 Ethics, Values, Integrity and Accountability


Making ethical decisions can be difficult. Most are made in a world of economic, professional and social pressures, sometimes obscuring moral issues. We must rank competing moral claims and must be able to predict the likely consequences of choices.  Making ethical decisions will require principles that are reliable and have a defendable rationale for applying them.  Ethics refers to principles that define behavior as right, good and proper. Such principles do not always dictate a single moral course of action, but provide a means of evaluating and deciding among competing options.  The terms ethics and values are not interchangeable.  Ethics is concerned with how a moral person should behave, whereas values are the inner judgments that determine how a person actually behaves. Values and ethics are correlated when they pertain to beliefs about what is right and wrong.  Most values, however, have nothing to do with ethics. For instance, the desire for good health and financial security are values, but not ethical values.  Most people have convictions about what is right and wrong based on religious beliefs, cultural influence, personal experiences, laws and political correctness. These are not the best values to make ethical decisions by.  This is not because they are unimportant, but because they are not universal.  In contrast to consensus ethical values, such basics as trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, personal and professional beliefs, and personal values vary over time among cultures and among members of the same society. They are a source of continuous historical disagreement, even wars. There is nothing wrong with having strong personal and professional moral convictions about right and wrong, but unfortunately, some people can be moral imperialists seeking to impose their personal morality on others. The universal ethical value of respect for others dictates honoring the dignity and diversity of each person and cautions against self-righteousness.

Values are what we rate and the values system is the order in which we rate them. Because values are a ranking of likes and dislikes, our values determine behavior in certain situations.  Our desire to be honest may clash with the desire to be rich, prestigious or kind to others. In such cases, we resort to our values system. The values we consistently rank higher than others are our core values, which define character and personality.  We translate values into principles so they can guide and motivate ethical conduct. Ethical principles are the rules of conduct that derive from ethical values. For example, honesty is a value that governs behavior in the form of principles such tell the truth, don’t deceive, be candid, and don’t cheat. In this way, values give rise to principles in the form of specific allowable and prohibitive behavior.  Ethics is about putting principles into action. Consistency between what we say we value and what our actions say we value is a matter of integrity. 
There are obstacles to being ethical.    
The ethics of self-interest. When the motivation for ethical behavior is self-interest, decision-making is reduced to risk-reward calculations. If the risks from ethical behavior are high or the risks from unethical behavior are low and the reward is high, moral principles succumb to expediency. This is not an insignificant problem since many people cheat on exams, lie on resumes, and distort or falsify facts at work. The real test of our ethics is whether we are willing to do the right thing even when it is not in our self-interest. 
The pursuit of happiness. Enlightenment philosophers and our founding fathers enshrined the pursuit of happiness as a basic right of free men. But is this pursuit a moral end in itself? It depends on how one defines happiness. Our values, what we hold dear, determine what we think will make us happy. We are free to pursue material goals and physical comfort, but these alone rarely lead to enduring happiness.  The morally mature individual finds happiness in grander pursuits than money, status, and self-gratification.  A deeper satisfaction lies in honoring universal ethical values that people everywhere believe should influence behavior. That unity between principled belief and honorable behavior is the foundation for real happiness. 
Loyalty.  Some relationships, husband and wife, employer and employee, citizen and country, create an expectation of allegiance, fidelity and devotion.  Loyalty is a responsibility to promote the interests of certain people, organizations or affiliations. Loyalty is a tricky thing. Friends, employers, co-workers and others may demand that we rank their interests above ethical considerations. But no one has the right to ask another to sacrifice ethical principles in the name of a special relationship. A claim of unqualified loyalty is disconcerting when so high a price for maintaining the relationship is required. When individuals and groups make loyalty claims on us, it becomes necessary to develop a rationale that ranks our loyalty obligations.   
Qualities associated with Ethics, Values, Integrity and Accountability.    

Trustworthiness.  When others trust us, they give us greater leeway because they feel we don’t need monitoring to assure that we’ll meet our obligations. They believe in us and hold us in higher esteem. That’s satisfying. At the same time, we must constantly live up to the expectations of others and refrain from even small lies or self-serving behavior that can quickly destroy our relationships. Simply refraining from deception is not enough. Trustworthiness is the most complicated of the eight core ethical values and concerns a variety of qualities like honesty, integrity, reliability and loyalty.
Honesty.  There is no more fundamental ethical value than honesty. We associate honesty with people of honor, and we admire and rely on those who are honest. But honesty is a broader concept than many may realize. It involves both communications and conduct.   Honesty in communications is expressing the truth as best we know it and not conveying it in a way likely to mislead or deceive. Honesty in conduct is playing by the rules, without stealing, cheating, fraud, subterfuge and other trickery. Cheating is a particularly foul form of dishonesty because one not only seeks to deceive but to take advantage of those who are not cheating. It’s a violation of both trust and fairness.  Occasionally, dishonesty is ethically justifiable, as when the police lie in undercover operations or when one lies to criminals or terrorists to save lives. But don’t kid yourself, occasions for ethically sanctioned lying are rare and require serving a very high purpose indeed, such as saving a life.  Truthfulness is presenting the facts to the best of our knowledge. Intent is the crucial distinction between truthfulness and truth itself. Being wrong is not the same thing as lying, although honest mistakes can still damage trust insofar as they may show sloppy judgment.
Integrity.  The word integrity comes from the same Latin root as “integer,” or whole number. Like a whole number, a person of integrity is undivided and complete. This means that the ethical person acts according to their beliefs, not according to expediency. They are also consistent. There is no difference in the way they make decisions from situation to situation. Their principles don’t vary at work or at home, in public or alone. Because they must know who they are and what they value, the person of integrity takes time for self-reflection, so that the events, crises and seeming necessities of the day do not determine the course of their moral life. They are trusted because you know who they are and what you see is what you get.  
Reliability.  When we make promises or other commitments that create a legitimate basis for another person to rely upon us, we undertake special moral duties. We accept the responsibility of making all reasonable efforts to fulfill our commitments. Promise keeping is an important aspect of trustworthiness. Noncompliance must not be rationalized.  Unwise commitments should be avoided. Before making a promise consider whether or not you are willing and likely to keep it. Think about unknown or future events that could make it difficult, undesirable or impossible. Avoid unclear commitments. Be sure that, when you make a promise, recipient of that promise understands what you are committing to do.
Respect.  People are not things, and everyone has a right to be treated with dignity. We certainly have no ethical duty to hold all people in high esteem, but we should treat everyone with respect, regardless of who they are and what they have done. We have a responsibility to be the best we can be in all situations, even when dealing with unpleasant people.  The Golden Rule, do unto others, as you would have them do unto you, illustrates the expectations of respect. Respect prohibits violence, humiliation, manipulation and exploitation. It reflects notions such as civility, courtesy, decency, dignity, autonomy, tolerance and acceptance.  Accept individual differences and beliefs without prejudice.  Judge others only on their character, abilities and conduct.

Responsibility.  Being responsible means being in charge of our choices and, thus, our lives. It means being accountable for what we do and who we are. It also means recognizing that our actions matter and we are morally on the hook for the consequences. Our capacity to reason and our freedom to choose make us morally autonomous and, therefore, answerable for whether we honor or degrade the ethical principles that give life meaning and purpose.  Ethical people show responsibility by being accountable, pursuing excellence and exercising self-restraint. They exhibit the ability to respond to expectations.  Responsible people exercise self-control and restrain from passions for the sake of longer-term vision and better judgment. They delay gratification if necessary and never feel it’s necessary to win regardless of cost. 
Accountability.  A person, who is accountable, is not a victim and doesn’t shift blame or claim credit for the work of others. He considers the likely consequences of his behavior and associations. He recognizes the common complicity in the triumph of evil when nothing is done to stop it. Accountability is finishing what you start, overcoming rather than surrendering to obstacles.  A person, who is accountable can improvise, adapt and overcome obstacles to meet an assigned task.   Bottom line, this person is no nonsense, reliable and leads by example. 
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