
Every day we make choices about how to behave or how to respond to a situation. The basic 
process for making ethical decisions can be summarized in the following steps: 
 
 
 Strategy Questions to Ask Ethical 

or Not? 
1 Define the precise 

dilemma you face. 
Do not globalize 
or generalize. 

For example, rather than “is the officer acting 
ethically?”, consider the exact situation, “is it 
ethical or acceptable when this officer has 
dinner with the family of an offender on his 
caseload?” 

 

2 Gather all of the 
information about 
the dilemma. 

This includes interviewing the offender, the 
officer, reviewing case files, finding out how the 
officer behaves with other offenders, how the 
officer acts towards this particular offender, etc.  

 

3 List the pros and 
cons. 

Literally list the pros and cons of the situation 
on a sheet of paper. 

 

4 Is it legal? What are the laws, policies, and procedures 
about the situation? Does it align with collective 
bargaining agreements, personnel rules, and 
other human resource requirements? 

 

5 Is it aligned with 
the agency’s 
mission?  

Does the situation support the mission of the 
agency, and is it necessary to achieve the 
mission? 

 

6 What are the 
consequences of 
taking the action 
you are 
considering? 

What are the possible ramifications of this 
situation- for the officer, the offender, the 
agency, public perception, etc. 

 

7 Decide if it is 
ethical. 

Take all of the information and results of each 
of the above steps, and decide if the situation is 
ethical according to the definition of ethics. 

 

8 Act on your 
decision. 

Take whatever steps are necessary to correct 
the situation. This could include educating the 
officer and the offender and family; disciplining 
the officer, changing policy and procedure, etc.  

 

9 Live your decision. Now you must model the ethical behavior you 
are expecting, and demonstrate the agency 
policy of zero tolerance and its support for 
ethical behavior.  
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