
Business Ethics 

Example #1 

In 1981 I attended a symposium dealing with business ethics at the Chapel Hill campus of North 

Carolina’s Public University. At the meetings I advanced an opinion that business ethics was both situational 

and idiosyncratic. Business ethics depends on the mission to be accomplished and the way that mission is to be 

accomplished is in the eye of the beholder. A guide to the decision maker has to be within the concept of 

“good” or “bad” policy relative to the mission. Since policy decisions are in themselves both situational and 

idiosyncratic, my arguments were greatly opposed by those in the audience who opt for a belief in “absolutes.” 

My argument was there are no absolutes in business ethics; maybe in the mind of God, but certainly not in the 

eyes of corporate business people. “Depending on the size of the Benefit/Cost ratio ethics re business will, 

except in rare cases, be bent to fit the idiosyncratic needs of the decision maker(s).” In 2017 my case was made 

to my satisfaction. Seven years earlier, it was discovered, in point of fact, that for the preceding 20 years the 

Chapel Hill Campus had been offering fraudulent academic courses as a way of maintain playing eligibility for 

its national championship basketball players. During the seven years of probing the issues, the supporters of the 

Chapel Hill Campus spent multiples of millions of dollars with the mission of abrogation of the facts of the 

case. Here, the entire University of North Carolina System, Board of Governors, Campus Boards of Trustees, 

Campus Administrators, and sadly, University Faculty (save for a handful) joined the process of “looking the 

other way” and letting the lawyers handle the situation. In the end the lawyers did their jobs. Except for some 

embarrassment, the negative effect on the Chapel Hill Campus and its basketball program was negligible.  

“When it was discovered that, at what we’ve always considered an academically admirable school, 

championships had been won by teams loaded with players who took completely phony classes, most of us were 

sincerely shocked,” Purdue University President Mitch Daniels, a former Indiana governor, wrote in a recent 

Washington Post opinion piece. “We were stunned again when, after years of cogitation, the NCAA delivered a 

penalty of…. nothing. It was a final confession of futility.” Raleigh News and Observer April, 24, 2018. 

Here, one should note, that the basketball program for the Chapel Hill Campus has for over 50 years defined the 

Campus as a brand. During that time the brand has, literally, generated billions of dollars.  

For about 50 years I taught courses at a number of campuses of North Carolina’s Public University; 

thousands of student hours. For every test was a question of “cheating” on the test; improper aid given or 

received. When “cheating” occurred, and proven, punishment was involved for the student(s). That was my 

ethics and the ethics of my colleagues. Often one put oneself in “harms way” by pursuing this ethical behavior 

re the student. But for me and my colleagues this pursuit was standard ethics for being a university professor. 

Catching a student “cheating” on a test was catching unethical behavior. But, 20 years of offering fraudulent 

academic courses to aid in the collection of billions of dollars of revenues for the University was not unethical 

behavior!! Go figure! What are we to think given the university sees to stand mute about academic fraud as 

“good policy?” What does it say to young faculty re what is expected of them? What does it say to students? It 

says it’s OK TO CHEAT!! Business Ethics are situational and idiosyncratic, there are no absolutes!! 

 


