The “Ethics Coach” Simulator
Designer:  Joe Totherow (jtotherow@gmail.com)


Overview

Though business ethics is often jokingly referred to as an oxymoron, most working men and women strive to behave well on the job.  Whether they are managers striving to treat their subordinates well, colleagues working to treat each other with respect, or executives balancing the interests of workers and shareholders, successful members of the workforce often struggle to determine the right thing to do and follow through with right action.  These issues are the heart of business ethics.

Sometimes, however, these working men and women are not equipped with the best tools for making fully-evaluated ethical decisions.  They must rely on their “gut reaction” or on the values with which they were raised in order to do the right thing.  Occasionally, these basic tools may not be enough.  Supplementing these tools with robust ethical theories and clear decision procedures for evaluating and resolving ethical dilemmas provide employees, managers and executives with a strong foundation on which to determine the best thing to do.

The “Ethics Coach” simulator provides the learner with the opportunity to practice applying these ethical theories and decision procedures to a variety of scenarios from a broad range of industries.  The interactive coach will act as a model for how to analyze a situation and offer the student an opportunity to see how various responses to that situation play out, from an ethical point of view.

Instructional Objectives

The overall instructional goal of “Ethics Coach” is to assist students in mastering the application of ethical theories and decision procedures to specific situations (or case studies) from a variety of industries.  Thus, “Ethics Coach” is designed to assist the students in successfully completing the following objectives:

1. Given a detailed case study, the student will be able to correctly apply the RESOLVEDD decision procedure
 to that case study.


2. Given a detailed case study, the student will be able to identify and explicate the case’s core ethical dilemma and explain why it is an ethical dilemma.


3. The student will be able to apply the following ethical theories to a case study:  Kantian Deontology, Rule and Act Utilitarianism, Ethics of Care and Virtue Ethics.   In doing so, the student will be able to identify the strengths and weaknesses of a decision relative to these theories.


4. Given a detailed case study, the student will be able to select and defend a particular action as the best resolution to the case study’s ethical dilemma.


Learners

The typical student will be an adult learner who is either currently in the workforce or preparing to enter the workforce.  As such, a typical student will have a high school education or will be close to the point of successfully completing high school or the equivalent.

Context of Use

The “Ethics Coach” simulator would be used primarily as part of a blended solution, supplementing classroom work in which students first learn about and discuss popular ethical theories and decision procedures used in the resolution of workplace-specific dilemmas.  Though the classroom experience provides the student with the theoretical and procedural context for its use, the simulator can also be used outside of this context with some success, as the simulator provides the learner with supplemental tools which explain and describe common ethical theories, as well as the RESOLVEDD procedure for resolving dilemmas.

Since it uses .swf files to deliver information and opportunities for interaction, the “Ethics Coach” simulator is delivered via a standard web browser.  Thus, the simulator can run either locally on a computer, or on the internet, allowing students to access it from home, on a CD ROM or from locally stored files, or from a school computer, located on campus.  The simulator can be used either as an in-class tool, allowing groups of students to work through case studies, or as a tool for individual practice and instruction, outside the context of the classroom.

Scope

The game will consist of a minimum of five case studies or scenarios.  Each case study will provide a branching simulation, allowing students to “play out” possible actions taken in response to the case study.  At minimum, the player is presented with the following screens, each of which represents a step or combination of steps in the RESOLVEDD decision procedure:

1. Case study details (non-branching description)

2. Analyzed ethical dilemma (non-branching description)

3. Select a possible decision (branching to screens about each decision)

4. Groups affected by decision (self-check and feedback)

5. Ethical theories:  which theories support or conflict with a decision? (self-check and feedback)

6. Outcomes of decision (self-check and feedback)

7. Objections to decision (self-check and feedback)

Thus, the minimum complexity of a case study is as follows:
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Beginner-level case studies will be relatively simple, with a single point of branching, as shown above.  More complex case studies will require multiple decisions and thus multiple levels of branching within the simulation.  

Each case study will take a minimum of 15 minutes to complete, though students are likely work through a particular case study several times, in order to achieve the highest possible score.  Thus, given that the game will consist of at least five case studies, a student is likely to spend at least three hours in the game.
Object of the Game

For each case study, there are two measures of success:

1. How ethically defensible the player’s decision is (objective 4)

2. How well the player is able to apply the RESOLVEDD procedure to a decision (objectives 1-3)

Thus, the player will be scored against these measures separately.  The student will be given a numeric score, from 1 to 5, on the quality of their particular decision.  Further, the student will be given a score, from 1 to 10, on their application of the RESOLVEDD procedure to their decision.  These scores are totaled to determine the student’s final score.  A 15 is a perfect score, in which case the student has chosen a highly defensible decision and demonstrated an understanding of the ethical parameters (as demonstrated by the RESOLVEDD method) that make the decision defensible.  Thus, the object of the game is to achieve as close to a perfect score as possible, for each cases study.  Students are allowed to work through a particular case study as many times as they’d like in order to achieve the elusive “perfect 15” score.

Design Details

Though “Ethics Coach” is part of a blended solution, the simulation itself will be an entirely web-based experience.  Launched from a SCORM-compliant learning management system, the course will track and report to the LMS the following information:
· Score (1-15 points per case study)

· Time spent in course

· Objectives met (instructional objectives roll up to two core objectives:  mastery of the decision procedure and quality decision)
· Completion status

Design Interface

The global interface for the simulation experience will provide the following elements, which will be discussed at length below:
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1. Support Tools and Resources:  As the overall goal of the “Ethics Coach” simulator is to provide the learner with a safe environment in which to practice their ethical decision-making skills, the simulator provides a set of tools the learner may use at any point during the simulation:


a. Case Details:  This button opens a panel which contains all of the details of the case currently under consideration in the simulator.  The student can review these details at any point during the simulation.  There are no penalties for reviewing details more than once or for long durations.


b. Ethical Theories:  Supporting the decisions and values on which decisions are based are core ethical theories that are discussed in detail during the in-class portion of the semester.  These theories ultimately provide justification or support for various decisions.  The “Ethical Theories” button opens a panel which contains a brief review of each of the main ethical theories discussed in the course.  In this way, the learner is not expected to memorize ethical theories; instead, she is asked to apply such theories correctly to the case, as is consistent with the instructional objectives, outlined above.

c. Decision Procedure:  This button opens a panel which contains a detailed description of the RESOLVEDD decision procedure, which is the procedure used by the Ethics Coach.  At any point during the simulation, the learner can access the decision procedure details as a reminder of the goals of each step of the process.  Again, this reflects that successful application of the procedure is a main objective of the simulation, though demonstrating that the learner has memorized the procedure is not.


2. Coach’s Feedback and Question:  this section acts as the coach’s “speech bubble.”  It provides the learner with the question she is supposed to answer or with feedback to an answered question, as appropriate.


3. Student Choices:  this area provides the set of choices available to the student as answers to the coach’s questions.  The student clicks on an answer, which is then highlighted by changing color, then clicks the ‘submit’ button in order to submit her answer to the coach.  The Student Choices section disappears when the coach is providing feedback to a student’s submission.  In such cases, the ‘submit’ button is replaced by a ‘continue’ link, allowing the learner to move to the next stage of the simulation. 

4. Ethics Coach:  to add realism to the simulation, the coach should be a woman or man who appears to be interacting directly with the learner in a simulated office or small discussion environment.  The ethics coach should provide a set of images which differ depending on the coach’s reaction to the learner’s response:  Very good, good, neutral, bad, and very bad.  The image selected should reflect the rating of the learner’s response to the coach’s question.


5. Feedback Meters:  The instructional objectives of the simulation roll up to two general instructional goals:  the learner must demonstrate competency in using the RESOLVEDD decision procedure, and the learner must demonstrate quality decision-making abilities.  While the coach provides specific textual feedback to the learner’s performance at each stage of the simulation, the “Decision Quality” and “Procedure Understanding” meters provide global feedback to the learner, indicating the learner’s overall performance in the simulation.  The performance marker will move along the meter depending on the score achieved by the learner:  0-5 points for Quality Decision, 0-10 points for Procedure Understanding.  Scoring details are provided below.
Specific Simulation Elements

Simulation, Part I:  Introduce Case Details, Identify Dilemma, Select Solution
The following provides a structural template for constructing the initial stages of an Ethics Coach case study:
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A. The initial stage (a coaching stage) welcomes the learner to the simulation and invites her to review the case details before proceeding.  The second stage (a select-option stage), with the four selectable options, asks the learner to identify the primary ethical dilemma contained in the case details.  See the interface screenshot, above, for an example of this particular select-option stage.

This select-option stage is a branching stage.  If the learner selects any of the first three options (which attempt to identify a dilemma) she is scored on her selection and taken to section C.  If the learner selects the fourth option (which claims that there is no ethical dilemma in this case) she is taken to section B.  

B. If the learner claims, in the select-option stage of section A, that there is no ethical dilemma in this case, she is taken to section B.  Learners commonly claim that cases do not contain ethical dilemmas simply because they’ve selected a solution before identifying the key dilemma and working through the RESOLVEDD process.  Section B aims to correct that tendency.  The select-option stage in section B asks why the learner believes there is no ethical dilemma and subtracts points from their “understanding process” metric, depending on their reason (at least one point is deducted, unless the learner changes her mind and responds that there IS a dilemma).  The coaching stage reminds the learner that there is a dilemma, but that she is attempting, with her answer, to provide an answer to the dilemma before working through the RESOLVEDD method.  The learner is then returned to the select-option stage in section A for another opportunity to identify the dilemma.

C. The initial coaching stage in this section provides feedback to the learner’s selection of ethical dilemma.  Next, the select-option stage in this section asks the learner to select a possible solution to this dilemma, to be analyzed in the remaining steps of the RESOLVEDD method.  This select-option stage is a branching stage that takes the learner to the analysis of their chosen solution.  For details on how the ethics coach provides analysis for each solution, see Simulation, Part II: Solution Analysis.
Simulation, Part II: Solution Analysis
The following provides a structural template for constructing an analysis and evaluation of each possible solution to the core ethical dilemma, as provided in Simulation, Part I, above.
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Sections D through G represent the analysis and evaluation of a possible solution to the case’s core ethical dilemma.  Subject matter experts should provide content for each section, as described below.  Unless otherwise specified, all points earned or lost apply to the “understand procedure” metric.
D. Analysis of affected groups:  The learner is provided with a select-option stage with a set of three options, describing the individuals or groups that are helped or harmed by this decision.  The most accurate choice earns two points, the second most accurate earns one point, and the most inaccurate option subtracts one point from the learner’s score.  After selecting an option, the learner is presented with two consecutive feedback screens.  The first screen provides feedback on the affected groups helped by the solution. The second screen provides feedback on the affected groups harmed by the solution.

E. Ethical theories and values supported by solution:  The learner is provided with a select-option stage with a set of three options, describing the values and ethical theories that are upheld or consistent the solution.  For example, a solution may uphold or be consistent with the value of fidelity to one’s employer, as well as Kant’s deontological ethical theory.  After selecting an option, the learner is scored according to their selection (see scoring details below) and is presented with two consecutive coaching stages.  The first provides feedback according to their specific choice, identifying its merits and/or flaws.  The second provides the coach’s view of the values and theories upheld by their overall solution.

F. Ethical theories and values violated by solution:  The learner is provided with a select-option stage with a set of three options, describing the values and ethical theories that are violated or are inconsistent with the proposed solution.  After selecting an option, the learner is scored according to their selection (see scoring details below) and is presented with two consecutive coaching stages.  The first provides feedback according to their specific choice, identifying its merits and/or flaws.  The second provides the coach’s view of the values and theories violated by their overall solution.

G. Outcomes for all affected parties, both positive and negative:  The learner is provided with a select-option stage with a set of three options, describing various possible outcomes for all affected parties (note that this section can be subdivided into two sections, one for positive outcomes and one for negative outcomes, if the number of outcomes and affected parties is large).  After selecting an option, the learner is scored according to their selection (see scoring details below) and is presented with two consecutive coaching stages.  The first provides feedback according to their specific choice, identifying merits and/or flaws.  The second stage provides the coach’s view of the outcomes for all parties.  Finally, the learner is given an overall review of the defensibility of their solution.  The learner will be provided feedback on the quality of their choice as well as their overall defense/analysis of their choice.  Finally, the learner will be given the opportunity to restart the simulation to try again for a perfect score of 15.

Scoring

The learner is scored according to two instructional goals, which represent the simulation’s set of instructional objective:  first the learner is scored according to their overall ability to make a quality decision.  This score is represented in the “Quality Decision” feedback meter, as shown in the simulation interface, above.  Second, the learner is scored according to the analysis she provides of her solution, the steps of which are represented in sections D through G of the simulator structure, above.  This score is represented in the “Understand Procedure” feedback meter, as show in the simulation interface above.
Quality Decision:  For each case study, the Ethics Coach simulator will provide four possible solutions from which the learner can choose.  They will be ranked from best to worst by assigning point values:  
· Best Decision = 3 pts

· Good Decision = 2 pts

· Mediocre Decision = 1 pt

· Poor Decision = -1 pt


These decisions will be ranked according to how defensible they are, given a thorough analysis using the RESOLVEDD method.  Further, a quality decision must be bolstered by a solid understanding of its outcomes and the values and ethical theories supported by the decision.  Guessing at the best decision, but not being able to assess outcomes,  and supported values and theories accurately is basically a lucky guess.  Therefore, an additional point will be awarded to the Quality Decision metric if the learner is able to determine the most accurate assessment of values and theories upheld (section E, above) and outcomes (section G, above).  Thus, a perfect “Quality Decision” score is a 5, but a 5 cannot be achieved unless the learner selects the best solution and demonstrates the ability to identify WHY it is the best solution, as determined by their work in the RESOLVEDD procedure.  

Maximum Quality Decision score:  5 pts.

Understand Procedure:  This metric is determined by the learner’s performance in the use of the RESOLVEDD decision procedure.  Specifically, the learner will be scored according to the following:
· Identify ethical dilemma

· Best option: 2 pts

· Mediocre option: 1 pt

· Incorrect option: -1 pt

· Claim that there is no ethical dilemma: -2 pts


· Identify impacted parties

· Best option: 2 pts

· Mediocre option: 1 pt

· Incorrect option: -1 pt


· Values/theories upheld

· Best option: 2 pts

· Mediocre option: 1 pt

· Incorrect option: -1 pt

· Values/theories violated

· Best option: 2 pts

· Mediocre option: 1 pt

· Incorrect option: -1 pt

· Outcomes

· Best option: 2 pts

· Mediocre option: 1 pt

· Incorrect option: -1 pt

Maximum Understand Procedure Score: 10 pts

Maximum Total Score for each Case Study:  15 pts

Technical Specifications
Development Software

· NexLearn SimWriter:  simulation design and development tool which provides a drag-and-drop design tool for branching scenarios.  This software publishes simulations as .swf files.

· Adobe Flash:  Creates the wrapper which contains the published simulator .swf files, along with the tools and resources buttons and their associated panels.

· Adobe Dreamweaver:  Creates the .htm pages which house the simulator wrapper and its contained simulation as well as the SCORM wrapper javascript files for communicating with the learning management system


Platform

· The simulation itself is web-based and is therefore platform-agnostic.  

· The simulation provides SCORM functionality and therefore must be launched from a SCORM-compliant LMS.  If no such LMS is available, then the course can launch from a standard web server, with SCORM functionality toggled off.

· The simulation and resources will require, at minimum, IE 6.0 or Firefox 1.0, with at least version 7.0 of the Flash plug-in.


Competing Products
Gray Matters:  This is an ethics training game developed by Lockheed Martin.  It allows the learner to answer multiple choice questions about a specific case study, though it does not offer branching opportunities

http://college.hmco.com/business/ferrell/ethics/5e/students/gmatters/
We Comply:  A set of commercial ethics games.  These games are closer to race games, involving ethical dilemmas as obstacles.  A different style game, but competing nonetheless

http://www.wecomply.com/home/pages/games.htm
P.A.L Ethics Game:  An ethics game show (Jeopardy style) regarding the professional ethical code for federal employees.  This overlaps with Ethics Coach, though Ethics Coach addresses foundational business ethics, rather than a specific code of professional ethics.

http://www.lexrex.com/interactive/eg/main.html

Motivation

There are several sources of learner motivation in this game.  The clearest source of motivation for the learner is the challenge of achieving the perfect score for both instructional goals:  5 points for the Quality Decision metric and 10 points for the Understand Procedure metric.  Since the course is launched from a SCORM compliant LMS, the game is able to retrieve and store the student’s high score, similar to a video game.  Therefore, just as arcade-style video game players are motivated to continue playing and replaying games, in the hopes of bettering their high score, so too is the Ethics Coach player motivated to play and replay simulated case study discussions, in hopes of achieving the elusive perfect score.  Once the perfect score is achieved for the entire set of case studies, the learner can be rewarded by printing out a certificate, demonstrating their “Ethics Coach” mastery.
Within the game itself, however, there are further elements that aid in the learner’s motivation and achievement of a state of flow.  First, initial case studies will include simple scenarios with obvious outcomes, values and affected groups.  This will allow the learner to acquire skill in the use of the RESOLVEDD method, without becoming frustrated by the complexity of a more advanced case study.  As the learner becomes familiar with the use of the RESOLVEDD method, case studies increase in difficulty. Thus, a state of flow is achieved by allowing the learner to balance their skill level against the difficulty of a case study.  Achieving a state of flow can provide an intrinsic source of motivation for the learner:  the activity of interacting with the ethics coach can be pleasurable and motivating for the sake of the activity itself.


Finally, the ethics coach provides custom feedback in the form of facial expressions and body language.   Good responses provoke enthusiasm and approval from the simulated ethics coach, while poor responses provoke disapproving frowns and body language.  The learner is motivated to continue playing, searching for the best answer, simply to evoke a positive response from the ethics coach.  (Note that this final motivational element is theoretical and would require testing to validate.  At the least, testing with a broad sample of players and soliciting level 1 feedback would provide validation for this theory.)


Design Process 

Since I began teaching business ethics using the RESOLVEDD method, I’ve wanted to provide additional opportunities to my students to practice their case study analysis skills.  My discovery of tools, such as Captivate and NexLearn’s SimWriter, that allow a designer to create soft skills branching simulations provided the foundation on which such a practice opportunity could be built.
The easiest part of the instructional design of the simulation was relying on the RESOLVEDD method for assisting students in analyzing case studies in ethics.  The RESOLVEDD method is a proven pedagogical tool for getting students to make informed, defensible, sound ethical decisions.

The main challenge was establishing a goal—a source of motivation that would keep the learner focused on the simulation and inspired to work through a particular case study several times.  At this point, I focused on an initial class question:  what specific type of game should this be?  Simply providing a simulated ethics teacher does not, by itself, make Ethics Coach a game.  I needed to determine a goal that would move the simulation into the gaming arena.  Further, I would need to find a way to make the gaming elements fit the Flow model, keeping the learner focused on the game through several iterations of a particular case study and to keep the learner coming back for more case studies.  

I decided to focus the goal on the achievement of a high score, much like arcade games keep players coming back in the hopes of beating their high score, or achieving notoriety for getting a perfect score (much like bowlers are recognized for bowling a 300 game).  I started with the instructional objectives for the game.  A perfect score, however it is achieved, must reflect mastery of the game’s core objectives.  I decided that simplicity of score would be a likely motivating factor.  Arcade games don’t have multiple types of high scores.  There is a single high score.  I decided to roll up my objectives into two instructional goals and provide scores for each of these goals, which would total up to a single high score.  This would provide the core gaming feature of the simulation experience.
The main obstacle to this design is that quantifying responses to ethical problems is notoriously difficult.  There is little black and white, but much gray in the area of ethics.  So scoring answers would be a challenge.  The goal, then, was to minimize the degree to which the final score was based on the more nebulous aspects of ethics.  Instead, scoring is determined in large part on the accuracy with which the learner analyzes the various aspects of the case, as explicated by the RESOLVEDD procedure.  This is far more black and white and is a significant reason why the procedure provides a basis for sound ethical judgment.  Thus, 13 of the 15 possible points (the vast majority) focus on correct application of the RESOLVEDD procedure.  
Further, determining how complex the game should be, in terms of the number of branching opportunities provided to the learner, was a significant design challenge.  An overly complex branching simulation could possibly frustrate the learner and discourage repeated attempts at a case study, thus defeating the goal of providing learners with the opportunity to practice their skills.  Thus, I reduced the number of branching opportunities to two.  After the selection of a solution to explore, the game takes on more of a game show feel (a la Jeopardy), providing the learner with a series of multiple choice answer style questions, with scored feedback for each.  In this way, the learner is presented with a simple branching simulation which provided the opportunity to repeat their performance and achieve the perfect score.

Finally, instead of creating a set of case studies (the final version of the Ethics Coach simulator will consist of at least five case studies, varying in difficulty), I decided instead to focus on designing a blueprint which ethics instructors could use to easily create their own case studies for the Ethics Coach simulator.  Using the blueprint above and a prototype as a guiding example (TBD), ethics instructors can easily create their own case studies.
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Appendix A:  The RESOLVEDD Decision Procedure

The RESOLVEDD procedure is a method for articulating the ethical parameters of a situation, and for making an informed, defensible decision in response to that situation.  Below is an overview of the steps of the RESOLVEDD procedure.  For more information, see Pfeiffer & Forsberg, Ethics on the Job, pp. 32-42.

1. R—Review:  Review the history, background and details of the case

2. E1—Ethical Problem:  State the main ethical problem or conflict present in the case.

3. S—Solution:  List the main possible solutions to the case

4. O—Outcomes: State the important and probable outcomes or consequences of each main solution

5. L—Likely Impact:  Describe the likely impact of each main solution on people’s lives

6. V—Values:  Explain the values upheld and those violated by each main solution

7. E2—Evaluate:  Evaluate each main solution and its outcomes, likely impact, and the values upheld and violated by each main solution.

8. D1—Decide:  Decide which solution is the best; state it, clarify its details and justify it.

9. D2—Defend:  Defend the decision against objections to its main weaknesses

The “Ethics Coach” simulator modifies the RESOLVEDD method, inasmuch as it evaluates each solution separately, as the student selects it.  As such, the simulator works through a modified RE1SOLVD2 procedure.
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� The RESOLVEDD procedure is a commonly used step-by-step method for evaluating and resolving an ethical dilemma.  See Appendix A for more details. 


� Pfeiffer and Forsberg, Ethics on the Job, p. 33.





