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Integrating Ethics into Information 
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Approach Based on Role Playing 
ABSTRACT: The need to include ethics in the IS curriculum has been well documented by 
academics and practitioners. Educators are still struggling with how to accomplish this task, 
due in part to their inexperience with ethical theory and with pedagogical methods for teach
ing ethics. The purpose of this paper is to present a multi-method pedagogical approach 
centered around a role playing exercise that the author has used for teaching ethics to 
undergraduate business students enrolled in a Management Information Systems course. 
The approach is based on the belief that in order to raise the students' consciousness about 
ethical issues, the students must be challenged to experience conscious ethical conflicts and 
to incorporate their own values into solving ethical problems. Ethical decisions must take into 
consideration the positions of the stakeholders prior to the decision and the potential out
comes of the decision for each of the stakeholders. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The need to incorporate ethics into the 

information systems curriculum has been 
recognized by both the academic and 
professional communities. Smith [ 1] 
suggests that "professional ethics in the 
Computer Information Systems/Sciences is a 
developing topic that demands discussion 
and training in the undergraduate IS cur
riculum." Cohen and Cornwell [2] explain 
that "software piracy and the apparent 
rampant disregard for software as intel
lectual property convinced us that ethics 
must be taught as part of the information 
systems (IS) curriculum." The Data 
Processing Management Association 
(DPMA) has adopted a Code of Ethics and 
Standards of Conduct for its members that 
is consistent with their mission to foster 
responsible management of information. 
The DPMA has further advocated that the 
topics of IS professionalism and ethics be 
incorporated in their Model Curriculum for 
the 90's [3]. Other professional organi
zations such as the Association of 
Computing Machinery (ACM) and the 
Institute for Certification of Computer 
Professionals (ICCP) and the Canadian 
Information Processing Society ( CIPS) have 
adopted their own codes of e_thics [4]. 

Within the business ethics literature there 
has been a strong call to include a dis-

cussion of ethics in all business courses [5, 
6, 7] including information systems I 1, 2]. 
Despite the recognition of the need for 
incorporating ethics into the IS curriculum, 
educators have been criticized for paying 
inadequate attention to teaching ethics [5]. 
Discussion of ethics in IS courses, for 
example, is often found towards the end of 
the IS text, and is often relegated to the 
status of being covered only if time permits. 
In part, the lack of attention to ethical issues 
by educators may be due to their inexpe
rience with ethical theory and with peda
gogical methods for teaching ethics. The 
purpose of this paper is to present a multi
method pedagogical approach that the 
author has used with success for teaching 
ethics to undergraduate business students 
enrolled in a Management Information 
Systems Course. The course is required of 
all business students and is the follow up to 
a first course in information technology. The 
multi-method approach incorporates the 
use of a mini case, group assignments and 
role playing and is flexible in that it may be 
integrated into any IS course. 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 
The approach described in this paper is 

founded on the belief expressed by 
Bishop[5], that in order to raise students' 
consciousness about ethical issues, students 
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must be challenged to experience conscious 
ethical conflicts and to incorporate their 
own values into solving ethical problems. 
The power of working through ethical con
flicts lies, as Castro [8] puts it, "in its ability 
to force such a confrontation and, through 
it, to achieve enhanced self understanding." 
In order to achieve this objective in the 
classroom, the students were engaged in a 
series of assignments which had as its 
central focus a role playing exercise. 

Role playing has been advocated as a 
technique for teaching ethics in the business 
curriculum [6 9) and more specifically in 
information systems courses( l]. Role 
playing provides students with an oppor
tunity to achieve insights into themselves, 
others and motivations for actions which 
can aid students in clarifying their own 
values and in effectively directing their own 
behavior (6,10]. It permits students to 
express strong opinions in the rather benign 
environment of the classroom and thus 
creates an environment in which open con
frontation may find expression both 
internally and among students. Ethical 
positions are challenged and students are 
required to defend their own values and 
beliefs or are forced by their assigned roles 
to defend the beliefs and values of others 
with whom they may disagree. A key to 
developing an ethical consciousness is the 
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