MBA 512-01: Business Ethics and Social Responsibility 

(Fall term 2008)
Professor Marc A Cohen

Department of Management 
Albers School of Business and Economics, Seattle University

Contact information: 

Piggot 402; office phone: 206-296-2399; e-mail: cohenm@seattleu.edu

Office hours: Monday and Wednesday 5:00- 6:00, and by appointment.

Course description: Content, goals, methodology and assignments

MBA 512 will explore a set of ethical issues in the space of business and economic activity.

We will spend the first half of the quarter analyzing a series of business cases using two frameworks, John Dienhart’s institutional framework and R. Edward Freeman’s stakeholder maps. Dienhart’s framework is especially useful for identifying and thinking through commitments, and competing commitments, tied to different constituencies. As part of our work with these frameworks we will also explore a number of central concepts in business ethics, including stakeholder and stockholder theories, the separation thesis, and corporate social responsibility. 

The second half of the term will concern questions of justice and economic justice; the place of work in personal identity; and moral decision-making. These questions are tied to specific aspects of Dienhart’s framework. For example, John Rawls’ political philosophy and Robert Reich’s recent book will help us understand our ethical commitments at the group/institutional level. Similarly, personal self-development, another aspect of Dienhart’s framework, requires understanding the place of work in a complete life and understanding the process of moral decision-making. Each of these topics is complex, and my goal is to introduce some of the main lines of thought with respect to each. Often our work and family lives consume our time, leaving little opportunity for thinking about (what we could call) bigger picture questions. The second half of the term is intended to carve out a small amount of time for these questions, and it is intended to serve as a starting point for thought about these questions after the term ends. 

Most of our work in class will be case-based and will take place in discussion. In the space of ethical/social issues learning and progress take place in dialog with others. (In philosophical language, this is the performative aspect of the course.) Separate from the content of the course, learning how to articulate positions and, in particular, how to disagree are important process skills with applications much broader than thinking about ethics. 

In weeks 7, 8 and 10 I will present some more philosophical material in order to frame our discussion of the assigned readings. The philosophical material is introduced to give us a precise language to use in our analysis, and outlines are included at the end of this syllabus.

There are no right--or at least obviously right--answers in much of what we will discuss. But we will emphasize the place of reasons and argument with respect to ethical issues (often we say that everyone is entitled to his or her opinion; in this course, however, no one is entitled to an opinion without some reason or justification). Carefully distinguishing between claims and arguments, as well as determining the force of arguments, are central critical reasoning skills that have broad application outside of this course. But don’t expect to come away from this course with neat, tidy answers. The material should complicate your lives, and the complication should be welcome.

Written assignments are designed to match the following course goals: 

· Understanding Dienhart’s framework and Freeman’s stakeholder maps--and being able to apply one of these--to ethical issues in business/ economics;

· Heightening our sensitivity to ethical claims/social issues in the space of business and economics, and refining our sense of argument with respect to these claims; 

· Thinking more critically about some aspect of the social world around us.

Assignments:

· Case analysis (group project): Each group is responsible for submitting a two-to-three page analysis (double-spaced) of a particular case using John Dienhart’s institutional framework or using a stakeholder map. We will discuss and use Dienhart’s framework in week three, and we will discuss stakeholder maps when we read R. Edward Freeman’s most recent account of stakeholder theory in week four. Groups will present a summary of their case analyses in class during weeks five and six. Papers are due in class the day of the presentation. Groups can choose their own cases from the Harvard Business Publishing site or from caseplae.org, or propose your own topic--but you must clear your choice with me.

· Notebook: One central theme of this course is that we are surrounded by ethical/social claims related to business and economics. To heighten our awareness of these claims, and to refine our sense of argument concerning ethical/social issues, students will be required to find six articles over the course of the quarter that makes an ethical claim related to business or economics. Articles should be taken from some mainstream source, where “mainstream” is understood broadly. The articles are due at the beginning of each class. Print out or photocopy the article and submit it with a half page (double-spaced) summary of the issue at stake, the argument offered, and your assessment of the argument. 

The first article will be due in week three. Over the course of the term, each student will submit five more of these articles, which, taken together, will add up to a notebook of ethical issues in business. We will discuss a few of these in class each week. 

Students are also required to make a seventh notebook entry, one concerning a personal example--a situation in which each of you experienced the interaction of ethical and economic considerations, and what you learned from this. Often situations when you felt wronged make good cases for analysis. Discussion can be up to one page. These could follow Dienhart’s framework, or you could analyze the example in a different way. The important thing is that you state the economic and ethical considerations at work, explain how the considerations conflicted (if they did), and then defend the outcome or describe a better outcome. (Note that here I mean “personal” in the sense that it is one of your own experiences; you do not have to share anything you don’t want to--and if you are willing to write about something personal but don’t want it discussed in class just let me know.) 

I will hand back the notebook entries the week after they are submitted, but students are responsible for keeping track of their entries and submitting all seven as a group at the end of the term, with the final paper.

(Requiring a total of seven notebook entries means that you don’t have to submit one the week of your group presentation, and you get one other bye week. You can take a second bye-week and turn in an article during finals week. But do not fall behind: I will not accept more than one article per week.)

· Students have three options for a final paper: (1) Analyze a second case using Dienhart’s framework or a stakeholder map; (2) investigate the ethical/social aspects of some business or economic issue; or (3) explore a more philosophical problem connected with our study of economic justice, identity, or moral decision-making. Papers should be no longer than 5 pages (double-spaced) and topics need to be approved by me. Students should talk with me (e-mail is o.k.) by mid-November about their topics and the particular question they want to write about. Papers are due by 5 p.m., Monday December 8th.
Grading and course policies: 

· Each of the written assignments and class participation will count 25% of the final grade. 

· No late work will be accepted without prior approval. 
· Class attendance is mandatory for the reason noted above, because learning and progress take place in dialog with others in the space of ethical/social issues. 
· No computers permitted in class, for the same reason: computers inhibit face-to-face interaction.

· The University’s policies and procedures with respect to academic honesty are available on the Albers web site. Contact me if you have any questions.

Summary course schedule, Section 01 (Mondays, 6:00- 8:40)
(Note that this schedule is subject to change)
Ethical/social issues in business

· Week 1, September 29th: 
No class
· Week 2, October 6th: 
Introductions; ultimatum game experiments
· Week 2, October 8th: 
Make-up class: guest speaker
· Week 3, October 13th: 
Case analysis using John Dienhart’s multi-institutional framework

· Week 4, October 20th: 
Key concepts: stakeholder theory, stockholder theory, the separation thesis, corporate social responsibility
· Week 5, October 27th: 
Student presentations: cases
· Week 6, November 3rd: 
Student presentations: cases
Broader questions about economic justice and the moral dimension of work-life

· Week 7, November 10th:
Economic justice and exploitation
· Week 8, November 17th:
Economic justice and exploitation, con’t.
· Week 9, November 24th:
Work, personal identity and authenticity
· Week 10, December 1st:
Moral decision-making

Course materials:

· Harvard Business Cases: purchase on-line at http://www.hbsp.harvard.edu/hbsp/case_studies.jsp.
· Robert Reich, Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business, Democracy and Everyday Life (Knopf, 2008).

· Joanne B. Ciulla, The Working Life: The Promise and Betrayal of Modern Work (Random House, 2000).
· Purchase articles at Seattle U. reprographics:  Selections from Freeman et. al., Managing for Stakeholders, and from Wilson, Strangers from Ourselves
· Links to articles provided on Angel. 
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