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Introduction:

As emergency management is becoming more professionalized, a professional code of ethics which will dictate how the profession handles certain moral dilemmas is necessary.  David Etkin points to past moral dilemmas that resulted in loss of life and major lawsuits which must be prevented in the future.  Dr. Pou, responsible for euthanizing patients during Hurricane Katrina, is one example of how important a code of ethics is to any profession and how professionals act.  Mr. Etkin identifies the need for the emergency management profession to have a robust code of ethics that is applicable to all facets of it.  This is a continuation of a previous presentation given discussing the importance of ethics in the emergency management profession.  (If you would like to know more of this subject, or assist in the growing discussion on the topic, they should contact David Etkin.)

Purpose of Having a Code of Ethics:

The main purpose of a code of ethics is to help professionals do what is morally right in any situation where the answer may not always be apparent.  Codes of ethics provide a standard and benchmarks for how one behaves and supports the overall occupational identity of emergency managers.  With a code of ethics, decision making for moral dilemmas is protected from the typical dangers that exist when the decisions are made ad-hoc.  This protection will come from the practiced consistency of a code of ethics being used repetitively in various moral decisions.  The benchmarks placed on the profession by a code of ethics would ensure that emergency managers would strive to achieve the highest of goals and standards in their conduct.  Even professions with a historically negative reputation, pirates and witches are mentioned in this presentation, were known to have a standard code of ethics.  A code of ethics is a milestone for the development of a profession that is to be viewed as legitimate.  

The initial purpose of a code of ethics is important to define as two types of codes exist in tangent and have two separate goals to achieve.  The first is a prescriptive form which instead of being a set of ethics is more of a code of conduct.  This is compared to the prohibition movement and 10 commandments, as a set of rules that are to be strictly followed in order to be ethical.  Each has enforceable rules which set limitations on how one is to conduct themselves in the professional, or personal, world.  The limitations of this first form are the minimal standards are placed and very little aspiration to achieve higher standards is present.  The second form responds to this but also has some limitations.  The second form is aspirational instead of prescriptive based on the lack of actual rules of conduct but based on goals to achieve.  While the 10 commandments are codes of conduct, aspirational code of ethics render goals that you aspire to achieve and are not as rigidly enforced.  Both forms have merit but not having a sufficient background in morality and philosophical study limits a code of ethics effectiveness. 

Problems with Developing a Code of Ethics:

Etkin identifies the lack of a philosophical and moral foundation in codes of ethics which make them either unenforceable or do not adequately hold a profession accountable for its decisions.  Cultural issues also create problems for developing a code of ethics as one paradigm may be followed which inadvertently discriminates others from the process.  Comparing Canadian and American society and how it relates to codes of ethics is important to consider.  American society focuses more on litigation and legal codes and that is reflected in their code of ethics.  Canadian society and their code of ethics focus on a background of ethical considerations.  Without consideration of multi-cultural backgrounds, you risk alienating members of your profession in the development process.      

Referencing other scholars, such as Pettifor, Etkin points out a dichotomy of institutional loyalty versus individual imperatives to remain employed.  This conflict can make following a code of ethics more challenging and prevent such a code from being successfully implemented.  This lack of reciprocal obligation between organizational and the individual, is what prevents people in a profession from following a code of ethics.  Without that obligation, no emphasis can be placed on the importance of collaboration between members of the profession to develop an interdependent code of ethics.    

Developing a code of ethics is based on how much time is put into it.  One can simply just put together a paper code of ethics and meet some compliance.  This process while completing what requirement you needed to meet, it will not be something accepted within the professional world.  This “paper plan syndrome” will prevent a proper code of ethics to be developed and instead just write something up that meets compliance but nothing else.  Many professionals already possess a certain code of ethics that fits with their individual set of beliefs.  The collaborative nature of this profession allows for various members to provide their input in the development process and can make use of their individual codes to be interdependent and be more comprehensive.


Developing a Code of Ethics:

When starting the process of developing a code of ethics, you have to start with collaboration between all stakeholders involved in the process.  Avoiding the “paper plan syndrome” is vital to creating an effective code of ethics.  Starting with discussions on what should be included in a code of ethics, as well as including ethical theorists with a philosophical background, is important in the first stages.  After that an inclusive process should be conducted that ensures all professionals can participate in the process.  This process can be achieved through surveys and various workshops all to achieve a sort of consensus.  

One thing to avoid according to Etkin is a process by a committee, with the inherent risk of group think, which can devolve and not achieve its original purpose.  The political nature of committees can cause them to devolve into meaninglessness.   To prevent this committee trap from snapping, a code of ethics development process needs a champion as well as institutional support.  This institution should be one that is well respected within the profession and can maintain that reputation through the process as that will be the most effective way to develop the code of ethics. 

Structure of Code of Ethics and Obligations:

Having a set structure within a code of ethics can simplify the process, without oversimplifying the most important parts, and ensure that all the major areas are covered in the new document.  The basic structure should include a theoretical background of ethics and how emergency management faces several ethical issues.  If possible, it should include a process of ethical decision making as well as ways to resolve certain dilemmas that should pop up.  This code of ethics should conclude with additional resources to seek out for ethical guidance.  Lastly, it should try to include case studies from ethical dilemmas faced by emergency managers and how they were resolved.  

As emergency managers have several obligations like any profession to themselves, their employers, the community at large, they also have obligations to those with special considerations.  Several individuals can be wards of the state or disabled, including those not necessarily in the profession but volunteer also have to be considered in your ethical decision making process.  These issues have to considered with the core values of a code of ethics several common ones come to mind, objectivity, respect, impartiality, respect but also honoring diversity and impartiality should be emphasized in the process.        
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