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RIGHT VERSUS RIGHT:
RESOLVING ETHICAL DILEMMAS

OBJECTIVES
By the end of this lesson, participants will be able to:

® Describe and apply three different principles for resolving an ethical dilemma

e Explain the concept of a trilemma—or, creative “third way"—to resolve the dilemma

OPENING

In the previous session, we discussed a number of dilemma examples in which either of
two possible choices might be right. But how do we decide which choice is the “higher”
right? Today we will turn to decision-making principles based in moral philosophy to
help when making ethical choices.

STRATEGIES

Before class, review Tips for Facilitators, included with this lesson. Review the four para-
digms briefly. Then begin the session with a discussion of the ends-based, rule-based, and
care-based principles referred to in the reading, “Resolving Right-versus-Right Ethical
Dilemmas,” and in Chapter 7 of How Good People Make Tough Choices. Use the overheads to
help clarify the major points of each principle. You also might want to review the relevant
portions of a basic philosophy book prior to this session. Using the Wastewater Worries
worksheet, engage students in the Jigsaw Decision Making activity to reinforce these
concepts. As a group, apply each decision principle (and the concept of the third way
out) to one or more of the dilemmas analyzed in Lesson 9.

In small groups, have each student share one real-life ethical dilemma personally experi-
enced or observed, which has been previously resolved. Allow students to refer to the
Dilemma Worksheet they completed as homework. After all of the dilemmas have been
told and analyzed, have each group select one story to share with the entire group. Note
on a flip chart the details for each story. Select one of the small-group stories for practic-
ing the resolution principles with the whole class. Move toward consensus as to what
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. Resolving Dilemmas

ought to be decided. Compare the decision actually made with that arrived at in class.
Conclude with a review of the Nine Checkpoints for Ethical Decision Making.

KEY QUESTIONS
® What are the three decision principles?
® What questions would I ask when applying each of the three principles?
e Can | find a third way out of this dilemma?
® What should I do and why?
* Looking back, did I make the right decision? Why or why not?

CLOSURE & TRANSITION

Applying these three decision principles to an ethical dilemma is not easy and the answer
is not always clear. Ethical thinking requires the use of our critical and creative thinking
skills and our willingness to ask important questions and seek the clearest possible
answers.

But understanding the importance of ethics and knowing how to tackle tough ethical
dilemmas is not always sufficient. We also need to be able to take action based on our
beliefs and decisions, even if taking that action involves risk to ourselves or others. In the
next session, we will explore in more detail the concept of moral courage.

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT FOR LESSON 11

® Ask students to read “In Search of Moral Courage” (found in Lesson 11), and
answer the associated questions. In addition, have them complete the Personal
Example of Moral Courage worksheet.

® Remind them that the Courageous Moral Stand Paper assigned in Lesson 7 is due
at the next session.

.ESSON ASSESSMENT: REVISIONS FOR NEXT TIME
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RESOLVING RIGHT-VERSUS-
Ri1GHT ETHICAL DILEMMAS

A PROCESS TO DECIDE

Analyzing a dilemma is helpful because it causes us to think carefully about the problem
and because it provides a framework from which to make a decision. But analyzing a
dilemma is not the same as resolving it. In this section, you will learn a process for deter-
mining the bighest right in a right-versus-right ethical dilemma. This includes a series of steps:

STEP 1: APPLY EACH OF THE THREE DECISION PRINCIPLES

This part of the process involves applying three time-tested principles for deciding ethi-
cal dilemmas. These principles are drawn from the traditions of moral philosophy. To
make them easy to remember, we've given them three short labels: ends-based, rule-based,
and care-based.

THIS PRINCIPLE IS BEST UNDERSTOOD BY THE SAYING, “DO WHATEVER PROVIDES THE GREATEST GOOD
FOR THE GREATEST NUMBER."

In philosophy, this is called the principle of utilitarianism, and it was first stated by
Jeremy Bentham in 1789. To figure out the greatest good, you first have to predict
what the outcome of your decision will be. Ask yourself, If | make this choice, what
will happen? If I make the other choice, what will happen? Which of these two
actions will produce the most good (or least harm) for the most people? The ends-
based approach is a form of consequentialism because you cannot determine the
“greatest good” without guessing what the future consequences will be.

ACCORDING TO THIS PRINCIPLE, WE MUST ASK, WHAT IS THE STANDARD THAT [ WOULD SET FOR
EVERYONE TO FOLLOW?

This principle is drawn from the work of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant,
who coined the phrase categorical imperative in the eighteenth century. He put it this
way: “Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it
should become a universal law.”
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Rule-based thinking is opposed to ends-based thinking. It challenges the idea that
we can ever really know what the consequences of our actions will be. Instead, the
rule-based thinker says, one must always stick to one's principles and let the chips

fall where they may.

RE-B 1B 1 THINKING
THIS THIRD PRINCIPLE COMMANDS THAT WE DO TO OTHERS WHAT WE WOULD WANT OTHEFRS TO DO
TO US.

This is most commonly known as the Golden Rule, although philosophers also call
this a rule of reversibility. In other words, it asks you to test your actions by putting
yourself in another person's shoes and imagining how it would feel if you were the
recipient of the action you are about to take. This rule is so universal that it appears
at the center of every one of the world's great religious teachings.

So, what would you do and why? These three suggested approaches are tools—practical
ways to help you work through the ethical options in any right-versus-right decision.
Even if you are more comfortable with one or another of the three approaches, try using
all three before making a final decision.

And remember, this is not a mathematical process. Even if two principles suggest one
choice and the third principle suggests the other, you may favor the choice supported by
only one principle. Making a decision will always be intuitive, as well as rational.

STEP 2: CONSIDER THE TRILEMMA OPTION—TRY TO FIND A
THIRD WAY OUT

What if, after thinking through the ends-based, rule-based,
and care-based approaches, you still cannot see which solu-
tion is best? Your next step, then, is to search for a third
way out.

Ask yourself questions such as these:

e |s there some action | can take that will honor both
rights? For example, in a truth-versus-loyalty dilemma,
is there a way | can be loyal yet still behave in a man-
ner compatible with telling the truth?

e [s there some creative action | can take? Can | find a new
way to look at the possibilities?

e If I involve other people in my decision or action, can
we find a better way out together?
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Often, if we take the time to think it through, a new solution will appear.

STEP 3: ALL THINGS BEING EQUAL, WHAT DO T
I DO?

» Sometimes, applying the ends-based, rule-based, and care-
based principles to your dilemma will not give you a clear
answer.

* Sometimes, even after searching for a third way out, you
cannot find such an option and there really are only two possible choices.

® So how do you make a decision when it seems that both sides are equally right?

Since both sides represent ethical positions—that is, each side can be seen to be right
based on shared human values—you will have to search your knowledge and experience
to reach an answer. Consider each dilemma paradigm separately, asking questions such as
the following:

TRUTH VERSUS LOYALTY

e Think about what you hear on the news every day. Do you think the stories you
hear indicate more problems because people are not truthful or more problems
because people have been disloyal?

¢ What if people always told the truth instead of being loyal? Can you think of situ-
ations in which this might be a problem?

e What if people always chose loyalty over truth? Would that be better or worse
than always telling the truth?

All things being equal, would you choose truth over loyalty or loyalty over truth? Why?

INDIVIDUAL VERSUS COMMUNITY

e Which is more of a problem these days—groups who take advantage of individu-
als, who step on an individual’s rights, or individuals who do their own thing
regardless of what it means for everyone else? Give some examples.

e [f we always pick what's best for us individually, how will that affect everyone else?
On the other hand, if we always pick what's best for the whole group, how will
that affect each of us?

¢ To what extent do the community's interests also reflect our own personal interests?

All things being equal, would you choose individual over community or community over

individual? Why?
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SHORT TERM VERSUS LONG TERM

® When you look at the decisions your parents’ generation has made, do you think
they were based more on the needs of the moment or the needs of the future?
How do you feel about that> What about decisions made by your grandparents'
generation?

¢ What are some good examples of decisions made for survival in the short term?
What about the long term?

All things being equal, would you choose the short term over the long term or the long
term over the short term? Why?

JUSTICE VERSUS MERCY

e Imagine a world that is entirely just and fair, but has no compassion. What would
that world look like? Now imagine a world that is totally compassionate and car-
ing, but with no concept of justice. What would that world look like? Which
world would you rather live in?

All things being equal, would you choose justice over mercy or mercy over justice? Why?

STEP 4. DECIDE AND TAKE ACTION

At some point, you must decide what you believe is the right thing to do and find the
necessary moral courage to do it.

STEP 5. REFLECT

Later on, revisit your decision. Do you still
think you did the right thing? If not, what will
you do differently the next time?

EXAMPLE

You learn, while in the locker room, that you
bave been selected for the team, but your best
friend basn't. The person who tells you swears
you to secrecy. Later that day, your friend asks
you if you know who made the team. Should
you tell your friend what you know?

In the previous reading, we decided that this
right-versus-right dilemma is an example of
the truth-versus-loyalty type. It is right, we




said, on the one hand, to tell your friend the truth because you know the truth and
because your friend might prefer to hear the news from you. But it is also right to say you
don't know, because the person who told you in the first place asked you to keep it secret
and you promised you would.

Now let's apply each of the three decision principles to this dilemma:

ENDS-BASED APPROACH: DO WHATEVER PROVIDES THE GREATEST GOOD FOR THE GREATEST
NUMBER.

First ask, what will be the consequences of each decision?

* What will happen if you tell your friend? Probably, you begin to reason, your
friend will be very disappointed to hear the news, but won't fault you. However, if
the person who told you finds out you broke your promise, that person will most
likely be very upset with you. As for the coach or all of the other students who
tried out for the team, what, if anything, will they think>

¢ What will happen if you don't tell your friend? Will your friend ever find out
you lied, or will nothing come of it? Clearly the person who told you the news
originally will be happy you didn't tell; also, you won't have to worry about others
approaching you for the same information. Better, perhaps, if everyone learns who
made the team at the same time.

Then ask, which choice will result in the greatest good for the greatest number? What
does the ends-based principle suggest you do?

RULE-BASED APPROACH: WHAT IS THE RULE OF ACTION THAT [ WOULD WANT EVERYONE IN
THE WORLD TO ALWAYS FOLLOW?

What possible rules of action exist for this situation? Some possible rules include:
a. Never divulge information before it's meant to be announced.

b. Always put your friendship ahead of other considerations—do whichever action
your friend would want you to do.

c. Always keep your promises, regardless of the results.

Can you think of other possible rules? What rule applies best in this situation? What is
the most ethical position to take? A rule-based decision will depend upon the rule that
seems most ethical.

If (a) or (c) is most ethical, given the facts of the situation, then you will not tell. If (b) is
most ethical, given the facts of the situation, then the decision might go either way.




Building Ethical Fitness . 10. Resalving

CARE-BASED APPROACH: DO TO OTHERS WHAT YOU WOULD WANT THEM TO DO TO YOU.

Who are the others in this dilemma? Some of the others include your friend, the per-
son who told you who made the team, the coach who selected the team, and everyone
who tried out for the team.

If you put yourself in the position of each of the others, will you tell or not tell?
Probably, except for your friend, no one else will want you to tell. Are your friend's
interests the most important in this case, or are the interests of the coach, the person who
told you, and the students who tried out for the team more important?

Now that each of the decision principles has been applied to the dilemma, do you have a
clear sense of what the right thing to do is? If so, then the process has been completed. If
not, look for the trilemma option.

TRILEMMA OPTION: IS THERE A THIRD WAY OUT, A WAY THAT WILL HONOR BOTH RIGHTS?

Brainstorm some possible scenarios. For example:

® You could just say to your friend, “Look, | know more than | ought to know about
who made the team, but it's not my place to give out that information. I'm sorry,
but | cannot reveal either that you did or did not make the team.”

¢ Back when the other person started to share the secret, you might have said,
“Before you tell me any secrets, you should know that | cannot guarantee that |
will lie to protect you if someone asks me what | know.”

e A third possibility, depending on the actual facts of the case, might be to go to the
coach with the news that word is already out, so it might be best to post the list as
soon as possible.

So think it through, make a decision, and then be aware of what happens and how you
feel about it. Did you make the right decision? Would you do it differently if you had to
make the decision all over again? Why?
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TIPS FOR FACILITATORS

Remember to emphasize that each of these decision approaches represents a valid and
respected principle among philosophers around the world and over the course of history.
Two different students might make two different decisions in a particular situation; but, if
the decision involves a right-versus-right conflict of core values and is based on at least
one of these sound philosophical principles, then each decision will be an ethical one.
Also, while students might tend to prefer one principle of decision making over another,
the value of this exercise is that it encourages each decision maker to see other
approaches as equally worthy.

CAUTIONS

e In applying the three decision principles, it is important not to become distracted
by a natural tendency to believe that if two principles suggest one decision and
one principle suggests another decision, then the vote is two to one and the high-
est right has been determined by the majority rule. This is not the case. Each of
the decision principles is equally valued, and your intuition may favor one prin-
ciple over the other two.

® The idea that there is more than one right answer in these types of dilemmas is
not the same as ethical relativism. Strictly speaking, ethical relativists assert that
there are no broadly applicable norms. Morality makes sense, ethical relativists
say, only in the context of a particular culture in a particular place at a particular
time. In this unit on ethical decision making, we assert that there are core values
shared across cultures that take priority over other values; also, that there are a
number of time-tested philosophical principles available for use in resolving right-
versus-right ethical dilemmas, regardless of the cultural context or point in history.

In many right-versus-right ethical problems, it may seem there are only two options and
that they are mutually exclusive. But often, after deep thinking about a dilemma, a third
way—a kind of middle ground between the extremes—appears.

We call this the “trilemma"” option. Not all dilemmas are open to this type of solution, but
it is important—especially when neither mutually exclusive option seems quite right—to
learn to ask, Is there a third way out? Sometimes, in fact, the third way out is the best
solution.
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RESOLUTION
PRINCIPLES

ENDS-BASED: UTILITARIANISM
e “The greatest good for the greatest
number”
e (Consequentialist (Teleological)

RULE-BASED: CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE
e [Universal Law: Immanuel Kant
e "] ought never to act except in such a way
that [ can also will that my maxim should
become a universal law.”
e Nonconsequentialist (Deontological)

CARE-BASED: GOLDEN RULE
e Do to others as you would have them do
to you."
e Reversibility
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JIGSAW DECISION MAKING

PURPOSE

To intensify students’ understanding of each of the three decision principles as they apply
to specific dilemmas

PREPARATION & MATERIALS

Prepare your method for assigning students to three groups. Select a dilemma from the
Dilemma Examples section in which you believe there will be a real difference of opin-
ion among students. Prepare the Resolution Principles overhead.

PROCESS
® Review the philosophical ideas behind each of the three principles in the

Resolution Principles overhead. After students exhibit a solid grasp of the three
principles, divide them into three groups. Assign each group one of the three
principles to apply to the selected dilemma examples. Tell students that their
assignment in these small groups is to come up with the decision that their
specific principle would most likely arrive at, and to explain why they came to
that decision. Allow about 15 minutes for this part of the activity.

* Optional Role Play: If there is time, you might want to ask each group to role
play the decision they think their principle would suggest for the class as a whole.

® Then make small groups to include one or two members from each of the prin-
ciple groups (ends-based, rule-based, and care-based). Tell students that their
first assignment is to share with other group members the decision that their
principle-based group arrived at and why that decision was chosen. Next, after
each perspective has been shared, ask them to come up with a decision, taking
into consideration all three principles as well as the concept of the third way out.
What would they do and why?

® Debrief the exercise. Ask questions such as:

—What decision did you come to?
—Was there a third way out?
—How did you feel when you had to represent only one decision principle?

—Did you ever feel that you were manipulating a decision principle to come
to a previously arrived-at decision?

—Was it easier to make a decision when you only had to use one principle
than when you had to use all three?
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WASTEWATER WORRIES

Review the following dilemma from the Lesson 9 reading, “Analyzing Right-versus-Right
Ethical Dilemmas":

You've been working for a company for several months when you learn, indirectly, that the
company's management is doing something illegal and dangerous to the environment, They ‘ve
been sending toxic wastewater into a nearby river. You've just bought a new car and rented an
apartment for the coming year—you need your job. Should you report the company for these
illegal activities and risk your job, or keep your mouth shut

Now reason through each of the three decision principles and the third way out. Write
down what an ethical person would do based on each perspective.

1. Ends-based: The greatest good for the greatest numberis to . . .

2. Rule-based: If everybody always did this, they would . . .
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3. Care-based: Putting oneself in the other person's position, one would . . .

4. Third way out: Another way out of this dilemmais to . ..

So what would you do and why?
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PRACTICING ETHICAL
DECISION MAKING

PURPOSE

¢ To enhance student involvement by working with the students’ own real-life
dilemma stories

¢ To reinforce their understanding of the total ethical-fitness process

PREPARATION & MATERIALS

Arrange the room for small-group work and have a flip chart, markers, and tape available.

PROCESS

® Divide the class into small groups of four or five. Distribute the Nine Check-
points for Ethical Decision Making handout. Ask the members of each group to
tell their real-life dilemmas to the others in their group. Allow up to five minutes
per story and encourage the presenters to follow the first three steps on the Nine
Checkpoints handout when telling their stories. Also emphasize that they are to
tell the story, but are not to tell the ending yet' Remind students that people’s names
and other information can be changed, if needed, but the stories should be real.

¢ After each dilemma has been told, have the other members of the group first test
it for right versus wrong and then identify any applicable paradigm(s). Circulate
among the groups to observe (and give pointers, if necessary).

o After all of the dilemmas have been told and analyzed, ask each group to select
one story to share with the class as a whole. As each group shares its story, ask the
following questions: Who is the actor in the story? Where did the story take place?
What was the dilemma (and the two rights)? What paradigm(s) was identified? Jot
down the answers for each story on a separate page of the flip chart.

e Review the three decision principles, and select one of the dilemmas outlined on
the flip chart to practice the resolution process with the whole class. Apply each
principle, ask if there is a third way out, and move toward a consensus as to what
ought to be decided. Then ask the student whose dilemma it is to describe what
decision was actually made. Compare what really happened with what the class
thought would be best to do.

e Assign the remaining stories back to the small groups for resolution, consensus
building, and comparison of what actually happened to what the small group
decided would be best. (Each group will have had one story processed in the
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larger class setting as an example, so ask them to process the stories they didn't
share.)

¢ Have the small groups report back to the class as a whole for each of the remain-
ing stories listed on the flip-chart pages.

¢ To conclude, emphasize the nine-checkpoints process or refer to the Process Flow

Chart.
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NINE CHECKPOINTS FOR ETHICAL

i

ION MAKING

. AWARENESS: Recognize there is a moral issue.
2. ACTOR: Whose dilemma is this?

3. FACTS: Gather all of the facts. What
happened?

4. RIGHT VS. WRONG: Apply the five tests.

5. RIGHT VS. RIGHT: State the two rights and
choose the dilemma paradigm.

6. RESOLUTION: Apply the three decision
principles.

7. "TRILEMMA": Is there a third way out?

8. DECISION: Decide what to do and take
action.

9. REFLECTION: Revisit the decision later.

Based on How Good People Make Tough Choices: Resolving the Dilemmas of
Ethical Living by Rushworth M. Kidder, published by Simon &Schuster, New York, 1996.
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SUPPLEMENTAL ACTIVITIES

NON-WESTERN MORAL PHILOSOPHY

Explore alternative bases for moral decisions and actions in non-Western cultures
(African, East Asian, Southeast Asian, Middle Eastern, Native American, etc.) and reli-
gious traditions (Buddhist, Confucian, Hindu, Islamic, Taoist, etc.) How are these alter-
natives similar to, or different from, the resolution principles suggested in this course?

DISCIPLINE/MAJOR ADAPTATION SUGGESTIONS

Identify a major ethical dilemma faced by individuals within a specific profession or field
and apply the Nine Checkpoints for Ethical Decision Making to it. Write up your case
analysis using the Dilemma Worksheet format.







