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The discrepancy between an individual's perceived ethicality and their actual behavior represents one of the most 

significant challenges in modern behavioral science and corporate governance. Termed ethical blind spots, this

phenomenon suggests that most people view themselves as moral, competent, and fair, yet they frequently engage

in unethical behavior that contradicts these self-perceptions. Rooted in the research of Max Bazerman and Ann

Tenbrunsel, the concept of blind spots illuminates why good people fail to do what is right and how organizations

inadvertently foster environments where integrity is compromised.

The Theoretical Framework of Bounded Ethicality

To understand ethical blind spots, one must first grasp the concept of bounded ethicality. This framework posits

that human cognition is limited by internal and external constraints that prevent us from acting in full alignment with

our values. Unlike intentional corruption, bounded ethicality refers to the systematic and predictable psychological

processes that lead even the most well-intentioned individuals to act unethically without their own awareness.

The Psychological Scaffolding of Blind Spots

Ethical blind spots are not mere accidents; they are the result of specific cognitive heuristics and biases. The brain

utilizes these shortcuts to manage the massive amount of information it processes daily. However, when applied to

moral dilemmas, these shortcuts can lead to catastrophic failures in judgment.

•  Implicit Biases: These are unconscious associations or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, 

and decisions. Because they operate below the level of conscious awareness, individuals are often unaware that 

their decisions are being influenced by prejudice or favoritism.

•  Temporal Myopia: This refers to the human tendency to overvalue immediate rewards while discounting long-

term ethical consequences.

•  Euphemistic Labeling: Language plays a critical role in masking unethical behavior. By using neutral or 

positive terminology (e.g., "right-sizing" instead of layoffs, or "aggressive accounting" instead of fraud), the moral 

intensity of an action is diminished.

The Temporal Dimension of Ethical Decision Making

A core component of the Bazerman-Tenbrunsel model is the distinction between the should self and the want self

. This conflict evolves through different stages of a decision-making process, creating a cycle of self-deception.

1. The Prediction Phase: The Dominance of the 'Should Self'

In the planning stage, individuals typically rely on their should self. When imagining a future ethical dilemma,

people predict they will act in accordance with their moral principles. At this stage, the decision is abstract, and the

cognitive focus is on normative values and long-term reputation.

2. The Action Phase: The Emergence of the 'Want Self'

When the moment of decision arrives, the want self becomes dominant. Driven by visceral impulses, immediate 



needs, and situational pressures, the individual focuses on what is most beneficial in the short term. The ethical 

implications of the choice undergo ethical fading—a process where the moral dimensions of the decision

disappear from view, replaced by business or personal considerations.

3. The Reflection Phase: Cognitive Dissonance and Justification

After the unethical act occurs, the should selfreappears. To resolve the dissonance between their behavior and

their self-image as a "good person," individuals engage in post-hoc rationalization. They distort their memory of the

event or minimize the harm caused, effectively reinforcing the blind spot for future scenarios.

Technical Analysis of Organizational Blind Spots

While individual psychology is the foundation, organizations often scale these blind spots through systemic failures.

Technical analysis of corporate scandals reveals that the infrastructure of a company—its incentives, reporting

lines, and culture—can act as a catalyst for collective ethical failure.

The Mechanism of Ill-Conceived Goals

Organizations often set ambitious goals to drive performance. However, when these goals are narrow and tied to

high-stakes rewards, they can create a "focusing effect" that blinds employees to the ethical costs of achieving

those targets. A classic example is the 1970s Ford Pinto case, where the goal of producing a car under 2,000

pounds for under $2,000 led engineers to overlook critical safety flaws in the fuel tank design.

Comparison of Individual vs. Organizational Ethical Failures



Feature Individual Blind Spots Organizational Blind Spots

Primary Driver Cognitive biases and heuristics Incentive systems and cultural norms

Manifestation Internal rationalization and self-
deception

Groupthink and diffused responsibility

Mechanism Should vs. Want self-conflict Reward systems and euphemistic 
labeling

Mitigation Strategy Mindfulness and bias awareness Structural reform and ethical auditing

Visibility High internal opacity High external opacity (opacity to 
leadership)

Advanced Metrics: The Ethical Risk Quotient (ERQ)

For organizations to mitigate blind spots, they must move beyond qualitative assessments to quantitative modeling. 

We can conceptualize the Ethical Risk Quotient (ERQ)as a function of situational pressure, cognitive load, and

systemic opacity.

Formula: ERQ = (P * L) / (T + O)

Where:

•  P (Pressure): The intensity of performance goals and external threats.

•  L (Load): The cognitive and emotional burden on the decision-maker.

•  T (Transparency): The degree to which decisions are visible to peers and supervisors.

•  O (Oversight): The robustness of the formal and informal monitoring systems.

As Pressure and Load increase, the ERQ rises exponentially unless balanced by a significant increase in

Transparency and Oversight. High ERQ environments are the primary breeding grounds for ethical blind spots.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide to Ethical De-biasing

Technical writers and strategists must provide actionable workflows to combat these psychological traps. The

following step-by-step procedure is designed to integrate ethical checkpoints into standard operational workflows.

Step 1: The Pre-Mortem Ethical Audit

Before launching a project or making a major decision, teams should conduct a "pre-mortem." Ask: "If this project 

results in a massive ethical scandal two years from now, how did it happen?" This forces the should self to 

contemplate the realistic pressures that the want self will face.

Step 2: Neutralizing Euphemisms

Audit all internal documentation for language that obscures impact. Replace vague terms with concrete

descriptions of outcomes. For instance, instead of "optimizing resource allocation," use "terminating 15% of the

workforce." This restores the moral intensity of the decision.

Step 3: Joint Decision-Making Protocols

Research suggests that when individuals evaluate options one at a time, they are more likely to make unethical 



choices. Evaluating options in a comparative framework(Joint Evaluation) encourages the brain to focus on the

relative merits and ethical trade-offs of each choice, reducing the power of the want self.

Step 4: Implementing 'Nudge' Systems

Use behavioral architecture to make the ethical choice the default or the easiest path. This includes placing 

signature lines for ethics declarations at the beginningof forms rather than the end, which primes the individual's

moral identity before they have the chance to engage in dishonest reporting.

Case Studies in Ethical Blindness

The Challenger Disaster: Institutional Blindness

The 1986 Space Shuttle Challenger disaster serves as a technical case study in indirect blindness. Decision-

makers at NASA and Morton Thiokol were aware of the O-ring issues, but the pressure to maintain the launch

schedule led to a phenomenon known as the "normalization of deviance." They were not intending to cause a

catastrophe, but their focus on technical success metrics blinded them to the increasing risk profile.

The 2008 Financial Crisis: Motivated Blindness

Motivated blindness occurs when individuals have a vested interest in remaining ignorant. During the subprime

mortgage crisis, ratings agencies were paid by the very banks whose securities they were rating. This conflict of

interest created a systemic blind spot where the agencies "failed to see" the toxicity of the assets they were grading

as AAA. The systemic incentive for profit outweighed the normative requirement for accuracy.

Strategic Troubleshooting: Common Failure Modes



Failure Mode Symptom Technical Solution

Ethical Fading Employees view ethical decisions as 
"purely business" decisions.

Integrate ethical KPIs into quarterly 
business reviews.

Slippery Slope Minor infractions lead to major fraud 
over time.

Zero-tolerance for minor policy 
violations and "broken windows" 
auditing.

Over-claiming Credit Team members overestimate their 
own contributions, leading to 
resentment.

Transparent project tracking and peer-
review performance metrics.

Indirect Blindness Holding third parties to lower 
standards than internal teams.

Unified vendor code of conduct with 
mandatory compliance audits.

Summary and Broader Implications for Leadership

Addressing ethical blind spots requires a fundamental shift in how we view human nature and organizational 

design. It is insufficient to simply "hire ethical people," as the research proves that the situational context and 

cognitive biases can override individual character. Leaders must transition from a model of moral preaching to 

choice architecture.

By acknowledging the limitations of our own cognitive processing, we can build systems that compensate for our 

inherent biases. This involves creating a culture where psychological safety allows for the questioning of "obvious" 

business decisions and where the should selfis given a permanent seat at the table. The goal is not to achieve a

state of perfect morality, but to narrow the gap between who we think we are and how we behave in the high-

pressure environments of the modern economy.

Ultimately, the study of blind spots teaches us that the greatest threat to integrity is not the "bad apple," but the

unconscious patterns of the "good person." Technical rigor, transparency, and a deep understanding of behavioral

psychology are the only effective tools for illuminating the shadows in our decision-making processes and ensuring

that our actions align with our highest values. As we move toward a more automated and data-driven world, the

human element of ethical judgment remains the most critical, yet most fragile, component of the system. Investing

in the mitigation of blind spots is not just an ethical imperative; it is a strategic necessity for long-term organizational

resilience.
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