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All manner of men from the savages in the jungles of Africa to 
St. Francis of Assisi have been guided by some form of ethical code. 
Many standards of conduct became established as Law with penalties 
for infringement. However, there are other areas of behavior for which 
there are neither laws nor penalties. Among these are the areas with 
which Engineering Ethics deals. 

Chief Justice Earl Warren of the U.S. Supreme Court suggested 
in a recent address that what was needed in our time was counsellors 
in ethical practice. Professional engineering societies attempt to do 
just this through Canons of Ethics and Guides for Professional Con
duct. Unfortunately, uniformity of interpretation is not obtained nor 
do all members of engineering societies practice strict compliance 
with the canons of their societies. 

Every professional engineer, irrespective of his position; has 
definite responsibilities towards his associates, whether employee or 
employer, and to other fellow men. He also has obligations to the 
abstract but fundamental· moral principles of honesty and truth. 

Definition of his many obligations as an engineer are attempted 
in Canons of Ethics and Codes of Professional Practice1 as adopted 
officially or accepted tacitly by the various professional engineering 
societies. It is true that the codes of the different societies may vary 
in some of their details and breadth of coverage, but behind each are 

• lletired Partner, Metcalf & Eddy, Boston, Ma,sachu.selts. 
1 ~ec; "Ethics for Engineers," dated May 1957, published by the Natinnal Society of Professional 
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the same concepts of right and wrong, based fundamentally upon 
the Golden Rule. 

Obviously the engineer, like all men, has the responsibility to 
observe ethical conduct in all dealings with all his fellows. The en
gineering employee is responsible to his superior or to his employer. 
The consultant is responsible to his client. The engineer in a govern
mental position of authority is responsible to his legally designated 
director. Furthermore, particularly in the case of the consultant, the 
protection of the health and safety of the public must be para.mount 
where his professional work involves decisions or the preparation of 
designs for work directly related to the public welfare. 

Deviations from standards of professional behavior vary in degree 
of disrepute. Many items of the codes of practice are interpreted in 
various ways by different engineers. Some types of conduct cannot 
be categorically adjudged as either proper or improper, black or white, 
but fall into an intermediate or gray zone. Gradation of unprofessional 
conduct might well be expressed as: ( 1) nonethical; ( 2) unprofes
sional; and ( 3) poor taste. 

In the first category are such items as attempting to supplant 
another engineer and competitive bidding by consultants. Obviously, 
dishonesty and moral turpitude should be so classified. Under the 
second class would fall such items as laudatory self-advertising, en
dorsing engineering materials and equipment in advertisements re
garding the same, giving wholesale cocktail parties at conventions 
and the like. In the third category, might well be such things as gifts 
to prospective clients, advertising pencils, flamboyant advertising, and 
similar items. 

The great number of ethical and professional problems and the 
variety of conditions under which they arise present the engineer in 
private practice with frequent need for soul-searching. Some of these 
problems are outlined briefly. In new business-getting1 are direct mail 
solicitation or unrequested personal calls unethical, unprofessional, or 
in poor taste? And under what conditions? How can a professional 
engineer advertise his services in a professional and dignified manner? 
Should an engineering office employ public relations men? To what 
extent should principals and employees accept favors, such as meals, 
theater tickets and the like from contractors or from sales people? 
How draw the line between minor and major favors? What obliga
tions result from the acceptance of favors? Are contributions to 
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politicians or -to political parties justified and under what circum
stances? The same question can be raised with respect to the em
ployment of politicians, their friends or relations. Should engineers 
own stock in companies supplying equipment for engineering projects 
and to what extent, if any, can such ownership occur without taint 
of conflict of interest? 

Members of the Kational Society of Professional Engineers know 
that its monthly publication, American Engineer, usually contains 
hypothetical examples of violations of codes of practice. Concrete 
cases are always more interesting than abstract propositions. Here
after are examples of cases where ethical conduct was involved. The 
reader can form his own opinion as to whether such conduct was open 
to opprobrium. 

One case related to the treatment of a subordinate by his superior 
in an engineering division of a public department at the time of the 
first World War. The two principals involved have now been dead 
for many years. A shortage of engineers resulted in the temporary addi
tion to the staff of a man with draft-exempt status who was promised 
that every effort would be made at the end of the war to keep him on 
permanently. \Vhen the war ended and engineers absent on leave 
were expected to return, he inquired as to his prospects. To his in
quiry the chief told him bluntly that he had better look for a new 
job. If the chap had been incompetent there might have been justifi
cation for such advice but the facts were quite the reverse. Was not 
this an example of unethical behavior on the part of a superior to a 
subordinate? Obviously there is no penalty for such behavior other 
than the scorn of those familiar with the circumstances. 

If on the one hand the employer has obligations to his employee, 
so in turn does the employee have obligations to the employer. One 
employee in an office in the same building as a competitor was con
stantly making derogatory remarks about his own employer to mem
bers of the competitor's staff. Perhaps not a serious offense but cer
tainly not ethical. Another employee, when he left his employer to 
start in private practice on his own, collected and carried away with 
him a mass of pertinent material, some of which was original material 
without copies being left behind. Another particularly reprehensible 
practice, is for a departing employee to collect private information 
and secret data to carry off with him to a new employer who may, 
al)d very likely is, a competitor of the old. 
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Competition between fellow employees for advancement, between 
sales engineers for sales and between consulting fi.rms for jobs tends 
to lower adherence to the standards of conduct to which all pay lip 
service at least. Employees may try to push their own interests with 
ruthless disregard of their coworkers. Sales engineers may give mis
leading or inaccurate information. Consultants may make political 
contributions hoping to receive public contracts. The competition may 
be so keen as to result in lowered quality of the services rendered. 
Even engineers in Government. employ are not beyond temptation. 

The pressures on the engineering student and on the engineering 
practitioner to acquire specialized knowledge and to keep abreast of 
the progress therein have tended to relegate to the background the 
nontechnical but professional aspects of an engineering career. Further
more, the quest for wealth and prestige may well submerge some of 
the innate moral and ethical traits which all too many consider as 
applicable to the other fellow only. 

It is all very well for engineering societies to adopt Canons of 
Ethics but unfortunately some members have elastic consciences which 
permit them to deviate more or less from strict adherence to such 
canons. Also there are those honest differences of opinion in the matter 
of interpretation which result in confusion of the minds of the well 
intentioned. This points out the need for guidance for those in doubt 
as to the proper course of action where ethical and professional ques
tions arise. Such guidance can be obtained by inquiry of the secretaries 
of the engineering societies by whom reference will be made to the 
appropriate officer or committee. Of particular value in the matter 
of interpretation is the "Guide to Professional Practice under the 
Code of Ethics" put out by the American Society of Civil Engineers 
in 1961. 

Where willful violation of professional behavior occurs the man
ner in which such action can be dealt with is fraught with difficulty 
and embarrassment. Repeated and flagrant acts may result in ex
pulsion from the society to which the guilty person belongs but less 
flagrant acts may result in censure only. Of course, the infliction of 
penalties can come· only after due investigation and opportunity for 
a hearing before an appropriate agency of the society involved. ( Care 
must be taken that no penalty be imposed which might result in a 
claim for libel being made by the penalized party.) In the case of the 
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nonmember there is nothing to be done unless a legally wrong act 
has been committed. 

Sin has· persisted for countless centuries. Two thousand years 
have not sufficed to bring about universal practice of the Golden 
Rule. Let us not despair of the coming of the day when the totality 
of the engineering profession will be ethically above reproach. An 
engineer can have no finer epitaph than "He was an honorable man." 




