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Ethical Dilemmas in Business: Analysis of Three Practice Dilemmas
This paper analyzes three ethical dilemmas that business professionals face: a conflict of interest, a decision about whistleblowing, and an international dilemma about accepting a gift. For each dilemma, it discusses one workplace consequence of each available choice and then resolves the dilemma using an assigned ethical theory: utilitarian ethics, virtue ethics, and principle-based ethics.	Comment by Gradevia Editorial: Introduction: short and direct. It previews the three dilemmas and the three theories so the evaluator knows the structure.
Ethical Dilemma: Conflict of Interest
Practice dilemma: Elena Ruiz is the facilities director at Westlake Regional Hospital. Three firms bid on a two-year landscaping contract, and the lowest qualified bid, $38,000 below the next one, comes from a company owned by her brother in law. Awarding him the contract might look biased even though his bid is legitimately the best.
A1. Consequence of Accepting the Bid
If Elena awards the contract to her brother in law’s firm, the other vendors are likely to conclude that Westlake’s bidding process favors insiders. Vendors who believe they cannot win stop investing time in proposals, so future contracts attract fewer bids and higher prices. The hospital’s procurement process would lose credibility even though this particular bid was legitimate, and the finance committee would face questions about every contract Elena approves.
A2. Consequence of Rejecting the Bid
If Elena rejects the lowest bid because of the family connection, Westlake pays $38,000 more over two years for the same work. Because the decision would not be documented as a conflict of interest, the finance committee would see only that the lowest qualified bid was passed over without explanation, which could prompt an internal audit of the facilities department’s purchasing decisions.
A3a. Utilitarian Ethics
Utilitarian ethics judges an action by its consequences. In its classic form, an action is morally right when it produces the greatest overall good for everyone affected (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2023). A utilitarian therefore identifies the people affected by each option, weighs the benefits and harms for each group, and chooses the option with the best overall result, without giving extra weight to their own interests or relationships.
A3b. Utilitarian Resolution
A person using utilitarian ethics would disclose the relationship, step back from the decision, and let the hospital’s procurement committee award the contract through its normal scoring process. The stakeholders include the hospital, which benefits from the lowest qualified price; the other vendors, who need a fair process to keep bidding; and staff and patients, who rely on the hospital’s budget. Recusal produces the greatest overall good: if the committee awards the contract to the lowest bid, the hospital still saves $38,000, and the documented, independent decision protects vendor trust in every future contract. Accepting the bid without disclosure would harm far more people over time than it helps now.
Ethical Dilemma: Whistleblowing
Practice dilemma: Dana Kim is a payroll specialist at Northline Logistics. While reconciling timesheets, she finds that her manager has approved overtime for shifts no one worked, about $14,000 over six months. She fears that reporting it will cost her job.
B1. Consequence of Reporting
If Dana reports the overtime through Northline’s compliance hotline, the company would open an investigation and likely place her manager on leave. In the short term, the payroll team would work under strain and scrutiny, and Dana might face resentment from coworkers who are loyal to the manager. Over time, however, Northline would recover the losses and tighten its approval controls.
B2. Consequence of Not Reporting
If Dana stays silent, the false overtime would keep inflating Northline’s labor costs, and an eventual audit would show that she reconciled the timesheets without raising a concern. That would put her own job at risk and expose the company to a larger loss and to payroll tax reporting errors that grow every pay period.
B3a. Virtue Ethics
Virtue ethics focuses on character rather than on rules or outcomes. It asks what a person of good character would do and emphasizes virtues such as honesty, courage, fairness, and practical wisdom (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2026). Practical wisdom is what allows a virtuous person to act on the other virtues in the right way, at the right time, in a particular situation.
B3b. Virtue Ethics Resolution
A person using virtue ethics would report the false overtime. Honesty rules out keeping records she knows are false, and courage means acting despite the fear of losing her job. Practical wisdom shapes how she reports it: she would document the timesheet discrepancies carefully, report through the compliance hotline rather than confronting her manager, and keep copies of her report. Acting this way reflects the kind of professional she wants to be, honest about the facts and careful about how she raises them.
International Ethical Dilemma: Accepting Gifts or Favors
Practice dilemma: Marcus Bell is a sales engineer for Calder Medical, a U.S. company whose policy prohibits accepting gifts from business partners. During a visit to a long time distributor in Portugal, the distributor’s owner offers him tickets to a European football final and explains that his company hosts every major partner this way as a sign of respect.
C1. Consequence of Accepting the Tickets
If Marcus accepts the tickets, he violates Calder’s gift policy, which could lead to disciplinary action once expense reports or travel records show the event. Other distributors competing for Calder’s business could also question whether this distributor receives favorable terms, weakening Calder’s reputation for even handed partner decisions.
C2. Consequence of Declining the Tickets
If Marcus declines, the distributor’s owner may interpret it as a rejection of his hospitality, especially if Marcus refuses without explanation. A cooler relationship could slow negotiations on next year’s distribution agreement and make the distributor less willing to share market information that Calder’s sales team relies on.
C3a. Principle-Based Ethics
Principle-based ethics judges an action by whether it follows a moral principle or duty, not by its consequences. On this view, a choice is right when it conforms with the relevant moral norm (Alexander & Moore, 2024). A person using this approach identifies the duty that applies and follows it consistently, asking whether they would accept the same rule for everyone in the same situation.
C3b. Principle-Based Resolution
A person using principle-based ethics would decline the tickets. The governing principle is the duty to keep commitments, including the commitment every employee makes to follow company policy, and that duty applies regardless of where the employee is traveling. The engineer can still respect the distributor by declining in person, explaining the policy, and inviting the distributor’s team to a working dinner that complies with the policy. Treating the distributor with respect is also a duty, and explaining the decision honestly honors both principles at once.
Conclusion
Each dilemma looks different through its assigned theory. Utilitarian ethics led to disclosure and recusal because a transparent process produces the greatest overall good. Virtue ethics led to reporting because honesty and courage, guided by practical wisdom, define good character at work. Principle-based ethics led to declining the gift because the duty to keep commitments applies everywhere, while respect for the distributor shaped how the decision was delivered.
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