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Ethical Dilemma  
Ethical Dilemma is when one is faced with a binary or multiple options of choice, or a confusion of 
understanding, based on ethics or the lack of it. It is a moral situation in which a choice has to be made 
between two equally undesirable alternatives. It is a choice between organisational profits and 
stakeholder welfare. The impact of ethical decision may not be predicted with precision.  
 
Employees often face ethical dilemma due to multiplicity of law, ethical codes. KPMG Survey states, most 
of the companies often use illegal means to fulfil economic objectives and employees cannot do anything 
about it. But their moral philosophies do not support it. Companies started organising ethics programme 
to let the employees know the best course of action. Common examples of ethical dilemma are: (a) profit 
vs. impact on health; (b) true journalism vs. ultimate social outcome; (c) true advertising vs. bottom line.  
 
Characteristics of Ethical Dilemma  
1. Failure of Personal Character: If employees recruited in an organisation fail to exhibit appropriate 

moral behaviour, it may lead to ethical dilemma.  
2. Personal Values vs. Organisational Goals: It is created due to conflict of personal values and 

organisational goals which is motivated by competitive pressure and economic goals 
Example: George Couto, a marketing executive of Bayer Corporation filed a lawsuit against the company for 
defrauding Medicaid scheme for $100 million being influenced by an ethical training programme organised 
by Bayer itself where the employees were told to report any fraudulent activities even within the company to 
the top management or to the legal authority (if top management is non-responsive).   
3. Organisational Values vs. Social Values: Organisational values of the entity and current social scenario 

may pose ethical challenge.  
Example: Johnson and Johnson (1982) had cancelled an entire batch of cyanide laced Tylenol capsule when it 
resulted in death of a New York woman.   
4. Personal Beliefs and Organisational Practices:  Anti-racial and anti-religious practices; predominance 

of majority could be some of the reasons behind ethical dilemma.  
Example: In 2018, two Boeing 737 Max 8 airplanes crashed near Jakarta, Indonesia shortly after take-off. 
After the investigation, it was observed that laxity in internal engineering was the reason behind that 
accident.  
5. Hazardous but Popular Products:  Cigarette; alcohol, drugs, free trading of gun are the hazardous but 

popular products that are often traded in the market. It leads to a dilemma between buyer’s right vs. 
social cost. Trading in these products may lead to welfare loss and possibility of black marketing in 
case of ban.  

Example: ITC is involved in production of such products. In 1990, it was subject to FERA violations, evasion of 
excise duty and share price manipulations.  
6. Ethical Failures: Ethical dilemma may lead to ethical failures in following circumstances: (a) price 

fixing, profiteering, artificial scarcity; (b) use of scarce resources as raw materials; (c) wage 
discrimination; (d) transferring a portion of profit to employees; (e) shifting or locating business at 
the cost of the society; (f) overworking man and woman. 

7. Ethical Challenge: Ethical challenge that may sometimes lead to ethical dilemma are caused due to: 
(a) dealing with values; (b) monitoring surrounding environment; (c) weighing alternative course of 
action; (d) balancing conflicting situations; (e) setting priorities among competing goals; and (f) 
establishing criteria for defining and evaluating performance.  

 
Case  
Jack O'Reilly, appointed president of the newly-acquired Philippine subsidiary of a large American company, 
was reviewing the organization with the company's head of human resources. One thing Jack noted was that 
the same names reoccurred frequently in several departments. "It is our tradition," commented the HR head. 
"Families take care of their own. If one family member gets a good job in a Philippine company, other 
members of the family apply to join that company and the first member there can help the whole family 
become successful by helping them get hired and by coaching them to be successful. The company benefits: 
Our costs of recruiting are lower, we know more about the people we hire, and the commitment to family 



success results in fewer performance and discipline problems because family members want to please their 
older relatives." Jack O'Reilly wondered how these practices would be regarded in a large American firm, and 
whether or not he should take action to change them. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


