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Ethics 101 
Introducing Basic Concepts 



Objectives 

Upon completion of this session participants will be 
able to: 

 Define ethics, moral agency, moral integrity and 
moral distress. 

 Affirm or challenge the claim that advocacy is a 
core responsibility of professional nurses. 

 Describe common ethical challenges faced by 
health care professionals in their day-to-day 
practice. 

 



We literally hold in our hands and 
heads and hearts… the wellbeing 

of all we touch… 

Who are we? 



What is Ethics? 



What is Ethics? 

 Ethics is the formal study of who we 
ought to be and how we should make 
decisions and behave in light of our 
identity 



Two Approaches to Morality 

 Morality is 
knowledge 

 

 Morality is 
something we do 
together, social and 
collaborative  

 



What is moral agency? 



Moral Character 

 To every new moral challenge, an 
individual brings a certain set of habitual 
predispositions, that is, the virtues and the 
vices acquired through experience of 
previous moral challenges – of life itself; 
in other words, the individual brings 
his/her character.  



Moral Valuing  

 To every new moral challenge, an 
individual brings personal values.  In 
other words, the response to that 
challenge will be shaped, in part, by 
his/her own experiential process of 
investing such “objects” as life, or 

happiness, or pleasure, or material 
success with importance and significance.  



Moral Sensibility  

 To every new moral challenge, an 
individual brings moral sensibility, i.e., 
capacity for recognizing the very existence 
of the challenge and for grasping its 
significance.  



Moral Responsiveness 

 Every moral challenge beckons each 
involved individual to be responsive to it, 
to take it up and be engaged by it.  Such 
responsiveness often depends upon 
courage, which is often a pivotal virtue in 
moral agency (and thus is, as well, an 
important aspect of another element of 
moral agency, character).  Equally 
important is being skilled in responding 
effectively.  



Moral Reasoning 

 Every moral challenge also demands that 
we meet it reasonably and 
methodically, if we are to realize, fully, 
the distinctively human capacity for 
justifying and explaining our actions.  



Moral Discernment 

 Every moral challenge ultimately demands 
that an individual discern and take the 
decisive action needed to meet the 
challenge – and to do so in ways that are 
consistent not only with character and 
values, but also with reason.  



Moral Accountability 

 In meeting the challenge, an individual is 
also called to be accountable for the 
decisions and choices made and the 
actions taken in meeting the challenge.  



Moral Advocacy and Leadership 

 And finally, every moral challenge 
challenges an individual to look beyond 
the immediacy of the situation in which it 
arises and to explore and address any 
systemic factors that may contribute to 
the genesis of the challenge -- to be an 
advocate for, and leader of change 
for the good of those we serve and 
society.  



What signals you to an ethical 
challenge? 

 Intellectual 
disconnect?   

 Queasy feeling in the 
pit of your stomach?  

 Discomfort or 
disappointment in the 
way you or your team 
are responding? 



Response 

 Pay attention to how you reason as you 
think about how you should and would 
respond. 



What counts as a good response? 

 

– Promotes human dignity and the common 
good 

– Maximize good and minimize harm 

– Just distribution of goods and harms 

– Respects rights 

– Responsive to vulnerabilities 

– Promotes virtue 

– Other 

 



What criteria do you use to 
evaluate your response? 

 
– We stayed out of trouble—not greatly inconvenienced. 

– We made money or at the very least didn’t lose money! 

– Able to put your head on your pillow and fall asleep peacefully 

– My/our reputation is intact. 

– Transparency [Washington Post test; ―I could share how I/we 
responded with my children and feel proud.‖] 

– Consistency 

– Other 

 



Ethical Competent Professionals… 

1. Are competent for their assigned roles 

2. Can be trusted to act in ways that advance the best 
interests of their clients and employees  

3. Hold themselves and their colleagues accountable 
for their practice 

4. Work collaboratively to advocate for  clients, 
families, communities 

5. Mediate ethical conflict  

6. Use as their primary lens human well-being, human 
flourishing 

7. Pass the transparency test 



This requires formation… 



We know the right thing to do 
but it is almost impossible… 

 Deficient moral agency 

 Ethical Distress 



 Ethical Distress 

Moral Residue 

Disengagement 



How ethically buff are you and your team? 



What is Moral Integrity? 

Integrity:  

1. soundness of and adherence 

to moral principle and 

character; uprightness and 

honesty.   

2. the state of being whole, 

entire, or undiminished.  

3.  a sound, unimpaired, or 

perfect condition.   

From Webster’s Encyclopedic 

Unabridged Dictionary of the 

English Language 



Snicker Test 



Why be a person/ministry of 
Integrity? 

 “American Baptist Homes of the West will 

continue to hold the trust of its 
constituency by keeping its promises with 
integrity, stability, and intentional ethical 
behavior in the provision of quality 
services for older persons”  



Short Inventory 

 I prize my integrity so highly that I never 
make decisions or engage in behaviors 
that compromise my integrity. 

1. Highly agree 

2. Somewhat agree 

3. Somewhat disagree 

4. Highly disagree 



 When I am aware of situations in my 
work environment that need change I 
“say the hard things that need saying” 

even if this makes me unpopular or has 
other consequences. 

1. Highly agree 

2. Somewhat agree 

3. Somewhat disagree 

4. Highly disagree 



 I believe my institution prizes integrity 
and consistently hires and rewards 
individuals of good character. 

1. Highly agree 

2. Somewhat agree 

3. Somewhat disagree 

4. Highly disagree 



 Leadership in my institution is willing to 
hear about and to address integrity 
challenges in the work place. 

1. Highly agree 

2. Somewhat agree 

3. Somewhat disagree 

4. Highly disagree 



 My institution sets excellence as its goal 
and holds employees accountable to high 
standards. 

1. Highly agree 

2. Somewhat agree 

3. Somewhat disagree 

4. Highly disagree 



 The integrity of our institution would be 
enhanced if we do the following.  Check all 
that apply. 

 _____ Clone me 

 _____ Fire me 

 _____ Clone my supervisor 

 _____ Fire my supervisor 

 _____ Support our senior leadership 

 _____ Replace our senior leadership 



Would we pass the snicker 
test for personal and 

corporate moral integrity? 



Common ethical 
challenges in health care 



Critiquing the adequacy 
of one’s ability and 

willingness to advocate 
for patients and families 



Conclusion 

Again. 

Let’s remember what’s at stake 



 Patients  

 Families 

 Health Care Professionals 

 Health Care Institutions 

 Society at Large 





Thank you… 
 


