
Professionalism, Role of Ethics, 
and Ethical Reflection Checklists

Green Mountain SAF
Montpelier, VT  Jan 28, 2005

Lloyd C. Irland, 

The Irland Group and 

Yale University



1/10/2006 Green Mountain SAF                          
Professional Ethics Introduction

2



1/10/2006 Green Mountain SAF                          
Professional Ethics Introduction

3

Scope: Professional Ethics

• What is a profession?
• What is professional Ethics
• How do we find “the line”?
• How do we anticipate ethical problems?
• Legal/ethical duties of agents/trustees 

similar but really a separate matter
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Professional Practice

Ethics

Judgment

Experience & Certification

Technical Training
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Traits of a Profession
1. Specialized Knowledge/training 
2. Service provided is arcane– ordinary 

consumer unable to evaluate
3. Public acceptance
4. Practical experience essential
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profession, cont.

5. Professional societies:
1. Ethics codes 
2. Enforcement of ethics rules
3. Examination or accreditation of training.
4. Continuing education

1. Some professions have special  
prerogatives:

– Attorney-client privilege (being re-examined)
– Journalists: obligation to protect sources
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Profession, cont…
5. Classic “learned professions”: law, medicine, 

ministry .. Roots in the Middle Ages
6. Civil engineering, a model for modern 

“technical” professions
7. Professional practice is  “in the public interest”

and not merely  a private business
1. .e.g attorney as “officer of the court”
2. Obligations of physicians, others for “pro bono”

service
3. Often regulated by States (LPE, etc)
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Licensing/Registration

• In some states, professional registration or 
licensing exists for foresters & others

• Regulations may require certain actions 
only by Licensed foresters
– E.g. sign management plans required by 

law/regulation
– Inspect/approve cost sharing projects
– Approve variances from standards
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Ethical Reflection

• A matter of “practical deliberation”
• Understanding/applying general mandates
• Any process will do … I suggest starting 

w. Kidder’s – next page
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Isn’t my Conscience Enough?

• My feeling is, No.
• Conscience is a general feeling… not 

finely tuned to details & nuanced situations
• Often a way to avoid clear thinking 

/discussion
• Choices require clear, thought-out support, 

not just a feeling.
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R. Kidder’s  Ethical checkpoints
(adapted by lci)

1. Recognize Problem
2. Determine the Actor
3. Gather relevant Facts

1. Clarify Factual points
2. Read Code & identify applicable Canons
3. Identify what you don’t know that is important

4. Interpret/apply Code provisions & commentary
1. Right versus wrong issues
2. Right versus right values
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Guide…

5.  Apply Other ethical 
perspectives

6.  Look for Third Way
Formulate options

7.  Make Decision
8.  Revisit/Reflect

(Adapted from R. Kidder Checkpoints in 
Johnson, cf p. 144 ff.)
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Kinds of Actions

Permissible

(right)

Obligatory Optional

Not permissible

(wrong)

Neutral Supererogatory

(Pojman, Ethics… 1995 p. 10)

“The Line”
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Where is the Line?

• Ethical dilemmas arise when you are 
uncertain where “the line” is.

• Wrong actions are beyond it.  You have a 
duty to avoid wrong actions.

• Trouble is, in practice “The line” is more 
often a broad zone of grey, not a clear 
bright line.
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Drawing Lines

• Defining “where the line is” can be difficult, 
context-sensitive, and may be 
controversial.

• First thing is to realize that there IS a line 
out there – this is ethical awareness.

• Reflection helps you try to find it.
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Detecting a Problem

• Most ethics texts assume this is automatic
• But problem detection/foresight is NOT 

automatic
• Ethical training/study will help you to 

detect upcoming situations or dilemmas
• If you do not detect the problem, you 

won’t even think about it till it’s too late!
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Some answers are never final…

Analyze

Evaluate/Modify

Recognize
Problem coming

Tentatively Decide
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Define Problem

• Is this an Ethical 
Problem?

• Won’t help at all to 
ignore ethical 
dimensions

• Keep ethics in 
perspective

Legally Permitted

Ethically permittedPractically feasible
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Kinds of dilemmas

• Business, administrative, or legal
• Political
• Personal loyalties or viewpoints
• Ethical
• Policy

– Not all of these are ETHICAL ISSUES
– THO THEY MAY HAVE ETHICAL ASPECTS
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Patterson’s 4 Questions

• What if everybody did it?
• Would I want to read about it in the paper 

tomorrow?
• What does my conscience say?
• What will it look like tomorrow?
• Irland’s addition:  Would I be comfortable 

explaining this to my 12-year old?
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In conclusion….

• You can be ethical without being a Saint
• Would you rather be remembered as the 

forester who could always rationalize 
being at the line,

• Or, as someone who never went near the 
line?

• Which person would you prefer as an 
example for your children?
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