
The Eight Key Questions 
Decision-Making Strategy



A note of clarification on the purpose of the 8KQ

The 8KQ are not intended to be “ethics light”

The 8KQ are intended as invitations for us to 
become curious about the world and our 
experience of it along the moral dimension

They serve to awaken, alert, and to call to 
mind what might be at stake in a situation



How do we 
effectively improve 
decision-making?

Moving from REFLEX to REFLECT



The MAGIC of 
asking a question







Let’s try it…
Say you wanted to buy 

a car



Question Reminder Strategies

Atul Gawande 
•WHO Surgical Safety 

•Checklist

Checklists save lives, get stories, 
and help us do our jobs well



FORCLEAR



Fairness
What action is most responsive to considerations 

of equality, equity, or a balance of legitimate 
interests and needs?



Outcomes
What achieves the best short-term and 

long-term outcomes for me and all others?



Responsibilities
What duties and obligations apply? 



Character
What action best reflects who I am and the person I 
want to become? who we are and what we aspire to 

be?



Liberty

How do  I (we) best respect the freedom, autonomy, 
dignity, of others? Listen to their voices, respect their 

choices, and gain their informed consent when needed? 



Empathy

What action cares for all involved? 
What is it like to walk in their shoes?

Senior mother consoles unrecognizable adult daughter When they meet at the coffee shop, the senior adult mom 
consoles her unrecognizable adult daughter as she reaches out to hold her daughter's hands. empathy stock pictures, 
royalty-free photos  images

Social baseline 
theory

Mirror Systems

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/senior-mother-consoles-unrecognizable-adult-daughter-gm1401761838-454896309?phrase=empathy


Authority

What do legitimate authorities (e.g., experts, law, my 
religion/god) expect of me? To whom or what should I 

look for guidance?



Rights
What innate human, legal, or social rights apply? How 

do we best protect those rights?



A child holding a sheet of paper with a question mark. A child holding a sheet of paper with a question mark. nature question sign stock 
pictures, royalty-free photos  images

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/a-child-holding-a-sheet-of-paper-with-a-question-mark-gm1095594630-294115040?phrase=nature%20question%20sign


ASK the 8KQ:
A Strategy for Ethical 

Decision-Making

▪Move from REFLEX to REFLECT

▪Ask ALL the Eight Key Questions.

▪Ask open questions that explore the 

situation

▪Avoid rationalizing, jumping to conclusions, 

my-side and confirmation bias

▪For best practice, process in groups that 

include at least one outsider's point of view



The 8KQ Strategy

1.Notice that you are in an ethical 
situation

2.Gather morally relevant information 
by asking each of the 8KQ

3.Weigh considerations
4.Make a decision that is informed by 

the process



First Grade for Lucy?
Five-year old Lucy attends a half-day Kindergarten. She is the smallest in her class. 
She often seems to struggle with social skills, paying attention, and basic motor 
skills such as holding a pencil for writing practice. On standard readiness tests, Lucy 
scored in the sixth percentile. She seems to act more as a sweet four-year old than 
someone about to enter first grade. Some teachers at your school suspect it may be 
due to poor nutrition.

The principal has asked if you are willing to accept Lucy into your class next fall 
instead of having her repeat kindergarten. If Lucy is in first grade, she would be 
eligible for free breakfast and lunch. However, teacher pay raises and contracts are 
partially dependent on student performance.

What should you do?







JMU's signature ethical reasoning strategy for making better 
decisions.

Welcome to

It’s Complicated



What ethical issues have you seen
or experienced recently?



  Rights

Work
 

  Democracy

  Health
  War

  Climate



JMU’s unique ethical 
decision-making strategy:

The Eight Key Questions





FORCLEAR



ASK the 8KQ:
A Strategy for Ethical 
Decision-Making

▪ PAUSE, then ask ALL the Eight Key Questions.

▪ Interrogate automatic intuitions by replacing 

quick intuitive REFLEXES with slow ethical 

REFLECTION.

▪ Ask open questions that explore the situation

▪ Avoid rationalizing, jumping to conclusions, my-

side and confirmation bias

▪ Process in groups that include at least one 

outsider's point of view



Student Scenarios

Where have you experience an ethical 
dilemma recently?

The laundry room? Your dorm room?
A difficult class? Home for a break?

Tell us...



Don't Decide Yet!

Which key questions will help you 
to make a decision?



What if you faced a BIG decision?





Should your group 
recommend that the 

university provide AI-Care?

Ask as many of the Eight Key 
Questions as you can!

Should the university respond to the student 

mental health crisis by providing AI-Care?



Don’t Decide Yet!

Everyone shares their 
FORCLEAR questions.

As a group, discuss which 
questions seem most relevant 
for making a decision.

Large group process:

➢ Form groups of 5-6

➢ Everyone takes a turn

➢ Listen to the person 

speaking



Share with whole group

1. What ethical questions are important to ask?

2. Which considerations / key questions seem most 
significant?

3. Why did you choose this key question?

4. After listening to your peers, did anyone change 
their key question?

5. Process the reasons for the key questions changes.



What did you notice?



Life...It’s complicated.

We all face tough personal, professional, and civic ethical decisions. JMU developed the 
action-guiding Eight Key Questions (8KQ), an ethical reasoning strategy, to help inform 
everyday and “big” ethical decisions.

This flexible strategy tells us HOW to think more deeply about our decisions – it 
empowers agency. 

Asking the Eight Key Questions provides guidance for navigating difficult ethical choices 
and brings to mind shared ethical values and helps to avoid moral “blind 
spots.” FORCLEAR.

Pause, then ask the 8KQ in large, diverse groups, to make better-informed decisions.



Find us online j.mu/eria or @JMU8KQ 

Join the Ethical Reasoning in Action 
network.

Keep the conversation going!

https://linktr.ee/jmu8kq


What did you notice?
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