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Abstract 
Ethical leadership is a cornerstone of sustainable non-profit practice. This Teaching Paper 
introduces an Ethical Decision-Making Framework that provides a step-by-step approach to 
navigating complex dilemmas. The framework guides leaders through identifying ethical 
issues, gathering relevant information, evaluating alternatives using established ethical 
theories, making decisions, implementing them, and reflecting on outcomes. By applying 
this structured process, leaders can ensure their decisions are principled, transparent, and 
aligned with organizational values. Practical examples and case applications demonstrate 
how the framework can be used in real-world non-profit contexts. This resource bridges 
moral philosophy with leadership practice, offering both academic grounding and practical 
usability.
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Executive Summary 
Non-profit leaders frequently encounter ethical dilemmas where competing values, resource 
constraints, and stakeholder interests collide. The Ethical Decision-Making Framework 
provides a structured process to navigate these challenges. Leaders are encouraged to:

1. Identify the ethical issues and stakeholders.
2. Gather relevant facts and context.
3. Evaluate alternatives through ethical principles (utilitarianism, rights-based, justice, 

virtue).
4. Make a principled decision.
5. Implement the chosen action.
6. Reflect on outcomes for future learning.

By following these steps, leaders strengthen organizational accountability, build trust, and 
cultivate ethical cultures that sustain long-term impact.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: 
To equip leaders with a structured ethical decision-making framework for principled and 
transparent leadership in complex contexts.
Learning Objectives:

• Recognize the importance of ethics in non-profit leadership.
• Apply a structured decision-making process to ethical dilemmas.
• Evaluate choices using multiple ethical perspectives.
• Integrate reflection into decision-making for continuous improvement.

Background and Context 
Ethical decision-making has long been central to leadership theory and practice. Burns 
(1978) framed leadership as inherently moral, while Bryson (2018) emphasized 
accountability and integrity in strategic planning for public and non-profit organizations. 
Ethical theories provide different lenses: utilitarianism (Bentham & Mill, 1863) emphasizes 
outcomes; rights-based ethics (Kant, 1785) prioritizes individual dignity; justice frameworks 
(Rawls, 1971) stress fairness; and virtue ethics (Aristotle, 1999/350 BCE) highlights moral 
character. Drucker (1990) further argued that mission-driven organizations must anchor 
decisions in values, not expediency. Non-profit leaders, often operating in high-stakes 
environments, require practical frameworks that merge these theoretical insights into 
actionable processes.
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Practical Guide: Ethical Decision-Making Framework 
1. Identify the Ethical Issues

◦ Define the dilemma and affected stakeholders.

◦ Practical Note: Avoid framing problems too narrowly; consider hidden 
stakeholders (e.g., beneficiaries, donors, future generations).

2. Gather Relevant Information

◦ Collect facts, regulations, and contextual data.

◦ Practical Note: Distinguish between facts and assumptions to prevent bias.
3. Evaluate Alternatives

◦ Analyze options through ethical principles:

▪ Utilitarianism: Which choice creates the greatest good for the greatest 
number?

▪ Rights-Based: Does this option respect the rights of all stakeholders?

▪ Justice: Is the decision fair and equitable?

▪ Virtue Ethics: Does this align with values of honesty, integrity, and 
compassion?

◦ Practical Note: Use multiple lenses to avoid one-dimensional solutions.
4. Make a Decision

◦ Select the option most consistent with ethical principles and organizational 
mission.

◦ Practical Note: Document reasoning for transparency.
5. Implement the Decision

◦ Translate the decision into concrete actions.

◦ Practical Note: Communicate clearly with stakeholders about the rationale.
6. Reflect on the Process

◦ Assess the outcome and evaluate whether ethical standards were upheld.

◦ Practical Note: Integrate lessons learned into future decision-making 
practices.

Case Study 
A humanitarian NGO faced an ethical dilemma when donor funds were restricted to specific 
activities while urgent community needs required reallocation. Applying the Ethical 
Decision-Making Framework:

• Identify Issues: The tension between donor intent and beneficiary needs.

 of 3 6



• Gather Information: Reviewed donor agreements, community needs assessments, 
and organizational policies.

• Evaluate Alternatives:

◦ Utilitarianism favored reallocating funds for maximum community benefit.

◦ Rights-based ethics cautioned against violating donor agreements.

◦ Justice required balancing fairness between funders and beneficiaries.

◦ Virtue ethics emphasized integrity and transparency.
• Decision: The NGO chose partial reallocation with full donor consultation.
• Implementation: Communicated the adjusted plan transparently.
• Reflection: This process improved donor trust and set a precedent for more flexible 

agreements.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Challenge: Pressure to prioritize expediency over ethics. 

Tip: Build accountability systems to slow down decision-making in crises.
• Challenge: Conflicting ethical principles. 

Tip: Use multi-framework analysis to weigh competing values.
• Challenge: Lack of stakeholder trust. 

Tip: Ensure transparency and communication throughout the process.

Reflection Questions 
1. How do I typically approach ethical dilemmas in my leadership role?
2. Which ethical principle (utilitarianism, rights, justice, virtue) resonates most with my 

values?
3. How can reflection strengthen my future decision-making processes?

Limitations and Considerations 
• Ethical principles may conflict, requiring trade-offs.
• Cultural contexts shape interpretations of ethics.
• Leaders may lack full information at decision points.
• Framework is a guide, not a substitute for moral courage.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper contributes to leadership scholarship by operationalizing ethical theory 
into a structured, usable framework. For academics, it illustrates applied ethics in leadership 
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practice. For practitioners, it provides a step-by-step tool that enhances accountability, 
integrity, and trust in decision-making, especially critical in mission-driven organizations.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Ethical decision-making is both a responsibility and a skill for non-profit leaders. The 
presented framework provides structure while leaving room for moral reflection and 
adaptability. Leaders are encouraged to integrate the framework into training programs, 
organizational policies, and governance systems. Future adaptations could include 
developing context-specific ethical guidelines or embedding the framework into digital 
decision-support tools.
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