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3.2 Utilitarianism: The Greater Good

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Define utilitarian ethics.
Show how utilitarianism works in business.

Distinguish forms of utilitarianism.

> W N =

Consider advantages and drawbacks of utilitarianism.

The College Board and Karen Dillard

“Have you seen,” the blog post reads, “their parking lot on a Saturday?”“CB-Karen

Dillard Case Settled-No Cancelled Scores,” College Confidential, accessed May 15, 2011,

http://talk.collegeconfidential.com/parents-forum/501843-cb-karen-dillard-case-settled-

no-cancelled-scores.html. It’s packed. The lot belongs to Karen Dillard College Prep
(KDCP), a test-preparation company in Dallas. Like the Princeton Review, they offer high
schoolers courses designed to boost performance on the SAT. Very little real learning
goes on in these classrooms; they’re more about techniques and tricks for maximizing
scores. Test takers should know, for example, whether a test penalizes incorrect answers.
If it doesn’t, you should take a few minutes at each section’s end to go through and just
fill in a random bubble for all the questions you couldn’t reach so you’ll get some cheap
points. If there is a penalty, though, then you should use your time to patiently work
forward as far as you can go. Knowing the right strategy here can significantly boost your

score. It’s a waste of brain space, though, for anything else in your life.

Some participants in KDCP—who paid as much as $2,300 for the lessons—definitely got
some score boosting for their money. It was unfair boosting, however; at least that’s the

charge of the College Board, the company that produces and administers the SAT.

Here’s what happened. A KDCP employee’s brother was a high school principal, and he
was there when the SATs were administered. At the end of those tests, everyone knows
what test takers are instructed to do: stack the bubble sheets in one pile and the test
booklets in the other and leave. The administrators then wrap everything up and send
both the answer sheets and the booklets back to the College Board for scoring. The
principal, though, was pulling a few test booklets out of the stack and sending them over
to his brother’s company, KDCP. As it turns out, some of these pilfered tests were “live”—
that is, sections of them were going to be used again in future tests. Now, you can see
how getting a look at those booklets would be helpful for someone taking those future

tests.

Other stolen booklets had been “retired,” meaning the specific questions inside were on
their final application the day the principal grabbed them. So at least in these cases,
students taking the test-prep course couldn’t count on seeing the very same questions
come exam day. Even so, the College Board didn’t like this theft much better because

they sell those retired tests to prep companies for good money.

When the College Board discovered the light-fingered principal and the KDCP advantage,
they launched a lawsuit for infringement of copyright. Probably figuring they had nothing



to lose, KDCP sued back.Paulina Mis, “College Board Sues Test-Prep Company,
Countersuit Filed,” Scholarships.com, February 26, 2008, accessed May 15, 2011,

http://www.scholarships.com/blog/high-school/college-board-sues-test-prep-company-

countersuit-filed/161.

College Board also threatened—and this is what produced headlines in the local
newspaper—to cancel the scores of the students who they determined had received an
unfair advantage from the KDCP course. As Denton Record-Chronicle reported (and as
you can imagine), the students and their families freaked out.Staci Hupp, “SAT Scores for
Students Who Used Test Prep Firm May Be Thrown Out,” Denton Record Chronicle,
February 22, 2008, accessed May 15, 2011. The scores and full application packages had
already been delivered to colleges across the country, and score cancellation would have
amounted to application cancellation. And since many of the students applied only to
schools requiring the SAT, the threat amounted to at least temporary college
cancellation. “I hope the College Board thinks this through,” said David Miller, a Plano
attorney whose son was apparently on the blacklist. “If they have a problem with Karen

Dillard, that’s one thing. But I hope they don’t punish kids who wanted to work hard.”

Predictably, the episode crescendoed with everyone lawyered up and suits threatened in
all directions. In the end, the scores weren’t canceled. KDCP accepted a settlement
calling for them to pay $600,000 directly to the College Board and provide $400,000 in
free classes for high schoolers who’d otherwise be unable to afford the service. As for the
principal who’d been lifting the test booklets, he got to keep his job, which pays about
$87,000 a year. The CEO of College Board, by the way, gets around $830,000.“AETR
Report Card,” Americans for Educational Testing Reform, accessed May 15, 2011,
http://www.aetr.org/college-board.php. KDCP is a private company, so we don’t know how
much Karen Dillard or her employees make. We do know they could absorb a million-
dollar lawsuit without going into bankruptcy. Finally, the Plano school district in Texas—a
well-to-do suburb north of Dallas—continues to produce some of the nation’s highest SAT

Score averages.

One Thief, Three Verdicts

those who focus on outcomes, the utilitarians’ distinguishing belief is that we should
pursue the greatest good for the greatest number. So we can act in whatever way we
choose—we can be generous or miserly, honest or dishonest—but whatever we do, to get
the utilitarian’s approval, the result should be more people happier. If that is the result,
then the utilitarian needs to know nothing more to label the act ethically

theory’s name. In everyday language, however, we don’t talk about creating a greater

utility but instead a greater good or happiness.)

In rudimentary terms, utilitarianism is a happiness calculation. When you’re considering
doing something, you take each person who’ll be affected and ask whether they’ll end up
happier, sadder, or it won’t make any difference. Now, those who won’t change don’t
need to be counted. Next, for each person who’s happier, ask, how much happier? Put
that amount on one side. For each who’s sadder, ask, how much sadder? That amount
goes on the other side. Finally, add up each column and the greater sum indicates the

ethically recommendable decision.

Utilitarian ethics function especially well in cases like this: You're on the way to take the



SAT, which will determine how the college application process goes (and, it feels like,
more or less your entire life). Your car breaks down and you get there very late and the
monitor is closing the door and you remember that...you forgot your required number 2
pencils. On a desk in the hall you notice a pencil. It's gnawed and abandoned but not
yours. Do you steal it? Someone who believes it’s an ethical duty to not steal will hesitate.
But if you're a utilitarian you’ll ask: Does taking it serve the greater good? It definitely
helps you a lot, so there’s positive happiness accumulated on that side. What about the
victim? Probably whoever owns it doesn’t care too much. Might not even notice it’s gone.
Regardless, if you put your increased happiness on one side and weigh it against the
victim’s hurt on the other, the end result is almost certainly a net happiness gain. So with
a clean conscience you grab it and dash into the testing room. According to utilitarian
reasoning, you've done the right thing ethically (assuming the pencil’s true owner isn’t

coming up behind you in the same predicament).

Pushing this theory into the KDCP case, one tense ethical location is the principal lifting
test booklets and sending them over to his brother at the test-prep center. Everything
begins with a theft. The booklets do in fact belong to the College Board; they're sent
around for schools to use during testing and are meant to be returned afterward. So here
there’s already the possibility of stopping and concluding that the principal’s act is wrong
simply because stealing is wrong. Utilitarians, however, don’t want to move so quickly.
They want to see the outcome before making an ethical judgment. On that front, there

are two distinct outcomes: one covering the live tests, and the other the retired ones.

Live tests were those with sections that may appear again. When students at KDCP
received them for practice, they were essentially receiving cheat sheets. Now for a
utilitarian, the question is, does the situation serve the general good? When the testing’s
done, the scores are reported, and the college admissions decisions made, will there be
more overall happiness then there would’ve been had the tests not been stolen? It seems
like the answer has to be no. Obviously those with great scores will be smiling, but many,
many others will see their scores drop (since SATs are graded on a curve, or as a
percentile). So there’s some major happiness for a few on one side balanced by
unhappiness for many on the other. Then things get worse. When the cheating gets
revealed, the vast majority of test takers who didn’t get the edge are going to be
irritated, mad, or furious. Their parents too. Remember, it’s not only admission that’s at
stake here but also financial aid, so the students who didn’t get the KDCP edge worry not
only that maybe they should’ve gotten into a better school but also that they end up
paying more too. Finally, the colleges will register a net loss: all their work in trying to

admit students on the basis of fair, equal evaluations gets thrown into question.

Conclusion. The theft of live tests fails the utilitarian test. While a few students may come
out better off and happier, the vast majority more than balances the effect with

disappointment and anger. The greater good isn’t served.

In the case of the theft of “retired” tests where the principal forwarded to KDCP test
questions that won't reappear on future exams, it remains true that the tests were lifted
from the College Board and it remains true that students who took the KDCP prep course
will receive an advantage because they’re practicing the SAT. But the advantage doesn’t
seem any greater than the one enjoyed by students all around the nation who purchased
prep materials directly from the College Board and practiced for the exam by taking old
tests. More—and this was a point KDCP made in their countersuit against the College
Board—stealing the exams was the ethically right thing to do because it assured that

students taking the KDCP prep course got the same level of practice and expertise as



those using official College Board materials. If the tests hadn’t been stolen, then wouldn’t
KDCP kids be at an unfair disadvantage when compared with others because their test
practices hadn’t been as close to the real thing as others got? In the end, the argument
goes, stealing the tests assured that as many people as possible who took prep courses

got to practice on real exams.

Conclusion. The theft of the exams by the high school principal may conceivably be
congratulated by a utilitarian because it increases general happiness. The students who
practiced on old exams purchased from the College Board can’t complain. And as for
those students at KDCP, their happiness increases since they can be confident that

they’'ve prepared as well as possible for the SAT.

The fact that a utilitarian argument can be used to justify the theft of test booklets, at
least retired ones, doesn’t end the debate, however. Since the focus is on outcomes, a// of
them have to be considered. And one outcome that might occur if the theft is allowed is,
obviously, that maybe other people will start thinking stealing exam books isn’t such a
bad idea. If they do—if everyone decides to start stealing—it’s hard to see how anything

could follow but chaos, anger, and definitely not happiness.

This discussion could continue as more people and consequences are factored in, but
what won’t change is the basic utilitarian rule. What ought to be done is determined by
looking at the big picture and deciding which acts increase total happiness at the end of

the day when everyone is taken into account.

Should the Scores Be Canceled?

After it was discovered that KDCP students got to practice for the SATs with live exams,
the hardest question facing the College Board was, should their scores be canceled? The
utilitarian argument for not canceling is straightforward. Those with no scores may not
go to college at all next year. This is real suffering, and if your aim is to increase
happiness, then counting the exams is one step in that direction. It’s not the last step,
though, because utilitarians at the College Board need to ask about everyone else’s
happiness too: what'’s the situation for all the others who took the exam but have never
heard of KDCP? Unfortunately, letting the scores be counted is going to subtract from
their happiness because the SAT is graded comparatively: one person doing well means
everyone getting fewer correct answers sees their score drop, along with college choices
and financial aid possibilities. Certainly it’s true that each of these decreases will be
small since there were only a handful of suspect tests. Still, a descent, no matter how

tiny, is a descent, and all the little bits add up.

What’s most notable, finally, about this decision is the imbalance. Including the scores of
KDCP students will weigh a tremendous increase in happiness for a very few against a
slight decrease for very many. Conversely, a few will be left very sad, and many slightly
happier. So for a utilitarian, which is it? It’s hard to say. It is clear, however, that this
uncertainty represents a serious practical problem with the ethical theory. In some
situations you can imagine yourself in the shoes of the different people involved and,
using your own experience and knowledge, estimate which decision will yield the most
total happiness. In this situation, though, it seems almost impossible because there are so

many people mixed up in the question.

Then things get still more difficult. For the utilitarian, it’s not enough to just decide what

brings the most happiness to the most individuals right now; the future needs to be



everyone’s happiness and weigh it as best as you can as far into the future as possible. So
if the deciders at the College Board follow a utilitarian route in opting to include (or
cancel) the scores, they need to ask themselves—if we do, how will things be in ten
years? In fifty? Again, these are hard questions but they don’t change anything
fundamental. For the utilitarian, making the right decision continues to be about

attempting to predict which choice will maximize happiness.

Utilitarianism and the Ethics of Salaries

When he wasn’t stealing test booklets and passing them on to KDCP, the principal in the
elite Plano school district was dedicated to his main job: making sure students in his
building receive an education qualifying them to do college-level work. Over at the
College Board, the company’s CEO leads a complementary effort: producing tests to
measure the quality of that preparation and consequently determine students’ scholastic
aptitude. The principal, in other words, is paid to make sure high schoolers get an
excellent education, and the CEO is paid to measure how excellent (or not) the education

is.

Just from the job descriptions, who should get the higher salary? It’s tempting to say the
principal. Doesn’t educating children have to be more important than measuring how
well they’re educated? Wouldn't we all rather be well educated and not know it than

poorly educated and painfully aware of the fact?

Regardless, what'’s striking about the salary that each of these two actually receives isn’t
who gets more; it’s how much. The difference is almost ten times: $87,000 for the
principal versus the CEO’s $830,000. Within the doctrine of utilitarianism, can such a

divergence be justified?

Yes, but only if we can show that this particular salary structure brings about the
greatest good, the highest level of happiness for everyone considered as a collective. It
may be, for example, that objectively measuring student ability, even though it’s less
important than instilling ability, is also much harder. In that case, a dramatically higher
salary may be necessary in order to lure high-quality measuring talent. From there, it’s
not difficult to fill out a utilitarian justification for the pay divergence. It could be that
inaccurate testing would cause large amounts of unhappiness: students who worked hard
for years would be frustrated when they were bettered by slackers who really didn’t

know much but managed to score well on a test.

To broaden the point, if tremendous disparities in salary end up making people happier,
then the disparities are ethical. Period. If they don’t, however, then they can no longer be
defended. This differs from what a libertarian rights theorist might say here. For a
libertarian—someone who believes individuals have an undeniable right to make and
keep whatever they can in the world, regardless of how rich or poor anyone else may be
—the response to the CEO’s mammoth salary is that he found a way to earn it fair and
square, and everyone should quit complaining about it. Generalized happiness doesn’t

matter, only the individual’s right to try to earn and keep as much as he or she can.

Can Money Buy Utilitarian Happiness? The Ford Pinto Case

Basic questions in business tend to be quantitative, and money is frequently the bottom

line: How many dollars is it worth? What’s my salary? What’s the company’s profit? The



basic question of utilitarianism is qualitative: how much happiness and sadness is there?
Inevitably, it’s going to be difficult when businesses accustomed to bottom-line number
decisions are forced to cross over and decide about general happiness. One of the most

famous attempts to make the transition easier occurred back in the 1970s.

With gas prices on the rise, American car buyers were looking for smaller, more efficient
models than Detroit was manufacturing. Japanese automakers were experts in just those
kinds of vehicles and they were seizing market share at an alarming rate. Lee Iaccoca,
Ford’s president, wanted to rush a car into production to compete. His model was the
Pinto.Case facts taken from Manuel Velasquez, Business Ethics, Concepts and Cases, 6th
ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 60-61.

A gas sipper slated to cost $2,000 (about $12,000 today), Ford rushed the machine
through early production and testing. Along the way, unfortunately, they noticed a design
problem: the gas tank’s positioning in the car’s rump left it vulnerable to rear-end
collisions. In fact, when the rear-end hit came faster than twenty miles per hour, not only
might the tank break, but gasoline could be splattered all the way up to the driver’s
compartment. Fire, that meant, ignited by sparks or anything else could engulf those

inside.

No car is perfectly safe, but this very scary vulnerability raised eyebrows. At Ford, a
debate erupted about going ahead with the vehicle. On the legal end, the company stood
on solid ground: government regulation at the time only required gas tanks to remain
intact at collisions under twenty miles per hour. What about the ethics, though? The
question about whether it was right to charge forward was unavoidable because rear-end

accidents at speeds greater than twenty miles per hour happen—every day.

The decision was finally made in utilitarian terms. On one side, the company totaled up

the dollar cost of redesigning the car’s gas tank. They calculated

e 12.5 million automobiles would eventually be sold,

e eleven dollars would be the final cost per car to implement the redesign.

Added up, that’s $137 million total, with the money coming out of Pinto buyers’ pockets
since the added production costs would get tacked onto the price tag. It’s a big number
but it’s not that much per person: $11 is about $70 today. In this way, the Pinto situation
faced by Ford executives is similar to the test cancellation question for the College
Board: one option means only a little bit of suffering for specific individuals, but there are

a lot of them.

On the other side of the Pinto question—and, again, this resembles the College Board
predicament—if the decision is made to go ahead without the fix, there’s going to be a /ot
of suffering but only for a very few people. Ford predicted the damage done to those few

people in the following ways:

e Death by burning for 180 buyers
e Serious burn injuries for another 180 buyers

e Twenty-one hundred vehicles burned beyond all repair

That’s a lot of damage, but how do you measure it? How do you compare it with the hike
in the price tag? More generally, from a utilitarian perspective, is it better for a lot of

people to suffer a little or for a few people to suffer a lot?



Ford answered both questions by directly attaching monetary values to each of the

injuries and damages suffered:

o At the time, 1970, US Government regulatory agencies officially valued a human life
at $200,000. (That would be about $1.2 million today if the government still kept this
problematic measure.)

e Insurance companies valued a serious burn at $67,000.

e The average resale value on subcompacts like the Pinto was $700, which set that as

the amount lost after a complete burnout.

The math coming out from this is (180 deaths x $200,000) + (180 injuries x $67,000) +
(2,100 burned-out cars x $700) = $49 million. The result here is $137 million worth of
suffering for Pinto drivers if the car is redesigned and only $49 million if it goes to the

streets as is.

Ford sent the Pinto out. Over the next decade, according to Ford estimates, at least 60
people died in fiery accidents and at least 120 got seriously burned (skin-graft-level
burns). No attempt was made to calculate the total number of burned vehicles. Shortly
thereafter, the Pinto was phased out. No one has final numbers, but if the first decade is
any indication, then the total cost came in under the original $49 million estimate.
According to a utilitarian argument, and assuming the premises concerning dollar values

are accepted, Ford made the right decision back in 1970.

If every Pinto purchaser had been approached the day after buying the car, told the
whole Ford story, and been offered to change their car along with eleven dollars for
another one without the gas tank problem, how many would’ve handed the money over to
avoid the long-shot risk? The number might’ve been very high, but that doesn’t sway a
utilitarian conclusion. The theory demands that decision makers stubbornly keep their
eye on overall happiness no matter how much pain a decision might cause certain

individuals.

Versions of Utilitarian Happiness

Monetized utilitarianism attempts to measure happiness, to the extent possible, in
terms of money. As the Ford Pinto case demonstrated, the advantage here is that it allows
decisions about the greater good to be made in clear, objective terms. You add up the
money on one side and the money on the other and the decision follows automatically.
This is a very attractive benefit, especially when you’re dealing with large numbers of
individuals or complex situations. Monetized utilitarianism allows you to keep your

happiness calculations straight.

Two further varieties of utilitarianism are hedonistic and idealistic. Both seek to
maximize human happiness, but their definitions of happiness differ. Hedonistic
utilitarians trace back to Jeremy Bentham (England, around 1800). Bentham was a
wealthy and odd man who left his fortune to the University College of London along with
the stipulation that his mummified body be dressed and present at the institution. It
remains there today. He sits in a wooden cabinet in the main building, though his head
has been replaced by a wax model after pranking students repeatedly stole the real one.
Bentham believed that pleasure and happiness are ultimately synonymous. Ethics, this
means, seeks to maximize the pleasures—just about any sensation of pleasure—felt by
individuals. But before dropping everything and heading out to the bars, it should be

remembered that even the most hedonistic of the utilitarians believe that getting



pleasure right now is good but not as good as maximizing the feeling over the long term.
(Going out for drinks, in others words, instead of going to the library isn’t

recommendable on the evening before midterms.)

A contemporary of Bentham, John Stuart Mill, basically agreed that ethics is about
maximizing pleasure, but his more idealistic utilitarianism distinguished low and
highbrow sensations. The kinds of raw, good feelings that both we and animals can find,
according to Mill, are second-rate pleasures. Pleasures with higher and more real value
include learning and learnedness. These aren’t physical joys so much as the delights of
the mind and the imagination. For Mill, consequently, libraries and museums are scenes

of abundant pleasure, much more than any bar.

This idealistic notion of utilitarianism fits quite well with the College Board’s response to
the KDCP episode. First, deciding against canceling student scores seems like a way of
keeping people on track to college and headed toward the kind of learning that rewards
our cerebral inclinations. Further, awarding free prep classes to those unable to pay

seems like another step in that direction, at least if it helps get them into college.

Versions of Utilitarian Regulation

A narrow distinction with far-reaching effects divides soft from hard utilitarianism. Soft

generally what they mean. As a theory, soft utilitarianism is pretty laid back: an act is

good if the outcome is more happiness in the world than we had before. Hard

only ifthe total benefits for everyone are greater than those produced by any other act.

According to the hard version, it’s not enough to do good; you must do the most good
possible. As an example, think about the test-prep company KDCP under the microscope

of utilitarian examination.

e When a soft utilitarian looks at KDCP, the company comes out just fine. High
schoolers are learning test-taking skills and tricks that they’ll only use once but will
help in achieving a better score and leave behind a sense that they’ve done all they
can to reach their college goals. That means the general happiness level probably
goes up—or at worst holds steady—because places like KDCP are out there.

e When a hard utilitarian looks at KDCP, however, the company doesn’t come off so
well. Can we really say that this enterprise’s educational subject—test taking—is the
very best use of teaching resources in terms of general welfare and happiness? And
what about the money? Is SAT prep really the best way for society to spend its
dollars? Wouldn’t a hard utilitarian have to recommend that the tuition money
collected by the test-prep company get siphoned off to pay for, say, college tuition for

students who otherwise wouldn’t be able to continue their studies at all?

If decisions about businesses are totally governed by the need to create the most
happiness possible, then companies like KDCP that don’t contribute much to social well-

being will quickly become endangered.

The demands of hard utilitarianism can be layered onto the ethical decision faced by the
College Board in their courtroom battle with KDCP. Ultimately, the College Board opted
to penalize the test-prep company by forcing it to offer some free classes for

underprivileged students. Probably, the result was a bit more happiness in the world. The



result wasn’t, however, the most happiness possible. If hard utilitarianism had driven the
decision, then the College Board would’ve been forced to go for the jugular against
KDCEP strip away all the money they could, and then use it to do the most good possible,
which might have meant setting up a scholarship fund or something similar. That’s just a
start, though. Next, to be true to hard utilitarianism, the College Board would need to
focus on itselfwith hard questions. The costs of creating and applying tests including the
SAT are tremendous, which makes it difficult to avoid this question: wouldn’t society as a
whole be better off if the College Board were to be canceled and all their resources
dedicated to, for example, creating a new university for students with learning

disabilities?

Going beyond KDCP and the College Board, wouldn’t almost any private company fall
under the threat of appropriation if hard utilitarians ran the world? While it’s true, for
example, that the money spent on steak and wine at expensive Las Vegas restaurants
probably increases happiness a bit, couldn’t that same cash do a lot more for the general
welfare of people whose income makes Las Vegas an impossibly expensive dream? If it
could, then the hard utilitarian will propose zipping up Las Vegas and rededicating the

money.

Finally, since utilitarianism is about everyone’s total happiness, don’t hard questions start
coming up about world conditions? Is it possible to defend the existence of McDonald’s in

the United States while people are starving in other countries?

Conclusion. In theory, there’s not much divergence between soft and hard utilitarianism.
But in terms of what actually happens out in the world when the theory gets applied,

that’s a big difference. For private companies, it’s also a dangerous one.

that a specific action is recommended if it increases happiness. This is the default form of
utilitarianism, and what people usually mean when they talk about the theory. The
separate rule-based version asserts that an action is morally right if it follows a rule that,

when applied to everyone, increases general happiness.

The rule utilitarian asks whether we’d all be benefitted if everyone obeyed a rule such as
“don’t steal.” If we would—if the general happiness level increases because the rule is
there—then the rule utilitarian proposes that we all adhere to it. It’s important to note
that rule utilitarians aren’t against stealing because it’s intrinsically wrong, as duty
theorists may propose. The rule utilitarian is only against stealing if it makes the world
less happy. If tomorrow it turns out that mass stealing serves the general good, then theft

becomes the ethically right thing to do.

The sticky point for rule utilitarians involves special cases. If we make the rule that theft
is wrong, consider what happens in the case from the chapter’s beginning: You forgot
your pencil on SAT test day, and you spot one lying on an abandoned desk. If you don’t
take it, no one’s going to be any happier, but you'll be a lot sadder. So it seems like rule
utilitarianism verges on defeating its own purpose, which is maximizing happiness no

matter what.

On the other hand, there are also sticky points for act utilitarians. For example, if I go to
Walmart tonight and steal a six-pack of beer, I'll be pretty happy. And assuming I don’t
get caught, no one will be any sadder. The loss to the company—a few dollars—will

disappear in a balance sheet so huge that it’s hard to count the zeros. Of course if



everyone starts stealing beers, that will cause a problem, but in practical terms, if one
person does it once and gets away with it, it seems like an act utilitarian would have to

approve. The world would be a happier place.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Utilitarian Ethics in

Business

Basic utilitarianism is the soft, act version. These are the theory’s central advantages:

e Clarity and simplicity. In general terms, it’s easy to understand the idea that we

should all act to increase the general welfare.

e Acceptability. The idea of bringing the greatest good to the greatest number coheres

with common and popular ideas about what ethical guidance is supposed to provide.

o Flexibility. The weighing of individual actions in terms of their consequences allows
for meaningful and firm ethical rules without requiring that everyone be treated
identically no matter how different the particular situation. So the students whose
scores were suspended by the College Board could see them reinstated, but that
doesn’t mean the College Board will take the same action in the future (if, say, large
numbers of people start stealing test booklets).

e Breadth. The focus on outcomes as registered by society overall makes the theory
attractive for those interested in public policy. Utilitarianism provides a foundation

and guidance for business regulation by government.

The central difficulties and disadvantages of utilitarianism include the following:

e Subjectivity. It can be hard to make the theory work because it’s difficult to know
what makes happiness and unhappiness for specific individuals. When the College
Board demanded that KDCP give free classes to underprivileged high schoolers, some
paying students were probably happy to hear the news, but others probably fretted
about paying for what others received free. And among those who received the
classes, probably the amount of resulting happiness varied between them.

e Quantification. Happiness can’t be measured with a ruler or weighed on a scale; it’s
hard to know exactly how much happiness and unhappiness any particular act
produces. This translates into confusion at decision time. (Monetized utilitarianism,
like that exhibited in the case of the Ford Pinto, responds to this confusion.)

o Apparent injustices. Utilitarian principles can produce specific decisions that seem
wrong. A quick example is the dying grandmother who informs her son that she’s got
$200,000 stuffed into her mattress. She asks the son to divide the money with his
brother. This brother, however, is a gambling alcoholic who’ll quickly fritter away his
share. In that case, the utilitarian would recommend that the other brother—the
responsible one with children to put through college—just keep all the money. That
would produce the most happiness, but do we really want to deny grandma her last
wish?
good. Imagine that someone or a certain group of people were found to have a much
greater capacity to experience happiness than others. In that case, the strict
utilitarian would have no choice but to put everyone else to work producing luxuries
and other pleasures for these select individuals. In this hypothetical situation, there
could even be an argument for forced labor as long as it could be shown that the
servants’ suffering was minor compared to the great joy celebrated by those few who
were served. Shifting this into economic and business terms, there’s a potential

utilitarian argument here for vast wage disparities in the workplace.



others may be pleasured. Think of gladiatorial games in which a few contestants
suffer miserably, but a tremendous number of spectators enjoy the thrill of the
contest. Moving the same point from entertainment into the business of medical
research, there’s a utilitarian argument here for drafting individuals—even against
their will—to endure horrifying medical experiments if it could be shown that the
experiments would, say, cure cancer, and so create tremendous happiness in the

future.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

o Utilitarianism judges specific decisions by examining the decision’s
consequences.

o Utilitarianism defines right and wrong in terms of the happiness of a society’s
members.

o Utilitarian ethics defines an act as good when its consequences bring the
greatest good or happiness to the greatest number of people.

e There are a variety of specific forms of utilitarianism.

e Theoretically, utilitarianism is straightforward, but in practical terms it can be

difficult to measure the happiness of individuals.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What is a utilitarian argument in favor of a college education? How does it differ
from other reasons you might want to go to college or graduate school?

2. How could a utilitarian justify cheating on an exam?

3. What is a “global ethics”?

4. What practical problem with utilitarianism is (to some degree) resolved by
monetized utilitarianism?

5. What are two advantages of a utilitarian ethics when compared with an ethics of
duties?

6. What are two disadvantages of a utilitarian ethics when compared with an ethics
of duties?

7. What's an example from today’s world of a utilitarian monster?

8. What’'s an example from today’s world of a utilitarian sacrifice?
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