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1. IntroducƟon 

Maintaining a positive reputation can be as valuable as the bottom line. Ethical conduct is essential for 
maintaining a positive reputation at the personal level, team level, and organizational level. Project 
leaders play a key role in representing the team and the organization. Thus, leaders are held to high 
ethical standards. 

Engineering projects, by their very nature, involve high risks, significant funding, and long timelines, 
creating ample opportunity for ethical challenges that can damage an organization's reputation and lead 
to legal problems. Ethical conduct is absolutely necessary for project and organizational success. 
Example ethical dilemmas include information manipulation to avoid looking bad and changing the 
project scope without required authorization.  

This course reviews professional ethics on a broad scale and then focuses on ethics specifically for 
leading engineering projects. Professional standards covered in this course include: 

 Code of Ethics for Engineers by the NaƟonal Society of Professional Engineers (NSPE) 
 Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct by the Project Management InsƟtute (PMI) 
 Code of Ethics by the Center for Project InnovaƟon (CPI) 

This course examines core ethical values on a practical level when faced with real-world engineering 
project scenarios. Common ethical dilemmas are presented with reflections on choices and potential 
consequences.  

This course recommends the adoption of an ethical framework to provide transparency, foster 
stakeholder trust, and achieve lasting project success. An example framework is the five-step Ethical 
Decision-Making Framework by PMI. It helps in decision-making by evaluating choices in a methodical 
manner according to ethical principles.  
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Figure 1: Words related to ethics. 
Source: commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File Morals-and-ethics.jpg, Teodoraturovic, CC-BY-SA-4.0 

 

2. Professional Ethics 

Ethics is concerned with moral principles and appropriate conduct. For example, doing the right thing, 
considering others before oneself, and behaving in accordance with agreed principles.  

Professional ethics are standards of behavior for working professionals. For example, the Hippocratic 
Oath has been taken by physicians since the fourth century BCE. The oath established several principles 
of medical ethics still in use around the world, including medical confidentiality and non-maleficence 
(not harming a patient). Another historic example is the Teacher’s Oath, which includes a commitment 
to respecting students, improving teaching skills, and teaching for the good of the students. 

Professionals, including project managers, are subject to behavior standards set and enforced by: 

1. Federal, state, or local regulaƟons (laws and rules) 
2. Employers (corporate policy, office standards, employment agreements, etc.) 
3. Professional organizaƟons (PMI, NSPE, etc.) 
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As an example for #1 and #2, U.S. federal government employees (including engineers and project 
managers working for the government) are subject to the ethical standards in the Code of Federal 
Regulations: 

5 CFR 2635.101 Basic obligation of public service. 

(a) Public service is a public trust.  Each employee has a responsibility to the United States 
Government and its citizens to place loyalty to the Constitution, laws, and ethical principles above 
private gain. To ensure that every citizen can have complete confidence in the integrity of the Federal 
Government, each employee must respect and adhere to the principles of ethical conduct set forth in 
this section, as well as the implementing standards contained in this part and in supplemental 
agency regulations. 

As an example for #2, Apple promotes conducting business ethically and has the following ethics 
statement on its website:  

 

 

 

As another example for #2, Costco Wholesale Corporation promotes ethical capitalism and has the 
following Code of Ethics statement: 
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For #3, this course focuses on (3) widely adopted standards from professional organizations: 

 NSPE Code of Ethics for Engineers 
 PMI Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct  
 CPI Code of Ethics 

 

3. Steps for Applying Ethics 

Applying ethical principles when leading engineering projects brings about more long-term success for 
both the projects and the organization. Unethical and immoral behavior may provide some short-term 
gains, but introduces several risks that eventually lead to project failures and damaged reputations. So, 
the question then becomes:  

How can I apply ethical principles when managing projects? 

This course suggests the following steps: 

1. Review applicable policies on the code of conduct 
2. Review applicable procedures on project management 
3. Review professional ethics standards  
4. Apply ethics with a decision-making framework 

The following are details on each step: 

Step 1: Review of applicable policies on the code of conduct 

As laid out in the previous chapter, organizations typically have policies on behavior that apply to all 
employees. Although they go by different names, examples include: 
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 Code of Conduct 
 Code of Business Conduct 
 Rules of Conduct 
 Code of Ethics 
 Business Ethics and Compliance 
 Standards of Conduct 
 Ethical Code 
 Standards of Behavior 

Many companies also have a guidance statement with high-level ethical principles, such as the Apple 
and Costco statements in the previous section. Often, these statements are referred to as follows: 

 Company Values 
 Our Guiding Principles 
 Community Standards 
 Corporate Credo 
 Management Philosophy Statement 
 The Way We Work 
 Our Commitment 

A PM should periodically review any behavioral policies and consider how they apply to current projects. 
These policies are usually general and apply to every position in the organization. However, there are 
usually several areas that commonly apply to project management: 

 Honesty and transparency rules can impact how project status and financials are reported. 
 Accountability rules may indicate the level of responsibility a project manager must take on for 

acƟviƟes by others when working on their projects and for performance metrics. 
 AnƟ-discriminaƟon and anƟ-harassment policies, as they relate to team culture, fairness, and 

respect for all team members. 
 Conflict of interest miƟgaƟon, such as declaring any potenƟal conflicts of interest, such as 

personal relaƟonships, side business acƟviƟes, significant giŌs to or from vendors and clients, 
and imparƟality in procurement. 

 Expense restricƟons such as alcohol, entertainment, and per diem. 
 Resource management rules that require a project manager to be a responsible steward of 

company resources (staff, money, and materials) and ensure these are not misused for personal 
gain. 

Step 2: Review applicable procedures on project management 

Organizations often have specific policies and procedures for the management of projects. Sometimes, a 
Project Management Office (PMO) releases standard procedures, templates, and offers training to 
project managers. And each department, division, or program may have its own specific procedures. 


