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ETHICS (Global) 
Consequentialist (Utilitarian) Ethics 
Utilitarianism is a normative ethical theory that places the locus of right and wrong solely on the 
outcomes (consequences) of choosing one action/policy over other actions/policies. As such, it moves 
beyond the scope of one's own interests and takes into account the interests of others. 
 

- Whether an act is morally right depends only on the actual consequences. 
- The more good consequences an act produces, the better the act.  
- Applies on a case-by-case basis  

 
- Difficult to apply in the context where consequences are scientifically uncertain and there is 

potential for irreversible harm 
- e.g. with new technologies or environmental matters.  

- Tends to give as much weight to strangers as to needs of your friends, family, and yourself  
- Personal rights are irrelevant  
- ‘Greatest good for the greatest number’ could be used to support inequality 

 
Deontological Ethics (Duty-based ethics) 

- For an action to be moral, it must be good in and of itself 
- Not concerned with consequences 

- (concerned with the decision or action itself) 
- Focuses on the intention behind an action, decision or law  
- Emphasises acting consistently with rules and duties  

- Opposite of consequentialism 
- A “wrongful” choice can never be justified by good consequences 

- How do you know what makes a choice/action “right”? You use sources of moral duties  
- Human Rights Law 
- Universal moral rules (a.k.a “Golden Rules”) 

 
Virtue Ethics 

- A virtue = moral excellence, goodness, righteousness 
- Virtue ethics = the right actions flow out of the right character 
- Focuses on your own behaviour and character rather than what external sources say are right or 

wrong 
- Virtue ethics does not involve making moral rules or principles to guide action 

 
Ethics of Care 

- Ethics of care begins with the idea that being good (doing the right thing) means to care, to 
prioritise empathy and healthy social relationships 

- Emphasises community, responsibility, and context instead of autonomy, rights or rules; 
- Like virtue ethics, this principle holds that context and emotion can sometimes overrule justice 

and our universal code of conduct. 
  



APPLICATION 
 

1. Recognise whether the issue has ethical implications 
a. Could this decision or action be damaging to someone, something or to some group?  
b. Does this issue relate to broader concerns/issues than what is legal and illegal?  

 
2. Select one to two ethical lenses (and state them up-front) 

a. You can generally say something about what an ethical principle would support in a 
given context 

b. Best to choose an ethical principle that will deepen your analysis and/or that you think is 
the most appropriate  

c. Contrasting ethical principles is an effective way to deepen your analysis  
 

3. Your thesis statement could be based the ethical thing to do in a particular context:  
a. This essay adopts a consequentialist lens to argue that [subject matter] is/is not consistent 

with ethical considerations  
b. This essay adopts the ethic of care to explore the importance of [subject matter]. From 

this basis, the following argues that [e.g. the proposed law reform] is ethical and should 
be pursued.  

c. Using the deontological approach to ethics, this essay finds that [subject matter/behavior] 
is unethical. To make out this argument, the following will….  

d. Ethical principles guide societies and individuals towards a good life. In the context of 
[X], ethics can provide guidance about how to…. This essay adopts a virtue ethics 
approach to analyse…  

 
4. Apply the ethical principle to the stimulus in your body paragraphs  

a. Jot down some key points you can make about the stimulus [e.g. the particular law, 
policy, decision, action] in relation to an ethical principle.  

b. Consider ways to deepen your analysis e.g. 
c. What’s a drawback of a particular ethical principle, and why is it still useful in this given 

scenario?  
 
 
 
  



EXAMPLE (Consequentialist) 
As a member of the global community, Australia is obliged to assist the world's poorest countries benefit 
from economic development and trade. 
 
In signing the United Nations Human Declaration of Rights, Australia is legally obliged to ensure a 
basic standard of living. 
 
Due to its privileged position, Australia should work towards a fair allocation of resources. 
 
Introduction 
The principles of utilitarian ethics demand that Australia provide assistance to the world poorest 
countries to help them from economic development and trade 
 
Point 1 
Utilitarianism endorses an action where it achieves the greatest happiness for the greatest number of 
people. This can be applied at an international level so that Australia’s actions are measures not only by 
the benefit they achieve for Australia, but also for the good that they bring to other countries 
 
Point 2 
From a utilitarian perspective, supporting the economic development of poorer countries contributes to 
greater economic prosperity worldwide, benefiting not only development countries but also Australia. 
This helps to maximise global happiness. 
 
Point 3 
Further, economic development helps to encourage political stability within countries. This leads to 
greater international peace and security, reducing the costs of conflict, peacekeeping and dispute 
resolution 
 
Conclusion 
By supporting developing countries Australia can also position itself as a leader in the region and the 
global community more generally. This can enhance Australia’s strategic and political position on a range 
of international issues, with the potential to benefit Australia's interest further. 


