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LOTS of New Year’s resolutions are being made — and no doubt ignored — at this time of year. But 

there’s one that’s probably not even on many lists and should be: Act more ethically. 

Most people, if pressed, would acknowledge that they could use an ethical tuneup. Maybe last year they 

fudged some numbers at work. Dented a car and failed to leave a note. Remained silent when a friend made 

a racist joke. 

The problem, research shows, is that how we think we’re going to act when faced with a moral decision 

and how we really do act are often vastly different. 

Here’s just one of many examples from an experiment at Northeastern University: Subjects were told they 

should flip a coin to see who should do certain tasks. One task is long and laborious; the other is short and 

fun. 

The participant flips the coin in private (though secretly watched by video cameras), said David DeSteno, a 

professor of psychology at Northeastern who conducted the experiment. Only 10 percent of them did it 

honestly. The others didn’t flip at all, or kept flipping until the coin came up the way they wanted. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/t/alina_tugend/index.html


Trying to become more ethical — or teaching people how to — would seem doomed then. But that’s not 

true. It’s just that how we teach ethics has to catch up with what we know about how the human mind 

works. 

One area clearly in need of attention is business ethics, especially given the transgressions in the financial 

world in recent years. Some of the nation’s top researchers think so too. Next week, a group of them — 

most based at American universities — will officially introduce a new website, EthicalSystems.org. The 

site is the first to pull together extensive research and resources on the subject of business ethics with the 

aim of making the vast trove available to schools, government regulators and businesses — especially their 

compliance officers. 

“It used to be business ethics grew out of philosophy, with a focus on the right thing to do,” said Jonathan 

Haidt, a professor of ethical leadership at New York University’s Leonard N. Stern School of Business. “In 

the last 10 years there’s been an explosion of research in behavioral economics” and the underlying reasons 

people act the way they do. 

Some of the research was informed by the scandals at Enron and WorldCom unfolding at the time, as well 

as the global financial crises. 

Those events, in part, “inspired a small group of researchers to develop a more psychologically realistic 

approach to business ethics,” said Professor Haidt, who spearheaded the website. 

This approach — which applies to ethics in general, not just business ethics — incorporates what we now 

know about how people really act when faced with a moral dilemma and what tools can be used to nudge 

them toward doing the right thing. 

First we need to be more aware of the ways we fool ourselves. We have to learn how to avoid 

subconsciously turning our backs when faced with a moral dilemma. And then we must be taught how to 

challenge people appropriately in those situations. 

“When people predict how they’re going to act in a given situation, the ‘should’ self dominates — we 

should be fair, we should be generous, we should assert our values,” said Ann E. Tenbrunsel, a professor of 

business ethics at the University of Notre Dame who is involved in the EthicalSystems website. “But when 

the time for action comes, the ‘want’ self dominates” — I don’t want to look like a fool, I don’t want to be 

punished. 

“Our survival instinct is to want to be liked and to be included,” said Brooke Deterline, chief executive of 

Courageous Leadership, a consulting firm that offers workshops and programs on dealing with ethical 

situations. “We don’t willfully do bad things, but when we’re under threat our initial instinct is to downplay 

or ignore problematic situations.” 

Most people know the feeling: Something happens that we know is wrong and we mean to speak up or 

make it right. But we can’t quite figure out how to do it, and the moment passes. And then we justify that it 

was O.K. that we acted the way we did. 

So how do we change this? 

Using social and cognitive behavioral psychology as well as neuroscience, Ms. Deterline said, the first step 

is to become aware of our natural inclinations. 

“Think back: When are you vulnerable to not speaking up and not saying what needs to be said?” she said. 

Is it when authority is present? When it might alienate you from friends? When it might cause subordinates 

to think less of you? 

http://www.ethicalsystems.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/weekinreview/17labaton.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/weekinreview/17labaton.html
http://www.thecourage2lead.com/


“We all have automatic thoughts when we feel anxious: ‘I’m going to get fired, I’m going to look like an 

idiot,’ ” she said. The point is not to listen to those thoughts, but to be aware of them and override them. 

And to do that, we need to practice. 

Like pilots who use flight simulators, people need to work on situations that cause them anxiety before they 

occur. In her programs, Ms. Deterline has role-playing employees initiate potentially challenging 

conversations. 

“When most of us feel uncomfortable, we shut up,” she said. “But we need to use discomfort to know that 

that is my signal to be courageous and a cue for action rather than inaction.” 

The focus on why people do and don’t act ethically is not, of course, limited to the business world. After 

all, it takes good citizens to make good employees. 

Philip G. Zimbardo, a professor emeritus of psychology at Stanford University, is a pioneer in the study of 

social power — for good and for evil — and started a program in 2007 called the Heroic Imagination 

Project. His interest in ethics dates far back; in 1971 he created the notorious Stanford Prison Experiment, 

where college student “guards” demeaned and humiliated student “prisoners.” The experiment had to be 

stopped early because it became so abusive. 

After studying moral degradation for decades, Professor Zimbardo started wondering about the 10 to 20 

percent of people in every situation who resisted. Who were these people he called heroes, and could 

anyone be taught to be one? 

Through the Heroic Imagination Project — for which Ms. Deterline once worked — middle- and high-

school and community college students learn about group dynamics, like the bystander effect, in which the 

more people who are on a scene, the less likely it is for anyone to help. 

Using video clips and real-life situations, teachers explain how students can resist such behavior, and help 

them explore why they have acted — or failed to act — in specific situations. 

While students are taught not to be “dumb heroes” and rush into danger, Professor Zimbardo said, “we 

teach them that knowledge obligates you to do something — to act heroically.” 

His nonprofit program has made many of its resources available free and is in the final stages of receiving 

funding to train a group of teachers in Flint, Mich., starting in the spring. Graduate students at the 

University of Michigan will assist in the program and, it is hoped, develop longitudinal findings on its 

effectiveness, he said. 

Kristen Renwick Monroe, a professor of political science at the University of California, Irvine, has long 

studied why some people act righteously and others fail to. 

She has found in her research that “the rescuers say, ‘What else could I do?’ ” she said. “The bystander 

says, ‘I was just one person? What could I do?’ ” 

“We have to think, ‘Who am I and how do my actions create who I am?’ ” Professor Monroe added. She 

recalled interviewing a Dutch woman who stood by and watched while Jews were thrown into a truck and 

taken away during World War II. But the woman later saved more than a dozen others. 

Professor Monroe remembers what the woman told her: “We all have memories when we should have done 

something, and it gets in the way for the rest of your life.” 
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