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An Investigation of Ethical
Perceptions of Public
Sector MIS Professionals

Ken Udas
William L. Fuerst
David B. Paradice

ABSTRACT. Management information system (MIS)
professionals have a central role in technology
development, determining how technology is used
in organizations, and the effects it has on clients and
society. MIS stakeholders have expressed concern
regarding MIS professional’s role in computer crime,
and security of electrenically stored information. It
is recognized that MIS professionals must make
decisions based on their professional ethics. The
Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) and
the Dara Processing Management Association
(DPMA) have developed codes of ethics to help guide
practitioners with echical professional decision
making. In this scudy, a model was developed from
the combined ACM and DPMA codes of ethics and
used in the construction of a survey instrument. The
survey was conducted using public sector MIS pro-
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fessionals, and findings relacive to the influences that
codes of ethics, ethical enforcement systems, and
membership in professional organizations has on
ethical perception were studied. [n addition, the
influence that ethical obligation to particular con-
stituencies had on respondents’ ethical acticudes was
also investigated. The study indicated thac echical
obligation of public sector MIS professionals is
scronger for management and employers than for
peers, soclety, or clients.

Intreduction

The conduct exhibited by management infor-
mation systems (MIS) as 2 profession, individual
pracutioners of the science, and computer users
has been of serious concern to many members
of the population that the profession serves (Vitell
and Davis, 1990). The concern has been gener-
ated bv highly publicized computer related
crimes (Bologna, 1987), and the perceived lack
of adequate computer security systems (Johnson,
1988). The relatively short history of the MIS
profession and lack of universally accepted pro-
fessional standards (Parker et al., 1990; Vitell and
Davis, 1990) has resulted in a call for increased
government regulation of MIS practice (Gardner
et al., 1989; Hughes, 1988).

The purpose of this study was to investigate
the perception of public sector MIS professionals
regacding ethical issues as they relate to MIS
functions. A guestionnaire was used to gather
responses from subjects regarding ethical situa-
tions, personal characteristics, and organizational
characteristics. The questionnaire was developed
from the ACM and the DPMA codes of ethics.

feenee regarding rhe peresption of othical

issues, existence of organizational ethics codes
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and their relative effectiveness directly relate to
the problems of illegal and unethical behavior
within the MIS area. If codes of ethics seem to
help provide an envirenment which is conducive
to socially desired. responsible, and professional
behavior within the MIS area, there may be
increased impetus to view relevant MIS issues
from a perspective which includes formal orga-
nizational policy. In addition, if certain variables
relate to the effectiveness of the ethics codes, they
should be considered while evaluating an existing
code or developing one for the first time.

A second view of ethics focuses on the nature
of the ethical dilemma rather than specific
accributes of the MIS professional or the MIS
organization. Findings of what types of issues
MIS professionals perceive as relevant, or which
stakeholders command a high degree of ethical
obligation from the MIS professional, may point
to policy decisions, pracuce, and future study.

Background

This section provides a brief survey of the
relevant areas associated with the development of
this study. A definition of ethics, and discussions
of ethics in MIS, the role of ethics codes for
organizations and society, ethics models, and the
public sector dichotomy of bureaucratic and
democratic ideals help frame the context of the
study.

Defining ethics

Normative ethics provide the philosophical basis
for establishing principles that are morally
correct. As there is no untversally accepted philo-
sophical base, ethics are often measured by many
conflicting standards {Regan, 1984). Most people
seem to fit the ethical principle to a particular
situation. Therefore, to be meaningfully appliéd
to the business environment, a general defini-
ton of practical ethics must be flexible. Lewis
(1985) offered a definition of business echics in
“Defining ‘Busines Ediicy’; Like INaling jello 1o
a Wall.” From his research, Lewis arrived at the
following definition of business ethics: “Business

ethics is moral rules, standards, codes, or princi-
ples which provide guidelines for right and
rruchful behavior in specific situations” {p. 382).
According to this definition, echical codes are
more than a tool to support ethical behavior;
they are fundamental to the definition of ethics.

Ethics in MIS

Presumably, MIS professionals struggle with the
same types of echical issues faced by other
business professionals. Ethical dilemmas regarding
conflict of interest, theft, equal opportunicy, and
environmental impact cut across professions. In
addition to these general concerns, several issues
that apply specifically to the information systems
(IS) profession are raised in the literature.

The nature of computer technology renders
the ethical issues encountered by IS professionals
unique. Parker et al. (1990} contended chat
*advancements in computer and data communi-
cations technology have resulted in the need to
reevaluate the application of ethical principles
and establish new agreements on ethical prac-
tices” (p. 113). Information on electronic and
magnetic storage media lends itself to ease of
reproduction, theft, and contamination; raising
issues regarding, propriety rights, property rights,
privacy, plagiaristn, misuse, and freedam of
expression (Parker et al., 1990; Vitell and Davis,
1990). Because of the growing benefits accrued
from access to computers. Johnson (1985) sug-
gested that there may be circumstances in which
access to computers, computer skills, computer
professionals, and decision making about
computer applicacions could be construed as
rights.

The most encompassing, and possibly the most
pervasive, inquiry made in the literature involves
the role that IS professionals should take in
determining how their work is applied and to
what end it serves (Clarke, 1988; Rosenberg,
1991; Vitell and Davis, 1990). Implicit in this
query is the issue of prioritizing obligations to
different stakeholders who are affected hy the
system. Several recent studies speak to these
Issues.

Recent studies of MIS, business, and engi-

ne
SCL
ac
pr
Pa

ju
an
on

of

bu
su.
lis
su

et
th

ho
an
sat

HT
an

pt‘t
be
un
T}
ev
ac

C«

Fr:
ber
pr«
soC
a
rel
thie
acc

Bt
col
the
bE(



«Cl=-
ind
i2).
are
or;
1¢s.

the
her
ing
ind

In
ues
sms

fers
1als
hat
‘ni-
P to
sles
ac-
and
-~ of
mng
hts,

of
vis,
ned
ug-
iich
iter
out
i oas

105t
lves
- in

2rg,
this
E ]
the

IE3IC

1gi-

Ethical Perceptions 723

neering students indicate that undergraduate
students have a different perception of ethically
acceptable behavior than do experienced MIS
professionals {(Athey, 1993; Gardner et al., 1989;
Paradice, 1990).

These studies provide insights regarding
possible contflicts and sources of misunderstanding
among members of the [S profession about issues
on which all professions are judged.

Vitell and Davis’ (1990) study showed that the
MIS professionals surveyed felt they had many
opportunities to engage in unethical behavior,
but that MIS managers rarely did. Forcht (1991)
surveyed chief executive officers on the 1988
listing of Datamation 100 companies. She asked
subjects to respond to statements concerning
ethical behavior. Forcht’s only conclusion was
that “It would appear that the CEOs responding
hold some very high ethical standards personally
and expect their companies to abide by these
same standards” (Forcht, 1991, p. 67).

The reviewed MIS ethics studies indicate the
importance that IS professionals place on ethics
and the potential benefits of ethical training for
students and new professionals. Experienced
professionals have 2 strong commitment to ethical
behavior and feel as if they can distinguish
unethical practices from acceptable practices.
These findings seem contradictory to the
evidence provided by citations in popular and
academic literature of ethical transgressions of
MIS professionals (Bequai, 1984; Hughes, 1988;
Vitell and Davis, 1990).

Codes of ethics

Frankel (1989) referred to the relationship
between professions and soctety as “the society-
protession nexus” (p. 109). He indicated that
society and professions are constantly engaged in
a negotiation that defines the terms of their
relationship. At the crux of the negotiations are
the opposing forces of the public’s demand for
accountability and the profession’s desire for
autonomy. Because the profession operates as a
contributing member of society, society can grant
the profession autonomy, or if the profession
becomes obnoxious, remove the privilege

(Frankel, 1989). Due to the agency responsibility
that the profession owes to its stakeholders, the
profession is expected to provide its members
with regulations in which to adhere.

One way to attain autonomy is to practice
self-regulation. Self-regulation can occur at the
firm, industry, or business level, and is practiced
when the entity establishes 1ts own standards of
behavior that are independent of externally
imposed regulations or are complementary to
outside regulations (Hemphill, 1992). Codes of
ethics may facilitate self-regulation by helping the
organization come to terms with its social
responsibilities and serve as a sign of good
intentions (L'Etang, 1992). Formal codes of
ethics have served to define professional values
(Anderson et al., 1993; Trevino, 1986), set
standards (Murphy and Laczniak, 1981), and
inform members of the profession what the
standards are (Dean, 1992). In review, formal
codes of ethics exist to enhance professionalism,
help ensure autonomy through self-regulation,
and help define the organization’s obligations to
sociery.

Models

Conceptual models offer a common framework
and language in which to discuss ethical issues.
Factors and relationships that guide echical
decision making and behavior are often modeled.
Ferrell and Gresham (1985), Stead et al. {(1990)
and Trevino (1986) include referent others and
codes of ethics as factors influencing ethical
decision making in organizations. In Ferrell and
Gresham’s model, codes of ethics and significant
others served as moderating variables for oppor-
tunity to behave unethically. In the model offered
by Stead et al. (1990), codes of ethics and the
behavior of referent others served as organiza-
tional factors influencing individual factors and
ultimately ethical behavior. Trevino posited that
referent others and codes of ethics when part of
the organizational culture influence an indi-

vidual’s cognitive moral development. These
models illustrate how codes of ethics and system

stakeholders have been incorporated into
decision making models.
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The public sector

Scholars of pubhic administration have engaged
in discusston and debate regarding the relative
influence democratic ideals and bureaucratc
ideals should have on the philosophy and practice
of public administration (Denhardt, 1989; Dobel,
1990; Hejka-Ekins, 1988). Denhardt (1989)
described democratic ideals as those that are
substantive, include justice, individual rights, and
liberty. Bureaucratic ideals are instrumental, and
include due process, efficiency, standardizavion,
and well-defined structures of authority.

Fundamental tensions that exist between
democratic and bureaucratic ideals rest in their
relationship and function. In the U.S., bureau-
cratic ideals are meant only as tools to achieve
democratic ideals. In practice, the legitimacy of
the public administration function is judged in
terms of bureaucratic ideals and not by the
quality of the democratic ideals achieved
(Denhardt, 1989). The tension between bureau-
cratic and democratic ideals has resulted in
emphasis being placed on bureaucratic ideals both
in the educational setting (Hejka-Ekins, 1988)
and in practice {Denhardt, 1989).

Propositions

The literature suggests che possibilicy of conflict
between organizational and personal factors, and
the ethical beliefs of organizational participants.
Three propositions were developed to investigate
the relationships between organizational and
personal characteristics and reported ethical
beliefs. A fourth proposition was developed to
investigate possible relationships between to
whom an obligation is owed and reported ethical
beliefs. Provided below are the propositions and
rationale for their inclusion in this study.

(1) A positive relationship exists between the
existence of a code of ethics and perception of
ethics issues. Ethics codes are generally
considered good tools for increasing
ethical awareness, I this is true, increased
awareness of ethical issues will result.

{2) A positive relationship exists between the
existence of a code of ethits coupled with the

existence of systems that support the code.
Such systems include access to the code,
rules developed to support the code, and
enforcement of the code.

(3) A positive relationship exists between mem-
bership in a professional association and per-
ception of ethical issues.. As previously
illustrated, there is a connection between
professionalism, self regulation, and ethical
behavior. Membership in a professional
assoctation may indicate a commirment to
the profession that translates into impetus
for being sensitive to ethical issues.

(4) Perception of ethical issues will vary according
to which constituency is owed an obligation.
Employees in the public sector will likely
have a strong sense of obligation to both
management and the employer. The
public sector employee may also feel a
special obligation to sociery, bur as indi-
cated in the literature review, bureaucratic
ideals are generally given primacy over
democratic ideals.

Methodology
The subjects

The identified population was public sector MIS
professionals in federal and state agencies. The
sample was drawn from the state and federal
agency sections of the Directory of Top Computer
Executives, Spring 1992, East edition (Applied
Computer Research Inc., 1992). The East
edition 1ncludes entries from 22 eastern states.

The heuristic used to select entries in the
directory was based on size. Installations with an
annual DP budget of at least $250,000 were
included. The criterion tended to limit the
directory to installations dominated by general
purpose mainframe computing. The personnel
listed in the directory were divided according to
function. When available, the individual listed as
“computer operations” personnel was selected for
the survey.

The sample was selected using a stratified
random sampling technique. The members of the
frame were first divided into state employees and
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(strongly disagree) indicated the highest degree
of consistency with the values forwarded by the
ACM and DPMA codes. The remaining 24 state-
ments were structured such that a response of t
(strongly agree) indicated the highest degree of
consistency with the values favored by the ACM
and DPMA codes. The statements were pre-
sented randomly in the questionnaire.

Pre-testing

An original set of 46 statements was distributed
to 5 MIS professionals employed in a public insti-
tution of higher education. The MIS profes-
sionals were asked to read the statements and
provide feedback regarding structure, clarity, and
appropriateness, Several statements were identi-
fied as somewhat offensive or unclear. The
statements were subsequently rewritten.

In a second pre-test, a set of statements was
distributed to 9 MIS professionals employed in
the MIS department of a large commercial
research organization. The MIS professionals
were provided with the set of 46 statements and
a copy of the ethics/obligation model matrix.
The participants were instructed to read the
statements and indicate in which marrix cell they
felt the statement most closely fit. They were told
that the statements need not be evenly distrib-
uted throughout the matrix, and were encour-
aged to comment on the model being used and
the quality of the statements. Once again, the
comments were considered and the questions
rewritten where appropriate. Forty six statements
were used during pre-testing to reinforce that the
statements need not be evenly distributed in the
matrix. The extra statement was eliminated after
pre-testing was completed.

The quantitative results garnered from the
pre-test suggested an acceptable degree of con-
struct validity {see Table {I, Pre-test surmmary).
The frequency of the participants who identi-
fied the correct ethical issue was substantial —
67%. This rate of selecting the correct cell is

significantly greater than the 6.67% chance of
randomly selecting a correct cell.

In summary, content validity for the final set
of statements was established through qualitative

TABLE Il
Summary of the results of the pre-test

Unit of measure Frequency correct

Cell 0.67
Column 0.89
Row 0.74
Column or row (.95

interpretation of comments offered from the 14
pre-test participants and the use of endorsed
codes of ethics as a method of developing the
set of statements. Basing the statements on codes
of ethics ensured that the content of the state-
ments was relevant to ethical issues pertinent to
MIS protessionals. Pre-test participants indicated
that all of the questions dealt with ethical issues.

Analysis

Data analysis was conducted in three parts. First,
a chi-square test for independence was conducted
based on several variables, including;: (a} existence
of a code of ethics; (b) existence of a code of
ethics and a system to support the code; and ()
membership in a professional organization. The
cross tabulations of the above cited variables were
run against the responses to statements 1 through
45 on the survey. The Pearson chi-square was
used, and the variables were considered inde-
pendent when the observed significance level of
the test was less than or equal to 0.05.

For the chi-square analysis, all responses were
standardized on a scale from 1 through 7 in
which values of 1, 2, and 3 indicated consistency
with the values favored by the ACM and DPMA
codes. A value of 1 showed the strongest degree
of agreement with the values. Values of 7, 6, and
5 indicated inconsistency with the values favored
by the ACM and DPMA codes. A response of 4
indicated a neutral response. Values of 7, 6, and
5 were aggregated and assigned a value of §

because so few responses were rated on the
unethical end of the scale that using unaggregated

data often left cells in the table empry.
Consequently, the resulting scale ran as follows:
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= very ethical, 2 = ethical, 3 = weak ethical,
neutral, and 5 = unethical.

The second and third types of analysis were
descriptive. Frequency distributions of the
average response for individual respondents and
for individual statements were constructed.
Descriptive statistics were generated for both
distributions, including: mean, median, range,
lower quartile, upper quartile, and inner quartile
range. Box plots were developed for the two
distributions and all data points lying outside of
the upper and lower hinges were isolated for
further analysis. The use of box plots as graph-
ical descriptors based on quartiles offers a struc-
ture for data analysis and heuristics for: (a)
identifying skew; (b) identifying data that falls
outside of the center of the distribution; and (¢}
identifying data points that require additional
study. Responses in the top quartile are on the
average less in agreement with the ACM and
DPMA codes of ethics than those average
responses in the bottom quartile.

In the second analysis, the respondenss whose
average response fell in the top and bottom
quartite of the distribution were compared to
each other, relative to their personal characteris-
tics and the characteristics of their organizations.
In the third analysis, the statements whose average
response fell in the top and bottom of the average
response distribution were identified as having
characteristics associated with obligation in the
ethics matrix, The cells in the ethics matrix were
divided into 2 subgroups. Subgroup 1 included
those cells that addressed issues relating to
obligation to management and obligation to employer,
representing Bureaucratic ideals. Subgroup 2
included those cells cthat addressed issues relating
to obligation to peers and the profession, obligation to
society, and obligation to client, representing demeo-
cratic ideals

o
|

Results
Chi-square analysis

The chi-square tests for independence did not
strongly support propositions 1, 2 or 3. Statement
number 14 — an MIS professional does not have

an obligation to inform a prospective client about
the degree to which he/she meets various
sought-after qualifications ~ was the only state-
ment that showed statistical significance at the
0.05 level for the existence of a code of ethics.
No other statement showed significance when
tested against the existence of 2 code of ethics
and a support system for the code or member-
ship in a professional organization.

Analysis of respondents in the bottom or top quartile

The characteristics of respondents whose average
response fell in the bottomn and top guartile of
the mean response distribution were studied and
compared to determine if their personal and
organizational profiles tended to differ. The
extreme quartiles were selected because these
groups represent the individual respondents
whose perceptions differed, on the whole, most
greatly. A qualitative analysis of all the informa-
tion known about the respondents was conducted
to reveal combinations of characteristics that may
have related to respondents’ perceptions. [f such
information was suggested, addicional quantita-
uve study could have been pursued.

The results from this analysis were consistent
with the findings of the chi-square tests in that
there was litrle difference in the average age,
average total work experience, average MIS
experience, average educational level, the exis-
tence of a code of ethics and membership in a
professional organization between the respon-
dents who responded in a manner most consis-
tent with the ethical values put forth in the ACM
and DPMA codes of ethics versus those respon-
dents who responded most inconsistently.

Analysis of statements inthe bottom or top quartile

The characteristics of questionnaire statements
whose average response fell in the bottom or top
quartile of the mean response distribution were
studied and compared to determine if the con-
stituency to which an obligation is owed is
related to perception of ethical acceprability (see
Table IH, Results of statements). This qualira-
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TABLE 11
Results of statements that fell in the bottom or top
quartile of the mean response distribucion

Number of statements 43

Mean 2.39
Minimum observation 1.34
Maxtmum obsetrvation 4,92
Median value 210
Lower quartile 1.87
Upper quartile 2.85
Inner quartile range (.98

tive analysis of respondents’ ethical perception
relative to obligation was conducted in an
atternpt to gain some insight regarding the
tendency for public sector MIS professionals to
favor bureancratic or democratic ideals.

Analysis of statements whose average response
fell in the extremes of the distribution showed a
difference in the way members of the sample
view ethical issues relative to their obligation to
management and employer, and obligation to
client, society, and peers. The results support
proposition #4 ~ perception of ethical issues will
vary according to which constituency 1s owed
an obligation. The public sector MIS profes-
sionals tended to show a stronger obligation to
bureaucratic constituents than democratic con-
stituents on those statements which on the
average received responses that were least con-
sistent with the ACM and DPMA codes.
Statements in the bottom quartile were not
sensitive to obligation.

Bureaucratic obligations are obligations to
management and employer, while democratic
obligations are obligations to society, client, and
peers. Eighty two percent of the statements in

K. Udas et al.

the top quartile — 9 of 11 — were associated with
democratic obligations. Fifty eight percent of the
statements in the bottom quartile — 7 of 12 were
associated with democratic obligations.

A Box plot of the mean response by statement
(see Fig. 1, Box plot) illustrated that the distri-

bution was skewed to the right and that the

median average response of 2.1 was in agreement
with the ACM and DPMA ethical standards. The
difference between the median and left inner
boundary is 0.76, while the difference between
the median and right inner boundary 1s 2.22 and
the difference between the median and maximum
observation 15 2.82, One of the statements
relating to obligation to society fell between the
inner and outer boundaries in the top quartile.
One possible explanation for the statement falling
outside of the inner boundary is that in addition
to an obligation to society, the statement is also
assoctated with the responsibility to use one’s
special knowledge and skills for the advancement
of human welfare, which may include many
democratic ideals. The three statements with the
highest mean responses fell into this category.

Discussion

The chi-square analysis indicated that member-
ship in a professional organization and existence
of an organizational code of ethics, with or
without a support system, have little or no
bearing on the perception of ethical issues in the
sample of public sector MIS personnel surveyed.
These results force rejection of the first 3 propo-
sitions. However, there is evidence that supports
proposition #4 concerning obligation to a par-
ticular constituency group. The study of state-
ments that received a high mean response in the

} x - . {Maximum
observation)
134 19 2t 2.85 432 492
1 L1 L } H
{ | : i | 1
0 1 2 4 5 6

Fig. 1. Box plot of mean response of statement.
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top quartile indicated that the public sector MIS
personnel surveyed perceive ethical issues differ-
ently based on the group to whom that obliga-
tion ts owed.

Previous studies of how ethics codes affect
emnployees’ attitudes have not yielded consistent
results. This study indicates that a direct rela-
tionship between the existence of a code and
perception of certain ethical issues does not exist
for the individuals sampled. There may be several
ways to explain this tesult. The MIS professionals
surveyed may not take codes of ethics seriously.
They may derive their ethics from sources other
than their work environment. They may identify
themselves with being public administrators
rather than MIS professionals, and as such are
bound to 2 common set of ethical standards that
are similar to those forwarded by the ACM and
DPMA. In any case, the existence of an organi-
zational code of ethics with or without a support
system does not explain the surveyed variation in
perception of ethical issues of the individuals.

The finding of no significant relationship
between membership in a professional organiza-
tion and the perception of certain ethical issues
among the individuals sampled suggests only that
membership has little affect on perception of
ethics, not that the existence of a professional
organization has little aftect on the overall per-
ception of ethical behavior among members of
the profession.

The third analysis, which indicated thar a dif-
ference exists between bureaucratic obligations
and democratic obligations in regard to ethical
issues, suggests that public sector MIS employees
feel a stronger ethical responsibility to their
superiors than to their peers or to the groups
they serve. This finding is consistent with
previous studies that have investigated the public
sector dichotomy between bureaucratic ideals and
democratic ideals (Denharde, 1989; Dobel, 1999;
Hejka-Ekins, 1988; Nigro and Richardson, 1990).
This finding may explain why the other variables
tested for independence showed little signifi-
cance. Members of public sector MIS organiza-
tions may be so strongly influenced by the norms
of the organizarion in regard to cthical obliga-
nion to bureaucratic superiors that the influence
of other professional standards are mitigated.

The ethics models previously discussed
attribute influence on ethical philosophy and
ethical decision making to significant others
(Ferrell and Gresham, 1983), and organizational
factors (Stead et al., 1990). The interactionalist
model of ethical decision making in organizations
(Trevino, 1986) suggests that organizational
culeure and immediate job context strongly
influence cognitive moral development. The
models suggest that the public sector ethos may
strongly influence ethical philosophy and decision
making. Once an organization adopts an ethical
philosophy, differential association and role set
theory (Ferrell and Gresham, 1985; Ferrell er al.,
1983) support the organizationally favored
ideology and resulting behavior will be reinforced
and solidified.

These findings and propositions suggest that
bureaucratic leaders are likely to have the most
amount of influence on public sector MIS pro-
fessional’s perceptions of ethical issues. Those
employees that enter the organization with
ethical values that challenge the system'’s may be
forced to socialize or leave. After an employee
accepts the public sector ideology, their experi-
ences external to the public sector will tend to
reinforce their ethical paradigm and be cemented,
minimizing the influence of other factors.

Obvicusly, there is nothing inherently wrong
with the development of an organizational ethic.
Occasionally, the organizational standard and
the professional standard may conflict, possibly
causing friction for the individuals involved. In
this study, the daca shows a high level of overall
consistency with the standards promoted by the
ACM and DPMA. The findings also indicate that
tension and conflict may result when democratic
and bureaucratic ideals stand in opposition. This
source of conflict is much more subtle than
determining if an action is ethically acceptable or
not, and demands further study.

Limitations on generalization and interpretation

There are two limitations of chis study that need
te be mentioned. First, although 85 data points
is adequate for chi-square analysis, a larger sample
size would have been preferable. The problem
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of having cells with less than 5 values was
reduced by aggregating the unethical responses
into one value. In addition, application of the
results to geographic areas outside of the eastern
United States should be made with caution.
Second, there is the issue of self response
reporting bias. Strong evidence suggest that social
desirability response bias has particularly strong
effects on ethics research {(Randall and Fernandes,
1991), however, there is also evidence that
indicates that social desirability bias in responses
is reduced with increased levels of anonymity
{Bradburn er al., 1979). Therefore, all responses
in this study were entirely anonymous unless the
respondent chose to provide an address to receive
a review of the findings. The strict conditions
of anonymity prevented the use of follow-up
techniques to increase the response rate.

Conclusion
The ethics model employed in this study provides

a convenient way of incorporating the espoused
beliefs and values of the two largest and most

Appendix

Questionnaire

influential MIS professional organizations into
the research design. Because it is the implied
responsibility of professional associations to take
a leading role in defining the profession, inclu-
sion of the ACM and DPMA perspective in the
analysis tool itself is of significant utility.

By using an ethics model similar to that used
in this study, organizational ethics may be studied
in terms of differential strength of obligation to
a set of organizational entities. Such an approach
could indicate which organizational stakeholders
have the highest potential for affecting ethical
change within the organization. Studies of this
nature could be of interest to management,
consumer organizations, legislators, employee
organizations, and regulatory agencies.

The findings of this study provide an expla-
nation for the variability of results found in many
ethics studies. Using obligation to organizational
groups as an influencing factor for perception of
ethical issues, it follows that in public secter MIS
organizations, management, and employers will
likely possess more influence than other organi-
zational stakeholders to make codes of ethics
meaningful.

This questionnaire is divided into two parts. Please answer the following questions to the best of your
ability. Your responses will be kept in strict confidence. Thank you for your participation in this
study. If you decide to not participate, please return the blank survey.

Part 1

Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements by circling the appropriate
response to the left of the statement. Please use the following scale when marking your response:

1 = Strongly agree 2 = Agree
5 = Slightly disagree 6 = Disagree

1234567

3 = Slightly agree 4 = Neutral

7 = Strongly disagree

Pertinent information systems issues must be fully and fairly disclosed to management, even if

such disclosures result in budget reductions for the MIS area.

1234567

An MIS professional’s failure to express a professional opinion to employers regarding the

deleterious effects that a proposed system is likely co have on the gualiry of public education

is ethically acceptable.
1234567

To knowingly allow one’s work to be used in a socially irresponsible way is unethical.
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MIS professional associations should provide a forum for the discussion and investigation of
the MIS professional’s role in the advancement of human welfare.

If a system that is requested by management appears to compromise the privacy of individuals
whose personal information is stored in the system, the MIS professional is obligated to see
that management is made aware of the significance of privacy related issues.

It is ethically acceptable for an MIS professional to remain silent about an act, conducted as
part of an MIS assignments, which violated a law or social standard, even if the professional is
directed to remain silent by an immediate supervisor.

Failing to present management with factual and objective information is unethical.

It is acceptable for an MIS professionai to purchase organizational computer equipment from
a sales representative who is a relative, without first notifying an employer of the relationship.

Full disclosure to management of all pertinent MIS related activities is one of the obligations
that MIS professionals have to management.

It is ethically acceptable for an MIS professional to intencionally misrepresent his/her
qualifications or credentials to present or prospective clients.

Failing to tnform management about your own role in an inappropriate professional act is
ethically acceptable.

Failing to give proper credic to other MIS professionals for contributions that they have made
on a project, paper, or presentation thac you have produced or authored is unethical.

Any attempt by an MIS professional to undermine the legal systemn after violating a local, state,
or federal law while conducting professional duties is unethical.

An MIS professional does not have an obligation to inform a prospective client about the degree
to which he/she meets various sought-afier qualifications.

It is ethically acceptable for an MIS professional to refuse to participate in any effort to further
the public’s awareness of how the MIS profession affects their qualiey of life.

If a client questions the need to invest limited resources in the proper data security measures
for the personal daa of individuals that has been collected for use in the system, the MIS

professional must educate the client regarding the possible consequences of unsecured systems,
even if doing so may result in the loss of the client.

Although an MIS professional could easily and safely shift responsibility for a failed project from
himself to another colleague, he/she must not do so under any circumstances.

When making MIS related recommendations to an employer, the MIS professional is obligated
to explain the possible ramifications of accepting and rejecting the recommendation.

An MIS professional must avoid intencionally using language, terminology, and examples that
are beyond the experience and knowledge of other professionals while acting as the MIS
authority on a group project.

An MIS professional’s failure to notify his/her employer of a potendial conflict of interest is
ethically acceptable.

If a system that an MIS professional has designed fails due o a misunderstanding in the user
specifications, and causes the client damages, the MIS professional is not obligated to step forward
and accept his/her rightful proportion of the responsibility.

An MIS professional’s failure to communicate issues regarding health, privacy, and the general
welfare of the public to management, when management appears ignorant or insensitive 1o those
issues as they relate to MIS, is unechical.
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An MIS professional’s failure to consider the health, privacy, and general welfare of the public
in the performance of his/her work is ethically acceptable.

Information systems or MIS practices that ate legal and beneficial to the organization, but on
the aggregate have a negative impact on the guality of life of those affected by the system, are
ethically unacceptable,

An attempt by an MIS professional to exonerate himself/herself from, or limit his/her liabilicy
to clients, for his/her personal malpractice is unechical. '

An MIS professional involved in a project does not have an obligation to actively question and
bring to light deficiencies in an infermation system being implemented due to the policical
agenda of a senior member of the organization, even if it be wasteful of public funds.

When an MIS professional is building a system to user specifications that require excessive
collection of personal data on individuals and does not adequately limit authorized access to
the daca, che professional must inform his/her employer.

An MIS professional has an obligation to his/her client to recommend an information system
which not only cemplies with laws, bur which contributes to the betterment of social
conditions.

Refusing to cooperate constructively with other professionals while endeavoring to understand
and identify MIS related problems is unethical.

An MIS professional’s failure to accept responsibility for a group decision in which he/she
actively participated is ethically acceptable.

It 1s acceptable for an MIS professional to exaggerate the degree of progress made on a system
to a chent,

The use of organizational computer resources by an MIS professional to maintain a
membership listing and to occasionally print mailing labels for a social organization to which
he/she belongs is acceptable.

An MIS professional has no obligation 10 management to keep his/her professional knowledge
up to date.

An MIS professional is obliged ro inform managemenc about the failure to complete an
assignment, even if management would otherwise not find out.

Management has the right o direct an MIS professional to work on an assignment which is
part of a system that will likely have a negative impact on the environment.

Management has the right to expect an MIS professional to be not only technically
competent, but to also have an understanding of how his/her work affects the quality of life
of all those affected by his/her work.,

It is acceptable for an MIS professional to attemnpt to gain personal advantage by withholding
MIS related information from a peer who is working on a medical records system for a
municipal hospital.

An MIS professional who has falsely charged a colleague with partaking in unethical practices
has an obligation to make amends to the damaged parey.

It is ethically acceptable for an MIS professional to develop a project which he/she feels is
wasteful of public funds.

Society has a legitimate expectation that an MIS professional will make retribution for any and
all cacially irrespansihle aces commirted while assuming his/her professional role.

An MIS professional’s failure to properly qualify himself/herself to an employer when expressing
an opinion outside of an area of competence is unethical.
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