
The Moral Fox



The Fox and the Hedgehog (1953) 
by Isaiah Berlin

“The fox knows many 
things, but the hedgehog 
knows one big thing.”



Collins begins his book, Good to Great, 
with a stunning statement: 

Jim Collins
author & advocate for Hedgehogs

“Good is the enemy of great.” 



What you are 
deeply 

passionate about

What drives 
your 

economic 
engine

What you can 
be the best in 
the world at

Good to Great (2001)
by Jim Collins

The Hedgehog Concept



Original Aesop’s Fable        
~600 BC
A Fox swimming across a rapid river was carried by 
the force of  the current into a very deep ravine, 
where he lay for a long time very much bruised, sick, 
and unable to move.  A swarm of  hungry blood 
sucking flies settled upon him.  

A Hedgehog, passing by, saw his anguish and 
inquired if  he should drive away the flies that were 
tormenting him.  “By no means,” replied the Fox, 
“pray do not molest them.”  “How is this?” said the 
Hedgehog, “do you not want to be rid of  them?” 
“No,” returned the Fox, “for these flies which you 
see are full of  blood, and sting me but little, and if  
you rid me of  these which are already satiated, 
others more hungry will come in their place, and will 
drink up all the blood I have left.”



For professional 
excellence we need 

the focus of the 
hedgehog

Jim Collins’ 
Hedgehog



We also need the 
broad view of The 

Moral Fox who sees, 
chooses and acts on 
real over apparent 
goods, authentic 
over fake goods,

and greater goods 
over lesser ones 



1) Ethics begins with free choice.

2) Ethical decisions often involve some 
difficulty (at least initially until we develop the 

habit, then it becomes much easier).

3) Many free choices in which we seek to do 
the good are accompanied by some 
danger, pain or harm.

4) A direct link exists between the exercise 
of free choice and the character 
(integrity) of a person or professional.

Today’s Discussion:

Four ethical 
principles practiced 

by The Moral Fox:



Takeaways

Pre-Event Survey:

• Launched Tuesday, April 17th

• Closed Monday, April 23rd

• 128 completed responses

• Example cases extracted from 
your input

Article + Five Interlocking Goods 
overview

Results posted at the end of the FIG 
diagnostic inventory if interested 
(www.prioritythinking.com/fig) 



Audience Response Pollers
• All responses are anonymous.

• Please do NOT press the “Ch” button ~ it 
may reset your channel.

• Your answer will show up in the LCD 
window in the upper left hand corner of 
your device. A small GREEN light will also 
go on when you register your answer.

• At the end of the session, please leave the 
pollers on your table.



Select your gender:

1. Ms. (female)

2. Mr. (male)



My experience as an engineer is…

1. 0 to <10 years

2. 10 to 20 years

3. 20 years or >

4. I am not an engineer



Select your organizational type:

1. Government/Non-Profit

2. For Profit



I tend to see myself as more of a…

1.
2.



Demographics 
are done

Let’s examine 
your views



When it comes to ethics, right 
and wrong, good and bad are 
relative terms (It depends on your 
perspective).

1. Agree

2. Disagree



Please state your level of agreement with the following comment: 

Nouriel Roubini, Economics Professor at NYU’s 
Stern School of Business said in an interview, 
“There's nothing wrong with greed, per se.” 

Is greed okay so long as it is “tempered, first, 
by fear of losses.” as Roubini states.

1. Agree

2. Disagree



Choose what action you would take if you observe a colleague:

Exaggerating client billing 
logs/time sheets

1. Report

2. Wait & See

3. Confront

4. Ignore



Choose what action you would take if you observe a colleague:

Lying to a superior about a 
mistake on an important project

1. Report

2. Wait & See

3. Confront

4. Ignore



Choose what action you would take if you observe a colleague:

Declining to disclose a significant 
conflict of interest

1. Report

2. Wait & See

3. Confront

4. Ignore



Which do you believe to be the best 
answer to the question:

What is ethics?

1. Being honest and AUTHENTIC

2. Finding and choosing the GOOD

3. Following the LAW

4. Defining and practicing one’s VALUES



There is a tendency for organizations to 
define their values and make them the 
basis for ethical conduct. 

Having values does not mean they are 
good or that we have free choice.



Ethics begins with free choice1st Principle:

The chief aim of human choice should 
always be excellent human action, 
bettering one-self, being master of one’s 
choice. 



Scene from Dr. Stanley 
Milgrim’s Experiment



Who is “free” in this scene 
from the Milgrim experiment?

1. 1st man

2. 2nd man

3. Both 



From the Pre-event Survey: 

The highest level of 
freedom for me is . . .

128 responses



128 total responses = 6 37 83



In my organization, our policies 
jive with what the right choice 
ought to be.

1. Agree

2. Disagree



A problem of ethics today is that we have

socialized choice and made it formulaic (What

does the policy say?) or abstract (Do the right thing!).

The fundamental question in any given situation

is, What should I choose?



The Moral Fox judges a person’s 

ability to act freely by assessing:

(a) the capabilities of  the person 
facing the choice; and,

(b) the real possibilities available 
to the person.



Ingredients of Professional Moral Responsibility

Are you free 
to make the 

choice?
Are you 

qualified to 
make the 
choice?

Are you 
responsible 
to make the 

choice? Did you 
make the 

right choice?
Absence 

restraint or 
coercion

Possesses the qualities 
required to act

Rightly 
related to 

the situation

NO, you lack 
excellence!

YES, you 
possess 

excellence!



The Moral Fox is a master of 
his or her choice

1st Principle 
Takeaway:



Ethics involves some level of 
difficulty

2nd Principle:

Choosing the real, authentic and greater 
good often effort and sacrifice



Too many doctors have 
become Hedgehogs! 

Today’s 4-24-18 Rochester Business Journal Morning Update:

• Albany Times Union reports results of a poll of nearly 1,400 

New Yorkers taken in February

• 53 percent said doctors who overprescribed opioids and 

allowed patients access to too many painkillers were "very 

responsible" for the current crisis. 

• 51 percent blame pharmaceutical companies that promoted 

the drugs without fully warning of their addictive qualities.



For me, making an ethical decision 
can be difficult because I see ethical 
situations as mostly…

1. Dilemmas or Ambiguous

2. Dangerous to my Career

3. Above my Paygrade



From Pre-event Survey: Code Violations 

Engineering PC is retained to investigate the structural integrity of a 60-
year old occupied apartment building which the client is planning to sell. 
Under the terms of the agreement with the client, Engineering PC’s 
structural report is to remain strictly confidential. In addition, the client 
makes clear to that the building is being sold "as is" and he is not planning 
to take any remedial action to repair or renovate any system within the 
building prior to its sale.

Joe, a young engineer from the company, performs several structural tests 
on the building and determines that the building is structurally sound. 
However, later, the client confides in Joe and informs him that the building 
contains deficiencies in the electrical and mechanical systems which 
violate applicable codes and standards. 



From Pre-event Survey: Code Violations

While Joe is neither an electrical nor mechanical engineer, he does 
realize those deficiencies could cause injury to the occupants of the 
building and he tells the client as much.

In his report, Joe makes a brief mention of his conversation with the 
client concerning the deficiencies. Instead, he has reported it first to his 
supervisor, and then to his supervisor’s boss. 

Management received the information indifferently, not upset that it 
was reported, but not concerned enough to do anything about it.



Which ought to be the higher 
priority for a professional 
engineer in this situation?

1. Client confidentiality

2. Public safety



Joe learns that the sale of the 
building is about to close, and other 
investigators have not discovered 
the code deficiencies. 
What should Joe do?

1. Leave well enough alone

2. Report it to government 
agencies



From Pre-event Survey: Stolen Stamp

On Sunday evening, Tammy returned to her office after a week of 
vacation. Things had been a little crazy the day before she left, and 
she didn’t want the week to start off on the wrong foot Monday 
morning.

Going through the paperwork that had piled up on her desk, 
Tammy notices two designs, submitted the week she was gone, 
that bore her electronic PE stamp.

It was not unheard of for PEs in Tammy’s firm to call in and 
authorize a subordinate to affix his/her electronic stamp to a filing, 
and Tammy had even done it herself a few times. But Tammy had 
not given anyone permission to use her stamp while she was gone. 



Evaluate the firm’s general practice of allowing 
subordinates to affix the PE’s electronic seal with only 
verbal permission.

1. Acceptable

2. Unwise, but not unethical

3. Unacceptable



What should Tammy do?

1. Clarify the policy

2. Confront the unauthorized user

3. Report the violation



The Moral Fox avoids the 
temptation to take the easy 
path when the right path is 
before him or her.

2nd Principle 
Takeaway:



Many free choices in 
which we seek to do 
good are accompanied 
by danger, pain or harm

3rd Principle:

Creative ways to solve problems should not 
be constrained by the idealism of avoiding 
all harm or a zero risk mentality.



What level of risk must we 
accept that there will be 
UNSAFE drinking water in 
our municipal systems?

3 Sigma? = nearly 15 unsafe 
minutes / DAY

6 Sigma? = 1.4 unsafe 
minutes / YEAR



What level of risk must 
we accept that there 
will NOT be a 
catastrophic engine 
failure during 
commercial flight?

Tammie Jo 

Shults



Pedestrian Bridge – Florida International University

 Cable-stayed pedestrian bridge 
connecting FIU with city of Sweetwater 

 $9.3 million project approved in 2015; up 
to $14.2 million in spending by March 
2018

 Highly touted, using Accelerated Bridge 
Construction techniques & Self-Propelled 
Modular Transportation

 950 tons of concrete spanning 174 feet 
over 8th Street in Sweetwater, Fla.



2018 2018Day 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Bridge moved into place
Sat 3/10

FIGG Engineer Pate left 
voicemail on FDOT 
landline about cracks
Tue 3/13

FIU-FIGG-FDOT meeting - no 
life-safety issues discussed
Thu 3/15

Apparent stress-testing 
conducted
Thu 3/15

Bridge collapse: 6 die, 
many more injured
Thu 3/15

FDOT employee 
receives Pate's 
voicemail
Fri 3/16

Timeline…



Should we as engineers make a judgement 
about Denny Pate’s conduct and actions 
prior to this accident?

1. No, who am I to judge

2. Yes, he’s a professional



Multiple Statements (Casting Blame? Plausible Deniability?)

On Thursday morning (March 15,
2018), at 9:00 a.m., the Design Build
Team of MCM and FIGG, convened a
meeting at the MCM trailer, located on
the construction site, to discuss a
crack that appeared on the structure.
The FIGG engineer of record delivered
a technical presentation regarding the
crack and concluded that there were
no safety concerns and the crack did
not compromise the structural
integrity of the bridge. This meeting
lasted approximately two hours and
included FIU and FDOT
representatives.

The responsibility to identify and
address life-safety issues and
properly communicate them is the
sole responsibility of the FIU design
build team. At no point during
any of the communications
above did FIGG or any member
of the FIU design build team
ever communicate a life-safety
issue. Again, FIGG and the FIU
design build team never alerted
FDOT of any life-safety issue
regarding the FIU pedestrian
bridge prior to collapse.

This is an unprecedented event – no
other bridge designed by FIGG
Bridge Engineers has ever
experienced such a collapse. FIGG-
designed bridges have proven to be
incredibly durable. For example, we
have worked on more than 230
bridges throughout the United
States and have designed nearly 35
miles of bridges in the southeastern
Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico that
have withstood multiple hurricanes.



How much RISK should have been taken by engineers 
to test the FIU bridge while leaving the road open?

1. No risk

2. 0.01% chance of collapse

3. 0.00001% chance of collapse

4. 0.000001% chance of collapse



Code of Ethics for Engineers

Engineers in fulfillment of their professional duties, shall:
1. Hold paramount the safety, health, and welfare of the public.
2. Perform services only in areas of their competence.
3. Issue public statements only in an objective and truthful manner.
4. Act for each employer or client as faithful agents or trustees.
5. Avoid deceptive acts.
6. Conduct themselves honorably, responsibly, ethically, and lawfully so as 

to enhance the honor, reputation, and usefulness of the profession.



If ethics is about individuals 
exercising free choice, and if ethical 
decision-making involves some level 
of difficulty, then the professional 
who is a moral fox understands and 
accepts this requirement. He or she 
is not frozen by doing just one thing 
well like the hedgehog. 

3rd Principle 
Takeaway:



There is a direct link between 
the exercise of free choice 
and the character (integrity) 
of a person or professional

4th Principle:



Free 

choice 

yields an 

action

The habit 

forms a 

character

We choose an action (how we 
will relate to ourselves or others)

Character is formed from a series of 
morally virtuous or vicious actions.

A character of 
beauty brings 

honor

The action 
repeated 

many times 
forms a habit

Choice – Habit – Character – Honor Chain



WHAT we choose and HOW we 
choose it affect WHO we become.



The Moral Fox cultivates 
ethical excellence via the 5Cs:
a) Conscience
b) Choice
c) Conduct
d) Character
e) Culture

4th Principle 
Takeaway:



1) Ethics begins with free choice.

2) Ethical decisions often involve some 
difficulty.

3) Many free choices in which we seek 
to do the good are accompanied by 
some danger, pain or harm.

4) A direct link exists between the 
exercise of free choice and the 
character (integrity) of a person or 
professional.

Let’s Summarize:



Knowing

Choosing

Practicing

Securing

Learning to 
recognize…

Desiring or 
valuing…

Refusing lesser 
goods for…

Habit of 
acting on…

Possessing for 
the long-run…

1

23

4

5

Five
interlocking 

dimensions of

…the greater 

GOOD

Desiring

On your table:



The Moral Fox

Thank you!
Q & A time permitting


