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Abstract 

In this paper I argue that moral decision making in management should not be portrayed as a 

scientific or technically rational process involving the application of ethical norms to ethical 

problems. Rather ethical judgements require managers to use phronesis (practical reasoning) when 

applying normative criteria to the inevitably unique circumstances of any case. Moreover, I argue 

that such judgments are complex and fundamentally aporetic (perplexing). To begin I define ‘ethics’ 

and refer to examples of ethical dilemmas. I then discuss the problems posed by attempts to 

inflexibly apply ethical norms to such dilemmas, especially in global contexts. Consequently, I refer 

readers to decision making models that writers have put forward as aids to decency but warn decent 

managers to avoid the tyranny of guidelines. I then discuss the role phronesis should play in moral 



judgement and the inevitability of aporia. I conclude with suggestions for developing managers’ 

practical wisdom.   

 



I. Ethics 

Ethics can be defined in many ways but in this paper I take it to be a collective noun for what is seen 

in any social grouping as the normsi of right and wrong. These ethical norms will help people who 

wish to act decently. (Mautner, 1997) 

 

For example, in any organization ethical behaviour is guided by formal norms, contained perhaps in 

codes of conduct, and informal norms guiding what constitutes ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ conduct. The 

ethics of an organization is thus that collection of norms that inform decent managers and 

employees. However these norms do not form a closed system. They reflect and reproduce other 

group, community, and social norms and form part of a complex web of normative criteria guiding 

conduct. Moreover, they are social constructs. That is, ethical norms are not transcendent 

phenomena that stand outside human construction. They are part of the history and culture of 

groups and societies (Heller 1988)ii.  

 

Thus for example, Macklin (2003) has identified the importance to some HR managers of the norms 

of justice, respect, valuing the individual and not using employees as mere means.   In the global 

context, as another example, while there will be differences across different societies or cultures 

there are transcultural norms that decent managers can use to guide decisions. Examples include 

international conventions such as the 1997 OECD Anti-Bribery Convention and the ILO’s 

Fundamental Principles on Rights at Work, voluntary principles such as the Caux Round Table 

Principles for Business, and internal codes of practice developed by multinational corporations 

(Mellahi & Wood, 2003, Trevino & Nelson, 2004, Grace & Cohen, 2005).      

 

II. Ethical decision making in management practice 

I think normative criteria are essential aids for anyone who wishes to be decent, but using them in 

concrete everyday management practice is rarely straightforward.     

 

Ethical dilemmas are frequent and over a career a manager will find him or herself having to deal 

with a great variety of them (Hosmer 2003). This is particularly the case in international contexts, 

where globalization and cross cultural and economic differences create ethical dilemmas that add to 



the difficulties faced by decent managers. For example, writers such as De George (2006) Fritzsche 

(2005) and Mellahi & Wood (2003) discusses issues such as whether one should comply with home 

or foreign country ethical norms, whether to buy goods made in sweat-shops or by child labourers, 

and whether to trade in countries where human rights are abused. In these contexts managers, in 

the absence of any domestic or foreign corrupt practices legislation, must determine whether a 

proposed action is unethical and thus whether it puts their own and their organization’s decency at 

risk.  

   

Given all this, much work has been put into trying to give guidance to managers. Writers point to 

‘codes of ethics’ and other less formal ethical norms as a way forward (e.g. Coady & Bloch 1996, 

Hosmer, 2004; Shaw & Barry, 2004; and, Harrison, 2001).  Moreover, genuine attempts have been 

made to establish norms and principles to guide the actions of managers and corporations in 

international  business activity. The Caux Round Principles as a prime example suggest that 

managers draw on 7 principles as a base for discussion and socially responsible decision making. The 

seven principles cover responsibilities to stakeholders, the economic, environmental  and social 

impact of business, the importance of trust, respecting rules, supporting multinational trade, and 

avoiding illicit operations. The principles are detailed and underpinned by the assumptions that laws 

and the market cannot be solely relied upon as guides for conduct, that the interests and dignity of 

stakeholders are central to socially responsible actions, and that shared values are of importance to 

both the global community as well as smaller communities (Trevino & Nelson, 2007).  

   

With norms and codes at hand, surely dilemmas should not present great difficulties. Surely 

managers just need to examine the problem refer to existing codes and norms such as justice and 

care and the solution will be obvious? If justice is threatened managers should to protect it. If care is 

at risk managers should insist on its reinforcement. If innocent people will suffer, managers should 

just find another way to achieve their ends.  

 

However, making the ‘right’ decisions is rarely straightforward. Most ethical dilemmas are very 

complex: discovering who is involved, why there is a problem, and how to act are not simple 

processes. Further ethical dilemmas often involve clashes between ethical norms or between ethical 

norms and other imperatives. Sometimes, for example, care clashes with justiceiii or one or the other 

threatens organisational performance. Moreover, every individual dilemma will be singular and 



unique (Heller 2000). It will derive from a time and place bound coincidence of very many influences 

including, inter alia, resources, skills, competing interpretations and divergent interests.  

 

In the international context managers using the Caux Round Principles might find that in a particular 

context and circumstances the needs of employees as stakeholders does not square with that of 

owners and investors. For example, one stakeholder sub principle requires that business leaders 

have a responsibility to “(p)rovide jobs and compensation that improves workers’ living conditions” 

(Trevino & Nelson 2007, p 392). Another sub principles requires business leaders to “conserve, 

protect, and increase the owners/investors’ assets” (Trevino & Nelson, 2007, p393). Both are clearly 

important principles both of which many people are likely to support, but clearly they may conflict in 

certain circumstances.  

 

Given this, it has been pointed out (e.g. Write-St Clair & Steedhouse 2005, Coady 1996) that 

normative criteria such as codes cannot replace what is called ‘moral reasoning’ or ‘good 

judgement’. That is, to quote Write-St Clair and Steedhouse (2005, p 24):  

 

(B)eing moral is about continuously considering how things ought to be. It is therefore 

suggested that the solution lies in practitioners holding a rich awareness of the moral 

dimensions of practice, a genuine mindfulness of the complexity in everyday 

environments and professional relating, a deep reflection on the intuitive ways of 

being and acting, an openness to receive alternative views and a commitment to 

thoughtful considered reasoning. 

 

Making a good judgment, therefore, is not simple, it demands flexibility, insight, and sensitivity. In 

addition it can be argued that an over-reliance on ethical norms or principles can itself be ethically 

problematic. For example, writers such as Bauman (1993, 1995) and Caputo (1993, 2003) argue that 

any attempt to use established ethical norms threaten individual discretion. To rely on ethical norms 

is to risk supplanting autonomous moral responsibility with heteronomous ethical duty.  Moreover, 

Caputo (2003) suggests that principles may remove the individual’s responsibility for choosing the 

way to act: 



 

A principle often amounts to a way to excuse ourselves or absolve ourselves of 

responsibility, to relieve ourselves of the responsibility to make a decision, even to an 

abdication of responsibility that passes itself off for high-mindedness (2003, p172)  

 

Thus for example, it is likely that most people would support a principle requiring managers to be 

just in all their dealings with employees. But it is possible that a norm requiring justice could be used 

by a manager to avoid his or her responsibility to look after a particular employee who faces some 

kind of highly distressing personal circumstance. One can imagine the manager saying something to 

the effect that he or she would love to help the employee but doing so would be unfair to others 

and thus unfortunately his or her hands are tied.   

 

I agree up to a point with these observations and suggest that ethical norms should not be seen as 

laws or ‘straight-jackets’. However, perhaps counter to Bauman and Caputo, I suggest that we do 

not abandon normative criteria. They should not be seen as laws but as Heller (1990) suggests we 

can still use them as ‘crutches’.  Crutches do not take away our responsibility but they are aids we 

can reach for when we want support. Quoting Heller 

 

No crutch (law, norm, orientative principle) eliminates contingency and the risk. But they 

can illuminate – up to a point – the way to show the character, if not the amount of risk. 

‘Crutches’ do not determine action. For example, there are people who prefer a more 

risky course of action to a less risky one. And anyway, we leap with our legs not with our 

crutches. Moreover the use of crutches is not obligatory. But if there are crutches, one 

can use them, provided that one feels the need to use them. (1996, p5). 

 

Nevertheless, one might argue that suggesting we rely on complex and rich moral reasoning still 

begs too many questions. How does one do this? Is there some kind of technique we can follow? 

 



As one would expect much effort has been put into this by writers who have devised a diversity of 

decision-making models. For example ‘Manner’s 12 stage ethical decision making model’ (Harrison, 

2001); the American Accounting Associations Seven Step Model for Ethical Decision Making 

(Harrison, 2001); and numerous others (see Grace & Cohen 2005, for a useful list).  

 

III. Avoiding the Tyranny of Guidelines and the role of Phronesis. 

An obvious problem here is that we may simply replace the tyranny of norms with the tyranny of 

guidelines. We must be careful about models as they can become similar traps to those created by 

an obsession with norms, especially, I suggest, if they are portrayed as techniques. That is, it is 

possible to imagine a manager sticking to a particular model in a highly prescriptive manner. Once 

again autonomy would be replaced with heteronomy and the individual becomes not so much an 

‘agent’ as an unreflective transmitter of moral code. 

 

I therefore suggest that managers do not use decision-making guidelines as tightly scripted lists of 

questions to follow verbatim. Rather, they should treat them as loose guides to deliberation. From 

situation to situation their use of norms and guidelines must vary depending on the circumstances. 

Moreover, over time as a manager’s experience grows, their use of guidelines will change as they 

become more confident. Here under pressure and time constraints the guides may become habits of 

thought that are nevertheless finely tuned to the uniqueness of the situation. Further, in 

deliberations upon different ethical decisions the consideration of some points will be longer, 

deeper or more complex than it will be in others. Thus, ethical decision-making should not be seen 

as a standardized procedure; it is about being flexible and sensitive to the richness of a situation. 

And this will especially be the case in global contexts, I suggest, where the impact of cultural, 

political, and economic diversity will complicate the situation faced by decent managers even 

furtheriv.  

 

Articulating all this in Aristotelian terms, in the realm of ethics we must not rely on theoretical and 

technical reasoning. Rather our emphasis should be on practical reasoning or phronesisv.  Phronesis 

focuses on the variable and largely non-reproducible facets of the world. It is about knowledge of 

the contingent features of the world and its focus is on human conduct and how we act on our 



interpretation of contextual particulars. It is aimed not at developing universal rules or repeatable 

techniques, but about fitting knowledge to circumstances (Halverson 2004).  

 

Phronesis is about the ability to evaluate particular, non-reproducible and mutable circumstances in 

order to work out what should be done in a given situation. Moreover, it is about knowing how to 

act suitably in the face of ambiguity without a-priori valid formulae or detailed plans of action. It 

involves the capacity to combine knowledge, judgement, understanding and intuition in order to act 

‘fittingly’ in a particular situation and in the face of contingency. It is thus case based, customized to 

particular contexts, and not easily susceptible to empirical generalization (Dunne 1993, Halverson 

2004). 

 

With experience phronesis becomes a habit. But developing this habit is not about developing a 

capacity to un-reflectively repeat techniques in order to reproduce some end. It is about developing 

the habit of applying knowledge and normative criteria to unique and non-repetitive events. It thus, 

in part, involves learning how not to make a habit of acting routinely.  In addition, it does not involve 

intellect alone, it requires sensitivity and intuition and hence a capacity to draw on emotions. In also 

involves what the Greeks called “metis” – cunning, cleverness, flexibility, quick wittedness, alertness, 

perspicuity and a “good eye” but oriented by sensitivity and a commitment to decency (Halverson 

2004, Statler, Roos & Victor, 2005). 

 

Norms and guidelines, I suggest, are part of the knowledge and normative criteria that we may draw 

on in concrete situations to help us determine the right thing to do. But we must not over-

emphasise their status. In this respect the following quote from Caputo resonates quite strongly for 

me: 

 

On their best day, principles are the faded copies of the singularity of concrete situations, 

the scores of a music still under composition, the map of a territory that has not yet been 

explored (2003, 179). 

 



Caputo’s intent here is to de-centre the role of norms and place them on the periphery. He prefers 

to place our responsibility for facing the challenge of concrete situations in the centre. While I agree 

in broad terms with his argument, I do not marginalize normative criteria to the same extent as he 

does.  For me the metaphor of the ‘faded copy’ alludes to the role of history in any of our 

deliberations. Norms and guidelines are historical constructs. They may be faded and imprecise but 

the decent person always looks back at the lessons learnt and then in conversation with others 

designs crutches to help him or her make choices. Moreover, norms and guidelines are never 

complete – they are always being re-interpreted and thus forever being composed and re-

discovered.    

 

IV. Aporia 

My approach here, which draws on the work of Agnes Heller (1985, 1990, 1996) will undoubtedly 

antagonise some people. Some will say I have gone too far. Caputo (2003) for example, as I have 

already pointed out argues that principles “are at best of provisional use”(p171); I suggest a crutch is 

more than this.  But I will also frustrate those people who still beg an answer to the question of how 

precisely one reasons practically about ethical dilemmas. I cannot help them because I can go no 

further without destroying the complexity and subtlety of the situation facing the individual who 

must judge.  

 

Worse still, I wish to add one more complexity. I don’t think people should sit comfortably with the 

notion that while ethical judgement is difficult, we can rely on phronesis to mysteriously clear the 

mists and reveal the answer. Rather, I suggest that we must accept that in very many cases ethical 

judgement will ultimately remain perplexing. That is, I suggest, following Derrida (1990) and Caputo 

(1993) that all ethical deliberations are haunted by aporia; perplexities and inconsistencies that 

mean that judgments will never flow in readily calculable ways from evidence. Caputo in ‘Against 

Ethics’ (1993) applying Derrida’s idea to ethics writes of three “aporias”:  

• the ‘aporia of suspension’- the inability to simply apply a principle in a mechanical way 

because every decision requires a unique interpretation that no principle or code can cover 

absolutely;  

• the ‘ghost of undecidability’ - the perplexity associated with the necessity to make a choice 

between “respect for equity and universal right …(and) … for the always heterogeneous and 



unique singularity of the unsubsumable example” (Derrida, quoted in Caputo, 1993, p 104); 

and,  

• the ‘aporia of urgency’ -  decisions must be made here and now and people rarely have the 

time, knowledge and mastery to think through a decision thoroughly and completely. Even if 

time is available “still there comes a time – ‘a finite moment of urgency and precipitation’ – 

when the leap must be made, the gap crossed, the decision taken” (Caputo, 1993, p105).  

 

These aporias reinforce the idea that codes, principles and guides should never be applied 

inflexibly but must be adapted to circumstances and that we must accept that ethical judgement 

will often involve leaps of faith. We may seek out norms and guides such as ‘Never treat another 

purely as a means to your ends’ or ‘Determine which acts (if any) breach which norms’.  But 

these can only ever be ‘rules of thumb’ – every situation and every decision will require 

different orientations and approaches. And we must live with the responsibility that every norm 

and guideline will do violence to an individual’s singularity and uniqueness, that justice and 

singularity will always clash and that we will also always face time limits.  We must rely on 

phronesis to help make good judgements but it will always be the case that our judgements will 

be made in the face of uncertainty. Phronesis does not deliver definitive answers. We ultimately 

have to make a choice about what the right thing to do is without knowing for sure if we are 

actually making the right decision. We will always be judging gaps and making leaps across a 

void.  And here all we have left to help us is our courage.  

 

V. Conclusion. 

This view of moral decision making has implications for any effort to develop decent managers. 

Here I can only discuss these implications of development briefly and by way of a conclusion. It 

remains an area where more work could be very fruitful.  

 

In terms of teaching students in undergraduate or post graduate management courses 

accepting the claim that phronesis and aporia are fundamental to ethical judgement means that 

ethics subjects or topics must not overemphasize the importance and efficacy of ethics theory 

or the role of ethical norms.  I suggest that students be given the opportunity to discuss the 

norms and values that they think are important in their families, in the groups they interact 



with, the organizations they work for, and the societies they live in. I suggest they be introduced 

to and given the opportunity to debate the validity and efficacy of competing ethical theories. 

And I also suggest that they be given a range of decision-making models to consider. However, 

none of this instruction should be done in a dogmatic way. The norms, values, theories and 

models should all be introduced as guides or crutches for their attempts to reason practically. 

And therefore above all they should be given the opportunity to develop their skills for 

phronesis.         

 

According to Aristotle excellence in practical wisdom only comes with experience and time 

(Dunne, 1993) thus we must not expect too much from students who are new to world of 

employment. But here case studies and discussion with experienced practitioners should at least 

provide them with direction and a base to build on. It will then be up to experience helped by 

the processes of management development to ensure that new managers move from novices to 

sensitive and wise ethical judges. A host of development approaches may help in this respect. 

For example coaches, mentors and opportunities for group discussions may all help a manager 

to consider what the right thing to do is in a particular circumstance and to learn how to use his 

or her crutches in a flexible manner. 

 

Finally, managers must be helped to understand that they may never come up with an ‘ideal’ 

solution to ethical problems and that on some occasions their judgements will follow hunches 

intuitions or leaps of faith. They must come to terms with this and be helped to develop the 

courage to act without any support.    
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i
 The word ‘norms’ here is used to collect all types of normative criteria including codes, principles, maxims and 

rules.   
ii
 For examples of this approach to ethics see communitarian writers such as MacIntyre and Sandel. The work 

that underpins my approach is that by Agnes Heller (1990). For Heller principles, norms and rules are 

dialogically developed over time by decent people . That is, ethical principles are devised by people who have 

committed themselves to striving to be decent and who have engaged in discussions with each other in order to 

help them establish what the right thing to do is.    
iii
 As Heller (1985) argues justice is a cold virtue: we must treat everyone consistently and continuously 

according to the norms that cover a groups conduct. However, care calls for us to do the best we can to meet the 

unique needs of the individual.   
iv
 Here I do not wish to enter the debate about cultural relativism in any depth other than to claim that while 

cultural diversity is a significant issue there are enough common norms and common human conditions to 

enable translation. Diversity makes judgements even more problematic and aporias (see below) even more stark, 

but still we must leap and we can still talk about the crutches that will help us launch ourselves.  
v
 Aristotle contrasted phronesis with techne and episteme. Episteme, is wisdom concerning the eternal laws of 

the universe. That is knowledge that can be traced back ultimately to first principles or ultimate causes. 

Knowledge that is necessary and eternal such as mathematical entities, heavenly bodies, divine beings. (Dunne 
1993).  It is knowledge that is objective and representable apart from the knower and that can be reproduced 

under similar circumstances (Halverson 2004, Statler, Roos & Victor, 2005). In its highest form it is concerned 

with the pursuit of philosophical truths (Dunne 1993). Technical wisdom or ‘Techne’ is concerned with know-

how or craft. It is the knowledge or expertise associated with producing a state of affairs or an object (Dunne 

1993). That is, it is wisdom about how best to produce, make or fabricate things. It is thus, the knowledge that a 

craftsperson must have in order to be able to fabricate some kind of product such as a house, or clothing or a 

state of affairs such as a safe journey or a highly tuned motor cycle (Dunne 1993). It is a concrete, variable, and 

context dependent form of knowledge that focuses on the most instrumentally rational way to achieve ends 

(Halverson 2004). For the technically wise the end or purpose of the product or activity determines the form that 

the product or activity takes and it requires that the craftsperson deliberate and plan the steps he or she will take 

to complete his or her goal. It also requires the craftsperson to be able to give an account of the steps and 

procedures so that the fabrication of the product or activity can be traced back through its production to its 

original starting point. Technical wisdom is context dependent in that the craftsperson’s technique varies in line 

with the desired end product. Different products require different techniques. Nevertheless it is also about the 

reliable reproduction of things and activities. 


