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Is there anything on the planet more predictable than the way that giant organizations (corporation, health service organizations, or governments) react to crisis?  In typical fashion, one recently over-reacted to an accounting misadventure by creating the post of Chief Ethics Officer. The CEO's mandate is to get the company back on the straight and narrow path by setting up training programs — so that employees know what kind of behavior is expected of them.

 Here is a much better idea.  Why not use this nifty little ethics training program put together with the help of my young 10-year old friend, Alice? This course is for managers, senior administrators, professionals and heads of clinical services, and I wrote it down on a big yellow sticky.  It goes like this:

Phase 1. All employees and professionals assemble in one large room.

Phase 2. Alice stands on a chair at the front of the room.

Phase 3. Alice says these words: 

"Lying, cheating, and stealing are wrong"; — 

"not respecting the dignity and uniqueness of others, 

especially those who are weak or vulnerable is wrong"; — 

"not being fair to all is wrong"; — 

"hurting or harming others is wrong."

Phase 4. Alice gets down; employees and professionals go back to work.
This low-tech program has many virtues. It covers all the key points. Properly executed, it shouldn't take much more than five minutes. The only hardware required is a chair strong enough to support an 80-pound child. There's no paperwork, no fancy graphics or special effects, no PowerPoint presentation, and no need for broad-band internet connection.

Human nature being what it is, follow-up training may be required for certain staff, but Alice has worked out a number of strategies for them.  She suggests we gather all those who handle public funds in one large room and explain to them why — when using their Excel spreadsheets — decimal points should never be allowed to stray from their original columns, and why they won't be fired if a quarterly statement shows a loss. 

As a last resort, there will be a Boot Camp for Senior Service Providers every summer on my front lawn. Recalcitrant hard-core cases will run booths on my lawn for 5 days so that passers by can drop in and be told what public service each provides and then decide whether or not they approve.  I will have given all visitors merit points to distribute to the Providers. At the end of the Camp we will add the total of merit points and this will be used to compute various benefits for the Providers. In making these calculations we will only use pencil and paper. Laptops will be safely stored in a vault in my basement for the duration of the boot camp.  
What Alice knows is that ethics involves principles which embody our values and tell us what is right or wrong, and what we ought to do. She knows that, however we interpret these values at the moment, some of them will change over time, but their fundamental meaning will be the same in the future as they are now.  Furthermore, Alice also understands that these values, embodied in our principles, are in a dynamic dialectic (though she would not use that phrase!) with our relationships, both individual and collective. Further, she knows that these relationships may change — in meaningful, though not always foreseeable, ways — as we accumulate new knowledge as a society and adjust to the insights provided by new technologies.   But even then, Alice knows that our relationships will still condition the meaning of our values. In one sense, it is as simple as it sounds.  In another, there will be unforeseeable complexities as we embrace the future. 

The Provincial Health Ethics Network — like Alice, it is 10 years old —will need to think about this dialectic, in the light of new knowledge, new societal understandings and new visions of their meaning in the future.  Just think where we have come from: "women's choice in reproductive choice"; think "use of dead bodies in transplantation"; think "resource allocation for progressively expensive healthcare"; think "genetic manipulation of the yet unborn"; think "withdrawal of life-support when there can be no further benefit"…— the list goes on and on.

So —Is there a need to have an ever-growing awareness of the need for new forms of ethical dialogue?  Yes.  There undoubtedly is!   And — Will there still be a need for an expanding role for people who cherish our relationships in the light of these changing values and circumstances?  Yes. There undoubtedly will be!  

And — Can we see clearly enough into the future to divine what those burgeoning issues will be?  

No, we cannot -- but if we anticipate this need, then we can, hopefully, be ready to take on these new ethical challenges, as and when they confront us.  

But — whatever else we do, just remember to consult with Alice!  
� With acknowledgement to STEPHEN GAUER, a free-lance who lives in Vancouver. Globe & Mail — Wednesday, February 2, 2005 - Page A16. 








