LESSON THREE

THE ETHICAL DECISION MAKING PROCESS

TASK DESCRIPTION:
In this lesson you will learn the procedure to follow in making ethical decisions.  It builds upon information that you learned in IS 7034, Lesson one, Part G: Planning and problem solving and Lesson two, The Professional Army Ethic.

LEARNING OBJECTIVE:

TASK:
Discuss the steps of the ethical decision-making process.




CONDITIONS
Given subcourse materials.




STANDARDS:
Discuss each step in the ethical decision-making process and apply the process to a military situation.




REFERENCES:
FM 22-100, Military Leadership, pp 4-19 to 4-24, 1989.

INTRODUCTION

  Before you start this lesson you may find it helpful to review the values of the professional Army ethic:  Loyalty, duty, selfless service, and integrity.  And don't forget the individual soldier values, the 4 "C"s:  Courage, candor, competence, and commitment.

  You may also want to review the problem solving process.  The ethical decision making process is similar to the problem solving process.  The difference comes when you determine that "values" are involved.

1.  Today it is not uncommon to pick up a magazine or watch the evening news and read or hear something which deals with ethics. You may not hear the word ethics or see the word ETHICS in big bold print on the front page of the newspaper.  You may never have even thought about it before.  But when you hear or read about someone getting into trouble with the law, chances are a poor ethical decision had something to do with it.  So what are ethics?   Have you ever asked someone what ethics are?  Chances are no two people will give you the same answer.  A good definition of ethics for soldiers is:  The study of right and wrong conduct for soldiers and of moral reasoning as it applies to the military profession.
  People who make good ethical decisions rarely appear in the headlines of your local newspaper.  People who make unethical decisions frequently end up embarrassed, out of a job and maybe even in jail.  This includes soldiers.  Unfortunately, every day soldiers make poor ethical decisions.  What happens to them? Hopefully the situation doesn't get out of hand.  It should be corrected quickly by the soldier himself or the chain of command.  If it goes too far and will harm other soldiers, the reputation of the Army or mission accomplishment, you can be sure that disciplinary action will follow.

  In order to keep this lesson simple let's just to say that there are two different situations in which you may find yourself.  They are:

-an ethical dilemma

-deciding between right and wrong.

  This lesson will provide you with the tools necessary to make an ethical decision.  In order to make ethical decisions, you need to engage in a thorough ethical reasoning process which helps you decide what course of action results in the greater good.

2.  Ethical dilemmas.

  a.  What is an ethical dilemma? An ethical dilemma is when you encounter a conflict where you have to choose between two or more important values.  Imagine the following situation:

  SSG Rock's squad is detailed to guard the battalion motor pool every night this week.  There has not been any kind of hostile activity directed against the unit since they arrived in the desert but the motor pool is a likely target.  One tactic that other armies have used in the desert is to crawl into an enemy position at night, plant explosives, crawl out and then blast the enemy's vehicles.  They do this because visibility during daylight hours is just about unlimited, but at night a guard often can't even see the hand in front of his face, much less an enemy soldier crawling into his position. 

  Last night a motorpool 30 kilometers to the west was infiltrated and two soldiers were killed in an explosion.

  Here is SSG Rock's dilemma.  SSG Rock has ten soldiers in his squad.  His soldiers work all day performing the never-ending maintenance required in the desert to keep vehicles, weapons, and other equipment in tip-top shape.  Then they are expected to guard the motorpool at night.  The battalion Guard Duty SOP calls for four, two-man guard posts and one, two-man roving post.  In order to fully cover the motorpool he should use all of his soldiers all through the night.  The other squads have done this and not mentioned any problems to the chain of command.  But after three 

months in the desert his soldiers are tired and he is concerned about their ability to remain alert enough to notice infiltrators at night.  He knows he has to make a decision.  He could allow one soldier at each of the guard posts to sleep while the other pulls guard, but that would not provide adequate security.  Or, he could keep his entire squad up all night, providing adequate security, but his squad would not get any sleep.  What is he going to do?  If SSG Rock works all of his squad members all night, he feels he will not be taking care of his soldiers.  If he doesn't, he believes he will not be doing his duty to provide adequate security and could be jeopardizing the entire battalion.

  He has one other option.  He could ask the platoon sergeant for additional guards from the other squads.  But he doesn't like that option.  The other squad leaders never asked for help when they were guarding the motorpool.  Therefore if he asks for assistance he thinks he will be disloyal to the other squad leaders and the rest of the platoon.  Additionally, he feels it will make him appear like he can't do the job.

  This is an ethical dilemma for SSG Rock because he feels that his loyalty to his squad is pitted against doing his duty for the rest of the platoon and the battalion.

  b.  What an ethical dilemma is NOT.


(1) Just because you have an unpleasant choice or hard decision to make don't automatically assume that it is an ethical dilemma.  It may just be a situation that calls for a good plan or a tough decision.  In order to make the plan work you may have to solve some tough problems.  You might be asking yourself "But what is the difference between an ethical dilemma and an ordinary problem"?  Good question.  Here's the answer: if there are no values in conflict it is not an ethical dilemma


(2) Just because your soldiers gripe about a mission or task doesn't mean that it is an ethical dilemma.  Just because the mission may be dangerous or merely inconvenient doesn't mean you have an ethical dilemma.


(3) Just because you may not be able to fulfill all of your soldiers' wants and needs doesn't mean that you have an ethical dilemma.  


(4) Just because you think that morale and unit esprit will suffer doesn't mean that you have an ethical dilemma.


(5) You will make many unpopular decisions as an NCO. Just because your soldiers don't like your decision doesn't mean that it is unethical.

3.  A decision between right and wrong.

  a.  All people are subject to the laws of their city, state, and nation.  If you break the law you are wrong.  As soldiers we must be good citizens and obey the laws of the land.  Are there exceptions?  Sure, but 99 times out of 100 you better obey the law, even if you don't agree with it.  Our laws were written for our protection and benefit.  If every one did what they thought was right our Nation would be in big trouble.

  b.  As soldiers we are subject to military laws.  Military laws are orders, regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice.  Just like civil laws, they are meant to be obeyed.

Without them, the Army would be an unruly mob.  We would not be able to do our job and provide for the defense of our Nation.  Soldiers in the United States Army are respected around the world

because people believe that we obey the rules and do the right thing.

  c.  You can choose to do right or wrong.  If you take a case of MREs from the supply room to eat on a weekend fishing trip, you are breaking the law.  If you show disrespect to an officer, you are wrong.  To obey, even if it hurts, or is not in your best interest, is better than having to pay the consequences.  You need to develop the attitude that you will always do the right thing because "it is the right thing to do."

4.  The ethical decision-making process.

  a.  Look at the chart on the following page.  It shows you the ethical decision making process.  The big arrow coming down from above shows an ethical dilemma entering your duty day. Surrounding it are all the factors that influence you while you are trying to make an ethical decision.  Ethical reasoning is going on in your mind while you consider all the factors and forces that relate to the dilemma.  When you are done, you make an ethical decision; you then make your response, by words or actions.  Does using this process guarantee that you will always make an ethical decision?  No.  You can make a poor decision and sometimes you will.  However, with experience and trying to live by the professional Army ethic, you will usually make an ethical decision.

  b.  The ethical decision making process.

(1) The first step of the ethical decision-making process is to interpret the situation.  Figure out what is going on. What is the ethical dilemma?  You identify the ethical dilemma by determining what values are in conflict.  In our guard duty example, SSG Rock's value of loyalty to his soldiers and his value of duty are in conflict.  If you do not do your duty to the best of your ability you are not living up to the professional Army ethic. 

If on the other hand, you do not take care of your soldiers they may question your loyalty to them.  In SSG Rock's case the values of loyalty to his soldiers and duty to his battalion came into conflict.
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Figure 3-1, The Ethical Decision-making Process.

(2) The second step is to analyze all the factors and forces that relate to the dilemma.  Each of these represent a different set of values.  As you make your analysis look for the critical value: the value which is the most important.  The influencing factors and forces are:

(a) Laws, orders and regulations are the official requirements or prohibitions that are codified formally in laws, rules, statutes, regulations and/or policies.  If SSG Rock should fail to man the guard posts according to the battalion SOP he would be violating an order.  However, there was an apparent way around this.  He could put two men on each stationary post but allow one of them to get some sleep.  If you were in SSG Rocks boots would you let part of your guard force sleep?  He may be following orders but what about his loyalty to the battalion?

(b) National values are expressed in the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, and Bill of Rights--truth, life, liberty, pursuit of happiness, justice and fairness, peace and security, equality of opportunity and responsibility.  Does our guard duty example have anything to do with National values?  You decide.  If SSG Rock's squad doesn't provide adequate security for the motorpool then the lives of many soldiers could be in jeopardy.  His decision could have far reaching implications.

(c) Traditional Army values are the values which the Army establishes as standards of behavior for all soldiers.  The traditional Army values include the values of the professional Army ethic--selfless service, loyalty, duty, integrity and the individual soldier values of courage, competence, candor, and commitment.  If SSG Rock doesn't discuss this with platoon sergeant then he is being less than candid with his superiors. And what about competence?  If his squad fails to provide adequate security what would we say about SSG Rock's competence? As you can probably see, just about all of the traditional Army values could be affected. 

(d) Unit operating values are the values which are actually practiced in the unit.  Unit operating values may or may not be the same as the traditional Army values.  You can tell what values are practiced in a unit just by observing the behavior of the soldiers.  Did the other squads have a unit operating value that said it was O.K. to allow half the guard force to sleep without asking if it was in the battalion's best interest?  Does that make it right?

(e) Your Values.  The values you hold are a result of your experiences.  We live in a very diverse society, therefore you are likely to encounter soldiers with values that are very different from your own.  What experiences has SSG Rock had that cause him to be so concerned about the guard duty situation when apparently none of the other squad leaders were?   SSG Rock is right to be concerned and he needs to be able to decide which values are the most important.  What course should he follow to ensure the well being of the entire battalion, not just his own squad, or his own self image?  He could rationalize his actions by saying, "Well, if we needed more men on the guard force somebody higher ranking than myself would have thought of it." Wrong.

(f) Institutional Pressure.  Institutional pressures are factors in the unit that influence moral reasoning and ethical behavior.  These pressures can be real or perceived. They can have positive or negative effects.  Is SSG Rock under so much pressure from the other squad leaders not to ask for assistance that it is worth risking his reputation and possibly the lives his soldiers?  No way.  The other squad leaders and soldiers may be temporarily annoyed with SSG Rock for cutting into their "off duty" time, but they would REALLY be annoyed if somebody got killed because he didn't ask for more guards!

Once you have studied the factors and forces that relate to the dilemma, identify the critical value.  In our guard duty example, loyalty and duty to the battalion should outweigh loyalty to your squad and other squad leaders.  The traditional Army value of integrity is more important than the institutional pressures.

(3) After looking at the various influencing factors and forces it becomes easier to choose the course of action that you believe will best serve the Nation.

(a) When choosing your course of action begin by developing alternate courses of action.  You need to look for more than one way to solve the dilemma.  Once you have developed reasonable alternatives, evaluate them in the following manner:

(b) Look at the possibilities in terms of the values which you identified as most important.  Ask yourself the questions, "If I do this, what values does it support?"  "If I do this, will it be in agreement with the most important value?" Using our guard duty example, if one possibility was for SSG Rock to allow his soldiers to catch some sleep your decision is supported by the value of loyalty to your soldiers but you ignore the intent of the battalion guard duty SOP, the traditional Army values, and your personal integrity and candor.  If these values, are the most important (and they are) then for SSG Rock to follow the path of least resistance and allow his soldiers to sleep is obviously the wrong thing to do.

(c) The last part of this step is to decide what "you" are going to do.  Make this decision by selecting the course of action which best supports the critical values.  This decision will best serve the Nation.

(4) Implement the course of action you have chosen.  In this step, you are going to do what you've just decided on.

-In our guard duty example, SSG Rock's best course of action is to tell the platoon sergeant that he is concerned about an inadequate guard force and ask for reinforcements.  If the platoon sergeant doesn't agree, then SSG Rock should.................................................................. We'll let you figure out the rest.  Think about it. 

3.  Review.  In this lesson we have looked at a tool that you can use to help you resolve ethical dilemmas.  Learn the ethical decision making process and use it a few times.  The steps are:

Step 1.  Interpret the situation.  What is the ethical dilemma?

Step 2.  Analyze all the factors and forces that relate to the dilemma.

-Laws, orders and regulations
-Unit operating values

-Basic national values
-Your values

-Traditional Army values
-Institutional pressures

Step 3.  Choose the course of action you believe will best serve the nation.

-Identify the critical value.

-Weigh alternatives in terms of influencing factors and forces

-Choose the course of action that will best serve the nation.

Step 4.  Implement the course of action you have chosen.

  It won't be long before you learn to use the process.  When you use this process you will make sound decisions which reflect logical thinking and ethical reasoning.

  Ethical dilemmas require us to make decisions which involve more than one value.  The practice exercise situations that follow are fairly realistic.  Not wanting to rock the boat is a natural reaction.  Junior NCOs wishing to make a favorable impression often fall into the trap of making the "convenient" decision rather than the ethical decision.  The ethical decision-making process works.  When you are faced with a decision involving two values, this process will allow you to identify the relative role that each value has in respect to the other.  Additionally, by following this procedure you will have a firm foundation from which to explain your decision.  Decisions made in haste are more often than not merely rationalized decisions rather than decisions justified through the use of the ethical decision-making process.
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