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Ethics Theories
These slides were based on Prof. Maria João Guedes 

(2024)
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Consequentialism

• Moral theory according to which actions 
are judged to be right or wrong by virtue 
of their consequences

• Acts are valued according to their 
consequences

• It considers that what makes an action 
moral or not are its consequences

• Identification of the RIGHT with the 
GOOD produced
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Consequentialism

• Three types:
• Egoism

• Human beings always 
act and must act for 
their own benefit

• Altruism (or ethic of 
compassion)

• Should think about the 
other

• Utilitarism
• Act according to what 

benefit of the most

Examples of 
consequentialism

• “End justify the means”
• Cost/benefit analysis
• “The greatest good”
• “What will I gain from that?”
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Utilitarism
• Utilitarianism is an 

ethical theory that 
determines right from 
wrong by focusing on 
outcomes. It is a form of 
consequentialism.

• Utilitarianism holds that 
the most ethical choice is 
the one that will produce 
the greatest good for the 
greatest number.

• It is the only moral that can be 
used to justify military force 
amework or war. 

• It is also the most common 
approach to moral reasoning used 
in business because of the way in 
which it accounts for costs and 
benefits.

• .

Utilitarism
• However, because we cannot predict the future, it’s difficult to 

know with certainty whether the consequences of our actions 
will be good or bad. This is one of the limitations of utilitarianism

• Utilitarianism also has trouble accounting for values such as 
justice and individual rights. For example, assume a hospital 
has four people whose lives depend upon receiving organ 
transplants: a heart, lungs, a kidney, and a liver. If a healthy 
person wanders into the hospital, his organs could be harvested 
to save four lives at the expense of one life. This would arguably 
produce the greatest good for the greatest number. But few 
would consider it an acceptable course of action, let alone the 
most ethical one.

• So, although utilitarianism is arguably the most reason-based 
approach to determining right and wrong, it has obvious 
limitations.
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Utilitarism

• Of Act
• Checks the 

consequences of each 
individual act 

• Utility calculation each 
time the act is performed

• Of Rule
• Checks the 

consequences of 
everyone following a 
certain rule

• Calculates the overall 
utility of accepting or 
rejecting the rule

Deontological ethics

• Deontology consists of the belief that certain actions are wrong in 
themselves, regardless of the consequences they cause

• Deontological ethics holds that at least some acts are morally 
obligatory regardless of their consequences for human 
welfare.

• Descriptive of such ethics are such expressions as “Duty for 
duty's sake,”“Virtue is its own reward,” and “Let justice be done 
though the heavens fall.

• Deontology is an ethical theory that uses rules to distinguish 
right from wrong. 

• Deontology is often associated with philosopher Immanuel Kant. 

• Kant believed that ethical actions follow universal moral laws, such as “Don't lie. 
Don't steal. Don't cheat.”

• Right is independent of the result produced

• Duty-based decision
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Deontological ethics

• Kant's formulation of ethics is somewhat obscure.
• He claimed that there is a moral command, the 

“categorical imperative”, that we must all follow.
• He never explained it in detail, but he stated that 

a formula for defining whether an action is in 
accordance with him or not is as follows: let us 
imagine that all humanity acts in accordance 
with the intention that we would have in doing 
such an action. 

• If the intention itself prevents all humanity from 
acting in accordance with it, acting with that 
intention is not allowed. 

Examples

• “The ends do not justify 
the means”

• “Do to others as you like 
them to do to you”

• “Be fair and do not use 
others for selfish reasons”
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Virtue Ethics

• It was developed by Aristotle and is focused 
on what a moral person should be like.

• He stated that a person, to be excellent, 
should have several virtues, such as 
courage, temperance, modesty and self-
control. 

• All these virtues would be an ideal 
compromise between an excess and a lack; 
in the case of courage, it would be the 
middle ground between cowardice and 
temerity.

• This ethical theory has somewhat lost its 
relevance over the modern period
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Virtue Ethics

• Virtue ethics does not usually lead to consequences that we 
consider unacceptable, but it does have the problem of not 
making it very clear what we should do. 

• An example is the classic case of the runaway train that goes on 
a track where there are five people tied up, and one person is on 
the side of the lever that would divert the train to a track where 
there is only one person tied up. 

• Utilitarianism would say that we must kill one person 
to save five 

• Kantianism would say that we cannot kill a person, 
regardless of the consequences. 

• Virtue ethics does not seem to be able to give an 
objective answer about what attitude would be right in 
this case. 
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Ethical 
dillemas or 
pitfalls

• Ethical dissonance
• Separation of a particular case from the person's moral convictions 

• Ethical Neutralization 
• Disclaimer:  “I was forced…”; "I'm not the one in charge...“
• Disclaimer: Damage refusal: “it's only once”, “mine doesn't hurt…” 
• Depreciation of the victim: “I was really asking for them”, “he is greedy”, “whoever walks in 

the rain gets wet…” 
• Condemnation of the condemners: “whoever says that is racist/fascist…”; “I don't want to 

hear the truths” 
• Appeal to loyalties: “it’s better for everyone”, “it was on behalf of the partners…” 
• Weird references: “He steals, but he does it!”

The moral elastic!!

• Trade-off between: “I want 
to feel good about myself” 
vs “I want to benefit from 
some dishonesty”

• That's why people "stretch 
the moral rubber band!" 

• Thus, dishonesty depends 
on rationalization and 
expected gain
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What makes 
the elastic 
stretch?

• Psychological distance between act and consequence 

• Involvement of own resources 

• Ability to rationalize and control desires

• Revenge, spite

• Moral codes of conduct 

• Involvement and formalization (signed something? Were there witnesses?) 

• Comparison with others (e.g. public figures, with peers…) 
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