Ethical Decision-Making Framework Worksheet

A handout that outlines ethical frameworks (utilitarianism, deontological ethics, and virtue ethics) and
provides exercises to assess and balance business objectives with ethical considerations.

Introduction: Why Ethical Decision-Making Matters

In business, decision-making is rarely black and white, decisions often involve balancing business
objectives, stakeholder interests, and ethical considerations. Ethical decision-making ensures that
actions align with company values, legal standards, and broader societal responsibilities.

Section 1: Define the Ethical Dilemma

Before applying any ethical framework, clearly articulate the decision or dilemma you face. Answer
the following questions:

1.

What is the decision or issue? Example: “Our company is considering outsourcing a key
production process to reduce costs, but this may affect local employment and quality control.”

Who are the key stakeholders? Example: Employees, local community, customers,
shareholders, suppliers.

What are the potential outcomes of this decision? Example: Cost savings vs. potential layoffs,
quality issues, and reputational risks.

Section 2: Applying Ethical Frameworks

In this section, you will assess your dilemma through three ethical frameworks: utilitarianism,
deontological ethics, and virtue ethics. For the purpose of this worksheet, we will apply the same
example to the three different ethical frameworks.

A. Utilitarianism (Consequences-Based Ethics)

Utilitarianism focuses on achieving the greatest good for the greatest number. It requires you to
evaluate the outcomes of each decision by considering their overall benefits and harms.

Key Questions:

Who benefits from this decision, and who may be harmed?
What are the short-term and long-term consequences?

Which option creates the greatest benefit for the greatest number?

Exercise: Utilitarian Analysis

1.

2
3.
4

What is the situation? List Options
Who are the key stakeholders? Identify stakeholder impacts
What are the potential consequences of different choices?

Evaluate Net Impact. Which option maximises overall benefits while minimising harm?
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Worked Example: “Our company is considering outsourcing a key production process to reduce costs,

but this may affect local employment and quality contro

|II

issues arise).

Option Who benefits? Who is harmed? Net impact? (utilitarian
judgement)
Outsource Company Local employees (job||Net impact: Likely negative to
overseas to lowest-||shareholders (lower||losses), local community||mixed. Short-term financial
cost supplier costs, higher||(reduced economic||gains may be large, but harms to
margins);  possibly||activity), possible||many local stakeholders and
customers  (lower||quality/control  teams|jreputational/quality risks can
prices); (harder oversight),||outweigh benefits unless savings
procurement team||brand/reputation (risk if|lare recycled to substantial
(simpler buy). quality slips or labour|{|community or employee

support. Overall social welfare
likely reduced unless mitigations
are strong.

quality-
steps

keep
critical
house

in-

(cost/quality
balance), operations
(manageable

depending on supplier
practices).

2. Keep production||Local employees||Company  profitability||Net impact: Mixed, socially
fully in-house||land community (job||(higher unit costs) and||positive, economically
(status quo) security); quality|lshareholders may be|lconstrained. Preserves local
control and||disadvantaged; welfare and quality control but
operations  (direct||customers may pay|/forgoes cost savings that could
oversight); local||higher prices. be reinvested. Better for social
suppliers. welfare if company cannot
redeploy savings to broader

good.
3. Hybrid:[[Company  (partial||Some local roles may be||Net impact: Generally positive.
outsource non-|{|cost reduction),|[reduced; outsourced||Balances efficiency with
critical or low-riskllemployees (fewer||partner employees||protection of core local jobs and
sub-processes; layoffs), customers||(variable wellbeing||quality. If implemented

transparently with support for
displaced workers, yields good
net welfare gains.

4. Outsource to a
local / nearshore
supplier (retain
regional jobs
indirectly)

oversight).

Company (cost
savings, easier
oversight), regional
suppliers (new
business), some
employees through
redeployment to
supplier, local
economy (some

retained benefit).

Some direct in-house
roles may be lost;
workers may move to
supplier with different
terms; potential short-
term disruption.

Net impact: Positive to mixed.
Preserves much of the social and
monitoring benefits of local
production while capturing
some cost savings. Net welfare
likely better than offshore
outsourcing, especially if
supplier practices are
responsible.
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higher-skill roles if
retrained).

benefits.

Option Who benefits? Who is harmed? Net impact? (utilitarian
judgement)
5. Invest in[|Company (long-term|[Employees doing||Net impact: Mixed to positive
domestic cost efficiency,||[routine  tasks (job||long term. Society may benefit
automation /|lproductivity), displacement), from higher productivity and
process customers community (fewer||potentially better wages for
improvement (potentially  lower||direct jobs), capital||skilled roles, but transition costs
(replace labour||prices), somel||intensive investment|land concentrated harm to
with capital) workers (new||may be slow to realise|[routine workers are significant

unless retraining/transition
programmes are provided.

6. Restructure in-
house for cost
savings (lean,
efficiency,
negotiate supplier
costs) without
outsourcing

Employees mostly
retained; company
benefits from

reduced waste and
improved processes;
customers may see
gradual benefits.

Short-term  pain for
some roles  during
restructuring;

management time and
upfront cost for
transformation.

if
Improves

Net impact: Positive
achievable.
efficiencies while minimising
social harm. Best utilitarian
outcome if credible efficiency
opportunities exist and savings

are realised.

7. Close/relocate
entire production
(large scale move)

Company (potential
large cost savings),
shareholders (higher,
returns), customers
(lower price
potential).

Significant harm to local

workforce and
community, supply
chain shock, potential
regulatory and

reputational damage.

Net impact: Likely negative.
Large, concentrated harms to
many people and communities
likely  outweigh  short-term
shareholder gains unless the
company can demonstrably
mitigate or compensate losses at
scale.

8. Outsource but
implement
comprehensive
mitigation
(retraining,
guaranteed
severance,
reinvestment)

local

Company (savings),
displaced
employees (support
to transition), local
community
(investment
programs),
customers
prices).

(lower|

Some transitional harm

remains;
implementation cost
reduces net financial
benefit.

Net impact: More positive than
plain outsourcing. If mitigation
is meaningful and timely, overall
welfare can be increased:
financial gains are retained while
social harms are reduced. This
variant often gives the best
utilitarian balance  among
outsourcing options.

Brief interpretation & next steps (Utilitarian)

e Quick utilitarian takeaway: Options that balance efficiency with protecting or compensating
affected people (Hybrid, Local outsourcing, Restructure, or Outsource & Mitigations) tend to
produce better net social outcomes than blunt offshore outsourcing or full closure. Pure cost-
only outsourcing yields short-term gains but often creates larger social and reputational harms
that can reduce long-term welfare.
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What to quantify next (data to inform the analysis):
o Estimated cost savings (annual and NPV) for each option.
o Number of jobs affected, and average income replaced/lost.
o Probability and magnitude of quality issues by option (risk assessment).
o Reputational/risk costs (legal, customer churn, brand damage scenarios).
o Cost of mitigations (retraining budgets, severance, local investments).
o Time horizon to realise benefits and the duration of harms.
(Potential) Recommended process:
1. Produce an impact matrix using the items above (monetary where possible).
2. Run sensitivity checks (e.g., if quality breaches occur, how does net impact change?).

3. If outsourcing is considered, favour local/nearshore suppliers or a hybrid approach,
and require a mitigation package (severance, retraining, community reinvestment) to
improve net welfare.

4. Design a pilot for the chosen approach with clear success criteria (cost, quality,
employment transition outcomes) before full roll-out.

B. Deontological Ethics (Duty-Based Ethics)

Deontological ethics asks “What are our duties and rights?” Actions are judged by whether they
respect moral duties, promises and rights (e.g., duties to employees, customers, and contractual
obligations), rather than solely by outcomes. This framework asks you to consider whether an action
is inherently right or wrong.

Key questions

What duties, promises, or rules apply to this decision (contractual, legal, professional, moral)?

Which stakeholders have rights we must respect (employees’ rights to fair treatment,
customers’ right to safe, quality products)?

Are there inviolable obligations (non-negotiable commitments or policies) that constrain
options?

If all actors followed our chosen rule universally, would that be morally acceptable?

Would | be comfortable if this decision were made public?

Short exercise: Duty-based analysis

1.
2.

What is the situation? List Options (1-8) as before.

Identify duties & rights: For each option, list the explicit and implicit duties (e.g., duty to
honour contracts, duty to avoid harm, duty of stewardship to owners, duty to community).

Detect conflicts: Where duties conflict, identify which duties are prima facie (initial,
defeasible) and which are stronger or binding (e.g., legal duty vs. discretionary stewardship).
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4. Apply a rule: Choose the option that best respects core duties and rights. If duties conflict,
prefer the option that honours non-negotiable duties and provides fair processes for resolving
others (transparency, compensation, due process).

Worked Example: “Our company is considering outsourcing a key production process to reduce costs,

but this may affect local employment and quality contro

|II

Option Duties implicated||Duty conflicts Deontological moral
(examples) judgement
1. Outsource||Duty to shareholders||Fiduciary duty may conflict||Problematic unless duties
overseas to|((fiduciary duty to|lwith duty to local employees|jreconciled. If outsourcing
lowest-cost seek value); duty tolland possibly customers (if/|breaches explicit promises
supplier customers (deliver||oversight weakens quality). ||(e.g., contractual community
safe, quality| commitments) or risks
product); implicit customers’ rights to safe
duty to local products, it is impermissible.
employees (fair Fiduciary duty does not
treatment). override duties that are
binding (e.g., contractual
commitments, safety
obligations).
2. Keep|Duty to employees|Duty to shareholders||Permissible and
production in-||(job security, fair||(maximise returns) may|conservative. It upholds
house (status|/treatment); duty to||conflict with preserving jobs||duties to employees and
quo) customers (quality||if costs are unsustainable. product integrity; acceptable
control); duty to if not violating stronger
shareholders fiduciary duties (e.g.,
(stewardship). insolvency risk). Manage via
transparent communication.
3. Hybrid:|[Duty to shareholders||Balances  duties; conflict||Ethically defensible. Respects
outsource non-||(prudence), duty to||minimised but still requires|key duties by protecting
critical sub-{lemployees fairness in how affected||safety/quality and providing
processes (minimise harm),|lemployees are treated. transitional fairness for staff.
duty to customers Requires clear policies (fair
(protect quality- selection, consultation,
critical steps). redeployment).
4. Outsource to|Duty to local||Potential tension if local||Generally permissible if
local/nearshore |community supplier  terms  worsen||contracts  ensure  labour
supplier (economic employee rights or quality||standards and quality; duty to
stewardship), duty||cannot be guaranteed. verify supplier practices and
to customers preserve employee dignity
(quality), duty to must be honoured.
shareholders (cost
reduction).
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customers (improve
service).

Option Duties implicated||Duty conflicts Deontological moral
(examples) judgement

5. Invest in[|Duty to future||Automation may conflict with||Permissible if transitional

domestic viability duty to current employees||duties are met. A

automation (stewardship), duty|junless transition duties are||deontological approach
to workforce|[fulfilled (training, support). |requires the company to
(reskilling & fair make good-faith efforts to
notice), duty to mitigate harms and honour

obligations to affected staff.

6. Restructure in-
house for savings

Duty to preserve
jobs where possible,
duty to stewardship,
duty of fair process
(consultation,
notice).

Potential short-term harm to
some employees vs duty to
the many (company survival).

if fair
followed:

Ethically
procedures
consultation, objective
criteria, appeals, support.
Duty to treat people with
respect must be observed.

strong
are

7. Close/relocate
entire
production

Duty to owners to
ensure viability, duty
to impacted
employees and
community to act
fairly, legal duties
(labour law, notice
periods).

High conflict: satisfying one
duty (owners) may breach
duties to
employees/communities and
statutory obligations if not
properly executed.

Permissible only with strict
compliance with legal &
moral duties. Must provide
required notice, severance,
consultative processes and
attempt mitigations; reckless
closure that ignores duties is
impermissible.

8. Outsource +
comprehensive
mitigations

Duty to shareholders
balanced with duties
to employees (fair
transition), duty to
community
(reinvestment), duty
to customers
(maintain quality).

Conflicts  addressed by
mitigation fewer

unresolved duty tensions.

Most ethically defensible
under deontology. By
honouring transition duties

and contractual/ethical
obligations,  this  option
respects multiple duties;

however, obligation to ensure
supplier standards remains
binding.

Brief interpretation & next steps (Deontological)

e Quick deontological takeaway: Deontology emphasises process, rights and obligations over
mere outcomes. Options that explicitly recognise and fulfil duties (particularly non-negotiable
ones such as safety, legal obligations, contracts and fair process to employees) are morally
preferable. Outsourcing is only permissible where duties to workers and customers are not
violated, or where the company takes concrete obligations to remedy harms.
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e What to examine / document:

o Any explicit contractual obligations (e.g., local employment guarantees, supplier
clauses).

o Legal duties (labour laws, notice, health & safety).

o Implicit moral duties (promises made in public communications, corporate social
responsibility commitments).

o Procedures for fair consultation, appeals, severance, retraining and governance
arrangements with suppliers.

e (Potential) Recommended process:

1. Duty inventory: compile a formal register of legal, contractual and moral duties
relevant to outsourcing.

2. Conflict resolution protocol: establish governance for resolving duty conflicts (ethics
board, counsel).

3. Binding mitigation commitments: if outsourcing pursued, embed binding contractual
obligations for supplier conduct, and formal employee transition commitments
(severance, retraining, redeployment policies).

4. Transparency & consent: meaningful consultation with affected employees and
stakeholders; provide clear documentation of how duties are respected.

C. Virtue Ethics (Character-Based Ethics)

Virtue ethics judges actions by whether they express and cultivate good character traits (virtues), e.g.,
justice, courage, prudence, compassion, honesty, and whether the decision fosters a virtuous
organisational culture.

Key questions

e Which options express corporate virtues we wish to embody (e.g., fairness, responsibility,
courage to invest strategically)?

e Does the decision cultivate virtues in leaders and employees (trustworthiness, care, justice),
or does it encourage vices (callousness, short-termism)?

e  What character would the company be known for if it chooses this option repeatedly?

e How does each option shape long-term organisational identity and moral climate?
Short exercise: Virtue-based analysis

1. What is the situation? List Options (1-8) as before.

2. Identify virtues & vices: For each option, list which virtues it promotes (e.g., stewardship,
fairness, courage) and which vices it risks (e.g., indifference, greed).

3. Evaluate organisational character: Which option best aligns with the company’s aspirational
character and long-term reputation?

4. Decide by exemplar: Choose the option a virtuous leader would endorse; one that cultivates
trust, respects dignity, and models the moral code of the organisation.
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Worked Example: “Our company is considering outsourcing a key production process to reduce costs,

but this may affect local employment and quality contro

|II

outsourcing

region (if truly local),
prudence.

potential inconsistency in
commitment.

Option Virtues promoted Virtues undermined /||Virtue ethics judgement
vices risked
1. Outsource||Prudence (short-term||Risks: callousness (toward||Critique: While efficient, it risks
overseas financial prudence),||workers), irresponsibility||cultivating vices and
cheapest efficiency. (if quality neglected),/|lundermining corporate
greed/short-termism. compassion and community
stewardship. Not ideal unless
mitigations are  character-
consistent (fair treatment,
supplier ethics).
2. Keep||Loyalty, justice,||Risk: complacency,||[Endorsed by virtues of loyalty
production in-||responsibility to||possible imprudence iffland justice; fosters trust but
house employees and|lignoring competitive||must pair with prudence to
community, reliability||pressures. remain viable long-term.
(for customers).
3. Hybrid|[Balance of prudence||Risk: managerial|[Virtue-consistent if
approach and compassion;|lopportunism if deployed|implemented with transparent
courage to innovate|solely to cut costs without|[concern for people; encourages
responsibly. fairness. balanced character: wise and
caring.
4. Local /||Responsibility, Risk: superficiality (outing||Generally positive if supplier
nearshore solidarity with local|risk if supplier exploited),||selection is guided by virtues

(fair labour, quality); promotes
community resilience.

Close/relocate
entire
production

to change, but risks
appearing ruthless.

of community, short-term
greed.

5. Automation|Prudence (long-term||Risk: neglect of||Acceptable with virtue
investment value), innovation; can||care/compassion if{framing. If the company invests
promote excellence if|\workers displaced without|[in people (training, new roles),
accompanied by||support; potential||it expresses both prudence and
reskilling (justice). arrogance (over-valuing|jjustice.
efficiency).
6. Restructure||Prudence, Risk: harshness if handled||Positive if done with fairness
in-house responsibility, fairness||without compassion. and respect; cultivates
(if process is adaptive, responsible
transparent), humility character.
(admit need to
change).
7. Could express courage||Vices: callousness, neglect||Problematic from a virtue lens

unless accompanied by

exceptional care and reparative
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Option Virtues promoted Virtues undermined /||Virtue ethics judgement
vices risked
efforts; generally damages
corporate character.
8. Outsource +{|Compassion, justice (if||Risk: hypocrisy if|{Most virtue-consistent when
mitigations mitigation mitigation is tokenistic. mitigations are sincere and
meaningful), extensive; expresses
prudence (seek compassion while exercising
efficiency with care). prudence.

Brief interpretation & next steps (Virtue ethics)

Quick virtue takeaway: Virtue ethics focuses on who we are becoming as an organisation.
Options that balance financial prudence with justice, compassion and responsibility cultivate
a healthy moral climate and a durable reputation. Token gestures or purely cost-driven moves
that neglect people erode character over time.

What to reflect on / measure (non-exclusively):

o

Narrative & signalling: what story does each option tell staff, customers, and the
community?

Authenticity of mitigation efforts: are they consistent with past behaviour?

Long-term cultural effects: will this choice encourage virtues (trust, resilience) or vices
(short-termism, cynicism)?

(Potential) Recommended process:

1.

Leadership reflection session: senior leaders deliberate on corporate identity and
virtues to be modelled.

Design choices that train character: embed retraining, fair processes, honest
communications, not just cash mitigation.

Measure cultural impact: staff surveys, trust indices, and stakeholder feedback post-
decision to track whether the organisation’s character is strengthened or weakened.

Public commitments: if the company claims to value justice/compassion, convert that
claim into accountable programmes (transparent reporting on retraining outcomes,
supplier audits).

Section 3: Balancing Business Objectives with Ethical Considerations

After analysing the ethical dilemma through different lenses, it’s time to integrate these insights with
your business objectives.

Practical governance: Use utilitarian analysis to quantify consequences, deontological review
to ensure duties/rights aren’t violated, and virtue reflection to assess long-term character and
cultural effects.
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Suggested decision protocol:

1.

Run all three analyses (quantitative consequences, duty inventory, virtue reflection).
*  From the utilitarian analysis: [Summarise the net impact of each option.]
= From the deontological analysis: [Summarise compliance with moral duties.]
=  From the virtue ethics analysis: [Summarise alignment with core virtues.]

Identify options that pass duty constraints and then rank those by utilitarian net
impact.

From the top candidates, choose one that also aligns with declared corporate virtues
(or modify the option so it does, e.g., add credible mitigation, contractual supplier
obligations, retraining commitments).

Consider Business Objectives:

* What are the financial, operational, or strategic goals associated with this
decision?

* How does each option align with these goals while upholding ethical
standards?

Pilot with ethical safeguards: a short, monitored pilot with transparent metrics (cost,
quality, workforce outcomes, stakeholder sentiment) then scale only if ethical criteria
and performance are met.

Governance & reporting: publish the decision rationale and mitigation commitments;
create an oversight mechanism (ethics board, external auditor) to ensure promises are
kept.

Example checklist (based on above example):

Have we identified all legal & contractual duties and honoured them? (Deontology)

Can we justify the net benefits vs harms with robust data, and have we minimised harms?
(Utilitarian)

Does the decision express and promote virtues we want the company to embody? (Virtue

ethics)

Are mitigations meaningful, binding and transparent?

Will we monitor outcomes and be willing to reverse/adjust if harms materialise?
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Section 4: Action Plan for Implementation

Once you’ve made an ethical decision, it’s important to then develop an action plan to implement it
while monitoring outcomes.

Action Plan Template

Action Item Responsible Deadline||[Expected Outcome Status
Party

Develop communication||Ethics [Date] |[Transparent stakeholder||Pending

plan for decision Committee updates

Implement chosen||Operations [Date] |[|Maintain quality and uphold||In

production strategy Manager ethical values Progress

Train staff on new||HR Department ||[Date] Ensure smooth transition and||Not

procedures staff engagement Started
Monitor key performance||Project Ongoing |[Track impact on quality, cost,||Ongoing
indicators (KPIs) Manager and employee morale

Schedule periodic reviews to assess the effectiveness of the implemented decision and adjust the
action plan as needed.

Section 5: Reflection and Continuous Improvement

Reflecting on the decision-making process is an important step for both personal and organisational
growth. Use the prompts below to capture your insights and plan for continuous improvement.

Reflection Prompts:

1. What Did | Learn? What key insights emerged from applying the ethical frameworks? Were
there any surprises in how each framework influenced my decision?

2. What Would | Do Differently Next Time? If faced with a similar ethical dilemma in the future,
what steps would | adjust or add to improve the decision-making process?

3. How Well Did I Balance Ethics and Business Objectives? Reflect on whether the final decision
aligned with both ethical standards and strategic business goals. What improvements can be
made?

4, What Feedback Did | Receive? Summarise feedback from stakeholders, team members, or
mentors regarding this decision. How can that feedback inform future ethical decisions?

References:
Dweck, C. (2006) Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. Random House.

e Defines growth vs. fixed mindsets; underpins attitude toward challenges. A foundational text
on growth mindset and its impact on learning and achievement.
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