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Agenda

• Coffee
• Welcome Note
• Workable Ethical Theories and their 

application in Project Management
– Mr. James Boyce

• Discussion
• Group Photo
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Refresh: A Few Basics 

• What is Ethics?
– Branch of Philosophy
– Evaluation of People’s Behaviour 

• Ethical Theories determine how to devise 
definitions of “right” and “wrong”

• What is the term used for definitions of right 
and wrong?
– Morality 
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TITLE: A casuist model for professional 

ethics in project management.
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Mr James Coakley‐Boyce



“The unexamined life is not worth living”

Socrates 
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Aims & Objectives
1. To show the relevance of ethical decision making to the 

Project Management Institute.
2. To review some of the ethical obligations on project 

management professionals.
3. To examine a range of global ethical perspectives 

including:
 Deontological
 Consequentialist
 Virtue ethics
 Intuitionism
 Cultural relativism
 Postmodernism
4. To propose a form of ethical casuistry for professional 

decision making.
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The concept of a ‘Professional’

 A professional is a person who is paid to 
undertake a specialised set of tasks and to 
complete them for a fee. 

 Most professionals are subject to strict codes 
insisting on rigorous ethical and moral 
obligations.  
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Code of Ethic and Professional 
Conduct

1. Responsibility
2. Respect
3. Fairness
4. Honesty
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Can be rely on a global ethical paradigm 
to support the professional code of ethics?
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Model: Global ethical paradigm for 
professional decision making 

Professional 
Decision Making

PM Code of Ethics

Global Ethical  Paradigm
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Example Global ethical 
paradigm (i.e. 
Deontology or 
Utilitarianism) 

To logically dictated 
conclusion about the 
present instance

Particular minor 
premises specifying 
the present instance
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Ethical meta-narratives

 Two ethical meta-narratives:

1. Deontology (i.e. Kantianism)

2. Conseqentialism (i.e. utilitarianism)
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The deontological perspective

A ‘duty-based morality’.

 Rule based set of absolutes

Must be an end in themselves, not 
just a means to an end 

 Test:- The ‘Categorical Imperative’ or 
‘golden rule’ that must be 
universalised to all situations.
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Immanuel Kant
(1724‐1804)



Respect
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“Act in such a way that you always treat 
humanity, whether in your own person or 
in the person of any other, never simply as 
a means but always as an end”.  



PMI Mandatory Guide: Respect

 We negotiate in good faith. 
 We do not exercise the power of our expertise 

or position to influence the decisions or actions 
of others in order to benefit personally at their 
expense. 

 We do not act in an abusive manner toward 
others. 

 We respect the property rights of others. 

Project Management Institute 
Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct 
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Problems…

 ‘good faith’ – bona fide. 
 The ‘reasonable’ test in contract law.

 ‘We do not exercise the power of our expertise or position to 
influence the decisions or actions of others in order to benefit 
personally at their expense’.

 Does not explain how we should reconcile a clash of duties 
when there is a conflict of interests between other 
stakeholders. Lacks content without providing specific cases. 
What  does ‘personal benefit’ mean? 

 We do not act in an abusive manner toward others. 
 Culturally specific behaviour? Lacks content or is a 

platitudinous extreme example.

 We respect the property rights of others. 
 Why not all legal rights? Essentially an arbitrary duty.
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Utilitarian perspective

 What is good is what leads to the 
greatest happiness of the greatest 
number.

 The theory provides a useful procedure 
for weighing the benefits and concerns 
of any course of action.

 It has intuitive appeal.  Most people say 
that they want other people to be 
happy.  
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Jeremy Bentham 
(1748‐1832)



Responsibility
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PMI Aspirational Guide: Responsibility

 As practitioners in the global project management 
community: 

 We make decisions and take actions based on the 
best interests of society, public safety, and the 
environment. 

 We accept only those assignments that are 
consistent with our background, experience, skills, 
and qualifications. 

Project Management Institute 
Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct 
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Problems...

 There is disagreement between individuals as to 
what counts as the community’s ‘best interests’ or 
‘happiness’. 

 It is difficult to foretell the consequences of our 
actions.

 Only accepting assignments consistent with our 
background ignores the potential for professional 
growth and even the consequences of not taking 
on the project.  
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Ethical Casuistry
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Casuistry

Casuistry is a form of practical 
argument that explores the 
relationship between assumed 
moral paradigms (prima facie 
duties) and problematic 
instances (difficult cases)
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Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 BC‐43 BC)



Cicero

De Officiis
We need to consider "what is most 
needful in each individual case,“ 
and that "different circumstances 
should be carefully scrutinized in 
every instance”.
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Case-by-case line of reasoning
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Particulars 
of the case

p

General justification 
based on similar 

precedents

Provisional 
conclusions about 
the present case 

Absent exceptional 
circumstances or 

rebuttals



Ethical ‘valency’
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Hermeneutic of multiple advocacy

 Pluralism of ethical theoretical resources

 Deontological
 Utilitarian
 Virtue Ethics
 Intuitionism
 Cultural relativism
 Postmodernism
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Ethical Toolbox

 Ethical decision making 
needs to be rich in theoretical 
resources:

1. Virtue Ethics
2. Intuitionism
3. Cultural Relativism
4. Postmodernism
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Virtue Ethics
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Virtue Ethics

 Virtue theory is more concerned with 
what constitutes a noble character than 
to the specifics of a particular action.

 Once a virtuous disposition has been 
achieved one will know what to do for the 
best.

 A well trained character is the driving 
force of moral agency.
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Aristotle 384‐322 BC



Nicomachean Ethics

 Aristotle defines virtue as that which ‘hits 
the mean point between two vices, one of 
excess and the other of deficiency”   
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Golden mean
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Proportion

Symmetry

Beauty

harmony



Ethical training

 Best Practice

• A working method, or set of 
working methods, which is 
officially accepted as being 
the best to use in a particular 
business or industry , usually 
described formally and in 
detail.
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Process used to create PMI Code

 The first step was to understand the ethical issues 
facing the project management community and to 
understand the values and viewpoints of practitioners 
from all regions of the globe.... researched best 
practices in the development of ethics standards....
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Intuitionism
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Intuitionism

 Intuitionists hold that there are such things as 
moral facts that can be known.

 But they believe we can only discover those 
facts not through reason but through a sixth 
sense called ‘moral intuition’.   
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G.E. Moore

 Goodness is both self-evident and 
indefinable.

 G.E. Moore likens goodness to 
yellowness in so far as we can point to 
the things that are yellow but not 
explain the colour itself. 
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G.E. Moore 1873‐1958



Process
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Honesty…

 ‘fairness and straightforwardness 
of conduct.’
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PMI Mandatory Guide: Honesty

 “We do not engage in or condone behavior that is 
designed to deceive others, including but not limited to, 
making misleading or false statements, stating half-truths, 
providing information out of context or withholding 
information that, if known, would render our statements 
as misleading or incomplete.” 
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Elements of honesty

Honesty

Reporting the 
Truth

Avoiding 
Deception

Accurate 
Personal 
Experience

Accurate
Statements



Cultural relativism
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Cultural relativism

1. Different cultures have different moral 
codes.

2. Therefore there is no objective truth in 
morality, and right and wrong are only 
matters of opinion that vary from culture to 
culture. 
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What is culture?

 ”The totality of the mental and physical reactions and 
activities that characterize the behaviour of the 
individuals composing a social group collectively and 
individually in relation to their natural environment, to 
other groups, to members of the group itself, and of 
each individual to himself.”
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Franz Boas 1858 ‐ 1942



Example: Aesthetics
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Morality is a cultural artefact.

 Variations in moral belief suggest there are different 
ways of fulfilling underlying human needs.

1. Western thought: based primarily on individual rights 
and happiness, where acting freely is seen as the major 
good.

2. Traditional cultures (Africa, Asia): where the group has 
greater moral significance. 
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Cultural Awareness

Examples:
 Virtual project teams with team members based globally, in 

different physical locations.

 Internal project stakeholders spread among global offices.

 Offshore vendors or suppliers

 Offshore partners

 Project team members who, while physically located in the 
same office, are from a different culture.   
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Culture Shock

 Separation from what you would normally 
expect.

 The effects can be:

 disorientation
 frustration
 breakdown of communication
 confusion
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Avoid 
Culture 
Shock

Research 
country

Be familiar 
with 

practices 

When in 
doubt ask!

Be familiar 
with 

customs

Avoiding culture shock



PMI Aspirational Guide: Respect

 As practitioners in the global project management 
community: 

 We inform ourselves about the norms and customs 
of others and avoid engaging in behaviours they 

 might consider disrespectful. 
 We listen to others’ points of view, seeking to 

understand them. 
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Postmodernism
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Postmodernism

 Postmodernism postulates that ‘moral 
truth’ like most other truth, is only an 
apparent reality and are therefore  
subject to change.

 It emphasizes the role of language, 
power relations, and motivations in 
the formation of ideas and beliefs. 
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Dubai: A construct?
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Deconstruction

"there is nothing outside the 
text.“

 Deconstruction, then, can be 
described as an effort to 
understand a text through its 
relationships to various 
contexts.
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Jacques Derrida 
1930‐2004



Case Study: Moralising gender 

 Asymmetries between masculine and 
feminine reasoning styles and behaviours 
in the PMBOK® ‘body of knowledge’.

Overemphasis on heavily  masculine 
influenced codification of ‘knowledge 
areas’ and not sufficient emphasis given 
the famine relatedness and soft skills. 
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Nihilism

 Nihilism is the philosophical doctrine 
suggesting the negation of one or more of the 
meaningful aspects of life.

 A revaluation of values themselves.

 A wilful destruction of the old values to wipe 
the slate clean and lay down one's own 
beliefs and interpretations
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Constructive destruction…

“That which does not 
destroy you makes you 
stronger.” 
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Friedrich Nietzsche 1844‐1900



Blue sky thinking...

“Our hope that this Code of Ethics and Professional 
Conduct will serve as a catalyst for others to study, 
deliberate, and write about ethics and values.” 

Project Management Institute 
Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct 
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Summary

1. No single ethical theory satisfies the requirements of 
complex decision making systems like project 
management.

2. A range of ethical positions should be considered. 
3. Moral decision making should be made on a case-by-

case basis.
4. Ethical casuistry provides a suitable framework for 

difficult case scenarios.
5. Only moral decisions consistent with the PMI code of 

practice are professionally justifiable for PMI members.
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