




Sample Ethical Leadership Scenarios for Practicing Ethical Dilemmas  


Situation 1:  You manage a communication section in President Dilma Rouseff’s staff. Yesterday a story broke in the Wall Street Journal making allegations that the President was involved in a corruption scheme at the state oil company Petrobras.  Your team members want to talk to you about the story.  You realize this is a good opportunity to engage in ethical leadership. Using the “The Two Pillars Model of Ethical Leadership,” found in Trevino et al., (2000), craft an ethical leadership message and engage your team.

Situation 2: You are the President of a Parish Council for a local Catholic church in Johnstown, PA. An article appeared in the Wall Street Journal recently reporting that three retired Franciscan religious leaders where charged by Pennsylvania Attorney General Kathleen Kane for conspiring to cover up a serial predator’s sexual abuse of dozens of students at Bishop McCort High School. The three religious leaders are not being accused of sexually abusing children themselves, but are being held criminally responsible for covering up and enabling the abuse. From 1992-2010, Brother Stephen Baker sexually abused dozens of students at Bishop McCort High School.  The local paper has called to interview you about the recent charges. You realize that this is a good opportunity to engage in ethical leadership. Using the “The Two Pillars Model of Ethical Leadership,” found in Trevino et al., (2000), craft and deliver an ethical leadership message for the community and your church members.

Situation 3: You are a marketing team leader at Apple.  A couple of your team members have asked to meet you at lunch to discuss the recent Wall Street Journal article reporting that Apple is working to bolster its encryption so that it will not have the ability to decode user information stored in the iCloud.  Your team members express questions about the conflict between national security and user privacy.  You realize this is a good opportunity to engage in ethical leadership. Using the “The Two Pillars Model of Ethical Leadership,” found in Trevino et al., (2000), craft an ethical leadership message and engage your team with it.

Situation 4: You are an entry level-supply chain manager for Chipotle. This morning a couple of your employees asked to meet with you at lunch to discuss the recent Wall Street Journal article reporting that the company is stepping back from some of its food safety changes.  These employees expressed concerns about the company making a commitment to change and not following through and also moving away from the company’s value using fresh ingredients in the food products.  Furthermore, they did not understand why the company did not source its food locally versus getting its beef from Australia. You realize this is a good opportunity to engage in ethical leadership. Using the “The Two Pillars Model of Ethical Leadership,” found in Trevino et al., (2000), craft an ethical leadership message and engage your team.

Situation 5: You are an entry level manager at Volkswagen AG. This morning a couple of your employees asked to meet with you at lunch to discuss the recent Wall Street Journal article reporting that the company is being sued by institutional investors for $3.67 billion to cover the sharp drop in the company’s share price after the emission scandal was reported.  Your employees do not understand why the company is now being held accountable for stock market losses as result of the actions for a few dishonest people. You realize this is a good opportunity to engage in ethical leadership. Using the “The Two Pillars Model of Ethical Leadership,” found in Trevino et al., (2000), craft an ethical leadership message and engage your team.

Situation 6: You are an operations manager in the Department of Veterans Affair. This morning a couple of your employees asked to meet with you at lunch to discuss Secretary McDonald’s recent Op Ed in the Wall Street Journal. Secretary McDonald’s Op Ed was a response to law makers’ criticisms that he has not fired enough people in his turnaround effort at the VA. You realize this is a good opportunity to engage in ethical leadership. Using the “The Two Pillars Model of Ethical Leadership,” found in Trevino et al., (2000), craft an ethical leadership message and engage your team.

Scenario A: Supervisor
Supervisor (main character A):  You just completed the annual performance evaluation counseling and turned in all performance evaluations to HR ahead of schedule.  You were very pleased with the performance of your team.  Everyone seemed satisfied with their performance evaluations except for one employee named Rick Henderson.  Rick is the son of the former CEO of the company and possesses somewhat of an entitlement attitude.  His work is satisfactory, but he rarely goes above and beyond to assist teammates and/or the organization.  Rick seems to be “punching” his ticket in these lowly jobs until he gets to senior management. Compared to the rest of the members on the team, Rick is an average performer.
Your supervisor requested a meeting with you this evening to discuss performance evaluations.  You heard through the “grapevine” that the CEO had a long conversation with your supervisor regarding Rick’s performance evaluation.  You believe the evaluation was fair and to change it would violate your integrity and your duties as a leader. Thus, you are committed to not changing the evaluation. You wonder what the potential costs would be for defying your supervisor and the CEO.

Senior Supervisor (supporting character A): You just finished a phone call with the CEO.  The CEO was inquiring why Rick Henderson, the former CEO’s son and the current CEO’s godson, received an average performance rating on his annual evaluation. The CEO made it very clear that he would appreciate you “persuading” the supervisor, who gave Rick the average rating, to consider bumping the rating up to a superior performer.  The CEO states that Rick is being personally groomed by him and his father to be a future CEO of the company.  The CEO also indicated that he would express his appreciation for getting the supervisor to change the rating by giving you a $20K special bonus.  You are committed to earning that $20K to take a skiing trip to Germany.  You asked your direct report leader to meet with you at the end of the day.  In the meantime, you are developing strategies to get him to change the evaluation. You plan to convince this righteous supervisor that you have to get your “hands dirty” to move up the ladder of success.

Scenario B: Peer
Taylor (main character B): You are a sales account manager at Action Brands.  You like the freedom that a sales job provides you.  Your goal is to leverage success in this sales position to earn a promotion.  Thus far you have been fairly consistent in achieving your quarterly sales goals.  However, January to March gives you the toughest challenge in meeting your assigned goals. This year you were a little short as were the majority of account managers.  One of your peers, Joe/Joanne consistently hits all his/her sales goals throughout the year.  You want to leverage peer learning, so you invited Joe/Joanne to lunch to learn the trade secrets from a master.  At lunch, Joe/Joanne states that his/her secret to success is post-dating all sales over his/her assigned goal to the next quarter.  He/she states that the company rewards you for consistently making quarterly goals and not for exceeding your goals.  Thus, he/she states that it makes no sense wasting a good sale by reporting it in a quarter when you have already met your goal.  So, he/she holds the order request and places it into the system in the new quarter.  Joe/Joanne states that sometimes you have to make-up a story about production delays to explain to the customer why the order is taking so long.  He/she states, it is all about gaming the system and getting ahead.
You are somewhat shocked by Joe/Joanne’s underhanded scheme and feel that this practice is unethical. First, post-dating sales violates the company policy. Second, the scheme takes advantage of all the other account managers that are doing the right thing. Third, the customer is being lied to which places the company’s reputation at risk.  This is bothering you and you decide to confront Joe/Joanne in an effort to persuade him/her to tell the supervisor about his/her practice of post-dating sales. You wonder what the costs will be of confronting Joe/Joanne or telling the supervisor about his/her practice. 

Joe/Joanne (supporting character B)
You have been at Action Brands for 18 months and you are the only account manager who has consistently made every quarterly objective.  Your impressive track record has caught the attention of the senior leadership and you expect a promotion in the next couple of months. The key to your success was to learn the system and “game” it.  The company’s compensation system rewards people for meeting their quarterly objectives.  You can meet your objective by 1 or 100 and get the same reward. You learned the post-dating trick of the trade the first quarter you worked at Action Brands.  You achieved your sales goal for the quarter on the 28th of the last month. The following day you received an unexpected sale. You realized that you only had two days to hold the sale until the next quarter started.  As you were deciding to enter the sale or not, you discovered the sales software allowed people to post-date orders up to two days to account for weekends at the end of the month.  So, you posted the sales in the system but dated them for the next quarter.  You have been using this trick of the trade to gain success.  
When you had lunch with Taylor yesterday you shared your trick of the trade to help him/her earn a promotion.  While out on a call, Taylor texted you to set up a second meeting this afternoon.  You wonder what it could be about.

Scenario C: Direct Report-work hours
Supervisor (main character C): 
Your top performer, Mike/Michelle, has started coming into work between 10-15 minutes late and leaving about 10-15 minutes early in the evening.  The first couple of times, you attributed to traffic and/or taking care of personal business. However, this seems to have formed into a pattern. You have heard second-hand that other members of the team have stated that Mike/Michelle is getting special treatment because he/she is a top performer. You have noticed that morale on the team seems to be dipping and less and less team members are approaching to share information and/or visit.  Mike/Michelle is being heavily recruited by other directorates.  After reflecting, you determined that one of your core values is fairness and as a leader it is your duty to enforce all standards equally.  This situation is further complicated by the fact that Mike/Michelle serves with you on the board of a local civic organization and your children are good friends.  You wonder if confronting Mike/Michelle will disrupt relationships within the team and possibly put your relationship with Mike/Michelle at risk.
You have asked Mike/Michelle to meet with you at lunch to discuss work hours.

Mike/Michelle (supporting character C):
You thoroughly enjoy your job and working with your current supervisor.  Your supervisor gives you the freedom to do your job, offers guidance, and ensures you have resources.  Consequently, you have thrived and consistently receive top performance ratings. Other directorates have been recruiting you, but you are happy and plan to stay on your current team. Furthermore, you enjoy serving with your supervisor on the local civic board.  Recently, your children’s school shifted the start to 10 minutes later in the day, cut the lunch by 10 minutes, and moved the release time up 10 minutes.  This has resulted in your being late to work and having to leave a few minutes early.  You work through your lunch to offset the time you come in late and have to leave early.  You value this flexibility and in return you work harder during the day and also some at night.
Your supervisor asked you to meet with him/her at lunch to discuss work hours.


Scenario D: Direct Report-Performance
Supervisor (main character D)
You are perplexed regarding the performance of one of your direct report leaders.  When he/she was assigned to your team, your boss told you that Sam/Sally had high potential and would greatly enrich your team. However, over the last six month of the rating period, you have had numerous people come to you regarding Sam/Sally’s lack of social skills and dis-engagement.  You have had several informal and one formal counseling sessions with Sam/Sally regarding his/her performance. Sam/Sally stated during the formal session that he/she is still in the process of getting to know the people and learning responsibilities.  You both discuss an improvement plan and ensure he/she has the resources to be successful. You find yourself closely supervising Sam/Sally. During the last informal counseling session, Sam/Sally stated that they did not really like people and would prefer to work alone.  You are preparing for Sam/Sally’s annual performance review counseling session and plan to give him/her the unsatisfactory performance rating he/she deserves.  You strongly feel that this rating is fair. Also, you feel it is your duty to recommend to Sam/Sally to seek more a more technician position versus a leadership position since he/she did not like dealing with people.  You wonder how this former “high potential performer” will respond to the counseling session and the less than perfect performance rating.  Sam/Sally is likely to get very emotional since he/she views himself/herself as a high potential performer. Also, Sam/Sally was hand picked for the current position by your boss.  You wonder how your boss will respond to the news.

Sam/Sally (supporting character D)
You are struggling in your current position and your supervisor is managing you very closely.  You are having a hard time establishing relationships with your direct reports and you do not like dealing with all the human problems they present.  You find yourself spending more and more time in your office to avoid the people demands. On the last two big projects, your supervisor had to intervene to ensure the projects were successful.  You wonder what is happening to you.  Your last three supervisors told you were great and gave you top performance ratings.  You really have not changed that much and try to do business as you did in the prior three positions.  But, nothing seems to make your boss happy.  He/she gave you the toughest formal counseling you have received in your career and let you know your performance was not up to standard.  During the last informal counseling session, you told your supervisor that you did not like people.  Your ideal job would be working alone at a computer and not interacting with people.
You are meeting with your supervisor today to receive your annual performance evaluation.  You have been very emotional over the past couple days anticipating what rating you will receive.



Article:
Goldman Firing About 20 Junior Staffers for Cheating on Tests by Justin Baer, Wall Street Journal, October 15, 2015
Summary:
Goldman Sachs Group, Inc. will be firing around 20 junior analysts from the securities division for cheating on elearning modules and other compliance and industry knowledge training tests. “This conduct was not just a clear violation of the rules, but completely inconsistent with the values we foster at the firm,” stated a Goldman spokesperson. The online training modules cover regulatory knowledge, gift-giving, and anti-money laundering, and other compliance matters. The modules each take about an hour to complete and employees who miss training deadlines or deliver low scores create a problem for supervisors. The cheating involved sharing answers as a way to speed up the tedious testing process and save time for tasks perceived as more critical in an intense working environment. 
Article:
United Continental CEO Jeff Smisek Departs Amid Continuing Investigation by Susan Carey & Ted Mann, Wall Street Journal, September 8, 2015
Summary:
An ongoing investigation into the relationship between former Port Authority chairman, David Samson, and United Continental CEO Jeff Smisek has resulted in Smisek and two top executives stepping down. The issue under examination is whether conflict of interest existed considering Samson may have used his position to provide United favorable lease negotiations at Newark airport while United added a direct flight to Columbia, SC where the chairman has a home.     

Article:
Kentucky Clerk Still Won’t Issue Same Sex Marriage Licenses by Arian Campo-Flores, Wall Street Journal, August 28, 2015
Summary:
Kentucky county clerk faces fines and incarceration after refusing to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples claiming she is acting “under God’s authority.” 
Article:
Online Critics Slam Lego for Rebuffing Chinese Artist by Eva Dou, Wall Street Journal, October 27, 2015
Summary:
The Lego Group refused to sell Chinese artist and political activist, Ai Weiwei, a bulk order of legos for a public installation claiming the company has a standing practice of avoiding large projects with political content. Customers have been using online forums to criticize the Danish company for aiding censorship in China. Lego has replied that the artist can purchase the legos from retail stores, and the company has the right to refuse the bulk order price to this customer due to the political nature of the project. The debate has prompted a possible boycott of lego products from politically aware customers. The long term impacts of this decision on the company brand are worthy of exploration especially considering the upcoming construction of a new Legoland in Shanghai. 
Article:
The Big Asset Most Companies Ignore: Customer Data by Alexandra Samuel, Wall Street Journal, October 13, 2015
Summary:
The big data companies collect on customer purchases offers untapped marketing potential. Currently, data on what customers buy is used only internally to track demographics and provide opportunities for additional targeted marketing. If companies could provide customers reports on their own purchases and product usage, they would likely gain customer loyalty as many customers would like the added value of identifying trends in product purchase and usage. Barriers to this include privacy and security concerns as well as retaining an advantage over competitors. Customer data in aggregate is expected to increase in value for companies with more future customer demand for it expected. 
Article:
What’s Really Hot on Dating Sites? Proper Grammar by Georgia Wells, Wall Street Journal, October 1, 2015
Summary:
A recent survey by Match.com revealed both men and women place grammar as a top ranking attribute, right after hygiene, in selecting a potential date. Grammar is an indication of communication skills and degree of effort an individual is willing to put into making a connection. Users of dating sites say bad grammar raises an immediate red flag drawing attention to the person’s quality and even character. Certain types of typos correlate strongly with those engaging in fraudulent activity. In an age of heightened sensitivity to discrimination, criticizing grammar, and the accompanying pigeon-holing people into certain socio-economic classes based on it, is still seen as social acceptable. 
Article:
Inside Kellogg’s Effort to Cash in on the Health Food Craze by David Kesmodel & Annie Gasparro, Wall Street Journal, August 31, 2015
Summary:
Kellogg’s Kashi brand sales dropped 17% in 2014. Kellogg’s says improving the brand is vital for penetrating the fast-growth natural and organic foods markets, yet the Kashi brand has lost many consumers due to ethical concerns of Kellogg’s unwavering support of using genetically modified ingredients (GMOs) in its products. Consider Kellogg’s stance on GMOs considering its intention to capitalize on the natural and organic foods markets where consumers are more likely to avoid products containing GMOs.   
Article:
Justice Department Says Other Nations May Access Customer Data Stored in U.S. by Joe Palazzolo, Wall Street Journal, September 9, 2015
Summary:
Foreign governments can gain access to customer data stored by U.S. companies the Justice Department has ruled after Microsoft opposed a U.S. search warrant for user emails housed in a data storage center in Ireland. The issue brings to focus businesses’ right to protect customers’ privacy versus law enforcement’s right to access customer information for ongoing criminal investigations.     
Article:
Ex-Coal CEO Set for Worker Safety Trial by Kris Maher, Wall Street Journal, September 30, 2015
Summary:
Ex-CEO of Massey Coal, Don Blankenship, has been criminally charged for violating workplace safety regulations including addressing safety issues only for the purposes of inspection visits and conspiring to falsify coal dust samples. The safety lapses led to a significant industrial accident causing 29 deaths in 2010. This case marks the first time a company CEO has been criminally charged for workplace safety violations. 
Article:
Caterpillar Gets More Grand Jury Subpoenas in Tax Probe by James R. Hagerty and Richard Rubin, Wall Street Journal, October 30, 2015
Summary:
Caterpillar, Inc. is being investigated by a U.S. grand jury relating to its tax practices including selling replacement parts through foreign sources and other ways of setting up corporate operations to avoid or reduce U.S. corporate taxes. Caterpillar has indicated the corporate structures abroad are legal and has defended its current practices. In recent cases with other taxpayers, U.S. courts have ruled against similar types of tax practices suggesting Caterpillar may not be able to prevail in the court case and may have to pay significant tax increases. 
Article:
Taxes Drive Potential Merger of Pfizer, Allergan by Liz Hoffman, Richard Rubin, and Jonathan D. Rockoff, Wall Street Journal, October 29, 2015
Summary:
Pfizer, Inc., has confirmed it is seeking to acquire Ireland’s Allergan PLC in order to move its legal home overseas and avoid high corporate US taxes. Tax rates in the US are high compared to other countries and particularly in the pharmaceutical industry where many of the largest  companies have legal homes abroad. With lower corporate taxes, companies abroad can be more competitive. Lawmakers are trying to pass legislation making it harder for companies to leave the US to find more amenable tax structures overseas.
Article:
Toshiba Slashes Earnings For Past Seven Years by Eric Pfanner & Megumi Fujikawa, Wall Street Journal, September 7, 2015
Summary:
Toshiba Corp. was forced to adjust earnings downward for the past seven years as a result of having overstated earnings by $1.9 billion. An investigation revealed managers had set overly aggressive profit targets that could not be met without employees overstating results at the division level. The overstatement of earnings was four times higher than the original estimate. This case demonstrates how unethical behavior can result from senior leadership setting excessive and unrealistic goals.     
Article:
Writer’s Union Seeks “Cadillac Tax” Exemption by Emily Chasan, Wall Street Journal, August 28, 2015
Summary:
The Writer’s Guild of America East, a union representing writers in film, print, and digital media, has petitioned the Department of the Treasury and Internal Revenue Service for an exemption from the “Cadillac Tax” on high cost health plans set to take effect in 2018. Historically, health plans negotiated under collective bargaining have been exempt from various plan regulations. The union is arguing this precedent should apply to the “Cadillac Tax” regulation. Would it be ethical for this exemption to be granted considering all parties involved?


Article:
BDO USA Settles Audit Charges With SEC by Lisa Beilfuss, Wall Street Journal, September 9, 2015
Summary:
The SEC has charged the audit firm BDO USA and five BDO partners with deficient audits and providing false information including misleading opinions on General Employment Enterprises, a staffing services company during 2009-2010. The company’s chairman and majority shareholder at the time in question has been charged with fraud due to inaccuracy with records tracking CD purchases, deposits, and subsequent inadequate explanations regarding funds transfers. 
Article:
Banks to Pay $5.6 Billion in Probes by Aruna Viswanatha, Wall Street Journal, May 20, 2015

Summary:
Following the biggest industry-wide investigation of financial misconduct involving traders rigging the foreign currency exchange rates for financial gain, five global banks have pleaded guilty to criminal charges resulting in an agreement to collectively pay over $5 billion in penalties. The banks indicated they did not expect a disruption to their business despite what authorities are calling a crackdown on “breathtaking” misconduct. The Attorney General indicated the misconduct represented a systemic failure though several individuals at the banks are under ongoing investigation and the banks are suggesting the issues stem from a small group of traders. 
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