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Engineering Ethics

“Among the universal ethical values are 
honesty, integrity, promise-keeping, fidelity, 
fairness, respect for others, responsible 
citizenship, pursuit of excellence and 
accountability.”

–Michael Josephson



Engineering Ethics

• Black and White Areas – Easy 

– Right vs. Wrong

• Gray Areas – Tougher 

– Right vs. Right

– Lesser of the Evils/Dilemma

• Other Factors 

– Time/Money

– Family

– Career

– Reputation
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Professional Maturity

Learning to Be Comfortable with Ambiguity 

More than One Answer to the Same Question 

Sometimes One Answer is Not Entirely Correct
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Emotional Intelligence

Self-awareness (e.g., handling stress)

Self-regulation (e.g., the words you use)

Empathy (e.g., feeling other’s pain)

Social Skills (verbal, non-verbal skills)
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“Novice” – Complies with strict rules 
based on context free features of the task 

environment

“Advanced Beginner” – Recognizes the 
situational aspects of the task 

environment and follows maxims to 
adjust his or her actions accordingly
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“Competent Performer” – Does not try to account for 
all discrete elements of the task environment; 
instead, he or she selects a plan, goal or perspective 
to establish which elements are relevant and which 
may be safely ignored

“Proficient Performer” – No longer reflects on the 
task environment as a detached observer; without 
having to evaluate multiple options, he or she simply 
sees what needs to be done and then chooses how to 
go about doing it
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“Expert” – Intuitively perceives both 
what needs to be done and how to do 

it, making extremely subtle and refined 
discriminations in a variety of task 
environments that are sufficiently 

similar to those previously encountered
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• Data 

• Information   

• Facts

• Knowledge

• Expertise

• Wisdom

Engineering Ethics



Engineering Ethics
Confucianism…“What you yourself do not 
want, do not do to another person…”

Islam…“None of you is a believer as long as he 
does not wish his brother what he wishes 
himself…”

Buddhism….“A state which is not pleasant or 
enjoyable for me, will also not be so for him, 
and how can I impose on another a state which 
is not pleasant or enjoyable to me…”
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Hinduism…“One should not behave towards 
others in a way which is unpleasant for 
oneself: that is the essence of morality…”
Jainism…“Human beings should be 
indifferent to worldly things and treat all 
creatures in the world as they would want 
to be treated themselves…”
Christianity…“Whatever you want people to 
do to you, do also to them…”
Judaism…“Do not do to others what you 
would not want them to do to you…”
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Utilitarianism – What is ethical is that which 
produces the greatest good for the greatest number

Duty Ethics – What is ethical is to perform duties 
regardless of whether they lead to “good” outcomes

Rights Ethics – Mirror of Duty Ethics; People have 
rights that cannot be violated

Virtue Ethics – Actions reflecting good character 
traits are good; vices are bad; outcome of action is 
not relevant
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Why Study Engineering Ethics? 
To Understand the Standards Governing What is 
Acceptable Behavior in the Practice of Engineering

Why Practice Engineering Ethically?
Personal Injury/Property Damage

Disciplinary Action

Impact on Reputation, Employer, Clients, Profession

Possible Loss of Job, Business, etc.
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• “All products of technology present some 
potential dangers, and thus engineering is an 
inherently risky activity…Engineering should be 
viewed as an experimental process.  It is not, of 
course, an experiment conducted solely in a 
laboratory under controlled conditions.  Rather, 
it is an experiment on a social scale involving 
human subjects”
– Martin and Schinziger, Ethics in Engineering



En

Professional Codes of Ethics

A code of professional ethics results 
when a field organizes itself into a 
profession.  The resulting code is central 
to advising those professionals how to 
conduct themselves, to judge their 
conduct and to understand the 
profession. Engineering Professional and 
Technical Societies - NSPE, ASCE, ASME, 
IEEE, AIChE, etc.
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Hierarchy of Ethical Obligations 

Primary:  Ethical Obligations to the Public

Secondary:  Ethical Obligations to Employer 
or Client

Tertiary:  Ethical Obligations to Other 
Professionals and Other Parties
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Three Basic Ethical Obligations 
(1) Public, (2) Employer/Client and (3) Other 

Professionals...
Never Mutually Exclusive - Reciprocal

Not A “Zero Sum Game”
All Need To Be Considered At All Times

Should Be Complementary to be Integrated With
One Another To The Fullest Extent Possible
Ethical Integration = Professional Integrity
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Seven Principles Impacting Each Obligation

1. Protecting The Public Health, Safety and Welfare

2. Demonstrating Professional Competence

3. Maintaining Objectivity/Truthfulness

4. Addressing Conflict of Interest

5. Preserving Confidentiality

6. Receiving and Providing Valuable Consideration

7. Emerging Areas/Emerging Challenges 
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- Conformance with Applicable Standards

- Approval/Signing and Sealing of Engineering 
Drawing

- Responsible Charge/Responsible Control

- Judgment Overruled 

- Awareness of Safety Violations

- Awareness of Illegal Practice

1. Protecting The Public Health, Safety and Welfare
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- Education, Experience, Qualifications

- Acceptance of Assignment

- Signing and Sealing of Work

- Coordination of Work

- Scope of Practice 

2. Demonstrating Professional Competence
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- Inclusion of All Relevant Information
- Issuance of Public Statements
- Disclosure to Interested Parties
- Expression of Technical Opinions
- Reviewing Work of Another
- Sales and Marketing Practice 

3. Maintaining Objectivity/Truthfulness/
Non-Deception
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- Faithful Agent and Trustee
- Avoid vs. Disclosure
- “Appearances”
- Acceptance of Compensation from More Than One Party
- Serving on Public Bodies
- Accepting Contracts from Government Bodies
- Part-Time Engineering Work
- Contingent Fee Arrangements
- Representing Adversary Interests
- Consent

4. Addressing Conflicts of Interest
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- Business or Technical Affairs of Employers/Clients

- Proprietary Information/Files

- Arranging for New Employment or Business   
Opportunities

- Consent

5. Preserving Confidentiality
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- Accepting Consideration from Suppliers for Specifying

Product

- Accepting Commissions/Allowances Directly from   

Contractors

- Political Contributions

- Bribery

Engineering Ethics

6. Receiving and Providing Gifts and Other 
Valuable Consideration
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- Technology 
- Use of Internet and Electronic Practice

- Sustainable Design/Development

- Environmental Considerations

- Alternative Project Delivery 

- Integrated Project Delivery

- Building Information Modeling

- Design/Build

7. Emerging Areas/Emerging Challenges 
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A Word About Fraud

Fraud is…

A deceitful practice

Results in an injury

It is always intentional

It always includes a lie
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Recommended Practices for Design Professionals Engaged
in the Resolution of Construction Industry Disputes

Endorsed by 30 organizations (including NAFE and NSPE)
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The engineer should avoid conflicts of interest 
and the appearance of conflicts of interest.
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The engineer should undertake an 
engagement only when qualified to do 

so, and should rely upon other qualified 
parties for assistance in matters which 

are beyond the engineer’s area of 
expertise.
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The engineer should consider other 
practitioners’ opinions relative to the 
principles associated with the matter 

at issue. 
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The engineer should obtain available 
information relative to the events in 

question in order to minimize reliance 
on assumptions, and should be 

prepared to explain any assumptions 
to the trier of fact.
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The engineer should evaluate reasonable 
explanations of cause and effect.
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The engineer should strive to assure 
the integrity of tests and investigations 

conducted as part of the engineer’s 
services.
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The engineer should testify about 
professional standard of care only with 

the knowledge of those standards 
which prevailed at the time in question 

based upon reasonable inquiry.
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The engineer should use only those 
illustrative devices or presentations which 

simplify or clarify an issue.
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The engineer should maintain custody 
and control whatever materials are 

entrusted to the engineer’s care.
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The engineer should respect 
confidentiality about an assignment.



Engineering Ethics

The engineer should refuse or 
terminate involvement in an 

engagement when fee is used in an 
attempt to compromise the 

engineer’s judgment.
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The engineer should refuse or 
terminate involvement in an 

engagement when the engineer is not 
permitted to perform the investigation 

which the engineer believes is 
necessary to render an opinion with a 

reasonable degree of certainty.
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The engineer witness should strive to 
maintain professional demeanor and 

be dispassionate at all times.
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Questions

Summary and Conclusion
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“The reputation of a thousand years may be 
determined by the conduct of one hour”

Japanese proverb
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