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Abstract
Ethical dilemmas are an inevitable aspect of communication within religious non-profits,

where moral values intersect with organizational realities, diverse cultural contexts, and
complex stakeholder expectations. These dilemmas arise when equally important ethical
principles—such as truth-telling, confidentiality, and fairness—conflict in practice. This
article explores the multifaceted nature of ethical dilemmas in religious communication and
the frameworks available for navigating them with integrity. It outlines core challenges
including confidentiality versus transparency, ethical disclosure, resource allocation,
conflicts of interest, and cultural relativism. Structured decision-making models such as the
Potter Box, the Markkula Center’s Ethical Decision-Making Model, and the PLUS Model
provide systematic approaches to ethical reasoning. Complementary practices—mediation,
dialogue, ethics committees, and collaborative problem-solving—equip organizations to
resolve conflicts constructively. Emphasis is placed on institutional learning through
documentation and reflection, transforming ethical crises into opportunities for
organizational development. Case studies from faith-based organizations in health, disaster
response, governance, and intercultural engagement contexts illustrate how theory translates
into practice. The article concludes that cultivating a culture of openness, embedding ethical
decision-making frameworks, and investing in continuous ethics training enable religious
non-profits to address dilemmas responsibly, aligning communication with moral and

operational coherence.

Keywords
ethical dilemmas; religious non-profits; decision-making frameworks; conflict resolution;

accountability; ethical communication

1. Introduction
Religious non-profits occupy a space where moral authority and practical service intersect.

Their dual identity as both ethical guides and humanitarian actors means that

communication is rarely neutral —it carries moral and emotional weight. Ethical dilemmas
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in communication emerge precisely because religious non-profits must serve multiple moral
constituencies at once: donors seeking transparency, beneficiaries needing confidentiality,
and communities grounded in differing cultural expectations. When principles such as
honesty, fairness, and compassion collide, the organization faces difficult choices in
determining what “doing the right thing” actually entails.

Managing such dilemmas requires structured reflection rather than impulsive reaction.
Ethical communication must not rely on intuition alone but on transparent processes that
can be explained and justified. By applying systematic ethical frameworks and promoting
dialogue across all levels of the organization, religious non-profits can handle ethical
tensions without compromising integrity. This approach transforms moral uncertainty into

collective learning, reinforcing both accountability and trust.

2. Common Ethical Dilemmas in Religious Non-Profit Communication
Ethical dilemmas often manifest in day-to-day decision-making, where communication

carries both informational and moral implications. Confidentiality versus transparency is
among the most frequent tensions. Donors and the public demand openness, yet
beneficiaries may require privacy, especially in sensitive programs related to health,
violence, or personal faith. Balancing these competing expectations tests the organization’s
ability to honor truth without harm.

Truth-telling versus potential harm presents another challenge. Leaders may struggle with
whether to disclose distressing information that could undermine morale or cause emotional
harm. Similarly, resource allocation dilemmas arise when communication about program
priorities affects perceptions of fairness—how limited funds are distributed between equally
deserving causes. Conflicts of interest complicate credibility when personal, financial, or
familial ties influence communication decisions. Finally, cultural diversity versus
universal principles demands sensitivity to local customs while maintaining global ethical
standards. These dilemmas underscore that ethical communication is not about choosing

between right and wrong but reconciling competing goods under moral pressure.

3. Ethical Decision-Making Frameworks
Systematic frameworks provide structure, consistency, and transparency in handling ethical

dilemmas. The Potter Box (Ralph B. Potter, Harvard Divinity School) offers a four-step
process: (1) defining the situation clearly, (2) identifying relevant values, (3) applying

ethical principles such as justice, utility, or respect for persons, and (4) determining loyalties
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—whether to individuals, the organization, or the broader public. This reflective model
prevents reactionary decisions and encourages balance between principle and context.

The Markkula Center Ethical Decision-Making Model expands this approach by
emphasizing an iterative process: recognize the issue, gather the facts, evaluate alternatives,
make the decision, act, and reflect on the outcome. Reflection, often neglected in practice, is
essential for organizational learning. The PLUS Model—Policies, Legal standards,
Universal principles, and Self-reflection—integrates moral reasoning with compliance and
personal integrity. By asking whether decisions align with institutional policies, legal
obligations, universal ethics, and the decision-maker’s conscience, it reinforces moral
accountability. Collectively, these frameworks transform ethical deliberation into a

disciplined, repeatable process rather than a spontaneous moral struggle.

4. Approaches to Conflict Resolution
Beyond decision-making frameworks, religious non-profits need mechanisms to manage

ethical disputes that involve multiple parties. Mediation serves as a constructive tool,
employing a neutral facilitator to guide conflicting stakeholders toward mutual
understanding. In faith-based contexts, mediation also embodies reconciliation—a value
deeply embedded in religious traditions. Open dialogue fosters transparency, allowing
stakeholders to voice concerns without fear of reprisal. Regular forums or ethics dialogues
enable staff and volunteers to discuss emerging ethical tensions before they escalate.

Ethics committees institutionalize moral oversight by drawing together diverse
perspectives —leadership, staff, community representatives, and sometimes theologians or
ethicists. Their collective reasoning provides legitimacy and shared responsibility for
difficult choices. Collaborative problem-solving further democratizes ethical decision-
making by engaging affected parties in generating solutions that reflect multiple interests.
Finally, training programs equip staff and volunteers with practical tools for
communication ethics, emotional intelligence, and intercultural competence. When conflict
resolution is embedded in organizational culture, dilemmas become moments of dialogue

rather than division.

5. Institutional Learning Through Documentation
Religious non-profits that document and analyze ethical dilemmas strengthen institutional

memory and resilience. Systematic documentation includes recording the context, the
ethical principles involved, the decision-making process, and final outcomes. These records

serve not only for accountability but also as educational resources for future cases.
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Reviewing past dilemmas through periodic reflection sessions allows patterns and
recurring challenges to be identified, leading to improved preventive strategies.

Learning sessions — where staff, volunteers, and even community stakeholders discuss past
decisions —help normalize ethical reflection as a collective practice. Policy updates derived
from such discussions ensure that ethical guidelines evolve in step with reality. Sharing
findings with stakeholders through reports or learning briefs demonstrates transparency and
reinforces trust. Over time, this practice creates a feedback loop where each ethical
challenge contributes to stronger, more adaptive institutional ethics. Ethical maturity,

therefore, is achieved not by avoiding dilemmas but by learning from them systematically.

6. Case Studies
Real-world examples illustrate how ethical frameworks operate under pressure. A faith-

based health organization faced a donor’s request for anonymity while maintaining its
policy of financial transparency. By documenting the donation internally and including it in
aggregate reports without disclosing identity, the organization upheld both confidentiality
and accountability. In another case, following a natural disaster, a religious NGO debated
how much damage detail to reveal to avoid donor panic. Choosing honesty, it shared full
information but framed communication around recovery and resilience, maintaining
credibility through constructive transparency.

A community charity in Kenya faced the dilemma of distributing scarce resources
between children’s education and elder care programs. After stakeholder consultation using
a participatory decision model, they opted for proportional funding, ensuring fairness and
inclusivity. In a governance-related case, a board member’s conflict of interest in
procurement decisions was managed through ethics committee review and recusal,
preserving trust in leadership. Finally, an international faith-based network confronted
cultural contradictions between local customs and universal ethics. Using the PLUS Model,
it crafted context-sensitive messages that respected cultural norms while reaffirming
universal human dignity. Each case demonstrates that structured ethical reasoning

transforms uncertainty into guided decision-making grounded in principle.

7. Discussion
Ethical dilemmas reveal the essential tension between idealism and pragmatism in religious

non-profits. While faith traditions emphasize moral absolutes, the realities of humanitarian
work demand nuanced judgment. Frameworks like the Potter Box and PLUS Model bridge

this gap by linking values with practical decision-making steps. Yet frameworks alone are
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insufficient; their success depends on a culture that encourages moral courage and open
discussion. Leaders must create safe spaces for dissent and uncertainty, recognizing that
ethical growth emerges from dialogue, not dogma.

Another challenge lies in balancing universalism with cultural relativism. Ethical
communication cannot ignore local norms, but neither can it compromise core principles of
honesty and respect. This balance requires contextual intelligence —the ability to discern
when adaptation enriches ethics and when it risks ethical erosion. Training, mentoring, and
institutional learning embed these competencies into the organizational fabric. Over time,
this reflective culture converts ethical dilemmas from sources of crisis into catalysts for

coherence and credibility.

8. Conclusion
Ethical dilemmas in religious non-profit communication are not anomalies but reflections of

the moral complexity inherent in serving diverse communities under constraints. Addressing
them requires structured reasoning, inclusive dialogue, and institutional learning.
Frameworks such as the Potter Box, the Markkula model, and the PLUS framework provide
systematic pathways for ethical analysis, ensuring that decisions align with both moral
values and operational realities.

For scholars, these dilemmas offer fertile ground for exploring the intersection between
applied ethics, theology, and organizational behavior. For practitioners, they underscore the
importance of integrating ethical reasoning into all levels of communication—from strategic
messaging to interpersonal dialogue. Ultimately, by embedding openness, accountability,
and reflection into their institutional culture, religious non-profits can transform ethical

challenges into opportunities for deeper authenticity and public trust.
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