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The Shape of Ethics:
Two Columns, Three Triangles

An Ethics Case
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1919:  Ike slogs 3,000 miles in 60 days

1919: doughboys coming home
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1926
Model T Ford and Route 66

1939: Jones Motor Company
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1956:  Ike signs Highways Act

New Mexico Department of Transportation
Ralph Jones, Chair
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1961-62:  
Things Start to Unravel

1962:  
Ethics Fail
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Today: Jones Motor Company

eth·ics

[eth-iks]

–plural noun

1.  ( used with a singular or plural verb ) a system of 
moral principles: the ethics of a   culture.

2.  the rules of conduct recognized in respect to a 
particular class of human actions or a particular 
group, culture, etc.: medical ethics; public 
administration ethics.

3.  moral principles, as of an individual: His ethics 
forbade betrayal of a confidence.

Definition

11

12



7

Two Columns

TED Talks:  Frans de Waal

A Quick Pass at Public  
Administration and Ethics

“If men were angels, no government 
would be necessary.  If angels were to 
govern men, neither external nor 
internal controls on government 
would be necessary.” 

– James Madison, the Federalist #51
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Constitutional Correctives
∗ Checks and balances

∗ Sanctions

∗ Impeachment 

∗ Expulsion

Hamilton:  “Take mankind as the are, and 
what are they governed by.”

Honor (normative codes)

Education

Ethical

Frameworks
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About Fraud

How many of you have seen fraud 
up close?

What were the circumstances?

Triangle #1

How do we analyze and 
protect against fraud?

“most common, least meaninful ethical dilemma”
But important!
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The Ethical Dilemma

“a situation in which a difficult choice has to be made 
between two or more alternatives”

Triangle #2
Svara’s Approach to Ethical Analysis

Duty
public interest

Principle
justice/fairness/equity

Consequences 
greatest good

Virtue/Intuition
character
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Greatest Good
Stakeholder Analysis

Focus on stakeholders and their interests.

Frederickson:  “PA is endlessly teleological”

∗ What are the consequences of my action?

∗ What are the long-term effects of my action?

∗ Does my action promote the greatest happiness?

Greatest Good Questions
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WaldoWaldo’’s 12 s 12 

Ethical Ethical 

ObligationsObligations

Family and FriendsFamily and Friends

Constitution

Religion or God

Humanity or
the World

Public Interest/

General Welfare

Middle-Range 

Collectives

Self

The Law

Nation or 
Country

Democracy

Organizational/

Bureaucratic Norms

Profession and
Professionalism

Principle

Our greatest principle challenges do not set good against bad.

The greatest challenges come when good principles collide.

Svara’s PA Principles
• Justice

• Fairness
• Equity

∗ What principles apply in this case?

∗ Can this principle be applied in a consistently in this case and all 
similar cases?

∗ Can this principle be considered as a possible universal principle of 
behavior?

∗ Which course of action best exemplifies the ideal of treating all 
people as ends in themselves?

∗ Which course of action best exemplifies and most fully promotes the 
ideal of a free society, responsible people whose ends promote each 
other rather than conflict with each other?

Principle Questions
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Virtue
Virtue = Character = Act

Examples of Classic Virtue
• benevolence
• courage
• rationality
• fair-mindedness
• prudence
• honesty
• self-discipline
• civility
• trustworthiness
• respectfulness
• responsibility
• independence

Rule of Thumb:  doing hardest thing

∗ What character traits does this action express?

∗ What effect will this have on my character?

∗ What effect will this action have on the character of 
others?

∗ Is this the action of a person whose character I 
would admire?

Virtue Questions
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Let’s give the Ethical Analysis 
Triangle a try.

Duty
public interest

Principle
justice/fairness/equity

Consequences 
greatest good

Virtue/Intuition
character

Have you ever struggled with a 

Thick/Think dynamic?

Triangle #3
Thick/Thin

Ethical 
perspective  is 
framed by 
relationships.

Ethical 
perspective is 

framed by 
principle.

27

28



15

What role does diversity play 
in organizational ethics?

Teaching forming institutional 
ethics?

How important are sounding 
boards to your ethical 

deliberations?

On discourse, diversity and 
ethics?

How diverse, inclusive and honest (trusting) is your 
ethics roundtable?

∗ Ethics lapses have consequences, and the worst consequences are 
tragic and human.

∗ Ethical organizations emphasize correctives, honor and education.

∗ Focus on modeling and reducing opportunities to prevent fraud.

∗ Use the Ethical Analysis Triangle to both resolve and inculcate.

∗ Maintain awareness of Thick/Thin dynamics and balance.

∗ Sound out your ethical dilemmas.

Conclusion
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Thank you 
and do the right thing!
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