
 

© 2026 PICE Academy – Virtual Learning, Amalapuram – 533 201, Andhra Pradesh, India 

 

 



 

© 2026 PICE Academy – Virtual Learning, Amalapuram – 533 201, Andhra Pradesh, India 

Introduction to Ethics 
Table of Contents 

1. Basic Terms 

2. Moral Development Theories 

3. Aristotle's View on Ethics 

4. Governing Factors of Value Systems 

5. Personal and Professional Ethics 

 

Basic Terms 

1. Moral 

Definition: Moral refers to principles concerning the distinction between right and wrong behavior. It 

encompasses the standards or rules that govern individual conduct within a society or community. 

Key Characteristics: 

• Based on cultural, religious, and social beliefs 

• Often internalized during childhood and adolescence 

• Varies across different societies and time periods 

• Forms the foundation for personal conduct and decision-making 

Example: A society's moral code might include principles like honesty, respect for others, and compassion. 

2. Ethics 

Definition: Ethics is the systematic study and philosophy of morality. It is a disciplined inquiry into what is 

considered right, good, or virtuous, and how individuals should act. 

Key Characteristics: 

• Academic and philosophical examination of moral principles 

• Focuses on developing frameworks for decision-making 

• Addresses broader questions: What makes an action right or wrong? What is the good life? 

• More universal in approach compared to morals 

Relationship to Morals: While morals are the actual principles people follow, ethics is the theoretical 

framework for understanding and justifying those principles. 

3. Ethical Dilemma 

Definition: An ethical dilemma is a situation where an individual faces a choice between two or more actions, 

none of which appear to be entirely right or entirely wrong. Each option carries moral consequences. 

Characteristics: 

• No clear "right" answer 
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• Conflicting values or principles are at stake 

• Often involves competing loyalties or responsibilities 

• Requires careful deliberation and reasoning 

Common Types: 

• Conflict between duty and personal interest: Between professional obligations and family needs 

• Conflicting duties: Between loyalty to a friend and honesty with authority 

• Moral relativism dilemma: Actions perceived as right in one culture but wrong in another 

Example: A manager discovering that a long-standing employee has been manipulating financial records must 

decide between loyalty to the employee and duty to the organization and stakeholders. 

4. Emotional Intelligence 

Definition: Emotional intelligence (EI) is the capacity to understand, recognize, manage, and appropriately 

respond to emotions—both one's own and others'. 

Components of Emotional Intelligence: 

1. Self-awareness: Recognition of one's own emotions and their impact on behavior 

2. Self-regulation: Ability to control and manage emotional responses 

3. Motivation: Drive to pursue goals and handle setbacks 

4. Empathy: Understanding and sharing the emotions of others 

5. Social skills: Ability to manage relationships and influence others constructively 

Role in Ethics: 

• Enables individuals to recognize emotional triggers in ethical situations 

• Develops empathy for stakeholders affected by decisions 

• Facilitates more thoughtful, less reactive ethical decision-making 

• Strengthens interpersonal relationships based on genuine understanding 

• Helps navigate ethical dilemmas with awareness of emotional impacts 

Connection to Ethical Decision-Making: High emotional intelligence supports ethical behavior by allowing 

individuals to balance rational judgment with empathetic understanding of human consequences. 

Moral Development Theories 

1. Lawrence Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Development 

Overview 

Kohlberg proposed that moral development progresses through distinct stages based on cognitive maturity and 

social interaction. His theory suggests that individuals move from self-centered morality to universal ethical 

principles. 

Six Stages of Moral Development 
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Level 1: Pre-Conventional Morality (Ages 4-10) 

Moral reasoning is based on external rewards and punishments 

• Stage 1: Punishment and Obedience Orientation 

• Rules are followed to avoid punishment 

• Focus on physical consequences of actions 

• Example: "I don't steal because I fear punishment" 

• Stage 2: Instrumental Relativist Orientation 

• Actions motivated by self-interest and reward seeking 

• Recognition that others have needs too, but primarily serve own interests 

• "You scratch my back, I'll scratch yours" mentality 

• Example: "I help you because you might help me later" 

Level 2: Conventional Morality (Ages 10-13+) 

Moral reasoning is based on social norms and seeking approval 

• Stage 3: "Good Interpersonal Relationships" Orientation 

• Actions motivated by desire to please others and gain approval 

• Conformity to social roles and expectations 

• Emphasis on being "nice" and living up to social expectations 

• Example: "I follow rules because society expects it and I want to be seen as good" 

• Stage 4: "Law and Order" Orientation 

• Respect for authority and rules 

• Understanding duty and maintaining social order 

• Rules are not questioned; they must be followed 

• Example: "I must follow the rules because they exist and maintain order" 

Level 3: Post-Conventional Morality (Ages 13+) 

Moral reasoning transcends societal rules; based on universal principles 

• Stage 5: Social Contract Orientation 

• Recognition that rules are social constructs that serve human welfare 

• Laws and norms can be questioned and changed if they don't serve the greater good 

• Focus on democratic processes and individual rights 

• Example: "While laws should generally be followed, unjust laws can be challenged" 

• Stage 6: Universal Ethical Principles Orientation 
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• Morality guided by universal principles (justice, equality, human rights) 

• Individual conscience becomes the highest authority 

• Willingness to break laws if they violate universal principles 

• Example: Following one's conscience even when it contradicts legal requirements 

Key Insights 

• Not all individuals reach the higher stages 

• Movement through stages is not always linear 

• Moral development requires cognitive maturity and social interaction 

• Cultural context influences the pace of development 

2. Jean Piaget's Theory of Moral Development 

Overview 

Piaget focused on cognitive development and how children's understanding of morality evolves with their 

capacity for logical thinking. He proposed that moral reasoning develops as intelligence develops. 

Two Main Stages of Moral Development 

Stage 1: Heteronomous Morality (Ages 4-7/8) 

Morality imposed by others; rules are absolute and unchangeable 

Characteristics: 

• Rules are seen as sacred and unchangeable 

• Morality based on obedience to authority figures (parents, teachers) 

• Focus on objective consequences rather than intent 

• Punishment is seen as natural consequence of wrongdoing 

• No understanding of fairness or social agreements 

Example: A child breaks a cup accidentally and fears punishment as much as intentionally breaking one, 

because the focus is on the broken cup, not the intent. 

Stage 2: Autonomous Morality (Ages 7/8 onwards) 

Self-directed morality based on understanding and cooperation 

Characteristics: 

• Recognition that rules are created by people and can be modified 

• Moral judgment based on intention rather than consequence alone 

• Understanding of fairness and reciprocal relationships 

• Rules are seen as agreements that aid cooperation 

• Development of moral reasoning through social interaction and perspective-taking 
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Example: A child now distinguishes between intentional and accidental rule-breaking, showing moral 

judgment based on understanding and intent. 

Key Concepts in Piaget's Theory 

Moral Realism vs. Moral Relativism: 

• Moral Realism: Rules are absolute and unchangeable (heteronomous stage) 

• Moral Relativism: Rules are flexible and depend on context (autonomous stage) 

Role of Cognitive Development: 

• Piaget emphasized that moral development is intrinsically linked to cognitive development 

• As children develop logical thinking abilities, their moral reasoning becomes more sophisticated 

• Egocentrism decreases, allowing for perspective-taking and empathy 

Key Insights 

• Moral development is tied to cognitive maturation 

• Social interaction and cooperation facilitate moral development 

• Intent becomes increasingly important in moral judgment 

• Children move from external rule-following to internal moral principles 

Comparison: Kohlberg vs. Piaget 

Aspect Kohlberg Piaget 

Number of 

Stages Six stages (three levels) Two main stages 

Age Range 4+ (throughout life) 4-7/8 years (primary focus) 

Focus 

Justice and universal 

principles 

Cognitive development and 

intent 

Development 

Linear progression 

through stages 

Transition from external to 

internal morality 

Social Element 

Social interaction and 

role-taking 

Cooperation and peer 

interaction 

Later Stages 

Emphasis on universal 

ethical principles 

Less detailed beyond 

autonomous morality 
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Aristotle's View on Ethics 

Background and Context 

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) was a Greek philosopher who developed one of the most influential ethical theories 

in Western philosophy. His approach differs fundamentally from rule-based or consequence-based ethics. 

Virtue Ethics: The Foundation of Aristotelian Ethics 

Core Concept: Eudaimonia (Flourishing/The Good Life) 

Definition: Eudaimonia is often translated as "happiness" but more accurately means flourishing or achieving 

one's potential as a human being. 

Key Principle: The ultimate goal of human life is to achieve eudaimonia through the development and practice 

of virtue. 

The Concept of Virtue (Arete) 

Definition: Virtue is excellence of character; it is a habit or disposition to act in ways that lead to human 

flourishing. 

Characteristics of Virtue: 

• Developed through practice and habituation 

• A mean between two extremes (vice of excess and vice of deficiency) 

• Requires practical wisdom (phronesis) to apply appropriately 

• Becomes second nature through repetition 

The Doctrine of the Mean 

Aristotle proposed that virtue lies in finding the appropriate balance between extremes: 

Example of Courage (Virtue): 

• Vice of Deficiency: Cowardice (too little courage) 

• Virtue: Courage (appropriate level of courage) 

• Vice of Excess: Rashness (too much courage/recklessness) 

Other Examples: 

Vice (Deficiency) Virtue Vice (Excess) 

Cowardice Courage Rashness 

Stinginess Generosity Wastefulness 

Humility Proper Pride Arrogance 

Shamelessness Modesty Shame 

Two Types of Virtue 
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1. Moral Virtues 

• Developed through habit and practice 

• Examples: Courage, Temperance, Generosity, Good Temper 

• Require emotional and behavioral training 

2. Intellectual Virtues 

• Developed through learning and education 

• Examples: Wisdom, Understanding, Prudence, Practical Wisdom (Phronesis) 

• Require mental training and development 

Phronesis (Practical Wisdom) 

Definition: Practical wisdom is the ability to deliberate well about what is good and advantageous for oneself 

and others. 

Importance: 

• Enables individuals to determine which virtue is appropriate in a given situation 

• Requires experience and judgment 

• Cannot be reduced to rules or formulas 

• Involves understanding human nature and specific circumstances 

The Role of Habit 

Core Belief: Virtue is not innate; it is developed through repeated practice and habituation. 

Process of Virtue Development: 

1. Begin practicing virtuous actions 

2. Gradually develop the habit through repetition 

3. Eventually, virtuous action becomes natural and pleasurable 

4. Achieve excellence of character (virtue) 

Example: To become courageous, one must practice courageous acts repeatedly until courage becomes a 

natural disposition. 

Eudaimonia and the Function Argument 

The Function Argument: 

• Everything has a function (ergon) specific to it 

• Excellence consists in performing one's function well 

• Humans' unique function is the exercise of reason 

• Therefore, human excellence/flourishing consists in exercising reason excellently in accordance with 

virtue 
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Key Differences from Other Ethical Approaches 

Vs. Utilitarianism (Consequentialism): 

• Aristotle focuses on character development, not just consequences 

• Emphasizes internal virtues, not external outcomes 

Vs. Deontology (Rule-Based Ethics): 

• Aristotle emphasizes practical wisdom over rigid rules 

• Flexibility in applying principles to specific situations 

Application to Modern Life 

• Focus on developing good character and moral excellence 

• Recognize that ethics is about becoming a good person, not just doing the right thing 

• Understand that virtues develop through practice and role models 

• Balance competing values appropriately based on context and practical wisdom 

Governing Factors of an Individual's Value System 

Definition 

An individual's value system comprises the core beliefs and principles that guide behavior, decision-making, 

and judgments about what is important, right, and desirable. 

Major Governing Factors 

1. Family and Upbringing 

Influence: 

• Primary socialization occurs within the family 

• Parents' values, behaviors, and expectations shape children's moral frameworks 

• Family traditions and religious teachings establish foundational beliefs 

• Family communication patterns influence emotional intelligence and moral reasoning 

Examples: 

• Parents who model honesty typically raise children who value integrity 

• Families that emphasize education produce children who value learning 

• Religious families instill specific moral codes and ethical frameworks 

2. Cultural and Religious Background 

Influence: 

• Cultural norms define what is considered right, acceptable, and virtuous 

• Religious traditions provide ethical frameworks and moral principles 

• Rituals and celebrations reinforce cultural values 
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• Social expectations within cultural groups shape behavior 

Examples: 

• Collectivist cultures may emphasize family loyalty and community welfare over individual 

achievement 

• Religious traditions like Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, etc., each provide distinct ethical 

guidance 

• Cultural attitudes toward time, punctuality, honesty, and relationships vary significantly 

3. Education and Life Experience 

Influence: 

• Formal education exposes individuals to diverse perspectives and ethical theories 

• Teachers and mentors model values and critical thinking 

• Personal experiences (successes, failures, challenges) shape moral understanding 

• Travel and interaction with diverse groups broaden ethical perspectives 

Examples: 

• Academic study of philosophy develops sophisticated moral reasoning 

• Overcoming adversity often strengthens resilience and empathy 

• Exposure to different cultures challenges assumptions and expands moral thinking 

4. Social and Peer Influence 

Influence: 

• Peer groups establish norms and expectations for behavior 

• Social approval and disapproval shape values (as Kohlberg's theory suggests) 

• Friendships expose individuals to different values and perspectives 

• Professional communities establish ethical standards 

Examples: 

• Adolescents often adopt peer group values to gain acceptance 

• Workplace culture influences professional ethics and decision-making 

• Social movements can reshape societal values around justice and rights 

5. Socioeconomic Status and Living Conditions 

Influence: 

• Economic circumstances affect priorities and values 

• Access to resources shapes ethical perspectives (e.g., attitudes toward sharing, competition) 

• Living in poverty vs. affluence creates different moral priorities 
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• Job opportunities and career paths influence value development 

Examples: 

• Individuals in resource-scarce environments may prioritize survival values differently 

• Education accessibility affects moral development and ethical sophistication 

• Economic security allows focus on higher-order moral principles (Maslow's hierarchy) 

6. Personal Psychology and Temperament 

Influence: 

• Personality traits (introversion, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness) affect ethical behavior 

• Emotional intelligence influences how individuals navigate moral complexity 

• Cognitive style and capacity for reasoning affect moral development 

• Psychological needs and motivations shape values 

Examples: 

• Highly conscientious individuals may place greater value on responsibility and duty 

• Individuals with high empathy are more likely to prioritize compassion 

• Cognitive capacity influences ability to reach post-conventional moral reasoning 

7. Significant Life Events and Relationships 

Influence: 

• Critical incidents (personal loss, achievement, trauma) reshape values 

• Mentors and role models profoundly influence value development 

• Major transitions (education, career changes, relationships) can alter perspectives 

• Adversity often clarifies core values 

Examples: 

• Loss of a loved one may increase emphasis on relationships and compassion 

• A mentoring relationship with an ethical leader shapes professional values 

• Parenthood often shifts values toward responsibility and protection 

8. Media and Information Environment 

Influence: 

• Media exposure shapes perceptions of what is normal, acceptable, or desirable 

• News, entertainment, and social media present different value systems 

• Misinformation can distort moral judgment 

• Digital spaces create new ethical considerations 
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Examples: 

• Social media exposure to diverse viewpoints can challenge existing values 

• News coverage of injustice can mobilize ethical action 

• Propaganda and misinformation can corrupt moral reasoning 

9. Organizational Culture (Professional Context) 

Influence: 

• Workplace norms and practices shape professional values 

• Leadership behavior models ethical standards 

• Organizational reward systems incentivize certain values 

• Professional codes of conduct guide behavior 

Examples: 

• Organizations prioritizing sustainability may shape employee environmental values 

• Ethical leadership cultivates trust and integrity as organizational values 

• Performance metrics focusing only on profit may undermine social responsibility values 

10. Age and Life Stage 

Influence: 

• Moral development progresses through predictable stages (Kohlberg, Piaget) 

• Different life stages present different ethical challenges and priorities 

• Wisdom and perspective often increase with age and experience 

• Life transitions trigger value reassessment 

Examples: 

• Teenagers may be in Kohlberg's Stage 3 (seeking approval), while adults may be in Stage 5-6 

• Young professionals often focus on establishing competence; older professionals may emphasize 

mentoring 

• Retirement often shifts focus from career success to legacy and meaning 

Interplay of Factors 

It's important to recognize that these factors don't operate in isolation: 

• Multiple influences: Most individuals are shaped by combinations of these factors 

• Reinforcement: When factors align (e.g., family and cultural values), they reinforce each other 

• Conflict: Sometimes factors conflict, creating ethical dilemmas and requiring integration 

• Dynamic nature: Value systems continue to evolve throughout life as circumstances and experiences 

change 
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Personal and Professional Ethics 

Personal Ethics 

Definition 

Personal ethics refers to the moral principles and values that guide an individual's behavior in their private life, 

personal relationships, and non-professional contexts. 

Characteristics 

• Individually determined: Each person develops a unique personal ethics based on their experiences 

and beliefs 

• Relationship-focused: Emphasizes duties and obligations to family, friends, and community 

• Internal motivation: Driven by personal conscience and internal principles rather than external 

rewards 

• Encompasses broader life domains: Health, relationships, spirituality, personal growth, community 

involvement 

• May be less formal: Often not explicitly stated but demonstrated through behavior 

Key Areas of Personal Ethics 

1. Integrity and Honesty 

• Truthfulness in personal relationships 

• Keeping promises and commitments 

• Authentic self-presentation 

2. Respect and Dignity 

• Treating others with respect regardless of relationship 

• Honoring personal boundaries 

• Valuing others' autonomy and choices 

3. Loyalty and Relationships 

• Commitment to family and close relationships 

• Standing by friends during difficult times 

• Balancing loyalty with other ethical principles 

4. Responsibility and Accountability 

• Taking responsibility for personal choices 

• Admitting mistakes and making amends 

• Following through on commitments 

5. Compassion and Empathy 

• Responding to others' suffering with care 
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• Supporting vulnerable community members 

• Practicing generosity and kindness 

6. Personal Growth and Self-Development 

• Continuous learning and improvement 

• Overcoming personal limitations 

• Living in alignment with one's values 

Examples of Personal Ethical Issues 

• Whether to be honest with a loved one about a difficult truth 

• How to balance personal desires with family responsibilities 

• Whether to help a friend who has acted unethically 

• How to allocate personal time and resources among competing relationships 

Professional Ethics 

Definition 

Professional ethics refers to the moral principles and standards that guide behavior in a workplace or 

professional context. It encompasses duties to employers, colleagues, clients, and the broader society. 

Characteristics 

• Formally defined: Often codified in professional codes of conduct 

• Role-specific: Varies by profession (medicine, law, engineering, business, etc.) 

• Accountability mechanisms: Professional bodies enforce ethical standards 

• External accountability: Often regulated by licensing boards or professional organizations 

• Focus on stakeholder impact: Considers effects on clients, employers, employees, and society 

Key Areas of Professional Ethics 

1. Integrity and Honesty 

• Truthfulness in professional communications 

• Accurate reporting of information 

• Avoiding deception in business dealings 

• Transparency about conflicts of interest 

2. Competence and Responsibility 

• Performing duties with competence and expertise 

• Continuing education and skill development 

• Taking responsibility for professional work quality 
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• Acknowledging limitations in expertise 

3. Confidentiality and Privacy 

• Protecting client and company confidential information 

• Respecting privacy and data security 

• Using information only for appropriate purposes 

• Legal compliance with privacy regulations 

4. Fairness and Non-Discrimination 

• Treating all individuals fairly regardless of characteristics 

• Equal opportunity in hiring and advancement 

• Fair compensation and treatment 

• Avoiding favoritism or bias in decisions 

5. Respect for Authority and Rules 

• Following company policies and procedures 

• Respecting chain of command 

• Compliance with laws and regulations 

• Understanding professional standards 

6. Accountability and Responsibility 

• Taking responsibility for professional decisions and actions 

• Reporting mistakes and addressing problems 

• Following through on commitments to clients and employers 

• Accepting consequences for professional conduct 

7. Conflicts of Interest 

• Identifying and disclosing conflicts 

• Avoiding situations where personal benefit compromises professional judgment 

• Maintaining objectivity in decisions 

• Prioritizing organizational and client interests 

8. Environmental and Social Responsibility 

• Sustainable business practices 

• Contribution to community welfare 

• Ethical supply chain and labor practices 
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• Corporate social responsibility initiatives 

Professional Codes of Ethics 

Most professions have established codes of ethics that guide professional conduct: 

Examples: 

• Medicine: Hippocratic Oath, AMA Code of Medical Ethics 

• Law: Bar Association Rules of Professional Conduct 

• Engineering: NSPE Code of Ethics for Engineers 

• Business: Business Roundtable Statement on Corporate Responsibility 

• Psychology: APA Code of Conduct 

Relationship Between Personal and Professional Ethics 

Overlap and Distinction 

Overlap: 

• Both are rooted in fundamental principles (honesty, respect, responsibility) 

• Personal values influence professional ethics 

• Professional roles exist within broader human relationships 

Distinction: 

• Professional ethics often have formal codes; personal ethics are individually developed 

• Professional ethics emphasize role-specific duties; personal ethics are relationship-specific 

• Professional accountability is external; personal accountability is internal 

• Professional ethics address stakeholder impact; personal ethics focus on relationship impact 

Integration and Conflict 

Integration: 

• Ethical individuals strive for consistency between personal and professional ethics 

• Core values (integrity, fairness, respect) apply across contexts 

• Professional practices informed by personal moral conviction tend to be more sustainable 

Potential Conflicts: 

• Professional demands may conflict with personal values (e.g., layoffs vs. loyalty) 

• Personal relationships may influence professional judgment (favoritism, nepotism) 

• Organizational ethics may contradict personal moral principles 

• Competing loyalties: professional obligations vs. personal relationships 
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Managing Conflicts: 

1. Clarity on core values: Understand non-negotiable principles 

2. Transparency: Be honest about conflicts with relevant stakeholders 

3. Ethical decision-making frameworks: Use systematic approaches to resolve dilemmas 

4. Seeking guidance: Consult mentors, ethics committees, or professional bodies 

5. Integrity: Make decisions aligned with personal values when possible 

Common Professional Ethical Dilemmas 

1. Loyalty vs. Honesty 

• Should you report a colleague's misconduct, even if it damages your professional relationship? 

2. Profit vs. Ethics 

• Should you compromise ethical standards to meet profit targets or stay competitive? 

3. Personal Interest vs. Professional Duty 

• Should you recuse yourself from decisions where you have a financial interest? 

4. Confidentiality vs. Public Good 

• Should you break confidentiality to prevent harm to others? 

5. Following Orders vs. Personal Conscience 

• Should you follow management directives that conflict with your ethical principles? 

Developing Professional Ethics 

1. Education and Training 

• Study professional codes and ethical frameworks 

• Case study analysis and ethical reasoning practice 

• Understanding legal and regulatory requirements 

2. Mentorship and Role Models 

• Learn from ethical leaders and mentors 

• Observe how experienced professionals handle ethical challenges 

• Build relationships with integrity-focused colleagues 

3. Organizational Culture 

• Work in organizations that prioritize ethical conduct 

• Support ethical leadership and decision-making 

• Contribute to building an ethical organizational culture 

4. Reflection and Self-Assessment 
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• Regular reflection on ethical decisions and outcomes 

• Honest assessment of personal ethical strengths and weaknesses 

• Commitment to continuous ethical development 

5. Professional Community Engagement 

• Participate in professional organizations 

• Engage with professional ethics discussions and debates 

• Stay current with evolving ethical standards in your field 

 

 


