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There is concern across the Army of an ethical crisis among 

its leaders.  A renewed emphasis on a discussion of the meaning 

of the Army profession and ethics has cascaded across the 

institution.  We hope the Army Ethic may help guide individuals’ 

characters and decision making.1  The Army’s goal is to build 

character and the discipline to enable individuals to make the 

right ethical choices.3  Current efforts are designed with the 

assumption that ethical decisions are consciously made.   

Unfortunately, they do not take into account fully the 

underlying psychological tendencies that drive unethical 

behavior or situations that lead “good” people to make unethical 

decisions.4  We must come to a more complete understanding of why 

leaders may make corrupt, discriminatory, or unethical 

decisions.   

“…[We] can be blind to the obvious, and we are also blind to our 

blindness.”5 

Research in socio-psychological studies show there are 

limits to the cognitive abilities of individuals in decision 

making and in determining their choices.6  We often lack all the 

information and time to properly frame the issue and develop the 

full range of options and consequences; this leads to choosing 
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solutions that are just good enough or that “satisfice.”7  

Exacerbating this is the brain’s use of heuristics to simplify 

decision making--under certain conditions those heuristics are 

not appropriate and cause faulty judgment or biases.8  A few 

tendencies are highlighted to emphasize the importance of 

understanding our cognitive biases.9   

Every day, we make decisions that are influenced subtly.  

When we read the plastic cards in our hotel rooms that previous 

occupants had reused their towels, the percentage of us reusing 

our towels increase by 26%.10  This is the principle that drives 

us to behavior that is similar to others, especially if they are 

like us.11  Managing this principle can help in the development 

of ethical behavior.   

How problems are framed affects our decisions.  Nobel 

Laureate Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky showed that most of us 

tend to be risk adverse when presented with negatively framed 

problems and risk seeking with positively framed problems.12  

They presented respondents with a case in which a disease is 

projected to kill 600 people.13  They offered two choices: 

Program A [200 people survive (72% selected)]; Program B [one-

third chance 600 people survive and a two-third chance no one 

survives (28%)].  However, when the choices were framed 

differently, a different situation arose: Program C [400 people 

die (22%)]; Program D [one-third chance no one dies and two-
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third chance 600 people die (78%)].  The outcomes of programs A 

(72%) and C (22%) are the same while the outcomes of programs B 

(28%) and D (78%) are the same.  The framing of issues is 

critical to how we choose alternatives in addressing problems. 

If we are not checking for ethical violations, we may not 

see it.  This is true especially if behavior is incrementally 

leading toward the “slippery slope” of unethical behavior.14  We 

are more likely to accept others’ unethical behavior if it 

occurs gradually over time rather than in a singularly apparent 

event or choice.15  This slippery slope is exacerbated by a 

tendency to commit to a previous decision.  We focus on 

information that confirms our beliefs for a previous decision 

and commit to a decision because we want to show consistency 

with what we have already decided, even if it may be wrong.16 

The bias of overconfidence can be the “mother of all 

biases.”17  It leads to “…the tendency to be too sure our 

judgments and decisions are accurate, uninterested in testing 

our assumptions, and dismissive of evidence suggesting we might 

be wrong…[and] to believe we have more control than we actually 

do.”18  Other negative biases become greatly enhanced.  Some 

researchers see ethical failures by leaders as being a “by-

product of success.”19  Context and situations affect ethical 

behavior.  Overconfidence convinces us that we can be objective 

and immune to influences brought on by success.  Evidence is to 
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the contrary.20  Incentives and self-serving perspectives can 

twist the objectivity we believe we hold.   

Finally, the fact is we are all capable, in certain 

circumstances, of making unethical decisions.21  The Milgram and 

Stanford Prison experiments are cases that showed situations can 

lead “good” people to do unethical acts even when they were 

against doing such acts.22  Even a single negative word 

description against another individual influences how we 

perceive that individual and affect our decisions and behavior 

toward that individual, often times unconsciously.23   

Unethical decisions are not simply conscious choices.   

Setting the Azimuth: Developing an Ethics Strategy 

Generally, people attribute ethical failures solely to an 

individual’s volition.  This leader is motivated by greed, a 

sense of entitlement of being in a position of authority or 

power, and a belief of exemption from rules and regulations.24  

This incomplete understanding has led to a call for an Army 

Ethic, more ethical training, and a greater “sensitizing” to 

ethical issues.  Yet, evidence is inconclusive on whether 

studying about ethics and ethics programs increase ethical 

behavior.25  Unfortunately, many ethics programs only address 

symptoms or portions of the issue leading to mixed results.   

The development of an Army ethics strategy must be done in 

a holistic manner.  It requires a valid “program theory” 
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determined by appropriate experts.  This necessitates 

identifying, analyzing, and linking the needed inputs to the 

outputs of the strategy resulting in its outcome, ethical 

behavior.  Frequently, we have a bias that assumes our choices 

and the consequences of those choices are related even when 

further study may show they are not.26  

 Often, we make correct predictions despite incorrect 

assumptions or beliefs of how people behave or the way the world 

works.27  However, in strategies with layers of complexity, wrong 

notions of cause and effect will undermine the strategy.  

Furthermore, because we place an inordinate amount of importance 

on individuals’ personality traits, we frequently miss the 

importance of situations and context in affecting behavior.28   

Setting the Waypoints: The Components of the Strategy 

The ethics strategy should educate leaders to better 

understand how decisions are made. It should create mechanisms 

within the Army’s institutional structures that provide the 

right incentives to positive ethical decision making.  The 

strategy should also facilitate developing a culture that 

promotes such behavior.  An unbalanced focus on any one area 

likely will create an ineffective effort in creating the right 

behaviors.   
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 The Army should incorporate the study of judgment in decision 

making into the institutional education curriculum.   

 Education should focus on critical thinking, heuristics, and 

the biases that drive decisions.  This provides an 

understanding of how the brain functions and the cognitive 

biases that may impede ethical decision making.   

o Showing how framing an issue, perceiving an ethical issue 

in different ways, or using certain words leads to 

different decisions with differences in consequences can 

be illuminating.   

o Providing prescriptive decision making steps will be 

effective when leaders understand how judgment works and 

the underlying biases that may limit the use of such 

steps.   

 Development of the knowledge of ethics.   

o Like the use of formulae in mathematics, having a 

contextual understanding of when, how, and why to use the 

ethical frameworks is effective.  This is true especially 

in realistic scenario driven training.  

o  A significant portion of the training should include 

examples of how ethical lapses occurred and how to avoid 

them rather than just focus on how to make good ethical 

decisions.30   
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The second area is in creating mechanisms that provide 

positive incentives for ethical behavior.  One area is with the 

leaders’ evaluation system.  Currently, the evaluation system is 

weighted heavily on performance and results.  While the goal is 

for senior raters to evaluate potential, the propensity for 

leaders to evaluate based on results is undeniable.31  Shifting 

the weight to evaluating leaders on the process and logic of 

their decisions, as well as results, may provide a more 

conducive environment that alleviates the pressures for 

unethical decision making.   

The incentive would be for leaders to be systematic in 

their decision making versus being compulsive or subjective.  

There would be incentive for leaders to reflect and think about 

the consequences of their decisions.  Creating the right 

incentives is important in developing leaders with appropriate 

behaviors and reducing risk aversion. 

 

The third area is in creating a culture of ethical 

behavior.  Over time, the Army Ethic will help in solidifying 

the identification of the individual to what it is to be an Army 

professional.  However, the level of identification to the Army 

Ethic will be only as strong as how Soldiers perceive leaders to 

be adhering to the Ethic and vice versa.  What others think and 

do have an influence on our thoughts and behaviors.  Ethical 
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behavior is likely to breed ethical behavior in others.  We must 

be wary of attitudes and behavior that exhibit group think and 

therefore, incentives for individual thought should be 

encouraged.   

 

Framing the issue of ethical lapses as behavior resulting 

from choosing to do wrong versus right does not adequately and 

clearly define the nature of the problem.  Ethical behavior and 

decision making are complex and dynamic.  There is a flawed 

assumption that making ethical decisions is simply a matter of 

an individual making the “right” choice.  Developing an  effective 

ethics strategy requires an insight into the cognitive limits to 

decision making, complexities of human nature, and the context 

within which leaders make decisions.   
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