
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

The Relationship Between Ethical Decision Making and Ethical Reasoning in Information Technology ...
Woodward, Belle;Davis, Diane C;Hodis, Flaviu A
Journal of Information Systems Education; Summer 2007; 18, 2; Research Library
pg. 193

Journal of Information Systems Education, Vol. 18(2) 

The Relationship Between Ethical Decision Making and 
Ethical Reasoning in Information Technology Students 

Belle Woodward 
Diane C. Davis 

School of Information Systems and Applied Technologies 
Southern Illinois University 

Carbondale, IL 62901 
bellew(a)siu.edu , dcdavis(ci)siu.edu 

Flaviu A. Hodis 
Department of Educational Psychology and Special Education 

Southern Illinois University 
Carbondale, IL 62901 

flaviuah(a2siu.edu 

ABSTRACT 

This study examined undergraduate information technology (IT) students' (N =122) level of ethical reasoning and decision 
making at a Midwestern university. The purpose was to determine whether IT students' level of ethical reasoning provided 
information about the degree of their ethical decision making. The Defining Issues Test-2 (DIT-2) was used as well as an 
Ethics in IT survey instrument containing 21 vignettes related to the field of information technology. The findings did reveal a 
correlation between ethical reasoning scores (as measured by the DIT-2) and the level of ethical decision making related to an 
IT setting (as measured by the Ethics in IT survey). 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The last century led to much advancement in technology, 
which has brought about changes in society, business, and 
education. However, it is evident that no matter how much 
things change and technologies advance, it will always be 
essential to emphasize the importance of teaching ethical 
decision making. In fact, now with the availability of 
computers and the ease of access to information through the 
Internet there seems to be an even greater need to focus on 
ethical reasoning and ethical decision making. There is a 
statement made by presidential financial advisor, Bernard 
Baruch (as cited in Eigen and Siegel) that seems to imply 
that this issue is timeless when he stated that, "During my 
eighty-seven years I have witnessed a whole succession of 
technological revolutions, but none of them has done away 
with the need for character in the individual" (1989, p. 130). 

News stories abound with elaborations of the 
disreputable behavior of American citizens from many 
professions and walks of life. One area at the forefront more 
recently with the use of the Internet is that of information 
technology. "Ethical computer and Internet behavior 
involves dozens of issues, including plagiarism, 

inappropriate use of computer resources, social engineering, 
cyber-stalking, and piracy" (Hillier, 2003, p. I). As 
assessments of the expenses that are caused by ethics deficits 
continue to rise, one responsibility for information 
technology programs on university campuses is to address 
this issue in the classroom. Successfully transferring 
technical knowledge from educators to students in the 
classroom is part of the formula, but without ethics being 
internalized, students are limited in their ability to weigh 
situations and make better decisions. Most educators and 
business professionals have recognized for years the need for 
ethics in the curriculum, and it is included in most curricula 
recommended by such organizations as the Association for 
Computing Machinery. However, as the availability and use 
of electronic data continues to grow, so also does the need to 
focus more on ethics instruction. Gaining a better 
understanding of IT students' ethical reasoning processes 
and moral behavior has practical implications for IT 
education and future IT ethics research. The results can aid 
universities in developing and incorporating adequate ethics 
curricula to increase students' ethical awareness, which may 
better prepare students for the challenges faced in the 
workplace. Rest (1994) argues that developing adequate 
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