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This paper discusses the development of research in business ethics and recent direc- 
tions taken by scholars in the field. We also analyze ethical considerations in systems 
theory and speculate on the possibilities of examining business ethics from a systemic 
perspective. 
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1. I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Business and ethics have for ages been leading separate lives. Real-life man- 
agement behavior and the ethical considerations of  philosophers and theologians 
have been worlds apart. Carr ' s  (1994) famous poker  analogy is a good example 
of  how the relation between management and ethics was regarded by most 
business people until not long ago: 

The ethics of business are not those of society, but rather those of the poker game. 
(p. 28) 

According to Carr, bluffing is acceptable as long as the opponents know that 

you might do it, i .e . ,  as long as all players are aware of  the rules of  the game. 
The rules of  the business game are set by the law. Anything that is legal is also 
ethical. Ethical di lemmas in business have been left to each decis ion-maker 's  

private conscience. And "businessmen that can ' t  stand the heat, should stay out 
of  the ki tchen" (Carr, 1994, p. 30). In other words, people who want to be 
ethical in another sense than just  following the law have no place in business, 
at least not in managerial positions. However,  it may be argued that the laws 
of  today are the ethics of  yesterday. In order to be in touch with today 's  ethics, 
people and companies must listen to what the demands are today (Dillon, 1991). 
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Furthermore, there are indications that business often has had goals or 
traditions counter to those of  ethics. Generally speaking, business can be related 
to self-interest, and ethics to doing good for others. Business is usually a game 
for the powerful, whereas ethics rather has its concerns for the weak. Lastly, 
business is a modem and applied discipline, compared to the ancient and (mostly) 
theoretical discipline of ethics (Singer, 1994). 

The last years have, however, shown some changes that portend a future 
where ethics and business not only can, but indeed must, go together. In the 
long ran, doing business without concern for ethics will be the surest way to 
fail (Dillon, 1991). This is partly due to scandals in business, government 
and elsewhere, which have led to an increasing attention being devoted to ethical 
values from the public, business enterprises, and the research community. In 
short, the ethical values of managers are on everybody's lips (e.g., Harris, 
1990). 

Even though concepts such as fairness and justice can be traced to Plato 
and Aristotle in the fifth century BC (Gatewood and Caroll, 1991), there is a 
risk that the recent awakening of ethical concerns in management will turn into 
just another "management fad."  When companies turn to ethics only for reasons 
of increasing profits, there is no real commitment to ethical behavior. When 
choosing between doing the right thing and making an extra dollar, these firms 
still will be ambiguous (Hoffman, 1994). Moreover, ethical codes in firms will 
have little influence on ethical behavior of employees if management does not 
follow the codes (Stead et al. ,  1990; cf. also Hambrick and Mason, 1986; Miller 
and Toulouse, 1986). Sometimes, management is reluctant to enforce ethical 
standards since they believe it might cause problems in the short run. This is 
referred to as "moral  muteness" and implies forsaking long-term considerations 
for short-term benefits (Bird and Waters, 1989). Another indication that change 
will not be easily attained is the fact that marketing managers' ethical behavior 
is virtually the same today as in the early eighties (Premeaux and Mondy, 1993). 

The potential conflict between traditional business values and ethics, often 
related to managerial short-sightedness, indicates a need for a more holistic, 
long-term perspective. Systems thinking is a discipline that claims to have such 
characteristics. Can systems thinking reduce the apparent gap between business 
and ethics? 

In this paper we briefly review part of the business ethics debate during 
the last years. Then we look at how business ethics can be defined. We also 
discuss why systems theory could be a good starting point when studying busi- 
ness ethics. Following this, we review and analyze four methodologies based 
on systems theory from an ethical standpoint. Finally, the paper closes with 
some concluding remarks. 
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2. WHY BUSINESS ETHICS TODAY? 

2.1. Managed Greed Becomes Unmanaged Greed 

After World War II, working life in the Western Hemisphere has been 
distinguished by four important characteristics (Nash, 1994): 

�9 sustained economic growth, 
�9 an expectation of lifetime employment, 
�9 a homogeneous workforce, and 
�9 a national educational system that stresses literacy, mathematical ability, 

and basic Judeo-Christian values. 

These fundamentals made possible a business philosophy of "managed greed," 
a pursuit of self interest within the bounds of law and custom. Such a utilitarian 
management model implies that everybody plays the game according to its rule 
as long as there is something in it (i.e., monetary rewards) for everyone. 

These factors, previously sufficient to stimulate productivity and teamwork, 
allowed for "managed greed." Today all the above conditions are, if not invalid, 
at least seriously questioned. Economic recession and heavy competition decrease 
the likelihood of immediate cash rewards, thereby putting further pressure on 
managers in terms of corporate performance (Dolenga, 1990). The ideals of 
lifetime employment have been crushed by increasing workforce mobility and 
numerous mergers and downsizings. The workforce of today is heterogeneous, 
with different nationalities, races, and sexes, and schools have dropped ethics 
from their curriculums. Thus, both employees and management are placed in a 
situation where they risk compromising their personal values for "the good of 
the company" (Carroll, 1994). In short, the ethos of managed greed has become 
unmanageable (Nash, 1994). 

One approach to overcoming these problems may be to turn to ethics. 
However, businesses often have maintained the same basic management 
approach, only with a stronger emphasis on control mechanisms to detect actions 
out of line. Says one manager: 

Motivate for greed and set up a strong system of controls to ensure that if someone 
steps over the boundaries, they'll get caught and be penalized. (Nash, 1994, p. 18) 

2.2. A Step on the Way 

In Japan the above scenario has not occurred to the same extent. Instead, 
group ethics is often given priority over short term profits. Cooperation instead 
of competition, trust instead of distrust and a win-win situation instead of a 
zero-sum game (Gundling, 1991). There are also in our society many islands 
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where group ethics reign in business settings (e.g., small firms or departments 
in larger organizations). In fact our civilization is built more on cooperation 
than on exploitation [see Axelrod (1984; cited by Hanson, 1991) for an elabo- 
ration on this]. However, these groups limit their ethical concerns to their inter- 
nal stakeholders. This could mean that customers, suppliers, competitors, the 
environment, and other external stakeholders are excluded from ethical consid- 
erations. In order to carry out a successful ethical dialogue, such external forces 
must also be included. If  ethical conduct concerns only the people who carry 
out the work, the Mafia could be considered ethical since decisions often are 
based on an internal agreement (consensus). Their deeds are not ethical, how- 
ever, since outsiders suffer from their decisions such as future drug addicts, loan 
shark victims, etc. (Pruzan and Thyssen, 1990). To be successful in the long 
run, a company must be in dialogue with society at large on every topic of 
mutual concern to the two entities (Pastin, 1994; see also Kahn, 1990). 

Even though Japanese management expresses ethical concerns more clearly 
than most Western corporations, there is a risk in "importing" their values 
without considering the consequences. If  adopted uncritically, they may turn 
into "management gizmos" (Pastin, 1994). 

For an ethical firm, the question, "Does it pay to do the right thing?" is 
irrelevant. Such a question would imply that ethics is secondary to profits (Dil- 
lon, 1991). A "lots of money-lots of 'ethics,' and vice versa, rule." Ethical 
considerations should always come first. In the next part, we try to identify 
some desirable characteristics of an ethical decision and an ethical decision- 
maker. 

2.3. Ethical Decis ion-Making 

Basing his analysis on game theory, Hanson (1991) concludes that in the 
long run, we can gain from cooperation, although the rational choice for a game 
theorist is likely to be deception. The rational-choice approach may fall prey to 
the very same short-sightedness that often leads to unethical behavior in busi- 
ness. Three prerequisites for ethical behavior are identified. 

(1) The notion of a larger game. This means that we cannot compare our 
performance with just one opponent, but must compare it with the 
business community at large--even those with whom we do not deal 
directly. 

(2) The notion of an ongoing game, i.e., emphasizing long-term perfor- 
mance as opposed to short-term gains. 

(3) The notion of effective retaliation. Deceptions shall not pass without 
punishment. 

This new set of conditions would lead to cooperation being the best strategy. 
However, these conditions seldom are at work in the business community. Often 
large firms are treated according to different standards than small firms, thus 
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violating condition 1. Many markets have, at least in their early stages, few 
rules and many opportunities for making large profits on ethically questionable 
businesses that are likely to be regulated by time. This puts an emphasis on 
making fast profits, clearly violating condition 2. Lastly, there are not always 
penalties imposed for those who are deceptive,  either because the law is too soft 
or the punishment is too lenient (Hanson, 1991). 

One could argue that the entire discussion above is not really about ethics 
but, rather, about rules or codes. The time lag in legislation impedes the effi- 
ciency of  rules set by law. But even so, Hyman et al. (1990) contest that ethical 
codes never can be enough. What  if  managers instead follow their inner con- 

victions, that are based on ethical foundations? It is clear that managers do not 
always act according to Weber ' s  (1947) formal rationality. Kitching etal. (1994) 
found that " i r ra t iona l"  or  noneconomic factors influence small firms' decision 
making. Factors such as fairness to customers and employees,  as well as per- 
ceptions of  the value of  the services provided were all considered important. 
Would such an approach result in ethical decisions? Not necessarily,  as can be 
seen from the following case: 

The owner of an American paper mill went to an environmental conference and 
stepped out as a reformed citizen. He pledged that from that day on he would do 
everything in order to reduce pollution from his mill. Accordingly, he invested mil- 
lions of dollars on pollution reducing equipment. The sad part of the story is that he 
also drove his company into bankruptcy at the same time, since his competitors spent 
a lot less on environmental issues. In the end, not only did 400 people loose their 
jobs, but the river remained polluted. (Lodge, 1977; cited by Hoffman, 1994). 

The above " c a s e "  illustrates that focusing entirely on one stakeholder 
seems to be the wrong approach. Instead, some suggest that in order to make 
ethical decisions, managers must ask themselves a number o f  questions con- 
cerning all the stakeholders o f  the company. For  example,  " H o w  would my 
decision affect customer relations i f  someone got to know?"  This way managers 
would find out when more work is needed on a decision for it to be an ethical 
one (Hyman et al., 1990). Confer the notion of  an " ideal  speech si tuation" 
(Habermas, 1984; cited by Klein and Hirschheim, 1991). 

What,  then, is required for ethical managerial  behavior? Drawing on the 
artificial intelligence idea o f  a "mora l  j u d g e "  or  an " ideal  observer , "  Firth 
(1952; cited by Khalil ,  1993) identifies the following attributes of  a moral deci- 
sion-maker: 

�9 knowledge of  all relevant facts, 
�9 in-biasedness, 
�9 freedom from disturbing passion, and 
�9 the ability to vividly imagine the feelings and circumstances of  the parties 

involved. 

While the above characteristics could be regarded as an ideal vision, it is also 
an unrealistic description o f  the ethical decision-maker,  based on the rational- 
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actor metaphor. Khalil (1993) argues against putting an expert system in charge 
of ethical decisions. Ethics is so complex and situation specific that it cannot 
be encompassed in a program. Since two identical situations only rarely can be 
found, it takes cognitive power from the decision-maker in order to, through 
reasoning, come up with a new ethical decision. 

A more useful view of ethical management behavior can be found in the 
works of Maclagan and Snell (1992). In their view, if decisions are to be ethical, 
they must be made by the managers themselves. Three corresponding attributes 
are identified: 

�9 Cognitive skills. Both in terms of understanding organizational behavior 
and having an ability to engage in ethical reasoning. 

�9 Personal and interpersonal skills and qualities, such as integrity, an abil- 
ity to listen to and respect others' viewpoints, etc. 

�9 Self-knowledge, especially knowing one's personal values and being able 
to reconcile these with what happens at the workplace. 

The above qualities of  "cognitive skills" and "self-knowledge" can be related 
to Brehmer's (1992) work on dynamic decision-making, especially the notion 
of "heuristic competence." Failures will follow, for example, if responsibility 
is delegated inadequately or scapegoats are pointed out. Therefore, it is obvious 
that both Maclagan and Snell and Brehmer stress the importance of personal 
and interpersonal skills. 

Researchers debate whether ethical competence is a question of having the 
right values (de Raadt, 1995) or having an ability to resolve ethical dilemmas 
according to one's own values irrespective of what these values stand for (Macla- 
gan, 1992). Pastin (1994), for example, contends that an entity is warrented in 
holding an ethical belief to the extent that it can be tested and rejected (cf. 
Popper's critical rationalism). According to Pastin, a view where basic assump- 
tions cannot be tested or rejected would be superstitious. Many managers com- 
mit themselves to a certain belief to such an extent that this belief cannot be 
challenged ["sunk ego"  (Pastin, 1994)]. 

According to another perspective, what makes us ethical or moral beings 
is our free will (LeChat, 1986; cited by Khalil, 1993). A decision taken in 
accordance with an ethical rule is not ethical or moral by default, but only if 
made by free will. This could be the reason why so many researchers and 
practitioners point out that ethical codes are not enough (e.g., Hyman et al . ,  
1990; Hoffman, 1994). 

Is ethics merely a matter of opinions or are there some fundamental ground 
rules to the field? In order to be able to proceed, an examination of ethics 
definitions is required. 
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3. THE CONCEPT OF (BUSINESS) ETHICS 

Ethics as a research area can be defined as 

�9 . . the inquiry into the nature and  g rounds  o f  moral i ty  where  the te rm moral i ty  is 

taken to mean  moral  j udgment s ,  s tandards  and  rules o f  conduct�9 (Taylor ,  1975; ci ted 

by Khali l ,  1993, p. 314) 

Carmichael and Drummond (1989) suggest that the person's ethics are the ground 
rules for action, and that these rules define which actions are personally per- 
missible. An ethical issue is at hand when a person's freely performed actions 
have consequences for others (Velasquez and Rostankowski, 1985; cited by 
Jones, 1991, p. 367). 

Business ethics is not a field with its own separate standards. Rather, it is 
about how individuals are faced with ethical problems in a business setting 
(Nash, 1994; Pruzan and Thyssen, 1990). This, more recent, view of business 
ethics is contrary to the poker analogy of Carr (1968). It appears to the present 
authors that this orientation is representative for most researchers and that it is 
becoming increasingly popular amongst business people. 

Based on the above, it is our impression that a systemic perspective can 
be utilized when dealing with ethics. In the subsequent section we elaborate on 
this. 

4. WHY LOOK AT BUSINESS ETHICS FROM A SYSTEMIC 
PERSPECTIVE? 

In 1930, general systems theory was considered a logical-mathematical 
field (von Bertalanffy, 1972). More than 40 years later, the scope of the field 
has widened: 

�9 . . This  wri ter  does  not  see that  the humanis t ic  aspects  can  be evaded unless general  

sys tems theory is l imited to a restricted and  fractional  vision.  (von Bertalanffy,  1972, 

p. 424) 

There are several features to the topic of business ethics that make a systemic 
perspective suitable, even desirable. While lack of space does not permit an in- 
depth discussion of this assertion, we take a look at some of the features of 
business ethics and systems thinking that make a good case for linking them to 
each other. 

First, the humanistic concerns of systems thinking are also an evident 
dimension of business ethics (Dolenga, 1990). In terms of the humanistic aspect, 
one can also find clear connections between business ethics and systems thinking 
(Velasquez and Rostankowski, 1985; cited by Jones, 1991, p. 367). 

Second, a recurring theme in previous research on business ethics is that 
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of relations. One could possibly even argue that ethics is about relations. Rela- 
tions between the enterprise and its stakeholders, relations between individuals 
within a single organization, and relations between the business community and 
society in general. The concept of relations is also a distinct feature of general 
systems thinking. In fact, systems are made of relations. 

Third, systems are organized into hierarchies (yon Bertalanffy, 1968). The 
concept of hierarchies has been taken into consideration by several researchers 
in business ethics and related fields. Proposing a conceptual framework for 
research on corporate social performance, Wood (1991) emphasizes the need to 
take into consideration the principles of corporate social performance on an 
institutional, organizational, and individual level. Researchers have studied the 
ethical values of individuals at different levels in the organizational hierarchy 
of a single firm (Harris, 1990) and suggested a distinction between the individual 
and the group level when assessing the ethical performance of organizational 
members (Gatewood and Carroll, 1991). 

There are researchers who even find ethics to be a system discipline p e r  

se. According to Pruzan and Thyssen (1990), the systemic orientation of ethics 
is based on the idea of ethics arising from dialogue. Further, they contend that 
ethical issues can only be settled by taking a holistic, and therefore systemic, 
view. Taken together, we argue that the above assertions provide some evidence 
that business ethics could fruitfully be discussed from a systemic perspective. 
However, systems thinking is not only one line of thought. Systems design and 
development is therefore used to exemplify its application. Depending on which 
approach is taken within the spectrum of systems development methodologies, 
ethics is treated in different ways. Therefore, in the following section we will 
look at different methodologies of systems development and their relations to 
ethics. 

5. EXAMINING " S C H O O L S "  OF SYSTEMS DESIGN FROM AN 
E T H I C A L  STANDPOINT 

In this section we review and discuss four methodologies for systems design 
in terms of their explicit and implicit views on ethics. We focus especially on 
similarities and differences. The methodologies are multimodal methodology, 
hypersystems, soft systems methodology, and developmental work research. 
This will enable us to conclude the paper by speculating on the applicability of 
the various methodologies in business settings. 

5.1.  Mult imodal  Methodology  

de Raadt's (1995) multimodal methodology (MMM) is based on the notion 
of modalities. These are designed to represent an ordered structure encompassing 
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all aspects of human life. The modalities vary from numerical to credal with 
increasing complexity, each with a fixed content. MMM aims at changing not 
only information system design, but also social systems on a more general level. 
According to de Raadt, today's societies are degenerating in terms of ethics 
and this degeneration is due mainly to an oversimplification of the act of systems 
design where technological aspects dominate over humanitarian considerations. 
By discarding the utilitarian and mechanistic management philosophies, a more 
holistic methodology can be put forward. Systems should be designed taking 
into account also "ought-aspects," i.e., what the role of the system ought to 
be and how it should work. These normative considerations imply that ethics 
are much more important in MMM than in the present practice of  systems 
design. In order to analyze ethical aspects of  systems (in our case business 
organizations), the multimodal approach has appealing characteristics. 

There are also other ethical connotations to the works of de Raadt. The 
author uses the concept of "sphere of sovereignty" when looking into the role 
and responsibilities of different systems in society. By means of the sphere of  
sovereignty, the domination of one system over another, or indeed the destruc- 
tion of a system by another, is avoided. This could be interpreted as taking an 
ethical stance toward the act of  systems design. Refer to Velasquez and Ros- 
tankowski's definition of ethics in Section 3. Systems residing in different modal- 
ities should not be permitted to place demands on the members of society that 
lead to the member neglecting one system (or modality) for the sake of another 
("checking for conflict"). This can be related to the idea of including all stake- 
holders when resolving ethical dilemmas, which is a fundamental building block 
in several of the works on business ethics (e.g., Pastin, 1994; Hyman et a l . ,  

1990). Ethics is not discussed from a relativist perspective. The call for "order"  
as well as the fixed content of each modality implies that what is ethical does 
not depend on the situation. 

5.2.  Hypersys tems  

Ivanov's (1991) idea of hypersystems refers to a computer-based imple- 
mentation of a self-learning social system. In other words, a computer supported 
application attempting to learn. Core concepts are the interrelated categories of 
designer, decision maker, client and system philosopher. These categories hold 
certain opinions ("is/ought judgments") that should be taken in consideration 
in systems design. The application of hypersystems would enable tapping the 
opinions of different actors, stimulating communication and involvement. How- 
ever, Ivanov suggests that consensus might overshadow the truth. 

We should therefore prevent that truth...be banished and replaced by a value that 
is reduced to consensual usefulness at the interface between pragmatism and nego- 
tiated democratic utilitarianism. (Ivanov, 1991, p. 16) 
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Hypersystems would encompass an ethical dimension in the sense that issues 
such as power would not be overlooked in the design. Moreover, the inclusion 
of the concept of truth would reduce unethical behavior on the part of  pragmatic 
systems analysts (consultants). It seems that hypersystems is primarily concep- 
tual, i.e., more of an idea than an elaborated methodology. 

5.3. Soft Systems Methodology 

Soft systems methodology (SSM) was developed to be used in broad prob- 
lem-solving situations where goals cannot be quantified. The overriding idea is 
that problem situations regarding human affairs cannot be "solved" once and 
for all, which calls for a process-oriented instead of a technique-oriented approach 
(Checldand, 1988). 

The methodology calls for the analyzer to adapt to the different stakeholder- 
views, thereby requiring empathy from the analyzer. This emphasis on under- 
standing has ethical overtones (see, e.g., Pastin, 1994). 

Another aspect of ethics in SSM is the regard of history as relevant and 
important in any problem situation. This way, a deeper understanding of the 
views of different stakeholders may be obtained. Such a participative approach 
means that all different actors should take part in mapping the system. 

Changes should not only be systemically desirable, but also culturally fea- 
sible. In SSM, changes are culturally feasible if 

� 9  they are adapted to the characteristics of the situation, the people in it, their 
shared experiences and their prejudices. (Checkland, 1981, p. 181) 

By this statement an ethical stance is taken that coincides very well with the 
business ethics definition in Section 3. It is, however, not clear whether Check- 
land also would include silent stakeholders such as the environment, customers, 
and competitors. 

A transformation or change should meet three criteria. It should be effi- 
cacious, efficient, and effective. These three criteria are sometimes expanded to 
five, including ethicality and elegance, where the former has demands on the 
moral correctness of the system (Checldand et a l . ,  1990). In these writings, the 
meaning of "moral  correctness" is not discussed. 

5.4. Developmental Work Research 

As argued by Engestrfm (1991) and Morris and Holt (1993), a desirable 
property of developmental work research (DWR) is that it lends itself to analyses 
beyond one-sided cognitive or structural approaches. A recurring theme in busi- 
ness ethics research is whether the individual or the organization behaves ethi- 
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cally. In other words, Engestr6m's human activity system may be regarded as 
a link between the individual and the organization. 

Ethics does not emerge explicitly in the work of Engestr6m. But as we see 
it, his view is also similar to the definition of business ethics offered in Section 
3. According to activity theory, a "good"  (ethical) system is one about which 
there is consensus. Engestr6m tends, however, to place particular emphasis on 
internal stakeholders. 

A distinct feature of  DWR is that it analyzes everyday dilemmas against 
the background of the historically evolving contradictions of the activity system 
(Saarelma and Engestr6m, 1993). This historical analysis is the basis of devel- 
opment. DWR advocates a participative approach where experts (e.g., systems 
analysts) don't lead, but work together with the rest of the workforce. DWR is 
a form of action research, and as such it is change oriented. 

An activity system is much more competent and robust than any of its 
individual expert members (Engestr6m, 1991). Activity systems have many 
voices and many layers. This multitude of voices and layers is both a resource 
and a source of conflict. By inner contradictions the (ethical) system develops. 

5.5. Comparative Analysis 

In this section, the different methodologies are compared with each other 
in terms of their overriding purpose, the tools used, and their emphasis on ethics. 
The extent to which each methodology takes the particular characteristics of the 
situation into account is also examined. All methodologies are examples of self- 
learning systems. The emphasis is not on performing an isolated task with a 
clear-cut beginning and end. Rather, the entire and continuous process is focused. 
This provides a better climate for ethical behavior (Pastin, 1994). In this respect, 
some ethical, considerations apply to all the "schools"  examined. 

When learning systems are discussed, it is natural to bring up the concept 
of change. Indeed, change is the very essence of a learning system. The different 
methodologies have different ambitions regarding what should be changed and 
how it should be done. While de Raadt wants to change the whole society, SSM 
and DWR work at a lower level. It appears as if Ivanov takes a middle-of-the- 
road position. 

The quest for truth is a driving force in the works of both Ivanov and de 
Raadt. Certain fundamentals constitute the cornerstones in their respective meth- 
odologies. Ethics is one of these cornerstones. MMM and, to a lesser extent, 
Hypersystems are found on the idealistic side, as opposed to SSM and DWR, 
which both occupy the pragmatic side of the spectrum. One reason could be 
found in the fact that SSM and DWR both have been developed in real-world 
problematic situations, whereas MMM and Hypersystems still are on a concep- 
tual level. 
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All methodologies appear to agree that consensus is an important aspect 
when resolving ethical issues. However, even with regard to the emphasis on 
consensus, the four schools have clear differences. 

Historical analyses are explicit only in the works of Engestr6m and Check- 
land. However, the systemic nature of MMM and Hypersystems would imply 
that a system cannot be understood in a snap-shot fashion without regarding the 
past and the future. Historical and future-oriented analyses are necessary in order 
for ethics to be taken into proper consideration (e.g., Kahn, 1990). It appears 
as if SSM and DWR both adopt a more situational view of ethics and consensus. 
Every situation must be handled separately, but still in compliance with the 
systemic view. For example, seemingly identical situations may differ in that 
their histories are disparate. 

From our supplied definitions of (business) ethics, and after having justified 
a systemic approach to the study of ethics, we have examined four systems 
development methodologies from an ethical point of view. This review can be 
summarized and illustrated as in Table I. 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In the initial part of the present paper, we suggested that the old perception 
of ethics in business gradually has changed. Still, there are some indications 
that the values of individual managers are practically the same today as 10 years 
ago (Premeaux and Mondy, 1993). One can therefore hypothesize that any 
change would be more on the superficial level of society than among individual 
managers. Researchers stress the risk of ethics becoming a "management fad," 
which may occur if ethics concern only the professional situation (work ethics). 
For ethics to develop beyond this, it must relate to the individual value systems 
of managers. Since individual values often are deeply rooted, this may mean 
that a real change in ethical behavior will not occur until a new generation has 
reached managerial positions. 

When it comes to the applicability of the methodologies in ethical problem 
situations, there are clearly some differences. Engestr6m's DWR and Check- 
land's SSM both have been developed to work in real-world situations in today's 
society. Their applicability has also been proven. Therefore, they could probably 
be efficient in everyday ethical problem situations. However, when it comes to 
explicit ethical concerns, they are seldom emphasized in these methodologies. 

Hypersystems is still at a developmental stage, and it is therefore difficult 
to foresee how it will affect business ethics. It has, however, some similarities 
to the multimodal methodology of de Raadt. MMM is more elaborated but we 
feel that the holistic nature of the methodology impairs it from dealing with 
smaller problems or issues that may be important to some members of 
society. On the other hand, its purpose is rather a call for a new order altogether. 
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Its impact on business ethics in the short run will therefore probably be modest. 
Still, as pointed out by James (1956; cited by Ivanov, 1991), ethics becomes 
especially important in other than everyday situations. This supports the general 
idea of  developing a systems methodology for a broader purpose, which would 
by definition, include ethics. 

As a result of  this review, two important aspects emerge conceming busi- 
ness ethics in the realm of  systems theory: first, the issue of practical applica- 
bility and, second, the issue of  whether ethics can be included in the analysis 
in a meaningful way. The more "practically oriented" methodologies (DWR 
and SSM) seem to lack a clear ethical stance, while the more ethically concerned 
Hypersystems and MMM can be considered to have limited practical applica- 
bility. We feel that systems theory can contribute to the field of business ethics, 
provided that practical applicability and a clear ethical stance can be combined. 
The ideal methodology, both applicable and with a clear emphasis on ethics, is 
yet to be developed. 
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