
ECE 101 

HW  

I. Ethics in Engineering (group discussion and individual homework) 
 

Ethics refers to standards of conduct which are accepted by society as being morally right, such as being 

honest, causing no harm, and acting in the best interest of public welfare.  Engineers often face ethical 

questions.  We need to weigh potential harm or benefit to the public, our employer, our customer and our fellow 

workers.  Sometimes the answers are not clear.  Should we work on a product that could be beneficial, but could 

potentially be misused in a harmful way?  Must we follow every regulation to the letter or are there times when 

it’s acceptable to fudge a little, such as to preserve jobs for people who need them?     

Many professional engineering societies have a code of ethics.  Most are based on the Model Rules of 

Professional Conduct given by the NCEES (National Council of Examiners for Engineering and Surveying) – 

the organization that develops and administers the Professional Engineer licensing exam.  These rules are 

included at the end of this handout.  

In your group, discuss how you would deal with each (or at least some) of the six ethical dilemmas 

below.  Try to consider the problem from a personal perspective, i.e., this is not just an abstract problem that 

you’re advising someone else how to handle, this is your problem and you need to live with the solution.   

For your individual homework, pick one of the six situations and think about it in more detail; come up 

with at least two possible responses and describe the arguments for and against each response.  Then decide 

which response you would advocate, and why.  Write a short paper presenting your (i) situation, (ii) options, 

(iii) arguments and (iv) decision.  Along with your own thoughts, you should refer to the Model Rules of 

Professional Conduct for guidance. 

1) You work for the FDA, evaluating a pharmaceutical company’s new drug.  The company wants to 

release the drug immediately, not just to make money but also because the drug shows promise to help people 

who are very sick right now.  So far, their testing has not shown any serious side effects, but the testing is not 

complete.  For example, the drug has only been tested on adult males, and not for long-term usage.  Do you 

approve the drug now or wait for more testing? 

2) You are the quality control engineer evaluating a product that is scheduled for release now.  The 

product is not quite ready – it basically works and is not dangerous, but it is not perfect.  For example, maybe it 

breaks easily or some of the advanced options don’t work.  If the company releases it, people will waste money 

on an inferior product, and the company’s reputation may suffer.  If the company misses the release date, the 

customer will cancel the contract.  The company will lose money and lay off workers.  Do you approve the 

product for release or not? 

3) You are the supervisor for a team of electronics production technicians.  You are supposed to follow 

a rigorous set of government safety regulations, but the technicians routinely ignore them.  They say that the 

regulations are cumbersome, uncomfortable, unnecessary and inefficient.  For example, they are supposed to 

wear safety goggles while soldering, but they say that it is hard to see clearly through the goggles, it takes them 

longer and they make more mistakes.  The technicians are all very experienced and competent, and have never 

been injured on the job.  Do you insist on compliance with the safety regulations, or let the technicians ignore 

them? 

4) You are the manager of a project to produce an item for a customer.  The contract is for a certain 

amount of money, based on a detailed analysis of what it will cost your company to produce the item.  While 

working on the project, one of your engineers has discovered that the item can be made just as well with a less 

expensive material, which will cut the cost significantly.  If you tell the customer, they may want to renegotiate 

your contract for less money.  Do you tell them?   



5) You are in charge of monitoring the levels of toxic chemicals your company releases into a local 

river.  One chemical exceeds the permitted level by a very small amount, a fraction of a percent.  If you report 

it, your company will have to introduce a very expensive procedure to treat this chemical.  In these hard 

economic times, that expense may mean the company will have to cut jobs.  Do you report it or let it slide? 

6) You work for a company developing high-tech security systems, including extensive audio and 

visual surveillance equipment and biometric monitoring devices.  You are concerned that companies can use 

this surveillance to spy on employees without their knowledge, violating their privacy, and that the personal 

data collected could be sold, stolen or otherwise misused.  What is your responsibility here?  Should you refuse 

to work on ethically questionable technologies, or is it the sole responsibility of the customer who buys the 

equipment?     

 

  

 

 



 

 

(http://www.ncees.org/About_NCEES/Publications/Publications/Model_Rules.php.)   


