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Ethical Decision Tree
Leadership is not so much about the exercise of power as it is an ethical endeavour. Each leader's decision either enlightens or darkens the path (Johnson, 2025). It is not a question of whether ethical dilemmas will emerge, but whether a leader will be ready for them. This type of preparation starts with understanding oneself, including having a clear mission, vision and a set of values for decision-making when things get murky. Like U.S. Navy Commander William Robert Anderson, who kept a card in his wallet as his "conviction" to guide him safely through perilous, uncharted waters (Hinckley, 1971), ethical leaders have an inner compass to guide them through turbulent moments. This article offers a basic, stage-by-stage Ethical Decision Tree, a linear, rational approach that a leader can use when making decisions with ethical implications. This is not a "checklist" but a process. As Johnson (2025) explains, ethical competence comes from thinking and practice. The model that follows is built upon a personal purpose, vision, and values, and is suitable to support leaders in a variety of settings, including their workplace, family, and community.
Step-by-Step Framework
Pause and Recognize the Ethical Dimension
The first step in making ethical decisions is the most important, and also often the most overlooked. The first step in moral decision-making requires a leader to perceive a moral dilemma in the first place. Johnson (2025) refers to this skill as moral sensitivity, or the capacity to understand how a situation, decision, or action might impact others. Not all decisions involve significant ethical content, but many leadership problems do: how feedback is given to a colleague, who gets included in a meeting, how resources are divided up; how to resolve a dispute. The leader who is rushed or overwhelmed may skip this step altogether. Pausing is a deliberate act. It demands a leader take the time to ask: is what I am doing likely to impact the dignity, well-being or justice of another person? If so, or if there is a chance that it might, the ethical decision-making process needs to be invoked. It also allows for cognitive integrity. Leaders can be just as vulnerable as others to self-deception, and being able to rationalize a convenient option as an ethical one is a common human trait (Johnson, 2025). A deliberate pause in the process short-circuits this process. For a leader whose values are humility and a refusal to compare herself to others, this step is especially significant. Humility opens the eyes. It is the quality that allows a leader to say, "I may not be seeing this situation fully," and to resist the pull of ego-driven reasoning. The pause is where humility first does its work.
Clarify the Facts and Identify Those Affected
After identifying a situation as an ethical one, the next task is to grasp the facts as fully as possible. Decisions made on the basis of faulty information are likely to be flawed, even if the ethical reasoning that follows is impeccable. The leader needs to resist the temptation to fill in the blanks with assumptions, projections or biases, as Johnson (2025) suggests are sources of poor decision making. This step has two components. First is to determine what is known and what is assumed. The other is to identify all of the people or groups who will be affected by the decision, not just those who are most obvious or those who are most vocal, but also those who might not be as empowered to speak for themselves. According to Johnson (2025), ethical leaders care about their followers and stakeholders, including those who may be excluded from the decision-making process. For example, this step could involve asking: Who is in involved? Who is affected but not present? What do I know and what am I assuming? What might be pushing me, organizationally, interpersonally, personally, to view the facts in a certain way? A leader with the value of courtesy will engage in this step with care, listening attentively and avoiding the urge to jump to a solution before the situation is fully understood.
Consult Your Mission, Vision, and Values
Having identified the facts, the leader reflects. The leader works to align the decision with their mission or personal purpose, vision, and other values. Johnson (2025) suggests that moral leadership is driven from within that character and moral identity do not present an external constraint on the leader, but rather the very foundation from which they spring. A decision that is inconsistent with a leader's personal values is a red flag that should not be ignored, even if it is in line with "external" pressures. This is where a mission statement comes in handy. A leader who sees his or her mission as one of charity, tenacity, and making the world a better place has a test: is this decision charitable, or is it merely self-serving? Does it encourage or is it demeaning? The vision statement provides an additional time dimension to the question, not just what is right now, but what kind of person and leader am I becoming with this decision? Values like kindness, quick forgiveness and gratitude are not warm and fuzzy. In this step, they become ethical touchstones. Kindness asks if the kindest course of action has been taken. Quick forgiveness interrogates whether resentments are clouding current decisions. Gratitude reminds the leader to reject a mindset of scarcity, which can poison ethical judgment. Asking these questions is not about being soft; it is about avoiding the temptation to drift into shadow, as Johnson (2025) reminds us, which can happen to even the best-intentioned leaders.
Apply Multiple Ethical Frameworks
[bookmark: _GoBack]Personal values are indispensable as a touchstone, but they should be complemented with ethical frameworks. Johnson (2025) promotes ethical pluralism, the use of multiple philosophical frameworks to inform a decision-making process. The multiple perspectives shed light on different aspects of the moral decision and collectively provide a more robust decision. Utilitarianism asks: what action maximizes the greatest good for the largest number of people? This is a good place to start, especially in organizational or community settings where multiple people are affected. Kant's categorical imperative asks: is it right for any leader to act in this way? If not, it probably fails a test of universality. The perspective of justice as fairness asks whether the choice is fair to all involved, including the most vulnerable or disadvantaged. The communitarian lens takes a still larger view, asking what's in the best interests of the group, organization or community, not just the individuals directly affected. A leader does not have to reconcile these perspectives to the point of consensus, nor will they necessarily be in full agreement in complex situations. It is merely necessary that all have been asked. The rigour of this step prevents a leader from creating an unidimensional ethical argument in support of a pre-determined decision. It develops the sort of moral reasoning that Johnson (2025) identifies as a component of ethical character: reflective, multi-perspectival, and nuanced.
Evaluate Options and Anticipate Consequences
At this point the leader has identified the ethical nature of the issue, reviewed the facts, engaged their values, and taken multiple perspectives. They can now arrive at and assess options. At this stage, the leader considers the range of practical choices, not just the obvious ones, and the likely effects (both intended and unintended) of the various options. Johnson (2025) highlights the role of moral imagination in this step: the ability to picture how various options will play out and flow through the lives of those who are not readily apparent in the decision-making process. A leader must ask what the likely outcomes will be, but also what they may become if things don't go as planned. What is the best and worst plausible scenario for each option? Which option does the most to guard the dignity and interests of the person most vulnerable to harm? Which option can the leader justify openly, honestly and proudly? This final question is a practical test. Being open and publicly accountable is a central trait of ethical leadership, especially under pressure. If a leader would feel uncomfortable having their reasoning and decision put to public review and scrutiny by their employees, that's a moral indicator that should not be ignored. The virtue of being slow to be offended and quick to forgive is also important here, if a leader cannot consider options without defensiveness or ego preservation, then they are less likely to discern well.
Decide, Act, and Remain Accountable
The last step is putting reason into practice. The leader decides and acts decisively on that decision. Johnson (2025) suggests that moral character, the personal attributes that lead to follow through, is the link between ethical reasoning and ethical action. It's not sufficient to reason well; the leader must act on their reasoning, even when she or he finds it difficult or even painful to do so. Courage is sometimes needed to act ethically. Johnson (2025) includes courage as part of the leader's character, and it is perhaps most apparent in the moment of decision. A leader may know the right thing to do, but be under pressure from an organization or because of interpersonal relationships, or fear the consequences for herself. In such circumstances, the inner compass provided by mission, vision and values is vital. A leader who is firmly rooted in his core identity and values is better positioned to lead ethically than one who is buffeted by the changing circumstances. Leadership is not a one-time choice. An ethical leader will track the results of decisions, admit error and adjust course of action as outcomes reveal unanticipated effects. This is the practice of ethical leadership, not one moment of good decision-making, but a constant process of learning, openness and development. A leader who understands the importance of humility and gratitude will not view this accountability as a chore, but as a deeply important facet of being a leader.
Personal Commitment and Reflection
When I first thought about the leader's capacity to make ethical decisions, I came to understand that it is not a question of not knowing what is right. Rather, it is the distance between knowing and acting, the subtle gap between intention and practice. The Ethical Decision Tree is my attempt to resolve this as not a formula but a discipline that I can call upon mindfully, particularly when the urgency to act fast overwhelms the ethics of acting with caution.
I am acutely aware of the fact that my leadership does not take place in the big corporate rooms or on the public stage. It happens around my kitchen table, in my work meetings, in the way I respond when I am exhausted and someone asks me to give more than I think I can. The situations change, but not the moral challenges. This decision tree translates my moral compass into something I can put into practice, rather than something I can reflect on.
The step is the one that will be hardest for me. I naturally act with decisiveness, and this is good, but can be a liability in times when I need to be still. I think my value of humility will enable me to do this. I understand humility to be the recognition that I do not always know everything and to pause to gain a better perspective is to respect those I interact with.
When I consult my mission, vision, and values in Step 3, it's like returning home. When I bring a tough decision to my mission of charity and determination, and my vision of being a source of peace, things become clear. I ask myself: is this kind? Is this charitable even if it is difficult? These are not abstract questions. They are the questions I ask on a Tuesday, juggling my responsibilities as a parent, worker and student. I know that living ethically is seamlessly integrated into my everyday life, or it is no life of mine.
I am also committed to accountability as an ongoing practice. I have always been committed to forgiveness, but I know now that accountability is forgiveness of myself. When I make a mistake in my leadership role, the moral thing to do is not to deny it, but to acknowledge it, learn from it and learn to lead better. This is what I want to teach my children, not a mother who is perfect, but one who can own her mistakes and continue to learn.
Commander Anderson's card was effective not because it was based on complicated theory but because it was carried close to his heart (Hinckley, 1971). This is how I wish to relate to this approach. My commitment is not to perfection, but to the daily, intentional work of casting light.
Thus in conclusion, ethical leadership is not a goal but a journey. The six-step Ethical Decision Tree outlined in this paper provides a moral compass to navigate the ethical challenges inherent in leadership. Grounded in an individual's personal mission, vision and values, and drawing on the ethical theories and leadership principles of Johnson (2025), this tree gives a leader a chance to think through and act ethically. Much like the Commander's card in perilous seas (Hinckley, 1971), this is a personal compass, both simple to apply in times of crisis, and rich in meaning, to be relied upon for a lifetime. And the power of this framework is not just in its design but in its application to different situations and dilemmas. Moral challenges rarely come in black and white; they often arise as complex situations that require careful thought, emotional awareness and courage. Through a systematic decision-making framework, a leader can avoid impulsive decision-making and take actions in line with both corporate and larger societal objectives. This leads to greater trust, respect and credibility among employees and other stakeholders. Furthermore, ethical leadership is an example, and as such, has a profound impact on organizational culture and the adoption of similar ethical practices by others. Thus, ethical leadership is not only a personal endeavor but a shared practice that enhances the resilience and sustainability of the organization as a whole.
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