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Abstract

I nfor mation technol ogy may be able to help people become better ethical
decision makers. This chapter explores philosophical and psychological
issuesunderlying thedesign of aMoral Dilemma Support System(MDSS).
The effects of schemas, decision strategies, social information, and
emotions on dilemma analysis are considered. MD SSfeatures that would
help people understand moral dilemmas, choose a response, and explain
analysesareidentified.

| ntroduction

M ost of thechaptersinthisbook areabout theunethical useof Information
Technology (IT). Thischapter addressesadifferentissue: using T to help
peoplemakebetter ethical decisions. For thepurposesof thischapter, “ better”
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doesnot refer totheparticul ar action someonechoosesinasituation, buttothe
process he or she uses to make the choice. People often disagree on what
actionsaremorally right. However, most peopl ewoul d accept that someone
who hasthought deeply about asituation, considered whoisaffected, reflected
onhisor her ownduties, and soon, will makeabetter choicethan someonewho
makesasnap decisionwithlittlethought.

Thechapter focusesparticularly onissuesunderlyingthedesign of aMoral
DilemmaSupport System (MDSS). AnMDSSwould hel p peoplestructure
their thinking about morally ambiguoussituations. It would not tel | peoplewhat
they should do, but would makeit easier for themto makebetter decisions. Just
asaword processor can help authorswritebetter stories,anMDSS sdecision
toolsmight hel p peoplemakebetter ethical choices.

There sreasontothink that systemsfor dilemmaanalysiscouldbeworthwhile.
There’ sconsiderableevidencethat analyzing dilemmasimprovespeople’s
moral reasoning ability (Schlaefli, Rest, & Thoma, 1985). Further, moral
reasoning is an important precursor to ethical behavior (Rest, Narvaez,
Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999). Finally, moral judgmentisamenableto| T support.

Beforebuildingasystem, itisimportant toknow what it shoulddo. That’ swhat
thischapterisabout. Literatureon ethical decisionmakingisexamined, withthe
goal of identifyingthefeaturesan M DSSshould have. Thetechnical architec-
ture of a system with these featuresis left for the future, asis testing its
effectiveness.

Thediscussion makessomeassumptions. First, MDSSusershaveaccessto
appropriatetechnology, and possessbasicliteracy, technological, and abstract
reasoningskills. Thisisnot todismissthedigital divide (Patterson & Wilson,
2000). However, itisimportant toinvestigate every approachtoimproving
ethical reasoning, eventhoseinvolvingtool snot avail abl etotheentirepopul a
tion. Infact, if I'T canimproveethical choice, thisisyet another argument for
bridging thedigital divide. Further, it isassumed that MDSS userswant to
makegooddecisions. If they donot, it will not matter how goodthesystemis.

Thefinal assumptionisthat competent adultshavetheright tomaketheir own
moral choices. Thisseemingly innocuousstatement hasimportantimplications.
People who think carefully about their lives— and thisincludes some I T
designers— will havedevel oped persona moral philosophies. Thisleadstothe
guestion: should designerspromotetheir own ethical viewswhen creatingan
MDSS?For example, | opposeradical relativism, thebelief that morality is
purely subjective. Should | ensurethat anything | construct doesnot support
radical relativism?
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