Activity: Ethics Scenario

Developed for National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability for Youth (2006)

Adapted from Romsa, S. (2001). Ethics Corner. Interaction, 15, 13. Retrieved January 12, 2006 from http://www.cccf-fcsge.ca/pdf/2001summer_en.pdf.
This activity can be done individually or as a group interaction. 
Dilemma

Kira is a Youth Development Specialist at XYZ Community Agency; she helps youth prepare for and connect to jobs. 

She appreciates youth expressing their gratitude for the important role she plays in their lives. But she has always felt awkward and a little uncomfortable when she receives little “gifts.”  She has mentioned her discomfort to various staff. “Don’t worry about it,” “It’s no big deal,” “It’s their way of saying thanks,” “Everybody does it…it’s fine!” are typical responses. Up to now, Kira has graciously accepted “gifts,” just like everyone else. 

Early one morning, one of Kira’s current youth participants, Angela, comes to her office. “This is for you – thanks for everything you’ve helped me with,” says Angela, thrusting a gift into Kira’s hands. “Open it!” says Angela excitedly. “I’ve got to head off to my internship in a couple of minutes and I know you don’t want me to be late.” 
Kira opens the gift bag, finds a small box with a beautiful set of 14K gold earrings inside. A staff member, looking on, is about to say something but closes her mouth, turns and quickly walks away.

What do you do? 
What is your first reaction? Here are some examples. Keep the gift because… Return the gift because… You’re not sure why Kira feels uncomfortable with “gift giving”... The young person is truly grateful and just expressing that...You empathize with Kira’s sense of discomfort...You don’t understand the problem because you’d return anything over $25/$50/$100… or Kira must be a particularly good youth worker.

First, get a pulse on your own initial reaction. This is the clue that helps you identify which values you hold most important at the outset. It also tells you which way you are leaning before you have had time to really think things through. 
Second, attempt to consider the situation from all other perspectives. Some questions may emerge for you. How may various participants and staff react to this situation? What kind of gift is too much and why? What are the motives and/or presumed expectations for gift giving and gift receiving? At what point is a gift “undue influence” in exchange for a special type or quality of service? Are there policies in place to guide staff? Am I missing something here?…what? 

Now that you’ve had a chance to think the situation through, move to a more formal process of considering alternatives. Work through some of the major factors in ethical decision making:

• Stakeholders: who are all the people this may affect?

• Possible actions: what are all the things that could be done?

• Consequences: for each possible action, what might happen to each stakeholder?

If your organization has a Code of Ethics, walk through it step by step and identify what elements you believe are relevant or applicable to this situation. What guidance does your Code give on this issue? Are there any elements of the Code that are in conflict? Are there interpersonal dynamics to consider – for example, might there be a conflict between your partnership with a youth participant and your partnership with colleagues? 

If your organization does not have a Code of Ethics, do you think one would help in these kinds of situations? What would you want to see in such a Code?

Once you have all this information in place, it is time to begin thinking about a decision.  If you were Kira, what would you do? What is your best choice and why? How does your choice enable you and your organization to work with youth most effectively?
Identify a second issue you, or someone you know, encountered that made you wonder, what the right thing was to do. Go through the same steps you did to consider “Kira’s” situation above. What decision would you make now? Is that how it was handled at the time (if you know)? Are there ways your organization could help you handle these kinds of issues more easily in the future?  
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