-

Making Technology 

Used to Test, 

Supplement, & Replace  

Intuitive Moral 

Responses 

Fairness: how can I (we) act justly, equitably, balancing interests? 

Outcomes: what are the short- & long-term outcomes for all?  

Responsibilities: what duties and obligations apply? 

Character: what actions help me (us) become my (our) ideal? 

Liberty: how do I (we) respect personal freedom (autonomy)? 

Empathy: how would I (we) act if I (we) cared about all? 

Authority: what do legitimate authorities (e.g., experts, law, 

       my god) expect? 

Rights: what rights (e.g., innate, legal, social) apply? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=anCaGBsBOxM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=meiU6TxysCg


Eight Key Questions in Action 

 

Hurricane Sharon 
Video 

 

https://youtu.be/OOTOL9ltEP0


Outcomes? 

Rights? 

Character? 

Liberty? 

Empathy? Authority? 

Responsibilities? 

Fairness? 

? 

Hurricane 

Sharon 

Ethical Reasoning Process 



Round One  – No Decisions Yet! 

Use the Eight Key Questions to generate as many 
specific questions as you can about the Hurricane 
Sharon rescue situation. 
 

For example:  

• Are either of the governors legitimate authorities? 

• Should the decision to disobey the evacuation notice  

     (liberty) make a difference? 

• How should personal connection to the soccer players  

     (empathy) influence the decision? 
 

 



Round Two – Resist Deciding! 
 

As a FEMA team, go over all of the 

questions that you have generated.  

Add questions that arise from the 

discussion. 

 



Round Three – Decide! 

 

As a FEMA team, use the questions you 

have generated to inform the decision to 

send rescue teams to two locations.  

Decide on the locations. 



Round Four – Report & Explain! 

 

Report to the larger group where you will 

send help and why you chose those 

locations.  

Explain how the 8KQ informed the decision.  

 



NOTICE! 
 

The Tendency to:  

 

 Make a QUICK INTUITIVE decision 

 JUMP to a conclusion  

 Rely on PAST EXPERIENCE 



Guard against forces that secretly 

guide decision-making and behavior 
 

Biases and heuristics    [shortcuts] 

Brain processing systems 

Predictable moral failures 









Creating Favoritism:  
Conflicts of Interest 

Subjects were sponsored by one of two 
art galleries to participate in an  

aesthetics experiment.  

Galleries: “Third Moon” & “Lone Wolf” 

subjects “preferred” art works linked to 
the logo of their sponsors 

 

 



Secret Favoritism: 

Art Appreciation? 
 

Logo of sponsoring 
gallery increased 
the pleasure 
response in the 
subject’s brain. 

 

The higher the 
payment to the 
subject the greater 
the subject’s 
preference for art 
from the gallery.  



CONFLICTS OF INTEREST - FAVORITES 
“NATURAL” RECIPROCITY 
BLIND SPOTS 

  

SLOW DOWN,  and…. 



ASK 8KQ: 
Ethical Decision Making Strategy  

Ask each of the Eight Key Questions 

Interrogate automatic intuitions 

Ask open questions: don’t rationalize 

Avoid my-side and confirmation bias 

Process in teams with outsider view 

 



www.jmu.edu/mc 


