
When There Are Two Choices In A Situation,
And Neither Resolves The Issue In An
Ethically Acceptable

Introduction

When there are two choices in a situation, and neither resolves the issue in an ethically
acceptable way, individuals and organizations face complex moral dilemmas that challenge
their principles, values, and decision-making frameworks. Such scenarios often involve
conflicting duties, interests, or rights, making it difficult to determine the 'right' course of
action. Addressing these dilemmas requires careful analysis, ethical reasoning, and
sometimes, a willingness to accept uncomfortable truths. This article explores the nature
of such dilemmas, the frameworks used to analyze them, and strategies for navigating
these challenging situations.

Understanding Ethical Dilemmas with Two
Unacceptable Choices

What Is an Ethical Dilemma?

An ethical dilemma occurs when an individual or group faces two or more conflicting moral choices,
and each choice has morally justifiable reasons but also significant drawbacks. When neither option
aligns with ethical standards, the dilemma becomes particularly acute. Key characteristics include:

Mutual exclusivity of options

Significant moral implications for each choice

Absence of a clearly 'better' or ethically acceptable solution

Examples of Such Dilemmas

- A doctor must decide whether to respect patient autonomy by honoring a patient's wish that
conflicts with medical advice, even if following the wish could harm the patient.
- An employee witnesses unethical behavior but fears retaliation if they report it, yet not reporting it
allows the misconduct to continue.



- A government must choose between implementing policies that either violate individual privacy
rights or compromise national security.

In each case, both options involve serious ethical concerns, and neither fully satisfies moral
standards.

Frameworks for Analyzing Ethical Dilemmas

Deontological Ethics

Deontological approaches focus on duties, rules, and principles. When faced with two unacceptable
choices, deontology asks:

- Are there moral duties that take precedence?
- Is there a rule that must be followed regardless of consequences?

If both options violate core duties, the dilemma persists.

Consequentialism and Utilitarianism

Consequentialist frameworks evaluate the outcomes:

- Which option produces the least harm or the greatest good?
- Are there long-term consequences that might justify an initially unacceptable choice?

When both options lead to undesirable outcomes, utilitarian analysis may suggest seeking
alternative solutions.

Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics emphasizes moral character and virtues:

- Would each choice reflect virtues such as honesty, compassion, or justice?
- Is there a way to act that aligns with moral character, even if not perfectly?

If both choices compromise virtues, the dilemma deepens.

Principle-Based Approaches

Principle-based ethics, like Beauchamp and Childress’s principles of biomedical ethics (autonomy,
beneficence, non-maleficence, justice), provide a structured approach:



- Prioritize principles based on context
- Seek a compromise or a nuanced decision that minimally breaches principles

When neither option fully respects these principles, further deliberation is necessary.

Strategies for Navigating Unacceptable Choices

Seeking Alternatives and Creative Solutions

- Reevaluate the Situation: Is there a third option not initially apparent?
- Innovate: Can new approaches or compromises be devised?
- Consult Others: Engage with colleagues, ethicists, or stakeholders for diverse perspectives.

Prioritizing Ethical Values

- Determine which values are most critical in the context.
- Accept that some values may need to be temporarily compromised while others are upheld.

Implementing a Hierarchical Approach

- Establish a hierarchy of moral principles.
- Make decisions that uphold the most fundamental principles, even if it means sacrificing less
critical ones.

Transparency and Accountability

- Clearly communicate the dilemma and reasoning behind decisions.
- Take responsibility for the outcomes, acknowledging the moral complexity.

Seeking External Guidance

- Use ethical committees, professional codes, or legal advice.
- Consider societal norms and legal constraints.

The Role of Moral Courage and Personal Integrity



Moral Courage in Difficult Situations

- Sometimes, individuals must act against prevailing pressures, even when choices are ethically
compromised.
- Moral courage involves standing by one's principles and accepting potential consequences.

Maintaining Personal Integrity

- Reflect on personal values and ethical commitments.
- Strive to act in a manner consistent with one's moral identity, even under challenging
circumstances.

Case Studies and Practical Applications

Case Study 1: Medical Ethics

A physician faces a dilemma: administering a treatment that could save a patient but is experimental
and unapproved, or withholding it and risking the patient's life. Both choices pose ethical
issues—either potential harm or withholding hope. In such cases, the physician might:

- Consult an ethics committee
- Seek informed consent
- Consider compassionate use provisions

If no clear acceptable option exists, documenting the decision process becomes vital.

Case Study 2: Business Ethics

A company must choose between cutting corners to meet deadlines, risking regulatory violations, or
missing the deadline, harming reputation and profitability. Both options carry ethical concerns.
Strategies include:

- Negotiating extensions
- Improving internal processes
- Transparency with stakeholders

When no ideal solution emerges, a decision grounded in integrity and stakeholder communication is
essential.



The Importance of Ethical Reflection and Preparedness

- Regular training in ethics helps individuals recognize and prepare for such dilemmas.
- Developing organizational policies that emphasize ethical decision-making provides guidance.
- Creating a culture that encourages open discussion of moral challenges fosters moral resilience.

Conclusion

When faced with two choices in a situation where neither is ethically acceptable, the challenge lies
in navigating the moral landscape thoughtfully and responsibly. No straightforward formula exists,
but a combination of ethical reasoning, creative problem-solving, transparency, and moral courage
can guide individuals and organizations toward the most ethically justifiable course of action.
Recognizing the complexity of such dilemmas reinforces the importance of continuous ethical
reflection and preparedness, ensuring that even in the darkest moments, decisions are made with
integrity and moral clarity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What should I do when faced with two options that both seem
ethically unacceptable?
In such situations, it's important to seek guidance from ethical frameworks, consult with trusted
advisors or mentors, and consider the broader impact of each choice to find the most responsible
course of action.

Is it ever acceptable to choose the lesser of two evils in a
dilemma where neither option is ethically acceptable?
While choosing the lesser evil can sometimes be justified in urgent situations, it's crucial to
thoroughly evaluate the consequences and seek alternative solutions or compromises whenever
possible.

How can ethical decision-making be improved when both
options conflict with moral principles?
Enhancing ethical decision-making involves clarifying core values, exploring creative alternatives,
consulting ethical guidelines, and considering the long-term implications to identify a more
acceptable solution.

What role does moral courage play when neither choice aligns



with ethical standards?
Moral courage enables individuals to stand by their ethical principles, challenge unjust options, and
advocate for better solutions, even when it is difficult or risky to do so.

Are there frameworks or models that help navigate situations
with no ethically acceptable options?
Yes, ethical decision-making models like the PLUS ethical decision-making model or the Four
Principles approach can help analyze the dilemma and guide towards the most ethically justifiable
action.

What steps can organizations take when employees face
dilemmas where neither choice is ethically acceptable?
Organizations should establish clear ethical guidelines, promote open dialogue, provide ethics
training, and encourage reporting of concerns to support employees in making morally sound
decisions.

Additional Resources
Dilemma

In the complex landscape of ethical decision-making, individuals and organizations often encounter
situations where they face two choices, each seemingly viable but neither fully resolving the core
issue in an ethically acceptable manner. These dilemmas challenge our moral compass, requiring
nuanced analysis, introspection, and often, creative problem-solving. In this article, we explore the
nature of such dilemmas, dissect the factors that contribute to their complexity, and provide
strategies for approaching them responsibly.

---

Understanding Ethical Dilemmas: When Choices Fail to
Satisfy Moral Standards

An ethical dilemma arises when an individual or entity is faced with two or more options, each with
its own set of moral implications, yet none of these options can be deemed entirely justifiable or
acceptable in moral terms. Unlike simple conflicts where one choice clearly aligns with moral values
and the other does not, dilemmas force us into situations where every available path has significant
ethical drawbacks.

The Core Characteristics of Such Dilemmas



- Mutually Exclusive Options: The choices are often incompatible; selecting one precludes the other.
- Significant Moral Consequences: Each potential decision impacts stakeholders in profound ways.
- Lack of a Perfect Solution: Neither option fully satisfies ethical standards or moral ideals.
- Pressure to Decide: The urgency or stakes may compel a decision even when ethical clarity is
elusive.

Common Contexts Where These Dilemmas Arise

- Healthcare: Choosing between treatment options that have adverse side effects or limited efficacy.
- Business: Deciding whether to disclose information that could harm the company's reputation but
is ethically necessary.
- Legal: Balancing confidentiality against the obligation to report wrongdoing.
- Personal Life: Confronting choices that affect personal integrity versus loyalty to others.

---

Factors Contributing to the Absence of an Ethically
Acceptable Resolution

Several underlying factors can make it impossible to find a solution that aligns with all moral
standards:

Conflicting Moral Principles

Different ethical frameworks may prescribe opposing actions. For example:

- Utilitarianism emphasizes the greatest good for the greatest number.
- Deontology stresses adherence to moral duties and rules.
- Virtue Ethics focuses on moral character and virtues.

When these principles conflict, each choice may violate some core values.

Social and Cultural Norms

Diverse societal values and cultural backgrounds can influence what is considered acceptable,
leading to situations where a decision deemed right in one context is unethical in another.

Legal vs. Ethical Conflicts

Legal obligations may clash with moral standards, especially in situations where laws are outdated



or unjust, creating choices that are legally permissible but ethically problematic.

Stakeholder Divergence

Different stakeholders have competing interests and moral expectations, making it difficult to satisfy
all parties without compromise.

Limitations of Information and Resources

Incomplete data or insufficient resources can hinder the ability to make an ethically sound decision,
forcing choices that are less than ideal.

---

Approaches to Navigating Difficult Choices

While no solution may be perfectly ethical, several strategies can help navigate these treacherous
waters responsibly.

1. Ethical Frameworks and Decision-Making Models

Applying structured approaches can clarify the moral dimensions:

- Utilitarian Analysis: Assess the potential outcomes and select the option that minimizes harm or
maximizes benefits.
- Deontological Approach: Follow moral duties and principles regardless of consequences.
- Virtue Ethics: Consider what a morally exemplary person would do, emphasizing character and
integrity.
- Principle-Based Ethics: Balance principles such as justice, autonomy, beneficence, and non-
maleficence.

Example List for Decision-Making:

- Identify all options.
- Analyze the potential benefits and harms.
- Consider the rights and duties involved.
- Reflect on personal and organizational values.
- Seek input from trusted advisors or ethics committees.
- Evaluate long-term implications versus short-term gains.



2. Transparency and Stakeholder Engagement

Communicating openly with stakeholders and involving diverse perspectives can illuminate
overlooked issues and foster shared understanding. Transparency builds trust, even when no perfect
solution exists.

3. Prioritization and Moral Flexibility

In some cases, prioritizing certain principles over others may be necessary. Recognizing the context
and being adaptable can help reach a compromise that, while imperfect, aligns with core moral
commitments.

4. Creative Problem-Solving and Innovation

Sometimes, neither initial options are acceptable, but inventive solutions or alternative compromises
can emerge through brainstorming, collaboration, and outside-the-box thinking.

5. Accepting Moral Uncertainty and Limiting Harm

Acknowledging the uncertainty inherent in such dilemmas allows decision-makers to act cautiously,
minimizing potential harm and remaining open to revising choices as new information surfaces.

---

Ethical Decision-Making in Practice: Case Studies and
Examples

To illustrate these principles, consider the following scenarios:

Case Study 1: Whistleblowing in a Dysfunctional Organization

An employee witnesses unethical practices but fears retaliation. Disclosing the misconduct could
protect future victims but might also jeopardize their career.

Approach:

- Evaluate the moral duty to prevent harm versus loyalty to the employer.
- Seek anonymous reporting channels or external whistleblower protections.
- Weigh the potential consequences for all stakeholders.
- Choose an action that minimizes harm while adhering to legal and moral obligations.



Case Study 2: Medical Resource Allocation During a Crisis

A hospital must decide which patients receive limited life-saving equipment. No option is ideal, as
some patients may be disadvantaged.

Approach:

- Apply principles of fairness, urgency, and prognosis.
- Engage an ethics committee for guidance.
- Communicate transparently with families and staff.
- Make decisions based on ethical frameworks that prioritize saving lives while respecting individual
dignity.

---

Conclusion: Embracing Moral Complexity with
Responsibility

When faced with two choices that neither fully resolve an issue ethically, the challenge is not simply
to find a “perfect” solution—often, such does not exist. Instead, responsible decision-making involves
deliberate analysis, open communication, and moral humility. Recognizing the complexity of these
dilemmas can foster a more nuanced understanding of ethics, encouraging us to act with integrity,
compassion, and accountability.

In the end, navigating these situations requires balancing moral principles, stakeholder interests,
and practical realities, always striving to minimize harm and uphold our core values. While no
decision may be entirely free of ethical flaws, the effort to act conscientiously remains central to
moral growth and societal trust.

---

In summary:

- Ethical dilemmas with no fully acceptable choices are complex and multifaceted.
- Understanding the underlying factors helps in approaching them responsibly.
- Applying structured decision-making frameworks and engaging stakeholders is crucial.
- Embracing moral humility and transparency fosters trust and integrity.
- Ultimately, responsible action lies in conscientious effort, even amid imperfection.

By equipping ourselves with these insights, we can better navigate the grey areas of morality,
making choices that reflect our deepest commitments and respect for others.
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