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Description:

Current media attention to the topic of business ethics has resulted in increased emphasis on the teaching of business ethics in colleges and universities around the world. Educational activities sensitize students to ethical issues in business by recognizing there is an ethical dilemma, and integrating this knowledge into practice. In this module a process of ethical analysis is provided to guide discussion and generate possible solutions to current ethical business problems. This ethics module outlines 5 teaching methodologies that can be used to teach a variety of business ethics topics. The 5 teaching methods are: 

1. Ethical Decision Making Frameworks

2. Case Study Analysis

3. Stakeholder Analysis

4. Conflict of Interest Analysis

5. Cost Benefit Analysis

 A focus of the ethics module is integrating ethics utilizing films, animation, and commercials to generate dialog and discussion of ethical topics. Films are a rich resource for learning management theories, concepts and issues that are readily available on videotape and DVD representing over a century of filmmaking. (Champoux, 2001) Films offer a visualization of concepts that may be abstract in textbooks or lectures and students respond favorably to the link between film scenes and abstract theory and concepts. A carefully selected film clip can dramatically reinforce theory and concepts in the classroom. Benefits of using film to teach ethics have been articulated by Giacalone and Juriewicz as:  Students enjoy and are acclimated to movies, films provide a systemic context for ethical decisions, films have depth and richness not found in cases, films develop critical thinking skills, films link decisions and decision-makers, and finally they make the connection between theoretical and practical ethical decision making.  The visual nature of short film clips allows for stopping and starting the clip and staggering discussion and dialog that is critical to teaching ethics. 

Ethics Module Body

I
ETHICAL DECISION MAKING FRAMEWORKS

Various approaches can be used to teach ethics utilizing film clips in a way that analyzes the situation from an ethical perspective. These include ethical decision-making frameworks, case study analysis, stakeholder analysis, conflict of interest analysis, and cost/benefit analysis. Each of these methods is briefly described below with examples of supporting film clips that illustrate the ethical decision making approach. Ethical decision-making frameworks include: Utilitarianism, Principle of Individual Rights, Principle of Distributive Justice, and Virtue Ethics. 

Utilitarianism is the moral doctrine that we should always act to produce the greatest good for the greatest number, and that our action should produce the greatest possible balance of good over bad for everyone affected by our action. An action is right or wrong depending on its consequences. The ends justify the means and motivations are not considered. By utilitarian standards, an individual’s decision or organization’s policy is good if it promotes the general welfare more than any other alternative.  Utilitarianism encourages managers to focus on the results of actions or policies.  Managers may still question whether actions are wrong even when they produce some good.  According to the utilitarian doctrine it is acceptable to sacrifice someone’s happiness in order to serve the greater good. 

The Principle of Individual Rights states that you should never take an action that infringes on another’s basic rights. A right is an entitlement to act or have others act according to rights derived from a legal system, rights as human beings, or moral rights. Moral rights derive from relationships or roles we are in (e.g., students have the right to be graded fairly).  Human rights are moral rights that are universal and natural (as opposed to legal rights).  These are rights to life, free speech and according to some, rights to religious freedom, medical care, education, equal job opportunity and comparable pay. Individual freedom, welfare, safety, health and the pursuit of happiness are some of the core values of moral rights.  An action is right or wrong depending on whether the rights of others are aided or enhanced, or at least not obstructed. 

The Principle of Distributive Justice states that you should not take an action that harms the least fortunate among us. An action is right or wrong depending on whether the harms and benefits are distributed in a fair and equitable way. The focus is on the distribution of opportunities, hardships, punishments and rewards.  The principle of justice protects the poor, the unemployed and others less fortunate. In the justice perspective, people should be treated equally, and all people have equal opportunity in society. There are several types of justice: compensatory justice, retributive justice, distributive justice and procedural justice. 

Virtue Ethics holds that we are concerned with personal virtue, and should not do anything that is dishonest, untruthful or lacks integrity. One way of expressing this is through “the golden rule” or by the “TV or front page test” – would you want this action reported on TV or in the company newsletter?  Personal virtue also responds to questions such as: can you look yourself in the mirror after committing the act, and can you sleep at night? These four frameworks can be used to analyze an ethical situation and justify the decision made. Films that can be used to illustrate these frameworks are Boiler Room and Glengarry Glen Ross. Summaries of clips of these two films and corresponding guided questions are below. 

Boiler Room 

J.T. Marlin company is in the business of selling stock to selected customers in order to swindle money from innocent victims. Sales training consists of unethical selling practices to ABC – always be closing, and never sell to women. An investor is fast talked into using a home down payment to buy stock and will loose it all unless Seth gets his boss to do one right thing before the FBI raids the company. Seth had learned to “lie and cheat people out of their money,” but redeems himself by returning the money to Harry.

TOPIC: Ethical Decision Making Frameworks

QUESTION: How does this film illustrate the four ethical decision making frameworks: Utilitarianism, Individual Rights, Distributive Justice, and Virtue Ethics?

TOPIC: Virtue Ethics

QUESTION: How does Ben Younger practice ethical management? Discuss Seth’s business decision as an example of virtue ethics. 

TOPIC: Concept of a Right
QUESTION: Does J.T. Marlin have the right to sell stock to “ selected” customers in the way it sees fit? Does Harry have the right to refuse to buy?

Glengarry Glen Ross 
Unethical selling practices in a real estate office that belittles and demeans the sales force into action. The meaning of money and high salaries versus other values is explored. Does threatening employees with termination get results? Is it better to drive a BMW than a Hundai?  If you don’t like your job should you leave it? How do ethical sales people follow the selling rules of: AIDA Attention Interest Decision and Action?

TOPIC: Distributive justice, retributive justice, compensatory justice

QUESTION: Does a salary of $970,000 fairly compensate James Foley? What salary does Jack Lemmon deserve?  How do these 3 aspects of justice (distributive, retributive and compensatory)  according to Aristotle apply in the film? 

TOPIC: Fair equality of opportunity

QUESTION: How is Rawl’s principle of equal opportunity addressed in the film? In your opinion, are salesmen and women born and not made?

II
CASE STUDY ANALYSIS

The case study approach involves a series of steps that resemble the problem solving approach in rational decision making in order to analyze an ethical dilemma. The steps in case analysis are below.

IDENTIFICATION:  What is the primary conceptual topic?

THEORY: Define and point out models and theoretical frameworks. What relevant theories apply to the case? Identify and assess relationships. 

PROBLEM ANALYSIS: Problem analysis goes beyond the application of theory to analyzing and proposing a solution. 

DATA COLLECTION AND INTERPRETATION: Sort out data that will be useful in determining the state of the situation and issues. Sort out irrelevant from relevant data to develop a diagnosis of the current situation. Identify relevant facts.

CRITICAL ISSUES: Identify critical issues and problems. One way to look for problems is to identify factors that threaten the survival, goals or performance of the organization. Think in terms of cause and effect but do not confuse the symptoms with the problem. Dig beneath the surface and determine if something more basic is generating the problem. 

THEORY APPLICATION: Go back to the theories you referenced to see if the theories can be used to understand the problem. Are the relationships clearer when viewed in light of the models? How can knowledge of the theory assist you in generating possible solutions?

GENERATING SOLUTIONS: Brainstorm a list of possible solutions. Do not evaluate the feasibility or rationality of each, simply write down a list. Be creative and do not limit yourself to ideas presented in the case.

SELECT BEST SOLUTION: After generating a list of wide-ranging possibilities, review your problem statement and identify alternatives that have a direct link with solving the problem. Combine similar suggestions. Analyze the pros and cons of each course of action by doing a logical assessment: Are there cost constraints? What about timeliness? Resource availability?

Constituents to consider? Future shock waves?

COURSE OF ACTION / PLAN FOR IMPLEMENTATION: Select the best course of action based on pros and cons and your logical assessment of each alternative. Take risks, be creative and imaginative in developing your answers. Many solutions die because no one considered possible roadblocks to implementation. Your implementation plan should review steps, people involved, and time frames.  (Adapted from: Managing Organizations and People: Cases in Management, OB and HRM, Buller, P. and Schuler, R. 2000) The above case study approach can be used with articles from newspapers, journals, case studies, video clips and current media examples of ethical dilemmas. Films with good examples to use for case study analysis are The Insider and More that are summarized below. 

The Insider 

Tobacco companies are in the nicotine delivery business in order to provide a fix to addicted smokers. They enhance the product with nicotine boosters spiking with ammonia to enhance the need and addiction to the drug. Are health issues consciously ignored by the industry?  Is “poor communication skills” a valid reason for terminating the whistleblower?

TOPIC: Case Study Analysis Methodology

QUESTION: Apply the case study analysis format to the movie clip. How does The Insider demonstrate the steps of case analysis?

TOPIC: Whistle blowing

QUESTION: Is nicotine boosting an ethical business practice of tobacco companies? Is blowing the whistle justified in this case? Is it ever justified? Were there alternative courses of action?

TOPIC: Unjust dismissal

QUESTION: Does being fired for “poor communication skills” constitute unjust termination without cause?

 More 

An elderly inventor can make the best invention yet and use his creative spark to find happiness in his life work. Childhood dreams and aspirations can be lost in the day-to-day grind of factory work. Repetitive work produces boredom, feeling of oppression, frustration and stress. Yet, the creative spark lives inside and wonderful creative ideas produce “bliss” as dreams are fulfilled and the greatest inventor ever succeeds with a new product. What happens when the CEO becomes focused on money and becomes just another “empty suit” at the top of the company? Everyone has a message. Do your best everyday and don’t waste your life in unhappy work or doing something that bores you. Be persistent, have new ideas and with inspiration, magic can happen.  

TOPIC: Summary and reflection on an ethical business career

QUESTION: What is the message of “More?”  How can you apply this message to the ethical decisions you will make in your careers?

III
STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS

The stakeholder theory approach to ethical dilemmas argues that corporations are operated for reasons beyond the economic capitalism rationale of bottom line profits. Using this model, companies operate for all who have a stake in the business, including both internal and external parties.  These include employees, customers, supplies, the board, the community and the industry. Managers should take account of the relationship of various groups to the business since all have a stake in the success of the enterprise. Motives beyond the purely economic are considered, and much of the success is based on managing competing stakeholders. From an ethical standpoint stakeholder analysis can be used as a normative approach of how managers  recognize the interests of varying groups. This approach has a caveat in that difficult trade-offs must often be made among competing and conflicting stakeholders with the recognition that decisions that benefit one group may have the opposite effect on another group. The stakeholder approach involves the following questions:

· Who are the stakeholders?

· What is responsibility of corporation to each group of stakeholders?

· Who are hidden stakeholders?

· What are potential conflicts among groups?

· How do you manage trade-offs that result from corporate decisions?

Film clips that can be used to guide discussion of stakeholder analysis are  Rainmaker, 

 Roger and Me and TV Nation.  Film clips to be used in the discussion of the stakeholder questions above are summarized  below. 

Rainmaker 

Danny DeVito is a paralawyer with no scruples. He is an ambulance chaser who preys on injured victims from car crashes in order to get their money. He encourages out of court settlements rather than exposing the criminals. This is something he never learned in “the big fat ethics books in law school.”

TOPIC: Stakeholder analysis

QUESTION: How do Rainmaker, Roger and Me and/or TV Nation illustrate stakeholder analysis? Respond to the above questions using content from a film clip.

TOPIC: Ethics, Economics and the Market System

QUESTION: Is DeVito justified in his actions based on the concept of a free market system?

TOPIC: Ethics and the Law

QUESTION: Why is the law not enough when it comes to business ethics? How does the film clip justify this statement?

Roger and Me 

Michael Moore explores the devastating effects of layoffs and a GM plant closing on Flint Michigan. GM chairman Roger Smith delivers the annual Christmas message to employees filled with hope and joy while laid off employees are evicted and suffer physically and emotionally from the loss of jobs and income. The broader social issues of crime and reputation of Flint as the worst place to live are discussed.

TOPIC: Ethics and corporations

QUESTION: Are layoffs justified? Debate the GM position as personified by Roger Smith and the employee impact and economic devastation of job loss.

TOPIC: Social responsibility

QUESTION: What are the larger social issues ( crime ) resulting from the closing of the GM plant in Flint?

TV Nation 
Michael Moore exposes US companies doing business in Mexico in the free trade era under NAFTA. Over 500,000 Mexicans work for US companies getting 75 cents per hour ( $ 15 a day versus $1500 in NYC for camera crew work ). No environmental fanatics to imposer OSHA safety rules attract US based companies. Is outsourcing a good or bad thing? What results in the lost jobs and gained economic wealth abroad?  Why can’t we compete in the US? 

TOPIC: Outsourcing jobs to Mexico under NAFTA

QUESTION: What wage and working conditions are acceptable in third world countries? Should they differ from ours in the US? 

QUESTION: What are the pros and cons of outsourcing or moving US jobs offshore? Are foreign workers exploited by US companies? 

IV
CONFLICT OF INTEREST ANALYSIS

An ethical dilemma can be analyzed from the perspective of the roles of the  business professionals and potential conflict of interest. For example, in the Enron debacle, professional groups can be examined such as the board of directors and senior executives to better understand how they lived up to their professional roles. In this example some of these professional roles  include: The board of directors, executive leadership, and management; Accountants / internal and external auditors; Sell side analysts and brokerage firms; Investment bankers ( role of lenders, underwriters, merger advisors, partnerships); Lawyers / internal and external counsel; Consultants and credit raters; Professional associations such as AICPA. Using this same example a conflict of interest approach can easily be used in the Enron case to analyze the multiple conflicts that business professionals experienced. Some examples of conflict of interest are professionals that were compliant to corporate paymasters and unconcerned about other constituencies. Compromised independence of professionals such as accountants and analysts is another example of conflict of interest. Enron management interests were in conflict with independent advice and duty to clients. Consulting and auditing responsibility was in conflict with other professional roles at Enron. The consulting relationship was in conflict with the role of management expert. And finally, financial services conflict over roles as investment bankers and research analysts. Films that can be used in the business classroom to study conflict of interest include Wall Street, Changing Lanes and various TRUTH commercials which are summarized below.

Wall Street 

Michael Douglas is given insider information about an upcoming FAA announcement that will make Blue Star Airlines stockholders wealthy. Information is a valuable commodity, and he buys 20,000 shares and sells the company after making a sizable retirement package. He has no concern for the 6000 employees of the airline. He states that “greed is good.”

TOPIC: Conflict of Interest Analysis

QUESTION: How do Wall Street, Changing Lanes and/or TRUTH commercials demonstrate the conflict of interest method of analyzing ethical issues?   

TOPIC: Insider Trading

QUESTION: How much money is enough? How much money do you need? Analyze Michael Douglas speech: “Greed is good. Greed is right. Greed works. It captures the essence of the revolutionary spirit.”

TOPIC: Conflict of interest

QUESTION: Is the golden parachute Douglas created as head of Blue Star airlines a conflict of interest?

Changing Lanes 

An important file is lost and a law firm decides how to replace the file by forging signatures and producing a fraudulent file. Choices are explored, business behavior examined in analyzing whether the ends justify the means.

TOPIC: Corporate ethics codes

QUESTION: Analyze the quote “ You gotta learn to walk on a tight rope in the world of business.” Is this true? What would you have done to “replace” the file?

QUESTION: In corporate life is there another standard to live by besides, “ at the end of the day I do more good than harm.”

Truth Commercials 

TOPIC: Ethical issues in advertising

QUESTION: What differentiates the TRUTH commercials? How do they address Kennedy’s Bill of Rights for consumers?

QUESTION: “Caveat emptor is the rule of the marketplace.” Discuss this principle as it applies to the sale of cigarettes versus the disclosure of information.

V
COST BENEFIT ANALYSIS

Cost benefit analysis places a monetary value on the costs and benefits of a course of action. Proponents argue that an advantage of cost benefit is that it makes values explicit, and it is not intended as the sole basis for decision making. Efficiency in the use of resources cannot be the only decision criteria when evaluating alternatives from a legal and ethical perspective.  Goods are assigned a value for the purpose of comparison, however, questions arise regarding the ability to place a value on human life. Problems with a cost benefit approach are the narrow focus on economic efficiency in allocation of resources, the fact that it is difficult to determine the rights of consumers in product safety or environmental protection and the problems of assigning a  monetary value to intangible commodities like quality of life and life itself. The question arises, can or should all things be assigned a monetary value? The spill over effects, direct and indirect costs and consequences for the future are other topics to consider when using a cost benefit analysis. Films summarized below that can help to illustrate the cost benefit approach to ethical analysis are Civil Action and Erin Brockovich.

Civil Action 

A law firm takes an illegal dumping case after pondering the value of life. Water from wells was contaminated with a carcinogen that has killed 4 children. A witness saw barrels dumped and buried in the ground resulting in neighbors sick and dying from leukemia. The company was hiding toxic solvents and illegally dumping, yet the witness does “not want to be a rat” and blow the whistle.

TOPIC: Cost Benefit Analysis

QUESTION: 
What is the value of life? Is a child worth less than a white male professional under 40 with high earning power?

QUESTION: How do Civil Action and Erin Brockovich illustrate cost benefit analysis as an ethical approach to decision making?

TOPIC: Utilitarianism

QUESTION: How do toxic waste dumping and environmental issues relate to act-utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism? 

QUESTION: How does the film clip address the 4 theses of the utilitarian principle:

Consequentialism, Hedonism, Maximalism,Universalism

Erin Brockovich 

Documents are destroyed at the Hinckley plant that verify contaminated water resulting in kidney tumors, and health hazards for the population.  Erin blows the whistle and obtains signatures on a petition to expose the company for poisoning the water.

TOPIC: Occupational Health and Safety

QUESTION: What responsibility does the Hinckley plant have to provide a hazard free workplace?

TOPIC: Social responsibility

QUESTION: What is the company responsibility for natural resources ( water, land  ) for future generations?

TOPIC: Whistle blowing

QUESTION: Do you agree with Julia Roberts actions?

Suggestions for Classroom Activities

Film is an effective methodology to teach business ethics that engages the student visually and allows analysis of ethical constructs and frameworks. The above film clips were incorporated in a DVD entitled “Ethics in Media” produced by the author and the media studies department at Sacred Heart University.  Films were selected to demonstrate ethical concepts with corresponding questions posed to students after showing the film to generate discussion and debate.  An overview of the film provides students with a common knowledge base in case they are unfamiliar with the content. Film clips can be used as a part of each class that corresponds to the topic or chapter assigned for the class or multiple films can be used in one class. Ethics in Media film clips plus discussion can take anywhere from 15 minutes to 75 minutes of class time. The only equipment needed is a DVD or videotape player and monitor.  Any number of participants can be a part of the class, however, larger classes require more discussion time. The instructor may use smaller teams to discuss the various decision making approaches and have teams report to the larger group. Students do not need any preparation prior to class, although many students have seen recent films in their entirety and can summarize the film for those in the class that may not be familiar with it. The instructor preparation includes viewing the film clip, preparing discussion questions and linking the theory and decision making approach to that used in their respective text book.  A typical class design utilizing film might include presenting ethical theory or content in a brief lecture, summarizing the film, alerting students to the questions to consider while watching the film clip, showing the clip, and posing .questions for guided discussion of the ethical decision making approach.  
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