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Abstract
Ethical dilemmas are a recurring challenge in nonprofit management, where limited 
resources, diverse stakeholders, and pressing social issues often create complex decision-
making environments. This Teaching Paper introduces a structured Ethical Decision-Making 
Template designed to guide nonprofit leaders, managers, and practitioners through a 
systematic process. The template moves through six stages: identifying the ethical issue, 
gathering relevant information, evaluating alternatives, making the decision, implementing 
the plan, and monitoring outcomes. Grounded in established frameworks from scholars such 
as Bryson (2018), Drucker (1990), and Patton (2011), the tool integrates academic rigor 
with practical applicability. By offering a repeatable process, the template supports 
transparency, accountability, and stakeholder trust. A case study demonstrates its application 
in a resource-limited nonprofit context, while reflection questions and tips address common 
challenges. This Teaching Paper provides academics with a framework for analyzing 
nonprofit ethics and practitioners with a concrete tool for responsible governance.
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Executive Summary
Ethical decision-making in nonprofits is rarely straightforward. Leaders face dilemmas that 
involve competing priorities, cultural sensitivities, and urgent needs. This Teaching Paper 
provides a structured Ethical Decision-Making Template to support organizations in 
navigating such complexity. The six-step template ensures systematic consideration of 
issues, from identification to reflection, and emphasizes alignment with values and 
accountability to stakeholders.
The paper contextualizes the template within nonprofit governance scholarship, offers a 
practical guide for using it, presents a case study of application, and highlights common 
pitfalls. Academics benefit from its theoretical grounding and clarity, while practitioners 
gain a tangible tool to strengthen decision-making and enhance organizational 
trustworthiness.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to provide nonprofit leaders, staff, and students with a 
structured, repeatable process for ethical decision-making.
By the end of this paper, readers will be able to:

• Identify and define ethical dilemmas in nonprofit contexts.
• Gather and analyze relevant information, including stakeholder perspectives.
• Evaluate alternative courses of action based on ethical and organizational principles.
• Make, implement, and document ethical decisions transparently.
• Reflect on outcomes to improve future decision-making.

Background and Context
Nonprofits operate at the intersection of public trust, social responsibility, and resource 
constraints, making ethical decision-making particularly complex. Bryson (2018) 
emphasizes the importance of structured frameworks in strategic planning to ensure 
alignment with values. Drucker (1990) highlights the nonprofit’s accountability to mission 
and stakeholders as a foundation for ethical governance. Patton (2011) stresses the 
importance of reflective practice, which is central to monitoring and learning from ethical 
choices.
Ethical decision-making templates provide clarity and structure. By using such tools, 
organizations avoid ad-hoc or personality-driven approaches, instead creating consistency, 
transparency, and legitimacy in their actions.
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Practical Guide: Ethical Decision-Making Template
Step 1: Identifying the Ethical Issue

• Define the dilemma clearly.
• List stakeholders involved.
• Assess potential harms and benefits.

Step 2: Gathering Information
• Collect facts and data.
• Consult multiple sources and perspectives.
• Consider legal, cultural, and policy implications.
• Conduct a risk assessment.

Step 3: Evaluating Alternatives
• List 2–3 possible courses of action.
• Evaluate ethical implications of each.
• Test alignment with organizational values.
• Consider long-term and stakeholder impacts.

Step 4: Making the Decision
• Record the chosen course.
• Provide rationale.
• Document consensus-building process.
• Keep a clear record for transparency.

Step 5: Implementing the Decision
• Develop an action plan with responsibilities and timeline.
• Communicate the decision internally and externally.
• Allocate resources.
• Establish monitoring mechanisms.

Step 6: Monitoring and Reflecting
• Evaluate outcomes and effectiveness.
• Collect stakeholder feedback.
• Record lessons learned.
• Document for future guidance.

Case Study
A mid-sized nonprofit delivering food aid faced a dilemma: whether to accept a large 
donation from a corporation with a controversial environmental record. Using the Ethical 
Decision-Making Template, the team identified stakeholders (beneficiaries, staff, donors, 
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community). They gathered information about the donor’s reputation, consulted policies, 
and weighed the benefits of expanded food aid against reputational risks. Alternatives 
included accepting the donation fully, rejecting it, or accepting with conditions. After 
evaluating alignment with their values and long-term consequences, the organization chose 
to accept the donation with strict reporting and earmarking conditions. The decision was 
documented, communicated transparently, and later reviewed through stakeholder feedback, 
which confirmed both the ethical balance and positive programmatic impact.

Common Challenges and Tips
• Bias toward urgency: Nonprofits may rush to decide under pressure. →  Use the 

template to slow down and check alignment with values.
• Stakeholder disagreement: Expect conflicting views. →  Facilitate structured 

dialogue and document reasoning.
• Incomplete information: Decisions may proceed without full clarity. →  Document 

assumptions and plan for monitoring.
• Implementation gaps: Ethical decisions may fail in practice. →  Assign clear 

responsibilities and build accountability mechanisms.

Reflection Questions
1. How does your organization currently approach ethical dilemmas?
2. Which step in the template would be most challenging in your context, and why?
3. How can stakeholder voices be more effectively integrated into your decisions?
4. What systems could ensure accountability in implementing decisions?

Limitations and Considerations
• Ethical decision-making templates provide structure but cannot eliminate subjectivity.
• The tool requires time and organizational discipline, which may be scarce in crisis 

contexts.
• Cultural differences may shape what is considered ethical, requiring adaptation of the 

template.

Academic Value
This Teaching Paper contributes to both scholarship and practice by bridging ethical theory 
with nonprofit decision-making tools. It operationalizes principles from Bryson, Drucker, 
and Patton into a replicable format, offering academics a teaching resource and practitioners 

 of 4 6



a governance tool. The structured template enhances organizational accountability, 
transparency, and trust—core elements of nonprofit legitimacy.

Conclusion and Next Steps
Ethical challenges will remain constant in nonprofit life. By adopting a structured, 
transparent, and reflective approach, organizations can strengthen their governance and 
stakeholder trust. The Ethical Decision-Making Template should be integrated into staff 
training, board governance processes, and program planning. Future work could adapt the 
tool for specific contexts such as humanitarian aid or faith-based organizations.
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