CSE1720

Business Information Technology and Systems

Some examples of Ethics

Case 1.

You have recently been appointed as the project manager for a new and high profile information system. After undertaking an initial estimation, you recognise that the project will take 4 times the costs being talked about by the project’s business sponsor. You suspect that upon being informed of the revised estimates, the project sponsor will not approve the project. You also know that if the project is not approved, your job and those of a number of system professionals will be at risk. In addition, you are sure that the project will provide substantial benefits to your organisation even with the higher costs.  So, you underestimate the cost of the project taking a relatively low risk that by delaying notification of the true costs until the project is well under way, the project sponsor will be reluctant to stop the project.

[you could extend this to include the project sponsor’s reaction to (a) being informed of the true costs, (b) the project sponsor being aware that the costs quoted as being too low, but ignoring them (c) the project sponsor deferring the recognition of the high costs until the project is in the critical state].

Case 2. 

You are a project manager specialising in PC based applications. You are evaluating a new mission-critical (must be operational on-time, and be 24 hour, 7 day a week operational) system request and you are considering alternative development platforms. While you are sure that the system can be developed in Language X, a development platform with which your team has much expertise, you have recently been impressed with Language Y as it introduces new techniques and is ‘high-tech’. You know that use of Language Y will raise the risk of the project taking a much longer development time. You decide that Language Y will be more personally interesting, and will add to your languages skills. You are also aware that the development skills of your will be enhanced and that this will assist in the strategic direction of your group. You therefore recommend that language Y be used for the project. 

Case 3.

You are an applications programmer working on a project which is in serious trouble. The development technology being used in the project is ‘leading-edge’ and appears unable to successfully provide a platform for implementing the project within the agreed time frame. The senior business management who are funding the development, and who are depending on the deliverables for strategic advantage, are not aware of the technical problems.  However, they are concerned about the perceived lack of progress and request a demonstration of the system’s progress. 

You are directed by the senior project manager to write a program to ‘simulate’ the success of the technology. You write a program to display a series of pre-determined results to set actions that will be entered by the business managers.  They are impressed by the ‘live’ system, continue the funding of the project and extend the deadlines.

With acknowledgement to Rob Thomsett & Associates P/L (1993).

(The material should be studied in the light of the Code of Ethics of the Australian Computer Society which you met in the lecture on Ethics.)

Case 4.

A software development company has just produced a new software package which incorporates new tax laws and addresses tax laws for individuals as well as small business. The senior executive of the company knows that the software has a number of bugs. He also believes that the first firm to put the software on the market will capture the largest market share (have you heard this before ?).

The software is widely advertised, and when the company supplies the software to a purchaser, includes on the software CD a disclaimer of responsibility for errors resulting from the use of the software. The company expects some complaints, queries and suggestions for modifications. The company plans to take advantage of this input and to issue an updated, improved and debugged version at a later date. The senior executive’s argument for this is that it is general industry policy and that any user who buys version 1.0 of a product will be aware of this and will take appropriate precautions.

Because of bugs, a number of users filed incorrect tax returns and were penalised by the Tax Office.

There are a number of issues here :

The senior executive :

1. did not strive to achieve the ‘highest quality product’

2. failed to inform customers about the bugs

3. probably violated a number of principles of the A.C.S. code of ethics

The risks to the users are significant and include payment for penalties for                                               mistakes on their income tax returns.

The company disclaimer was not made in good conscience, and by doing this the company executive is violating the principle of accepting responsibility for the end result .

Case 5.

Hassan was a newly appointed Information Technology manager within a small UK manufacturing company. While familiarising himself with the company’s accounting systems, he became aware that his predecessor had arranged to disguise payments made by a senior sales manager, apparently to secure contracts. When he queried these entries he was told that it was ‘normal business practice’. He was not convinced, tried to further investigate and was told to leave the existing procedures in place by the Sales Director, and to stop concerning himself with the matter. Hassan felt that he could not do this, and resigned. He received a good reference from the company.

Case 6.

Lily worked for a small commercial software house which specialised in financial systems. She was a software engineer, enjoyed her job and was good at it. 

She was asked by her manager to agree to be briefly seconded to another company, apparently to help them finish an overdue project. She would continue to draw her salary from her firm, who would in turn charge for her services.

She agreed, moved to the other company, and for two weeks worked there. Her manager (a chap named Ian) asked her for a ‘frank’ report on the ‘new’ company together with a complete dump of the software and testing materials on which she was working. Ian impressed on her that this was to be kept ‘very quiet’.

Case 7.

Jeni was discussing needs with potential users of a new system. Although she wanted to take their views seriously into account, she knew that some of the user requests would involve much more work than others. The users were not technical people, and had no understanding of the work involved and therefore the costs involved. Jeni concluded that it would be very easy to convince them that something was not technically possible rather that admitting that it was merely difficult or expensive.

Case 8.

Peter  was working on the development of a new software package. A colleague (Lydia) had left for the day, and Peter wanted to refer to some printed notes which he knew she had left in her desk drawer, which she had locked.

Most people would agree that it would not be appropriate to break open the desk in order to gain access to the notes.  What, however, if Peter had the ability to hack into a computer system, and access the original electronic file from which the notes had been produced ?  Is breaking into someone’s ‘electronic office’ comparable, or more acceptable, than breaking into a physical one ?

