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How to Complete This Course 
How to Complete the Guide and Exercises 
This course is broken down into course modules.  In order to develop a better understanding of 
the content of this course it is recommended that the student complete the work as follows: 

 Complete a reading and a study of the information contained in each module for 
understanding and comprehension. 

 The student is encouraged to make notes as they work through the course guide.  
These notes can assist the student in assignments following each module.  
Notes may be related to key ideas the student wishes to remember as well as 
personal insights the student may have. 

 Complete all corresponding assignments (see Completion Checklist, located on 
the following page).  Ideally, the student should keep a student journal (separate 
notebook or file) with his or her answers to all assignments. 

 Check off assignments on the Completion Checklist as they are finished. 
 Work through the course guide one module at a time, completing all work 

associated with the current module before advancing to the next module. 
How to Contact the Instructor 
Prodevia Learning course instructors are available via email.  All course correspondence will be 
returned promptly. 
Contact your course instructor at support@prodevia.com 
How to Submit Course Completion and Report PDUs 
When you have completed working through this course guide, return to the Course Completion 
page at www.prodevia.com and follow the instructions there to formally complete your course 
with Prodevia Learning. You are required to formally complete your course in order to receive 
your Certificate of Completion and be awarded 20 Professional Development Units. The Course 
Completion webpage also includes instructions and a link for you to submit your PDUs directly 
to the Project Management Institute (PMI)® online. 
Course Detail: 
PMI Provider ID: 1945 
PMI Activity ID: Printed on your Prodevia Learning Certificate of Completion 
 
  
Note: PMI is a registered mark of the Project Management Institute. 
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Completion Checklist 
 

Module 1 – Introduction to Professional Ethics 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Module 2 – Interpersonal Ethics for the Project Manager 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Case Study 
Module 3 – Ethical Practice during the Project Lifecycle 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Case Study 
Module 4 – Ethics and the Client 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Case Study 
Module 5 – Ethics and Your Business Environment 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Case Study 
Module 6 – Ethics and the Profession of Project Management 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Case Study 
Module 7 – Ethical Decision Making 
Read and Study 
Review Questions 
Case Study 
Module 8 – Course Conclusion 
Read and Study 
Course Completion 
Complete course through the Course Completion tab at www.prodevia.com 
Submit PDUs to the Project Management Institute 
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Course Objectives 
By the end of this curriculum the student should be able to: 

 Define professional ethics and its importance for project managers. 
 Articulate the characteristics of interpersonal ethics as well as how it is practically 

implemented. 
 Define the components of ethical practice within the lifecycle of projects 
 Explain how ethics must be demonstrated with the client. 
 Describe the necessity of ethical standards ethics upon the business environment and 

the profession of project management as well as define general components of a code 
of conduct. 

 List and explain common barriers and consequences of ethical decision making. 
 All course objectives can be measured through end-of-module review questions 

and an end-of-course assessment. 
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Module 1 – Introduction to Professional Ethics  
If you conduct a survey you will most likely find that the majority of the population believe 
that murder is wrong, lying and stealing are generally wrong, and that discrimination 
based on race, sex, religion, or creed are unacceptable. There is little question that these 
elements have no place in a business environment. They also have no place in the more 
narrowly defined project management environment, which is really nothing more than a 
smaller-scaled business environment.  
But what about areas that are less clear, such as truth in advertising, whistle blowing, full-
disclosure, and “creative accounting”? Businesses, and society at-large, are clearer on 
some ethical issues than others. 
Business ethics is an outgrowth of the rise of social consciousness during the 1960s and 
1970s. Business schools responded to the growing concern and implemented a myriad of 
courses aimed at teaching future business leaders how to think and act in a moral and 
ethical manner. During the 1980s Fortune Five Hundred companies had established 
ethics committees, instituted ethics training programs, had adopted ethical codes of 
conduct, and appointed corporate ethics officers. By the 1990s and 2000s, the federal 
government had enacted several laws and guidelines outlining acceptable business 
behavior and the consequences for unacceptable behavior. 
Even professional organizations such as the Project Management Institute (PMI)® 
established an Ethics Standards Committee which developed a PMI Member Code of 
Ethics and Professional Conduct to define, clarify, and communicate ethical 
responsibilities for their members.  
Think about men and women who have been admired and respected throughout history. 
They may have been persons of great achievements and recognized for accomplishing 
noteworthy feats. They may also have been people with little following except for their 
immediate circle of friends and colleagues. But the one thing that is common among 
those most admired is that they always exhibited the highest degree of integrity, ethics 
and commitment to values that enabled them to think and act beyond their own personal 
interests.   
The purpose of this course is not to tell participants how to live their lives, but to present a 
basic understanding of ethics in a project management environment.  

Professional Ethics Defined 
The basis of the word “ethics” is derived from the Greek word “ethos” which means 
custom, habit, character, nature, and several other similar definitions depending upon the 
source used. In general, it implies a degree of moral integrity and consistent values in 
how one conducts himself or herself. Business ethics has its roots in the study and 
practice of medical ethics. 
Note: PMI is a registered mark of the Project Management Institute, Inc. 
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Medical ethics emphasizes doing what is morally right, not just what is legally right. 
Morality is a term that addresses practices and activities that are considered right and 
wrong and held as important by an organization, society, or culture. Morality establishes 
the basis for the policies, procedures and rules that govern an organization’s practices 
and is embedded and nurtured in its values. Values are typically demonstrated through 
the practices, customs and behaviors that an organization accepts as being right or 
wrong. Professional ethics are also defined by what the organization, and society at 
large, has deemed unacceptable behavior and has established, and for which legal 
prohibitions and other sanctions. Professional ethics is predicated on the existence of a 
morality and value system.  
Business ethics is simply the interaction of ethics and business. Because business ethics 
is as broad as business itself and is not limited by geography or national boundaries, it is 
important to remember that professional ethics will not change organizational practices 
unless those involved in the business or profession see the need to change.  
Ask several people their definition of “professional ethics” and you are likely to get a 
different answer from each person asked. Definitions could include: 
 Doing the right thing with honesty, integrity, and responsibility.  
 Performing your duties within your own set of moral values without negatively 

affecting others and being personally accountable for the outcome. 
 Accomplishing your work without having someone worry about you doing anything 

that will violate the trust of or bring discredit upon your supervisor, the management 
team, or the organization. 

What are Ethics? 
When managers speak of ethics it is often assumed that they are referring to fairness. As 
a result, project team members typically view personnel matters as ethics issues. 
Information from ethics hotlines indicate that about half of the calls received were about 
personnel and “fairness” issues. Project managers should understand the impact of both 
types of issues and the effect on project stakeholders. Because of the potential confusion 
between personnel matters and ethics issues, project and program managers need to 
take care to clearly define the difference and avoid the temptation of sending every issue 
to the human resources office. If that happens, team members will only focus on the fact 
that an issue was not handled correctly or that a request for help was rejected or referred 
to the human resources office, without really understanding the underlying reasons why, 
however valid the rejection or referral might be.    
As a starting point for understanding project management ethics, it is important to 
understand some key terms: 
 Values - the set of beliefs, customs, or ideals that a person, social group, or 

organization feels are important and to which there are typically strong emotional ties 
(either positive or negative.)  

 Ethics - represent the values that the person or organization feels are important as 
defined by what is considered appropriate conduct and behavior.  
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 Core Values - those fundamental beliefs, customs, and ideals that are considered 
the most fundamental values held by an individual, group, or organization. Core 
values are often expressed in ethics statements or codes of conduct. Common value 
statements center around:  

o Honesty 
o Integrity 
o Responsibility 
o Competence 
o Teamwork 
o Regard for Others 
o Loyalty 
o Courage 

Causes of Unethical Behavior 
What causes some people to behave ethically and some not?  
Consider this scenario: A project management plan is created with an initial delivery 
schedule and budget that project team members know is unrealistic. Adjustments to the 
schedule or budget have been made at each level to make the plan look good providing a 
project schedule and/or the budget could be overly optimistic by several percent.  
As problems and issues arise throughout the project lifecycle, project managers and 
resource managers may feel pressured to make further reductions, tempting them to take 
shortcuts in other areas, such as quality, resources, or scope in order to keep from falling 
further behind schedule or over budget. There may also be a temptation to take 
unnecessary risks. While all of this is happening, project team members know that the 
ultimate result will leave the customer dissatisfied. Sometimes the shortcuts taken simply 
create an inconvenience to the project team, other times they have severe 
consequences. Regardless, the management team (especially the sponsor) needs to be 
aware of the situation and the potential impact. Depending upon the situation it may be 
necessary to report the issue to an external stakeholder.  
Or, what about the project manager who feels compelled to deliver products that are 
known to be defective or that are likely to breakdown shortly after delivery because 
management claims that no-cost repair or replacement warrantees will cover the product 
after it is delivered. The decision may be driven primarily by a directed delivery schedule 
or constrained budget instead of the willingness to delay the delivery in order to provide a 
quality product. All project managers know that time, cost, scope and quality trade-offs 
are elements of a project risk assessment when determining which course of action 
appears to provide the greatest benefit to the company.  
Some might look at the above scenarios and identify several activities that could be 
considered unethical or at least question the integrity of the decision makers at each 
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review level. They might try to mentally put themselves in the scenario and think, “I would 
never let that happen,” or “I wonder how I would handle that situation?”  
So, what causes some people to behave ethically and some not? Consider these 
common reasons:  
 “I have no choice.” – You may know it’s wrong – or at least feel that something is 

not right - but you believe that you are powerless to do anything about it. You might 
feel that if you try to behave ethically and do the right thing, that you might be 
penalized in some way and perhaps even lose your job. This overall reason may be 
supported by several associated reasons such as:   

 “It was part of my job and expected in this line of work.” 
 “It was a direct order so what else could I do?  There were not other options.” 
 “It was beyond my control. I can’t control what others do once it’s out of my 

hands.”  
 “I may not like it, but I’ll do it until I can get out of this situation.” 
 “The customer expects it and management keeps putting on pressure to the 

get the job done, no matter what it takes.”  
 “In the overall scheme of things, I don’t think it really matters.” – While not 

believing that you have a choice is generally driven by external factors, this excuse is 
more internally driven and is greatly influenced by your definition of right and wrong. 
This excuse and its associated justifications are commonly used by people who might 
be classified as either unethical or non-ethical.  

Some additional reasons may include: 
 “Everyone else does it, why shouldn’t I? I deserve it too!” 
 “if no one else gets hurt, what’s the harm?” 
 “No one else cares so why should I?” 
 “I don’t agree with it, but I’ll do it. After all it’s not really my place to judge.” 
 “I know what I did was wrong, but I’ll make up for it in other ways. Besides no 

one will probably even notice.” 
 “It seemed to be the best choice at the time and I can live with it.” 
 “It’s only a (name any consumable.) The company can afford it. Besides, as 

hard as I work, the company owes me.” 
 “You need to go along to get along. Management likes aggressive go getters. 

So what if you have to step on a few people to get to the top.”  
 “I normally wouldn’t have done it, but I made an exception in this case.” - This 

excuse and its associated justifications are often tied to the underlying belief that 
there are exceptions to every rule. Some refer to this simply as “situational ethics.” 
Common phrases accompanying this excuse might include.  “It didn’t seem wrong at 
the time (or I didn’t know it was wrong.) Besides, I did it for the good of the project.” 
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People don’t always behave unethically because of self-gratification, stupidity, naiveté, or 
just being bad - if it were only that simple. Everyone seems know what it means when a 
“bad” person does something wrong and blatantly disregards accepted ethical and moral 
standards. For example, they have - lied, stolen something, intentionally violated a 
confidence, cheated on a contract, ruthlessly took advantage of another person, etc. 
But what about the “good” person who “never does anything wrong.” As much as 
everyone would like to believe that good people don’t do bad things, sometimes they do. 
While, their ethical indiscretions may be less overt, their behavior still has a negative 
affect on others, as well as themselves.  
For example, a program manager reassigns an engineer to a critical, highly-visible 
project for a key customer that is significantly behind schedule and over budget. The new 
assignment will require the engineer to travel from the central production facility to a 
branch facility about two hours away. The program manager does not consider the 
impact of the reassignment on the personal life of the engineer nor does the manager 
make any attempt to address the objections of the engineer. After all, the company hired 
the engineer not his or her family.  In any case, the assignment will mean increased 
transportation costs and two hours of travel to and from work, increased child-care costs 
and time away from the family. 
In addition, the company’s overall environment stresses being a “team player” in that 
associates are expected to “suck it up, bite the bullet, and contribute to the cause.”  An 
emphasis on “team” may carry with it an unspoken expectation that “if you are really part 
of the team, you will do whatever it takes to finish the work.  
The program manager may not even be aware that his or her expectations are 
unreasonable and by requiring team members to work such hours, while maybe not 
illegal, may be unethical. But then after all, is the program manager doing, what he or she 
believes is “best for the project?” 
Or what about a project team member who is trying to finish a critical task and seeks help 
from another team member. The person refuses to help because they were taught during 
childhood that, “everyone should sink or swim on their own.” Is the team member who 
refused to help, being unethical? In the broadest sense, they might be. Ethical behavior is 
more than simply adhering to your own set of values and following a personal moral code 
– it’s having the right values fro the start.    
Within a project environment probably the most common reason for unethical behavior is 
pressure to achieve project objectives and to meet the customer’s and management’s 
expectations, regardless of how unrealistic they may be. Some of the typical reasons why 
project managers feel they must take short cuts, cut corners, not tell the entire truth, or 
even blatantly lie is because of pressure to: 
 meet schedules, deadlines, milestones, and delivery dates within time and money 

constraints – a typical project environment, 
 meet aggressive financial or profitability targets,  
 create billings - this is especially true in a labor intensive environment such as a 

consulting firm,  
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 complete a task faster than it is possible often due to the need to move on to another 
task when faced with time or resource constraints, 

 accomplish perceived unrealistic goals generally because good project planning was 
never accomplished in the first place, 

 change project data to make the project (and by default management and the 
company) look good, 

 meet perceived expectations of customers, management, and other stakeholders 
because of poor requirements definition early in the project. 

In many organizations the corporate mentality is to emphasize the bottom-line first - to 
achieve financial (project) success. Performance is all that counts and to some it all 
comes down to money or power. This mentality also carries over into the political arena 
as well. As a result, playing by the rules (any rules) is nothing more than an 
inconvenience to getting desired results.  

Why Professional Ethics is Important for the Project 
Manager 
Every organization, even if it actively tries to comply with laws and regulations, is subject 
to risks involving ethical issues. Project managers typically emphasize the risk 
management processes including risks associated with accidental material damage or 
loss, personnel injury, delays, or significant technical issues. But, how many project 
managers consider risks arising from financial mismanagement, fraud, and 
embezzlement, corruption, and loss of reputation. Organizations go to great lengths to 
establish adequate standards and procedures, training, and monitoring and auditing 
systems. In every project there is also a full range of social and financial factors that 
could pose ethical risks to a project. 
Maintaining a professional project environment that stresses the rule of law, the 
importance of ethical behavior, and professional integrity depends on effective 
leadership, on-going supervision, and prevention of unacceptable behaviors.  
Demonstrating and expecting ethical practices are vital to good project execution and 
management. All stakeholders rely on project managers for sound management, 
accurate and reliable reporting, and project guidance. Maintaining the highest level of 
ethical standards and professionalism creates a greater level of confidence in the project 
manager and by extension in the team and the enterprise. 
By adhering to sound professional ethics project managers can help eliminate the 
requirement or demand for unnecessary oversight and regulations, enhance the 
organization’s competitive position, and establish the right ethical culture for the project 
team and project stakeholders.  

Improving Overall Performance 
Most people would generally agree that ethical and responsible business practices 
contribute to improving business performance and creates greater opportunities for 
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growth - both internal and external. Some of the major benefits an organization can 
receive from following good ethical practices include:   
 Protection from unethical employees, contractors, customers and other stakeholders, 
 Enhanced reputation and goodwill within the company and the business community, 
 Enhanced performance and productivity, thereby strengthening the organization’s 

competitive position, 
 Reduced costs and risks, enhancing profitability and providing for sustained long-

term growth, 
 Increased personal and professional respect. 

Enhancing the Organization’s Status and Reputation within the 
Company and the Business Community 
An organization’s reputation for high ethical standards and integrity cannot be 
underestimated when it comes to establishing and maintaining customer loyalty, 
attracting and retaining qualified and ethical team members and creating a solid 
reputation within the community. The enterprise’s reputation is critical if it wants to be 
recognized by others in the industry as a preferred “business partner.”  
A good ethics program can contribute to a company’s reputation for ethics and integrity 
thereby contributing to their stakeholders’ perceptions of that company. Project managers 
need to emphasize to their project teams what is and is not considered acceptable 
business conduct. Through clear guidance, policies, and standards team members can 
better manage stakeholder expectations, minimize disputes with customers and other 
stakeholders, and increase stakeholder satisfaction.  

Protection from Unethical Employees, Contractors, Customers, 
and Other Stakeholders 
Unfortunately, cheating on time cards, “borrowing” supplies and tools with no intention of 
returning them, result in significant financial losses to almost all businesses whether large 
or small, public or private every year. These may be considered minor when to compared 
to the embezzlement of corporate funds, but are no less as important.  
One way to protect your organization is through a structured ethics program with clear 
standards and procedures that includes tools and techniques for identifying, monitoring, 
and reporting ethics violations. 
Regardless of the rigor applied to an ethics process, project managers need to establish 
an environment that fosters commitment and loyalty from team members that 
emphasizes the welfare of the entire organization.  

Reduced Costs and Risks, Enhanced Profitability and Growth 
Opportunity for Long-term Growth 
There are many simple day-to-day activities that could raise ethical issues that if not 
handled correctly could create additional expenses - for example, deliberately 
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underestimating an order to win a contract with the expectation of recouping the 
additional revenue through contract modifications and changes, inappropriately using 
confidential information, or knowingly entering into a conflict of interest for personal gain. 
In addition to the obvious costs associated with bribery, kickbacks, and other forms of 
similar activity there are also hidden costs often overlooked such as time, effort, and 
resources to work with auditors and regulatory officials, the cost of maintaining additional 
documentation, not to mention any costs associated from a threat of extortion or 
blackmail. Perhaps the largest unforeseen cost is the cost to the organization’s reputation 
which may ultimately lead to reduced prospects, lost customers and reduced trust within 
the industry. 
By emphasizing ethical behavior and compliance with laws when conducting day-to-day 
business activities, the organizations can reduce business costs. If a business provides 
clear policies and guidelines then it will be easier to identify and prevent violations of 
legal, regulatory, and ethics policies. 
Every project, and in the larger context every business, is subject to risks such as product 
recalls due to quality issues, sexual harassment claims, lost work time resulting from a 
health or safety issue, and the loss of business because of an over zealous team 
member offering an inappropriate gift to a customer or other stakeholder.  

Increased Efficiency and Effectiveness 
Organizations increase their efficiency and effectiveness if all stakeholders work together 
in an environment that emphasizes respect, shared values, and mutual trust. A mutually 
respectful environment helps reduce or eliminate conduct that is detrimental to the project 
but often difficult to detect. The intangible savings of following good ethical practices can 
result in benefits such as the reduced costs of some monitoring and supervision 
activities. 
Maintaining good ethics practices within the project often leads to increased team 
member morale. Increased morale leads to greater productivity and innovation; thereby, 
strengthening the corporation’s competitive position. 
Simply applying a disciplined approach to maintain good ethical practices does not 
guarantee instant results. However, maintaining an ethical position, including establishing 
a supportive infrastructure and process for continually monitoring compliance with laws 
and regulations, should help to strengthen an organization’s competitive position in the 
industry and lead to sustained growth.  
A demonstrated ability to identify and prevent ethics violations tends to earn stakeholder 
confidence which typically results in an increased recognition of the company, greater 
access to resources, new clients, customers, strategic partners, and further opportunities 
for growth. 
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The Benefits to You of Maintaining Professional Ethics 
As discussed earlier, here are several reasons why managers should embrace and 
advocate professional ethics as a part of their management practices. Maintaining 
professional ethics has been shown to provide many benefits to an enterprise:   
 Employees prefer to work for ethical organizations, 
 Customers and suppliers prefer to do business with companies that are trustworthy, 
 Helps to reduce risk, manage costs, enhance productivity, and enhance individual 

performance, 
 Strengthens the organization’s competitive position through an increase of reputation 

and respect within the industry, 
 Increases the organization’s social standing within the community.  
Most people would agree that if managers acted in a manner that is consistent with good 
ethical practices and standards of conduct, their credibility and reputations would be 
greatly enhanced.  Other reasons for maintaining high professional ethics include: 
 Increased communication and trust – Experienced managers clearly understand 

that the products they produce are the only tangible outcomes of internal processes 
and behavioral practices; and that the processes and practices are the result of many 
stakeholders working together. As a result, an indirect benefit of maintaining 
professional ethics is the open dialogue and reflection that occurs among 
stakeholders. Open and honest dialogue is vital to the development of project 
deliverables. It helps to establish trust improve relationships among stakeholders, 
and helps to facilitate open discussion of ethical issues.  

 Increased benefits – Profitability alone should never be the only reason to 
emphasize professional ethics. However, professional ethics do contribute indirectly 
to customer satisfaction and as a result, increased profits. Having a reputation based 
on fairness and ethical behavior is critical for future business and growth. If 
customers believe that they are treated fairly, are receiving a high standard of 
service, and are dealt with honestly they are more inclined to provide repeat 
business. Unethical or unscrupulous behavior toward customers can lead to not only 
the loss of a current customer, but future customers as well.  

 Reduced potential legal issues – Because the best way to handle ethical issues is 
to try and avoid them in the first place, an ethical organization that educates and 
sensitizes team members and associates on proper ethical conduct minimizes the 
likelihood of unethical activity occurring. By preventing inappropriate behaviors, the 
obvious benefit is no litigation or legal actions against the company because of things 
such as discrimination, defrauding the company, and other criminal acts. On a 
smaller scale, but also an illegal activity, is inter-office theft such as the taking of 
office supplies, misappropriation and misuse of company equipment and facilities, 
etc. Maintaining professional ethics also helps to create a culture that encourages a 
greater willingness to deliver bad news and to report ethical and legal violations to 
management.  
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 Increased motivation and commitment – Employees and associates are more 
likely to identify with and take pride in organizations that behave ethically. 
Professional ethics, when made part of the organization’s culture helps associates 
and team members feel a sense of participation and ownership in the organization’s 
success. As a result, they will be more motivated and committed to the organization. 
Companies that encourage and foster a culture where professional ethics are 
emphasized also tend to provide competitive compensation packages and to fulfill 
commitments to their employees. In this type of setting, associates see less need to 
compromise on their ethical standards and are more inclined to ensure that their work 
adheres to quality standards expected by their organization and their customers. In 
addition, and related to profitability, if customers believe that an organization is fair to 
its associates and does not try to exploit them, then the organization will also be fair 
to its customers.  

 Better decision making – Maintaining ethical practices establishes a framework for 
making difficult decisions. It helps to produce better quality decisions because there 
is increased willingness to include diverse opinions and perspectives in the decision-
making processes. By openly including diverse inputs without bias, decisions have 
more credibility.  

 Increased personal responsibility – In an organization that encourages 
professional ethics, an unexpected benefit is the willingness of associates to 
recognize and admit their errors. In environments where fear is the norm or where 
professional ethics are not emphasized, there is a tendency to try and hide mistakes, 
place blame, or something worse. 

 Better recruitment and greater retention of quality people – A company’s 
reputation plays a key role in its ability to recruit and retain human resources. No one 
wants to work for an organization that is known, or even rumored, to be unethical or 
that uses unacceptable businesses practices. Recruitment and retention impacts 
business operations because a company is only as good as the people working for it. 
If the people in an organization are ethical and represent the company well, success 
is more likely to follow.   

 Increased reputation within the industry and the community – Communities and 
society in general, place a great deal of emphasis on a company’s ethical practices. 
Organizations are continuously monitored to ensure that they operate according to 
acceptable ethical standards. Maintaining professional ethics helps an enterprise be 
socially responsible to its customers, associates, other members of the industry – 
including competitors – and the society at large. For almost every enterprise it makes 
good business sense to maintain a culture of professional ethics because customers, 
employees, and regulatory agencies expect responsible and ethical behavior. 

Characteristics of Ethical Managers 
In every organization, people fall into one of three general categories: 
 Ethical people  
 Unethical people  
 Non-ethical people  
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At one end of the spectrum are ethical people who always endeavor to do what is right. 
However, given the fact that situations often provide more than one “ethically right” 
choice, always doing what is “right” may not always be as straight forward as we would 
like.  
At the other end, are people who would be considered unethical. These people are willing 
to do whatever they need to in order to ensure that their interests and desires are served, 
regardless of how unethical it is. Unethical people have little regard of the impact of their 
actions to their own reputations or how others might be adversely affected.  
There is also another group of people that may be found in an organization who may not 
even consider the ethical dimension of a decision or action. This group could be 
considered “non-ethical” in that their decisions and actions are not made on the basis of 
personal gain and loss or right and wrong, but typically on the logical facts as they are 
presented. A non-ethical person may come from a background or environment where 
personal character, principles, and values are not emphasized or challenged.  
It is generally safe to assume that most people want to do what is right. Doing what is 
right requires moral (or ethical) integrity. So, what does in mean to have moral integrity? 
In the broadest sense, moral integrity is your perspective on life that is central to your 
sense of meaning and how you view the world. For example, when faced with a decision 
a person with moral integrity will act in a manner consistent with his or her moral 
conviction and commitments, regardless of the amount of personal gain that could be 
achieved.  
In determining their roles in establishing and maintaining ethics, project managers must 
first look at themselves as individuals and then understand the organization’s position.  
Everyone, regardless of the project, the position, or the responsibilities assigned, can 
make an important difference in maintaining high ethics within the enterprise. Remember, 
senior management bears the largest responsibility in establishing an ethics culture. They 
influence how the enterprise responds to ethical issues through appropriate structures, 
policies, and procedures. 
It might be helpful to explore some activities that can maintain an ethics-based 
organization – first focusing on team members and other key contributors and then 
activities specific to managers.  

Team Members and Other Key Contributors 
1.  Actively support the organization’s ethics policy and understand that ethical 
behavior is always possible regardless of the business environment. 
You are the first line of defense against unethical behaviors. Whenever you encounter 
someone who is participating in questionable activities because they believe the business 
to be unprincipled or that the business owes them something you need to respond 
appropriately and quickly. Be direct, but sensitive to the environment and the situation.   
Projects and businesses in general, are all part of a larger society and therefore do not 
have a special set of ethical rules for conduct. Honesty, integrity, fairness, kindness, 
concern for others and society as a whole, having a strong sense of self-worth, and 
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respect for others are all examples of ethical values that are as applicable to the business 
world as any other place in society.  It’s understood that businesses exist to make a 
“profit” while providing goods and services to those who need them. Even not-for-profit 
and government organizations need to have a business orientation in making wise 
financial decisions.  What often gets forgotten is that while, the pursuit of profit in 
business is necessary, it needs to be tempered by a strong sense of ethics, morals, and 
values. 
2. Focus on the behaviors of peers and subordinates.  
The best way you can affect others’ ethical behavior is to focus on others at their own 
level. When someone hears harmful words or observes unethical actions and chooses to 
do nothing, it’s often because they have weighed the “safety” of inaction against the real 
or perceived costs of getting involved. However, when faced with unethical behavior 
everyone needs to speak up and address the issue. Obviously it is easier to address 
inappropriate behaviors of subordinates. But what about dealing with peers? Sometimes 
the inappropriate behavior is simply a matter of ignorance or lack of understanding. The 
logical first step is to address the situation at a peer level emphasizing the other person’s 
ability to change when their errors are made known to them.  
Addressing the actions of others can be active or passive – active in that something is 
actually said or done to counter the behavior, passive in that you chose not to participate 
in the unacceptable activity and remove yourself from the immediate situation. Both 
approaches can send a message that the unethical activity is unacceptable. 
  For example, in some environments, people pride themselves on their tough, “real 
world, no non-sense” business position. How often do these people emphasize the 
concepts of ethics and integrity? This is not to say that they don’t, but with such a single-
focused mindset they are more likely to feel that whatever is done for the sake of the 
business is acceptable – “the end justifies the means.”  The words or actions of a peer 
that advocates ethical behavior may not bring about a permanent change in a person’s 
attitude or behaviors, but it might be enough to provide them with insight into their 
behavior. Sometimes by simply identifying and acknowledging that someone has 
performed an act requiring a higher ethical stand and displaying a position of moral 
integrity may be sufficient to emphasize to them the importance of ethics in the 
workplace.  
3. Do not become discouraged or feel alone. 
Sometimes people who want to do the right thing and adhere to an ethical standard can 
feel as if they are the only ones in their organizations who take ethics seriously. In some 
rare and isolated cases this might be true, but it is usually the exception, not the rule. 
There does seem to be a decline in clear rights and wrongs and a growing emphasis on 
“situation ethics” – which probably explains the rise of business ethics courses in college 
academic programs over the past 20 to 30 years. Granted, there are managers and 
leaders in business today who have never received any “ethics education” either in a 
formal setting or during their early years in business when they were the most susceptible 
to the influences of “old school” success tactics.  
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Remember, change must start someplace. Others might feel the same way and believe 
that they are alone and be waiting to see some type of action toward an ethics movement 
before they take action. In all organizations there are others who want to take a stand but 
are reluctant to do so because of peer pressure, fear, etc. Also keep in mind that change 
takes time and is sometimes painfully slow. Consider the evolutionary growth of quality 
programs, the movement from authoritarian or coercive management to self-directed and 
participative work teams. 

Project Managers and Leaders 
1. Establish, implement, maintain, and enforce an enterprise-wide ethics standard 
and code of conduct.  
Organizations need to become their own governing body, policy setter, and ethical 
overseer. If an organization is careless or haphazard in its approach to maintaining high 
ethical standards, they might find themselves the recipient of rules and regulations 
imposed by an outside regulatory agency.  Many companies, as well as professional 
organizations, have gone to great lengths to establish ethical standards for their 
members and associates.  It is up to management to establish and communicate what is 
considered acceptable and unacceptable behavior, as well as appropriate criteria that will 
help individuals evaluate ethical situations and make sound decisions.   
2. Identify, select, and retain ethical employees 
The best way to achieve a high degree of ethical behavior and ensure integrity is to 
understand a person’s values and ethical commitment as early as possible.  Also, you 
should assess a prospective team member’s technical and managerial skills, how have 
they handled ethical dilemmas in the past, and their understanding of ethics based 
concepts. For example, what would expressions such as “treating others with respect” 
and “following through on commitments” mean to a potential team member? It will be of 
even more value if the manager can clearly link the ethics-based questions to those that 
point directly to the work to be done and the job requirements.  All conscientious 
managers will validate a potential candidate’s resume; but how many managers spend 
the time to validate someone’s character through reference checks and other avenues. 
Typical characteristics that may be evaluated include things such as: personal integrity, 
respect for others’ rights, a commitment to fairness, or social awareness. A potential 
team member may have a tough and competent business mind; but if they are willing to 
“stretch” ethical and integrity boundaries in order to achieve success and generate profits 
they could end up negatively affecting the company later.  
Some interviewers may consider ethics-related questions as something outside the realm 
of a tough-minded interview. This could not be further from the truth. The time spent 
assessing the ethical character and integrity of a potential team member should not be 
viewed as simply an activity that is conducted to supplement the interview process. 
Ethics questions need to carry the same, if not greater, level of importance to the job as 
do the technical requirements. Therefore, interviews should be planned to include 
appropriate character-oriented questions.  
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It is better to establish sound criteria and entry barriers early than to try a correct the 
situation later. Remember, as Benjamin Franklin said, “An ounce of prevention is worth a 
pound of cure.” 
3. Make ethical behavior a key performance indicator 
It is safe to assume that most people involved in business are ethical and desire to do the 
right thing. However, there are some people who have learned to “play the system” and 
behave in ways that put themselves first and are focused on short-term selfish objectives. 
Over time, these people tend to become even more insensitive to the needs of others.    
As a project manager you have an obligation to the team, the organization, and other 
stakeholders to whatever you can reasonably do to change the inappropriate behavior. 
One positive thing a manager can do is to make ethical behavior part of a team member’s 
performance review. Performance goals can be established that forces the team member 
to focus on ethical behavior. They should be given a chance to demonstrate behaviors 
through an agreed to process and performance goals. Don’t forget to communicate how 
their future performance will be assessed.  
4. Work on developing sensitivity for ethical issues among the team members. 
Frequently, tough ethics issues and related business decisions are overshadowed by 
profitability, technical demands, market fluctuations and industry competition. You need 
to take care not to allow environmental pressures push ethics aside.  
You might find it beneficial to periodically conduct “ethics workshops which presents 
several common ethics situations from a variety of perspectives.” Depending upon how 
your role and responsibilities are defined, and your comfort level, it may be appropriate 
for you to conduct the workshops.  A benefit to this approach is that the manager can 
clearly communicate the organization’s position with respect to ethics and integrity, as 
well as directly addressing team members’ concerns.   
5. Make ethical behavior a key element of workplace standards 
It is not enough simply to expect ethical behaviors. An enterprise through its managers 
must create an environment and incentives that produce the desired behaviors. 
There is a motivational theory based on the principle that people will behave according to 
what they perceive to be the expected outcome. Why is this significant?  If people are 
rewarded only for achieving objectives regardless of how they accomplish those 
objectives, they will continue to behave in a manner that may not be of the highest level 
of integrity. However, if team members are rewarded for behaving more ethically, then 
they will act accordingly.  
Why? Because common everyday business elements such as, moral leadership, positive 
day-to-day emphasis on ethics by co-workers, organizational archives (corporate value 
statements, codes of conduct, “vision” statements,) the positive examples set by 
managers and peers, and corporate culture help influence ethical behavior. In addition, 
the more ethical behavior is emphasized within the enterprise, the more likely associates 
are to change their underlying attitudes and beliefs as well. 
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So, what are some of the things a project manager can do to model and emphasize the 
importance of ethical behavior within the enterprise? Some common practices include: 
 Complying with the established ethics policies and procedures,   
 Clearly communicating the responsibilities of managers and supervisors for 

establishing and maintaining ethical conduct, 
 Avoiding even the appearance of impropriety, 
 Monitoring ethics practices continually,  
 Communicating to associates their responsibility to report violations of the ethics 

standards or code of conduct, 
 Establishing and communicating the consequences for policy non-compliance, 
 Establishing and communicating a process and method for seeking advice and 

reporting misconduct with respect to ethics issues, 
 Establishing and communicating the policy for handling ethics issues with regard to 

customers, suppliers, and other stakeholders, 
 As much as legally and logically feasible, maintaining an environment of 

confidentiality and anonymity to protect those reporting unethical behavior, 
 Establishing, communicating and enforcing a policy to prevent retaliation against 

those who report unethical behavior, 
 Looking for opportunities to recognize and reward ethical behavior, 
 Maintaining a good records retention database. Thorough documentation is critical, 
 Maintaining a high standard of personal and individual accountability. 
Ethical character involves two basic themes. One is to avoid “sins” of commission or 
committing activities known to be unethical, which is rather obvious. The second is less 
obvious. These are the “sins” of omission or not doing the things that we know we should 
do. As a manager, you should consider both elements and work to address them during 
the project life cycle and throughout the enterprise.  

Introduction to Professional Ethics - Key Thoughts for 
Your Consideration  
 Most people want to do what is right and believe ethics are important in every 

profession and business. 
 Business ethics is an outgrowth of the rise of social consciousness during the 1960s 

and 1970s. 
 Ethics is as wide-ranging as business itself and is not limited by geographic or social 

boundaries. 
 Project managers should understand the relationship between personnel issues and 

ethical behavior. 
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 Project and organizational pressures create the temptation to behave unethically. 
 People often have an excuse for why they behave unethically and it usually involves 

placing the blame on someone or something else. 
 Ethical people take personal responsibility for their actions. 
 There are many social and financial factors that create ethical risks for every 

organization. 
 A professional environment stresses the rule of law, the importance of ethical 

behavior and professional integrity. 
 Demonstrating and expecting ethical practices are vital to good project execution and 

management. 
 Some of the major benefits of professional ethics include improved overall 

performance, enhanced organizational status and reputation, protection from 
unethical stakeholders, reduced cost and risks, and increased efficiency and 
operational effectiveness. 

 High ethical standards are vital for maintaining customer loyalty, motivating team 
members, and attracting and retaining high quality employees. 

 A manager’s personal ethical behavior is a key factor in how others in the 
organization behave. 

 Do not feel as if you are alone because you want to do the right thing. There are 
many people who take ethics seriously, they just may not be overt or vocal in their 
position on ethics. 

 Establishing and maintaining a structured ethics program is a good way to encourage 
ethical behavior through the organization. 

 By emphasizing ethical behavior and compliance with laws during day-to-day 
business activities, organizations can reduce business costs and make it easier to 
identify and prevent violations of legal, regulatory, and ethics policies. 
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Review Questions 
The following review questions will assist you in developing comprehension of the 
material contained in this course module.  Answer the following questions in a separate 
notebook.  
1. What does “ethics” mean?  
2. Why do people often confuse personnel issues with ethics issues?  
3. Core values are the fundamental beliefs, customs and ideals that are considered to 

be important to a person or organization. What are examples of common core 
values? What values do you consider to be core values?  

4. What would you say is the greatest reason why people behave unethically?  
5. Why is the excuse “I have no choice” never a good reason for unethical behavior?  
6. People sometimes behave unethically because they want to be a “team player.” How 

does this concept contribute to unethical behavior?  
7. Why are ethical practices important to good project execution and management?  
8. What are some benefits an organization can receive by following ethical practices?  
9. How does having a structured ethics program protect you and your organization?  
10. Do good ethical practices increase team morale? If yes, why? If no, why not?  
11. One of the biggest costs of unethical practices is the cost to an organization’s 

reputation. Why?  
12. How does maintaining a high ethical standard influence project communications?  
13. Why does having a reputation for professional ethics increase your ability to recruit 

and retain high quality and ethical people?  
14. Ethical companies are also socially responsible. What does this mean? 
15. List the three basic ethics categories and briefly describe each of them.  
16. What are some ways to influence the ethical behavior of a peer?  
17. When faced with an ethics issue have you ever felt as if you were alone? Why did 

you feel that way and how did you handle it?  
18. Who has the primary responsibility to set the ethics standards within your 

organization? If your organization does not have an ethics policy what should you 
do?    

19. Name at least 5 things a project manager can do to model and emphasize the 
importance of ethical behavior.   
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Module 2 – Interpersonal Ethics for the Project Manager 
Ethics, from a simplistic view, is that a person or company “does what is right” and 
“behaves properly" because if you don’t then sooner or later you might no longer be 
around.  Establishing acceptable behavioral norms, codes of ethics and organizational 
policies have been a mainstay in many organizations and taught in most business 
schools for years, but to what effect? Is it the documents themselves that determine 
ethical behavior? Not really.  
In reality, for some people the potential negative consequences of unethical behavior 
may have little affect because the consequences are rather abstract. Phrases, such as 
“it’s the right thing to do” or some other societal norm, as well as the likelihood of punitive 
consequences, such as external litigation or an internal reprimand seem so remote that 
there is little motivation for the person to be concerned about ethical behavior. For these 
people the incentive may be more near-term - the impact on current stakeholders, their 
current organizational goals and their own careers.  
Ethical behavior based on high moral integrity requires that the interests of all 
stakeholders be considered, that a high concern for the welfare of others be 
demonstrated, and that a high degree of self-respect be maintained. Concern for a 
person's moral integrity is not only about supporting their moral convictions and 
commitments, it is also concerned about putting that person in a position or situation that 
might force them to go against those convictions. If team members believe that the 
enterprise has a set of values that are aligned with their own, their motivation and on-the-
job performance are likely to be higher. 
 “I don’t care how you do it – just get it done.” Does this sound familiar? This statement is 
often said, but is it what was really meant?  Project and business success is important, 
but can it come at too high a price? The success of most managers, and the people who 
report to them, is generally measured by their ability to attain goals and objectives.  
Project managers need to hold team members accountable not only for how they achieve 
project requirements, but also by how ethically they produce those results. Unfortunately, 
team members are held accountable only for the results, not how they attain those goals. 
It’s not unusual for people who are difficult to work with, have no personal skills, or are 
totally unpleasant to be around to be viewed as valuable only because they satisfy or 
exceed predetermined profitability or revenue targets. Probably the only exception is 
when the person does something so wrong that it brings discredit upon the company’s 
reputation or has a significant financial impact.  
It is important to understand that if you achieve results through unethical methods, you 
are doing the organization and your colleagues an injustice.  In addition, if an 
organization, either directly or indirectly, reinforces the use of unethical practices by not 
upholding ethical standards, it is also doing the employees and customers an injustice.  
 If team members behave unethically, much of the responsibility rest on the shoulders of 
management. Why? Because it is very likely that the organization’s ethical standards 
have not clearly provided the necessary guidance to ensure ethical practices. 
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Remember, as a project manager, you own some responsibility for your project’s ethics 
standard. Granted, it is not possible to know how every person is behaving ethically, 
especially those who lack a strong ethical character to begin with, but management still 
bears responsibility for the actions of its employees.  What employees do, and by 
extension the enterprise, will have immediate and direct affect on stakeholders. 
The organization needs to continually emphasize to its employees that their actions 
directly reflect upon the enterprise and the reputation of the enterprise reflects upon its 
employees.  Regardless of what happens, the organization bears responsibility for the 
employee. As such, it is incumbent upon the organization to provide instruction on 
acceptable standards of behavior and feedback on how well employees are adhering to 
those standards.  
It is fair and reasonable to expect managers and those above them to be concerned with 
the ethical behaviors of those in the organization and to be cognizant of the impacts of 
their actions or inactions on employees’ behavior? Everyone would probably agree that 
the answer is yes. Companies waste a significant amount of time, energy, and resources 
developing and implementing policies and procedures that often fail to sufficiently 
emphasize the importance of personal and organizational ethics or to increase the 
likelihood of ethical behaviors. 
If an enterprise does not have an ethics policy or documented code of conduct, it is your 
responsibility to establish one for your team. If you do not maintain and enforce high 
ethical standards among the team no one else will.  You may have to determine the best 
course of action to take in your own environment, what changes are needed in the 
workplace that will encourage or maintain ethical behavior, and any changes that might 
need to take place with respect to team member expectations, perceptions, attitudes and 
behaviors. 

Maintaining High Standards for Self 
Great managers and leaders exhibit the courage to behave ethically and with integrity. 
These values involve discerning right from wrong, acting accordingly and influencing 
others to consistently do whatever is right regardless of the consequences, even when 
doing the right thing is not easy. Doing the right thing when you are faced with an ethical 
decision means knowing the difference between right and wrong and knowing what to do 
when an ethical situation arises. 
In a perfect world, team members behave ethically because their core values have been 
internalized; and by extension the people working with them will follow their example.  
What are some of those ethical and personal standards which everyone should hold in 
high regard? Consider these - honesty, trustworthiness, courtesy, respect, fairness and 
tolerance. Remember, everyone is a representative of their organization; if they are 
observed or suspected of participating in illegal or unethical acts they will have little ability 
to gain the confidence of others. 
Ethics is about behavior – specifically about personal behavior. Everyone’s behavior is 
guided by their value system. Values influence attitude and attitude influences behavior. 
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In other words, a person’s values are fundamental to how he or she thinks and responds 
to people, events, and situations.  
A pre-requisite for holding yourself to a higher standard is the practice of self-discipline. 
Self-discipline is simply the ability to control your impulses and emotions as well as 
avoiding temptations to engage in unethical behavior - large or small. Taking an ethical 
stand requires a willingness to say “no” to personal gain when it is contrary to accepted 
ethical standards or not in alignment with your organization’s values. 
People who hold themselves to a higher ethical standard also tend to have an increased 
awareness of the ethical issues within the enterprise and are more willing to address 
those issues. They more openly accept the philosophy that there is something greater 
than themselves, whether it is based on a spiritual doctrine, an accepted professional 
standard, or an organizational code of conduct. Ethical standards not only help you 
develop greater self-respect, but they also help you develop greater respect and trust of 
peers and other stakeholders. 
Ethical practices also depend upon your “emotional health.” Generally speaking people 
who are considered to be “emotionally healthy” and have a high-degree of self-esteem 
and self-confidence tend to make better ethical decisions and are better able to deal with 
ethics situations as they arise. Managers are continuously being observed by team 
members, customers, and other stakeholders. It is difficult to expect others to follow 
ethics standards, if their managers and peers do not. Therefore, a key component to the 
effective implementation of ethical practices within any organization is the self-discipline 
displayed by decision makers.  
In addition, if team members believe that there is strong alignment between their 
personal values and the values of the organization, they tend to be more motivated and 
strive for a higher standard of performance. Why? Because values drive behaviors that 
demonstrate those values, especially if they are clearly stated, such as in a personal 
code of conduct or ethics statement.  
Doing the right thing should never need justification. However for some people, the 
intrinsic value of doing what is right may not be enough to encourage ethical behavior. 
They look for excuses which support their view of ethical standards, and for these people, 
the only thing that seems to work is the threat of legal action or the potential loss of 
revenue.  
Executives, functional managers, and senior project managers are more likely to have 
the ability, and with that the obligation, to affect a firm’s ethics policy and practices than 
are lower-level associates. Why? Because they are typically in positions where the 
temptation to violate an ethical standard is greater. For example, a project manager or 
senior engineer is more likely to have access to sensitive product information than is an 
assembly-line worker. Managers generally have a broader picture and more access to 
information than do employees in non-managerial positions. Managers have the moral 
responsibility to see that the ethical issues are adequately addressed and that that the 
enterprise does not knowingly inflict harm on others. 
A perfect example of an organization holding itself to a higher standard of ethics is how 
Johnson & Johnson handled the Tylenol poisoning incident in 1982. When tampering was 
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revealed, instead of trying to cover it up or shift the blame to someone or something else, 
there was no doubt in the minds of Johnson & Johnson’s management team regarding 
the right thing to do. The management team chose to do not only what was legally right, 
but what was morally and ethically right as well.  Since customer safety and the 
company’s reputation were the primary drivers and not cost, Johnson & Johnson 
immediately recalled Tylenol from the marketplace. By their actions, the management 
team sent a clear message to their customers, their employees, and their stockholders 
that Johnson & Johnson’s culture was values-based focused on demonstrating strong 
ethical and moral principles.  
Logic would then indicate that if a manager displays high ethical standards, and his or her 
employees are adhering to a moral code, then everyone should achieve greater project 
success and rise within the organization. Then, as these individuals rise in the 
organization, the value of and emphasis on ethical behavior should also increase – not 
only for those who benefited from the ethical practices, but others as well. 

Accepting Responsibility for Your Actions 
An expression often heard in the business world is to “look out for number one.” It seems 
to be common practice to try and absolve yourself of any degree of responsibility.  
Maintaining a high ethical standard means accepting personal responsibility; it means 
assuming ownership for your thoughts, actions, and decisions and not being afraid to 
accept that responsibility. 
Personal accountability has many dimensions- team work and fair play, individual work 
performance, aligning personal goals with organizational goals, as well as ethical 
behavior. It includes accepting personal responsibility for your own inappropriate 
behaviors, fulfilling promises, acknowledging limitations, respecting stakeholders’ 
confidentiality and trust, and being willing to make appropriate behavioral changes where 
necessary. Anyone in a managerial or supervisory position commits to the responsibilities 
that accompany that role and by default agree to answer to a set of professional and 
organizational standards.  
By accepting responsibility for your own actions you influence other stakeholders whether 
they are aware of it or not. You are also influenced by your stakeholders and, as a result, 
have a choice - to react to this influence or not.  Everything you do comes down to 
choices. Everyone decides to do something because it is either profitable (delivers a 
benefit) or because it is the best choice among a set of available alternatives.  
You face a variety of difficult issues every day, and while you may not have total control 
over the specific circumstances or your environment, you do have control over how you 
respond to the issues facing you. Part of taking responsibility for your own actions 
involves the degree to which you feel that you have control over or can influence your 
own actions. If you believe that you have no decision-making authority or that you cannot 
control your own destiny, you are less likely to behave ethically and assume personal 
responsibility for your actions. If, on the other hand, you feel a sense of control, then the 
opposite will most likely occur – you will not only take responsibility for your actions, but 
will also move to ensure that the unethical behavior never occurs in the first place. You 
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can choose to simply stress over the situation or choose to act in a manner that will result 
in a “good ethical” decision.  Granted, while your decision may not always be perfect and 
when faced with ethical choices decisions rarely are, the decision to act in an ethical 
manner is still a choice to take personal responsibility for the decision. 
Consider the salesperson or team member who knowingly promises to a customer a 
product feature that he or she knows is not part of the system being delivered, only to 
claim ignorance by stating, “I thought we could provide this.” The cause? Perhaps the 
person felt no intrinsic motivation to do the right thing and tell the customer the feature 
was not available. It appears that the only focus was to make the sale, get the 
commission, and move to the next customer regardless of the consequences. The sale 
was simply a means to an end. What did it matter if the act was unethical?   
Accepting personal responsibility is not simply an either/or condition. Everyone 
possesses varying degrees of willingness to accept personal responsibility for their own 
actions. Personal responsibility implies that the primary ownership of ethical behavior is 
on each individual, as opposed to the enterprise, cultural norms, or the community. 
Personal accountability begins with your values. A prerequisite to you being able to 
recognize and accept accountability is the ability to understand your own values, 
responsibilities, competencies and limitations. In any organization, ethical accountability 
can be accepted only if standards of acceptable behavior have been clearly established, 
agreed to, and communicated. 
Unfortunately, in many companies it often appears that personal accountability is 
considered to be the right thing to do, as long as it “applies to someone else.”  In 
environments where pressure to deliver and performance is high, there may be a 
temptation to cheat, play with the numbers, promise more than can be delivered, etc. And 
to make things worse, the team members caught violating the code of ethics or company 
policies may even deny the wrong doing, plead ignorance, or out right lie about their 
actions.  
An easy way of trying to avoid responsibility is for someone to deny their role in the 
process. When negative things happen because of the choices a person makes, it is 
almost human nature to move into a self-protection mode and look for someone or 
something else to blame. The denial of responsibility typically results in a person looking 
to place any blame on others. How many times has someone used the excuse, “I was 
only following orders” to justify their actions?   
People are tempted to deny responsibility for various reasons - the task to be 
accomplished is complex, the decision to be made is difficult, the consequences of a 
wrong decision are significant, etc. – the list is endless. It is also important to remember 
that accepting personal responsibility (standing up for your convictions and holding 
yourself accountable for your actions) may mean the possibility of personal risk and 
potential loss. The greater the personal costs associated with an action or decision, the 
greater the temptation to place the blame on others. This is especially true if the action 
could negatively affect business objectives, your career, or your livelihood. Personal 
accountability is not blame-placing or finger-pointing. 
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For example, to revisit the Tylenol case mentioned earlier – Johnson and Johnson 
accepted responsibility for their product. They did not try to identify an internal or external 
scapegoat, nor did they try to cover up the situation.   
In the absence of personal accountability, sometimes the only solution may be to issue a 
legal or regulatory mandate. Granted, much has been written about the need for 
corporate governance, formal policies, rules, and procedures, with each addressing the 
issue of personal accountability. In reality these elements are only a single piece of the 
accountability equation.   
A person’s ethical standards are revealed by the choices he or she makes. Choices 
always result in positive or negative outcomes. Everyone is personally responsible and 
accountable for all choices they make regardless of the motive behind the decision. The 
bottom line is there is no standard blueprint, no master plan, or pre-defined answers that 
remove personal responsibility. But, if individuals are not willing to accept responsibility, if 
they are not willing to “walk the talk,” there is very little hope of establishing and 
maintaining an ethical culture. 

Growing Your Capabilities 
Another area where project managers need to take personal responsibility is the area of 
professional development and competency. Most project managers are in their roles 
because they possess certain skills, knowledge, or abilities. As much as everyone would 
like to believe that they have what it takes to be a good project manager, sometimes that 
is not the case. In some cases, the project manager may be more of a “jack of all trades” 
and may in fact be a master of none. Does this make the person a poor manager? No. 
Does it make the person unethical for accepting the position? Again, no.  
However, consider the situation with Jane - a great programmer, very knowledgeable, 
highly skilled, and is viewed by her colleagues as the one to go to when you are in a 
tough spot.  Jane has frequently demonstrated success in delivering quality products on 
time. In recognition of her work ethic, she is offered a promotion to project manager 
which she accepts. The problem is that in her previous role, Jane’s work was often done 
independently of anyone else’s and she only focused primarily on the technical elements 
of the task to be accomplished. As the project manager, she now must interface directly 
with technical and non-technical personnel, handle business as well as technical 
responsibilities, and will have a much smaller role in the actual “building” of the delivery of 
the end product.  
How ethical would it be for Jane to spend all of her time doing the “fun stuff” like playing 
with the technology, but not doing the managerial things that are also part of her job? 
After all isn’t the customer also paying for management as well as the products?  And 
what about Jane’s obligation to her company? The promotion was a vote of confidence 
that she could do the job and that she would do it properly. By not working to ensure that 
the job is being done properly, then Jane is not fulfilling her obligation and commitment to 
the company. 
Everyone faces challenges in the workplace such as a changing business environment, 
changes in technology, changing corporate strategies, etc.  As a result of these changing 
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characteristics, every associate should be aware of the need for on-going professional 
development.  
PMI as a professional organization expects a continued emphasis on professional 
development and growth as a means of providing quality services to the various 
stakeholders. The PMI Standards of Conduct directs project managers to “strive to 
enhance their professional capabilities, skills and knowledge.” 
What might be considered an unethical practice is if the project manager did nothing to 
enhance his or her skills or develop capabilities that provide the greatest possible value 
to the organization, the customer, other team members, or other key stakeholders.  
An organization’s success is based on the marketability of its employees’ skills and 
abilities. While company branding and reputation may be helpful, individual and 
organizational capabilities are what really matter to customers and other key 
stakeholders. So, in order to provide internal and external customers the best possible 
goods and services, project managers need to be continually mastering new tasks and 
skills.  
Growing your capabilities means more than patiently waiting for someone else to provide 
you with development opportunities. It means, striving to ensure that your skills are 
continually developed and maintained, that your expertise is shared, and that your 
capabilities positively contribute to the overall success of the organization. Everyone 
should consider their professional skills and domain expertise with respect to the 
organization’s goals and objectives. Understanding the organization’s business drivers, 
and aligning competency development with those drivers helps to develop skills that will 
be valuable to, and valued by, employers, customers, and associates. 
Recognizing and acknowledging your own strengths and weaknesses can be difficult but 
is necessary if you are to clearly understand how you can best ensure that associates, 
employers, customers and other stakeholders are receiving the highest quality 
contribution.  To grow and expand your professional skills it is appropriate to seek 
assistance fro peers, seniors, coaches, and mentors. 
Although others may assist in the identification of your skills and competencies, it is still 
your primary responsibility to ensure that your skills are current and that they are 
continually maintained and refreshed. 
Whatever your position in an organization, it is essential to understand that capability 
development does not have to be solely through formal structured training. Depending 
upon your professional development strategy, your specific role and responsibilities, and 
your preferred learning style, you might want to consider one of the following skill 
acquisition methods: 
 Classroom learning – courses, workshops, seminars and other training activities 

which require physical attendance and a trainer or facilitator directs the learning. 
 Self-directed learning – courses available on-line or delivered via video disk (DVD) 

or compact disk (CD) which is controlled directly by the learner. This training method 
generally enables the training to be conducted when it is convenient for the learner; 
however, it also requires commitment and self-discipline. 
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 Mentored learning – working with a role model, subject matter expert, or another 
experienced person to identify strengths and weaknesses and work on the desired 
skills based on jointly defined and agreed to objectives. Mentoring typically involves 
the one-on-one transfer of knowledge, values, best practices, and other useful 
information from an experienced manager or leader to another within the 
organization. 

 Experiential learning – Often referred to as OJT (on-the-job-training) this method 
enables the learner to develop a professional capability during the actual 
performance of his or her job.  

Regardless of the approach chosen to develop your capabilities, you have an obligation 
to learn what you can from whomever you can. In any environment there are several 
sources of knowledge and skills that are readily accessible such as: 
 Colleagues – Interacting with team members, whether formally or informally, as a 

forum for sharing ideas, discussing issues, and addressing lessons learned.  
 Clients, customers, and suppliers – Customers, clients, and suppliers are always 

good sources for identifying and addressing competency strengths and weaknesses 
– and discovering what works for them - and what doesn’t work also makes good 
business sense. 

 Industry peers – Participating in several list services, industry web logs (blogs), and 
networking groups can be a valuable source of technical and non-technical 
information that can be used to strengthen your skills. 

The key to taking responsibility for your personal and professional development is a 
willingness to take steps to rise to the next level, accept opportunities for growth as they 
become available, and to learn from the opportunities. 
In situations and environments that are relatively “simple” and straight-forward, your 
current skill level may be sufficient to effectively achieve organizational objectives. The 
more complex the environment, the more creative and sophisticated you might need to 
be in order to meet professional development goals. 

Interacting with Others in Fairness 
Ethics should be viewed as an essential element in maintaining long-term relationships. 
Most relationships are initially established because of the mutual benefit both parties 
expect to receive. The business transaction is one thing, maintaining the relationship 
after the initial transaction is another. In order to be successful, organizations need to 
treat other companies in an ethical, fair, and equitable manner so that both organizations 
can benefit. 
It is impossible to establish laws, rules, regulations, or contractual agreements that can 
anticipate all of the possible situations that could arise in a project environment. Often 
project managers must make decisions based on experience, common sense or 
conscience. The key is for the project manager to integrate ethical and moral principles 
into personal and professional relationships.  
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Interacting with Stakeholders 
A trusting relationship between management and stakeholders is critical. Stakeholders 
must be satisfied with the manner in which project managers and executives oversee the 
project performance and are logically involved in key decisions. 
Good stakeholder management principles include: 
 Delineating clear roles and responsibilities for both project management and key 

stakeholders in the project charter, 
 Documented decision making processes, 
 How issues and disagreements will be resolved, 
 A well defined decision-making body with the skills, time, information access and 

authority needed to discharge its responsibilities effectively.  

Interacting with Project Team Members 
Project managers have an important responsibility toward their core and supporting team 
members. A number of basic principles typically guide the attitudes of successful project 
managers toward their team members: 
 Due regard for labor and equal opportunity laws, 
 Commitment to health and safety standards, 
 Non-discrimination in recruitment, management, and performance reporting,  
 Opportunities for team members to address conditions and other issues that affect 

their ability to effectively accomplish project work. 
These principles do not limit the rights of a project manager or the management team to 
hold project team members accountable and if necessary to terminate workers in 
accordance with applicable laws, regulations and policies. In fact, from an ethics 
perspective, you owe it to your team and the organization to ensure that team members 
receive feedback on what they do wrong and how to correct it.  

Interacting with Other Organizations 
One of the most significant elements in any relationship – whether it is a strategic 
partnership, contractual arrangement, or routine business relationship - is mutual trust 
and cooperation so that everyone benefits. A project manager’s (and in the larger 
context, the company’s) reputation is the most valuable asset when dealing with others. 
Once a reputation is tarnished, it is very difficult to regain that trust. There are several 
fundamental principles that typically promote mutual trust and confidence in a project 
environment including: 
 Commitment to excellence in products and services, 
 Commitment to gain respect and trust in all business transactions, 
 Willingness to abide by all contractual agreements. Not only the letter of the contract, 

but the intent of the contract as well, 
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 A willingness to enter into fair and reasonable negotiations or compromise in order to 
reach a mutually beneficial solution. 

Interacting with the Community 
Every enterprise is an integral part of the community in which it operates. Almost every 
project affects the local community is some way. As a result, maintaining a sound 
relationship with the local community is essential. Project managers need to: 
 Be sensitive to issues of importance to the local community, 
 Communicate appropriately with the community residents and businesses, 
 Abide by all applicable laws and regulations, 
 Show an understanding and tolerance for other cultures, races, and beliefs. 

Interacting with Regulatory Authorities 
Well-managed projects abide by the local, state, and national laws. Project managers 
must:  
 Abide by all mandatory government and local regulations,  
 Avoid any perception of impropriety when dealing with government authorities. This 

also includes ensuring that all team members avoid any attempts to improperly 
influence governmental decisions, 

 Ensure that all applicable governmental permits, licenses, and approvals required for 
project success are obtained. 

Interacting with Competitors 
As antithetical as it might sound, organizations owe it to their competitors to treat them in 
an ethical manner, emphasizing honesty and integrity. In the book, The Power of Ethical 
Management, Ken Blanchard and Norman Vincent Peale, present the case of a middle 
manager considering interviewing what appears to be the perfect candidate for a sales 
position. The candidate previously worked for a competitor. The candidate offers a 
complete record of the competitor’s customers, prices, and other valuable data if he is 
hired. The manager’s division is struggling financially and the manager feels pressured to 
accept the offer from the candidate. The hiring manager is now faced with a dilemma. 
What to do? 
From one perspective you might say that any competitive advantage is great. From 
another perspective, all business is conducted in a small world and it usually doesn’t take 
long for negative information such as that presented in the case to get around.  
Things to consider when dealing with competitors include: 
 Dealing fairly with competitors. Remember what the “Golden Rule” says about how to 

treat others, 
 Winning because you have competitive products and services, not because you 

cheated,  
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 Avoiding the urge to make disparaging comments about competitors,  
 Prohibiting inducement of others to break binding contracts with competitors,  
 Prohibiting illegal or unethical methods to gather competitive information.  

Interacting with Others in Honesty 
Establishing and maintaining a reputation for honesty is critical to developing a good 
relationship between project managers, clients, stakeholders, and sponsors.  Because so 
many companies today must face the negative consequences of unethical employees, 
honesty is an extremely valuable businesses asset.  
Everyone has the responsibility to ensure integrity is maintained throughout the execution 
of their duties whether it is in the delivery of a product or service to the customer, the 
execution of organizational processes, or simply in their own personal conduct. 
There are several things a project manager can do to demonstrate honesty and integrity. 
For example, 
 Understand and communicate any project limitations or issues to the appropriate 

stakeholders as soon as possible. Don’t try to hide the negatives,  
 Have and show respect for all stakeholders, especially for the customer, 
 Resist the temptation to engage in unethical behavior such as lying, cheating, 

stealing, etc. and ensure that everyone on the team is honest and forthright as well. 
Organizations need honest members in order for them to be successful.  How ethical 
others consider an organization to be is dependent upon how the organization’s 
employees are viewed. Are they viewed as fair, honest, having integrity, etc., or are they 
viewed from just the opposite perspective? It is important to remember that the quality of 
your staff is not limited to their technical expertise, but to their character as well. All staff 
members should be uncompromising when it comes to ethical behavior.  
Everyone understands that there is always the possibility of a situation arising which 
might challenge your integrity, cause you to make difficult decisions, or be a tempted to 
engage in dishonesty, either directly or indirectly.  A company must do whatever it can to 
protect its reputation from any act of dishonesty, disloyalty, corruption, or other unethical 
activities. A good guideline to follow when determining a course of action when 
interacting with others is to avoid any action, commitment, or statement which you would 
not want to see on the front page of the local newspaper or want to hear on the evening 
news broadcast.  
 Honesty means being truthful with respect to all project matters.  A critical component to 
business success is providing stakeholders, especially customers, clients and internal 
managers with complete, accurate, and honest information on project and performance 
status. They expect to be told the truth regarding project activities, deliverables, and 
status. For example, don’t advertise one set of project records and work to another set of 
records.  
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Unfortunately, the practice of intentionally hiding information, shading the truth, and 
placing artificial barriers is common practice. In some organizations, being secretive and 
deceitful is not only considered acceptable, but desirable. Why?  It’s called the “bottom-
line mentality” – do whatever it takes to help the bottom line. In other words, achieve 
success at all costs whether financial, political, positional, etc. Regardless of the reason 
for not interacting with stakeholders openly, honestly, and with integrity, the unethical 
behavior only leads to short-term solutions and almost always leads to long-term failure. 
When asked for examples of dishonesty, people often respond with things like:  
 Receiving or offering bribes and kickbacks, 
 Theft,  
 Padding expense reports to claim expenses that were never incurred or 

reimbursement for questionable expenses,  
 Divulging confidential or sensitive information,  
 Using company property and materials for personal use. 
While the above are examples of dishonest behaviors, the issue of honesty goes much 
deeper. It also includes how you interact on a personal level with other stakeholders. 
Interacting with others in honesty and truthfulness starts with understanding the details of 
any given situation and then reporting the facts clearly, accurately, and objectively. Only 
when the true facts regarding a situation are understood can real accountability take 
place.   
Honesty also requires understanding your beliefs, having a morally based value system, 
knowing right from wrong, and then having the courage and self-discipline to do the right 
thing. Honesty is best shown in the day-to-day interactions with others. If someone finds 
it easy to frequently tell “little white lies”, cover something up, or exaggerate regarding 
daily mundane activities, they are most likely to be dishonest when things get really 
difficult. This sounds harsh, but has been proven many times. How we behave in minor 
situations typically indicates how we are likely to behave in bigger situations.  
Another factor that affects the degree of honesty you display is the amount of respect you 
hold for the other person. Choosing to be honest, open, and consistent with others 
demonstrates to team members that they are respected. Even if someone is not liked or 
is of a different “status” does that mean that the person is due a lesser amount of 
respect? Of course not. Respect simply means that another is treated with civility and 
honesty when dealing with them. This is especially important when interacting with direct 
reports. If other team members believe that someone is not being honest with them 
regarding project performance, then they will quickly lose respect and trust for that 
person or organization. Without that respect and trust, it is virtually impossible to 
establish trusting relationships. 
Remember, it is only through a feeling of mutual trust that you develop true confidence in 
another’s capabilities, commitment, and dependability. An obstacle to interacting with 
others in honesty is the culture of the organization.  
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Ethics is not about the integrity and activities of one or two people. It is about the culture 
and leadership structure of the enterprise. Creating a culture that encourages honesty 
depends on the management team and their willingness to lead by example. Honesty will 
only work in a trusting environment. Everyone needs to be able to express expectations 
regarding team member behaviors, such as a willingness to express negative feelings 
and admit mistakes without fear of unreasonable consequences. Unfortunately, there 
seems to be a tendency in many companies to provide only good news and to hide or 
alter bad news, especially in environments where a “shoot the messenger” mentality 
exists or where those who hide the truth are not held accountable. 
Almost all ethics codes and standards emphasize openness and honesty as fundamental 
to creating an ethical organization.  In fact, some government and regulatory agencies 
mandate full disclosure and open access to information as a way to reinforce 
government’s commitment to openness and transparency.  Within private organizations, 
however, it is a different story. The Freedom of Information Act does not apply, although 
there are other regulatory vehicles that require some degree of disclosure, such as 
Sarbanes- Oxley. 
Project managers are not placed in that position only because of their technical ability, 
but because someone believed that he or she could be trusted.  Project management 
positions logically require some level of responsibility for tangible assets such as: money, 
material and property, product delivery, etc. They are also responsible for intangible 
assets such as data, customer relationships, the organization’s reputation and so on.  In 
most cases, it doesn’t take long for management to identify who is trustworthy, 
dependable, honest, and a person of integrity. 
Honesty involves telling the truth regarding all project matters.  Just as lying on a job 
application, timesheet, or expense statement is not acceptable, neither is it ever ethical to 
lie, mislead, or cheat a customer, an associate, or a manager. It takes courage to act 
ethically and with integrity. Being honest is always the right thing to do even when it is not 
easy. 
If you show yourself to be honest and trustworthy the enterprise can then have 
confidence in the outcome - which is all that any organization can ask from its team 
members. 

Following the Rule of Law 
Every enterprise is expected to comply with the laws and regulations where ever it is 
conducting business or supporting clients. While laws prescribe the minimum standard of 
conduct, additional codes of conduct may also dictate a level of conduct that exceeds the 
legal standard. 
When it comes to ethics and integrity, it is not enough for someone to use as their 
defense that they followed the letter of the law. The intent of the law must be considered 
because there are always situations where the law, as written, may be inadequate. Since 
laws, in and of themselves, are not “moral.” It is actually that perspective that helps 
people apply laws as they are intended. While, all organizations and their employees 
understand the implications and benefits of adhering to the letter of the written law, 
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project managers can also benefit from complying with the intent or spirit of the law as 
well. 

Letter of the Law  
Everyone should understand that they are expected to comply with all applicable laws 
that govern their conduct.  Executives, and by extension the project managers and 
employees reporting to them, should not intentionally disregard laws or treat some 
violations of the law as simply an “accepted business practice.” For example, a business 
might determine that the cost associated with fines or sanctions are cheaper than the 
cost of full compliance with the law or conducting a product recall. Nor should internal 
corporate policies be used to justify a disregard of the law. 
Sometimes compliance decisions are made based on the outcome of a cost-benefit 
analysis, in which potential gains are weighed against probably costs - either business 
loss (as measured by the potential monetary liability if the company is caught violating a 
law) or social loss (as measured by the potential negative publicity or damaged 
reputation.)  

Spirit of the Law 
Legally, businesses are not obligated to go beyond compliance with the letter of the law. 
They are obligated to act within the boundaries set by law – no less, but no more. But is 
that generally enough? Maybe not. Managers need to establish a culture that encourages 
everyone to not only follow the letter of the law, but the intent of the law as well. This 
perspective helps protect you against longer-term negative affects due to unhappy 
stakeholders who become aware of your attempt to circumvent legal standards. 
Someone may try to say, “We try to make sure that we follow all of the laws, rules, and 
regulations so we must be doing the right thing.” However, any project manager is almost 
certain to face a situation that calls for doing more than what is legally required. 
Consider for example that you are the project manager and you know that by contract, 
you are required to deliver a functional integrated satellite communication system for use 
in a remote location. The contact is date driven, with a monetary incentive for on-time 
delivery. The letter of the law - deliver on time according to the contracted milestone 
dates. However, due to circumstances beyond your control, two of the subassemblies are 
incomplete and cannot be integrated into the communication system before the delivery 
date. The system is still “functional” but has a reduced operational capability. The letter of 
the law (the contracted delivery date) has been satisfied. But what about the intent or 
spirit of the law? To the technician in the field who must use the system, is simply 
meeting the letter of the law enough knowing that critical data might be missed or 
operational objectives left unaccomplished because the spirit of the law – a functional 
system delivered on time – was not met because of the potential loss of revenue?   
So what about the generally accepted philosophy to “Do what is best for all concerned?” 
This sounds like the right thing to do. But does it really consider what is morally and 
ethically right. Should what’s best for the majority take precedence over the rights of the 
minority? For example, consider a major multinational pharmaceutical development 
program with major stakeholders consisting of customers, executives, boards of 
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directors, and investors from across the globe. Each country has its own set of laws, 
standards, regulations, etc. regarding the development and distribution of 
pharmaceuticals. Which country’s laws should take precedence? How are all of these 
stakeholders to conduct themselves in an “ethical” manner? In this case, the focus may 
not necessarily be on what each set of laws specifically states, but what is the overall 
intent of the laws, rules, and regulations. 
In other words, stakeholders want companies to conform to the spirit of the law, as well 
as to the letter of the law. An enterprise can suffer as much, if not more, as a result of 
negative attention from stakeholders as it can from penalties and fines. 

Communicating Ethics Issues to Management 
Project managers are usually expected to see that people assigned to the project team 
adhere to the company’s ethics policy. But what obligation does a project team member 
have to report that someone above them or that another team member is padding an 
expense report, is receiving kickbacks from a supplier, or is accepting unreported gifts 
from suppliers? Most companies want to know about such activity and stop it, if for 
nothing else than to protect themselves from legal issues. In some environments, such as 
one that requires a security clearance, even the suspicion of unethical behavior must 
immediately be reported. Remaining silent regarding unethical behavior implies 
acceptance. Acceptance by one party or individual can cause others to accept it also. 
There is a generalized belief that people who report ethical issues are disgruntled 
mediocre employees.  In most cases, just the opposite is true - they tend to be 
experienced, respected, motivated, and loyal team members who have the organization’s 
best interest at heart and want to do the right thing. So, why aren’t unethical behaviors or 
violations reported more frequently? Generally, it is because all of the relevant 
information is not available, there is nothing more than a gut-level suspicion, a belief that 
management will not take appropriate action, or there is a concern about confidentiality to 
protect the identity of the person reporting the violation. Determining whether or not to 
report an ethics issue can also be complicated by the diverse opinions of what is 
considered unethical and the varying degrees of harm that can be caused by either 
taking or not taking action. However, it is probably safe to assume that management 
wants to be informed of even minor ethical infractions. 
Corporate culture also plays a fundamental role in the acceptance of ethics reporting 
throughout the organization. Without a culture based on mutual trust, honesty, and 
integrity it is extremely difficult to accomplish the objectives desired from a reporting 
system.  Everyone in the organization must feel a personal and professional 
responsibility to communicate unethical practices to management before those practices 
become the rule vice the exception. Everyone needs to believe that management will 
take the responsibility to honestly and diligently investigate the issue, take appropriate 
corrective action, and not retaliate against the person raising the issue. After all, if team 
members are not reporting ethics violations, then what value does a code of conduct or 
ethics standard serve? 
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If you discover illegal, unethical, or potentially harmful information that could damage the 
organization or its stakeholders, you should make the information known to the proper 
authority through an appropriate means, whether formal or informal.  
Ideally, senior executives, project managers, and other authority figures maintain an 
open-door policy for team members and stakeholders who have ethics concerns. 
Communicating unethical behavior or ethics issues can be intimidating because of the 
potential consequences. In every environment, unethical activities are considered “bad 
news.” Communicating bad news is an essential skill for project managers. Many of them 
find presenting negative information, especially information that is as sensitive as 
unethical behavior, a challenge. A best practice is to establish and clearly communicate a 
policy that authorizes appropriate corporate personnel the ability to promise workers who 
are reporting ethics issues a level of confidentiality that will uphold in a court of law. 
Remember, this type of information may be subject to the laws of the local jurisdiction. 
At the core of any successful reporting system are clear policies and procedures that 
provide guidance on whether to report an issue, what issues to report, who should report 
the issue, and how to report the issue. Without an ethics reporting process, management 
can get caught in up the “rumor-mill syndrome” where issues are usually discussed 
informally and often with little or no factual data. 
Senior management has the primary responsibility to ensure that frontline supervisors, 
project managers, team members and other stakeholders are properly trained on the 
reporting and escalating of ethical issues. The process should include everything from 
reporting an unintentional mistake that may have an insignificant affect on company 
objectives to reporting a major violation that could severely damage the company. 
Without an internal process that is defined and followed, the organization opens itself for 
the possibility of “whistle blowing.” What do you do if your organization does not have a 
formal training program? You establish one.  However, simply having an ethics program 
or reporting process does not guarantee that it will be effective and provide the desired 
results.  
Most companies have multiple ways to report ethics issues – written report, internal 
reporting templates or forms, anonymous hot-lines, e-mails, telephones, etc. When 
reporting an issue, it is important to identify the reporting method that best fits the 
situation, the message to be communicated, and the stakeholders involved. Obviously 
the most direct and simplest method is best, but may not always be possible. For 
example, sending a brief e-mail regarding a discrimination complaint from a major 
customer is not appropriate; this situation requires a face to face meeting with senior 
management. If the person making the report does not feel completely comfortable with 
raising the issue and would prefer to use a less personal approach, that may still be 
acceptable but a follow-up will be required. The important thing is to get the issue 
reported as soon as possible. 
When reporting ethical issues to management it is helpful to understand the culture of the 
organization as well as the manager’s personality and ability to receive bad news.  
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Some basic steps that will help when reporting ethics issues are: 
 Prepare and plan for the report.  

 Before presenting the ethics issue to management, plan what will be discussed. 
Ensure that all the needed information and available facts are available. Think 
through what you will present and how it will be presented. As unpleasant as it is, 
this is a task that cannot be delegated. Using a standard reporting template will 
assist in the preparation process. 

 Determine the appropriate time and place to present the issue.  As far as timing, 
generally the sooner the better. Find an environment or setting that is conducive 
to effective communication, perhaps a quiet, private place with the least amount 
of distractions. Typically, a person’s office, small conference room, or breakout 
area is sufficient. 

 Determine if anyone else needs to be in attendance when the issue is 
communicated to the appropriate manager. This may be necessary if support is 
needed to communicate the issue, if another person has additional information 
that might help the manager understand the issue, or if the manager does not 
receive bad news very well. 

 Report the ethics issue. 
 Deliver the information in a sensitive but straightforward manner using clear, 

understandable language. Present the relevant facts without being emotional or 
judgmental. Do not understate the reason for reporting the issue, but do not try to 
“soften the blow” by using vague terms or euphemisms which may only lead to 
confusion. Depending upon the issue and who is receiving the report, it may be 
necessary to periodically check for understanding and provide an opportunity for 
clarification and questions. 

When reporting ethical issues try not to have unrealistic expectations regarding how the 
organization will handle the reports. Many companies have privacy restrictions the might 
prevent them from sharing report details or publishing how the issue was resolved.  In 
order to protect the parties involved, most organizations stress privacy rights which 
provides associates and stakeholders confidence that ethics reports will be handled 
appropriately and confidently. 
If you intend to report a real or perceived ethics-related issue it is also important that you 
clearly understand the potential impact of your actions and are ready to assume 
responsibility for them. Responsibility simply means that you are able to clearly state the 
known facts and why you believe the act to be unethical. In addition, when reporting a 
violation, you need to understand the potential impact on relationships, consequences, 
and overall business and technical objectives. Remember that when dealing with ethical 
issues, there is always the potential for misinterpreting the facts or exaggerating the 
severity of issue. If not handled properly it is possible to create a public relations 
nightmare because of incomplete or inaccurate information. 
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It is possible that what appears to be an unethical practice can be clearly explained as an 
acceptable practice for a specific industry or company. The issue might be simply a lack 
of information or experience that caused a situation to look improper. For example, you 
have recently joined a small privately owned company. Your previous experience was 
with a government contractor that was required to maintain very detailed time records. 
Because your new company has a more informal reporting system that does not require 
the same degree of rigor as your previous company, your first impression is that the 
reporting process may be unethical.  
When reporting an ethics issue you must carefully consider the following: 
 The issue itself – Is it really a violation of a documented ethics policy or code of 

conduct?  Is the issue based on a rule of conduct and principle or simply a 
preference or individual interpretation of accepted practices? Because of your 
background and exposure, it is possible that what might be perceived by one person 
as unethical behavior may not be to someone else. In addition, people sometimes 
carry negative attitudes, religious or political ideologies, and personal rivalries into the 
workplace. 

 Severity and timing of the potential consequences – It is important to consider the 
severity of the unethical behavior being reported and when the potential 
consequences are likely to materialize. For example, a company has been doing 
things that violate local environmental regulations. If these violations were made 
public, the factory could be closed causing several hundred people to lose their jobs; 
however, if the issue is not addressed, the violations could create a significant 
problem for the local watershed over the next decade. Now consider the issue of a 
profitable commercial product that is released into the market with a minor defect and 
poses minimal safety hazard. It can be fixed easily but will cause the near-term halt 
to production affecting a few full-time and several part-time employees. Both of these 
scenarios must be addressed but the environmental scenario is more challenging – it 
has two alternatives, each of which carries with it significant consequences.  

 Impact of not reporting the issue – What is the impact of not reporting an ethical 
issue? Is the potential harm greater by elevating the issue or can it be handled at a 
lower level? Because ethical issues are often sensitive, if they can be clearly 
explained, especially to others that might be affected, it will help to prevent gossip, 
rumors, and suspicion among stakeholders.  If sensitive issues can be handled at the 
functional or project level it only serves to strengthen the ethics process. 

When considering whether or not to report an ethical issue to management, keep in mind 
that you have a loyalty to the organization for which you work. This becomes a factor 
because reporting issues that are not really ethical issues or are insignificant and can be 
easily handled at a lower level consumes time and resources that can be applied 
elsewhere; however, blind loyalty can cause you to overlook behaviors that should be 
reported. Unless an activity involves something illegal or could cause harm to others 
outside the corporation it could probably be best handled at the project manager’s level 
rather than being elevated.  In the case of ethical issues, the magnitude of the incident 
does not excuse the activity, but it does affect the obligation of team member to report it. 
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Sometimes, it can be difficult for you to choose strict adherence and faithfulness to 
corporate standards, procedures, and expectations over loyalty to your team members 
and colleagues, especially if they are friends. In addition, when a team member or 
stakeholder reports an issue to you, he or she must believe that it is the right thing to do. 
You also owe them as much security and confidentiality as possible when they report 
their concerns. 
Remember, it is acceptable for stakeholders to question things that don’t seem right, but 
never assume that someone else will. Therefore, you need to do it.  If there is doubt or 
uncertainty about the ethical nature of an activity it only makes sense to ask someone 
who can provide an unbiased opinion. When it comes to ethical issues, silence is NOT 
golden and ignorance is not bliss. 

Interpersonal Ethics for the Project Manager -  Key 
Thoughts for Your Consideration 
 Some people behave ethically because it is the right thing to do; others do so 

because they are afraid of being caught or facing undesirable consequences for 
unethical behavior. 

 If team members believe that the organization’s values are aligned with their own, 
they are more likely to be motivated, have better on-the-job performance, and have 
higher ethical standards. 

 Project managers need to hold team members accountable not only for how they 
achieve project requirements, but also by how ethically they produce those results. 

 If an organization’s ethical standards have not been clearly communicated or 
structured to provide appropriate guidance to ensure ethical practices much of the 
responsibility for team members’ unethical behavior rests on the shoulders of 
management. 

 If your company does not have an ethics policy, it is up to you as the project 
manager, to establish one for your team. 

 Great managers and leaders exhibit the courage to behave ethically and with 
integrity. 

 Ethics is about personal behavior, practicing self-discipline, and holding yourself to a 
higher standard. 

 People who hold themselves to a higher ethical standard also tend to have an 
increased awareness of the ethical issues within the enterprise and are more willing 
to address those issues. 

 Ethical practices depend upon having good “emotional health” – that is high self-
esteem, good self-confidence, etc. 

 Personal accountability has many dimensions- team work and fair play, individual 
work performance, aligning personal goals with organizational goals, as well as 
ethical behavior. 
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 By accepting responsibility for your own actions you influence other stakeholders 
whether they are aware of it of not. 

 If someone believes that they have the authority to make decisions or control their 
own destiny, they are more likely to behave ethically and assume personal 
responsibility for their actions. 

 In the absence of personal accountability, sometimes the only solution may be to 
issue a legal or regulatory mandate. 

 A person’s ethical standards are revealed by the choices he or she makes and 
always result in a positive or negative outcome. 

 PMI as a professional organization expects a continued emphasis on professional 
development and growth as a means of providing quality services to the various 
stakeholders. 

 What might be considered an unethical practice is if the project manager did nothing 
to enhance his or her skills or develop capabilities that provide the greatest possible 
value to the organization, the customer, other team members, or other key 
stakeholders. 

 Recognizing and acknowledging your own strengths and weaknesses is necessary to 
ensure that associates, employers, customers and other stakeholders are receiving 
the highest quality contribution. 

 There are many different ways to strengthen your knowledge and skills. The right one 
for you depends upon your professional development strategy, your specific role and 
responsibilities, and your preferred learning style. 

 It is impossible to establish laws, rules, regulations, or contractual agreements that 
can anticipate all of the possible situations that could arise in a project environment. 
The key is for the project manager to integrate ethical and moral principles into 
personal and professional relationships. 

 From an ethics perspective, you owe it to your team and the organization to ensure 
that team members receive feedback on what they do wrong and how to correct it. 

 Your reputation is your most valuable asset when dealing with others. Once your 
reputation is tarnished, it is very difficult to regain it. 

 The “bottom-line mentality” or doing whatever it takes to help the bottom line often 
involves being secretive and practicing deceitful activities that are not only 
considered acceptable, but undesirable and is avoided by ethical managers. 

 Choosing to be honest, open, and consistent with others demonstrates to team 
members that they are respected. 

 Managers need to establish a culture that encourages everyone to not only follow the 
letter of the law, but the intent of the law as well. 
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 When multiple or conflicting laws affect a situation, focus may not necessarily be on 
what each set of laws specifically states, but what is the overall intent of the laws, 
rules, and regulations. 

 Everyone in the organization must feel a personal and professional responsibility to 
communicate unethical practices to management to keep those practices from 
becoming common practice. 

 Illegal, unethical, or potentially harmful information that could damage the 
organization or its stakeholders, should always be communicated to the proper 
authority through an appropriate means, whether formal or informal. 

 If you intend to report a real or perceived ethics-related issue it is also important that 
you clearly understand the potential impact of your actions. Don’t “cry wolf” if one is 
not there, but don’t be afraid to say something if there really is an issue. 

 People who are willing to raise ethical issues are often the most loyal employees 
because they care about the company, its employees, and its customers. 

Review Questions  
The following review questions will assist you developing comprehension of the material 
contained in this course module.  Answer the following questions in a separate notebook.  
1. Why do phrases and platitudes such as “follow the golden rule” and “it’s the right 

thing to do” sometimes have little or no effect in changing behavior?  
2. What is more important – simply attaining project goals and objectives or how 

ethically the goals and objectives are attained?  
3. What is the relationship between ethics and self-discipline?  
4. The more senior you are in the organization the greater the temptation to commit 

unethical behavior, why? 
5. Think about Johnson and Johnson’s response to the Tylenol poisoning incident in 

1982. What did the company do to demonstrate that its culture was one based on 
strong ethical and moral principles? 

6. Our ability to maintain high ethical standards is dependent upon our “emotional 
health.” How does our mental state affect whether or not we behave ethically? 

7. How does accepting personal responsibility for your own actions influence others? 
8. List some examples of where you have experienced someone trying to avoid 

responsibility for their personal actions.  
9. If personal accountability does not work, what might be the only solution for 

maintaining ethics in the organization?  
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10. Why is it important to keep developing and enhancing your skills?  
11. What is one of the biggest challenges to growing your capabilities?  
12. List and briefly describe four basic ways to acquire new skills.  
13. How can your suppliers and vendors help you develop your professional capabilities?  
14. What does it mean to be fair? Why is fairness important?  
15. What are some things you can do to ensure that you are interacting with team 

members fairly?   
16. Is “fairness” with respect to competitors something we should be concerned about? 

Why or why not?  
17. List several things a project manager can do to demonstrate honesty and integrity.   
18. When faced with a difficult decision that might challenge your honesty and integrity, 

what do you do?  
19. How does “respect for the other person” affect how we convey honesty? 
20. What is the probable impact on honesty if you work for a manager that operates from 

a “shoot the messenger” mode?  
21. Briefly explain the difference between the “letter of the law” and the “intent of the 

law.”  
22. You are working on a project with stakeholders from many different countries and 

many regulatory agencies. Each has its own laws, rules, and regulations. What can 
you do to make sure that you are in compliance with the laws of all stakeholders?  

23. People who report ethical issues are generally mediocre employees who have a 
grudge against the company. Do you agree with this statement? Why or why not? 

24. Whose responsibility is it to establish and implement an ethics training program? 
Who should participate in the training?  

25. List and briefly describe the two major steps when reporting ethics issues. 
26. Is everything that appears to be an unethical practice really unethical?  
27. What are some of the factors to consider when reporting an ethics issue? 
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Case Study  
The following case study will assist you in application of the material contained in this 
course module.  Following the case reading, complete the corresponding questions.  
Document answers for this case in your notebook. 
Susan is a junior business analyst hired to work specifically on a new product launch 
which is expected to last about 3 years. She was hired by Mary, who is the project 
manager for this project. Mary has complete authority and autonomy over this project 
including hiring and firing, but has given a great amount of control to the project’s 
technical leads for most personnel decisions – assignment, performance reviews, etc. 
She came into Mary’s office late one morning. She trusted Mary and badly needed to talk 
to someone. 
“I think I have a problem, Mary, and I’d like to talk to you about it. It may sound hard to 
believe and a bit preposterous, but Jim, my manager is behaving in a way that makes it 
difficult for me to do my work. At first I tried to ignore it, but it seems to be getting worse. 
There are days when he makes it impossible for me to concentrate on me doing my job. 
This entire situation makes me terribly uncomfortable.” 
“Just what is Jim doing that makes you feel so uncomfortable, Susan?” asked Mary. 
“Well, let me start at the beginning. When I was first hired, Jim was very friendly and 
always helpful. He personally showed me around the office and introduced me to the 
other team members. Because I was new to the area, sometimes he and other members 
of the project team would show me some of the local restaurants and other good places 
to go in the city. Jim likes to joke around and he always had a funny joke to tell. His jokes 
could sometimes be a little bawdy, but they were often funny. Like the others, I joined in 
the laughter and told a joke if I had one to tell.  But, gradually his jokes became more 
distasteful and off-color, so I stopped joking with him. Frankly, they made me feel 
uncomfortable. I didn’t know how to respond properly, so I stopped joining in.  Jim started 
teasing me about it in front of the others and suggested that I was oversensitive. He went 
so far as to say I was being prudish. I agreed with a laugh, trying to end the situation, but 
that didn’t seem to help. Jim didn’t get the message. On the contrary, he increased his 
attentions. 
“On three occasions during the past month he came up from behind and whispered 
suggestive things in my ear. Each time, I turned around and glared at him and walked 
away, but that didn’t stop him. Last week he asked me to join him for a drink after work. 
Naturally, I declined and told him I had work to do. He has asked me out twice since then, 
but I have always found an excuse not to go. Well, today he told me he wants to discuss 
my upcoming 6-month probationary review – after hours. Mary, it’s gotten to the point 
where I am afraid to be alone with him! I simply don’t know what to do. I know Jim has 
been in the company for a long time and is well respected for the work he does. I don’t 
want to make a scene or jeopardize my job, but I can’t get him to back off. What can I 
do? 
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Consider the following questions: 
1. What events could have contributed to this situation? 
2. What is the impact of Jim’s behavior on the project? 
3. What should Mary do to address this situation? 
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Module 3 – Ethical Practice during the Project Lifecycle 
In the early 1970’s a major U.S. automobile manufacturer rushed the design, 
development, and production of a small economy car in an effort to recapture lost market 
share. Instead of the normal 43 months, concept to production was accomplished in 25 
months. As a result, standard rear-impact testing normally conducted during development 
was not conducted until after production which revealed a significant design flaw that 
could cause the gas tank to explode under certain conditions. The defect could have 
been easily corrected with a minor modification and handled through a recall. However, a 
cost analysis indicated that the post-production fix was likely to cost more than potential 
law-suits. The estimated cost to correct the defect was $21 million. As a result, the design 
was never changed nor was a recall conducted. To make things even worse, the public 
was never informed of the potential danger nor given the option of trying to have the 
defect fixed. 
Because of the number of accidents resulting in fatal and near-fatal accidents, the U.S. 
manufacturer ultimately had to pay an estimated amount of more than $50 million, not to 
mention the negative publicity and impact to the company’s reputation. 
The automobile manufacturer did not plan to make an unsafe car. It was actually a 
combination of project and business decisions made throughout the project lifecycle that 
directly affected the quality of the car produced. The decision to accelerate the 
development and production schedule was a project-related decision, while the decision 
not to correct the defect after production was a business decision.  
Who was at fault - the engineering team for designing a faulty product, senior 
management for pushing to be competitive, or the project manager for allowing the 
project to go forward? Where in the project life-cycle should this issue have been 
addressed? Was anyone obligated to make other stakeholders aware of the situation 
since information was never made known to the public? If so, who and when?  

Ethical Reporting 
Sometimes senior managers do not want to know in detail the issues facing project team 
members. They want the project manager to handle any problems as best as they can. If 
the project manager cannot handle the situation, then the middle managers are expected 
to handle it. However, lower level managers sometimes only present good news to senior 
management, even if they desire to be notified of difficult situations.  Why?  Because 
project managers often believe they can resolve the issue before upper management 
knows about the situation. This is especially true in environments were a “shoot the 
messenger” mentality is prevalent.  
Another factor that can’t be overlooked is the strong tradition within American culture 
against informing or “squealing” on others. We find this to be true of children, in and out 
of school, and on into adulthood. How many times have you heard it said, “We don’t 
wash your dirty laundry in public,” “What happens here stays here” or better yet “We’re a 
family.”  
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Of course the whole situation changes if the issue in question is illegal, is likely to harm 
the public, or seriously injure the company. Reporting such activity is not only morally 
permitted, but may be legally required as well. Whether reporting the ethical issue is 
morally or legally required depends on several things such as: the severity of the 
potential harm, one’s position within the enterprise and the relationship with the person or 
organization involved with the activity in question, the organization’s formal policies and 
procedures, and other pertinent factors. The point is that not everything will be covered 
by a canned response or procedure. Often you will need to rely on your experience as 
you consider and weigh the pertinent elements of each situation on a case-by-case basis.  
Project reporting creates ethical issues if deceptive practices such as manipulating 
project data and misusing the communication process are used. Stereotypically, people 
do not tell the truth to avoid getting into trouble, get out of a difficult situation, make a 
sale, avoid embarrassment, avoid being caught in wrong-doing, and many more. Even 
though there may be an internal policy, or maybe even a governmental regulation 
requiring companies to provide full disclosure if the public interest is involved, 
organizations do not always operate in an environment of openness and honesty.  
Four common ways project information can be misrepresented to stakeholders are:  
 Intentionally lying by presenting falsehoods as truth or fact, 
 Overstating or exaggerating a situation or condition, 
 Trying to make things appear better than they really are by understating 

circumstances,  
 Intentionally withholding information. 
Each of these practices can be used by themselves, which is bad enough, but are even 
worse when they are used in combination, as they frequently are.  

Intentionally lying by stating things that are not true.   
Knowingly making false statements and stating something that is not true is commonly 
accepted as wrong and dishonest.  For example, in a project environment blatant lying 
might include things such as:  
 Telling a potential customer that a product will include a feature when it was never 

part of the design in the first place, 
 Telling a vendor that a check is in the mail when the invoice is still with the accounts 

payable clerk,  
 Telling a team member that the program is safe and there will be no personnel cuts 

when in fact you participated in a budget cutting exercise earlier which had the 
program in question on the termination list, 

 Adding clients or technical capabilities you’ve never had to a proposal in order to 
make the proposal stronger, 

 Promising a customer a delivery date in order to make the sale, knowing that the 
company cannot meet the delivery date because of resource or capacity constraints. 
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Even though most people would acknowledge that intentionally saying things that are not 
true is outright-lying, many people still lie, but more covertly - following the view that if 
someone avoids saying anything obviously false, they are not actually lying and therefore 
can still claim to be an honest person.  

Overstating or exaggerating a situation or condition. 
Blatant lying is not the only form of unethical reporting that reflects poor integrity. Making 
false claims through overstatements and exaggerations is just as unethical as outright 
lying. Some people become very adept at using deception and are very subtle in how 
they do it – often unaware, or even uncaring, as to the seriousness of the potential 
consequences. 
Whether it is deserved or not, when you think about professions that specialize in 
overstatements and exaggerations generally the ones that come to mind are: sales, 
marketing, advertising, public relations, journalism, politics, law, and many others. People 
in these professions have a stereotypic reputation for embellishing the benefits of what 
they have to offer, as well as emphasizing the negative aspects of their competitors or 
opponents’ products, services, or positions. 
Overstatement may be considered a common practice in selling and advertising, but what 
about within the profession of project management? Surely a project manager would 
never embellish a project element when reporting to a stakeholder. Consider these - is it 
ethical to exaggerate a team’s ability to get a late project back on schedule or claim to 
have a technical capability or skill level on staff to use when in fact the “staff member” is a 
contractor who has been used in the past? What about situations in which there is 
pressure to improve performance, meet corporate objectives, maintain one’s competitive 
advantage? 
It’s natural for companies, and people in general, to want to present their best position 
whenever they can, especially in today’s highly competitive, pressure filled business 
environment. However, never forget that a small embellishment here, an overstatement 
there and before long they add up to gross misrepresentation of reality. 

Trying to make things appear better than they really are by 
understating circumstances. 
Many people will acknowledge that lying and exaggerating are inappropriate behaviors, 
but what if someone expresses statements such as “that was not my responsibility,” “it 
sounds worse than it really is,” “I was not at that meeting,” or “that was really out of my 
control?” When things go wrong or seem to be headed downhill, some people 
intentionally look for ways to downplay the situation by minimizing their role, shifting 
responsibility to someone else, denying involvement, or just remaining silent. 
How many people have sold something to another person knowing that it had problems, 
but did not reveal those problems because they were not specifically asked about them? 
And for every person who understated the problems, there was a recipient who had to 
deal with the consequences of that deception. 
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Using language such as “a few minor defects,” “nothing that can’t be corrected,” “there 
will be a slight delay,” are all examples of understatement. Everyone at one time or 
another, has probably made some negative comments about professional “spin doctors” 
who try to avert negative publicity by “spinning” a favorable interpretation of the words or 
actions of a company, political party, or noted individual. 
Trying to make things appear better than they really are by understating circumstances, 
just as is overstating or exaggerating, is a deceptive unethical practice that can 
negatively impact a project manager’s credibility and raise questions about your integrity.  
Intentionally withholding information. 
Consider the following illustrations: 
 You need some technical information in order to complete a key assignment and it 

will take a significant amount of time to research the data. Another project member 
knows where to get the information more quickly, but does not say anything because 
he or she wants your position, 

 You know that the project is in trouble but choose not to say anything to the customer 
or the sponsor because you believe that you can get the project back on track.  

Both of these are examples of withholding information in a project setting. In many ways, 
withholding information seems to be considered a more acceptable practice then outright 
lying, exaggerating facts, or understating circumstances. Why? After all, governments 
and businesses withhold information all the time for the good of the public. Is it believed 
that by withholding information the consequences will not be as severe? Is it because the 
practice of withholding information is necessary to maintain a good public or professional 
image? Is it because most people do not even consider withholding information to be 
unethical? Or could it simply be that sometimes it is difficult to determine what information 
and data is “important” and what is not? More than likely, all are possible. That doesn’t 
make it right, just feasible. 
It is difficult not to realize on some level that withholding information is wrong. One can’t 
view a legal show on television without occasionally seeing a court case dismissed or a 
lawyer reprimanded because he or she had information relevant to the case and did not 
disclose it. 
How many contracts have been challenged in court and declared invalid because one or 
more of the parties involved discovered that important information was withheld that 
would have changed the terms of the agreement or may have even resulted in the 
contract not even being signed at all?  
But, in the “game” of business, withholding information is considered a common and 
acceptable practice, suggesting that there are times when deception is all right. It is worth 
noting that withholding information, just as overstating positive conditions or understating 
negative conditions, is almost always a significant element in business examples 
involving fraud or corruption. If withholding information was an acceptable business 
practice, then is legislation such as the Truth in Lending Act and the Truth in Advertising 
Act necessary? 
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Withholding information is a deceptive practice frequently used by someone who finds 
himself or herself in the position of either trying to persuade another person or trying to 
justify a position.  Whatever the reason for withholding information, project managers who 
desire to maintain the highest level of ethical and moral integrity should try to avoid the 
temptation of withholding information. 

Concealment and cover-up. 
Taken to the extreme, any or all of the reporting practices previously discussed can be 
engaged in a “cover-up.” A cover-up is simply a practice to conceal dishonesty or wrong 
doing by suppressing any or all knowledge of the event or circumstances. From 
childhood, it seems to be almost a natural human response to react with a cover-up when 
caught doing something that is known to be wrong, when a serious mistake has been 
made, or when having committed an ethical “indiscretion.”  
Cover-ups often occur as a result of a subordinate trying to protect a superior, usually 
from a misplaced desire to show loyalty especially in pressure situations. However, there 
are many other common reasons why someone might engage in a cover-up such as, fear 
of getting into trouble, fear of losing a position or place of authority, fear of tarnishing 
his/her reputation, fear of embarrassment – just to name a few. 
Unfortunately, there are those in the business world that view this type of behavior as 
simply part of the business “game” where bluffing, concealment, and gamesmanship are 
considered key elements for success – the better one gets at playing the game, the 
higher they seem to rise in the organization. 
Ethical managers should be reporting the cold hard facts regarding their projects – the 
good, the bad, and the ugly. Project reporting needs to be based in reality. If you are 
conscientious about maintaining integrity when communicating with stakeholders, the 
greater the level of confidence in and respect they are likely to have for you. 

Communicating and Managing Issues and Risks in an 
Ethical Manner 
In every project or organization there is always the potential for a significant issue or 
problem to arise; and it’s usually the project manager who is placed in the position of 
having to deliver this less than positive news to an internal or external stakeholder.  The 
emergence of a major problem, issue, or risk (whether technical, social, environmental, 
etc.) will most likely impact the project’s ability to accomplish its intended objectives.  
Obviously, no manager wants to be caught by surprise.  
Trying to ignore negative events and bad news will not make them disappear. As much 
as one would like, bad things do not necessarily get better by trying to wish them away.  
In fact, problems that are ignored usually get worse over time and often resurface later 
when they are more difficult to handle.  In addition, no matter how bad things seem, if 
addressed early enough they can be fixed, if not completely as least in part.  
Failing to report bad news typically leaves management open to being blindsided and 
open to criticism from more senior managers regarding their competence, knowledge, 
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and ability to manage those reporting to them. Most communication guidelines always 
recommend providing the bad news, along with viable alternatives whenever presenting 
an issue or risk to management. 
For example, ABC Corporation (a fictitious company) has a multi-million-dollar contract 
for a major publicly-funded project. It is early in the project’s life cycle and the technical 
team has identified a weakness in the project’s technical solution. The technical team’s 
analysis shows that that the product is likely to fail prematurely unless the problem is 
fixed. By correcting the deficiency, ABC Corporation could deliver a better, safer, and 
more environmentally friendly product, but the solution will cost more money because of 
some additional complexity. If successful, the resulting solution will actually be cheaper 
and quicker to implement. However, it could also reduce the company’s profitability, 
affect their ability to meet organizational growth objectives, and impact ABC’s market 
position. How do you deliver the information, knowing that the management team will not 
like what is presented? What if ABC’s management decides not to address the issue, 
should you present the team’s findings to the customer?   
If management does not want to take action, you may feel the need to press the team’s 
position. Now, you have a problem – if you had not raised the technical issue, then ABC 
would not be faced with their current dilemma. 
When communicating problems, issues, or risks to management there may be no good 
way to present bad news. They key is for you to be honest, direct, and able to support 
your position.  It is always a best practice to work with management and clearly 
communicate time, cost, scope, and risk trade-offs. What is important is for you to avoid 
sacrificing your own ethics and compromising your own integrity for the sake of doing 
what is easy. Communicating to someone what they do not want to hear can always be 
difficult, thought it does not have to be. 
Presenting issues and risks in an ethical manner generally results in one of two common 
responses: 
 Management will take the information provided and decide to take an ethical 

approach. In the case of the scenario, the ethical thing would be to work with the 
customer to implement the solution. It seems to be the right thing to do. From a short-
term business perspective, it might not appear to be in the company’s best interest, 
but in the long term it is the correct solution,  

 Management is not willing to hear the bad news or refuses to do what logically makes 
sense for all stakeholders, in which case you may have to hold your position on the 
matter, understanding that you might be creating some internal problems that may 
arise later. 

Whistle blowing. 
In extreme cases, it may be necessary to disclose issues, risks and unethical conduct to 
an appropriate higher-level authority. This activity is commonly referred to as “whistle-
blowing.” Generally, whistle-blowers are thought to be internal employees who report the 
misconduct of fellow employees, supervisors, or the company at large to another higher 
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level authority or significant stakeholder. The higher authority or significant stakeholder 
may be internal or external. 
Best practice and common sense would be for any organization to establish a set of 
processes and a reporting structure that facilitates the internal handling of potential 
issues before they escalate to the point where whistle blowing becomes necessary. 
Many organizations, both commercial and government, have established “Waste, Fraud, 
and Abuse Hotlines” that allow anonymous callers to report ethics violations without fear 
of retribution. Over the years there have been several legislative actions to encourage the 
disclosure of unethical acts as well as to protect the person making the claim. 
To encourage disclosure of government illegality, waste, fraud, and abuse the Civil 
Service Reform Act of 1978 was created to provide statutory protection to employees 
working for the federal government.  However, the unfortunate reality is that the Act had 
little affect on the number of waste, fraud, and abuse reports because workers were 
afraid of reprisals. In order to strengthen protection for the rights of whistle blowers, to 
prevent reprisals, and to help eliminate wrongdoing within the government, Congress 
unanimously passed the Whistleblower Protection Act (WPA) in 1989.  
Because of the seriousness of whistle blowing, under what conditions is it considered 
permissible to blow the whistle? Many social scientists and legal writers agree that 
whistle blowing, when done for the good of the public at large, regardless of the 
whistleblower’s motive, is acceptable.  
However, another view emphasizes that from an ethical and practical perspective, the 
only valid reason to blow the whistle is when something is being done that is known to be 
wrong.   That even if the outcome is likely to have a long-term positive result, whistle 
blowing for the purpose of getting revenge or for vengeance is never a justified reason to 
do so. 
Traditionally the burden of proof and responsibility to justify whistle blowing has been 
placed on the whistleblower. Why? Because of long standing belief that whistle blowing is 
morally prohibited. Generally speaking, most team members have a negative attitude 
toward whistle blowing and whistle blowers.  
What if you are told by a senior manager or your peers to remain quiet about an ethical 
issue and by saying anything, you would be considered disloyal or disobedient?  
Disobedience can generally be justified if it is based on moral grounds, but even then 
needs to be well supported. History is full of cases where someone, for example a soldier 
in time of war, goes against accepted group behavior to take a moral stand against 
something which he or she felt was in violation of his or her own moral standards or a 
written code of ethics. 
So back to our original question – When is whistle blowing justified? Basically there are 
five conditions that may support the case for whistle blowing.  If the first three conditions 
exist, whistle blowing could be considered morally justified.  The remaining two conditions 
essentially make whistle blowing a moral obligation.  
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1)  If the enterprise, through its products or policies, will cause serious harm to 
stakeholders (internal or external.)  
Caution needs to be taken whenever you express a concern that a process or product 
could harm employees or the public, that you have made a correct assessment of the 
situation. Nor can it be assumed that every claim of harm is based on morally and 
altruistic motives. In other words, if “crying wolf” becomes the common practice, serious 
issues may be disregarded. 
Remember, what may be an unacceptable risk to one person may be an acceptable risk 
to someone at a higher organizational level, who may be able to take a more strategic 
view and who may be aware of off-setting benefits associated with the risk. 
But what does term “serious” mean? “Serious” is a vague term that often depends upon 
one’s perception. Just as risk impact or consequence is stakeholder dependent, so is the 
definition of serious. For example, is an increase in prescription fatalities from 2 in 
500,000 per year to 10 in 500,000 per year considered serious?  Something that is 
physically harmful or potentially life-threatening may seem obvious. But what if the 
activity has only a financial impact such as consumer savings on a product if the 
manufacturer would make a simple low-cost change to its product design? Would this be 
considered serious enough to warrant whistle blowing? 
2)  If a serious threat is identified and can be prevented, has management been 
given the opportunity to correct the issue?   
You need to keep whistle blowing in focus. Whistle blowing does in fact hurt the 
enterprise. If any harm can be minimized through proper managerial action, then 
management should be afforded the opportunity to correct it. Don’t assume that senior 
management knows about the potential threat unless there is good reason to believe so. 
Whistle blowing may not be justified in this situation. 
3)  If the initial escalation is not effective in addressing the concern or complaint, it 
may be necessary to raise it to a higher managerial level and if appropriate, to the 
board of directors.  
Escalating a concern to the board of directors may not always be possible, but is it 
important to keep elevating the complaint until all internal avenues have been exhausted. 
But, what should a project manager do if the issue in question is such that by adhering to 
a strict escalation policy or procedure the situation actually gets worse? What if the 
concern has been escalated as high as possible within the organization and the issue 
has not been addressed? 
If all internal options have been exercised, and the enterprise has taken no action to 
prevent the potential harm, then it may be necessary to look to an external remedy. To 
justify external whistle blowing two additional conditions need to be satisfied: 
4)  Is there documented proof or evidence to support the case that serious harm 
could result from the company’s behaviors or actions? Based on the evidence 
provided, would a neutral party consider the company’s actions dangerous or 
pose a serious public threat? 
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Remember, just because you believe something to be a threat, without documented 
evidence, it is likely to be viewed as simply a hunch or personal opinion. Also, your 
credibility may be questioned as that of a disgruntled employee or troublemaker. 
 5) The whistle blower must be thoroughly convinced that going outside the 
enterprise is the only way to correct the situation that caused the threat.  
You must firmly believe that desired change will be worth the personal risk and potential 
cost to the organization.  
Remember, whistle blowing could be considered morally justified if the first three 
conditions exist, but only if the final two conditions exist could whistle blowing be 
considered a moral obligation. Whistle blowing should be the exception to resolving an 
ethical issue, not the rule. 

Requiring Ethical Behavior from Others on the Project 
Effort 
What should be the relationship between you and your team members?  What is your 
duty to those team members?  What do the team members owe you and the organization 
as a whole? And why? Some of the issues you may have to emphasize in order to 
maintain high ethical standards include: 
 Establishing and maintaining mutual respect for one another, 
 Enforcing equal opportunity and anti-harassment standards, 
 Creating a hassle-free non-threatening environment, 
 Promoting workplace health and safety, 
 Enforcing substance abuse policies, 
 Adhering to policies regarding the use of company resources such as funds, 

equipment, e-mail, computers, etc., 
 Regulating conflicts of interest and outside business activities, 
 Enforcing regulations regarding the giving and receipt of gifts and entertainment,  
 Ensuring accurate documentation and records management, including records 

retention. 
When the ethical climate of an organization is positive and clearly understood, everyone 
should know what is expected of them with respect to ethical practices. It is important to 
be realistic when setting expectations for the team members and yourself. Don’t promise 
more or expect more than can be delivered. Managers also need to encourage input from 
everyone within the organization. By considering the views and opinions of associates 
from all organizational levels it will be easier to implement the ethical standards and help 
facilitate ethical behavior.   
Remember, no one is perfect; mistakes in hiring happen. Sometimes people are brought 
onto a project, or hired into an organization that do not share the same value system as 
the organization that hired them. For whatever reason, some employees may be unable 
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or unwilling to adhere to the organization’s standards and procedures or reasonably meet 
stakeholder expectations.  
When hiring mistakes are identified, keeping that worker in their current position does not 
benefit the employee, the co-workers, or the organization. When the enterprise clearly 
communicates its commitment to ethical behavior and takes action to enforce those 
standards, some team members will choose to leave the project or even the enterprise 
itself. In some cases, it may be necessary for you to take action to remove a team 
member but you need to clearly state the reason for the removal to the team member and 
to management. This task is not a matter of discipline, although enforcing standards and 
policies by maintaining accountability is one way to encourage responsible ethical 
behavior. The removal of someone who does not adhere to stated policies does not have 
to be seen as a disciplinary action. In reality, it is a risk management action. 
What happens if someone in a senior position or the project manager doesn’t want to 
follow stated policies and standards?  What about a person who is the subject matter 
expert and critical to project success?   In this case, documentation is critical. 
Documentation is important in all ethics cases, but perhaps even more so when senior 
management is involved. Why? Because the more senior the person involved, the 
greater the risk to the entire organization. If given the chance, some employees will 
choose to leave and seek opportunities elsewhere rather than risk being removed 
involuntarily or being fired.  
Sometimes other stakeholders, such as suppliers or customers are unethical. While 
never desirable, sometimes customers and suppliers need to be “fired.” This could create 
a difficult business decision for you so the risk of taking such an action must be 
considered carefully. Issues with any stakeholder need to be assessed individually. All 
stakeholders need to be considered with respect to their importance to the project and 
their ability to impact project results. Remember, you always have the option of raising 
the issue to your sponsor or the internal project owner. 

Recognizing Unethical Behavior 
Within any enterprise people should act in ways that benefit the organization, themselves 
and others. Sometimes people behave in ways that simply advance their own agendas, 
often to the detriment of others, especially if they perceive others as interfering with or 
being a threat to their personal objectives and interests. When someone behaves in this 
manner, often the individual rights of others are violated.  
Granted, there are environments where this type of behavior may be considered 
acceptable – where the philosophy of “knowing what you want and going after it” or 
“succeed at all costs” and where employees who adhere to that philosophy are 
considered “go getters” or “hard chargers,” is rewarded and considered success. In 
reality, such behavior is manipulative and if examined carefully would probably be 
considered unethical or in violation of the company’s code of conduct or ethics standards. 
If you allow such behavior to occur you reinforce the belief that such behavior, regardless 
of the negative consequences, is acceptable or even wanted by the organization.  
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Because organizations can be held accountable for their employees’ behaviors, one of 
the best ways to deal with unethical behavior is to stop it before it occurs. If that is not 
possible, at least recognize it when it does occur and take appropriate corrective action 
as soon as possible. 
How can you determine if unethical behaviors are taking place within the organization? 
There are some basic things everyone can do, regardless of their organizational level 
such as: 
1. Observe what is happening in the workplace  
The best way to determine if unethical behavior is occurring in the workplace, or is likely 
to occur, is through ongoing observation. It’s not only the easiest method, it is also the 
most direct in that you can actually see what is going on without the interpretation of a 
third party.  By observing and being able to see first hand what unethical acts are taking 
place, you can directly communicate to the team member what was observed and its 
impact. Then you can directly link the unacceptable behavior to the organization’s ethical 
policy and, as appropriate, enforce the company’s discipline process.  
While it may be the most direct, observation may not be as simple as it first appears. 
After all, what employees are going to blatantly commit an unethical act when they know 
they are being watched? As a manager, if unethical behavior is suspected and it is 
determined that direct observation is needed, it may be necessary for you to identify an 
appropriate method where the employee doesn’t know they are being watched. 
It is not being proposed that the organization become a “police state” where every action 
and movement is monitored. Obviously spying on co-workers or senior managers is not a 
typical job function; nor does it create a productive, trusting environment. However, there 
are occasions when this appropriate method may be required.   
2. Notice signs of sneaky, hidden, or secretive behaviors  
Not everyone who works with their door closed is doing something wrong or unethical. 
Just because a telephone conversation suddenly stops or becomes subdued when you 
walk into an office, does not mean that the employee is engaged in an illicit activity.  
It is important that you give team members the benefit of the doubt and consider the 
circumstances. Is the behavior normal or is the secretive behavior a sudden change from 
the team member’s normal behavior? If it appears to be a sudden change, it might be 
necessary for you to confront the team member and inquire about the change in 
behavior.  
Depending upon the team member’s response, you may have to take one of several 
actions.  Consider the following: 
 If an unethical act is still suspected then some type of disciplinary action may be 

necessary,  
 If the behavior is the result of some personal crisis or issue, the associate might need 

intervention and the help of an Employee Assistance Program,  
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 The behavior might be absolutely nothing, in which case there is no action required 
and you should not do anything.  

3. Monitor internal control systems 
Most companies have internal processes, procedures, and standards that provide 
guidance on what is considered acceptable and unacceptable behavior. These same 
processes and procedures also communicate how, when, and where information and 
data are to be stored. If an organization operates according to these processes, it is 
important that they also establish internal controls.  
Internal controls typically provide a mechanism for monitoring and controlling how well 
the internal processes are working. An added benefit of internal controls is that they can 
make it difficult for associates to engage in unethical activities because the process 
provides logical checkpoints to ensure integrity. They also provide a mechanism for 
objective reporting and assessment of activities that might reveal any wrongdoing, 
especially if different team members have oversight responsibility for different parts of the 
process. Then, if someone participates in unethical behavior such as theft or 
embezzlement they are more likely to get caught because the multiple check points help 
to identify irregularities and inconsistencies. 
4. Other indicators 
Look for signs of burnout, stress, and increasing levels of discontent.  All of these can be 
major contributors to unethical behavior. When people believe they are under a lot of 
pressure, are working excessive hours, or that their contributions are not valued, they are 
more inclined to consider engaging in unethical activities.  
These activities may include things such as conducting more personal activities on 
company time or, in the extreme, embezzling and providing proprietary company 
information to a competitor. 

Handling Unethical Behavior 
One of the best ways to handle unethical behaviors is to try to prevent them before they 
occur. You need to continually encourage team members to apply ethical practices in the 
workplace. Emphasizing the company’s ethics policy and organization’s core values can 
often overcome the temptation to commit an unethical act. However, sometimes team 
members will still commit acts that are in violation of the accepted code of conduct.   
If you know or suspect that a team member is participating in unethical activities, you 
need to address the issue as quickly as possible. Any delay in handling an ethics issue 
only serves to exacerbate the situation. What can, or should, you do when faced with 
unethical behavior? Some very basic activities include: 
 Documenting the unacceptable behavior, 
 Communicating the ethical violation and the consequences of the activity to 

appropriate stakeholders, 
 Administering appropriate disciplinary action,  
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 Following-up on the effectiveness of the intervention. 
Documenting the unacceptable behavior 
As soon as unethical behavior becomes known or suspected, it should be documented - 
if for no other reason then to protect yourself, the organization, and other stakeholders. It 
is important to document the date and time the behavior occurred, the behavior in 
question, and any other relevant information. It is critical that events be documented as 
thoroughly and with as much detail as possible. 

Communicating the ethical violation and the consequences of 
the activity 
You, the project manager, or the immediate supervisor will typically be the one who will 
have to confront the team member, or team members, who participated in the unethical 
behavior. You will have to communicate what ethical standard or practice was violated 
and the impact of that behavior on the project, the enterprise, and affected stakeholders.  
It may be necessary to schedule a face-to-face meeting with the team member to discuss 
the specific issue.  When addressing the issue, you need to be very clear what the 
unacceptable behavior is, why it is unacceptable, and when it was observed or made 
known.  
Once the behavior has been identified and addressed with the team member, the 
consequences of the unethical behavior need to be clearly addressed. You need to 
ensure that the team member is fully aware of the impact of his or her behavior on the 
team, the company, and the other stakeholders. If you believe that the team member 
understands the consequences of his or her behaviors and is confident that the team 
member is not likely to engage in such behavior in the future, then the situation might be 
resolved. It could be simply a matter of ignorance or naiveté. It doesn’t absolve the 
associate from his or her responsibility or being held accountable for the misdeed, but 
any disciplinary action might be less severe. During this discussion with the associate, 
you might also be able to offer advice on how to prevent this issue from reoccurring in the 
future.  

Administering appropriate disciplinary action 
Generally speaking, managers do not like taking disciplinary action against an associate; 
and most project managers don’t have any real authority to take any type of disciplinary 
action. However, there are times when it is necessary to take some type of action in order 
to prevent unacceptable practices in the workplace. 
You should be aware of your organization’s process for handling ethics issues, as well as 
the policies regarding the administration of disciplinary action should it be required. The 
key is to be consistent, objective, and fair. By maintaining a position that is seen as 
consistent and objective, you set an example for others as to how ethical issues should 
be addressed and set the expectation for how unethical issues will be handled in the 
future. 
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Following-up on the effectiveness of the intervention 
Counseling and implementing corrective action are only part of your action for handling 
an ethics-related issue. Once an appropriate course of action has been agreed upon by 
you and the team member, you should observe and monitor the employee’s behavior for 
some period of time.  
There are a couple of reasons for this – 1) to determine if the intervention was the right 
one and if it is achieving the desired outcomes and 2) to see if the team member is 
seriously making an attempt to prevent the behavior from reoccurring.  
One good way to provide follow-up is through enforcement of the internal control process 
that was discussed earlier. As part of the follow-up process, you should wait an 
appropriate time before determining its effectiveness. During this period, you can observe 
the team member’s behavior as inconspicuously as possible. Depending upon the 
original incident, the follow-up may be subtle and covert or more direct. Be sure to note 
any changes that the employee has made to modify his or her behavior. You also need to 
be cognizant of any residual negative feelings or affects on other stakeholders and how 
they are reacting to the team member’s behavior modification. If the other stakeholders 
were significantly affected they may be reluctant to accept any behavior changes as 
sincere. As part of the follow-up process it might be helpful to have a meeting with the 
associate to assess how well the issue has been resolved or if further intervention is 
necessary. 

Overcoming unethical behavior before it happens 
Pressure, whether real or perceived, is perhaps one of the greatest reasons why people 
behave in an unethical manner – pressure to succeed in one’s profession, pressure to 
achieve financial security, peer pressure and the need to fit in, etc.  Political and financial 
pressures, opportunities for gain or to prevent loss, and an individual’s overall 
predisposition, can all lead to unethical behavior. It is important that every enterprise be 
proactive in promoting a culture of ethics and integrity.  
The only way an organization can ultimately survive is to create and maintain a culture 
that encourages employees to follow sound business practices and adhere to high 
standards and emphasize good ethical practices. Management (you) must take the lead 
and set the ethical standard in the company. These standards also need to be clearly 
communicated to other key stakeholders.  You can develop a culture of ethics by 
documenting and disseminating a code of conduct and ethics policy throughout the 
project.  
However just posting a code of conduct will not be sufficient. Management needs to 
ensure that everyone in the organization receives training on what is considered 
acceptable ethical behavior, to strengthen team members’ personal ethics framework and 
to communicate how violators will be held accountable for ethical misconduct. Obviously, 
training requires that the enterprise devote some amount of resources to the training and 
it might require a greater level of commitment than originally thought. 
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Countering pressure 
Through the implementation of sound policies, procedures, and practices that support 
and reward ethical behavior the enterprise can maintain positive pressure for associates 
to do what is morally and ethically right. But don’t forget that for all of the positive 
pressure that is exerted there are also negative pressures pushing back. Therefore, it is 
important that management constantly support and uphold ethical practices to keep them 
in place.  
For example, a child with crooked teeth can be fitted with braces to straighten his or her 
teeth. Once the teeth are straightened the child is fitted with a retainer, which is worn for 
about a year until the gum tissue grows around the teeth to keep them in place. If the 
teeth are fixed early in childhood, they will generally be straight the remainder of the 
child’s life. Now, consider the same situation with an adult in his or her late 20’s or older. 
An adult must wear the retainer considerably longer. In fact, most orthodontists 
recommend that the retainer be worn at least 5 to 15 minutes a day for several years 
after around-the-clock wear is no longer required. Why? Because left unattended, an 
adult’s teeth will naturally revert to their original condition.  
In many respects, changing behaviors is the same. Without some degree of constant 
pressure, behaviors can very easily lapse into old habits. In the competitive world of 
business, there are a myriad of forces working against organizational policies, 
procedures, and individual will power that encourage associates to overstep ethical 
boundaries.  
So what are some of the things you can do to help overcome unethical behavior? What 
can you do to strengthen an organization’s ethical position, to appropriately reward 
ethical behavior, and reduce the frequency, or even the temptation to cross ethical and 
moral boundaries? 
First of all, it is important to acknowledge that every enterprise, and the individuals that 
are employed by it, are provided frequent opportunities to cross ethical and legal lines in 
order to be successful in this highly competitive environment. Just as trees on the side of 
a wind-swept mountain bend, and are ultimately deformed by constant force against 
them, employees’ views of right and wrong may also become distorted if they constantly 
feel pressure to submit to organizational and business pressures. Unless the organization 
acknowledges that pressure is a contributor to unethical behavior and is actually willing to 
address the underlying causes of that pressure, little can be done to overcome 
inappropriate behaviors. 
Competition, also a form of pressure, is another reason why people often behave 
unethically. Think of the old sayings, “whoever dies with the most toys – wins,” or “second 
place is the first loser.” Unfortunately, unethical behaviors resulting from competitive 
pressure may not be obvious when things are going well. After all, if the company is 
making acceptable profits, the stakeholders are happy, and team morale is high then 
“cheating” is not necessary.  
But what happens when things begin to go awry? This is when you are likely to see a rise 
in the number of ethics violations. So the best way to address the issue of unethical 
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practices due to competition is to establish and try to maintain an environment that 
eliminates or reduces competitive pressure as much as possible. Everyone understands 
that you do not, nor cannot, control all of the pressure sources that you and your 
organization might face, but you need to be especially alert for unethical actions when 
competitive pressures increase and look for ways to be proactive in countering 
inappropriate behaviors in a timely manner.  The possibility of unethical acts is not 
eliminated, just the temptation may not be as great. 
Another way to address unethical behavior is to ensure that you have established and 
documented ethics standards for personal and organizational behavior. By documenting 
high standards for behavior, everyone in the organization will have a basis for 
determining what is and what is not considered ethical behavior. Obviously these 
standards are only of value if everyone agrees to abide by those standards and are 
committed to them. That includes senior managers.   
If team members do not fully understand the organization’s view on ethics or if they are 
applied inconsistently, many team members when faced with ethical dilemmas are likely 
to choose the easy answer, which often results in unethical behavior. 
Senior management is responsible for driving the ethical consciousness of the enterprise 
from the top down.  They must place value on strong moral character and integrity. 
Management’s ethical philosophy should be “institutionalized” in to the norms, practices, 
and policies at all levels.   If managers’ behaviors contradict their own policies, then the 
team members’ behaviors will also contradict the stated policies. 
Management also needs to establish an internal system that rewards ethical and legal 
behavior and “punishes” inappropriate behavior. They need to publicly acknowledge and 
reward anyone who abides by ethical standards, even if the results are less than perfect. 
In other words, reward those who do the right thing regardless of the cost. One of the 
most fundamental principles of behavior management is that if you desire a specific 
behavior, acknowledge and reinforce it. If you want your team members to be ethical, you 
need to accept the responsibility for setting the example you wish them to follow. 
Every organization needs to establish an internal system that rewards ethical and legal 
behavior and “punishes” inappropriate behavior.  A good system should not only have 
well defined performance criteria to determine if organizational goals have been 
achieved, but should also include check points to assess how well ethical procedures are 
followed and enforced. Remember, the development and implementation of internal 
control mechanisms – processes, rules, procedures, etc. - typically lags enterprise growth 
and other organizational expansion. This delay can provide opportunities for team 
members to behave unethically because until the new process is in place, old behaviors 
may still be considered acceptable. In addition, don’t wait until someone’s behaviors are 
so disgraceful and insolent that they create a possibility for someone outside of the 
organization to expose the wrongdoing. It is better that you handle the issue in-house 
then to have to deal with it once it becomes external - in other words, to catch the 
behavior, acknowledge the behavior, and address the behavior. 
Many companies do not realize that ethical behavior is a cultural issue and that corporate 
culture should be a fundamental part of their strategic planning process. Every enterprise 
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should diligently look at the type of culture it has established and the degree to which 
they tolerate unethical behavior. The overall objective is to create a culture in which 
ethical practices are the norm and unethical acts are non-existent, or at least the rare 
exception. To help ensure long-term success, managers do not need to take a “search 
and destroy” approach to finding and eliminating ethics violations, but they do need to 
recognize when ethics policies and standards have been breeched. 
In some cases, you may be too close to the situation or the people involved in an 
inappropriate activity to see that a breech of ethics has occurred. It’s not that you are 
intentionally ignoring an incident; it’s simply that you may be “missing the forest for the 
trees.” Therefore, it might be necessary to establish the position of “Ethics Officer” with a 
qualified individual to oversee policy development, provide implementation guidance, and 
ensure compliance. His or her role is essentially to keep you out of legal trouble. 
One positive way to deal with ethical issues is to recognize and carefully listen to those 
members of the organization who voice concern or state an objection to the 
organization’s activities, conduct, or policies based the person’s ethical or moral position. 
While some of these concerns may be simply a matter or personal preference or 
misunderstanding, addressing them might highlight potential areas of weakness in 
internal systems, etc.  

Mistakes Happen 
No matter how hard you try to avoid it, in almost every project things go wrong. Not all 
ethics violations are due to deliberate misconduct. Sometimes mistakes just happen. 
Many are the result of a simple misunderstanding or lack of knowledge.  
Intentional misconduct is a blatant disregard for the organization’s core beliefs and 
values. It is being negligent of documented standards and policies and may also include 
stretching the “letter of the law” while not following the spirit of the law.  
Everyone would probably agree that a bribe or falsifying a timecard is wrong. Intentionally 
padding an expense report to increase the amount to be returned would be considered 
misconduct. Forgetting to document an expense on an expense report could be simply a 
matter of overlooking something and should be treated as such – a mistake.  
In the case of a clear mistake, the project manager may choose to provide additional 
training, find a different role for the team member who committed the violation, or remove 
the person from the project team. The general focus is to learn from the incident and 
discover the best way to accomplish your objectives, while maintaining or strengthening 
your reputation and standing with stakeholders.  
In either case, standards should be enforced. The key is to deal with the event, not just 
ignore it hoping that it will go away. When something does happen you need to determine 
what happened, why it happened, and what steps you need to take to mitigate the 
probability of it happening again. 
In addition, affected stakeholders should be informed of the issue and where appropriate, 
inform them of the action to be taken to correct the situation. Failing to communicate 
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quickly and clearly to those affected sends an undesirable message and could lead to 
suspicion, doubt, and reduced confidence. 
One thing to also consider is the issue of voluntary disclosure. What if you perform an 
unethical act while representing the company which could potentially open the company 
to legal action? The most difficult thing to do, but the best course of action, is to 
voluntarily disclose the transgression. This should be the case whether the transgression 
only has an internal impact or affects external stakeholders. 
If those affected are only internal to the organization, then you or your immediate 
supervisor should inform senior management so that appropriate action can be taken. 
Self disclosure is even more important if external stakeholders are affected because 
failure to disclose could be viewed as a cover up and perhaps as an attempt to protect 
senior managers.  

Ethical Practices During the Project Lifecycle - Key 
Thoughts for Your Consideration 
 Work hard to prevent creating a “shoot the messenger” environment if you expect 

others in the organization to report project problems or ethics-related issues. 
 There are four common ways that project information can be misrepresented to 

stakeholders - Intentionally lying or presenting falsehoods as truth or fact, 
overstatement or exaggeration, understating circumstances, intentionally withholding 
information.  

 Deceptive reporting and communication practices are frequently used by people who 
find themselves in the position of either trying to hide something, persuade another 
person without substantive data, or simply trying to justify a weak position. 

 Trying to ignore negative events and bad news will not make them disappear. As 
much as one would like, bad things do not necessarily get better by trying to wish 
them away. If they are addressed early enough they can be fixed, if not completely, 
at least in part. 

 The best way to communicate negative news is to be honest, direct, and able to 
support your position. 

 A best practice is to establish a set of processes and a reporting structure that 
facilitates the internal handling of potential issues before they escalate to the point 
where whistle blowing becomes necessary. 

 Whistle blowing may be supported under several reasons that can be morally 
supported. In some cases, whistle blowing may be considered a moral obligation. 

 Before engaging in whistle blowing carefully assess the situation. If the potential 
harm can be minimized through proper managerial action, then management should 
be given the opportunity to correct it. 

 Whistle blowing should be the exception to resolving an ethical issue, not the rule. 
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 You need to consider the views and opinions of team members throughout the 
organization establishing an ethics policy and creating ethical standards. It will make 
implementation easier and help facilitate ethical behavior. 

 Removing someone from your project who does not behave ethically does not have 
to be seen as a disciplinary action. In reality, it is a risk management action. 

 While never desirable, sometimes customers and suppliers consistently behave 
unethically and need to be “fired”. 

 Because organizations can be held accountable for their employees’ behaviors, one 
of the best ways to deal with unethical behavior is to stop it before it occurs. 

 Some basic things everyone can do to determine if unethical behavior is happening 
is to observe what is going on in the organization; look for sneaky, hidden, or 
secretive behaviors; monitor internal control systems; and look for signs of burnout, 
stress, and increasing levels of discontent. 

 Thoroughly documenting unethical behavior or practices with as much detail as 
possible is critical to being able to deal with them appropriately. 

 Once you have identified an unacceptable behavior and have addressed it with the 
team member you need to communicate the consequences and ensure that the team 
member is fully aware of the impact of his or her behavior on others. 

 A key to effectively managing ethics issues is to be consistent, objective, and fair. 
 The only way an organization can ultimately survive is to create and maintain a 

culture that encourages employees to follow sound business practices and adhere to 
high standards and emphasize good ethical practices. 

 You can develop a culture of ethics by documenting and disseminating a code of 
conduct and ethics policy throughout the project. 

 Unless you are willing to acknowledge that pressure is a contributor to unethical 
behavior and are actually willing to address the underlying causes of that pressure, 
there is little you can do to overcome inappropriate behaviors. 

 Stay Alert! Unethical behaviors resulting from competitive pressure may not always 
be obvious when things are going well. 

 Not all ethics violations are intentional. In the case of an honest mistake, you might 
have to provide additional training, put the person in a different position, or remove 
the person from the project team. 
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Review Questions 
The following review questions will assist you in developing comprehension of the 
material contained in this course module.  Answer the following questions in a separate 
notebook.  
1. Name a couple of reasons why a project manager might not report ethics issues.   
2. List some common factors to consider when deciding how to report ethics issues.  
3. What are some ways information is misrepresented to stakeholders? 
4. Some people will exaggerate benefits. Why might this be considered unethical?   
5. How does understating your project’s condition have a negative impact on a project 

manager’s credibility? 
6. List several reasons why someone might engage in a “cover-up”?   
7. Think about your own experience. What are some good practices for delivering bad 

news?     
8. Given the ABC Company scenario presented earlier, what do you think the company 

should do? Why? 
9. Briefly explain the concept of “whistle blowing”. 
10. Some people believe that whistle blowing, when done for the good of the public at 

large, regardless of the whistleblower’s motive, is acceptable. Do you agree or 
disagree? Why?   

11. Whistle blowing should be the exception, not the rule, in resolving an ethical issue. 
List five conditions that might justify whistle blowing and which of the five might 
whistle blowing be considered a moral obligation? 

12. As a project manager, what are some things that you can do to maintain high ethical 
standards?   

13. What would you do if you had a team member that did not share your ethical values? 
14. If you believe that your customer is being unethical what should you do? 
15. Why is it important that you be able to identify and address unethical behavior?  
16. What are some basic things you can do to recognize unethical behavior? Briefly 

explain each activity. 
17. What should you do when faced with unethical behavior?  
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18. What are some general guidelines for documenting unethical behavior?  
19. You have to handle a situation with one of your team members who violated one of 

the company’s ethics policies. It could negatively affect the project objectives. What 
would you do?   

20. When handling ethics issues, why are consistency, objectivity, and fairness 
important?  

21. In addition to establishing an ethics policy and posting a code of conduct, what else 
should the organization do?  

22. What are some of the things you can do to help overcome unethical behavior? 
23. Why is it important to recognize and reward people for behaving ethically?  
24. What is an Ethics Officer?   

Case Study 
The following case study will assist you in application of the material contained in this 
course module.  Following the case reading, complete the corresponding questions.  
Document answers for this case your notebook. 
We-Do-It (WDI) Enterprises specializes in manufacturing process equipment for the food 
packaging industry. It has four major departments – Sales/Marketing, Engineering, 
Manufacturing and Assembly. The assembly department also handles most of the 
customer services issues. We-Do-It employs about 450 people. We-Do-It Enterprises has 
always maintained a “customer first” philosophy – with the customer being primarily the 
recipient of the equipment WDI manufactures.  
While no major scandals had ever happened at We-Do-It, rules are regularly bent to 
make a sale or get an order to a customer. This behavior is practiced, not just by one or 
two people, but seems to have been a common practice among all the staff for a long 
time. Management seems to be oblivious to the lack of ethics within the company or just 
chooses to ignore it because they are making a profit.  
WDI advertises its products as “standard” equipment that can be easily integrated into 
existing production lines. However, sales department representatives typically promise 
customization of 30 – 40% and whatever delivery date the customer wants in order to 
make the sale. Rarely do the sales representatives check with Engineering and 
Production to confirm WDI’s ability to deliver what is promised. To make matters worse, 
sales reps are also the official “project managers.” The primary performance metric in the 
Sales Department is the amount of revenue generated, not necessarily how a product 
was managed. 
Orders are given to the Engineering Department which has responsibility to convert 
customer requirements into designs. There is often more customization of the “standard” 
designs than the engineering staff can handle, but the engineering team is measured by 
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how quickly the designs get to the shop floor and not the accuracy of the drawings. It is 
assumed that any errors in design can be corrected in manufacturing and assembly.  
Manufacturing and Assembly are always running behind schedule and never seem to be 
able to get caught up. They are constantly required to work overtime to get the pieces of 
equipment produced and shipped. As a result, if a piece of material or part is not exactly 
right, it is installed anyway to meet the promised delivery date – which is almost never 
met. When changes are made, the drawings on the shop floor are never corrected to 
reflect the changes that have been made. 
As a result, We-Do-It Enterprises frequently has to send technicians to its customers’ 
sites to make modifications or repair equipment that has been shipped with known 
defects. An additional problem is that assemblers are also the service technicians 
because they are the installation and operational experts. 
Consider the following questions: 
1. What unethical practices are evident in the case? 
2. What organizational factors contribute to the unacceptable behaviors through the 

project life cycle?  
3. Who is at fault for the lack of unethical practices throughout the organization? 
4. What stakeholders are most impacted by the unethical behaviors? 
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Module 4 – Ethics and the Client 
The purpose of any project is to deliver a product or service. At some time during the 
project’s lifecycle, it is likely that something will occur to create an ethical dilemma for you 
and your project team.  It may also be true that your organization does not have a clear 
ethics guideline to help you through various complex issues or help you to determine 
what is right or wrong. A solid ethics program helps align project team behaviors with the 
values of the company and the client.  Ongoing dialogue between you, your 
management, and the client is critical to building an open, honest, and integrity based 
relationship and aligning your value systems. 
Effective ethics programs are generally designed for day to day operations. They should 
consider the specific needs of the organization, its managers’ leadership and 
management styles, and the organizational culture.  You should constantly be aware of 
stakeholder expectations, especially the customer. So, what do you do so that integrity 
and confidence is maintained between the customer and your organization?   Some 
common examples include: 

 Providing high-quality and safe products and services, 
 Presenting corporate capabilities, products, and services honestly, 
 Communicating clearly so that any potential for misunderstanding is kept to a 

minimum, 
 Safeguarding confidential and sensitive information, 
 Preventing bribes and kickbacks and if they do occur, ensure that infractions are 

documented and communicated as quickly as possible, 
 Ensuring that any gifts and entertainment are within authorized guidelines, 
 Ensuring billing procedures are followed and financial information is documented 

accurately, 
 Safeguarding client’s property, material, and equipment, 
 Abstaining from disparaging your competitors, 
 Acquiring marketing data and other industry related information legally and 

properly. 
 Regardless of the relationship you have with your client or the type of ethics 

program that you have, it is your primary responsibility to ensure that ethical 
practices are followed with respect to:  

 Providing the client a solution that addresses their real needs, not just what will 
provide you and your organization the most profit,  

 Protecting their confidentiality and proprietary information, 
 Avoiding conflicts of interest,  
 Avoiding undue influence through the use of gifts and other forms of hospitality. 
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Providing a True Solution 
In just about any project environment, customers often ask for the world, whether they 
can afford it or not. It’s typically something complex and they often want it in a very short 
time – all of which make up a totally unreasonable request. Do you push back and 
address the unrealistic request of the customer or do you agree to the request, knowing 
full-well that it will be virtually impossible to deliver what the customer has requested? 
What if the opposite scenario is presented - a customer requests something that to you 
seems to be a relatively simple routine project? The customer believes the project to be 
more complex than it really is and expects the project to take longer and cost more 
money than it is likely to take. Should you tell the customer that their estimates are too 
conservative and inform the customer of the time and cost savings or do you move 
forward with the customer’s offer?   
When providing a logical and reasonable solution to a customer, should the focus be on 
trying to provide the latest and greatest system that will keep the customer “engaged” for 
as long as possible and generate the greatest revenue stream or should it be on 
providing a solution that actually meets the customer’s needs? It is one thing to be self-
focused; it is something completely different to be customer-focused. An ethical project 
manager displays as much honesty and integrity as they do project management and 
technical skills. 
For example, if there is not a “canned” or common solution that will work for a customer, 
do you and your team try to force fit a solution from your organization’s bag of tricks? 
An ethical approach would be to do everything you can to provide the best solution for 
the customer, regardless of the potential profit for the organization performing the work. 
Remember, all projects are about satisfying customer’s needs, not just those of the 
provider. 
A common, and questionable, practice used by some organizations is to recommend 
solution alternatives based on what they know, not necessarily what is the best solution 
to resolve the customer’s problem. However, something that is clearly unethical is for you 
to recommend a solution that you clearly know will not meet the customer’s desired 
objectives or is just impossible to implement, because of internal pressures to generate 
profitability or increase resource utilization. 
Some companies also practice what is referred to as “bait and switch”.  For example, 
initially promising the customer to provide a senior person only to replace that person 
with a junior person once the project is underway without reducing the billing rate to a 
level that is appropriate for the skill level being provided.  
Customers need to feel that they are getting value relative to their goals. In order to 
provide a true solution, it is important to find out what they want, what they expect from 
the project and most importantly what business or technical objective are they trying to 
satisfy through the project. Remember, a solution is only a viable one if it helps the 
customer move toward their business and technical goals. 
It is impossible to prescribe a viable solution without first working hand-in-hand with the 
customer to accurately analyze and diagnose their situation, their environment, and any 
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constraints or limitations that might exist. If you use your position, expertise, or influence 
to take advantage of a customer it undermines the efforts of others striving to be ethical 
in their approach to meeting a customer’s problems. 
From the customer’s perspective, integrity, honesty, and ethical expectations begin as 
soon as an introduction is made. In fact, probably even before. Customers want project 
managers that are ethical and trustworthy, and they want to believe that their relationship 
with you and your organization is based on integrity and honesty. 
If the customer gets the feeling that you are only concerned about yourself, their 
confidence and trust in you is in question. After all, would you want to work with someone 
that you believe to be untrustworthy and only concerned with how much they can get 
from the relationship, not what they can provide to you? If the customer senses that their 
interests are not the most important thing to you and your team, the entire relationship is 
in jeopardy.  
For example, consider someone in the used car sales business. The stereotypic used car 
dealer does not have the greatest reputation in the world. How are they viewed – self-
focused, only concerned about getting the car off of the lot, sleazy, liars, cheaters, and 
the list goes on. Is this to say that all used car dealers are underhanded in how they deal 
with customers? Of course not; but, that is the common perception simply because it’s 
believed that they do not have the customer’s best interest at heart.  
How do you convey this negative feeling to the customer? Simple -  by overselling your 
organization, your solutions or product capabilities, by rushing through a technical 
explanation of the solution, not taking the time to really understand the customer’s needs 
and requirements, glossing over their questions or objections to a proposed solution, 
pushing too hard for acceptance of a “packaged solution,” etc. Do we need to continue? If 
the customer believes you or your organization to be dishonest, they will become 
suspicious of what you present, they will become very selective in what information they 
share with you and limit your access to information that would probably be needed to get 
to the right solution or deliver on the agreed-to project – assuming you even get that far. 
In fact, without trust, it is very possible that the customer may reduce the project scope, 
take a more active management role, or in the extreme terminate the project. In either 
case, the customer may potentially lose out on getting the best solution to their problem 
and you lose out on a project, and the company loses out on the profit. Nobody wins – all 
because the customer had some doubt regarding your genuine interest in providing a 
true solution to their problem. 
Another factor that affects your ability to provide a true solution to a customer is your 
competence and the competencies of your team. Everyone on the team has an ethical 
responsibility to stay current on the latest skills and knowledge with respect to their 
industries. Why?  Because you owe it to your customers to make sure they are getting 
value for their time and money. If you are trying to provide a solution based on old 
technology or information simply because you have not stayed current with the state-of-
the-art, then you are being unfair to your customers and your company. 
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Confidentiality 
Every organization invests time, resources, and money into creating and refining internal 
process and operational capabilities – whether physical products or data.  Generally, if a 
company’s competitors had access to that information, then its competitive position could 
be negatively affected.  
Maintaining client confidentiality is simply the principle that someone providing a product 
or service, such as a contractor, consultant, or vendor will not reveal any client 
information, data, or material, to an outside party without the expressed consent of the 
client. A client’s feeling that their privacy and confidentiality will be maintained is critical to 
your ability to do your job.  
In any competitive environment, all companies want to advertise project successes, 
especially if the client has a well recognized company or brand name. Such a relationship 
helps to strengthen the organization’s credibility. However, some customers need to 
protect not only their trade and proprietary secrets, but the mere fact that they are 
engaged in specific activities, since their business or market position may be threatened 
if made known to the industry. For example, some companies are so sensitive about their 
internal processes and improvement activities that the mere fact they have a project 
management development program underway is considered confidential. Therefore, it is 
not only important to protect technical information and sensitive materials, but provide the 
client with the confidence that they can trust the project manager, the team members, 
and the performing organization. In fact, many client confidentiality agreements restrict 
what you can and cannot say or do with regard to protecting their information and 
privacy. 
Once a commitment of confidentiality has been given to a client, it is extremely important 
that you not only adhere to that agreement, but that you make the agreement known to 
every member of the organization so that they don’t violate the client’s confidence. After 
all, accidents generally happen more as a result of negligence and carelessness than 
intentional ethical misconduct. Remember the old war-time phrase, “Loose lips sink 
ships.” If you are not careful, it is very easy to say or do something in the wrong place at 
the wrong time and could cause harm to the customer and the organization performing 
the project. For example, if vigilance is not maintained, a document could be 
inadvertently left exposed, or a customer’s name or project mentioned while visitors are 
in the office, or to the extreme, someone on the project team just doesn’t take a 
customer’s confidentiality agreement seriously.  
Consider this situation – you are assigned to a research and development project in 
support of a well known pharmaceutical company – Big Pharmaceutical Company, Inc. 
The product could be a medical breakthrough and, could potentially generate enormous 
profits for the customer. Everyone associated with the project has signed non-disclosure 
and confidentiality agreements, which also contain significant contractual penalties for 
any violations. Because the project is so interesting, challenging and addresses a leading 
edge technology, a project team member happens to casually mention the customer’s 
name and the general area of research being conducted during a dinner party. 
Unbeknownst to the team member, also in attendance is a person who happens to work 
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with another pharmaceutical company – Not So Big Drug Company.  The team member 
who innocently mentioned Big Pharmaceutical Company, Inc. has violated the 
confidentiality agreement and has potentially put both the customer and your company in 
serious harm.  
If someone does not maintain a customer’s privacy and confidentiality they are not 
maintaining the highest ethical standards. This is also the reason why many companies 
have in place a standard policy directing its employees to never discuss any client 
activities or mention the names of any clients with whom they are working in order to 
prevent even the perception of a breech of confidentiality.   
However, if your company does not have a client confidentiality policy or is silent about 
the issue, generally accepted ethical practices obligate any employee or team members 
to maintain the client’s privacy and confidence. It is only through a strong commitment to 
confidentiality that a project manager can provide the support and help a customer 
expects. From a project perspective, only through the confidence that privacy and 
confidentiality will be maintained will everything else be possible. 
From a project perspective, only through the confidence that privacy and confidentiality 
will be maintained will everything else be possible. 
Customers need to keep their trade secrets, internal activities, processes, and 
procedures out of the hands of their competitors, and in some cases, partners without a 
compelling reason for letting them have access to that information. In an age when 
information means money, any competitive information can mean the difference between 
business success and failure.  To protect sensitive and proprietary information, many 
organizations use a variety of mechanisms such as non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) 
and non-compete clauses, typically signed by employees and representatives of other 
organizations with whom the company may be doing business. 
Some things you and your organization can do to protect a customer’s privacy and 
confidentiality include: 

 Require team members, contractors, associates, and other applicable 
stakeholders to sign nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) or confidentiality 
agreements. It is important that any customer information not be shared with 
anyone who has not signed an NDA or confidentiality agreement, 

 Have a written policy and set of procedures addressing the issue of customer 
confidentiality and how it will be addressed,  

 Communicate expectations of privacy and confidentiality, through company 
policies and procedures that anyone might have access to customer information, 

 Maintain good documentation with regard to the handling of all customer 
documentation including who has access to it, how it will be stored, and how it 
will be maintained,   

 Carefully identify and label customer documents with the appropriate 
confidentiality level. When in doubt, treat all customer information as if it were a 
“trade secret”, 
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 Track the number of customer related documents and who has possession of the 
documents, 

 Limit the amount of copying permitted with respect to customer related 
documents. In some cases, copying may not be permitted or special office 
equipment may be required, 

 Restrict customer information to as few physical locations, branches, or office 
buildings as is appropriate. This may also prohibit the removal of customer 
information from outside of the project location, 

 Always return or shred customer related information when it is no longer needed. 
If shredding or returning the documents is not required, then the information 
should be archived in a safe location with controlled access, 

 Ensure to debrief any team members that leave the team or the organization and 
remind them of their confidentiality agreement. 

In any arrangement, both the project organization and the client organization have a 
shared responsibility to maintain confidentiality. 
Customer organization’s responsibilities: 

 Clearly identify confidential information as soon as it is provided to the project 
team, 

 Treat any information shared by the project manager and his or her organization 
with the same degree of confidentiality, 

 Do not disclose any confidential information relating to the project organization’s 
capabilities, pricing, or resources without written consent or as required by law.  

Project manager’s responsibilities: 
 Clearly identify confidential information as soon as it is provided by the customer, 
 Safeguard all confidential information regarding the client’s project and only use 

the information for the purpose it was provided,  
 Not disclose any confidential information relating to the customer’s capabilities, 

products, or processes or procedures without written consent or as required by 
law. 

A best practice is to treat all clients the same – with the highest standard of 
professionalism and confidentiality. Logic would dictate that a project manager and his or 
her organization make every reasonable attempt to protect customer data and 
information. Understanding that every project, company and situation is different, a 
confidentiality policy should be created and enforced throughout the enterprise from the 
top down.  Obviously if someone is intent on violating a customer’s confidentiality, it is 
virtually impossible to stop them – just as it is almost impossible to prevent any unethical 
behavior. However, the enterprise has an obligation to do whatever it can to protect the 
customer. 
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Intellectual Property 
Just as with maintaining a customer’s privacy and confidentiality, everyone must take 
great care to protect a customer’s intellectual property. The rapid increase in technology, 
especially the Internet, can make the protection of customer information difficult. So much 
information is transmitted and stored electronically, that employee, contractor and 
stakeholder ethics are more important than ever.  
Typically, intellectual property falls into three general categories: 

 New Intellectual Property – Knowledge gained by a contractor, vendor, or 
performing organization as a result of the project activities, which is created as a 
deliverable in the project and the customer paid for developing. This might 
include products, designs, studies, reports, software, hardware, etc. In this case, 
the customer typically owns all rights and privileges, except if it is identified in the 
beginning of the work as a co-development activity. 

 Pre-existing Intellectual Property – Any intellectual property owned by the 
project organization prior to its contractual arrangement with the customer, even 
if it is used in the performance of the project activities. 

 Client’s Intellectual Property – Any intellectual property rights possessed by 
the customer prior to the project and which is provided to the project team to help 
complete project deliverables. 

Regardless of when intellectual property was created or who owns it, you need to take 
care to protect it. This is especially true in cases involving international teams or 
international projects where protection may be more difficult.  
A customer’s business success and longevity is based on products and information they 
may consider proprietary. Protecting a customer’s intellectual property and technical 
expertise depends on you and your team taking appropriate measures to ensure that 
data, trade secrets and patent information are protected 
Obviously the unauthorized physical removal of customer technical information or 
materials – such as drawings, prototypes, or even a list of vendors or strategic customers 
- is unethical, and in many cases probably illegal. But what if a team member simply 
“recalls” the information and documents it at a later date. Have they violated any standard 
regarding the handling of intellectual property? From a legal stand point, without a written 
non-disclosure agreement or a confidentiality agreement perhaps not. From an ethical 
stand point, probably yes.  After all it is impossible to forget what one has been exposed 
to and no law requires an employee or contractor to forget what they know. However, 
there are laws that restrict and govern what someone can do with that knowledge. 
There are four basic methods to protect intellectual property: 
1. Trade Patents – Patents are structured to protect physical products. They provide the 
safest form of protection for a company’s intellectual property; so, if a product can be 
patented, it should be. If not, then a strong market presence or brand identity is critical – 
in which case a trademark may be necessary to clearly identify the source and ownership 
of the product. Patents can be registered in the country of origin and in foreign countries 
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as well. Foreign registration helps to protect a company’s products from international 
competitors. Any involvement with a customer’s activities that may result in a patent, 
project managers, should treat this information as they would any other customer-owned 
asset.  
2. Trade Secrets – Because patents require a company to completely describe the 
product being patented in such detail that someone else could actually produce the 
product, some organizations choose not to patent their product. Instead, the company 
may decide to use “trade secret” instead. 
A trade secret is intellectual property that a company believes other competitors do not 
know and provides the company a competitive advantage over its competitors. In 
addition, the company believes that without detailed information the product cannot be 
reproduced and therefore decides to protect the design, formula, application, or process 
by keeping it a secret.  
For example, Coca-Cola has managed to keep its formula a trade secret since it was 
introduced in 1886. As much as others have tried, no one has been able to reproduce 
Coke’s exact formula and taste. The Coca-Cola Company has been able to protect its 
formula by limiting the number of individuals who have access to the formula, strictly 
enforcing confidentiality and non-disclosure agreements, and securing all trade secret 
information under lock and key. 
Why not a patent? Because a patent would have required Coke to fully document its 
formula and patents have an expiration date, typically 20 years after the patent is 
approved. 
3. Trademarks – A trademark is a symbol, tagline, slogan, or name that is associated 
with a company’s products or services and helps the marketplace clearly understand the 
product’s source. Typically, a trademark is used as a branding technique in order to 
communicate intangible factors such as implied quality, reliability, reputation, etc.  
4. Copyrights – Copyrights protect ideas and original works that are documented in 
physical media, such as documents, books, entertainment media, news outlets, etc.  A 
copyright protects the expression of an idea, but not the idea itself. Whoever owns the 
copyright has unrestricted reproduction and distribution rights as well as the right to 
produce and distribute related works based on the copyrighted material. It is important to 
remember that while a copyright protects how an idea is expressed, it does not protect 
the idea itself. 
Project teams may also find that as part of the relationship with their customers, that they 
might have to share internal sensitive information as well. For example, in order to 
produce and deliver a new product for a client, Do-More Widget, Inc. will utilize its own 
specialized and proprietary material-testing process. Because this process and 
equipment were developed internally, Do-More has an advantage over its competitors. 
Do-More Widget, Inc. needs to share information with its customer regarding how its 
testing process works. Both organizations need to ensure that the proper confidentiality 
and self-protection mechanisms are in place.  
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In addition, there may be a time when you and your customer might collaborate on a 
project from which both of you can benefit after the project is over. Co-development 
between you and the customer can add value, creativity, and present a more cost-
effective solution. Protecting intellectual property and clearly communicating post-project 
rights of both parties is critical, so both organizations need to be clear about who owns 
the finished product and who will own the “property rights.” 
Before considering a co-development activity with a customer, it is advantageous for both 
of you to understand the other’s Intellectual Property policy. Protecting a customer’s 
intellectual property, as well as yours can be achieved by using the following tools: 

 Agreements, 
 Federal, Country, and Local Legal Systems, 
 Physical Security, 
 Accepted Security Standards. 

Because people unknowingly and unwillingly disclose sensitive information simply as a 
result of carelessness, it is critical to be aware of and avoid any type of public disclosure.  
Activities that might jeopardize a customer’s intellectual property include: 

 Sharing Information with someone who is not constrained by a non-disclosure 
agreement, 

 Discussing the project or product as part of a written paper published in a 
newspaper, professional journal, etc.,  

 Discussing an idea or project issue with a colleague, someone mentions a 
project activity as part of a conference presentation, or project information gets 
passed unprotected across the internet or placed on an unprotected web-site, 

 Published pre-prints or abstracts of papers for a scientific meeting or a thesis, 
 Public defense of a thesis or abstract, 
 Discussions on an internet bulletin board or "chat-line". 

Regardless of the source of the intellectual property, it is incumbent upon you to do 
everything you can to prevent exposing that information to others who are not authorized 
to have it.  

Conflicts of Interest 
Every project manager has an obligation to act in the client’s interest. When a project 
manager works closely with a client, especially if the project manager works on-site as 
part of the client’s internal team, the potential for conflicts of interest to arise is almost 
limitless. In many cases, conflicts of interest seem to just happen – they are difficult to 
see coming. You and your team need to be aware of the causes of such conflicts and 
how to avoid them. Conflicts are not necessarily illegal, but can create conditions that 
may lead to unethical actions.  
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Conflicts of interest arise when you, a team member, or other associate receives 
personal benefits as a result of your position. Conflicts are typically created when you 
place yourself in a position where another reasonable person could conclude (or 
perceive) that an activity or relationship might influence your professional judgment or 
behavior conflicting with your duties and responsibilities. 
For example, John is a senior vice president with ABC Company which has a lucrative 
government contract. Senator Mike, the program sponsor, is a key politician who is a 
personal friend of V.P. John and who owns a retirement portfolio that contains shares of 
ABC Company. Senator Mike also serves on the committee responsible for approving the 
program under contract. V.P. John becomes aware of other potential programs that have 
come before Senator Mike’s funding committee that could affect ABC Company. One of 
the potential programs is expected be awarded to XYZ, Inc. a major subcontractor to 
ABC Company. If XYZ, Inc. gets the contract it will limit XYZ, Inc.’s ability to support other 
ABC projects, thereby potentially reducing ABC Company’s competitive position. As a 
result, V.P. John considers trying to influence Senator Mike’s decision. Both Senator 
Mike and V.P. John face a conflict of interest, and potentially an illegal act. 
There are several things to consider regarding conflicts of interest.  First, the role of each 
stakeholder carries with it specific responsibilities, expectations, and requirements which 
can easily create a potential for conflict. Because every stakeholder is involved in multiple 
business relationships, some of those relationships may become very close and 
personal. The closer the relationship between stakeholders and the more open the 
environment, the more difficult it is to resist, object, argue, or in the extreme, say no to a 
stakeholder request – especially with customers. After all, every team member wants to 
make sure customer’s needs and desires are satisfied.  
It is generally safe to assume that at one time or another everyone will face a conflict of 
interest.  While most conflicts of interest are not illegal, it is important to understand that 
some might be.  It is this type of conflict that can get you into trouble. In some cases, 
even the perception of a conflict of interest can create trouble.  It will benefit everyone to 
aggressively avoid even the appearances of a conflict of interest. A perceived conflict of 
interest, even when project decisions are not affected by the conflict, can be as injurious 
to your reputation and can affect a customer’s trust and confidence just as easily as can 
a real conflict of interest. 
The Project Management Institute (PMI) expects every member to uphold the highest 
ethical and technical standards. The same standard should be considered regardless of 
whether one is a member or not. Everyone should exercise their best judgment when it 
comes to protecting and maintaining the best interests of client. After all, isn’t the 
customer the reason for the project in the first place? Acting in the client’s best interest 
means avoiding activities that might place your interests in conflict with those of the 
customer, such as making decisions that might create a financial benefit to you but takes 
unfair advantage of the client.  
Remember all project manager-customer relationships are built on some degree of trust 
as demonstrated by mutual loyalty, good faith, harmony, and commitment. One of the 
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fastest ways to undermine that trust is through a conflict of interest – whether real or 
perceived.  
It is also important to realize that conflicts of interest may be financial or non-financial. A 
conflict may be caused by giving and receiving gifts (personal or monetary,) business 
relationships, personal relationships, and as other activities.  

Sue is working on a project that requires support from an outside contractor. 
As part of the customer’s project team Sue has been asked to provide 
technical support in the evaluation of potential vendors. One of the potential 
vendor companies is owned by Mary, a distant relative of Sue’s. While Sue 
and Mary are not close, they do see each other a couple of times per year 
during family holiday gatherings. Because of the personal relationship with 
Mary, Sue has a conflict of interest and should make the conflict known to the 
customer and perhaps excuse herself from providing any evaluation of the 
potential vendors.  

In the scenario above, an actual conflict of interest exists - Sue has a personal interest 
that could influence her professional responsibilities. The conflict exists whether or not 
Sue’s judgment is actually influenced by the relationship and regardless of whether Sue 
obtains personal benefit from the relationship. 
Even if it has been several years since Sue and Mary have seen each other, the mere 
fact that they are distantly related may present the perception of a conflict of interest 
because a third person could logically believe that the relationship might influence Sue.   
Every team member is responsible to determine if a conflict of interest situation exists. 
When necessary the project sponsor, the human resources department, and even the 
customer can provide guidance regarding conflicts of interest. For the sake of the 
customer and maintaining the highest degree of ethical standards, if there is even a 
doubt as to whether a conflict of interest exists, it is best practice to err on the side of 
caution. 
In addition, customers also need to be aware of anything that might create a conflict for 
you. As business relationships become more complex, some conflicts of interest may 
occur due to actions of the customer and not necessarily through the actions of you or 
your organization.  For example, conflict of interest issues have become more common 
with the growing number of corporate mergers and acquisitions. Potential conflicts could 
arise if one of your major customers were to be acquired by a competitor. 
In most cases, interest conflicts can be resolved simply by acknowledging that the conflict 
exists and documenting the specifics of the conflict. But what if it cannot be resolved 
effectively? On some rare occasions the most ethical thing to do would be to either 
remove yourself from participating on a project or make the decision to actually drop a 
customer if they are the source of the conflict. 
When considering whether or not a conflict exists, the following questions should be 
considered: 

 How would I feel about the situation if the positions were reversed?  
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 Could my or another stakeholder’s reputation or position be affected because of 
the conflict of interest and the resulting decisions and actions?  

 Could the conflict generate any future personal benefits that could create doubt 
on my objectivity? 

 If I participate in an activity or decision, would I be concerned about what others 
would think if the conflict became known to the general public? 

 Could a fair and reasonable third party logically believe that I was influenced by 
personal interest in performing my duty? 

When you believe that a conflict of interest might exist, what should you do? The obvious 
first step should be to document the potential conflict and seek the advice of a supervisor, 
project sponsor, the human resources department, or the ethics officer, if available.  
Not all conflicts of interest are serious enough to require replacing someone or 
terminating the relationship with the customer. Many conflicts may be so minor that they 
warrant nothing more than documenting the conflict and making it known to other 
appropriate stakeholders who are involved in project decisions. 

Non-Solicitation Contract Clauses 
Consider this situation – a company has assigned one its best project managers (you) to 
a long-term project for an important client. The project is not only interesting but has 
many professional challenges. You see a potential opportunity for this project to be 
professionally and personally enhancing so you approach the client about the possibility 
of becoming a full-time employee on the client’s staff. In a similar situation, the client 
company makes the initial move and directly approaches you to join its staff while the 
contract is still in effect. Both of these scenarios present one of a company’s greatest 
concerns – the loss of a staff member to a client while under contract to that client.  
For this reason, many organizations will insert client non-solicitation and non-hire clauses 
into its contracts restricting a client or customer from providing or offering employment to 
the supplier’s current employees. Non-solicitation clauses are structured to prevent a 
client from attempting to hire away its employees.  No-hire clauses are structured to keep 
a client from hiring any of the provider’s employees who may be actively looking for 
employment. Of the two, the non-solicitation clause is the more difficult to prove. In 
addition, a non-hire restriction is not necessarily implied in a non-solicitation clause. As a 
result, many companies will include both clauses in both the client’s contract and the 
employee’s employment agreement.  Non-solicitation and non-hire clauses are very 
common in professional services and consulting contracts.   
Most non-solicitation agreements are generally enforced for a period of 12 to 24 months.  
Many companies will also include a fee or penalty in a customer’s contract or consulting 
arrangement that will be enforced if an associate is hired by the client during the non-
solicitation period. These penalties may be anywhere from 25 percent to 100 percent of 
the associates current annual wages. A customer or client who tries to hire away or 
entice a company’s associates to leave might not violate a contractual agreement, 
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depending upon how restrictive it is and the contractual language, but by doing so is very 
likely to cross ethical lines. 
The previous scenarios were relatively straight forward. Now consider another scenario – 
Supplier A and Client B have agreed to a three-year contract under which Supplier A 
would provide computer consulting and maintenance services. The contract states that 
Client B would not hire any of Supplier A’s associates for 24 months after the contract 
ends, regardless of the reason for the contract termination. Six months into the contract 
period, Client B hires one of Supplier A’s computer engineers. However, in this case the 
computer engineer did not do any work on the contract with Client B and did not even 
become an employee of Supplier A until after the contract with Client B was executed.    
Was this a violation of the contractual agreement? Maybe not, but remember ethics is 
doing the right thing regardless of the consequences. A contractual agreement is not only 
a legal agreement, but it also implies a degree of trust and commitment. The actual 
contract is “the letter of the law” but there is also an implied “spirit” that all parties are 
expected to follow.  

Ethics, Gifts, and Hospitality 
There are many phrases and sayings that have been handed down over the years – 
beware of [stakeholders] bearing gifts,” “if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is,” 
“nothing in life is free,” etc. You must take great care when considering whether or not to 
give a gift to or receive a gift from a client. It can be a dangerous. The bottom line is that 
anything intended to influence a decision or outcome is probably bad. Gifts that place 
another stakeholder in a potential conflict of interest are generally regarded as 
inappropriate. It is safer for you to refuse any amenity or hospitality unless it is absolutely 
certain that no other stakeholder would infer the existence of an inappropriate 
relationship. In all business situations, it is better to be straight forward in all business 
dealings. 
Organizations need to make sure they clearly communicate to their employees what is 
and is not considered appropriate with respect to client related gifts and hospitality. 
Ethical issues arise when a person or organization solicits, accepts or keeps anything 
that results in a personal benefit to or from a client or customer. A personal benefit 
includes things such as gifts, gratuities, favors, additional services, loans, or other 
monetary compensation, not specifically expressed in contractual agreements or 
generally accepted business practices. In other words, don’t take anything that is not 
direct compensation for the contracted work. Regardless of value, gifts or hospitality 
should not be accepted if they are provided in the form of cash or cash equivalents, such 
as gift certificates) or if they are provided as discounts and rebates not generally 
available to everyone else. 
In most cases, gifts of a reasonable nature and based on close “non-business” personal 
relationships where it would be obvious to a third party that the motivating factor is clearly 
the personal relationship and not the business relationship would not normally be 
considered unethical. 
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In addition, gift giving should not be viewed negatively when it is considered part of 
“normal” business expenses or proper business decorum. Gift giving, when done 
appropriately, is a gesture of respect and recognition and is a means of acknowledging a 
person’s value, dignity, or position, such as giving a gift and showing hospitality to 
acknowledging someone’s contribution to the completion of a successful activity. 
The practice of gift giving is not negative and is not necessarily a bad thing, the way 
bribery is. However, gift giving does have the potential for misuse in that it could lead to 
favoritism and conflicts of interest. That is why most corporations set a logical limit 
regarding gifts. Gift giving, when approached sensibly and ethically, is a great tool for 
building goodwill. It is important that you periodically review your organization’s gift giving 
policy to make sure it is within acceptable guidelines and does not create the potential for 
ethics violations.  
Doing business in this global environment can create special ethics problems. In some 
business environments and foreign countries, the giving of gifts can be an expensive and 
elaborate part of the business process. The key is deciding where an acceptable 
recognition or thank you gesture ends and undue influence or bribery begins. Where do 
you draw the line – Lunch? Entertainment? Holiday gifts? 
Consider the practices used by many sales and marketing professionals in business 
today. Expensive meals, free trips, tickets to entertainment events and other similar gifts 
are given frequently as a means to persuade or influence someone’s judgment or 
conduct. How would these expenditures be viewed by the various stakeholders if they 
helped achieve a desired business objective such as increased profit, increased 
efficiency, etc? Would these extravagant gifts be viewed the same if they resulted in a 
negative impact to objectives? Probably not. So, once again, what is the real driver – 
ethics or profit? 
Another factor to consider when providing gifts and demonstrating hospitality in a 
physical manner is the subtle issue of “obligation.” Consider the simple act of offering a 
hand shake. The other person almost feels obligated to receive the gesture, even if they 
do not like or even respect the person offering the hand to be shaken. In just about every 
business environment and culture, it is virtually impossible to accept a favor or gift, 
regardless of how large or small, without incurring some form of obligation. 
An obligation is simply something that binds you to someone or something else due to a 
sense of duty, promise, custom, contract, or law, moral or social ties, etc. Even without 
being directly told, most people subconsciously feel that they owe the other person 
something when they receive a gift or favor, even if they don’t feel comfortable about it. 
They now feel an obligation or duty to “repay the debt.” Remember the Academy Award 
winning film, “The Godfather?” Everyone who came to Don Corleone generally received 
the favor they requested. But, each favor granted came with a price, an obligation, which 
was almost always more than the cost of the favor granted. 
You need to be careful in how you show appreciation and demonstrate the value of 
clients. By establishing, communicating, and enforcing an organizational policy regarding 
gifts and hospitality, an enterprise can help its stakeholders avoid getting themselves into 
situations where they might compromise their own ethics or the ethics of the enterprise. 
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If a gift or show of hospitality does not appear to be excessive or unreasonable, some 
organizations will allow the exchange of gifts and hospitality between the organization 
and its customers if they fall into general areas such as: 

 A reasonable value and related to a commonly recognized holiday or occasion – 
for example, a promotion, wedding, birth of a child, or religious holiday or 
ceremony, 

 Normal business courtesy that includes nothing more than what is considered an 
ordinary amenity. For example – a client is having an after-hours golf outing or 
attending an athletic event. An on-site project manager has been invited to 
participate as a guest of the client. The key is that there needs to be a clear and 
logical business tie, 

 Civic, charitable, educational, professional awards, for recognition of service and 
accomplishments - for example, a client is being recognized at a business 
awards banquet for work done on a community-related project. You were a key 
part of the project team as a sub-contractor and have been invited to the awards 
ceremony as the guest of the client. 

Because the “reasonable value” of gifts, meals or other forms of hospitality generally 
depends on the situation and the specific details, a commonly accepted guideline to use 
is, “Can the gift, meal, or hospitality benefit received be considered a normal business 
expense?” Again, if in doubt, then it is better to take the conservative position and refuse 
the gift or contact the local ethics officer, accounting office, or human resources office. 

Ethics and the Client - Key Thoughts for Your 
Consideration 
 A good ethics program helps align project team behaviors with the values of the 

company and the client. 
 It is your responsibility to ensure that your customer is treated ethically by providing a 

true solution that addresses their real need, protecting their confidentiality and 
proprietary information, avoiding conflicts of interest, and avoiding undue influence 
through the use of inappropriate gifts and hospitality. 

 Customers need to feel that they are getting value relative to their goals. 
 Customers want project managers that are ethical and trustworthy, and they want to 

believe that their relationship with you and your organization is based on integrity and 
honesty. 

 An ethical project manager displays as much honesty and integrity as they do project 
management and technical skills. 

 The customer’s perception of your integrity, honesty, and personal and professional 
ethics begins as soon as you make first contact. 

 A client’s feeling that their privacy and confidentiality will be maintained is critical to 
your ability to do your job. 
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 If your company does not have a client confidentiality policy use common sense and 
generally accepted ethical practices to maintain the client’s privacy and confidence. 

 It is a best practice to require team members, contractors, associates, and other 
applicable stakeholders to sign nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) or confidentiality 
agreements to protect stakeholder interests. 

 Intellectual property typically falls into three general categories – new, pre-existing, 
and client owned. 

 There are four basic methods to protect intellectual property – trade patents, trade 
secrets, trademarks, copyrights. 

 Because people unknowingly and unwillingly disclose sensitive information simply as 
a result of carelessness, it is critical to be aware of and avoid any type of public 
disclosure. 

 A customer’s business success and longevity is based on products and information 
they may consider proprietary. 

 Conflicts of interest arise when you, a team member, or other associate receives 
personal benefits as a result of your position. 

 If a project manager works on-site as part of the client’s internal team, the potential 
for conflicts of interest to arise is almost limitless and must be carefully guarded 
against. 

 Everyone faces a potential conflict of interest sooner or later. 
 All project manager-customer relationships are built on some degree of trust as 

demonstrated by mutual loyalty, good faith, harmony, and commitment. One of the 
fastest ways to undermine that trust is through a conflict of interest – whether real or 
perceived. 

 Many conflicts of interest can be resolved simply by acknowledging that the conflict 
exists and documenting the specifics of the conflict. 

 Many organizations attach client non-solicitation and non-hire clauses to their 
contracts restricting a client or customer from providing or offering employment to 
their current employees. 

 Non-solicitation clauses are structured to prevent a client from attempting to hire 
away a provider’s employees. 

 No-hire clauses are structured to keep a client from hiring any of the provider’s 
employees who may be actively looking for employment. 

 You need to make sure that you clearly communicate to your team members what is 
and is not considered appropriate with respect to client related gifts and hospitality. 

 Doing business in a global environment can create special ethics problems because 
in some business environments and foreign countries gift giving and hospitality can 
be an expensive and elaborate component of a business relationship. 
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 Be careful with when accepting a gift, because it is virtually impossible to accept a 
favor or gift, regardless of how large or small, without incurring some form of 
obligation. 

 It is usually better to take the safe position and refuse a gift or contact the local ethics 
officer, accounting office, or human resources office whenever you are uncertain 
about accepting a gift or show of hospitality. 

Review Questions 
The following review questions will assist you in developing comprehension of the 
material contained in this course module.  Answer the following questions in a separate 
notebook.  
1. How does a good ethics program help you with respect to your client or customer? 
2. What are some basic ways you can treat your customer ethically?  
3. Briefly describe an ethical approach to finding a solution to a customer’s problems?  
4. What is meant by “bait and switch?  
5. What types of behaviors can make a customer believe that you are not interested in 

providing them with the best solution to meet their needs?  
6. If a customer does not believe that you are really interested in their needs, how might 

this affect how they work with you?  
7. Why is it important to stay current on your job skills and abilities?  
8. What is meant by the phrase, “Loose lips sink ships?”  
9. If your company does not have a client confidentiality policy what should you do?  
10. List five things you can do to protect your client’s confidentiality.   
11. What are some of the things the client should do with respect to giving and receiving 

confidential information?  
12. List and briefly describe the three general intellectual property categories.   
13. What are four basic methods to protect intellectual property?  
14. What is a “trade secret” and how does it differ from a patent?  
15. Does a copyright protect ideas?  
16. You and your client decide to collaborate on a product. You both can profit from the 

product once it is released. What should you and you client do to protect the 
information?  

17. What are some situations that might affect your ability to protect intellectual property? 
18. You own a large amount of stock in Company X, a competitor of Company Z. Your 

company has received a project management support contract with Company Z. You 
have been assigned to support Company Z on a significant new product 
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development project.  The product, if successful, could have a very positive affect on 
Company Z’s stock and move it ahead of Company X. What should you do?   

19. What is a conflict of interest?  
20. When working closely with a client, there is always the possibility of getting very close 

to the customer and beginning to think like the customer. Why is this an issue for 
some project managers?  

21. What do you do if a conflict of interest cannot be addressed simply by declaring it and 
making your client and your management aware of it?  

22. What are some basic questions that you can ask yourself and your project team to 
prevent conflicts of interests? 

23. You work for Company A. You are working as an on-site contract project manager 
with Company B. A senior manager from Company B likes your work and invites you 
to come on as a full-time employee. What contract clause is this manager likely to 
have violated?  

24. Gift acceptance can create problems for you as the project manager. Are all gifts 
considered to be unacceptable? If so, why? If no, why not?  

25. When could a gift be viewed as an “obligation?” What issues could this create for you 
as the project manager?  

26. What might be considered acceptable criteria for giving gifts or showing hospitality to 
a client or other stakeholder? 

Case Study  
The following case study will assist you in application of the material contained in this 
course module.  Following the case reading, complete the corresponding questions.  
Document answers for this case in your notebook. 
Denise and Sharon are junior project management consultants with PMs-R-Us, a large 
project management training, consulting, and enterprise solutions provider. Because the 
project management industry is so competitive, the major performance measures within 
PMs-R-Us, are utilization rate (the number of billable hours actually charged to a client) 
and revenue generation. Denise and Sharon are both being considered for a promotion 
as a result of a recent vacancy becoming available.   
One of Denise’s former clients, Robert Jones of Jones Fasteners - a family owned 
business that makes specialized fasteners for the hardware industry - comes by the office 
to talk with Denise about upgrading their project management software. In addition, 
Robert wants to acquire some follow-up training and consulting support.  Denise is out of 
the office for a few days working with another client, so Sharon offers to provide 
assistance to Robert. Robert really wants to work with Denise because of their prior 
relationship. 
Because Sharon sees an opportunity to step up and make a huge sale, she tells Robert 
that the two of them can start working together to define his requirements; then she will 
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work with Denise to transition the work over to her when she returns. Since maximizing 
billable hours and generating revenue are stressed as prime factors in determining 
promotions, Sharon convinces Robert to buy an upgrade package with follow-on support 
services, saying that this is the latest available upgrade. What Sharon does not tell 
Robert is that a new better package is soon to be released that will provide greater 
capability, for about the same price as the currently available upgrade. Sharon sees the 
potential of not only making this sale, but a follow-on sale when the new upgrade is 
actually released. 
When Denise returned from her trip, Sharon does not say anything about Robert’s visit 
and the current contract. Two weeks later, Denise runs into Robert at a local restaurant 
during lunch. She smiles and greets him with a smile and a cheerful “Hi” only to have him 
respond rather coolly. Curious about his response, Denise later calls Robert to see how 
things are going. Robert proceeded to give Denise an earful about how he has been 
treated poorly by PMs-R-Us and sold a package that was not the latest upgrade as he 
had been promised, and that he expected Denise to have contacted him regarding the 
follow-on support. Denise apologized for what had happened and promised to make it 
right. After she hung up, Denise sat at her desk for several minutes trying to compose 
herself. 
When she approached Sharon to find out what happened, Sharon tells her about the 
initial transaction and claims that she simply forgot to tell Denise about the visit. Denise is 
furious.  Sharon then tells Denise that when Robert comes back into the office that she 
will send him to her.  But Denise angrily replies that a client who feels used is not likely to 
generate repeat business. 
Consider the following questions: 
1. What were the contributing factors to Sharon’s behavior toward the client?  
2. Was Sharon’s behavior unethical? If so, why? If not, why not? 
3. How did Sharon’s actions negatively impact everyone involved, especially the client? 
4. What should Denise do regarding Sharon’s actions? 
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Module 5 – Ethics and Your Business Environment 
One of the most fundamental management principles is that if a certain behavior is 
desired, then it should be reinforced. If you want to promote ethical behavior within your 
organization, you must lead the way and accept responsibility for holding yourself and 
your team members accountable. However, not every enterprise is guided by leaders and 
managers with strong moral and ethical value systems. If leaders are viewed by other 
stakeholders as acting in ways that are contrary to published ethical standards or policies 
their credibility will be diminished.  
In such cases, laws, rules, and regulations that drive everyone toward doing what is right 
may be required. In some cases, it might make sense for an enterprise to assign an 
“ethics officer” or some comparable position whose job it is to structure an organization’s 
ethics framework and identify unethical or illegal practices. This internal resource would 
be able to address the ethical concerns or questions from team members regarding 
organization practices.  It is important that this person remain independent, be in a 
hierarchical position to be able to deal with all organizational levels, and report to a 
governance body of neutral members some of whom will most likely be key external 
stakeholders such as a board.  
There are many common business areas that can raise potential ethics issues for 
employees and the organization such as employment contracts, the giving and receiving 
of gifts and favors, the use and protection of company assets, and being socially 
responsible citizens. 

Non-Compete Contract Clauses/Non-
Solicitation/Gifts/Hospitality 
Employment contracts and work agreements often contain some type of guidelines, 
policies, or conduct standards for employees. Typically, these are documented in 
employment agreements and other internal documents.  One thing that needs to be clear 
up front is that employment contracts that contain non-compete clauses and non-
solicitation agreements are not unethical.  
In fact, if properly written so that they are fair and reasonable while protecting the 
interests of each party, they can be valuable tools for ensuring that ethical boundaries are 
maintained.  
The same principle applies regarding the proper use of gifts and showing hospitality.  
Gifts are not necessarily a bad thing, it’s the type of gift and the intent for which it is given 
that is often the issue.   

Non-compete clauses 
A non-compete clause is an attempt by an employer to prevent an employee from 
“competing” with them or at least place some limitations on their ability to compete. 
However, many non-compete and non-solicitation clauses may be unenforceable if they 
are too broadly written. 
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Most employees feel they have no choice but to sign non-compete agreements either 
before they are hired in order to get the desired job or after they are hired in order to keep 
their job. In many cases, employees believe they have little or no leverage in negotiating 
a non-compete agreement or they are unwilling to jeopardize the job opportunity. As a 
result, the hiring company generally tries to use the situation to its advantage. Is this 
practice fair, reasonable, ethical, moral? 
The legal system will often look first at how fair and reasonable the time and geographic 
restrictions of a non-compete clause are.  Courts often consider the following factors to 
determine if a non-competition agreement is enforceable: 

 Is the length of time the restrictions are to be enforced fair and reasonable – is 
the restriction for 12 to 24 months or longer? In some industries, absence from 
the industry for more than 12 months could be detrimental to your ability to 
maintain your skills? 

 Does the agreement contain geographic boundaries, such as limiting competition 
from a specific city or region or does it try to limit competition globally?  

 Do legitimate interests of the employer require protection such as proprietary or 
confidential business or sales information that could be detrimental to the 
company’s business position if it was made available to a competitor?  

 Is the employer simply trying to eliminate what would be considered “normal” or 
“ordinary” competition or is the employer trying to eliminate competition that 
could significantly harm the employer if it occurs?  

 Does the non-compete agreement suppress your inherent talents, skills, and 
experience?  For example, you are a research scientist with a special skill. Are 
you likely to lose that skill if you are not actively involved in your field of study? 

 What is the source of your skills and competencies and how long were you 
employed? Were your skills developed during your period of employment or did 
you come into the company with a set of skills?   

 Is the benefit to the employer disproportionate to the harm caused to you? For 
example, a 24 month non-compete requirement may limit your job opportunities 
and may cause a financial hardship to you, but your employment with another 
company will have no real impact on your employer. 

 Related to the issue of geography, where will you live and work? Where does the 
new employer have business operations? For example, you are working on a 
project that requires extensive travel. You get a new opportunity with a 
competitor in your home town which will require little or no travel.  

 Is the new employer a direct competitor or is the non-compete simply a minor 
effort as a result of the main employment opportunity? For example, you have 
been working as an engineer with Company X. You take a job with a company as 
a sales representative which is a subdivision of Company Y (the Competitor.)  
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 What is the degree of potential harm that could be caused to the company such 
as lost sales, damaged customer relationships and goodwill, lost opportunities, 
etc? 

One way to help maintain ethical behavior on both sides (you and your company) is for 
you to transition off of your current assignments as quickly as possible especially if you 
are likely to be exposed to additional project, customer, or company information. In some 
cases, this might require that you be reassigned, or in others to transition out of the 
company immediately. However, the company also needs to do what is ethically and 
morally right in that if you can be reassigned without the possibility of harm to the 
company, then allowing you to continue working through the transition period is the right 
thing to do. 
The question then arises as to what is legal versus what is ethical. Can an employer 
force you to sign a non-compete agreement if you want to retain the current or potential 
jobs? What if the employer gives the employee only two choices – sign the agreement 
and keep your job or don’t sign and look for employment elsewhere? If the agreement is 
not overly broad or ambiguous then it may very well be legal and if signed by you is likely 
hold up in court. But is the employer being ethical by forcing you to sign the agreement, 
even if the employer has nothing substantial to gain by requiring the non-compete 
agreement, especially if you are not a manager or a key employee? Obviously the higher 
up the management chain you are, perhaps the greater the ethical position of the 
company. It becomes even more of an ethics issue if the employer selectively enforces 
its non-compete agreements when people leave.  
But what if you sign a non-compete agreement and decide to leave the company to go 
work for a competitor? Are they violating an ethical standard? Theoretically, you might be 
because you committed to a “contract.” When faced with choice of adhering to the non-
compete agreement and perhaps losing a wonderful career opportunity which could 
benefit your family or violating the agreement and potentially facing legal action, a 
decision must be made. You are now faced with an “ethical dilemma.”  

Non-solicitation clauses  
As in a similar scenario presented earlier, consider this– one of your best engineers has 
been working on a long-term project for an important client and decides to leave your 
company and go to work for the customer as a full-time employee. The project is 
interesting, has many professional challenges, and provides great opportunity for career 
growth. The engineer sees potential opportunity not only for him or her self, but believes 
the new company could provide professional and personal growth opportunities for other 
colleagues as well. As a result, additional project team members are encouraged by the 
engineer to join the new company.  
This scenario presents an issue for your company – not only do you stand to lose a 
skilled engineer to a client, but you could potentially lose other skilled team members as 
well. Besides the negative impact to your company, this scenario also could create an 
ethical dilemma for the engineer, especially if he or she has signed an employment 
contract that contains a non-solicitation clause. Does the engineer actively seek team 
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members from your company, knowing that they could benefit from the change? Does he 
or she tell the former colleagues “No” when asked if their resumes could be submitted to 
the new company?  
For this reason, many organizations will insert non-solicitation clauses in employment 
contracts restricting anyone leaving the organization from seeking employment with a 
client or soliciting any current employees, generally for a period of 12 to 24 months.   
Just like a non-compete agreement, the issue is normally not the fact that a non-
solicitation clause is in the employment agreement. The issue is generally about how 
restrictive the agreement is and the employee’s willingness to adhere to the agreement. 
Trying to actively pursue employment opportunities with a former customer or to actively 
recruit a colleague are most likely violations of the employment agreement and by doing 
so not only crosses ethical lines, but possibly legal lines as well. 

Gifts and hospitality 
Just as with clients and customers, gifts and hospitality can create ethical issues.  As an 
employee of a company, you must still take care when considering whether or not to give 
a gift to or receive a gift from a colleague or a vendor. Again, anything that is given with 
the primary intent of trying to influence a decision or outcome is likely to challenge ethical 
boundaries.  
Companies need to clearly communicate what is and is not considered appropriate with 
respect to gifts and hospitality. It is generally improper for a manager to give an 
extravagant gift to an employee and visa versa. In some companies it is also forbidden 
for an employee to accept gifts from vendors or suppliers unless that gift has been 
approved by internal management. 
Gifts and showing hospitality when done appropriately, can be seen simply as a gesture 
of respect and recognition, and should not be viewed negatively when it is considered 
part of “normal” business expenses or proper business decorum.  Remember that giving 
a small gift and showing hospitality is an easy way to publicly acknowledge someone’s 
contribution to the organization’s success, enhance morale, and build goodwill. Again, the 
key is deciding where an acceptable recognition or thank you gesture ends and undue 
influence begins. 
A company can help its employees avoid ethically compromising situations if it clearly 
documents, communicates, and enforces standards of conduct regarding gifts and 
hospitality. 

Using and Protecting Company Assets 
You cannot forget that you are primarily a steward of your company’s assets. A steward 
is someone who oversees the affairs of a specific group or business function. A steward 
has the responsibility of managing someone else’s property or handling their financial 
affairs. Isn’t that exactly what you do as a project manager? 
As a steward, what responsibilities do you have to key stakeholders, especially to project 
owners and executive managers?   
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Consider the following: 
 Maximizing shareholder value, 
 Minimizing business and technical risk, 
 Using project resources efficiently and effectively, 
 Ensuring that team members are engaging only in legal and ethical activities, 
 Working to prevent the sharing of inside or sensitive information,  
 Being socially aware and sensitive to the local community and environment at 

large.  
One of the most common areas where unethical behavior is demonstrated is in the area 
of managing company assets. Every organization has tangible assets - facilities, 
equipment, money, people and intangible assets - information, time, and its reputation.  

Company  
Companies have both tangible and intangible assets that can be used and abused for 
personal gain, power and status, greed, or a feeling of entitlement. Sometimes the 
inappropriate use of company assets is planned and the result of malicious intent; other 
times it is the result of carelessness, neglect, or a belief that it is for the good of the 
company. For example, you need to complete a critical project assignment outside of 
normal working hours and violate a company policy prohibiting the removal of documents 
and equipment from company facilities. Your intention is good, but the act itself would, in 
the strictest sense, be unethical. 
The enterprise has invested its own time, money, and resources in order to acquire the 
assets necessary which enable it to become a viable business. All employees have an 
obligation to exercise common sense when using and safeguarding company resources.   
Obviously not everything regarding the use of company assets creates an ethical 
dilemma. Remember a dilemma is created when there are possible alternatives and you 
must choose one of the alternatives. Stealing, endangering the health and safety of 
another associate, intentional harassment, and alcohol or substance abuse are all wrong 
and either directly or indirectly leads to a misuse of company assets. It is important to 
also remember violations with respect to information, data, times and other “intangibles.” 
Assume you are working on a large project that appears to be well funded. Periodically 
you help yourself to office supplies for personal use – a couple of $1.00 ink pens, 10 
folders worth about 25 cents each, 2 or 3 pads of paper valued at $2.50 each, and the list 
could continue. What harm can it do, after all the project and the company can afford it, 
can’t they? After all, it’s only about $12.00 worth of stuff. What is the big deal? 
In the grand scheme, it might not seem like much – after all they are only small things; 
but the fact is, the unauthorized use of company and client paid materials is stealing. 
And, what if all 30 team members did the same thing? The loss would be $360.00. As 
this continues to happen and the resources need to be replaced, funds are consumed 
taking vital resource away from other crucial project work. 
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As discussed earlier, a dilemma that might arise is if the perpetrator of the “crime” is a 
close friend, a supervisor, another associate because one or more ethical values could 
be put in conflict. However, it is still the responsibility of every team member to ensure 
the integrity and proper handling of company, project, and client assets.  
Consider some of the following examples of improper management of company assets: 

 Misusing company time – pretending to be sick when you are actually healthy, 
conducting personal business on company time, using company equipment or 
materials for personal reasons, making personal long distance phone calls on 
company telephones, regularly arriving late, leaving early, or taking extended 
lunches.  

 The unauthorized removal of information and data –information is literally 
taken outside of the company’s facility. The information may be in the form of 
hard documents, data stored on a disk, or files sent via electronic means. 
Because the information is now external to the enterprise, its release could 
create problems for the company.   

 Misappropriation of information – this is a form of unauthorized removal 
except the information or data does not physically leave the premises. 
Misappropriation involves gaining access to information and either getting a copy 
or “mental picture” of the information and then either using the information for 
personal gain or making it available to someone else to use against the 
organization.  

 Violation of client privacy through the release of proprietary or sensitive data 
that has been entrusted to the company for project and other business purposes, 
such as business objectives, financial data, employee data, etc. 

Each of the above examples varies in severity, but all are examples of unethical practices 
commonly found in most business environments. Regardless of why company assets are 
inappropriately taken or used, it is an unethical act which ultimately has a negative affect 
on company success and competitive position through the loss of things such as 
productivity, resources, job satisfaction, and quality, etc. 
You have an obligation to your employer to adhere to the organization’s values, 
standards and code of ethics. What it really comes down to is that if company assets are 
being wrongfully used or abused, whether tangible or intangible, you are ethically bound 
to do the best you can to protect them. 

Ethics and Social Responsibility 
The primary purpose of any project is to meet the customer’s needs. Only by satisfying 
the needs of your customer can you survive and prosper.  Projects are critical to you 
being able to serve the needs of your customers while achieving your own strategic and 
operational objectives. Organizations can only survive by cooperating with their primary 
stakeholders (customers, vendors, employees, shareholders) and significant secondary 
stakeholders (regulatory agencies, governing bodies, the local community etc.)  
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Because it is doing business in the marketplace, a company is always considered to be a 
member of the community - either directly or indirectly. As a result, an enterprise must 
continually be cognizant of the community’s values and standards and apply sound 
judgment when assessing the potential impact of its products and services on the 
members of that community. From a long-term perspective, no enterprise can operate if 
its basic culture, values, and ethical behaviors are not compatible with those of the 
community in which it operates. Then, to what degree should an organization be “socially 
responsible?” For example, although products such as tobacco, alcohol, and similar 
products are legal, should a company knowingly make them available to those who would 
abuse them?   
A socially responsible business works hard to maintain the public’s trust and confidence.  
It also understands that to violate that trust for the sake of a short-term profit can have 
long-term detrimental effects. Socially responsible businesses follow business strategies 
that contribute to community growth, safe working environments for their employees, safe 
products, and quality service. 

Partners, Suppliers, and Service Providers 
No company can survive in a vacuum. All organizations need to rely on establishing and 
maintaining good working relationships with their vendors, strategic partners, and other 
service providers. Do you have an ethical responsibility to these stakeholders? The 
answer is obvious – YES.  
How do you maintain an ethical position with your suppliers and vendors? First, treat 
them all fairly. Most business communities and industries are relatively small. If you are 
fair and respectful to your vendors, partners, and suppliers you gain a reputation that will 
enhance your standing in the business community, which leads to additional business. 
On the other hand, if you use unfair or unethical business practices, such as trying to 
cheat a partner out of due profit, it doesn’t take long before the word spreads throughout 
the rest of the industry. After all, this is a rather small world. 
As mentioned earlier, gifts and gratuities are common in some business environments. It 
is important that gifts and gratuities from vendors and suppliers be controlled. If your 
company does not have a written policy regarding project team members receiving gifts 
from vendors, it may be necessary to establish one. It is important to maintain a position 
that does not create a conflict of interest or indicate any type of impropriety.   
Partners and vendors will often need to share with you their intellectual property and 
proprietary data, such as pricing information and perhaps sensitive product data. This 
information may need to be shared with you so that they can provide your project with the 
products and services you need or desire. Obviously since you will most likely need to 
share some of your own proprietary information or intellectual property with them as well, 
you expect the same consideration in how they handle your sensitive data. It is quite 
logical and practical for both of you to sign non-disclosure agreements or similar legal 
documents to protect yourselves and your assets.  
However, remember no document can prevent anyone from acting illegally and 
unethically; but it will provide some degree of protection. 
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Community, Government, and the Environment 
What about the community at large?  Should the enterprise assume any responsibility to 
the community, the local government, and the members of that community? Most people 
would probably say yes. But what does that mean?  
Generally speaking, companies owe it to their employees and customers to be good 
corporate citizens. Good citizenship includes:  

 Compliance with local laws – All companies are subject to federal/country, 
state/provincial, and municipal laws. You may not fully understand or agree with 
the laws, but you must still abide by them. Companies should also consider the 
generally accepted customs of the area within which they operate. For example, 
a local community has enacted a noise abatement ordinance which limits the 
amount of noise that can be generated between certain hours. As a result, 
construction projects cannot begin before 7:00 A.M. You are the project manager 
of a major construction project under a tight time schedule with limited resources. 
The project is being performed during the hottest part of the year. Therefore, 
beginning the project at sunrise when the temperature is lower will help prevent 
heat-related illnesses, greatly improve productivity and morale. You apply for a 
waiver on the noise ordinance and it is denied. What are you to do?  

 Obeying the letter of the law and the spirit of law – As discussed earlier, it is 
important that you not only obey what the law actually states, but what it is 
intended to address. For example, a local ordinance is in effect that prohibits the 
disposal of certain materials in the local landfill. Although the law lists specific 
prohibited materials, the intent of the law is to protect the community and 
environment from hazardous material waste. A project manager knowingly 
disposes of project waste that is not on the banned-substance list. Nothing 
definite has been determined, but the material has been identified as one that 
could potentially create problems for the community aquifer. The project manager 
appears to be following the letter of the law because the material is not 
addressed in the actual law, but is not adhering to the spirit of the law to protect 
the community and its citizens. 

 Complying with local customs and practices – While not specifically 
considered to be a legal obligation, adherence to generally accepted community 
standards and customs must be considered. It is possible that the local customs 
and traditions may be more influential than written laws. Therefore, caution 
needs to be taken by the organization and its employees to understand local 
traditions, customs, and practices and to appropriately accommodate them.  

 Protecting the environment – This seems rather obvious, but you need to be 
cognizant of environmental rules and regulations. It is important that you do not 
knowingly violate any environmental rules, regulations, and standards. Consider 
the example provided earlier in the discussion regarding the letter of the law 
versus the intent of the law. In that case while the project manager did not 
appear to have done anything illegal, he or she did not fully consider the ethical 



Professional Ethics for Project Managers 
Module 5 – Ethics and Your Business Environment 

www.prodevia.com 
 99 

thing to do or the affect of his or her actions on the community and the overall 
environment.  

 Voluntarily disclosing legal and ethical violations – Everyone makes 
mistakes. A key element of demonstrating ethical behavior is a willingness to 
acknowledge errors and voluntarily disclose violations. These violations may not 
be known or obvious at the time they occur, but when they do occur they need to 
be brought to light. It is better for you to inform the appropriate authorities and 
show a positive move toward doing the right thing, then for the violation to be 
addressed by an external stakeholder.  

 Cooperating with authorities – If an ethics violation or negative business event 
occurs that warrants the involvement of official authorities, the person or 
enterprise that caused the violation, as well as affected stakeholders, need to 
cooperate fully with those authorities. Remember, trying to hide or cover up a 
violation will not resolve the issue and in fact will cause the situation to become 
worse. 

Ethics and Your Business Environment - Key Thoughts for 
Your Consideration 
 If you want to promote ethical behavior within your organization, you must lead the 

way and accept responsibility for holding yourself and your team members 
accountable. 

 If employment contracts are properly written so that they are fair and reasonable 
while protecting the interests of each party, they can be valuable tools for ensuring 
that ethical boundaries are maintained. 

 Many employee non-compete and non-solicitation clauses may be unenforceable if 
they are too broadly written. 

 The legal system will often look first at how fair and reasonable the time and 
geographic restrictions of non-compete and non-solicitation clauses are. 

 Gifts and showing hospitality when done appropriately, can be seen simply as 
gestures of respect and recognition, and should not be viewed negatively when it is 
considered part of “normal” business expenses or proper business decorum. 

 A company can help its employees avoid ethically compromising situations if it clearly 
documents, communicates, and enforces standards of conduct regarding gifts and 
hospitality. 

 Project managers are stewards of their company’s and their customer’s assets. 
 One of the most common areas where unethical behavior is demonstrated is the 

managing of company assets. 
 Everyone has an obligation to exercise common sense when using and safeguarding 

company resources. 
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 A company is always considered to be a member of the community - either directly or 
indirectly. As a result, an enterprise must continually be cognizant of the community’s 
values and standards and apply sound judgment when assessing the potential 
impact of its products and services on the members of that community. 

 A socially responsible business works hard to maintain the public’s trust and 
confidence. 

 Good corporate citizenship includes complying with local laws, obeying the letter of 
the law and the spirit of law, complying with local customs and practices, protecting 
the environment, voluntarily disclosing any legal and ethical violations, and 
cooperating with authorities when necessary. 

Review Questions  
The following review questions will assist you in developing comprehension of the 
material contained in this course chapter.  Answer the following questions in a separate 
notebook.  
1. What are some common business areas that can create potential ethics issues for 

your company? 
2. What is a non-compete clause and how is it normally used by an employer?  
3. What are some factors that determine whether a non-compete clause is fair, 

reasonable, ethical, and legal? 
4. Your company is making a corporate decision to require all employees to sign a non-

compete agreement. You do not want to sign it. Do you think this requirement is 
legal? Do you think it is ethical?  

5. You have been working with another company in your industry for about six months. 
You are currently under a non-solicitation restriction with your former employer for 
another six months. You see a potential opportunity in your current company for a co-
worker who is your best friend and you know that he or she could receive a 
substantial increase in income and benefits. Your friend does not know about this 
opportunity. What do you do?   

6. What can you do to help team members avoid ethical issues with respect to the 
giving and receiving of gifts?  

7. Project managers are stewards of company assets. What does this mean to you?  
8. List the two kinds of assets a project manager generally has responsibility for and 

give an example of each.  
9. You need a copy of some software to do some offsite work. The company has a 

limited number of licenses and they have all been given to other team members. 
What should you do?  

10. Who has the responsibility to ensure the integrity of project assets?  
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11. List some examples of how project assets are commonly misused and briefly explain 
how the misuse of these assets affects the project?  

12. What does it mean to be socially responsible?  
13. Why is an enterprise generally viewed as a member of the community?  
14. How do you maintain an ethical position with your suppliers and vendors?  
15. You need to share company proprietary data with your vendor and they need to 

share information with you. What should you do to protect yours and their assets?  
16. List and describe three behaviors that illustrate good corporate citizenship.  
17. You hear that your project is using a material that might be a potential environmental 

contaminant. The material is not listed on any of the company’s hazardous materials 
data sheets. Your company routinely disposes of the project waste without any 
special processing or handling. Is the company wrong in its actions? Why or why 
not?  

18. What is an advantage of voluntarily disclosing legal and ethical violations? 

Case Study  
The following case study will assist you in application of the material contained in this 
course module.  Following the case reading, complete the corresponding questions.  
Document answers for this case in your student notebook 
Jerry is a senior manager at ACME Information Services, a computer hardware and 
software systems integrator. He has been with ACME about two years and has earned 
the trust and respect of his superiors, peers, and customers. For the past year, ACME 
has not reached its quarterly objectives and is being pressured by its board of directors to 
reverse the negative trend. As part of its correction plan, ACME has decided to expand 
its Business-to-Business services. When Jerry heard of this initiative, he knew that ACME 
would need to hire additional resources and immediately thought of his friend and former 
co-worker, Adam - a skilled business development professional. Adam also had a strong 
sales and marketing background, with a good understanding of the systems integration 
industry. During the interview, Adam stated that he had no restrictions or limitations 
placed upon him by his previous company and was hired to support the new service 
area. 
Adam was able to get “up to speed” on the initiative pretty quickly and guaranteed that he 
would be able to lock in a major account within 90 days. Within a month, Adam closed his 
first major contract with Zenith Manufacturing, a company with which Adam had done 
business while still working for his previous company. He closed another major deal 
about two weeks later with High-Point Communications, another former customer. ACME 
management quickly began to sing Adam’s praises during its weekly status meeting. 
One-day Jerry stopped by to see his friend and talk to him about what a great job he had 
been doing and share with him all of the good news he is hearing during the manager’s 
meetings. “Hi Adam,” said Jerry, “I just stopped by to see how you were doing. Is this a 
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good time?” “Sure,” Adam replied. “I just have to run down the hall for a few minutes. 
Make yourself comfortable and I’ll be back shortly,” then Adam walked out of the office. 
While he was gone, Jerry started looking at the pictures of Adam’s family sitting on the 
desk and he noticed what looked like a client list from Adam’s former employer.  He also 
noticed a large spreadsheet listing several business leads, including Zenith 
Manufacturing and High-Point Communication. Next to each company on the list was the 
name of an exclusive local country club and what appeared to be a membership fee.  
Jerry had an uncomfortable feeling about what he saw. Something just did not seem to 
be right with this situation. He did not say anything to Adam, but made a mental note to 
ask him about the client list later; and after a brief visit with Adam, Jerry returned to his 
office.  
A few days later while having lunch, Jerry asked Adam how he was able to bring in so 
much work in such a short time. “Because we’ve been good friends for over 15 years, I’ll 
tell you, said Adam, “but this has to stay between you and me. I simply copied the client 
list from my previous company before I left. I also picked up a copy of their pricing list 
too,” he added with a smile.   
“Adam, how were you able to convince those companies to come over to us so quickly?” 
inquired Jerry.” “That was easy, I just identified the companies that were due to renew 
their contracts and contacted them first,” Adam answered. “You’d also be surprised how 
much a free country club membership will get you.” After hearing this Jerry began to 
show his concern and warned his friend about what he was doing. “I’m not too 
concerned,” stated Adam, “you’re the only one who knows. Besides, management is so 
excited about the increased revenue all they seem to care about is making the 
shareholders happy.” Adam smiled and said, “You know as well as I do that in this 
business you don’t get many opportunities like this very often. You’ve got to strike while 
the iron is hot.” Jerry finished his lunch and didn’t say anything more about the client list, 
the country club expenses, or his friend’s surprising behavior.   
A few weeks later, ACME’s president received a letter from Adam’s former employer 
accusing ACME of stealing company information and using under-handed business 
practices to secure several business deals. The letter also mentioned Adam and that he 
and ACME were in violation of Adam’s non-competition agreement that had been signed 
while he was previously employed.  Both Adam and Jerry are called to the President’s 
office where they are met by the president, the executive vice-president, and ACME’s 
legal counsel. 
Consider the following questions: 
1. What did Adam do that could be considered unethical? 
2. How did Adam justify his actions? 
3. What was the impact of Adam’s activities and how did he jeopardize others?  
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Module 6 – Ethics and the Profession of Project Management 
Every business knows that the only way to ultimately survive is to create and maintain a 
culture that encourages employees to follow sound business practices, adhere to high 
standards, and emphasize good ethical practices. Management must take the lead and 
set the ethical standard for the company. Senior managers should actively work from the 
top down to encourage the application of ethical practices and standards within their 
organizations. They need to create a culture that not only talks about ethics, but actively 
supports and reinforces ethical standards.  Those standards also need to be clearly 
communicated to other stakeholders.  A good starting point to develop a culture of ethics 
is to document and disseminate a code of conduct and an ethics policy throughout the 
enterprise. You need to continually recognize and communicate the importance of 
complying with good ethical practices. Fostering good communication, actively modeling 
appropriate ethical behavior, and encouraging ethical decision making are vital. However, 
just posting a code of conduct will not be sufficient.  
Management also needs to ensure that employees at all levels receive training on what is 
considered acceptable ethical behavior and hold violators accountable when misconduct 
occurs. Ethics training programs should explain basic ethics principles and practices 
emphasizing their business and legal implications. In addition, since not all ethical 
situations are clear-cut, providing practical tips on applying ethical procedures and 
guidelines will be of great value to everyone receiving the training. Be realistic in setting 
training objectives. Training alone will not solve all of an organization’s ethics related 
issues. Obviously, training requires that the enterprise devote some amount of resources 
to the training – and it might require a greater level of commitment than originally thought. 

How the Project Manager’s Actions Reflect upon the 
Discipline of Project Management 
The profession of project management emphasizes team work, valuing others’ opinions, 
and making the hard choices for the benefit of the project, your customers, and 
stakeholders in general. Therefore, you should work hard to cultivate a strong sense of 
teamwork and productivity through modeling and adhering to a code of ethics – whether 
formally written or unwritten. In plain and simple language, it’s about choosing between 
right and wrong. 
The project management profession places high value on stakeholder diversity - their 
backgrounds, cultures, skills, and knowledge. Project management as a profession does 
not dictate a single approach to professional ethics nor does the industry expect that a 
solution for any one ethics situation will be effective for all ethical decisions. Most 
professions have standards and codes of conduct that express a common view of the 
behavioral expectations and professional ethics of its membership.   
A comprehensive and integrated view of professional ethics recognizes that within the 
industry of project management exists a set of complex and interdependent processes 
that occur in a myriad of frameworks and are affected by many factors.  These factors 
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may be internal or external to the organization in which projects are undertaken. Your 
understanding of stakeholders, the product, organizational processes, corporate 
strategies, and others’ managerial styles affects how you address ethical situations as 
they occur throughout the project life-cycle. 
Your ethical behaviors cannot be viewed separately from your professional practices 
because all aspects of leadership and management are interdependent. Professional 
standards and ethics are interconnected and together they comprise a comprehensive 
process in which your view of ethics manifests itself through your approach to your work, 
colleagues, customers, and other stakeholders. 
As a project manager, you must take the responsibility for holding your team members 
and peers accountable for inappropriate and unethical behaviors. The project 
management profession has worked hard to establish a reputation for ethics, honesty, 
and integrity. People are constantly reading or hearing about ethical misbehavior. As a 
result, they are often skeptical when hearing someone talk about ethics. They hear and 
read about the benefits of following ethical business practices, only to be reminded on a 
daily basis by the local news that some company or its managers did not follow the 
ethical practices documented in their company manuals and codes of conduct.   
Organizations need to realize that all stakeholders have a legitimate reason to be 
interested in the business practices and value systems of the project managers working 
on projects that affect their interests, as well as how the organizations that support those 
project managers operate. For example, how would the Project Management Institute 
(PMI), its membership, and the PMP® designation be viewed if every project manager a 
company worked with was dishonest or unethical? Odds are pretty good that the project 
management profession would not be viewed very highly. 
Remember the discussion about the used car dealer? How is that person viewed? It’s 
generally not very positive. Is this to say that everyone who sells, or has ever sold a used 
car is unethical? Of course not, but the profession as a whole has a perceived reputation 
for using unethical practices - doing or saying whatever is necessary - to make the sale 
and get the car off of the lot. 

Encouraging Ethical Behavior of Others in the Profession 
of Project Management 
Professional organizations, such as the Project Management Institute, can only do so 
much toward providing ethics policies, standards, and guidelines. Rules and standards 
need to be enforced but a professional organization can provide only limited oversight 
and enforcement. Simply adding more rules and regulations may provide some 
additional, albeit limited, help but they cannot prevent ethics problems from occurring.  
The bottom line is that it is really up to the members of the profession to step forward and 
encourage their peers to adhere to ethical practices. One way to encourage ethical 
behavior within a profession is to emphasize the professional code of conduct and hold 
members accountable for adhering to that code. 
Note: PMP is a registered mark of the Project Management Institute. 
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Some professional organizations, like the American Medical Association and other 
licensing bodies, are positioned and chartered to apply appropriate pressure on its 
members who participate in questionable or unethical activities. Most professional 
associations do not necessarily have that power. While the standards of acceptable 
behavior and enforcement may vary from industry to industry, they all address the same 
general areas which will be addressed in the following material. 

The Project Management Institute’s Code of Ethics and 
Professional Conduct 
The Project Management Institute (PMI) has a documented ethical standard and a 
member code of ethics which defines and clarifies the ethical responsibilities for current 
and future PMI members.  
The beginning of the code represents the vision and purpose of the code, which 
articulates that project management practitioners should be committed to actions that are 
“right and honorable”. The code lays out discrete actions for achieving the vision and 
purpose for having the code. 
The remainder of the code of conduct is broken down into four main categories: 
 Responsibility – the duty to take personal ownership of our words, actions, 

decisions, and their corresponding consequences. 
 Respect – the duty to demonstrate strong regard for ourselves and others as well as 

resources in our care.  Resources could represent people, but they may also 
represent the monies and reputations of the organizations we serve as well as 
natural or environmental resources we oversee.  In other words, we must be good 
stewards of all of the resources in our care. 

 Fairness – the duty to act with impartiality and objectivity. 
 Honesty – the duty to always ensure our understanding of the truth as well as 

conducting oneself in a truthful way both in word and deed. 
Each of these four categories of standards are further divided into what is termed: 

1. Aspirational Standards – general standards of habits and behaviors we 
reach to achieve during our day-to-day work.  These standards are not 
always easily measured, and these generally are standards we hold for 
ourselves as professionals. 

2. Mandatory Standards – standards which require the professional to act in a 
particular manner – it is under mandatory standards that specific 
requirements are defined for the subjects of legal requirements, regulatory 
requirements, ethics, conflicts of interest, and favoritism/discrimination. 
Failure to comply with mandatory standards can result in disciplinary 
procedures. 
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The current PMI Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct can be found at 
https://www.pmi.org/about/ethics/code.  All PMI members and certification holders are 
expected to follow and apply this code. 

 

 
Figure 6.1 – PMI Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct Components 

Common Themes of a Professional Codes of Ethics 
Professional codes of ethics across organizations – both external organizations such as 
PMI as well as internal corporate policies – usually emphasizes several broad and 
common themes: 

 Professional standards, 
 Maintaining competence and professional capabilities, 
 Conflicts of interest, 
 Ethical behavior, 
 Reputation of the professional organization, 
 Stakeholder relationships. 

Professional standards 
What does it mean to be a professional and to adhere to a set of professional standards?  
Basically, a professional is someone who possesses an extensive body of knowledge 
and demonstrates expertise in a specific field. That knowledge and expertise is typically 
acquired through extensive formalized study and several years of experience in the field 
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of study. Professionals are recognized by their colleagues, peers, employers, clients, and 
perhaps the public at large, as having attained a higher standard of competence in 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and practical application. Because many professionals hold 
the trust of others and have some level of autonomy in the workplace, they are expected 
to maintain a high degree of ethical judgment and integrity in executing their 
responsibilities. 
Because of this, most professions, and their respective organizations, have some type of 
established rules, procedures, or standards that guide conduct, training, etc. especially if 
licensing or certification is an element of the profession. As a result, many professions try 
to practice some regulatory control over their members with regard to training and 
experience requirements, professional conduct and, in certain professional fields, the 
quality of the work performed. 
PMI’s member code of ethics and standards of conduct states that members “will 
maintain high standards of integrity and professional conduct” and that “PMI members 
will perform their work consistent and in conformance with professional standards.” 
Maintaining competence and professional capabilities 
Most professional organizations expect its members to continually work towards 
maintaining their professional competence, knowledge, and skills. In every disciplinary 
field, professionals are expected to stay current on their industry’s state-of-the art, trends, 
tools, techniques, etc. Project professionals should be no less diligent in maintaining and 
enhancing their skill base. 
Conflict of interest 
 Many codes of ethics specifically address the subject of conflict of interest and the 
obligation to clearly communicate any such conflict to all affected stakeholders. The need 
to declare conflicts of interest, or potential conflicts of interest, helps to prevent any real 
or perceived favoritism toward one stakeholder over another. The disclosure of any 
conflicts of interest may also eliminate the necessity for you or your organization to 
withdraw from any work or opportunity, because applicable stakeholders are made aware 
of the conflict. Remember, it is important to not only avoid actual conflicts of interest, but 
the perception of a conflict as well.  
One important component of declaring a conflict in a “timely manner.” In any situation it is 
obviously better to declare a conflict as early as possible to avoid the appearance of an 
impropriety, even if you are not aware of a conflict at the very beginning. 
Ethical behavior through fairness, honesty, and integrity 
Most professional ethics codes and standards of conduct address the issues of fairness, 
honesty, and integrity which may also include activities such as: 

 The offering of or acceptance of bribes,  
 Protecting the interests of others,  
 Maintaining and reporting accurate and truthful information regarding products 

and services, 
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 Adhering to intellectual property, copyright, and other related laws, 
 Protecting client/customer confidentiality. 

Reputation of the Organization 
Almost every professional institute or association places great importance on how it is 
viewed by its current members, potential members and the community in general.  The 
language of many codes of conduct or institutional standards strongly emphasizes the 
association’s reputation.  
Stakeholder Relationships 
Perhaps no topic is discussed more in a professional code of conduct than the issue of 
dealing ethically with internal and external stakeholders – customers and clients, 
business associates, employees and employers, the general public and the global 
community at large. 
Customers, Clients, and Business Associates 
Protecting interests of customers, clients, and other business associates, such as 
suppliers, vendors, and external team members are foundational to any profession. 
Obviously without customers, there would be no need for the profession and the 
businesses represented by that profession. Suppliers and other vendors are also critical 
for project success and their reliability and accessibility can have a significant impact on a 
project. Without many external partners, organizations would not be able to deliver on 
project objectives. Therefore, professional institutions generally find it necessary to 
include language in their standards of conduct highlighting ethical conduct when dealing 
with these stakeholders.  
There are several other areas that are frequently addressed – honesty in advertising, 
accuracy and honesty with information concerning qualifications and credentials, product 
and service capabilities, fairness in estimating and pricing, protection of client proprietary 
data, and fulfilling one’s obligations to provide the products and services as contracted. 
Employees and Employers 
Many ethics codes encourage an organization’s members to share their experience and 
knowledge with others within the organization in order to develop the organization’s 
competency base. By striving “to enhance their professional capabilities, skills and 
knowledge,” project managers, by extension, would also work to increase the skills of 
others in the organization.   
Project managers also need to work toward holding team members accountable for their 
ethical behavior. Almost all ethics codes address accountability in some form. This may 
have significant implications for project managers because they are ultimately 
responsible for what ever happens on their projects and they may have to accept 
accountability for the actions of their team members.  
Project managers and the organizations they work for have an ethical responsibility to 
their employees, associates, and team members to ensure a “comfortable” and “safe” 
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working environment. Comfortable does not necessarily mean physical comfort. There 
are some professions and occupations in which that would be almost impossible.  
Comfort in this case relates to an environment that is free of discrimination, non-
threatening, fair, and people are evaluated based on job performance and competence, 
not some other criteria.  
Project managers, as employees, also owe it to their companies to be honest and open 
with regard to their qualifications, capabilities, conflicts of interest, the protection of 
proprietary and sensitive information, etc.  Employees owe it to their organizations to be 
productive “corporate citizens” and wise stewards of company time and resources.  
However, as in a situation that honestly warrants whistle blowing, it may be necessary to 
place public interest and professional responsibility above the interests of the project, the 
employer or the company’s employees. 
General Public and the Global Community 
The “General Public” is a catch-all phrase that is intended to capture stakeholders not 
specifically addressed in a Code of Ethics or a Standard of Conduct – partly because 
exactly what or who is represented by the general public is hard to define and also 
because what actually defines ethics, values, morals, and their subsets are often 
determined by whoever the “public” is.  
Trying to cover the needs of the global community can be difficult to address in a 
professional code of ethics. Because most businesses conduct work outside of their 
home country’s borders, how to address ethical practices, issues, and concerns may not 
be clear.   
Consider a project manager who is working with other professionals that are accountable 
to their professions’ ethical code of conduct - who’s code of ethics should be followed? 
What happens if one profession’s code of conduct is in conflict with another profession’s 
code of conduct? Or, what should be done if a project manager is a member of two 
professional organizations, each with its own Ethics Code and Standards of Conduct, and 
there is a conflict – to which does the project manager defer?  These questions and many 
like them may lead to an ethical dilemma, requiring a logical decision-making process for 
resolving that dilemma. 
Perhaps one of the best ways to deal with a potential conflict is to defer to the broader 
more comprehensive Ethics Standard. For example, a pharmaceutical company is 
teamed with an advertising agency to launch a new product. The pharmaceutical 
company wants the widest distribution of its product for the greatest profit, but they want 
to do what is right in order to minimize risk to the patients and themselves and by law 
must declare any negative side effects. The advertising agency wants to put the most 
positive spin on everything regarding the drug and to downplay the negative side effects. 
The logical, and ethical, thing to do would be to take the conservative approach and 
present the facts as they are known.  If the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, or for a 
global pharmaceutical, the World Health Organization, has a documented standard then 
all parties involved should adhere to that standard and require their partners and 
associates to do likewise.  
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An important thing to remember is that industry-wide standards often rise above and take 
precedence over the policies and practices of a single company. As a result, project 
managers that adhere to their industry standards are less likely to be criticized by others 
or have to justify their actions. 
The primary objectives of any professional organization are to: 

 Provide its members with relevant professional information,  
 Provide a forum for addressing issues of interest to the profession, 
 Promote the profession’s interest.  

Most professional organizations are also the creators and publishers of their professional 
codes and by default become the enforcers of that code.   
Professional codes of conduct provide general guidelines as to what is considered 
acceptable behavior for members of that profession including specific prohibitions and 
ideals. Remember, most professional codes are established from a moral point of view. 
As much as one would like, many ethical issues that arise cannot be addressed in a 
professional code. Often professional ethics issues are closely integrated with other 
issues such as: public policy, business ethics, personal ethics, etc. 
Even though there are ethical issues common to most, if not all industries, there are 
ethical issues unique to specific professions. For example, in the project management 
profession we talk about client privacy, but it does not normally carry the same weight or 
standing as does a lawyer-client or doctor-patient relationship. 
Assume that you are a project manager who is a certified Project Management 
Professional (PMP). You also happen to be a licensed professional engineer (PE.) You 
discover that a product to be released for retail sale is unsafe. You report this to your 
supervisors, including senior management, and you are simply told to continue working 
on the project and not to say anything to anyone about the discovery. After all, the 
likelihood of something serious happening is so minute, that it will probably never 
happen. You know that the professional code of conduct as a PMP and a PE requires 
that you not intentionally do anything that will put others in jeopardy. Do you report the 
situation to the local newspapers reporting that the products are unsafe since your 
management will not do anything to resolve the issue?  
You cannot forget that all professions and their respective organizations are part of a 
broader community. As a result, the codes of conduct need to be consistent with the 
ethical norms, values, and accepted codes of conduct of the society in which they are a 
part. After all, the professional organizations and their members are there to serve not 
just themselves, but the society at large.   
Some professional organizations have the power to set policies for their members, decide 
who may or may not publish in professional publications, determine who may enter into a 
specific field, and discipline members for inappropriate behavior or ethics violations. For 
example, The American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) not only 
determines who can carry the CPA designation, but also has the authority to impose 
several forms of discipline against it members who violate the organization’s conduct and 
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professional ethics standards. When appropriate these actions include a requirement for 
corrective action, admonishment, to expulsion or suspension, which is used in severe 
cases. 
Professional codes of conduct place higher standards on professionals who agree to that 
code of conduct than they do to people who are outside of that profession. For example, 
if you are a member of PMI and a certified PMP, you sign an ethics agreement and are 
expected to abide by PMI’s code of conduct and standards. Someone who has never 
been a member of PMI but is assigned to the role of a project manager in his or her 
company may not be held to the same “professional standard.” After all, many industry 
professionals do have access to and control over specialized knowledge not available to 
the general public. Therefore, the public expects those professionals to handle that 
knowledge and information ethically and with care. Because of that trust, professional 
organizations are in the best position to determine if their members are adhering to the 
code of conduct and ethical standards of the profession.  
Remember that all employees, not just those who agree to a code of conduct or set of 
professional ethics, have the obligation to maintain a high ethical standard and not do 
anything that would be considered immoral or illegal. Everyone has an obligation to use 
their skills and knowledge appropriately and to ensure that any knowledge of unsafe 
products, illegal activities, and dangerous work conditions be made known to the proper 
authorities, either internal or external.  As a project manager, many of your ethical issues 
require a degree of judgment – not just managerial and technical judgment, but legal 
judgment as well.  
 When you become a member of a profession, you not only incur a moral obligation to 
personally abide by the ethical code of conduct and standards of that profession, but you 
also share in the ethical conduct of the overall profession. Every member of a 
professional organization has an obligation to be aware of the actions of others in the 
profession and to help change professional standards if necessary and to be vigilant in 
monitoring the impact of the profession on society. 

Ethics and the Profession of Project Management - Key 
Thoughts for Your Consideration 
 A good starting point to develop a culture of ethics is to document and disseminate a 

code of conduct and an ethics policy throughout the enterprise. 
 Everyone in the organization should receive periodic ethics training that addresses 

basic ethics principles and practices and emphasizes their business and legal 
implications. 

 Ethical behaviors cannot be viewed separately from your professional practices 
because all aspects of leadership and management are interdependent. 

 One way to encourage ethical behavior within a profession is to emphasize the 
professional code of conduct and hold members accountable for adhering to that 
code. 
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 The Project Management Institute (PMI) has a documented ethical standard and a 
member code of ethics which defines and clarifies the ethical responsibilities for 
current and future PMI members. 

 Most professional codes of ethics, emphasize several broad and common themes – 
adhering to professional standards, maintaining your competence and professional 
capabilities, conflicts of interest, members’ ethical behavior, the reputation of the 
professional organization, stakeholder relationships, employers and employees, and 
the general public and global community. 

 Because many professionals hold the trust of others and have some level of 
autonomy in the workplace, they are expected to maintain a high degree of ethical 
judgment and integrity in executing their responsibilities. 

 Professional organizations expect their members to continually work to keep their 
professional competence, knowledge, and skills current. 

 It is important to avoid real or potential conflicts of interest and to report any conflict 
of interest in a timely manner. 

 No topic is discussed more in a professional code of conduct than the issue of 
dealing ethically with internal and external stakeholders. 

 Most professional codes of conduct discuss the general public and global 
communities in a broad manner because it can be difficult to address the needs of 
these stakeholders in a narrow professional code of ethics. 

 An industry-wide ethics standard and code of conduct often rises above or takes 
precedence over the policies and practices of a single company. 

 When you become a member of a profession, you not only incur a moral obligation to 
personally abide by the ethical code of conduct and standards of that profession, but 
you also share in the ethical conduct of the overall profession. 

Review Questions  
The following review questions will assist you in developing comprehension of the 
material contained in this course chapter.  Answer the following questions in a separate 
notebook.  
1. Who has the primary responsibility for your ethics program?  
2. What is (are) the basic objective(s) of an ethics training program?  
3. What might be some challenges to implementing an ethics training program?  
4. The project management profession considers diversity to be an important issue. 

Why?  
5. Some people might expect you, as project manager, to do nothing more than to get 

the product to the customer regardless of how it is achieved. Why can’t ethical 
behaviors simply be separated from professional practices?  
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6. How do you hold peers accountable for following ethical practices?  
7. A well written code of ethics will prevent unethical behavior. True or False? What is 

the basis for your answer?  
8. What is the primary purpose of PMI’s ethical standard and Code of Ethics?  
9. List the five things PMI members pledge to do when they agree to the member code 

of conduct. 
10. List and briefly describe the four components of PMI’s Code of Ethics. 
11. Briefly describe the attributes of a professional. 
12. Why is it important to declare a conflict of interest quickly? 
13. Why do you need to hold team members accountable for their ethical behavior?  
14. From an ethical standpoint, what does it mean to create a comfortable environment?  
15. Why is it so difficult to establish a global code of ethics?  
16. With respect to the general public, what are some of the responsibilities of the project 

manager? 
17. If you are working with another professional who is adhering to a different code of 

ethics than yours, what should you do? 

Case Study 
The following case study will assist you in application of the material contained in this 
course module.  Following the case reading, complete the corresponding questions.  
Document answers for this case in your notebook. 
Bill is a recently certified Project Management Professional (PMP) and has been 
assigned as the new project manager on a medium sized, research and development 
project. He has always worked in operations and has little product research and 
development experience. The project he has inherited is behind schedule, has shown 
little progress, and management is concerned about the amount of money that has been 
spent so far. He was assigned to this project because of his ability to manage and deliver 
projects on-time and within budget. He is also respected by management for his no-
nonsense approach to ethical standards.  
His project team consists of several research scientists, engineers, and technicians who 
have worked together off and on for several years. In fact, they treat each other more as 
family members than co-workers. In addition, Bill is considerably younger than most of 
the people on his team.  
Within a short period of time one problem became very obvious to Bill – because this was 
research and development no one seemed to be concerned about how they were 
spending the company’s money. If a piece of equipment would break or a test was not 
set up properly and the results had to be discarded, he often heard, “Oh well, there’s 
more where that comes from,” or “I’m just glad I don’t have to pay for it,” and other such 
statements. 
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Whenever Bill would comment on the need to manage resources better and remind them 
to follow appropriate procedures and ethical standards some of the older engineers 
would sarcastically say, “Yes Mother,” causing the team members to laugh loudly. No 
matter what Bill did, he could not seem to get the team members to work with him and 
follow the rules.  
Then one evening when he was working in the laboratory alone, Andy, one of the 
technicians made an error in the setup of an expensive piece of sensitive measurement 
equipment, resulting in the equipment breaking down. The cost to repair the piece of 
equipment will cost the company about $150,000 and take it off-line for about two weeks 
further delaying R & D efforts.  The next day, the broken equipment is discovered and no 
one really knows what happened. Andy has not said anything to Bill because he is pretty 
sure he will be fired when it is discovered that it was his fault the equipment broke. 
Walking through the lab on his way to report the damaged equipment to his manager, Bill 
overhears one of the senior technicians tell him, “Don’t worry about it Andy. No one has 
to know that you broke the equipment. We’ll just tell everyone it just happened. We’ll 
blame it on ‘Murphy’s Law.’” 
Consider the following questions: 
1. What is Bill’s primary responsibility in this situation? 
2. What can he do to encourage his team members to behave more ethically? 
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Module 7 – Ethical Decision Making 
It is widely accepted that people typically view the same situation differently. A good 
example is the “eye witness” reports to an accident. Even though a group of people may 
see the same incident, any investigator can testify that each person will present a version 
of the accident that is different from the others. 
The same holds true of ethical situations and the resulting decisions, in that some 
decisions will be more difficult to make than others. The reason for this is that many 
ethical decisions are not just based on facts and logic. If they were, ethical decisions 
would be much simpler. Unfortunately, ethical decision making is complicated by differing 
values, beliefs, experiences, and reactions to events. Often ethical decisions are based 
on subjective factors such as the relationship among those involved, whether or not your 
value system considers one ethical situation to be worse than another, and other factors. 
For example, is lying worse than making ethnic jokes? Knowledge of your personal 
values, your organization’s core values, various types of ethical dilemmas, and general 
approaches to ethical decisions will help you deal with situations where there appears to 
be no clear right or wrong answer. 
The bottom line is that all ethical situations require a decision – do something or do 
nothing. Both will result in an outcome either positive or negative.  Reacting under 
pressure usually does not lead to the most beneficial solution; and unfortunately the one 
who is likely to feel the most pressure is probably the project manager.  
So what are you to do?  You need to focus on core values, beliefs, and moral principles. 
When deciding on a course of action it might be helpful if you understand that not all 
decisions are created equal and not all stakeholders are created equal. The most 
important stakeholder to consider is yourself, next the enterprise, and third the immediate 
supervisor. This may run contrary to standard thought that emphasizes loyalty to the 
company, being a “team player,” and making the company and your supervisor “look 
good.” While this might be true under normal situations, when faced with an ethical 
dilemma, you have to protect yourself first in terms of legal liability, financial impact, 
emotional stress, physical harm, etc. In other words, you need to do what is right, moral, 
and ethical. 
Whether in business or your personal life, choices made on a daily basis always have 
consequences, and whether the consequences are considered to be good or bad 
depends on the decision itself and how the affected stakeholders feel about the outcome. 
There are many ways to approach an ethical decision, each of which will potentially 
deliver a different outcome.  Some common decision making approaches are:   

 Goal–based – This approach emphasizes maximizing the benefit and usefulness 
of a particular action or decision. A goal-based decision tries to produce the 
greatest good for the greatest number of people. A decision based on this 
approach may attempt to answer a question such as, “What action or policy will 
result in the most positive outcome whether it be happiness, pleasure, 
preference, welfare, savings or benefit?” 
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 Rights-based – This approach emphasizes maximizing the fairness and equality 
of a decision so that everyone is treated with equal respect and outcomes. An 
example of a rights-based approach is illustrated in a typical employment 
contract between a new hire and the hiring organization in which both come to an 
agreement on what is fair and equitable compensation for the work to be done. A 
decision based on this approach might consider a question such as, “What action 
or policy will result in a fair decision that respects the individual’s rights? 

 Duty-based – This approach emphasizes the importance of duty and 
responsibility over usefulness and fairness. A duty-based approach focuses on 
principles and doing something because it is the “right” thing to do. Conflicts can 
arise from this approach because it focuses on the rightness and wrongness of 
actions and considers your view of what is right versus the organization’s view of 
what is right. A decision based on this approach attempts to answer this 
question: What action or policy is based on the stronger sense of duty – duty and 
loyalty to the organization or staying true your own set of values? 

Barriers to Ethical Decision Making 
In many ethics related situations there is no clear right or wrong, just shades of gray. 
Finding the perfect solution may not be feasible, so you may have to make the “best 
choice” given the information available. The objective is to find an outcome that is 
consistent with your core values and beliefs and those of your organization.  Because 
ethical decision making presumes that each decision will result in an action to execute 
that decision, it is important that you have the courage to follow through on your decision, 
be willing to accept the consequences of the outcome, and ensure that the applicable 
stakeholders are held accountable. Also remember, that all ethical decisions have 
intended, as well as, unintended consequences. As with project risk management there 
are always assumptions and unknowns.  You are the one who will need to make the hard 
choice when it comes to ethical decisions.  
All project managers are frequently faced with complex situations.  Some of the most 
complex decisions that you will make will be influenced by your own value system and 
personal code of ethics; some will be influenced by the corporation’s values. You must 
make decisions about what is right or wrong in a given situation. Deciding on an 
appropriate course of action is often complicated by conflicting values. For example, you 
often hear it said that the good of the project or team outweighs the good of the 
individual. On the surface, this seems rather straight forward.  However, when people’s 
lives are at stake, the company’s reputation may be harmed, or your career may be 
placed in jeopardy, the decision takes on added complexity.  
Ethical decision making is not always as simple as right or wrong, black or white. There 
are often degrees of uncertainty and shades of grey. Deep down everyone wants to do 
the right thing; but situational uncertainties can create a dilemma for project managers, 
especially if the company does not have a comprehensive ethics policy or code of 
conduct that is clearly documented.  In most cases, ethical dilemmas occur because of: 
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1. Competing values – Important values are sometimes at odds with each other. For 
example: Loyalty to a friend versus loyalty to the organization. You are the project 
manager of a large project with great growth potential. As the project manager you have 
an obligation to effectively manage your company’s resources and report any wrong 
doing. You know that your closest friend, a project manager on another project, has been 
falsifying his time reports documenting time for hours not actually worked. Your friend has 
a child that has a long-term illness and the friend cannot afford to lose his job. But if you 
don’t report him, you could lose your job or be removed as the project manager. 
2. Conflicting duties or obligations – Everyone has obligations or commitments to 
family, friends, the community, the organization, etc. These can often be in conflict with 
one another. For example: A team member has promised to attend her daughter’s first 
piano recital. She has been asked to work late on a critical deliverable for one of your 
company’s major customers. The deliverable is already late and the customer has 
threatened to go to another provider if the project is not completed on time because the 
customer has a significant milestone that requires that project output. Obviously the team 
member is conflicted, but what would you do? 
3. A tradeoff between the costs and benefits of possible outcomes or 
consequences – Deciding whether or not to take a particular action considering the 
pluses and minuses of each alternative. You are responsible for ensuring that a 
deliverable conforms to contractual requirements but know that the product as specified 
will not be usable by the end user. A simple change will correct the issue, but it will 
increase project cost and potentially create a schedule delay, the deliverable is about to 
be sent to the customer. What it really comes down to is this - a situation does not 
constitute an ethical dilemma if there is no conflict of values, duties, or obligations. 
A significant barrier to ethical decision making is fear of the unknown - the uncertainty of 
what might happen if the decision is wrong. Remember, ethical decision making means 
choosing between alternatives and courses of actions resulting from two important and 
opposing values. Often the moral and ethical choice results in the “losing” party being 
upset or angry. For example, in the case of a whistle blower who exposes a company’s 
actions or the actions of a specific person, the whistle blower may be may be fired, shut-
out, or condemned by others. In extreme cases the person may be ostracized within his 
or her professional industry.  If the decision-maker is not negatively affected with respect 
to their occupation, sometimes you would hope that a company would praise and 
recognize the positive actions of the person for making the right decision. It is ironic that 
that those who are guilty of unethical behavior frequently get promoted by their 
companies because they contributed to the organization’s bottom line or value and those 
that try to do the right thing are punished.  
Another reason might be that by taking an ethical stand when others have not, your peers 
may view your action as an implication that they are guilty of immoral behavior 
themselves, are complicit in the unethical behavior, are weak, or are cowards because 
they did not address the issue. Your co-workers therefore do not honor the decision and 
you feel that your presence is a constant reminder of what they were obligated to do, but 
failed to do. Obviously this is not the case in all situations. 



Professional Ethics for Project Managers 
Module 7 – Ethical Decision Making 

www.prodevia.com 
 118 

It is logical to assume that most people want to act in an ethical manner. However, they 
may often face obstacles that affect their ability to behave in an ethical behavior. There 
are many reasons why someone may not behave morally or ethically. Some of the 
possible reasons include: 

 Fear – You fail to report a serious violation because of fear of reprisal from either 
the organization, managers, peers, or co-workers, 

 Failure to consider the possible outcomes (consequences) of a course of 
action – You don’t confront a safety issue thinking that nothing is likely to 
happen, but left unattended could lead to injury or the loss of life, 

 Personal self-interest, greed, or prejudice – You are willing to do whatever 
has to be done in order to win with little or no regard for the welfare of others or 
the best interests of the organization. As a result, you take a “no holds barred” 
approach to getting ahead, such as climbing over someone else, intentionally 
putting down another’s performance, playing “good politics,” etc.,  

 Failure to see the conflict between competing values – This is one of the 
most common causes of unethical behavior. You may not fully understand the 
conflict between personal values and organizational values or between 
organizational values and societal values, etc. For example, a social group’s 
tolerance of recreational drugs versus an organization’s policy of zero tolerance, 

 Immaturity – Due to ignorance or naiveté a young project manager may take the 
advice of an unscrupulous and more experienced person and engage in 
questionable activities because “everyone else does it.” Someone may also 
unknowingly make a decision without all of the facts or openly accept something 
on face value, 

 Lack of moral sensitivity/awareness – Through repeated unethical behavior or 
through lack of formative ethical experiences when growing up, a person may 
lack the capacity for ethical thinking, 

 Expediency – A person has to act quickly in an unfamiliar situation. 

Consequences of Ethical Decisions 
People are often asked to make tough decisions with limited information and under time, 
budget or some other pressure and often have to balance the benefits against the costs 
and risks associated with that decision. All business operations and projects have 
inherent risks that cannot be eliminated, even in the best of circumstances. People often 
struggle to manage the effects of dynamic environmental events that can quickly and 
unexpectedly change from normal to chaotic. The challenge in any organization is to help 
team members make good decisions when they find themselves in ambiguous, 
confusing, or critical situations. Because of the complexity of some environments, you 
may have to make difficult decisions, with significant consequences with little or no 
managerial support. In these situations, you can only rely on your personal value system 
and personal judgment. 
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Making sound ethical decisions requires a careful examination of the facts and 
circumstances of any situation. Each decision and its resultant action plan must be 
considered in terms of positive and negative consequences. One of the challenges of 
trying to make ethical decisions is that not everything is clearly black or white, right or 
wrong. Many times there are shades of gray.  
For example, you are walking through a client’s facility and you see a small fire through 
the window of a laboratory door. The room is locked and is clearly marked “Authorized 
Personnel Only.” No one else is around and you do not have the proper authorization (or 
means of access) to enter the room. To gain access, you break a window, enter the room 
and put out the fire. Were you wrong in your actions? Was it ethical to damage company 
property and enter an unauthorized space? Is it more important to allow the office to 
catch fire or to break a rule about entering unauthorized spaces? Everyone faces 
established procedures and rules (do not enter without proper authorization) – and 
exceptional circumstances (smoke in an isolated room) which might require a decision 
between alternatives. Depending upon the situation and the “shade of gray” people may 
decide to take one course of action over another.  
Probably most people would enter the room because the greater good is served by 
preventing the fire while someone else might simply choose to strictly follow the sign on 
the door and not enter because he or she does not have entry authorization. The real 
question is "what is the right thing to do in this situation?" 
After reaching a decision, but before taking action, it may be helpful to assess the validity 
of the decision by considering the following areas: 
Goals 

 What positive outcomes do you wish to achieve? What negative or dangerous 
outcomes do you wish to avoid? 

 Can the desired outcome be stated in a way that another stakeholder can 
understand the problem?  

 If the desired outcome is achieved, will it really resolve the ethical dilemma or 
simply address a symptom of a greater issue?  

 What criteria will be used to determine if the desired outcome has been 
achieved? 

 Who will determine the success criteria? 
Rules and Regulations  

 Have applicable regulations, policies, and laws been identified and consulted? 
Issues  

 Have the major ethical issues at the core of the situation been clearly defined? 
 Have all of the conflicting values been identified, reconciled, or weighed? 
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Bias  
 Have others’ perspectives been sought and considered as checks and balances 

for your own biases? 
People  

 Have all the stakeholders, either people or groups, who will or could be affected 
by the ethical decision been identified and their rights and interests considered?  

 Have all affected stakeholders been identified and involved throughout the 
process?  

 Does the decision affect only the enterprise or does it affect external 
stakeholders as well? 

Alternatives  
 Have several alternatives been considered for resolving the ethical situation in 

question? 
 Have all of the relevant facts and data been collected and evaluated for each 

proposed alternative? Have all of the potential outcomes for each alternative 
been identified?  

 Can each alternative be supported? Has each alternative been compared to all of 
the other alternatives with respect to the defined evaluation criteria?  

 Can logical arguments be presented for or against each alternative? 
“Light of Day”  

 Can the ethical decision and its resulting course of action withstand the open 
scrutiny of others (peers, seniors, stakeholders outside the organization?)  

 Will the underlying assumptions upon which the decision was made also 
withstand the scrutiny of others? 

 As stated earlier, an organization’s ethical culture, generally sets the tone for ethical 
decision making at all levels of the organization.  
Remember all projects are comprised of several factors that impact the quality of an 
ethical decision and that need to be considered in order to be successful. Some of those 
factors include: 

 The decision maker (you) who is ultimately responsible for making the choice 
and will have to answer for the outcome, 

 The other stakeholders who will be affected by the consequences of the decision, 
 The situation itself including all of the relevant variables such as objectives, 

internal and external influences, resources, etc., 
 The consequences or expected outcomes from the decision – both near-term 

and long-term. 
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Although many positive consequences from ethical decision making have been 
addressed throughout this course, let’s look at some basic ones: 

 Establishing and maintaining stakeholder trust – Making ethical decisions 
and being willing to live with the consequences tells stakeholders that they can 
trust what they are told. They may not always like what they hear, but they will 
respect you for delivering the message. Trust then creates an open and honest 
dialogue among stakeholders.  

 Increased opportunity for growth and success – Ethical decision making 
contributes indirectly to customer satisfaction, which leads to sustained 
profitability, resulting in long-term growth and success.   

 Enhanced reputation – The reputation of an enterprise is directly linked to how 
another organization views that company. If the reputation is a good one, it will 
lead to greater business opportunities. 

 Reduced regulatory oversight – As an organization becomes known for its 
ethical positions, it is less likely to have to face legal or regulatory issues. Why? 
Because if the organization focuses on what is right in the small things by 
adhering to the spirit of the law and not just the letter of the law, it is more likely 
to do what is right in the large things as well.  

 Greater stakeholder pride and satisfaction – Employees and associates are 
more likely to identify with and take pride in an organization that behaves 
ethically. As a result, they will be more motivated and committed to the 
organization and are less likely to compromise on their own ethical standards. 

 Increased personal responsibility – If you apply ethical standards to your 
decision making process you demonstrate to your associates a higher level of 
expectations. These higher standards translate into higher performance 
standards and an increased willingness of team members to do the right thing. In 
other words, you need to model the behaviors you believe to be important. 

Most people would generally agree that ethical and responsible business practices 
contribute to improving business performance and create greater opportunities for 
internal and external growth. While applying ethical practices in the decision making 
process has some significant positive benefits, there is the potential for “negative” 
consequences as well, such as the potential loss of income or profit if a company takes 
an ethical position and refuses to do something illegal or that violates its code of ethics. 
However, most people will acknowledge that if a company does what is right, even if 
there is a short-term negative effect the ethical organization still has the greater 
opportunity for long-term success.  
As with most behaviors, the fundamentals of ethics and ethical decision making can be 
taught in a classroom and demonstrated by your activities on the job. However, the real 
basis of ethics still lies in your personal character and value system. Keep in mind that 
the consequences of ethical decisions can be significant and decision makers may have 
to justify their decisions. Therefore, paying careful attention to legal requirements, codes 
of conduct, and documented ethical standards will help.  It is important not to assume 
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that having a set of ethical standards or a code of conduct implies that everyone will 
always make the right decisions when faced with ethical dilemmas. 

Ethical Decision Making - Key Thoughts for Your 
Consideration 
 No two people always view the same situation the same way. 
 Many ethical decisions are not just based on facts and logic; they are complicated by 

differing values, beliefs, experiences, and reactions to events. 
 Reacting under pressure usually does not lead to the most beneficial solution when 

facing an ethics-related issue. 
 Three basic ways to approach an ethical decision are Goal–based, Rights-based, 

and Duty-based. 
 In many ethics related situations there is no clear right or wrong making it difficult to 

find the perfect solution, so you may have to make the “best choice” given the 
information available. 

 In most cases, ethical dilemmas occur because of competing values, conflicting 
duties or obligations, or a tradeoff between the costs and benefits of possible 
outcomes or consequences. 

 A situation does not generally constitute an ethical dilemma if there is no conflict of 
values, duties, or obligations. 

 A significant barrier to ethical decision making is fear of the unknown - the uncertainty 
of what might happen if the decision is wrong. 

 You may often face obstacles that affect your ability to behave in an ethical manner. 
 Making sound ethical decisions requires a careful examination of the facts and 

circumstances of any situation.  
 Each decision and its resultant action plan must be considered in terms of positive 

and negative consequences. 
 All projects are comprised of several factors that impact the quality of an ethical 

decision and that need to be considered in order to be successful. 
 Most logical people agree that if a company does what is right, even if there is a 

short-term negative impact, the ethical organization still has the greater opportunity 
for long-term success than the unethical one. 

 The real basis for ethics lies in your personal character and value system. 
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Review Questions  
The following review questions will assist you in developing comprehension of the 
material contained in this course chapter.  Answer the following questions in a separate 
notebook.  
1. What causes ethical decision making to be so difficult?  
2. When forced with an ethical dilemma, what is a good guideline to follow?  
3. List and briefly describe three basic approaches to decision making.  
4.  Making a decision because you feel it is the right thing to do regardless of your 

company’s policies is an example of what type of decision making approach?  
5. What is an ethical dilemma?  
6. Why is it sometimes so difficult to make an ethical decision?  
7. What are three major causes of ethical dilemmas?   
8. Fear is often a barrier to ethical decision making, why?  
9. If you choose not to confront a safety issue thinking that nothing is likely to happen, 

what have you most likely failed to do? 
10. How does maturity level affect your ability to make an ethical decision?  
11. What do you do if you find yourself having to make a significant decision with little or 

no management support?  
12. Consider the scenario presented in this lesson about the fire in a client’s restricted 

laboratory. If you were in this situation, what would you do?  
13. What are some of the things you need to consider before acting on an ethics-based 

decision?  
14. What does it mean to pass the “light of day” test?  
15. What and who sets the overall tone for ethical decision-making in an organization?  
16. What factors impact the quality of an ethical decision?  
17. How can ethical decision making potentially reduce regulatory oversight?  
18. What is the best way for you to ensure the ethical decision making takes place on 

your project?  
19. What is a major shortcoming of teaching ethics in a classroom? 
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Case Study 
The following case study will assist you in application of the material contained in this 
course module.  Following the case reading, complete the corresponding questions.  
Document answers for this case in your notebook. 
John has recently transferred from Ohio to a division of his company located close to his 
hometown in Northern Virginia, near Washington, DC. His new position is the project 
manager on a piece of a major government program. He had been trying for several 
months to get this assignment and feels fortunate to have gotten it because it could 
provide career opportunities not available in his other position. The job is a lateral transfer 
so his pay will not increase with the new job. John is also hoping that the new job will 
lead to a promotion and a pay raise. Another problem created by the move is that since 
John requested the transfer he had to pay to move his family because his company’s 
relocation policy does not pay for requested voluntary relocations. Although John did not 
have a lot of extra money, he decided to make the move anyway because his wife and 
family liked the idea of being close to their relatives, especially with a child who has a 
learning disability and medical issues.   
 He likes his co-workers and has become friends with several of them. John’s wife has 
commented on several occasions that his co-workers must be pretty well off or they have 
very rich families because they all lived in big houses and their wives wore expensive 
jewelry. In fact, John’s wife commented on how poorly they were living compared to his 
co-workers. Within a few months John found himself in financial difficulty because of the 
initial moving expenses, the higher cost of living and the expense of putting his children in 
a private school. 
One day after work, John’s old car wouldn’t start. A co-worker (Tom) who is much 
younger than he is drove by in a new Mercedes and asked John if he needed a ride 
home. John jumped in and commented on Tom’s new car. Tom said that his uncle 
bought it for him. John mentioned how nice it must be to have a rich uncle, to which Tom 
laughed and said, “yeah, it sure is nice; maybe you could find a rich uncle someday.” 
After arriving at his apartment, John began to wonder about Tom’s car. He told his wife 
about Tom’s car and his comment about having a rich uncle. She said during a recent 
party that she over heard someone else talk about a rich uncle. John became suspicious 
and decided to take a closer look at the project documentation.  
At work the next day, he took a closer look at the project budget records for the past six 
months. The project is part of a large multi-year effort, under a cost-plus type of contract. 
While looking at the records, John didn’t find anything illegal, but did find some 
questionable expenses for test equipment that he had not seen used on the project and 
some charges for sub-contractors that he was unfamiliar with. He asked the program 
manager, Steve, if he had noticed any discrepancies with the project accounting. Steve 
pulled out a file drawer of ledgers and said that everything there was in order. John told 
Steve of his suspicion that Tom and some of the others might be embezzling project 
funds. Steve told him that was impossible and went on to say, “We had another project 
manager here about a year ago who suspected the same thing, but he met with a tragic 
accident.”  
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Shaken by this news and what he believed to be a threatening tone, John shared his 
concern with his wife. Before long the conversation led to an argument about money. His 
wife said, “If you were only smart enough to let them ‘educate’ you on how things work, 
we wouldn’t live in this apartment and we could get out of debt. 
Consider the following questions:  
1. What are the issues creating conflicts for John?  
2. What are the ethical dilemmas confronting John? 
3. Should John take his concerns to the company’s senior management to make them 

aware of the situation? 
4. In order for John to be able to do anything, should he first try to get some hard 

evidence? What should he do? 
5. What potential consequences might John face as a result to acting on this issue? 
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Module 8 – Course Conclusion 
Many people are familiar with the classic piece on ethics by Jack Griffin titled, “It’s OK, 
Son, Everybody Does It.” published in the Chicago-Sun Times. The following is an 
adaptation of that story. 

When Jimmy was 6 years old, his parents took him to a restaurant. Kids under 
5 ate free. His parents told the server he was five and they didn't have to pay 
for Jimmy. When the server walked away, Jimmy protested, saying that he 
was 6, to which his Mom said, "It's OK, son, everybody does it." 
When Jimmy was 8, he went shopping with his father. The sales clerk made 
an error and gave Jimmy’s father more change than she should have. 
Walking out of the store, Jimmy’s father reacting to the confused look on 
Jimmy’s face said, "It's OK son, everybody does it."  
When he was 13, Jimmy listened as his Uncle Tom boasted about how he 
was able to tap into a local cable TV line to get free service. “Why should only 
the rich be able to get cable,” said his uncle. "It's OK Jimmy, everybody does 
it." 
When he was 15, Jimmy was shown by his friend how to modify cell phones 
to get free service. I never pay for cell service. I’ve been getting free service 
for months” said his friend. “Relax Jimmy, everybody does it." 
When he was 17, Jimmy went to work part-time at a local computer repair 
shop. The owner regularly installed upgraded components and charged 
customers the full price for a new component. When Jimmy asked about the 
owner installing used parts, he was told, “"It's OK kid, everybody does it."  
When he was 19 he went to college on an athletic scholarship. Because he 
was not as physically strong as others on the team, his coach gave him some 
growth supplements to help him develop more muscle mass. When he asked 
the coach if this was legal, the coach angrily replied, “Do you want to play or 
not? Besides all the starters on the team do it."  
When he was 22, Jimmy got a job at a large investment firm. In an effort to 
make it big, Jimmy began sharing inside information with other brokers and 
his clients. Over the next year, his activities triggered the Securities and 
Exchange Commission to begin an investigation. Jimmy’s activities were 
discovered and he was sent to prison for his illegal activities. His family was 
outraged. "How could you do this to us?" his father said angrily, while his 
mother sobbed, "You sure never learned anything like that in this family!"  

As Jack Griffin points out in his original article, "if there's anything the adult world can't 
stand, it's a kid that cheats." 
Who is to blame for Jimmy’s behavior? Everyone who told him, “It’s OK, everyone does 
it” and Jimmy himself. He may not have been able to control what others did, but when 
he had a choice, he also assumed the responsibility for that choice. The same holds true 
for companies and their employees. 
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Remember that ethics development and management is an on-going process. Ethics 
start at the very beginning with values – yours and your company’s. The values that drive 
your behavior begin to be developed as soon as you are born and are reinforced 
throughout your life.  Ethics programs are also developed over time. Granted, some 
behaviors can be mandated, but real change and ethical behavior must occur within the 
people who most follow those mandates. Because everyone comes into an organization 
with different backgrounds, experiences, and cultures, their views of acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviors may be different than yours. Establishing an effective ethics 
program will take time if you do not have one. If you do have one, then it must be 
evaluated regularly to make sure that it is still effective. You are not likely to get 
everything right the first time, but you need to start some place.  
The primary objective of any ethics program is to ensure that everyone in the 
organization is consistently doing “the right thing” - that they are demonstrating positive 
workplace behaviors that clearly express the value of and show respect for all 
stakeholders, both internal and external. It starts with management - YOU!! 
Management’s practices and behaviors reinforce what is considered to be valued within 
the enterprise. Even the best of ethical intentions are meaningless unless they generate 
fair and just behaviors throughout the workplace. A key ingredient for ethical behavior is 
you trying to be ethical. Therefore, you need to help your team recognize unethical 
behavior, address their mistakes, and find appropriate ways to reinforce desired behavior 
and support them as they continue to try doing what is right and ethical. 
The best way to handle ethical dilemmas is to avoid their occurrence in the first place. 
That’s one of the benefits of establishing and enforcing professional standards, codes of 
ethics and codes of conduct. Standards and codes of conduct that are documented, 
communicated, and enforced help to reinforce ethical practices, help to make team 
members and associates aware of ethical considerations, and help to reduce the 
chances of unethical behaviors occurring in the first place. 
Professional ethics do not stand alone and should not be viewed as a single process. 
You need to integrate ethics management into the way you do business. Ethics need to 
be integrated with all of your management processes. When developing your 
organization’s processes and practices, from strategic planning to project delivery, 
include ethics components and clearly stress the company’s core values. When creating 
policies and performance metrics, identify the ethical values you consider important to the 
organization’s culture and then reward the behaviors that support those values.  
Ethics, responsibility, and accountability can be viewed as three legs of a stool. All are 
important and support the seat. The thing about a three-legged stool is that it can be 
used in just about any situation whether the ground is level or uneven. It is impossible to 
establish an ethics program or teach ethical behavior that will address every situation. 
You can establish all kinds of codes, policies, procedures, and values statements, but 
without a management team that is willing to step up to its responsibilities and become a 
role model for ethical behavior and display the courage to do what is right in all situations, 
your endeavors will be in vain. 
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Suggested Answer Key 
Module 1 – Introduction to Professional Ethics   
1. What does “ethics” mean? Ethics are set of moral principles, based on your personal and 
professional value system that help govern your behaviors and help you determine what is right and 
wrong.  Ethics represent the values that you or your organization considers appropriate conduct or 
behavior. 
2. Why do people often confuse personnel issues with ethics issues? Personnel issues and 
ethics issues both are related to the subject of “fairness.” 
3. Core values are the fundamental beliefs, customs, ideals that are considered to be 
important to a person or organization. What are examples of common core values? What values 
do you consider to be core values? Common values frequently expressed as core values are Honesty, 
Integrity, Responsibility, Competence, Teamwork, Regard for Others, Loyalty, Courage or some variation 
of these. For example, core values of the U.S Navy are Honor, Courage, Commitment; Lockheed Martin’s 
core values are Passion, Risk Tolerance, Excellence, Motivation, and Innovation. Each person or 
organization may hold more or less of these items to be fundamental to their operational and strategic 
philosophy. 
4. What would you say is the greatest reason why people behave unethically? People behave 
unethically for many reasons. Some people behave unethically because of self-gratification or because 
they have no sense of right or wrong, but these people are generally the exception. One of the most 
common is external pressure to perform and deliver results. This is especially true in a project 
environment. Customers, internal management, various stakeholders, etc. all put pressure on you and 
compel you to take short cuts, take unnecessary risks, shade the truth, and many other things.  
5. Why is the excuse “I have no choice” never a good reason for unethical behavior? 
Everyone has a choice regardless of the situation. We all have the choice whether to act in an ethical 
manner or not. Many times choices may be difficult because of the potential consequences, but there are 
always options.  
6. People sometimes behave unethically because they want to be a “team player.” How does 
this concept contribute to unethical behavior? Most teams emphasize Team Integrity, Teamwork, 
Team Loyalty, and similar attributes. Sometimes these terms bring with them an unwritten expectation 
that if you are really part of the team then you will do whatever is necessary for the sake of the team. No 
one wants to be considered an outsider and go against the team. As a result, team members are more 
likely to stretch or shade the truth a little, not present all of the facts, remain silent when another team 
member does something wrong, or in the extreme, blatantly lie or cover up something. There is also a 
concern about being ostracized by other team members if you go against them and stand your ground. 
7. Why are ethical practices important to good project execution and management? All 
stakeholders rely on sound judgment, accurate and reliable reporting, and clear guidance from project 
managers. You will not be able to effectively do your job as the project manager if stakeholders do not 
have confidence in the project manager and the project team. Demonstrating ethical behavior helps build 
stakeholder trust and confidence.  
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8. What are some benefits an organization can receive by following ethical practices? There 
are several tangible and intangible benefits that can be attained from being ethical such as – a stronger 
reputation and the building of goodwill within the community, enhanced productivity and improved team 
member performance, reduced costs and risk, increased personal and professional respect within your 
industry. 
9. How does having a structured ethics program protect you and your organization? A 
structured program with clear standards and procedures that includes tools and techniques for identifying, 
monitoring, and reporting ethics violations helps prevent most problems before they occur. If everyone 
understands that ethics are important to the organization, they are more inclined to behave ethically 
because of a general management principle – people will behave according to how they will be held 
accountable. By having a good program that stresses ethics and holds it members accountable for 
adhering to those ethics, the number of harassment suits, instances of cheating, etc. and any resulting 
legal action is likely to be reduced. 
10. Do good ethical practices increase team morale? If yes, why? If no, why not? The answer is 
yes!! An environment that practices corporate-wide ethics works to eliminate conduct that is detrimental to 
a mutually respectfully environment. If team members respect and trust each other, if everyone knows 
that they can trust their team members to do what is right then they feel better about being part of that 
team. An ethical workplace is one that practices fairness and equality. If team members believe that they 
are being treated fairly, are dealt with honestly, and are supported they are more motivated to do the best 
they can and feel proud of what they do.  
11. One of the biggest costs of unethical practices is the cost to an organization’s reputation. 
Why? We live and work in a small world. If you treat a stakeholder unethically, it doesn’t take long for 
word to get around. There is a general rule that if someone likes a product or company, they will tell three 
people, but if they don’t like something, they’ll tell 15 people. If you become known for being unethical, 
businesses will not want to work with you. 
12. How does maintaining a high ethical standard influence project communications? 
Maintaining high ethical standards means that you are open and honest with stakeholders. As a result, it 
helps to create an environment that encourages open dialogue and reflection among stakeholders. Open 
and honest dialogue is critical to ensuring that project requirements are defined and deliverables are 
provided. Ethical standards facilitate an open discussion of ethical issues and potential problems within 
the project.  
13. Why does having a reputation for professional ethics increase your ability to recruit and 
retain high quality and ethical people? A company is only as good as its people. If a company is known 
to be unethical or, in many cases, even believed to be unethical then very few people will want to work for 
that company. If you believe that the organization is unethical in its treatment of others, what confidence 
do you have that it will be ethical in its treatment of you? 
14. Ethical companies are also socially responsible. What does this mean? Socially responsible 
means that the company makes decisions and takes actions that will not knowingly injure its associates, 
the local community in which the company operates, or cause harm to the environment. It also means 
that if a company finds out that harm is being done as a result of its actions, or inaction, it will take every 
measure necessary to correct the problem and not try to cover it up. 
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15. List the three basic ethics categories and briefly describe each of them. Ethical – Someone 
who always tries to do the right thing even if it has negative consequences to him or her; Unethical – 
Someone who is willing to do whatever he or she needs to do to ensure that his or her personal interests 
and desires are served regardless of how right or wrong it is; Non-ethical – Someone who does not 
consider the rightness or wrongness of a decision or the degree of personal gain or loss. Their actions 
are based on logical facts and data.  
16. What are some ways to influence the ethical behavior of a peer? Addressing an ethics issue 
with a peer can be difficult and often uncomfortable. There are two basic ways to influence a peer to 
behave ethically – active and passive. An active approach is to say or do something to directly address 
the unethical behavior. Something is done to counter the behavior or act. A passive approach is to 
choose not to participate in the unacceptable activity and if necessary remove yourself from the situation. 
Care needs to be taken so that a passive approach is not viewed as apathy or silent acceptance. 
17. When faced with an ethics issue have you ever felt as if you were alone? Why did you feel 
that way and how did you handle it? People often feel alone when faced with an ethics related situation 
as if they are the only ones who take ethics seriously. Many times they feel alone because no one else 
has been willing to take a stand, speak up, or respond to an unethical act. Perhaps this is due to fear, the 
organization’s culture, uncertainty as to the right approach, etc. A good way to handle an ethics issue is to 
approach the ethics officer if your company has one. If not, then talk with your human resource officer. 
The key is to remember that you are not alone. 
18. Who has the primary responsibility to set the ethics standards within your organization? If 
your organization does not have an ethics policy what should you do? Senior management has the 
responsibility to establish the organization’s ethical standards and communicate to everyone what is 
considered acceptable and unacceptable behavior. If your organization does not have an ethics policy, it 
is important that you establish and communicate standards for your team. If you don’t, no one else will.    
19. Name at least 5 things a project manager can do to model and emphasize the importance 
of ethical behavior.     There are many things that can be done, but some key things to model ethical 
behavior are: Maintain high personal standards and comply with ethics policies, procedures and the 
ethics code of conduct; Clearly communicate roles and responsibilities for establishing and maintaining 
ethical conduct; Monitor ethics practices and address discrepancies; Maintain an environment of 
confidentiality and anonymity – within logical and legal limits; and Maintain good records to reward and 
recognize ethical behavior. 

Module 2 – Interpersonal Ethics for the Project Manager 
Review and Self Reflection Questions 
1. Why do phrases and platitudes such as “follow the golden rule” and “it’s the right thing to 
do” sometimes have little or no effect in changing behavior? For some people the concept of ethical 
behavior and the resulting consequences are rather abstract. The long term value of following societal 
norms or the likelihood of punitive consequences seem so remote that there is little motivation to be 
concerned about “ethics.” For some people the only incentive for ethical behavior may be more near-term 
– the immediate impact to their career, their company, or their stakeholders.  It needs to be personal. 
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2. What is more important – simply attaining project goals and objectives or how ethically 
the goals and objectives are attained? The obvious answer is both. For some organizations results are 
all that matters. Project and business success is important because all project managers are measured 
by their ability to accomplish project objectives and deliver benefit to the customer, the company, and 
other stakeholders. But how the objectives are accomplished is important too because if the objectives 
are achieved through unethical means, then the success may be short lived – sooner or later the ethical 
practices used to accomplish those objectives will catch up with you.  
3. What is the relationship between ethics and self-discipline? Self-discipline is the ability to 
control your impulses and emotions and to avoid doing or saying anything inappropriate.  Taking an 
ethical stand requires a willingness to say “no” when you are tempted to commit an unethical or 
questionable act. Through self-discipline we can do the right thing even when it is difficult.  
4. The more senior you are in the organization the greater the temptation to commit unethical 
behavior.  Why? Generally, the higher you are the more you believe you have to gain or lose, and the 
greater the pressure to perform. As you rise in the organization, you also have greater access to and 
control over sensitive information which can make the temptation to use that information and your position 
for personal gain. 
5. Think about Johnson and Johnson’s response to the Tylenol poisoning incident in 1982. 
What did the company do to demonstrate that its culture was one based on strong ethical and 
moral principles? Johnson and Johnson did several things, but some of the significant actions are: a) 
They didn’t try to cover it up or place blame, b) they immediately pulled ALL Tylenol from the marketplace 
to prevent any further injuries, c) they communicated quickly with the public informing consumers of the 
incident, d) they made major changes to their internal processes to prevent the likelihood of tampering 
occurring again. The bottom line is they clearly and directly showed customers, employees, and 
stockholders that they were holding themselves to a higher ethical standard. 
6. Our ability to maintain high ethical standards is dependent upon our “emotional health.” 
How does our mental state affect whether or not we behave ethically? Emotional health is the ability 
to address our feelings and emotions and respond to the emotions of others appropriately. Depression, 
stress, anger, obsessive fears, guilt, and shame are all indications that someone is not emotionally 
healthy. These things are also underlying reasons why someone might be tempted to behave unethically. 
If you are emotionally healthy, you are more likely to have higher self-esteem and greater confidence in 
your actions and as a result make better decisions when confronted with ethical situations. 
7. How does accepting personal responsibility for your own actions influence others? Our 
day to day activities, how we make decisions, how we treat others are constantly being observed by other 
people whether we are aware of it or not. What we do, or don’t do, when faced with ethical situations may 
cause someone to change their behaviors or will reinforce their behaviors - positive and negative. You 
might not have control over the circumstances around the situation, but you do have control over how you 
respond. 
8. List some examples of where you have experienced someone trying to avoid 
responsibility for their personal actions. We all have experienced such behavior. Some common 
examples might include denying a part in the decision-making process, blaming others, providing an 
excuse such as “I was only following orders”, and so on.  
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9. If personal accountability does not work, what might be the only solution for maintaining 
ethics in the organization? To issue a legal or regulatory mandate. These may take the form of rules, 
regulations, policies, laws, or statues that can be enforced. 
10. Why is it important to keep developing and enhancing your skills? Your project’s success is 
based on your skills and abilities. Your organization depends on the marketability of your skills. Your 
customers and other stakeholders also depend upon you being able to do your job in order to deliver on 
project objectives. So in order to provide internal and external customers the best possible goods and 
services, project managers need to be continually mastering new tasks and skills.  
11. What is one of the biggest challenges to growing your capabilities? Some people might say 
time, money, or management support. These can be obstacles, but one of the biggest challenges is a 
willingness to do a good self assessment – to admit that you can’t do it all and that there may be 
weaknesses in your skill set. Recognizing and acknowledging your own strengths and weaknesses can 
be difficult but is necessary if you want to ensure that you are providing stakeholders best value for their 
money. 
12. List and briefly describe four basic ways to acquire new skills.  

a. Classroom learning - courses, workshops, seminars and other training activities which 
require physical attendance and a trainer or facilitator directs the learning. 
b. Self-directed learning – courses available on-line or delivered via video disk (DVD) or 
compact disk (CD) which is controlled directly by the learner. This training method generally 
enables the training to be conducted when it is convenient for the learner; however, it also 
requires commitment and self-discipline. 
c. Mentored learning – working with a role model, subject matter expert, or another 
experienced person to identify strengths and weaknesses and work on the desired skills based 
on jointly defined and agreed to objectives. Mentoring typically involves the one-on-one transfer 
of knowledge, values, best practices, and other useful information from an experienced manager 
or leader to another within the organization.  
d. Experiential learning – Often referred to as OJT (on-the-job-training) this method enables 
the learner to develop a professional capability during the actual performance of his or her job. 

13. How can your suppliers and vendors help you develop your professional capabilities? 
Suppliers and vendors can be a valuable source of technical and non-technical information because they 
generally have access to information that may not be readily available to you. They can also help you 
discover what works and doesn’t work when doing business with them and perhaps other stakeholders. 
14. What does it mean to be fair? Why is fairness important? Fairness simply means that you 
treat everyone equitably and are just in your actions toward others. It means that you make decisions 
based on logical arguments and not as a result of bias or prejudice. Fairness is important because it is a 
basis for building strong working relationships with stakeholders. If they do not believe that they are being 
treated fairly, it will affect the amount of trust and confidence they have in you and your organization. 
15. What are some things you can do to ensure that you are interacting with team members 
fairly? You can take several actions on a daily basis to ensure that everyone on the team is treated fairly, 
but to name a few – follow established labor and equal opportunity practices; don’t discriminate, 
unnecessarily, in job assignments – try to match the best people to the job requirements, and be honest 
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in performance reviews.  You owe it to your team members to provide them useable feedback on what 
they do and do not do well.   
16. Is “fairness” with respect to competitors something we should be concerned about? Why 
or why not? There are many who follow the philosophy of “all’s fair in love and war” with business being 
viewed as a war. We all want a competitive advantage and it is understood that you will try to gain an 
advantage over your competitors. But you need to do it ethically. Remember that almost all industries are 
small communities and it doesn’t take very long for unethical behavior toward competitors to become 
common knowledge. 
17. List several things a project manager can do to demonstrate honesty and integrity. Some 
of the things a project manager can do include: not cheating, lying to or stealing from your company or 
another stakeholder; being straight forward when communicating project information.  Don’t try to hide the 
negatives; communicating issues and limitations as soon a possible.   
18. When faced with a difficult decision that might challenge your honesty and integrity, what 
do you do? A good guideline is to consider yours’ and your company’s reputations. Consider what would 
be the impact if your action or statement were to be printed on the front page of the local newspaper or 
heard on the evening news broadcast. 
19. How does “respect for the other person” affect how we convey honesty? Respect is 
basically showing regard and consideration for the other person. It’s holding that person with a degree of 
esteem and showing that their value if for nothing more that a respect for their position. If you respect 
someone or an organization, then you are more likely to be honest in your communication and dealings 
with them. 
20. What is the probable impact on honesty if you work for a manager that operates from a 
“shoot the messenger” mode? If someone is not able to communicate “bad news” and project 
information without fear of being punished or facing unreasonable consequences, they are less likely to 
present things in an honest and open manner.  
21. Briefly explain the difference between the “letter of the law” and the “intent of the law.” 
Letter of the law – following the exact words of the applicable law or regulation with no interpretation of its 
general meaning or objective; Intent of the law (also referred to as the spirit of the law) considers the 
broader interpretation and objective of the law’s purpose which generally goes beyond the specific words 
in the written law. 
22. You are working on a project with stakeholders from many different countries and many 
regulatory agencies. Each has its own laws, rules, and regulations. What can you do to make sure 
that you are in compliance with the laws of all stakeholders? This could be difficult depending upon 
the number of stakeholders, who they are, and what countries or regulatory agencies are represented. 
Trying to be compliant with the legal requirements of all stakeholders means that time be spent doing 
good risk management and communication management. Ethics management is simply risk management 
and clear, honest communication. When faced with multiple legal requirements, which sometimes may be 
in conflict or unclear, utilize your project sponsor for guidance. This is also when it is important to make 
sure you understand and adhere to the spirit of the law, not just the language of the law. When in doubt 
ask yourself, “What is the intent of the law?” 
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23. People who report ethical issues are generally mediocre employees who have a grudge 
against the company. Do you agree or disagree with this statement?  Why or why not? In some 
cases, this might be true, most of the time it is just the opposite. Many ethical issues are addressed by 
people are loyal to the organization, are motivated, respected within the organization, and are competent 
in their jobs. The big difference between the disgruntled person who raises an issue and the loyal person 
is that the loyal person has the organization’s best interest at heart and raises ethical issues for the 
benefit of making the company better. 
24. Whose responsibility is it to establish and implement an ethics training program? Who 
should participate in the training? The senior management team has the primary responsibility to drive 
the organization’s ethics program. The program should include training for project managers, functional 
and frontline supervisors, team members and other stakeholders and cover all aspects of ethical behavior 
including how to report and escalate ethical issues.  
25. List and briefly describe the two major steps when reporting ethics issues. 

a. Prepare and plan for the report – plan what will be discussed, the data and facts that are 
needed, what template for reporting format will be used; Determine the appropriate time and 
place to present the issue; Determine if other stakeholders need to be involved 
b. Report the ethics issue – Deliver the information in a straightforward manner using clear 
direct language. Do not try to soften the report by using vague terms or flowery language that 
may lead to confusion. 

26. Is everything that appears to be an unethical practice really unethical? No. Sometimes there 
are practices used in some environments that might be considered unacceptable in others. It is important 
to understand the environment, the availability of information and data regarding the situation, and the 
specifics of the issue itself.  
27. What are some of the factors to consider when reporting an ethics issue? 

a. The issue – is it really a violation of a documented policy or code of conduct or is it simply 
a matter of personal preference.  
b. The severity and timing of the consequences – are the potential consequences near-term 
or long-term 
c. Impact of NOT reporting the issue – is the potential for harm greater if the issue is 
reported to a higher level authority or is the potential for harm greater if you try to handle it at 
your level.  

Case Study 
Contributing factors might include Susan’s initial participation in the off-color jokes and the acceptance of 
Jim’s behavior by the other team members. Susan had commented that she indirectly tried to get Jim to 
stop by removing herself from the area and giving stern looks. It does not appear that she directly 
confronted Jim and told him to stop. However, Jim does not seem to be very good a reading non-verbs or 
just does not care. We don’t know if this is a one-time event or it is a pattern of behavior from Jim that has 
been tolerated by other managers. We also don’t know how well the company enforces its ethics policies 
and hold everyone accountable for adhering to the policies.  
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Whether Jim’s behavior was intentional harassment or his idea of joking around created an uncomfortable 
work environment for Susan. In many ethics situations, perception is real – to Susan the discomfort was 
real. She had commented it was difficult for her to do her job. As a result, the project suffers on many 
levels – Susan afraid to do her job, the project may lose Jim - a skilled technical lead, time will be lost 
while conducting interviews and data collection, and everyone – including Mary the project manager – are 
distracted. As a result, the stakeholders and the company are not getting the attention that they expect. If 
the situation results in legal action the company’s reputation could also be affected.  
There are several things in this scenario that Mary needs to address. She needs to check with the human 
resources department to ensure that she is aware of the company’s sexual harassment policy. Because 
she has project and administrative responsibility, so she needs to investigate the situation. It will be 
important for Mary to maintain a neutral, objective position. If she and Jim are good friends, then she 
might find herself in a conflict of interest.  
Mary will need to talk with Jim regarding the impact he is having on Susan’s ability to do her job. She will 
also have to talk with the other team members to see what they have observed or heard. Susan said that 
some of Jim’s inappropriate behaviors had been demonstrated by others. After an initial set of interviews 
and data gathering, she will have to decide if she can handle it internally, turn the situation over to human 
resources, or exercise her authority and fire Jim. If appropriate, advise Susan to seek counsel from the 
human resource office. The sooner Mary handles this issue the better. IF the allocations are true, then 
Susan could very easily file sexual harassment charges against Jim and the company. 
Therefore, during all of this it is important that Mary document her interviews and data gathering results. 
She will need the documentation if further investigation is required or to support any disciplinary action or 
a negative performance review.  

Module 3 – Ethical Practices During the Project Life Cycle 
Review and Self Reflection Questions 
1. Name a couple of reasons why a project manager might not report ethics issues.  
Sometimes project managers believe that they can resolve issues themselves before upper management 
becomes aware of the situation. There is also a strong tradition against informing on others when they 
make a mistake or commit an error. There is often a reluctance to share with others negative things that 
happen within the team. 
2. List some common factors to consider when deciding how to report ethics issues. Not 
everything regarding ethical matters will be covered by a canned response or procedure. There are 
several factors but some common ones include the severity of the potential harm, your position within the 
organization and your relationship with the person or business unit involved in the issue, your 
organization’s formal policies and procedures, and your organization’s culture.  
3. What are some ways information is misrepresented to stakeholders? There are many ways 
project managers misrepresent information and data to stakeholders that might be considered unethical, 
or at least lead stakeholders to question your integrity. Four common ways are intentionally lying by 
presenting falsehoods as truth or fact, overstating or exaggerating a situation or condition, trying to make 
things appear better than they really are by understating circumstances, or intentionally withholding 
information. 
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4. Some people will exaggerate benefits. Why might this be considered unethical? It’s natural 
for people to want to present their best position whenever they can. However, making false claims 
through exaggerations is just as unethical as lying, although many people may not see it that way. Many 
small embellishments can lead to a major misrepresentation of yourself, your project, or your company. 
This has a direct impact on your integrity and how honest and trustworthy you are viewed by your 
stakeholders.   
5. How does understating your project’s condition have a negative impact on a project 
manager’s credibility? Trying to make things appear better than they really are is a deceptive practice. It 
can raise questions about your integrity and honesty. If your customer or management believes that you 
are not telling them the whole truth, they will begin to question everything you tell them. It could lead to 
them trying to micromanage your project, being more critical when things do go wrong, or even lead to 
your dismissal. 
6. List several reasons why someone might engage in a “cover-up”?  Common reasons might 
include: fear of getting in trouble; fear of losing a job, position of authority, or reputation; fear of 
embarrassment; fear of legal action. 
7. Think about your own experience. What are some good practices for delivering bad news?   
Focus on how to best present the information to the recipient. Present relevant information in a clear and 
concise manner that communicates the impact to the project. Present facts, not your opinion. When 
possible present the bad news face-to-face or by phone, not via e-mail. Try to maintain a neutral position. 
In other words, don’t convey unwarranted concern or optimism. Don’t try to soften the hard facts – 
present what is known regardless of how ugly it might appear.  
8. Given the ABC Company scenario presented earlier, what do you think the company 
should do? Why? There is still a little information that might help with this decision such as the product 
application and the operating environment. Given the information, the ethical thing is probably to work 
with the customer to implement the solution. From a short-term perspective it might not appear to be in 
the company’s best interest, but in the long-term it is the correct solution. It is early in the product’s life 
cycle so the problem can be corrected before it is released. The company knows there is a clear defect 
that causes premature failure and by correcting the problem ABC can deliver a cheaper, safer, and higher 
quality product. While not legally required, it is morally obligated. 
9. Briefly explain the concept of ‘whistle blowing’. Whistle blowing is reporting the misconduct of 
fellow employees, supervisors, or your company to another higher-level authority or significant 
stakeholder. The higher-level authority may be internal or external, but in most cases the authority is an 
external stakeholder or government agency. 
10. Some people believe that whistle blowing, when done for the good of the public at large, 
regardless of the whistleblower’s motive, is acceptable. Do you agree or disagree? Why? This is a 
tough one. There are many who will agree that the end justifies the means. It is important to make sure 
you have all of the facts and all other viable options have been exhausted. But generally speaking, most 
people would probably agree that even if the outcome is likely to have a long-term positive result, whistle 
blowing for the purpose of getting revenge or for vengeance is never a justified reason to do so and that 
the only valid reason to blow the whistle is when something is being done that is known to be obviously 
wrong.   
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11. Whistle blowing should be the exception, not the rule, in resolving an ethical issue. List 
five conditions that might justify whistle blowing and which of the five might whistle blowing be 
considered a moral obligation. 

a. The organization’s products or policies will cause serious harm to internal or external 
stakeholders.  
b. If a serious threat is identified and can be prevented and management has been given 
the opportunity to correct the issue 
c. The initial escalation is not effective in addressing or resolving the concern or complaint. 
d. There is documented proof or evidence to support the case that serious harm could result 
from the company’s behaviors or actions. 
e. You must be thoroughly convinced that going outside the organization is the only way to 
correct the situation that caused the threat. You must firmly believe that desired change will be 
worth the personal risk and potential cost to the organization. 

Conditions “d” and “e” might make whistle blowing a moral obligation - Only if you have documented proof 
or evidence to support the case that serious harm could result from the company’s behaviors or actions 
and if you are thoroughly convinced that going outside the organization is the only way to correct the 
situation that caused the threat. You must firmly believe that desired change will be worth the personal 
risk and potential cost to the organization. 
12. As a project manager, what are some things that you can do to maintain high ethical 
standards?  

• Establish and maintain mutual respect for all stakeholders 
• Enforce equal opportunity and anti-harassment standards 
• Create a non-threatening environment 
• Adhere to policies regarding the use of company resources 
• Regulate conflicts of interest  
• Enforce regulations regarding the giving and receipt of gifts and entertainment  
• Ensure accurate documentation and records management  

13. What would you do if you had a team member that did not share your ethical values? This 
can also be a tough one. You need to determine if the issue is actually a difference in values held 
important by the organization or your own personal value system. Is it something that is based on law and 
regulation or personal preference? Obviously if it is based on law, regulation, or a policy then there is 
legal recourse if someone does not value adhering to the letter of the law. If it is a matter of moral values, 
you will need to communicate clearly with the other person regarding how you will work together. If it is 
related to ethical values, such as honesty in communication, use of company or customer property, then it 
will be important to ensure that company practices, policies, and procedures are followed. 
14. If you believe that your customer is being unethical what should you do? This can always 
be a difficult situation for any project manager. The first thing to do is raise the issue to your sponsor or 
internal project owner. If they are not available, raise the issue to an authority figure as soon as possible. 
If you are the authority figure, you might be able to tactfully address the issue with the customer stating 
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your concerns and your rationale. In some cases, the safest thing to do is to “fire” your customer. It is 
better to lose short-term revenue, then to be implicated in your customer’s activities later which might cost 
you even more. However, you proceed, you need to make sure that you keep good documentation. 
15. Why is it important that you be able to identify and address unethical behavior? There are 
two very important reasons for addressing unethical behavior - If you allow unacceptable behavior to 
occur and you do not counter it, then you reinforce the belief that such behavior is acceptable and your 
organization can be held accountable for your team members’ behaviors. 
16. What are some basic things you can do to recognize unethical behavior? Briefly explain 
each activity. 

a. Observe what is occurring in the workplace on a continual basis. It is not only the easiest 
method, but it is also the most direct. You can see first hand what behaviors are taking place. It 
might also be a challenge because people will not openly commit unethical acts when they know 
they are being watched.  
b. Look for signs of secretive behaviors or the hiding of things – Consider the person 
involved. Is the behavior normal or is the secretive behavior a sudden change from the team 
member’s normal behavior? If it appears to be a sudden change, it might be necessary for you 
to confront the team member and inquire about as the change in behavior. 
c. Monitor internal control systems. Most companies have internal processes, procedures, 
and standards that provide guidance regarding ethical behavior. These systems provide a 
mechanism to objectively assess activities that might reveal any wrongdoing. 
d. Look for signs of burnout, stress, and increasing levels of discontent. These can be major 
contributors to unethical behavior because when people believe they are under a lot of pressure, 
are working excessive hours, or that their contributions are not valued, they are more inclined to 
consider engaging in unethical activities. 

17. What should you do when faced with unethical behavior? Some very basic activities are to 
document the unacceptable behavior, communicate the ethical violation and the consequences of the 
activity to the person who committed the act, administer appropriate disciplinary/corrective action, and 
then follow-up on the effectiveness of the intervention. 
18. What are some general guidelines for documenting unethical behavior? As soon as 
unethical behavior becomes known or suspected, it should be documented - if for no other reason then to 
protect you, your organization, and other stakeholders. It is important to thoroughly document the 
situation including the date and time the behavior occurred, the behavior in question, and any other 
relevant information.  
19. You have to handle a situation with one of your team members who violated one of the 
company’s ethics policies. It could negatively affect the project objectives. What would you do?  
Best practice is to schedule a face-to-face meeting with the team member to discuss the specific issue.  
During the meeting be very clear on what ethical standard or practice was violated and the impact of that 
behavior on the project, the enterprise, and affected stakeholders. Also clearly state why it is 
unacceptable, and when it was observed or made known.  You should clearly communicate to the person 
what the consequences of the unethical behavior will be and if appropriate, offer advice on how to prevent 
this issue from reoccurring in the future. 
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20. When handling ethics issues, why are consistency, objectivity, and fairness important? By 
maintaining a position that is seen as consistent and objective, you set an example for others as to how 
ethical issues should be addressed and set the expectation for how unethical issues will be handled in the 
future. 
21. In addition to establishing an ethics policy and posting a code of conduct, what else 
should the organization do? You need to ensure that everyone in the organization receives training on 
what is considered acceptable ethical behavior, in order to strengthen their personal ethics framework 
and to communicate how they will be held accountable for ethical misconduct. 
22. What are some of the things you can do to help overcome unethical behavior? 

a. Be open and direct with your team and tell them that in business people are often 
tempted by opportunities to cross ethical and/or legal lines. You need to acknowledge to 
yourself that pressure is a contributor to unethical behavior and you need to be willing to 
address the underlying causes of that pressure. If not, then little can be done to overcome 
inappropriate behaviors. 
b. Competition, also a form of pressure, is another reason why people often behave 
unethically. As the project manager, you should try to establish and maintain an environment 
that eliminates or reduces competitive pressure as much as possible. Obviously you cannot 
control every factor, but you do need to be alert for unethical actions when competitive 
pressures increase. You should also actively look for ways to be proactive in countering 
inappropriate behaviors in a timely manner. 
c. Establish and document ethics standards for personal and organizational behavior so 
that everyone has a basis for determining what is and what is not considered ethical behavior. 

23. Why is it important to recognize and reward people for behaving ethically? One of the most 
fundamental principles of behavior management is that if you desire a specific behavior, acknowledge 
and reinforce it. Recognizing and rewarding someone for ethical behavior is important, even if the results 
are less than perfect. In other words, by rewarding those who do the right thing regardless of the cost you 
emphasize the value of ethics to the organization.  
24. What is an Ethics Officer?  An Ethics Officer is a person, preferably with the qualifications, 
experience and knowledge, who oversees the organization’s ethics program including policy 
development, implementation guidance, and compliance. The Ethics Officer’s role is basically to keep you 
out of legal trouble. 
Case Study 
There are several things that are evident in this case. Sales representatives typically promise more than 
can be realistically delivered in the timeframe promised. Delivery dates are overly optimistic. Sales reps 
are not held accountable for commitments they make to the customer. There is pressure to meet delivery 
dates above all else. Resources are too limited for the work to be accomplished so engineering and 
production takes shortcuts throughout the entire process. Defective parts and materials are knowingly 
used in the equipment to meet delivery schedules. Changes are made that are not documented. 
Management does not seem to be aware of, or care about, the lack of personal and professional ethics 
throughout the company. That does not relieve each employee of the responsibility of doing what ever 
they can to maintain high ethical standards. This apparent lack of standards impacts all of the 
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stakeholders, especially the direct customers and the workers who have to deliver the products. The 
stakeholder impacted the most is obviously the customer. If the equipment is delivered on time, it is likely 
to have quality defects that must be fixed during or after installation. This affects their ability to produce 
their product costing them money as well as delaying their ability to meet their customer’s needs. All 
employees are affected because they have to deal with the unrealistic demands and face the 
consequences of the unethical practices from other parts of the organization. 

Module 4 – Ethics and the Client 
 
Review and Self Reflection Questions 
1. How does a good ethics program help you with respect to your client or customer? It helps 
align project team behaviors with the values of the company and the client. It also helps to ensure that 
integrity and confidence is maintained between the client and your organization. 
2. What are some basic ways you can treat your customer ethically? There are several things 
you can do as a project manager to ensure ethical practices are followed. You can provide the client a 
solution that addresses their real needs, not just what will provide you and your organization the most 
profit. You can also protect their confidentiality and proprietary information, avoid conflicts of interest, and 
avoid trying to exert undue influence through the use of gifts and other forms of hospitality, as well as not 
accepting inappropriate gifts. 
3. Briefly describe an ethical approach to finding a solution to a customer’s problems.  
Ethical project managers display as much honesty and integrity when dealing with customers as they do 
project management and technical skills.  An ethical approach would be to do everything you can to 
provide the best solution for the customer, regardless of the potential profit to your organization. 
Remember, all projects are about satisfying customer’s needs, not just those of the provider. It is 
important to find out what they need, what they expect from the project and most importantly what 
business or technical objective(s) are they trying to satisfy through the project. Remember, a solution is 
only a viable one if it helps the customer move toward their business and technical goals. 
4. What is meant by “bait and switch? Bait and switch is basically the act of advertising one thing 
to a customer and delivering something else. Many who engage in this tactic will entice a potential 
customer with advertised merchandise or services at a low price only to reveal later that the advertised 
product or service is not available, but a reasonable substitute is - at a higher price. This practice is 
unethical, and in some cases, may be illegal. 
5. What types of behaviors can make a customer believe that you are not interested in 
providing them with the best solution to meet their needs?  

• Overselling your organization, your solutions, or product capabilities 
• Rushing through a technical explanation of the solution 
• Not taking the time to really understand the customer’s needs and requirements 
• Glossing over client questions or objections to a proposed solution 
• Pushing too hard for acceptance of a “packaged solution 
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6. If a customer does not believe that you are really interested in their needs, how might this 
affect how they work with you? If the customer gets the feeling that you are only concerned about 
yourself, their confidence and trust in you will be in question. If the customer believes you or your 
organization to be untrustworthy, they will become suspicious of what you present, they will become very 
selective in what information they share with you and limit your access to information that would probably 
be needed to get to the right solution or deliver on the agreed-to project – assuming you even get that far. 
In fact, without trust, it is very possible that the customer may reduce the project scope, take a more 
active management role, or in the extreme case, terminate the project. 
7. Why is it important to stay current on your job skills and abilities? You owe it to your 
customers to make sure they are getting value for their time and money. If you are trying to provide a 
solution based on old technology or information simply because you have not stayed current with the 
state-of-the-art, then you are being unfair to your customers and your company. 
8. What is meant by the phrase, “Loose lips sink ships”? Loose lips sink ships” is a phrase 
often quoted during war time that means that you want prevent saying or doing anything that could give 
away secrets or put someone in harm’s way.  Accidents often occur because of negligence and 
carelessness when handling client information and data. If you are not careful, it is very easy to say or do 
something in the wrong place at the wrong time and could cause harm to the customer and the 
organization performing the project.  
9. If your company does not have a client confidentiality policy what should you do? 
Generally accepted ethical practices obligate you and your team members to maintain the client’s privacy 
and confidence and treat all information as sensitive giving it the highest level of protection. 
10. List five things you can do to protect your client’s confidentiality.   

a. Require team members, contractors, associates, and other applicable stakeholders to 
sign nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) or confidentiality agreements. 
b. Have a written policy and set of procedures addressing the issue of customer 
confidentiality and how it will be addressed.  
c. Maintain good documentation with regard to the handling of all customer documentation 
including who has access to it, how it will be stored, and how it will be maintained.   
d. Carefully identify and label customer documents with the appropriate confidentiality level. 
When in doubt, treat all customer information as if it were a “trade secret.” 
e. Always return or shred customer related information when it is no longer needed. If 
shredding or returning the documents is not required, then the information should be archived in 
a safe location with controlled access. 

11. What are some of the things the client should do with respect to giving and receiving 
confidential information? The client owns the information regarding their organization and the project 
objectives. It will help the project team if the client clearly identifies confidential information, including the 
level of confidentiality, as soon as it is provided to the project team. When receiving sensitive information 
about the organization performing the project, the client should maintain high ethical standards as well. 
The client should treat any information shared by the project manager’s organization with the same 
degree of confidentiality. The client needs to ensure that it does not disclose any confidential information 
relating to the project organization’s capabilities, pricing, or resources.  
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12. List and briefly describe the three general intellectual property categories.   
a. New Intellectual Property – Knowledge gained by a contractor, vendor, or performing 

organization as a result of the project activities, which is created as a deliverable in the 
project and the customer paid for developing.  

b. Pre-existing Intellectual Property - Any intellectual property owned by the project 
organization prior to its contractual arrangement with the customer, even if it is used in 
the performance of the project activities. 

c. Client’s Intellectual Property - Any intellectual property rights possessed by the customer 
prior to the project and which is provided to the project team to help complete project 
deliverables. 

13. What are four basic methods to protect intellectual property? Patents, Trade Secrets, 
Trademarks, and Copyrights. 
14. What is a “trade secret” and how does it differ from a patent? A trade secret is intellectual 
property that a company believes other competitors do not know and provides the company a competitive 
advantage over its competitors. In addition, the company believes that without detailed information the 
product cannot be reproduced and therefore decides to protect the design, formula, application, or 
process by keeping it a secret. A patent contains a detailed description of what the product is and how to 
make or use it. Patents are structured to protect physical products. They provide the safest form of 
protection for a company’s intellectual property because in the patent a product’s features and 
specifications are fully documented. Patents also have an expiration date, typically 17 - 20 years after the 
patent is approved.  
15. Does a copyright protect ideas? No.  A copyright protects the expression of an idea, but not the 
idea itself.  
16. You and your client decide to collaborate on a product. You both can profit from the 
product once it is released. What should you and you client do to protect the information? You 
and your client need to take every precaution to protect each other’s intellectual property. You need to 
clearly communicate the post-project rights of both parties and be very clear about who owns the finished 
product and who will own the property rights. 
17. What are some situations that might affect your ability to protect intellectual property? 
There are many situations which could severely limit a company’s ability to protect its intellectual property. 
Some of the most common are:  

• Sharing Information with someone who is not constrained by a non-disclosure 
agreement. 

• Discussing the project or product as part of a written paper published in a newspaper, 
professional journal, etc.  

• Publishing pre-prints or abstracts of papers for a scientific meeting or a thesis. 
• Publicly defending a thesis or abstract 
• Discussions on an internet bulletin board or "chat-line" 
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18. You own a large amount of stock in Company X, a competitor of Company Z. Your 
company has received a project management support contract with Company Z. You have been 
assigned to support Company Z on a significant new product development project.  The product, 
if successful, could have a very positive affect on Company Z’s stock and move it ahead of 
Company X. What should you do?  As a minimum, you need to first inform your management of the 
fact that you own stock in Company X. You might also need to inform your customer. Just because you 
have a conflict of interest does not mean that you will have to remove yourself from the project. It will 
mean that you’ll have to ensure that everything you do is well documented and that you are completely 
transparent in your activities on this project. If there is any doubt, then you should probably ask to be 
removed from the project. 
19. What is a conflict of interest? A conflict of interest is any situation where someone has 
competing obligations or where professional or personal interests could make it difficult to carry out his or 
her duties fairly and objectively. 
20. When working closely with a client, there is always the possibility of getting very close to 
the customer and beginning to think like the customer. Why is this an issue for some project 
managers? Some business relationships may become very close and personal, especially if you are on a 
client site and part of their project team. The closer the relationship between you and the customer the 
more difficult it might be for you to resist, object, argue, or in the extreme, say no to a customer request. 
In some cases, project managers might begin to make decisions solely from the perspective of what is 
best for the client, forgetting that they also have to consider the interests of their own company. 
21. What do you do if a conflict of interest cannot be addressed simply by declaring it and 
making your client and your management aware of it? Many conflicts may be so minor that they 
warrant nothing more than documenting the conflict and making it known to other appropriate 
stakeholders who are involved in project decisions. In most cases, interest conflicts can be resolved 
simply by acknowledging that the conflict exists and documenting the specifics of the conflict. If the 
conflict is still an issue, the most ethical thing to do would be to either remove yourself from participating 
on a project or make the decision to actually drop a customer if they are the source of the conflict. 
22. What are some basic questions that you can ask yourself and your project team to prevent 
conflicts of interests? 

• How would I feel about the situation if the positions were reversed?  
• Could my, or another stakeholder’s, reputation be affected by the conflict of interest?  
• Could the conflict generate any future personal benefits that could create doubt on my 

objectivity? 
• Would I be concerned about what others would think if the conflict became public 

knowledge? 
• Could a neutral observer logically believe that I was influenced by personal interest in 

performing my duty? 
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23. You work for Company A. You are working as an on-site contract project manager with 
Company B. A senior manager from Company B likes your work and invites you to come on as a 
full-time employee. What contract clause is this manager likely to have violated? The person 
probably violated a solicitation clause. These clauses are structured to prevent a client from attempting to 
hire away a supplier’s employees.  If the project manager had initiated the discussion and Company B 
hired the project manager, then company B would be in violation of a hire clause. These clauses are 
structured to keep a client from hiring any of the provider’s employees who may be actively looking for 
employment. 
24. Gift acceptance can create problems for you as the project manager. Are all gifts 
considered to be unacceptable? If so, why? If no, why not? Generally, the answer is no. The practice 
of gift giving is not necessarily a bad thing. Gifts of a reasonable nature and that are considered part of 
“normal” business expenses or proper business decorum are generally considered acceptable. The same 
is true with gifts that are based on a close “non-business” personal relationship where it would be obvious 
to another person that the basis of the gift is clearly the personal relationship and not the business 
relationship. A gift may be considered inappropriate if it is intended to gain undue influence or to create 
an unfair obligation.  
25. When could a gift be viewed as an “obligation?” What issues could this created for you as 
the project manager? An obligation is simply something that binds you to someone or something else 
due to a sense of duty, promise, custom, contract, or law, moral or social ties, etc. If a gift is given with the 
purpose of getting something in return, then you are trying to incur an obligation from the other person. 
Even without being directly told that they are obligated to you, the other person may subconsciously feel 
that they owe you something. This could create a problem for you if you are the project manager.  As a 
result of the implied obligation, you might feel forced to compromise on a project objective thereby putting 
the company, your project, and your other stakeholders in jeopardy. 
26. What might be considered acceptable criteria for giving gifts or showing hospitality to a 
client or other stakeholder? 

•  The gift or show of hospitality is not excessive or unreasonable 
• It is reasonable and related to a commonly recognized holiday or occasion 
• It is considered a normal business courtesy that includes nothing more than what is 

considered an ordinary amenity 
• It is related to an accepted civic, charitable, educational, or professional award activity to 

recognize your service, contribution, or accomplishment 
Case Study  
Sharon did not tell the client all of the relevant information so she could make that immediate sale and 
position herself for a future sale thereby solving two problems for her – billable time and revenue 
generation. There appears to a lot of competition for limited promotional opportunities and this sale would 
make her more competitive for the promotion. 
Sharon’s behaviors would be considered unethical in almost all organizations. She intentionally withheld 
information from a client to benefit herself and she did not share the information with Denise as she said 
she would. Forgetting to tell Denise may have been an honest oversight, but given that she lied to the 
client, it is not likely. Sharon’s dishonesty hurt the client and Denise, and jeopardized PMs-R-Us 
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reputation and any future business with Jones Fasteners. Any feeling of trust and integrity has been 
destroyed by Sharon’s behavior. Denise will no longer trust her and Jones Fasteners will have less trust 
and confidence in PMs-R-Us. Denise will have to work hard to restore her relationship with Robert, even 
though it was not her fault, because she is identified with her company. 
Denise is faced with what appears to be a simple solution – go to their mutual supervisor and report 
Sharon’s dishonesty. But is it that simple? Since they both are being considered for a promotion, if she 
goes to the supervisor and complains about Sharon’s conduct it could look as if Denise is simply trying to 
make Sharon look bad, especially if PMs-R-Us does not have a strong ethics policy that clearly states 
what is considered to be acceptable and unacceptable means of generating revenue and the handling of 
clients. However, she really should do the right thing – let someone in authority know what happened. 

Module 5 – Ethics and Your Business Environment 
Review and Self Reflection Questions 
1. What are some common business areas that can create potential ethics issues for your 
company? There are several things that can create problems for you, but some common ones are equal 
opportunity, employment contracts, giving and receiving gifts including showing hospitality, the use and 
protection of company assets, and social responsibility. 
2. What is a non-compete clause and how is it normally used by an employer? A non-compete 
clause is an attempt by an employer to prevent an employee from “competing” with them or at least place 
some limitations on their ability to compete. 
 
3. What are some factors that determine whether a non-compete clause is fair, reasonable, 
ethical, and legal? There are many things that need to be considered, but courts often consider the 
following factors when assessing the fairness of a non-complete clause: 

• Is the length of time the clause restrictions are to be enforced fair and reasonable? 
• Does it contain geographic boundaries? 
• Do legitimate interests of the employer require protection? 
• Is the employer simply trying to eliminate what is considered “normal” or “ordinary” 

competition? 
• Does the non-compete agreement suppress your inherent talents, skills, and experience? 
• What is the source of your skills and competencies and how long were you employed? 

4. Your company is making a corporate decision to require all employees to sign a non-
compete agreement. You do not want to sign it. Do you think this requirement is legal? Do you 
think it is ethical? The answer may be “Yes” or “No”. The question is around what is legal versus what is 
ethical. If the agreement is not overly broad or ambiguous then it may very well be legal and, if signed by 
you, is likely hold up in court. The company may not be ethical especially if it has nothing substantial to 
gain by requiring the non-compete agreement. However, the higher up the management chain you are, 
perhaps the greater their ethical position. 
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5. You have been working with another company in your industry for about six months. You 
are currently under a non-solicitation restriction with your former employer for another six 
months. You see a potential opportunity in your current company for a co-worker who is your best 
friend and you know that he or she could receive a substantial increase in income and benefits. 
Your friend does not know about this opportunity. What do you do?  This situation raises an ethical 
dilemma for you. You are torn between your contractual obligation and your desire to help a friend. 
Ethically, and because you are under a previous contractual restriction probably legally, you should not 
try to entice your co-worker to leave his or her employer and join your company. By doing so, you and 
perhaps your current employer might be faced with legal or other consequences.  
6. What can you do to help team members avoid ethical issues with respect to the giving and 
receiving of gifts?   A company can help its employees avoid ethically compromising situations if it 
clearly documents, communicates, and enforces standards of conduct regarding gifts and hospitality. 
7. Project managers are stewards of company assets. What does this mean to you? A 
steward is someone who oversees the affairs of a specific group or business function and has the 
responsibility of managing someone else’s property or finances. This is exactly what you do as a project 
manager. You have the responsibility to oversee and manage someone else’s assets.  
8. List the two kinds of assets a project manager generally has responsibility for and give an 
example of each.  

a. Tangible assets – facilities, equipment, materials, people 
b. Intangible assets – information, time, reputation 

9. You need a copy of some software to do some offsite work. The company has a limited 
number of licenses and they have all been given to other team members. What should you do? 
Violating the license agreement is always an option, but is not a legal or ethical one. You have several 
options, but just to provide a few - You can talk with your IT group about getting additional licenses; you 
can find out who has a license that no longer needs it and try to have the license transferred to you; you 
could temporarily remove the software from another computer and install it on yours for the length of time 
that you need it. Whatever option you choose, you need to be ethical in how you handle the software. 
10. Who has the responsibility to ensure the integrity of project assets? It is everyone’s 
responsibility to ensure the integrity and proper handling of company, project, and client assets, although 
the project manager is often viewed as having the primary responsibility. 
11. List some examples of how project assets are commonly misused and briefly explain how 
the misuse of these assets affects the project. Commonly abused assets include – Misusing project 
time, removing project information or data without authorization, accessing information without proper 
authority, violating client or other stakeholder privacy or confidentiality. Each of these can have a negative 
affect on project success and your company’s competitive position because they all affect other project 
areas such as productivity, resources, job satisfaction, and quality. In addition, as the misuse of assets 
becomes known, your credibility, honesty, and level of confidence will be questioned by your 
stakeholders. 
12. What does it mean to be socially responsible? Being socially responsible means that you and 
your organization work to contribute to the larger society through your decisions and actions and you do 
not focus solely on maximizing profits and personal gain. It means that you are cognizant of the 
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community’s values and standards and apply sound judgment when assessing the potential impact of its 
products and services on the members of that community. 
13. Why is an enterprise generally viewed as a member of the community? A community is a 
group of people, businesses and organizations that are located within a specific geographical area that 
live and who interact with each another within that environment. The community members typically share 
resources, engage in some degree of self government, and generally share common interests, goals, and 
objectives. Because all businesses share the same resources they must abide by the same laws, 
customs, and values that are compatible with those of the community in which it operates.  They are 
members of that community and their actions affect all other members.  
14. How do you maintain an ethical position with your suppliers and vendors? First of all, it is 
important to treat them all fairly and respectfully. If you know that there is something within your 
organization that could impact their ability to properly serve you, don’t wait until the last minute when they 
have little time to respond. Always maintain a position that does not create a conflict of interest or indicate 
any type of impropriety. Handle their information and proprietary data as you wish for them to handle 
yours. Maintain open and honest communication with your suppliers and vendors so you can keep 
surprises to a minimum. 
15. You need to share company proprietary data with your vendor and they need to share 
information with you. What should you do to protect yours and their assets? Handle their 
information and data with the same degree of care that you would expect them to use when handling your 
information. It also makes sense for the both of you to sign non-disclosure agreements or similar legal 
documents to protect yourselves and your assets. However, remember no document can prevent anyone 
from acting illegally and unethically; but it will provide some degree of legal protection. 
16. List and describe three behaviors that illustrate good corporate citizenship.  

• Complying with local laws – Adhering to all federal (or other country’s) laws, 
state/provincial laws and municipal laws. This includes following not only the letter of the 
law, but the intent of the law as well. 

• Complying with local customs and practices – Every community has what it considers 
generally accepted standards and customs which need to be considered in business 
decisions. 

• Protecting the environment - This seems rather obvious, but you need to be aware of and 
follow environmental rules and regulations. 

17. You hear that your project is using a material that might be a potential environmental 
contaminant. The material is not listed on any of the company’s hazardous materials data sheets. 
Your company routinely disposes of the project waste without any special processing or 
handling. Is the company wrong in its actions? Why or why not? Further investigation is warranted in 
this situation. Is it really a dangerous material? How long has the company been following this practice? 
What did they know and when did they know it? This may be a case where the company appears to be 
following the letter of the law because the material is not addressed on any hazardous material list, but 
may not be adhering to the spirit of the law to protect the community and its citizens. So the company 
may not be legally wrong, but could be considered morally and ethically wrong. You have heard a rumor, 
so jumping to conclusions may create unnecessary difficulties for your company and you. But once the 
potential issue is raised then the company owes it to the community to check it out. 
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18. What is an advantage of voluntarily disclosing legal and ethical violations? A key element 
of demonstrating ethical behavior is a willingness to acknowledge errors and voluntarily disclose 
violations. It is better for you to inform the appropriate authorities and show a positive move toward doing 
the right thing, then for the violation to be addressed by an external stakeholder. Voluntary disclosure 
could also help to reduce any penalties and fees because it shows that you are not trying to hide anything 
and are trying to be honest and forthright. Trying to hide or cover up a violation will not resolve the issue, 
but will most likely cause the situation to become worse. 
Case Study  
There are several things in this scenario that indicate Adam was not a very ethical person. He never 
revealed that he had a contract clause with his former employer that would have probably prevented him 
from working with ACME. He took proprietary information from his former employer and used that 
information to provide an unfair advantage. Providing country club memberships as part of the deal with 
clients could be viewed as a form of bribery, or at best, an inappropriate gift. When confronted by Jerry, 
Adam’s comments implied that as long as no one else knew, there was no problem because all 
management cared about was the bottom line and revenue. He also placed Jerry in a position whereby 
he is faced with a choice of compromising his personal ethics and loyalty to the company or potentially 
sacrificing his friendship with Adam. Adam also viewed his behaviors simply as taking advantage of an 
“opportunity.”  
By his actions Adam placed himself, Jerry, and ACME Information Systems in undesirable positions. 
Adam has set himself open for legal action by his former employer and is most likely to be fired. Jerry’s 
credibility with ACME management and his judgment are in jeopardy. He could also face disciplinary 
action and be implicated as an accessory in any legal action because he knew of Adam’s actions. By not 
reporting it nor telling Adam he needed to stop, Jerry was indirectly condoning Adam’s behavior. ACME 
will also suffer the consequences – the loss of a skilled employee, potential litigation, and a negative 
reputation within their industry. These are the direct impacts. There are other indirect impacts as well – 
the company executives who were “bribed” with the club memberships also could face action within their 
own companies for accepting extravagant gifts. 

Module 6 – Ethics and the Profession of Project Management 
Review and Self Reflection Questions 
1. Who has the primary responsibility for your ethics program? Senior management must take 
the lead and set the ethical standards for the company. Senior managers should actively work from the 
top down to encourage the application of ethical practices and standards within their organizations. They 
need to create a culture that not only talks about ethics, but actively supports and reinforces ethical 
standards. In the absence of senior management direction, then you need to take the responsibility – at 
least for the areas over which you have control. 
2. What is (are) the basic objective(s) of an ethics training program? Ethics training programs 
should explain basic ethics principles and practices, emphasize ethics business and legal implications, 
and provide practical tips on how to apply ethical procedures and guidelines. 
3. What might be some challenges to implementing an ethics training program? One 
challenge is trying to be realistic in setting training objectives, especially with the expected outcome. 
Ethics training alone will not solve all of your ethics related issues, but it will be a good start. Another 
challenge is time and resources. To do it right, ethics training will require you to devote some amount of 
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resources to the training program. A third challenge is maintaining momentum and a continued 
willingness to commit time and resource because it might take more effort than you originally thought. 
4. The project management profession considers diversity to be an important issue. Why? 
Because project management emphasizes team work and the value of seeking others’ input in order to 
provide all stakeholders with the optimum solution it is important to get a variety of backgrounds, cultures, 
skills, and knowledge onto your project team. 
5. Some people might expect you, as project manager, to do nothing more than to get the 
product to the customer regardless of how it is achieved. Why can’t ethical behaviors simply be 
separated from professional practices? All aspects of project delivery, leadership, and management 
are interdependent. Project activities and professional standards and ethics are so closely integrated that 
together they comprise a comprehensive process. How you approach this integrated process affects your 
view of ethics and how those standards are manifested in your approach to your work, colleagues, 
customers, and other stakeholders. 
6. How do you hold peers accountable for following ethical practices? Openly address 
inappropriate and unethical behaviors. Don’t let them slide by without saying something. You do not 
necessarily have to address the issue in public, although sometimes that is necessary. But you do need 
to address it. You may be able to get your point across by simply not participating in their activities or 
walking away. If the subtle approach or private conversations do not resolve the issue, you might have no 
choice but to go to a higher manager. 
7. A well written code of ethics will prevent unethical behavior. True or False? What is the 
basis for your answer? The answer is false. Written codes of ethics simply provide guidance and help 
regarding what behavior is considered acceptable and unacceptable. They provide a framework, but 
cannot control someone’s personal choices and therefore cannot prevent ethics problems from occurring.  
8. What is the primary purpose of PMI’s ethical standard and Code of Ethics? PMI’s ethical 
standard and a member code of ethics define and clarify the ethical responsibilities for current and future 
PMI members. 
9. List the four components of the PMI code of conduct. Responsibility, Respect, Fairness, and 
Honesty. 
10. List and briefly describe the common themes addressed in PMI’s Code of Ethics. 

• Professional standards - members “will maintain high standards of integrity and 
professional conduct” and that “PMI members will perform their work consistent and in 
conformance with professional standards.” 

• Maintaining competence and professional capabilities - PMI’s Standards of Conduct 
explicitly calls for its members to “strive to enhance their professional capabilities, skills 
and knowledge.” Members are expected to stay current on their industry’s state-of-the 
art, trends, tools, techniques, etc. and to continually work towards maintaining their 
professional competence, knowledge, and skills.  

• Conflicts of interest - By declaring conflicts of interest, or potential conflicts of interest, 
you help to prevent any real or perceived favoritism toward one stakeholder over another. 
PMI states that, “All PMI members will fully and accurately disclose any professional or 
business-related conflicts or potential conflicts of interest in a timely manner.”  
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• Ethical behavior through fairness, honesty, and integrity.  Where not addressed explicitly, 
the intent is implied that PMI members will conduct professional activities in a “manner 
that is fair, honest, accurate, unbiased, and otherwise appropriate.” 

• Reputation of the professional organization - PMI members will abide by all of the 
Institute’s rules, bylaws, policies, etc. and “will not knowingly engage or assist in any 
activities intended to compromise the integrity, reputation, property, and/or legal rights of 
the Institute.” 

• Stakeholder relationships - PMI addresses how stakeholders are to be treated. For 
example, in the section 1.B. - “Relationship with Customers, Clients, and Employers” and 
section 1.C - “Relationships with the Public and Global Community” PMI clearly 
documents how these stakeholders are to be addressed. 

11. Briefly describe the attributes of a professional.  A professional is someone who possesses 
an extensive body of knowledge and demonstrates expertise in a specific field. They are recognized as 
having attained a higher standard of competence in knowledge, skills, abilities, and practical application 
and are expected to maintain a high degree of ethical judgment and integrity in executing their 
responsibilities. 
12. Why is it important to declare a conflict of interest quickly? It is always better to declare a 
conflict as early as possible to avoid the appearance of an impropriety, even if the conflict was not 
obvious at the very beginning. 
13. Why do you need to hold team members accountable for their ethical behavior? The PMI 
Member Standards of Conduct states that project managers will “encourage others in the profession to 
act in an ethical and professional manner.” Since project managers are ultimately responsible for 
whatever happens on their projects, they may have to accept accountability for the actions of their team 
members. In addition, the behaviors of team members also directly reflect upon the organization. 
14. From an ethical standpoint, what does it mean to create a comfortable environment? 
Comfortable does not necessarily mean physical comfort. Comfort, as discussed in the course, relates to 
creating an environment that is trusting with open communication, free of discrimination, is non-
threatening, and where people are treated fairly and are evaluated based on their job performance and 
competence, not some other criteria. 
15. Why is it so difficult to establish a global code of ethics? Defining exactly what or who is 
represented by the global community is hard to define and what actually defines ethics, values, morals, 
and their subsets are often determined by whoever is involved in the project. Trying to address the needs 
of a global community when addressing a professional code of ethics can be difficult because most 
businesses conduct work outside of their home country’s borders, and the process for how to address 
ethical practices, issues, and concerns may not be clear or contradictory. 
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16. With respect to the general public, what are some of the responsibilities of the project 
manager? PMI states that members will: 

• “honor and meet all applicable legal and ethical obligations, including the laws, rules, and 
customs of the community and nation in which they function, work, or conduct 
professional activities. 

• “perform their work consistently and in conformance with professional standards to 
ensure that the public is protected from harm.” 

17. If you are working with another professional who is adhering to a different code of ethics 
than yours, what should you do? Identify what is common between the codes of ethics and what is 
different. You need to discuss with the other professional how you will resolve any differences. Perhaps 
the best way to deal with a potential conflict is to defer to the broader more comprehensive Ethics 
Standard – emphasize the intent of the ethics code. Broader industry-wide standards often rise above 
and take precedence over the policies and practices of a single organization. As a result, project 
managers that adhere to their industry standards are less likely to be criticized by others or have to justify 
their actions. 
Case Study 
Bill’s team does not seem to understand that they have an obligation to their company, the project, to Bill, 
and to themselves to adhere to ethical standards. Bill must have the courage to take a stand and address 
the team’s attitude toward following ethical practices. Taking an ethical position will require Bill to develop 
a tough skin because the team does not recognize his authority. If he wants his team members to take 
him and the company’s ethical standards seriously then he must be willing to take a stand and show that 
he is sincere by enforcing ethical standards. He probably needs to directly address the subject of ethics 
with his entire team explaining the reason for the company’s policy and if necessary provide ethics 
training for the team. 
Bill needs to remember that if he is aware of any unethical activities from his team then he could be held 
personally liable.  Therefore, he needs to make sure that he protects himself by reporting unethical 
behavior. Then he needs to ensure that the company is protected from unethical practices.  
Because Bill is certified as a PMP he also needs to remember that he not only has an obligation to his 
company and his project, but he has an obligation to the project management profession as well. 

Module 7 – Ethical Decision Making 
Review and Self Reflection Questions 
1. What causes ethical decision making to be so difficult?  Ethical decision making is 
complicated by differing values, beliefs, experiences, and reactions to events. Often ethical decisions are 
based on subjective factors such as the relationship among those involved, whether or not your value 
system considers one ethical situation to be worse than another. 
2. When forced with an ethical dilemma, what is a good guideline to follow? You need to 
always do what is right, morally and ethically. When deciding on a course of action it is helpful for you to 
understand that not all decisions are created equal and not all stakeholders are created equal. When 
faced with an ethical dilemma, you have to protect yourself first in terms of legal liability, financial impact, 
emotional stress, physical harm, etc.  
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3. List and briefly describe three basic approaches to decision making.  
• Goal-based – This approach emphasizes maximizing the benefit and usefulness of a 

particular action or decision. A goal-based decision tries to produce the greatest good for 
the greatest number of people. 

• Rights-based – This approach emphasizes maximizing the fairness and equality of a 
decision so that everyone is treated with equal respect and outcomes. 

• Duty-based – This approach emphasizes the importance of duty and responsibility over 
usefulness and fairness. A duty-based approach focuses on principles and doing 
something because it is the “right” thing to do. 

4.  Making a decision because you feel it is the right thing to do regardless of your 
company’s policies is an example of what type of decision making approach? Duty-based because 
it emphasizes doing the “right” thing, not just blindly following a policy. 
5. What is an ethical dilemma? An ethical dilemma is simply defined as a conflict between two or 
more important values, principles, or alternatives. 
6. Why is it sometimes so difficult to make an ethical decision? Ethical decisions are often 
centered around complex situations. Deciding on an appropriate course of action is complicated by 
competing personal or organizational values. There are typically degrees of uncertainty or shades of grey 
that add to the complexity. 
7. What are three major causes of ethical dilemmas?  

a. Competing Values – Important values are at odds with each other 
b. Conflicting duties or obligations – Everyone has obligations or commitments to family, 

friends, their local community, etc. 
c. Tradeoffs between costs and benefits of potential consequences – Deciding whether or 

not to take a particular action and considering the pluses and minuses of each 
alternative.  

8. Fear is often a barrier to ethical decision making, why? A common barrier is fear of the 
unknown. Because there is always an element of uncertainty in any decision, many people fear that they 
might make the wrong decision.  There is also the fear of reprisal from either the organization, managers, 
peers, or co-workers or causing someone to become upset or angry. 
9. If you choose not to confront a safety issue thinking that nothing is likely to happen, what 
have you most likely failed to do? You probably failed to consider the possible consequences of your 
choice. 
10. How does maturity level affect your ability to make an ethical decision? Due to ignorance or 
naiveté a young project manager may take the advice of an unscrupulous and more experienced person 
and engage in questionable activities because “everyone else does it.” Someone may also unknowingly 
make a decision without all of the facts or openly accept something on face value. 
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11. What do you do if you find yourself having to make a significant decision with little or no 
management support? In situations where you might have to make a decision with little support, you 
need to make the best decision that you can based on your personal value system and personal 
judgment. You just need to make sure that you have done a careful examination of the facts and 
circumstances on the situation. 
12. Consider the scenario presented in this lesson about the fire in a client restricted 
laboratory. If you were in this situation, what would you do? You would probably do what most 
people would – enter the room and do what you needed to do because of the exceptional circumstances. 
13. What are some of the things you need to consider before acting on an ethics-based 
decision? The following factors will be helpful to assess the validity of your ethical decision – the goal or 
objective to be accomplished by the decision, applicable rules and regulations, any relevant issues, 
personal bias, other stakeholders, other alternatives to the one selected, whether it will hold up in “the 
light of day.”  
14. What does it mean to pass the “light of day” test? Will the ethical decision and its resulting 
course of action withstand the open scrutiny of others - peers, seniors, stakeholders outside the 
organization? 
15. What and who sets the overall tone for ethical decision-making in an organization? Your 
organization’s ethical culture driven by the management team, generally sets the tone for ethical decision 
making at all levels of the organization. 
16. What factors impact the quality of an ethical decision?  

• The decision maker (you) who is ultimately responsible for making the choice and will 
have to answer for the outcome  

• Stakeholders who will be affected by the consequences of the decision 
• The situation itself including all of the relevant variables such as objectives, internal and 

external influences, resources, etc. 
• The consequences or expected outcomes from the decision 

17. How can ethical decision making potentially reduce regulatory oversight? As an 
organization becomes known for its ethical positions, it is less likely to have to face legal or regulatory 
issues. Why? Because if the organization focuses on what is right in the small things by adhering to the 
spirit of the law and not just the letter of the law, it is more likely to do what is right in the large things as 
well. 
18. What is the best way for you to ensure the ethical decision making takes place on your 
project? You need to model the behavior you believe to be important. If you apply ethical standards to 
your decision-making process you communicate to your team that you expect a high standard of ethical 
behavior and you encourage them to make good choices. 
19. What is a major shortcoming of teaching ethics in a classroom? The fundamentals of ethics 
and ethical decision making can be taught in a classroom and demonstrated by your activities on the job, 
but what can’t be taught is personal character and values which serves as the real basis for making 
ethical decisions. Nor can a class environment address every ethics situation that might occur. 
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Case Study 
This situation is a difficult one for John. He suspects unethical behavior but doesn’t have actual proof, just 
some suspicious project charges. Let’s look at what we DO know - John is having financial difficulty, he 
sees younger people driving expensive cars and living extravagant lifestyles, and John’s wife is putting 
pressure on him to improve their standard of living, his program manager makes a statement regarding 
someone getting hurt. What we don’t know is the actual revenue source for John’s co-workers, the 
circumstances around the previous project manager’s accident, whether the questionable expenses are 
valid or not, or when in the project the expenses were incurred. 
It is possible that everything is completely innocent - that the questionable charges were for project 
deliverables before John arrived that may have been improperly documented and that the other co-
workers make more money than John because they joined the company in Virginia and received a higher 
income that John when they joined because of the high cost of living. 
John has several potential conflicts – conflict between being a good steward of project funds or remaining 
silent about an illegal act, speaking up and potentially facing physical harm or creating problems between 
him and other team members, protecting himself or protecting project resources, providing for his family 
and maintaining his personal integrity. 
John may be letting his imagination get the best of him, but there is enough to raise questions. As the 
project manager he should know how his project’s funds are being used. He needs to have a high degree 
of confidence that someone is doing something wrong. Since his inquiry to the program manager did not 
seem to be taken seriously and John should consider taking his concerns to senior management, but he 
should use the appropriate reporting process. If further investigation still reveals real evidence of 
unethical behavior and he still feels uncomfortable, he may ultimately have to quit or transfer out of the 
division.  
What ever John decides to do could lead to both positive and negative consequences. The best outcome 
would be that this is an innocent situation and John is recognized for his concern for the project and 
willingness to take an ethical position and question something that does not seem right. However, the 
worst case is that the company is doing something illegal and embezzling program funds, and John 
doesn’t try to stop the practice, therefore putting him in the position of having to report the behavior to 
someone outside the company. John also needs to understand the potential impact of his actions on his 
family as well. 



Professional Ethics for Project Managers 
End of Course Assessment Preparation 

www.prodevia.com 
 156 

Below are examples of the types of questions you can expect from the course’s online assessment. 
Please answer the following questions and then check your answers with the answer key that follows. 

1. Which of the following is an example of a core value? 
 Loyalty 
 Courage 
 Teamwork 
 All of the above are examples of core values 

2. What is most common reason individuals will behave unethically? 
 Self-gratification 
 Pressure to perform and deliver results 
 Lack of moral resolve 
 Need to hide mistakes from others 

3. Which of the following best describes the 'intent of the law'? 
 Considers the broader interpretation and objective of the law's purpose. 
 Follows the exact words of the applicable law or regulation with no interpretation of its 

general meaning or objective; 
 Is synonymous with the letter of the law. 
 All of the above 

4. Whose responsibility is it to establish and implement an ethics training program? 
 The project manager 
 The customer 
 Senior management 
 The individual 

5. Which of the following is not one of the three elements to consider when reporting an ethical 
issue? 
 Is the issue a true violation of documented policy or code of conduct versus personal 

preference? 
 What is the probability that the issue will be discovered by another in the organization? 
 What is the severity and timing of potential consequences? 
 What is the greater impact of NOT reporting the issue? 
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6. You have to handle a situation with one of your team members who violated one of the 
company's ethics policies. It could negatively affect the project objectives. Who should you speak 
to next? 
 The team member’s functional manager 
 Your functional manager 
 The team member directly 
 The project's manager or sponsor 

7. What is the next step for you when a team member does not share your ethical values? 
 Report the team member to a higher authority 
 Determine if the issue is actually a difference in values held important by the organization 

or your own personal value system. 
 Take no action at present to better determine if the person's behavior will appropriately 

adjust. 
 Discuss the matter with the team member as soon as possible. 

8. Which of the following is a critical practice for a project manager wishing to maintain high ethical 
standards for his projects? 
 Ensure accurate documentation and records management 
 Adhere to policies regarding the use of company resources 
 Establish and maintain mutual respect for all stakeholders 
 All of the above   

9. Which of the following is not true related to trade secrets and patents? 
 Patents are structured to protect intellectual ideas. 
 A trade secret is intellectual property that a company believes other competitors do not 

know and provides the company a competitive advantage over its competitors. 
 Patents have an expiration date. 
 They provide the safest form of protection for a company's intellectual property because 

in the patent a product's features and specifications are fully documented. 
10. How should a minor conflict of interest be addressed between a client and project manager? 

 Drop the client. 
 Document the conflict of interest and communicate it to project decision-makers. 
 Remove oneself from the project. 
 Any of the above are correct responses for minor conflicts of interest.  



Professional Ethics for Project Managers 
End of Course Assessment Preparation 

www.prodevia.com 
 158 

11. What might be considered acceptable criteria for giving gifts or showing hospitality to a client or 
other stakeholder? 
 The gift or hospitality is reasonable and related to a commonly recognized holiday or 

occasion 
 It is considered a normal business courtesy that includes nothing more than what is 

considered an ordinary amenity. 
 It is related to an accepted civic, charitable, educational, or professional award activity to 

recognize your service, contribution, or accomplishment 
 All of the above 

12. Who has the primary responsibility to ensure the integrity of project assets? 
 The project’s sponsor 
 The project manager 
 Each team lead 
 Everyone 

13. Which of the following is not an example of an intangible asset? 
 Time 
 Reputation 
 People 
 Information 

14. Which of the following factors do the courts often consider when assessing the fairness of a non-
complete clause? 
 Does it contain geographic boundaries? 
 Does the non-compete agreement suppress inherent talents, skills, and experience? 
 Do legitimate interests of the employer require protection? 
 All of the above 

15. From an ethical standpoint, creating a comfortable environment does not mean – 
 Providing for physical comfort 
 Ensuring trust 
 Removing discrimination and threat 
 Keeping communications open 



Professional Ethics for Project Managers 
End of Course Assessment Preparation 

www.prodevia.com 
 159 

16. Which of the following is not a common theme addressed in PMI's Code of Ethics? 
 Professional standards 
 Maintaining competence 
 Managing conflict 
 Contract management 

17. What is a challenge to implementing an ethics training program? 
 Realistic training objectives 
 Time and resources 
 Maintaining momentum 
 All of the above 

18. Which of the following is not a basic approach to decision-making defined in the course? 
 Goals-based 
 Rights-based 
 Duty-based 
 Task-based 

19. Which of the following is not one of the three major causes of ethical dilemmas? 
 Conflicting stakeholder expectations 
 Competing values 
 Conflicting duties or obligations 
 Tradeoffs between costs and benefits of potential consequences 

20. Making a decision because you feel it is the right thing to do regardless of your company's 
policies is an example of what type of decision making approach? 
 Goals-based 
 Rights-based 
 Duty-based 
 Task-based 
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Assessment Test Answer Key 
1. All of the above are examples of core values.  Common values frequently expressed as core 

values are Honesty, Integrity, Responsibility, Competence, Teamwork, Regard for Others, 
Loyalty, Courage or some variation of these. 

2. Pressure to perform and deliver results.  People behave unethically for many reasons. Some 
people behave unethically because of self-gratification or because they have no sense of right or 
wrong, but these people are generally the exception. One of the most common is external 
pressure to perform and deliver results. This is especially true in a project environment. 

3. Considers the broader interpretation and objective of the law’s purpose.  Letter of the law - 
following the exact words of the applicable law or regulation with no interpretation of its general 
meaning or objective; Intent of the law (also referred to as the spirit of the law) considers the 
broader interpretation and objective of the law's purpose which generally goes beyond the 
specific words in the written law. 

4. Senior management.  The senior management team has the primary responsibility to drive the 
organization's ethics program. 

5. What is the probability that the issue will be discovered by another in the organization? 
The risk of discovery should not be a factor in making a choice to report an ethics issue. 

6. The team member directly.  Best practice is to schedule a face-to-face meeting with the team 
member to discuss the specific issue. During the meeting be very clear on what ethical standard 
or practice was violated and the impact of that behavior on the project, the enterprise, and 
affected stakeholders. Also clearly state why it is unacceptable, and when it was observed or 
made known. You should clearly communicate to the person what the consequences of the 
unethical behavior will be and if appropriate, offer advice on how to prevent this issue from 
reoccurring in the future. 

7. Determine if the issue is actually a difference in values held important by the organization 
or your own personal value system. You need to determine if the issue is actually a difference 
in values held important by the organization or your own personal value system. If it is a matter of 
moral values, you will need to communicate clearly with the other person regarding how you will 
work together. If it is related to ethical values, such as honesty in communication, use of company 
or customer property, then it will be important to ensure that company practices, policies, and 
procedures are followed. 

8. All of the above.  Good practices include establish and maintain mutual respect for all 
stakeholders, enforce equal opportunity and anti-harassment standards, create a non-threatening 
environment, adhere to policies regarding the use of company resources, regulate conflicts of 
interest, enforce regulations regarding the giving and receipt of gifts and entertainment, and 
ensure accurate documentation and records management. 

9. Patents are structured to protect intellectual ideas. Patents are structured to protect physical 
products. 

10. Document the conflict of interest and communicate it to project decision-makers. Many 
conflicts may be so minor that they warrant nothing more than documenting the conflict and 
making it known to other appropriate stakeholders who are involved in project decisions. In most 
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cases, interest conflicts can be resolved simply by acknowledging that the conflict exists and 
documenting the specifics of the conflict. 

11. All of the above.  All of the examples would be considered appropriate.    
12. The project manager.  It is everyone's responsibility to ensure the integrity and proper handling 

of company, project, and client assets, although the project manager is often viewed as having 
the primary responsibility. 

13. People.  A company's tangible assets are facilities, equipment, materials, and people. 
14. All of the above.  All of the above are considered by courts when assessing the fairness of a 

non-compete clause. 
15. Providing for physical comfort.  Comfortable does not necessarily mean physical comfort. 

Comfort, as discussed in the course, relates to creating an environment that is trusting with open 
communication, free of discrimination, is non-threatening, and where people are treated fairly and 
are evaluated based on their job performance and competence, not some other criteria. 

16. Contract management.  The common themes addressed in PMI's Code of Ethics include 
Professional standards, Maintaining competence and professional capabilities, Conflicts of 
interest, Ethical behavior through fairness, honesty, and integrity, Reputation of the professional 
organization, and Stakeholder relationships. 

17. All of the above.  One challenge is trying to be realistic in setting training objectives, especially 
with the expected outcome. Ethics training alone will not solve all of your ethics related issues, 
but it will be a good start. Another challenge is time and resources. To do it right, ethics training 
will require you to devote some amount of resources to the training program. A third challenge is 
maintaining momentum and a continued willingness to commit time and resource because it 
might take more effort than you originally thought. 

18. Task-based.  A goal-based approach emphasizes maximizing the benefit and usefulness of a 
particular action or decision. A goal-based decision tries to produce the greatest good for the 
greatest number of people. A rights-based approach emphasizes maximizing the fairness and 
equality of a decision so that everyone is treated with equal respect and outcomes. A duty-based 
approach emphasizes the importance of duty and responsibility over usefulness and fairness. A 
duty-based approach focuses on principles and doing something because it is the "right" thing to 
do. 

19. Conflicting stakeholder expectations.  The three major causes of ethical dilemmas are (1) 
Competing Values - Important values are at odds with each other, (2) Conflicting duties or 
obligations - Everyone has obligations or commitments to family, (3) A tradeoff between the costs 
and benefits of possible outcomes or consequences. 

20. Duty-based. This approach emphasizes the importance of duty and responsibility over 
usefulness and fairness. A duty-based approach focuses on principles and doing something 
because it is the “right” thing to do. 



 

 

 
Thank You for Trusting  Prodevia Learning 

We hope you enjoyed your course.  This course is one of many available titles designed to grow the 
project management skills of the advanced professional.   
 
Prodevia Learning is committed to bringing together the best names in the business, offering the most 
meaningful professional development in our industry, and providing the techniques our students require to 
become project experts themselves.   
 
Please, be sure to contact us if we can be of service to you; we are always happy to help!   
 
Ken Mauldin, President 
Prodevia Learning 
www.prodevia.com 
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