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Potter Box 

presented by Cliff Christians
The Potter Box 

1. Define the Situation 4. Choose Your Loyalties 

2. Identify the Values 3. Identify the Principles 

Make the decision 

(or start over)
The Potter Box, expanded by Jay Black 

1. DEFINE THE SITUATION 

Define the ethical situation or dilemma. 

Look at it in detail, and from points of 

view other than your own. As the case 

develops, recognize that additional 

insights may cause you to adjust your 

selections in other quadrants of the 

Potter Box. You may have to return to 

this quadrant and go through the cycle 

again. 

2. IDENTIFY THE VALUES 

Identify the values—beliefs that define what you 

stand for. Values are helpful in rationalizing 

or defending your behavior. They are 

standards of choice through which persons 

and groups seek consistency in our values. 

Some values are instrumental, or desirable 

modes of conduct. Others are terminal, or 

end results. 

4. CHOOSE YOUR LOYALTIES 

To whom are you ultimately loyal, and to 

whom at intermediate steps are you 

loyal? Who gets hurt? Who benefits? 

You may have competing loyalties to 

yourself, your family and friends, 

your boss, your company or firm, 

your professional colleagues, your 

audience, your news sources, and to 

society at large. 

3. IDENTIFY THE PRINCIPLES 

Don’t moralize or give inconsistent, 

dogmatic, ad hoc advice. Use moral 

philosophy instead, giving general, 

consistent advice drawn from the 

wisdom of the ages. The ethical 

principles, as laid down by 

philosophers, should illuminate the 

issues. 

MAKE THE DECISION (or start over)
Bradley Rawlins
Defend decision in form of letter 

addressed to most adamant 

detractor
Beyond the Potter Box: 

A Decision Model Based on 

Moral Development Theory 

Dr. Kristen Alley Swain 

Dept. of Journalism & Media Studies
A Comprehensive Justification Model 

• Longer model is useful when: 

–you’re confronted with a difficult dilemma or other situation 

where the stakes are high 

–there’s a need to evaluate the morality of all known alternatives 

for all known stakeholders 

• Proposed model: series of decision-making questions that 

correspond to the 6 stages of moral development (Kohlberg & 

Gilligan) 

• The best alternative is not necessarily the one that passes the 

greatest number of moral tests; rather, it’s the one that best 

satisfies higher-stage criteria
4. Apply moral development theory 

1. Avoid punishment – obey; evaluate personal risks & rewards 

2. Determine loyalty and fair exchange (what you owe) 

3. Weigh interpersonal expectations 

4. Evaluate organizational conformity, precedent and values 

5. Cost-benefit analysis and determine stakeholder rights 

6. Universalize - develop a caring response and just distribution 

     of resources 

1. Define the dilemma 2. Identify the 

stakeholders 

3. Develop an 

accountability system 

5. Compare the 

alternatives 

6. Implement 

the decision 7. Monitor theconsequences and 

develop a policy
Outside the Box 

• Thomas Hickey, St. Petersburg College
Grid Based Decision Making 

1. Find the one and the many, if possible 

2. Define the opposites 

3. Stay in the upper right quadrant 

4. Use the four principles of the SPJ
Graphing the SPJ Code 

Jay Black
A Rossian Model for 

Journalists 

Kevin Stoker 

Brigham Young University
Prima Facie Duties 

• Individual ethical model 

• Utilitarian can emphasize means over ends
Components of Model 

• Deontology of prima facie rules (Ross) 

• Journalistic process treats people as means, 

not ends 

• Based on principles of duty, justice, and 

ecological pragmatism
Begin with Hierarchy of 

Loyalties 

• Inverted pyramid 

• Designed to be integrated into behavior, not 

a model for reflection
Societal 

obligations 

Professional 

obligations 

Organizational 

obligations    

Individual       

obligations      
Figure 5:1. Inverted pyramid representing a 

hierarchy of journalistic loyalties.
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Figure 5:2. A constituitive moral compass 

providing directions for establishing ethical 

patterns of behavior. The emphasis is on the 

process and not the outcome.
Ethical Decision Making 

• What is the moral dilemma? 

• What prima facie duties apply? 

• What are the demands of justice? 

• What if everyone acted in the same way? 

• What is the right decision?
Integrated Model of Ethical Decision Making 

Scott Geiger
Integrated Model of Ethical Decision Making 

Scott Geiger
Systematic Moral Analysis 

Paul Lester Model
8 Steps in Analysis 

• Answer the 8 questions to analyze an ethical 

dilemma
1. What are the three most 

significant facts in the case? 

• What facts would be in headline or first 

paragraph? 

• Why?
2.  What three facts would you 

like to know about the case? 

• What is missing to explain the actions of 

those involved? 

• Use libraries or Web to investigate.
3. Who are the moral agents 

and/or stakeholders and what 

are their specific job or role- 

related activities?
4. What are the values of the 

moral agents and/or 

stakeholders?
5. What are the loyalties of the 

moral agents and/or 

stakeholders?
6. What moral philosophies 

can you apply and why? 

• Categorical Imperative 

• Utilitarian 

• Hedonism 

• Golden Mean 

• Golden Rule 

• Veil of Ignorance
7. What creative and/or 

credible alternatives can you 

think of to resolve the issue? 

• Think of four choices 

• Two should be creative 

• Two should be realistic
8. What would you do? 

• Pretend you are one of the moral agents or 

stakeholders. 

• What actions would you take and why?
Two Justification Models 

• Paul Husselbee
Privacy: 5 Point Test 

1. Why is the information important? 

2. Even if morally justified, does a reasonable 

alternative exist? 

3. What procedures will be used to verify? 

4. What are the potential harms and how 

minimized? 

5. What role could disclosure of invasion 

play?
Photojournalism: 4 Point Test 

1. Does image reflect significant instructional 

value? 

2. Can instructional value exist without 

emotional distress? 

3. Does image truly qualify as news? 

4. What role should disclosure play?
Doing Ethics 

Ask — and then Answer — Good Questions 

(1) What do I know? What do I need to know? 

(2) What is my personal/professional/social purpose in pursuing this 

decision? 

(3) What are my ethical concerns? 

(4) What organizational policies and professional guidelines should I 

consider? 

(5) How can I include other people, with different perspectives 

and diverse ideas, in the decisionmaking process?
Ask — and then Answer — Good Questions 

(6) Who are the stakeholders—those affected by my decision? What 

are their motivations? Which of their motivations are legitimate? 

(7) What if the roles were reversed? How would I feel if I were in the 

shoes of one of the other stakeholders? 

(8) What are the possible consequences of my actions? In the 

short term? In the long term? 

(9) What are my alternatives to maximize my responsibilities and 

minimize harm? 

(10) Can I clearly and fully justify my thinking and my decision? 

To my colleagues? To the stakeholders? To the public?
Casuistry 

• Sandy Bordon
Casuistry: A case-based method 

• Sometimes it makes more 

sense to start with cases 

rather than principles. 

• Analogical reasoning 

allows valid comparisons 

among cases, much like 

precedent in case law. 

• Guidelines reflect both 

insights from specific 

examples and larger ideas 

embodied in principles. 

Steps: 

• Begin with a “moral no- 

brainer:” the paradigm case. 

• Discern which aspects of the 

paradigm, taken together, 

make the case morally clear- 

cut. 

• Use these aspects to decide if 

problematic cases are more or 

less like the paradigm case.
Applied Ethical Decision-making 

• Lisa Newton
II. Applied or Professional Ethics 

• Brief Review of 

History 

• Decision 

Procedures for 

Ethical Decision 

Making
A Note on History 

• Hippocrates through 

the 1960’s: 

Philosophical Puzzles, 

Professional Customs. 

• The 1970’s merger: 

justice problems 

–Death and Dying 

–Human Experiments 

–Bribery, Corruption
The New Field 

• Applied Ethics: 

–Originally, a series of fields: 

• Medical Ethics 

• Business Ethics 

• Legal Ethics 

• And the like 

–Now, understood as a new approach to ethics: 

• Practical and Professional Ethics: Ethics 

in all the fields of Practice
The Central Commitment 

• That theory shall be 

accountable to 

practice, and that 

practice shall be 

accountable to theory.
Finding the Right Answer 

• Three decision procedures for ethics: 

•ADAPT 

•(DIS)ORDER 

•DEAL
Adapt: the simplest 

• For situations where “the right thing” is 

known, but the facts are new: 

–Awareness 

–Discussion 

–Assumptions (moral commitments) 

–Proposals & Policies 

–Try & Test
ORDER: A DECISION 

PROCEDURE FOR ETHICS 

• WHERE WE REALLY DO NOT KNOW 

WHAT IS RIGHT: 

• O  PTIONS, OUTCOMES 

• R  IGHTS, RULES 

• D  ECISION, DISPOSITION 

• E  FFECT, EVALUATION 

• R  EVIEW, RETHINKING
THE PREFACE TO ORDER 

• D  EFINE THE DILEMMA 

• I  NQUIRY, INFORMATION 

• S  TAKEHOLDERS
RESULT: DISORDER! 

• D DEFINITION OF THE DILEMMA 

• I INQUIRY FOR INFORMATION 

• S SORTING OF STAKEHOLDERS 

• O OPTIONS AND OUTCOMES 

• R RIGHTS AND RULES 

• D DETERMINATION OF DECISION 

• E EVALUATION OF EFFECTS 

• R REVIEW AND RECONSIDERATION
 Integration of Normative Theory 

• Options, outcomes: this step is an exercise 

in causal/consequential reasoning, where 

the best option is the one with the best 

outcome. 

• Rules, rights: this step incorporates 

deontological reasoning, especially as duties 

limit the options available to the decision 

maker.
A NON-DECISION 

PROCEDURE 

• For situations where we not only do not 

know what is right, but we’re not likely to 

resolve the problem.  So deal with it. 

• DIALOGUE 

• EXPERIMENT 

• ASSESSMENT 

• LEGITIMACY
The Uses of Acronyms 

• Everyone in the field 

has a favorite acronym 

or set of acronyms. 

(NORM [Ron Green], 

RESOLVEDD and 

PROOF, for instance.) 

• If mine open doors for 

you, use them. 

Otherwise don’t.
Applied Ethics Summary 

• New Directions in Philosophy: from pure 

theory to reflections on practice 

• New Directions in professional practice: 

from unquestioned custom to turmoil 

• Synthesis: that theory shall be accountable 

to practice, and practice to theory 

• Virtues: humility and mutual respect
Clinical Ethics Decision-making 

• Chris Meyers
First Question 

• Who’s calling the consult? 

–What sorts of concerns or ethical issues might 

be present in the answer?
Second Question 

• Who responds to the consult request? 

–This is relevant because different players bring 

different dynamics.
Third Question 

• What information should be sought? 

–Facts: medical, nursing, economic, social, 

psychological, religious, institutional pressures 

and constraints, family dynamics.
Fourth Question 

• What values concerns are present? 

–What principles are at stake? 

–Which ones are most pressing? 

–Who will be affected? 

–What are the consequences? 

–Are the recommendations consistent with how 

we define our moral lives?
Actions: 

• Reach genuine consensus. 

• Address all morally relevant issues. 

• Track the actions to see if successful and to 

mitigate any concomitant harms.
Format for Ethical Decision- 

making 

• Michael Davis
State the Problem 

• Decision makes me uncomfortable? 

• Do I have a conflict of interest?
Check Facts 

• Many problems disappear 

• Others change radically
Identify Relevant Factors 

• People involved 

• Laws 

• Professional codes 

• Personal constraints
Develop List of Options 

• Be imaginative 

• Try to avoid dilemma 

• Who to go to 

• What to say
Test Options 

• Harm Test 

• Publicity Test 

• Defensibility Test 

• Reversibility 

• Professional Test 

• Colleague Test 

• Organization Test
Make Tentative Choice 

• Based on steps 1 - 5
Review Steps 1 - 6 

• What precautions can you take? 

• What can you do for more support next 

time? 

• What can you do to change organization?
Worksheet for Ethical Decision- 

making 

• Thomas Bivins
What is the ethical 

issue/problem? 

• Define in one or two sentences
What immediate facts have the 

most bearing on the ethical 

decision? 

• Include any potential economic, social, or 

political pressures
Who are the claimants? 

• In what way are you obligated to each? 

–A promise/contract (Fidelity) 

–A wrong to make up (Reparation) 

–Gratitude for something done (Gratitude) 

–The merit of claimants (Justice) 

–Ability to help someone (Beneficence) 

–Ability to avoid harming (Non-injury)
What do you think each claimant 

would prefer you do?
List 3 alternatives and answer 

questions 

• Best or worse case scenarios for each? 

• Will anyone be harmed and how? 

• Would honoring any ideal invalidate? 

• Are there rules or laws that automatically 

invalidate?
Consider ethical guidelines 

• Guidelines based on consequences 

–Is good outweighed by harm? 

–Is harm brought by anyone besides moral agent? 

–Will anyone defenseless be harmed? 

–Is choice based on own or organization’s interests? 

–Which choice will give greatest good to greatest 

number?
Consider ethical guidelines 

• Guidelines based on action itself 

–Willing to make decision a rule or policy? 

–Will you use person as means? 

–Is intent of action free from vested interest? 

–What is the character of someone adopting choice? 

–Does choice show genuine concern for others?
Determine course of action based 

on analysis
Decision Making Models 

Deni Elliott 

University of Montana
Systematic Moral Analysis 

• Answer the questions in following slides 

–If fact is missing, what would you need to 

know? 

–How would having the missing information 

affect your analysis?
I. What is the questionable action 

here? 

• What makes it questionable 

–There may be more than one questionable 

action
II. Who are the people/institutions 

who have responsibility here?
III. What is the job of each 

person/institution?
IV. How is (or is not) each 

person/institution a cause for the 

questionable action? 

• Determine whether each person/institution 

could be held morally blameworthy as well 

as causal
V. How does each questionable 

action connect to or violate the 

moral responsibility to do one’s 

job?
VI. If the action violates doing 

one’s job, can that transgression be 

justified?
VII. If the actions connect with 

doing one’s job, can that duty 

be met by some alternative 

way that does not cause harm 

or that causes less harm?
Cheating 

A Process for Analysis 

Deni Elliott
CHEATING involves the 

violation of a rule of the 

public system that applies to 

all participants which it is 

expected that none of them 

would violate
Cheating is a social rather 

than personal phenomenon 

•it is failing to living up to certain 

standards 

•expected by all who participate in 

the activity (Gert, 1988, p. 130)
I. Determine if a particular 

act counts as cheating: 

•Does the act violate rules or customs that 

are reasonable to expect that all participating 

understand? 

•If so, name those rules or customs 

•Was the violation intentional? 

•Be sure that the agent does not have a 

unique duty to violate rules or customs of 

this nature
Determine if the act of 

cheating was justified: 

•What is the amount of evil to be produced if 

cheating occurs as compared to the amount of 

evil to be produced if cheating does not occur? 

–Cheating to win at a card game if lives of my 

children are at stake 

•Is a (more) unjustified violation of a moral rule 

being prevented through the act of cheating? 

•Is a (less) justified violation of a moral rule 

being punished?
“If it is clear that publicly 

allowing this kind of violation 

would result in more evil being 

suffered than not publicly 

allowing it, then no impartial 

rational person would advocate 

that it be publicly allowed...

If it is clear that less evil 

would be suffered, then all 

impartial rational persons 

would advocate that it be 

publicly allowed” (Gert, p. 

285)
DECEPTION 

A Guide For Conceptualization 

and Justification 

Deni Elliott
Deception refers to any 

action or non-action that is 

intended to lead others to a 

false conclusion
Lying by speech or act is 

always morally questionable 

and requires justification.
Failing to disclose 

information only sometimes 

counts as deception. 

• Failing to disclose information is an act 

of deception if it also involves: 

–breaking a promise 

–cheating 

–disobeying the law 

–neglecting one’s duty
Misleading by accurate 

statements also counts as 

deception as it is an act of 

cheating
Justifying Non-paternalistic 

Deception: 

• What is the probable amount of evil 

caused by the violation? 

• What is the probable amount of evil 

avoided by the violation? 

• What is the probable amount of evil 

ameliorated by the violation?
In considering ‘probable 

amount’ consider 

• the kind and severity of the evil 

• the likelihood that the evil will occur 

• the probable length of time that it will be 

suffered
Can this violation be publicly 

allowed?
Will the exception that allows 

this behavior work as a 

generalizable rule?
Justification for Morally 

Questionable Acts:
An exception is Strongly 

Justified if all impartial rational 

persons would estimate that 

less evil would be suffered if 

that kind of violation were 

publicly allowed
An exception is Weakly 

Justified if impartial rational 

persons would disagree in their 

estimate of whether more or 

less evil will be suffered if that 

kind of violation were publicly 

allowed.
An exception is Not Justified 

if all impartial rational persons 

would estimate that more evil 

would be suffered if that kind 

of violation were publicly 

allowed.
MORAL CAUSALITY 

Deni Elliott
• The harm to the person came about 

because the agent neglected to fulfill his 

or her role-related responsibilities 

• The Agent acted with intention to cause 

harm to the person 

• The Agent could have reasonably 

predicted the harm caused and could have 

accomplished some legitimate end by 

causing less harm.
An alternative test: 

• If the Agent could be held morally 

praiseworthy for a good outcome in any 

event, he or she should be held morally 

blameworthy for a bad outcome in that 

event.
AN ANALYSIS OF PROMISE- 

BREAKING 

Deni Elliott
1) RECOGNIZE that the 

morally relevant feature of 

promise-breaking is that 

making a promise turns an act 

that is morally neutral into one 

that is morally required.
2) UNDERSTAND that breaking 

a promises results in diminished 

trust within a relationship and 

erodes an important social 

convention as well. Promising is 

a performative -- a morally 

binding linguistic act. We are 

socially dependent on such 

acts.
3) ASK if the promise was made 

in a voluntary fashion in which 

the promiser had educated 

consent.   If the promise was 

coerced, promise-breaking may 

be justified on the grounds that 

the promiser was CHEATED and 

breaking the promise mitigates a 

harm already caused.
If the promise was a voluntary 

act, it is morally prohibited to 

break the promise unless the 

promise-breaking can be 

justified
Justification of Promise-breaking: A 

justified act of promise-breaking is one 

that meets all of the following 

conditions: 

•  the harm caused by keeping the promise is 

greater than the harm caused by breaking the 

promise 

• this harm vs.... harm balance is done with every 

party being impartially considered and favors 

the most vulnerable 

• one acknowledges to all parties involved that 

the promise is being broken and reasons for 

that.
WHISTLEBLOWING 

Deni Elliott
Whistleblowing is action taken 

by an agent to bring purported 

illegal or unethical behaviors to 

the attention of others. It always 

involves going outside expected 

channels or the chain of 

command.
Whistleblowing is justified when all of 

the following conditions are met: 

•  the behaviors being reported are likely 

to result in serious harm 

• the usual channels have been tried and 

have failed 

• all internal resources have been tried 

and failed 

• the report should be likely to bring about 

needed changes
Whistleblowing can be 

averted by the following: 

• safe and known procedures for dealing with 

employee concerns 

• open communication within the company 

about ethical issues 

• policies that assure employees that they have 

voice and power 

• an environment that tolerates employee 

dissent 

• a willingness to explain company action in a 

public arena
Pragmatic considerations for 

the whistleblower: 

• Justified whistleblowing is praiseworthy, 

but not required, action 

• The whistleblower should expect to suffer 

negative consequences 

• The more documentation, the more likely 

that the whistleblowing will be successful 

• Documentation can also coerce internal 

change, eliminating the need for 

whistleblowing
