ETHICS, YOUTH, AND THE
MORAL BAROMETER

Over dinner with a group of college
students in California not long ago, I re-
peated to them a story—said to be true—
of a ten-year-old in one of New York
City’s roughest sections. On his way to
school, he found a wallet packed with
money and credit cards—and full of iden-
tification. Taking it with him to school, he
could find no one there—no teacher or
administrator—willing to tell him what
was the “right thing to do” with that wal-
let.

“We can’t tell you to keep it or to
return it,” they said in essence, “because
that would be imposing our values onyou.
Besides, you’re poor and he’s pretty well-
off: What would your Mom say if we
suggested you return the wallet? She
might be very upset. No, you'll have to
figure this one out for yourself: We can’t
help you.”

When I asked the students around
that dinner table what they thought should
have happened, they all agreed: The school
officials were absolutely right. There is
no way you can impose your values on
others. There’s no way even to help
instruct the young into a clearer sense of
right and wrong. That child, they con-
cluded, would simply have to learn his
values for himself.

Wherever I share this example, it
raises troubling questions about the
nation’s moral barometer. Yes, people
agree, children need to learn ethics for
themselves; no, it’s not right to impose
values on others. But is that all we can
do? Are we, as a nation, so hopelessly
locked into a slow slide into moral neu-
trality that values must go untaught and
all morality must be deemed relative and
situational? Or do the dozens of ethics
organizations growing up around the na-
tion, the hundreds of executive ethics semi-
nars presented each year, and the thou-
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sands of students now sharing in the new
“character education” movement in
schools tell us something else—that there
1s rising concern about ethics?

A scan of the moral barometer sug-
gests that both are true.

Growing Attention and Concern

On the positive side, we’re talking
more about ethics, it seems, than ever
before. The word has become an integral
part of the language of public discourse.
No week goes by without ethics figuring
inthe blare of our headlines and on the lips
of our commentators. So pervasive is the
idea that, as Dartmouth College ethics
expert Deni Elliott has noted, the New
York Times index from 1969 to 1989
reveals that the number of news stories
indexed under ethics grew in that 20-year
period by 400 percent.! Few readers of
the Times would attribute that change to
an idealistic editorial staff bent on preach-
ing purity to an unregenerate world. The
reason is much simpler: This is a group of
savvy newspaper executives who prosper
by giving the public the stories they want
to read. Today, we want to read about
ethics.

What we read under that heading, of
course, isnot uniformly encouraging. Itis
typically a rich broth of scandal, corrup-
tion, and vice. Sometimes the stories on
ethics have to do with personal tragedies;
other times, the fall of individuals from
high places. Financiers Ivan Boesky and
Michael Milken, politicians Jim Wright
and Gary Hart, evangelists Jim Baker and
Jimmy Swaggart, athlete Pete Rose, hote-
lier Leona Helmsley, clergyman Bruce
Ritter—the list goes on and on. Some-
times those stories have to do with entire
nations, as in the corruption scandals that
have wracked Italy, the ongoing issues of
political intrigue and million-dollar kick-
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backs in Japan, and the revelations of a
knowing use of AIDS-tainted blood for
transfusions in France in the 1980s. Some-
times, too, ethics reaches the headlines as
we frame the debate over the agonizing
issues of our time: How western nations
should respond to “ethnic cleansing” in
the former Yugoslavia, what guidelines to
erectconcerning the use of “heroic” medi-
cal technologies to keep alive the seri-
ously ill, how to think about euthanasia
and abortion, how to balance the pres-
sures against violence shown by the me-
diaand freedom of expression, whether to
distribute condoms in the schools.

Yet today’s ethics stories are not all
generated from some sad human failing,
or from grueling choices between two
wrongs. Some of the headlines applaud
the moral compass of single individuals
who, like community college student
Roger Wardell, found a satchel contain-
ing $6,100 in cash in a Tempe, Arizona
parking lot and gave it back—because, he
said, “It’s just a matter of principle...My
parents brought me up to be honest.”2
Other stories focus on the willingness of
teenagers to behave unselfishly: A 1991
survey by Independent Sector, for ex-
ample, found that 61% of American 12-
to-17-year-olds regularly do volunteer
work, contributing an average of 3.2 hours
of time each week to a charitable activity
of their choice.?

Other stories highlight the dawning
recognition of the importance of ethics for
our future. When Korn/Ferry Interna-
tional and the Columbia University School
of Business polled 1,500 executives in 20
nations in 1989, they found that “personal
ethics” came at the very top of a list of
characteristics said to be required in the
ideal corporate chief executive officer in
the year 2000.4



Still other accounts center on the at-
titudes of entire sectors of society, who
when asked whether ethics matters, re-
spond: “Yes, indeed.”

«In polls by the Gallup Organization, the
number of people insisting that a “strict
moral code” is “very important” has risen
from 47% in 1981 to 60% in 1989.

»In 1991-92, when the Josephson Insti-
tute surveyed US students, 78% of the
high-schoolers said that cheating on ex-
ams is wrong, and 90% of the high-
school and college crowd said that “be-
ing kind and caring” is very important.®

*When the Center for Business Ethics at
Bentley College in Massachusetts sur-
veyed Fortune 1000 corporationsin 1992,
one-third of the respondents said they
had set up a formal “ethics officer” posi-
tion in their corporation. Nearly half of
these positions had been established since
1989.7

*When the Chicago-based management
consulting firm of McFeeley Wackerle
Jett asked 4,000 upper-level executives in
1987 whether “good ethics is good busi-
ness in the long run,” 90% strongly
agreed.8

And there’s plenty of anecdotal evi-
dence. A colleague of mine tells of taking
his grandson to watch a lift-off of the
space shuttle at Cape Canaveral. With the
countdown in progress, the boy noticed a
watch on the ground beneath the bleach-
ers. Slipping through the seats, he re-
trieved it—a genuine Rolex, set about
with diamonds. With the lift-off finished
and people rushing to the parking lot to
beat the crowd, he apologized tohis grand-
father for slowing them down, but in-
sisted they take the watch to Lost and
Found. On their way, the owner of the
watch and her husband caught up with
them, identified the watch, and, greatly
relieved, offered the boy a reward. He
refused. They insisted, explaining that he
had done a rare and highly moral thing.
He still refused. Why? Because, he
explained, “I’'m a Boy Scout.” Ethics, to
him, was not arare and unusual exception.
It was a proper and customary duty.

Unfortunately, any serious reading
of the moral barometer also reveals a
number of sobering signs. Among the
most telling are the views that Americans
take toward that very barometer—the kind
of “how are we doing?” assessments that
register the nation’s attitudes toward it-
self. “By a margin of 63% to 33%,” says
aSeptember 1992 report in Knight-Ridder
newspapers, “Americans believe the

Asking why they cheated, Professor
McCabe was led to conclude that
‘many students felt that some forms
of cheating were victimless crimes,
particularly on assignments that
accounted for a small percentage
of the total course grade.’

United States is indecline as anation. The
decline is not military—we are still the
only superpower—but economic, moral,
and spiritual.”® That last category—a
moral and spiritual decline—received a
“yes” vote from nearly two-thirds of those
responding. Similar comments surface in
other places as well. Asked about the
ethical standards of people today, 59% of
the upper-level executives polled by
McFeely in 1987 indicated dissatisfac-
tion.10

Are We Failing the Young?

Perhaps the most serious evidence of
a barometric decline comes from the nu-
merous surveys that ask individuals to
assess their own response to certain ethi-
calsituations. The challenge is especially
acute among the rising generations, who
are destined to provide the ethical leader-
ship for the nation in the 21st century.
How are they doing?

*In a Louis Harris and Associates survey
conducted in 1989 for the Girls Scouts of
the United States of America, 65% of the
high-schoolers said that, faced with an
important test for which they aren’t suffi-
ciently prepared, they would either try to
copy answers from a good student nearby
or glance atthat student’s paper for ideas. !

*That figure is roughly equivalent to the
one reported in a 1991-92 survey by the
Josephson Institute, which found that three
in five high-schoolers “‘admitted to hav-
ing cheated on an exam at least once while
in high school.”12

*A 1989 survey by the Pinnacle Group, an
international public relations firm, found
that, when they got out into the world of
business, “a total of 66% of students [in
the United States] said they would con-
sider lying to achieve a business objec-
tive.” About the same number said they
would “inflate their business expense
report.”13

When these same students finish col-
lege and head for graduate school, their
ethics apparently goes with them. Rutgers
professor Donald McCabe, surveying
more than 6,000 students in 31 colleges

and universities around the nation during
the 1990-91 academic year, found that
over two-thirds “indicated that they had
cheated on a test or major assignment at
least once while an undergraduate.”!4
The lowest percentage of admitted cheat-
ers was found among those heading for
the nation’s schools of education. That
fact ought to comfort today’s parents and
educators—until they realize that the
“low” number is 57%. The proportions
saying they had cheated among those plan-
ning to enter other specialties:

«Laws schools, 63%

+Arts programs, 64%

«Public service and government programs,
66%

*Medical schools, 68%

*Engineering programs, 71%

*Graduate schools of business, 76%

The presence of an honor code, ap-
parently, had little deterrent effect: Of the
31 colleges and universities surveyed,
fourteen have long-standing honor-code
traditions. Asking why they cheated, Pro-
fessor McCabe was led to conclude that
“many students felt that some forms of
cheating were victimless crimes, particu-
larly on assignments that accounted for a
small percentage of the total course grade.”
You have only to ask who engineered the
bridge you are about to cross, or where
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your doctor got his or her training, to
begin questioning whether a widespread
propensity for cheating among profes-
sionals—and the consequent danger of
unleashing into the world a cadre of indi-
viduals who don’t know what they are
doing—is in fact a “victimless crime.”
And one has only to sit in the corporate
hiring chair, watching the parade of bright
young MBA’s coming for interviews, to
contemplate the statistical probability that
three out of four of them cheated at least
in some limited fashion to get through
your door in the first place.

When these people finally enter the
workforce, do attitudes change? Not
according to a Roper Organization sur-
vey done for Shearson Lehman Brothers
in 1992.15 When 18-t0-29-year-olds were
asked to identify the most important fac-
tors in getting ahead in the world, 89%
said “who you know” and 69% “playing
politics.” Those responses could be in-
nocent enough, if translated into less
provocative terminology such as network-
ing and being politically astute. Unfortu-
nately, there are no mitigating transla-
tions for two other “get ahead” factors—
“corruption” and “deceit”—cited as im-
portant, respectively, by 37 and 39% of
the young adults.

Are the not-so-young adults any bet-
ter? There is some comfort in a 1991
Roper Survey reporting that three-fourths
of Americans say it’s wrong to tell an
insurance company that “their car is kept
in a location with lower insurance rates
than where they actually live.”16

Searching for Trends

From the profusion of such data ex-
amining the moral barometer, two trends
are discernible. Both are troubling, and
both are significant. The first points to an
ebbing of moral attitudes as children get
older:

*A 1992 write-in survey by USA Week-
end—admittedly unscientific, since the
126,000teens estimated to have responded
were not randomly selected—found that
while 70% of the 13-year-olds said they
would return an extra dollar mistakenly

given to them in change, only 55% of 17-
year-olds said they would do the same, 17

*More systematic are the results of the
Girl Scouts survey, showing a similar
patternof ethics declining as age increases.
In that survey, 65% of high-schoolers
reported that they would cheat to pass an
important exam—while only 21% of el-
ementary school children and 53% of
junior high students said the same.18 The
inference is clear: Forevery year that our
students stay in school, the willingness to
contemplate cheating as an acceptable
behavior increases.

What, then, is the moral barometer
telling us? Its current reading sug-
gests a complex pattern, with ten-
dencies toward moral decline mar-
ried to evidence of rising concern.

*A similar and perhaps more discourag-
ing figure comes from studies of college
athletes. Assessing scores on moral rea-
soning tests given to incoming freshmen,
various researchers note that the athletes
generally score lower (indicating less pro-
ficiency in ethical awareness and analy-
sis) than the non-athletes. More disturb-
ing, however, is the fact that when these
same tests are given later in the students’
careers, the non-athletes’ scores im-
prove—while athletes involved in inter-
collegiate sports actually decline in their
moral-reasoning abilities. !9

If ever there were an old chestnut
about a well-rounded education, it is the
notion that sports makes the whole per-
son, builds character, inculcates strong
values, and generally creates ethical indi-
viduals. Yet intercollegiate sports, as
currently played on the competitive, tele-
vised, and money-sodden fields of many
of today’s campuses, apparently does just
the reverse.

A second trend worth noting involves
the comparison of past and present ethical
ages:
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*When the Josephson Institute asked the
out-of-school set (dominated by the over-
thirty crowd) about their own past, they
found that only 25% of them said they had
cheated in their senior year in high
school.20 The figure for today’s high-
school students in the same study stands
at over 60%. The response of the older
people might only reflect, however, arosy
haze of nostalgia, or a less-than-candid
willingness to speak the truth even in an
anonymous survey.

*Less open to question is another of

Josephson’s findings, which is that while

some 75% of college students agree that
“most people will cheat or lie when it is
necessary to get what they want,” only
half as many in the over-thirty group
agree.21

*Watching trends over the past several

decades, University of Georgia profes-

sor Fred Schab found that in 1969 more

than 80% of high-schoolers agreed that

“honesty is the best policy”—a figure
that had dropped to 60% by 1989. Asked
whether they had ever signed their par-
ents’ name to an excuse, nearly half the
students in 1989 said they had—up from
26% who said “yes” in 1969.22

*When upper-level executives were asked
by McFeely Wackerle Jett whether “dur-
ing the past twenty years people have
become more ethical, less ethical, or stayed
about the same,” 56% said “less ethical”
and 36% said “about the same.”23

Searching for Explanations

There are, of course, innumerable
explanations for these twin trends of de-
clining ethics as students age and as his-
tory unfolds. Many observers point to the
breakup of the family, where most people
still feel values are best taught. Others
point to a decline in religious commit-
ment, the fracturing of the community,
the influence of television, a more sexu-
ally permissive age “liberated” by birth
control and abortion, an upsurge of cyni-
cism, a decline in unselfishness, a glut of
greed, a dearth of compassion, and so
forth. A curious fact unearthed among the
college students surveyed by McCabe,



however, suggests yet one more candi-
date: growing affluence. *“Those from
families withincomes over $150,000,” he
reports, “are 50% more likely to be regu-
lar cheaters than those whose parents earn
less than $25,000.24 His finding, sadly
enough, gives new relevance to that old
descriptor poor-but-honest.

What, then, is the moral barometer
telling us? Its current reading suggests a
complex pattern, with tendencies toward
moral decline married to evidence of ris-
ing concern. Reading the barometer to
discern trends—asking into the state of
the nation’s youth, for example, as a pre-
dictor of the future—suggests a more poi-
gnant picture. America’s young people
are deeply confused about issues of right
versus wrong. To their credit, however,
they seem to know it. Cheating is wrong,
they say, even while they go on cheating.
As for what to do about it, they have none
of the resistance to learning sound values
that adults sometimes attribute to them:
Asked whether the public schools should
“teach basic values such as honesty, fair-
ness and responsibility,” 80% of the re-
spondents to the 1992 USA Weekend sur-
vey said, “yes.”25 But then, even the
nation’s business executives feel that way:
By amargin of 84%, they either “strongly”
or “somewhat” agree with the proposition
that “‘companies should provide employ-
ees at all levels with some type of educa-
tion or training in ethics.”26

“There can be little debate that the
character of youth is an increasingly seri-

ous problem for the United States,” writes
Professor James S. Leming, a specialist in
ethics education at Southern Illinois Uni-
versity at Carbondale. The experience of
schooling, he says, is one of the few
constants for all children in an increas-
ingly fragmented and unstable environ-
ment. We as a nation cannot afford to
continue the serendipitous character edu-
cation of youth. The schools must begin
to address this issue, for if we as a people
fail to effectively pass on to our youth the
character traits that have made the United
States a great nation, then the future of
both our youth and the society are in
danger.27
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