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Introduction
Morality concerns the standards and reasons people use to judge actions, character, institutions, and
decisions as right, wrong, fair, harmful, honest, or unjust. In business, moral questions arise whenever
choices affect employees, customers, competitors, investors, communities, or the public. Legal
compliance is important, but morality cannot be reduced to whatever the law permits because laws
may be incomplete, outdated, weakly enforced, or unjust. Business ethics therefore asks not only
whether an organization can act in a certain way but whether it should. Useful ethical analysis
considers duties, consequences, rights, fairness, and character rather than relying on one slogan or
on financial outcome alone (Shaw, 2016; Schwartz, 2017). The 2005 MBA admissions incident
provides a practical example. Applicants discovered instructions for changing a web address so they
could view admission decisions before official release, creating questions about authorization, privacy,
security, fairness, temptation, and punishment. The case shows why competent business judgment
requires both personal integrity and organizational systems that make ethical boundaries clear.

Morality, Law, Etiquette, and Business
Responsibility
Morality and law overlap, but they perform different functions. Law establishes enforceable rules
through public institutions, while moral reasoning asks whether conduct is justified even when no
statute or contract resolves the issue. A company may comply technically with disclosure law while
presenting information in a way designed to confuse customers, and an employee may exploit a
contractual loophole without violating a criminal rule. Etiquette is different again because it concerns
conventions of politeness, dress, punctuality, and social behavior. A breach of etiquette may be
awkward without being seriously immoral, while fraud can be morally grave even when committed
politely. Business ethics applies moral reasoning to decisions involving advertising, wages, safety,
confidentiality, conflicts of interest, data use, environmental costs, and treatment of stakeholders
(Shaw, 2016). Ethical management also requires recognizing that organizations influence conduct
through incentives. A written code has little force if leaders reward results regardless of method.
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Morality in business therefore operates at both the individual and institutional levels: people make
choices, but systems shape which choices are encouraged, hidden, punished, or normalized.

Ethical Frameworks for Judging Conduct
Different ethical frameworks illuminate different aspects of a business decision. Duty-based reasoning
asks whether people are treated as ends rather than merely as tools and whether principles such as
honesty, confidentiality, and promise keeping can be applied consistently. Consequential reasoning
compares likely benefits and harms to all affected stakeholders rather than only to the decision-
maker. Justice focuses on whether opportunities, burdens, and procedures are distributed fairly, while
rights-based reasoning protects interests such as privacy, autonomy, and equal treatment. Virtue
ethics asks what a decision reveals or cultivates about character, emphasizing qualities such as
honesty, courage, fairness, prudence, humility, and accountability (Schwartz, 2017). None of these
approaches removes the need for judgment. A decision that appears beneficial overall may still
violate an important right, while rigid rule-following can produce unfair consequences in exceptional
circumstances. Strong ethical analysis therefore tests a choice through several perspectives. If a
decision can be defended only by redefining the facts, hiding information, or assuming that one
stakeholder’s interests matter more simply because that stakeholder is powerful, the reasoning
deserves further scrutiny.

The 2005 MBA Admissions System Incident
In 2005, instructions circulated online showing applicants how to alter part of a web address within
the ApplyYourself application system and reach admissions information before schools officially
released their decisions. Harvard Business School rejected 119 applicants associated with the
unauthorized access and argued that the behavior raised concerns about integrity among prospective
business leaders (HBS to reject snooping hopefuls; Harvard Crimson, 2005). The fact that the
vulnerability did not require sophisticated programming does not settle the ethical question. A weak
access control is an organizational security failure, but it does not automatically create permission for
users to enter information deliberately withheld from them. The applicants’ conduct can therefore be
criticized on grounds of authorization, fairness, and respect for institutional processes. At the same
time, schools and their technology provider had their own responsibility to secure sensitive records
and investigate accurately. Ethical responsibility can be shared without becoming equal: insecure
design does not excuse intentional access, and user misconduct does not excuse preventable security
weaknesses.

Fair Process, Proportionate Consequences, and
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Personal Choice
A fair response to the admissions incident requires both a clear standard and reliable fact-finding.
Applicants who knowingly manipulated the address to obtain unreleased information gained access
unavailable to people who followed the stated process. That difference supports serious institutional
concern. Yet procedural justice also requires evidence about who actually accessed an account, what
information was obtained, whether the person understood the nature of the action, and whether
similarly situated applicants were treated consistently. Harvard Business School continues to
emphasize honesty and accuracy in admissions materials and reserves authority to act when
applicants misrepresent or omit material information (Admissions integrity and procedures; Harvard
Business School, n.d.). If I encountered such instructions, I would not use them. The ethically
preferable response would be to wait for the official decision and, if appropriate, report the
vulnerability without distributing a method that could expose confidential data. This choice remains
defensible even if detection is unlikely because integrity concerns the method used, not merely the
probability of punishment.

A Practical Ethical Decision Process
Business decisions often occur under pressure, uncertainty, and incentives that encourage self-
serving reasoning. A structured process can make moral analysis more disciplined. First, define the
decision accurately and avoid euphemisms that disguise what is happening; calling unauthorized
access “peeking” does not determine whether permission existed. Second, identify all stakeholders,
including people with less power or visibility. Third, determine legal, contractual, professional, and
organizational obligations. Fourth, compare realistic options through duties, consequences, rights,
fairness, and character. Fifth, test consistency by asking whether the decision would still seem
acceptable if every competitor used the same method, if it were described publicly, or if the decision-
maker were the affected party (Schwartz, 2017). Sixth, seek independent review when conflicts of
interest or severe consequences exist. Finally, document the reasoning and monitor the result. Ethical
management is strengthened when organizations combine this decision process with secure systems,
protected reporting channels, fair investigations, and incentives that do not reward employees for
reaching targets through deception or exploitation.

Conclusion
Morality in business is the disciplined evaluation of conduct, character, and institutions against
standards that cannot be reduced to profit, legality, or etiquette. Duties, consequences, rights,
justice, and virtues each reveal different dimensions of a decision, and responsible managers should
test important choices through more than one framework (Shaw, 2016; Schwartz, 2017). The 2005
admissions-system case illustrates why this matters. Applicants who intentionally used a technical
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weakness to obtain unreleased decisions acted beyond the authorization provided by the admissions
process, while the schools and technology provider also had obligations to protect confidential
information and maintain secure systems. A defensible institutional response therefore combines
clear standards, proportionate consequences, accurate fact-finding, and improved security. For an
individual applicant, the strongest ethical choice would be to refuse the unauthorized advantage and
report the weakness responsibly. The broader lesson extends well beyond admissions: ethical
character is revealed most clearly when a shortcut is available, profitable, or difficult to detect, and
ethical organizations make it easier to choose responsible methods without assuming that technology
can replace judgment.
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