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At the McCoy Family Center for Ethics in Society 
our approach to ethics is rooted in a pragmatic, 
society-centered mindset.  We are therefore proud 
to introduce the Ethics Toolkit — built for academics 
and professionals alike — as an actionable resource to 
guide ethical considerations and to empower you to 
put values into action in your research and work. 

The Toolkit consists of five simple, actionable tools and guides that enable 
you and your teams to explore the impacts of your work, assess their ethical 
implications, and plan thoughtful actions in response. 

Ethics is everyone's responsibility, a shared societal undertaking. By offering 
shared language and frameworks, our goal is to make ethics an intrinsic part of 
your work from start to finish, prevent unintended consequences, and ensure 
technology ultimately promotes individual and societal well-being. We hope this 
Toolkit will empower you to innovate purposefully, achieve better outcomes for 
your organization while advancing prosperity for society at large.

Introduction



Table of Contents

Introduction to the tools5

Future Story8

Impacts Explorer10

Ethics Frame16

Ethics Gauge26

Weighing Options36

Appendix: Value Explainer Cards45



5

This toolkit includes a variety of tools to help you consider the ethical 
implicatons of your actions and your creations. Each tool offers a different 
approach to supporting your thought process and team discussions. 

Choose the tools that best meet your needs. In the early stages of your 

project or if you're new to considering ethics in the project, you may need 
more exploratory tools. In later stages you need decision-making tools. 
Often, the value lies not only in completing the tools themselves but also in 
the reflection and discussions they inspire.

HOW THE TOOLS FIT INTO YOUR PROCESS

“We need to get some of 
the ethical considerations 
on the table and start the 

conversation.”

“We’d like to get a 
solid assessment of the 

implications of our actions, 
and consider options in 

response.” 

“We want to compare 
options and make 

principled decisions how  
to move forward.” 

Explore
Become aware of and reflect on the 
ethical considerations at play.

Evaluate
Assess the ethical impact of 
decisions, and identify areas to 
adjust.

Make Decisions
Deliberate on how to address 
ethical dilemmas, and adapt 
your plans to drive toward key 
values.

Three categories of tools, to match your current needs —
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Explore
See and consider the ethical 
considerations at play

Evaluate
Assess the ethical impact of decisions, 
and identify areas to adjust.

Make Decisions
Adapt your plans and creations
to promote stronger ethics

Future Story
Write the story of your work, looking back from 
the future, to imagine implications.

Impacts Explorer
Consider effects on people and society, and how 
related ethical values are promoted or degraded.

Ethics Frame
A single worksheet to outline ethical considerations, and actions in response.

Weighing Options 
A tool to compare different options, considering the 
effects on society and your organization.

Ethics Gauge
Assess the implication of your actions on a more 
granular level across multiple considerations.

Select the tools that serve your needs —

Value Explainer Cards  APPENDIX

Understand ethical values, and consider those at play. Use these in 
conjunction with the other tools to deepen your analysis.
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WHAT CAN YOU EXPECT TO ACHIEVE FROM USING THESE TOOLS?

Help you confront key ethical issues, so important concerns 
aren’t overlooked or ignored and you can plan appropriate 
research to understand them. 

Challenge you to think beyond your intentions and intuition, 
so you can consider broader impacts and different perpectives. 

Help you understand the risks, so you can own them.

Help you plan for mitigation, so you can fulfill your 
responsibilities and be ready to respond effectively.

Make you purposefully aim for individual and societal 
well-being, so you focus not just on efficiency and on harm 
reduction, but also on advancing prosperity and flourishing.

Facilitate group exploration and discussion, so you create a 
space where it’s safe to question, doubt, and disagree.

Help promote accountability, so you can make informed, 
responsible choices that align with the values you — and those 
affected by your work — uphold.

The tools do ...

Tell you the right thing to do. They offer offer a structure for 
your reasoning and the building blocks to support it — but you 
must define the key values and assess the trade-offs. 

Provide a complete checklist of harms or ethical issues. 
They give you a starting point, but you have to evaluate how 
these issues apply to your work and identify if there is more to 
consider. 

Tell you how to measure impacts. They suggest key areas to 
consider, but you must develop your own plan to assess track 
the effects of your work. 

Guarantee you — and your work — are ethical. By using 
these tools you are engaging in ethical reflection and ethical 
reasoning, but you are ultimately responsible for ensuring that 
you are considering all relevant aspects that apply to your 
context, and that you act on such reflection.

But they won't do all the work. 
They do not ...
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WHAT IS THIS?

Future Story
THINK FORWARD BY LOOKING BACK

A storytelling structure1 that helps you imagine the impacts of 
your work – by looking back from the future. Designed for early-
stage exploration, its narrative arc and prompts encourage open 
reflection while guiding you to consider the key implications of your 
actions or creation.

HOW MIGHT THE FUTURE STORY TOOL BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Craft a cohesive story that connects your work to the motivations 
behind it and the problem you set out to solve – while also 
acknowledging and taking responsibility for any negative impacts. 

•	 Articulate both the outcomes you hope for and those that may 
emerge along the way. 

•	 Engage your team or stakeholders in brainstorming through 
storytelling – whether to align around a shared vision, or just to 
spark meaningful conversations. 

HOW TO USE THE FUTURE STORY TOOL

Work individually or as a team. The story spine consists of six elements 
– each with a narrative prompt, an explanation of content to include, 
and an example to inspire your thinking. In its entirety, it enables you 
to cover the key ethical implications of your work. 

Write this story from your own perspective, while maintaining the 
distance of an outsider — stay objective and honest. The goal is not 
to only highlight desired success, but to describe what happened, 
explore the outcomes, and consider what could have been or needed 
to be done differently. 

Think beyond your initial expectations and go beyond the outcomes 
you expect or desire. The goal is to surface possible implications, 
including unintended or indirect effects. You can expand sections or 
add your own, but be sure to respond to each prompt to fully explore 
the ethical dimensions of your work.

1 This structure is adapted from Kenn Adams' Story Spine.



FUTURE STORY
Think forward, by looking back.

Once upon a time ...

Until one day ...

And because of that ...

But also ...

In turn ...*

One thing we could have done differently is ...

PROBLEM / MOTIVATION
The current 'problem' or 
'issue' your work aims to 
address

SOLUTION / VALUE PROP
Your creation / action in 
response to the issue

BENEFITS
How it benefits (or may 
benefit) people and society

HARMS
How it harms (or may harm) 
people and society

SUBSEQUENT IMPACTS 
Additional harms or 
unintended consequences, 
and the ethical values 
impacted

MITIGATING ACTIONS 
Action(s) that could mitigate 
these harms, or research to 
better understand issues.

An example

* Repeat as needed

Once upon a time people were smoking 
cigarettes and couldn't quit. They were getting 
cancer and dying.

Until one day we introduced a smokeless 
vaping device.

And because of that many people were able to 
stop smoking cigarettes in the U.S. and globally. 
A majority of people who started vaping 
completely ended cigarette use.

But also new non-smokers started vaping, and 
became addicted to nicotine.

In turn more people got highly addicted to 
vaping than those who stopped smoking.

In turn their well-being and ability to make 
autonomous choices were diminished.

In turn our product began to be viewed 
negatively, and faced new regulations.

One thing we could have done differently 
is steer away from marketing that would 
attract non-smokers, and focused on addiction 
reduction.
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WHAT IS THIS?

Impacts Explorer
MAP THE RIPPLE EFFECTS OF YOUR ACTIONS:  
HOW PEOPLE ARE AFFECTED AND HOW VALUES ARE IMPACTED 

A structured brainstorming method that helps you explore and 
visualize the full range of consequences that your action or 
creation may generate. Building on the ‘Futures Wheel’ technique, 
it adds a focus on how your actions may promote or undermine key 
values and people’s ability to uphold them. Use the Impacts Explorer 
to consider both direct and indirect, short- and long-term impacts. 

HOW TO USE THE IMPACTS EXPLORER

Start by writing the action or creation you’re considering. Put this at 
the central node.

Then, you can build out the Impacts Explorer in two directions: 
outward or inward. Either or both could be helpful to your thinking.

•	 In-to-Out – Start from your action or creation and map out its 
impacts on people and values. 

•	 Out-to-In – Start from values and trace back to the actions that 
may affect them.  

Each approach can help you see greater possibilities to examine. 
Starting with tangible effects allows you to consider subsequent 
implications. Looking at possible values at play can help reveal 
impacts you hadn’t considered. In both approaches, note the 
connections—the pathways—between actions, tangible effects, and 
values. When examining values, consider widely-held moral values 
(see the core Value Cards in appendix), as well as non-moral values 
that are important to you, to your organization, and to the people that 
are impacted by your actions and creations.

Think broadly and go beyond your initial perception. Go beyond 
the outcomes you expect or desire. The goal is to surface an extensive 
set of possible implications, including unintended or indirect effects.

HOW MIGHT USING THE IMPACT EXPLORER BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Identify how your actions may affect tangible outcomes, and core 
values – and the relationships between them (pathways).

•	 Clarify how specific choices lead to specific consequences, and 
how they align—or conflict—with your intended goals and values. 

•	 Anticipate potential outcomes so you can adapt your plans with 
foresight. 

•	 Spark ideas, deepen your reflections, and expand your 
perspectives as you use the other tools.
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ACTION / CREATION
What you are (considering) 
doing or creating?

EFFECTS
Effects on people  
and society. 

VALUES IMPACTED
How values are promoted or  
degraded by these effects.

SECONDARY EFFECTS
(Potential) effects resulting  
from primary effects.

IMPACTS EXPLORER
Map the ripple effects of your actions — How people are affected and how values are impacted.

IM
PACTS EXPLO

RER  pt 1



IM
PACTS EXPLO

RER  pt 2
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ACTION / CREATION
What you are (considering) 
doing or creating?

EFFECTS
Effects on people  
and society.

VALUES IMPACTED
How values are promoted or  
degraded by these effects.

SECONDARY EFFECTS
(Potential) effects resulting  
from primary effects.

(Proposed)  
Action

Impact on  
Value

Impact on  
Value

Impact on  
Value

Direct
Effect 

Direct 
Effect

Secondary 
Effect

Impacts Explorer  |  Model of Use 
Here is a model of inputs and connections on the Impacts Explorer structure. 
Effects and impacts may be connected in multiple and non-linear ways.

Secondary 
Effect

Secondary 
Effect
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Impacts Explorer  |  Additional Guidance 

Working In-to-Out helps you explore the effects of your actions—their 
benefits and harms—and consider how these effects impact values, 
and in what ways.

1.	 Map direct consequences of the action/creation: Identify 
its immediate effects (e.g., changes to behavior, physical or 
psychological effects on users, variations in costs and revenues).

2.	 Map indirect consequences: For each direct effect, explore their 
ripple effects. Draw connections to show how these consequences 
relate.

3.	 Reflect on the values that are impacted by these direct and 
indirect effects. What values are reinforced, or undermined, and 
how? Does your action help or hinder people’s ability to uphold 
these values? Consider moral values, as well as non-moral and 
organizational values.

An additional lens: Explore impacts for specific groups.

Instead of exploring the consequences of your work generally, begin 
by identifying the people or groups that are impacted. For each group, 
brainstorm the pathways of impact. This approach highlights how 
consequences vary across different communities, and prepares you 
to assess the extent to which the benefits and harms are distributed 
fairly. (This may be helpful as you complete the Ethics Frame section 
"Who is impacted, and how?")

Start by writing the action or creation you’re considering. Put this at the central node.  
Then, you can build out the impact wheel in two directions: outward or inward. Either or both could be helpful to your thinking. 

Work In-to-Out Work Out-to-In

Working Out-to-In brings values to the forefront. Focus on all or some 
of the values that matter – to you and those affected by your work 
– and see the pathways to respect and promote these values, or the 
ways in which these values could instead be undermined.

1.	 Start with the outside circle: List the values you aim to promote—
and those you fear may be compromised. (Refer to the Value Cards 
for inspiration and guidance.)

2.	 Trace backward: Identify the actions or decisions that influence 
these values. 
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ACTION / CREATION
What you are (considering) 
doing or creating?

EFFECTS
Effects on people  
and society.

VALUES IMPACTED
How values are promoted or  
degraded by these effects.

SECONDARY EFFECTS
(Potential) effects resulting  
from primary effects.

Impacts Explorer  |  Example
Here’s an example of how one might use the Impact Explorer. Imagine you’re part of a social media Trust & Safety product team considering the 
introduction of a crowdsourced content moderation system for misinformation, based on community voting1. At this point in time, team 
members have identified some of the system’s likely consequences. The Impact Explorer then helps them examine second-order effects and pinpoint 
where and how outcomes or impacts might come into tension.

Crowd-sourced content 
moderation for misinformation, 
with community voting

Discourages 
reshares

Dampens 
virality

Less people 
get exposed to 
misinformation

Reaches community 
consensus between 
diverse groups

Only a minority 
gets published

Takes longer  
to be published

It's accurate  
(BENEFIT: promote 
knowledge)

It's considered more 
trustworthy by users TRUST

in platform increases

Promotes ability to 
make informed choices - 
AUTONOMY

BUT

HARM: other 
  misinformation
 remains unaddressed

POSSIBLE HARM:
does not prevent 
misinfo going viral

Uninformed people can 
be manipulated - 
AUTOMONY reduced

1This example is inspired by the real case analyzed in the Stanford ESTI Case Study:  “Debunking Misinformation: best done by 
professional fact-checkers or should users decide?” This example does not intend to show all relevant ethical implications.

Uninformed people can 
be harmed - 
WELL-BEING reduced

Promotes WELL-BEING if 
debunks harmful misinfo.

How do these 
compare? Need
   more research.
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WHAT IS THIS?

Ethics Frame
A SINGLE WORKSHEET TO OUTLINE ETHICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS, AND ACTIONS IN RESPONSE

A practical framework to guide you to think through the 
(potential) benefits and harms of your actions or creations and 
the possible actions in response. Use the Ethics Frame to explore 
the impacts of your work, while clearly connecting those impacts and 
actions to the values that matter most – to society, to those affected by 
your actions, to your organization, and to you.

HOW MIGHT USING THE ETHICS FRAME BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Gain awareness and clarity about the ethical impacts of your work 
– individually and with your team.

•	 Consider responses —changes to your plan— to those (potential) 
impacts.

•	 Translate reflection into meaningful, value-driven actions, and 
create an enduring ethical commitment to guide further work.

•	 Structure productive conversations between diverse stakeholders 
—gathering input on key aspects, surfacing shared concerns, and 
building alignment around values, risks, and priorities. 

•	 Outline the motivations and intended benefits of your work, while 
showing intentionality around responsible risk mitigation.

HOW TO USE THE ETHICS FRAME

Work as an individual or a team. If you are working with pen-and-
paper, print the two pages of the canvas and place them together.  

Generally, start at the top and work down. Name the activity/creation 
(your work). Think about benefits and harms, and how those are 
distributed among people within society. Consider the values at play, 
and how to reduce harms and expand benefits accordingly. Finally, 
contemplate what specific changes in your plans to integrate to 
address the points you noted above.

There are additional instructions and tips for each section on 
subsequent pages.

Use the Ethics Frame as a scaffold: the benefit is not just the filled 
out Ethics Frame, but the thinking and discussion it provokes. 



BENEFITS
How is it beneficial?

HARMS
How is it (potentially) harmful?

ACTION / CREATION
What are you (considering) 
creating or doing?

WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY
How do effects differ for different people and groups?

Is this distribution fair?

Great benefit Great harmModerate benefit Moderate harm

EVALUATE

VALUES
What values are 
driving you?

How are these values, and 
others, impacted?

ETH
ICS FRAM

E  pt 1



ETHICS FRAME

HOW TO EXPAND 
BENEFITS?
How might you amplify and 
spread the benefits?

HOW TO REDUCE 
HARMS?
How might you prevent, mitigate, 
and dilute the harms?

BOTTOM LINE
What changes in your 
plans will you make?

RESPO
N

D

What values are you 
prioritizing over 
others, and why?

Complete the Ethics Frame to think through and discuss 
ethical considerations, and actions in response.

ETH
ICS FRAM

E  pt 2



19

ACTION / CREATION
What are you (considering) creating or doing?

ACTION / CREATION

Write the activity/creation you are proposing (or considering). This may be a 
product, service, feature, action, policy or intervention — anything you are 
doing that affects people or society. 

Ethics Frame  |  Additional Guidance

VALUES1 (part one)
VALUES
What values are 
driving you? Identify the core values that drive your work, and the broader set of values that 

are impacted. By doing so, you can ensure your actions and creations align with 
and strengthen your ethical principles. Completing this section will also serve as 
a foundation for the rest of the Frame.

First, explore the values that matter. 
What is the purpose of your action or creation? What values does it seek to 
uphold or advance? 

Values can be understood as the core beliefs that drive your actions. Identify 
the values that inspire you, especially those you consider non-negotiable. 
Reflect on both the moral values—those that society considers most important 
for guiding right and wrong behavior—and the non-moral values that you and 
your organization uphold. Equally important is considering the values of those 
affected by your work. You may also wish to list the principles that govern your 
field, as these are typically derived from values as well. 

Then, assess how your actions or creations affect values.
Consider how your actions influence values: those you listed above and other 
values at play, including key moral values and relevant principles in your field. 
What values will your action or creation reinforce? What values are undermined? 
Will it make it easier or harder for people to uphold them? Considering this angle 
will allow you to better understand the impacts of your actions and define how 
they are beneficial and harmful.

How are these values, and 
others, impacted?

1 See the Value Explainer Cards in the appendix for guidance to understand and define values.
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BENEFITS
How is it 
beneficial?

HARMS
How is it (potentially) 
harmful?

Ethics Frame  |  Additional Guidance

BENEFITS AND HARMS

Catalog and evaluate benefits and harms that may be created from your actions. 

Define the benefits and harms.
One way to define them is whether people desire, or not, what you have created. 
Another way is whether people might experience (physical or psychological) 
pleasure or pain from it. Don’t just rely on one or the other. For example, there 
may be something people find desirable, but in fact may harm them.

Assess the extent of those benefits and harms. 
Consider the magnitude (how much benefit/harm is each individual getting), the 
scope (how widespread is the impact), the likelihood (how likely is each effect), 
and the duration (how enduring or limited is each effect).

Think beyond individuals.
Look beyond effects on individuals or groups of people, and consider effects 
on institutions, society, and shared public values like trust, democracy, and 
transparency. Consider direct and indirect effects, and also the impact on 
values. How would your actions promote or undermine values and people’s 
ability to uphold them?

Think about unintended uses, malicious or not.1

Who will want to abuse, hack, or weaponize what you have made? What will 
your creation do in the hands of a person who is careless, reckless, or irrational? 
What incentives might you inadvertently create for those people or groups?

Go deeper or get additional guidance with the other tools.
Consider using the Impacts Explorer to reflect on the harms and benefits. The 
Value Explainer Cards can also help: they describe outcomes of when a value is 
promoted or undermined. And if you do not have enough understanding of the 
points above, make a note of what else you need to learn or research.

1 Content from the Markulla Center of Applied Ethics, Santa Clara University



21

WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY

Risks arise when an action/creation has the potential to harm individuals or 
benefit some at the expense of others. These risks are complex because the 
severity of harm can vary, and because the different effects may impact fewer 
or more people. Consider this complexity here. Be sure to accurately and 
throroughly understand the perspectives of those impacted.

See who is impacted, and how.
Visualize on a spectrum, from 'great benefit' to 'great harm', the groups affected. 
Name the benefits/harms impacting them. Then note or visualize the prevalence 
of the benefit or harm (how many people are affected in each group). By doing 
this you can examine the ethical trade-offs at hand. (If you can't estimate the 
impact, make a note to investigate further.)

Then consider the question of fairness.
Are particular groups overburdened by harms in favor of the benefits of other 
groups? Are certain already-marginalized groups in society facing outsized 
harms? For example: Some groups are treated worse by or because of the 
technology you are using (think about algorithmic bias). Or some people are not 
able to access the benefits due to economic or social barriers.

WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY
How do effects differ for different people and groups?

Is this distribution fair?

Ethics Frame  |  Additional Guidance

Great benefit Great harm
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VALUES (part two)

VALUES Plan for action in alignment with values.

After considering effects and the distribution of effects, return to the values. As 
you seek to maximize benefits and minimize harm, do so with a focus also on 
protecting and upholding the values at stake. Ask yourself: Are certain options 
misaligned with these values? How can you adjust your approach to better 
reflect the values that you and those impacted care about? Where do trade-offs 
arise, and which values should take precedence?

Decisions are hard: sometimes choices will favor certain values over others. 
Other times there is no best option as one alternative may have advantages in 
certain aspects, while the other excels in others. In such cases, being clear about 
what you stand for will guide your path.

What values are you prioritzing 
over others, and why?

Ethics Frame  |  Additional Guidance
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HOW TO EXPAND BENEFITS? HOW TO REDUCE HARMS?

Ethics Frame  |  Additional Guidance

Now examine how you might expand benefits and/or reduce harms. Refer to the 
values you have identified to help weigh trade-offs and make decisions.

Expand benefits. 
How might you maximize the positive impacts that your creation may bring? 
Consider ways to bring even more benefits than you originally set out to do. 
Think about low-hanging fruits as well as making updates to your original plans 
to improve the impacts of your creation.

Ask yourself: Are these enhancements aligned with the values you—and those 
affected by your work—care about?

Reduce harms. 
How might you prevent harms that are connected with your creation? How 
could you protect people from the harms, or reduce the number of people 
affected? How might you support people who may be impacted?

Do these mitigations protect the values that matter to you and your 
stakeholders?

HOW TO EXPAND 
BENEFITS?
How might you amplify 
and spread the benefits?

HOW TO REDUCE 
HARMS?
How might you prevent, 
mitigate, and remedy the 
harms?

BOTTOM LINE
What changes in your plans will you make?

BOTTOM LINE

Considering the exploration above, what concrete actions will you take? Write 
your conclusion: This may be a change in your core creation/activity, alterations 
to particular features or aspects of your work, or additional steps to take to 
mitigate harm or stay vigilant going forward.
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Ethics Frame  |  Example
Here’s an example of how one may use the Ethics Frame. Imagine you’re a community organizer bringing together a group of artists to discuss the 
implications of generative AI art tools. At this point in time, the Frame helps you break down a complex topic, collaboratively identify meaningful 
interventions, and develop a principled action plan for promoting the ethical use of GenAI tools.

BENEFITS
How is it beneficial?

HARMS
How is it (potentially) harmful?

ACTION / CREATION
What are you (considering) 
creating or doing?

WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY
How do effects differ for different people and groups?

Is this distribution fair?

Great benefit Great harmModerate benefit Moderate harm

EVALUATE

VALUES
What values are 
driving you?

How are these values, and 
others, impacted?

ETH
ICS FRAM

E  pt 1

GenAI visual tools  
(and the scraping of art 
from the internet)

Justice
 Dignity
 Privacy

Is this innovation "worth" it?
How might we make it so?

If current approach remains 
 Less tech-savvy artists 
would face financial loss that 
is proportionally greater than 
large corps. would face if they 
respected copyright. 
  Negative impact on JUSTICE.
 Artists may also feel 
devalued and exploited, 
negatively impacting DIGNITY.

- Democratizes creativity. 
  Saves time and energy from technical
  details, allowing focus on creation.
- Innovates Art.
- Future-proof art.  
  (AI is here to stay so we should
  use it to stay relevant)

- No opportunities for artist to provide 
meaningful consent.
- Corporations get more power over 
creative labor.
- Loss of potential revenues for artists.
- Fewer opportunities for artists' work.

- Ecological impacts.

Big tech companies 
and their workers/
executives

AI artists

People living 
in places with 
ecological impact 
from data 
centers

Workers 
displaced 
by AI Artists getting 

their work scraped 
(financial loss + loss 
of self-worth /
      dignity)

(POC disprop.)



25

Ethics Frame  |  Example cont.

HOW TO EXPAND 
BENEFITS?
How might you amplify and 
spread the benefits?

HOW TO REDUCE 
HARMS?
How might you prevent, mitigate, 
and dilute the harms?

BOTTOM LINE
What changes in your 
plans will you make?

RESPO
N

D

What values are you 
prioritizing over 
others, and why?

ETH
ICS FRAM

E  pt 2

This example was created with Sabrina Lin (Ethics and Technology Practitioner Fellow, 2024-25, McCoy Family Center for Ethics in Society).

Ensuring artists/creators 
are treated fairly should be 
prioritized. 
Artists get to choose whether 
they use the AI art tools and 
whether their work is used to 
train the models.

How might we balance 
priorities?: Protect artists and 
art that used non-consensually. 
Empower artists that use AI 
art tools to innovate. 
What benefits ALL artist?

Create licensing framework 
(to compensate and ask for 
consent), so artists can 
benefit from innovation.

Opt in > Opt out
  [Train models only on art that 
   owners have opted-in.]

Learn more about this technology.

Examples: 
Mitsua 
Diffusion One, 
Tess Collection

Artist-first copyright protections 
(focus on "fair use")

AI regulation 
(including pivoting  
on opt-out rules)

Dehumanize AI -
"How we talk about it matters!" 
If AI is treated as a person, it 
feels like the artist didn't do much.

In order to preserve justice, fairness, and accountability - and mitigate 
the devaluation of artistic labor, it is essential that we have tools to 
avoid data scraping, artist-first legislation, and social awareness.

Do this via: Community organizing, advocacy work, artist-led research, tool creation.
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WHAT IS THIS?

Ethics Gauge
A PRACTICAL TEMPLATE FOR ETHICAL ASSESSMENT AT A GLANCE

A template that helps you see how the impacts of your actions and 
creations align with core ethical principles, through questions that 
are simple, systematic, and grounded in what you can actually 
observe. The Ethics Gauge walks you through four straightforward 
questions with concrete examples of what to look for in real situations, 
guiding you to assess key considerations. Use it to review the impacts 
of your work at different stages of your process to stay grounded, 
thoughtful, and intentional. 

HOW TO USE THE ETHICS GAUGE

Assess your activity or creation by addressing four key questions. 
Consider the descriptions of the related observable outcomes to 
understand and evaluate each question. Then mark your assessment 
on the slider and/or note what else you need to know to properly make 
an assessment. 

You can adapt the Ethics Gauge to your specific context by going 
beyond the four core aspects—for example, by adding sections for 
relevant values, principles, or other aspects your work aims to address. 
You may also choose to complete the Gauge for specific groups. To 
deepen the assessment, consider developing a measurement plan and 
repeating it over time to track changes and impacts.

The benefit of using the Ethics Gauge is not just the assessment of 
the individual sections, but rather the ability to look at the entirety 
of it. No single row, score, or answer is enough to determine ethical 
soundness. It is by considering all dimensions of the Gauge—benefits, 
harms, distribution, and respect for people—that you can evaluate 
whether the overall impacts are acceptable and desirable and better 
understand how to balance the different components.

You can complete the Ethics Gauge as an individual or a team. If you 
are working as a team, you may ask each individual to complete it 
individually first and then work as a group to compare and discuss 
differences in assessments.

HOW MIGHT USING THE ETHICS GAUGE BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Gain clarity on key ethical considerations, and avoid overlooking 
important aspects.

•	 Strengthen your ability to recognize how the observable 
implications of your work align — or conflict — with core 
principles, including spotting “hot spots” that need attention. 

•	 Track ethical impact overtime, by embedding the Gauge into your 
workflow —whether you're planning, creating, or evaluating.

•	 Inform impact assessment with clear guidance on what to assess 
and why, helping you identify meaningful indicators.

•	 Spark and facilitate dialogue by comparing assessments across 
different perspectives and stakeholders, prompting reflection and 
shared understanding. 



ETHICS GAUGE
A practical template for ethical assessment at a glance.

Considering our action/creation ...

How is it beneficial?

There is limited benefit to individuals. What already 
exists benefits people more.

There is great benefit to individuals. There is more 
benefit than what already exists.

The benefit is limited to few select people. Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups 
benefit. 

The action or creation is unlikely to succeed, and 
there is a high likelihood that people will not benefit 
from it. 

It is very likely that the benefit will be achieved.

How is it harmful?

There is great harm to individuals. There is more 
harm than what already exists.

There is limited harm to individuals. Harm 
that is caused is less than what already exists 
(alternatives).

Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups are 
harmed. The harm is limited to few people. 

Harm is certain to occur or impossible to prevent. Harm is unlikely to occur. Potential harm is likely 
to be successfully prevented.

How do we measure the effects? 

How might we move to the right?

What else do we need to investigate?

ETH
ICS GAU

GE  pt 1



ETHICS GAUGE pt 2

How fair is it?

Certain people or groups are affected more than 
others. All people and groups are affected equally. 

Those who are harmed are also less advantaged in 
society. Those who benefit have privilege in society.

There is no more harm to those who are less 
advantaged in society. Those who benefit have 
greater need.

The burden faced by those who are (most) harmed is 
not acceptable or justifiable.

All things considered, the burden faced by 
those who are (most) harmed is acceptable or 
justifiable.

How empowering is it?

People's abilities to make informed choices for 
themselves are reduced.

People's abilities to make informed choices for 
themselves are unimpaired or increased.

People's control of aspect(s) of their lives is 
removed.

People's control of aspect(s) of their lives is 
retained or enhanced.

There are activities that our actions or creations 
remove freedom to do.

Our creation does not coerce, manipulate, or 
pressure people, and limits others' ability to do 
so.

ETH
ICS GAU

GE  pt 2
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Ethics Gauge  |  Additional Guidance 
Going one-by-one with a simple assessment scale can help you be 
both thorough and grounded and not overlook important ethical 
considerations. The Gauge guides you to examine your work against 
four core questions that are foundational to ethics, as well as to human 
rights frameworks, responsible design practices, and the broader field of 
Trust and Safety. These principles are intentionally universal—grounded 
in values that resonate across cultures, religions, and pluralistic 
environments.

The pages that follow give you additional guidance to work through 
assessment on those four core questions.

After considering each section, look at the overall picture. The final 
assessment emerges from the intersection of all your reflections, not 
from any single question or spectrum. A creation may benefit only a 
small number of people, but if those individuals are among the most in 
need, the impact can still be highly valuable. Conversely, a project that 
appears mostly “green” in one area may still raise concerns when viewed 
more broadly.

No single row, score, or answer is enough to determine ethical 
soundness. It is by considering all dimensions of the Gauge—benefits, 
harms, distribution, and respect for people—that you can evaluate 
whether the overall impacts are acceptable and desirable.
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Ethics Gauge  |  Additional Guidance 

Begin by reflecting on how your actions or creations generate good. 
The key is not only to identify whether benefits exist, but to consider 
how much benefit is expected or delivered.

To ground your assessment, start by placing your work along the 
provided spectra of outcomes. On the individual level, ask how much 
each person might gain. On the societal level, consider how many 
people could benefit. These two perspectives—depth for individuals 
and breadth across society—help you define benefit in terms of both 
scale and scope. For example, a breakthrough treatment for a rare 
disease may reach only a few people, but for those individuals the 
benefit could be profound. A cold medicine, on the other hand, may 
bring minor relief, but its wide availability creates value for many.

It is also important to weigh the likelihood that benefits will actually 
occur. Some interventions, such as experimental treatments, may  
result but also carry significant uncertainty. Mark your assessment on 
this third spectrum to capture how confident you are in the benefit 
materializing.

Finally, use the grey box below to expand your reflection. How 
can these outcomes that define a beneficial impact be measured? 
What steps might increase their value or move your work toward 
the “better” side of the spectrum? You may also consider additional 
dimensions, such as how long the benefits will last or whether indirect 
effects could emerge over time.

HOW IS IT BENEFICIAL?

How is it beneficial?

There is limited benefit to individuals. What already 
exists benefits people more.

There is great benefit to individuals. There is more 
benefit than what already exists.

The benefit is limited to few select people. Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups 
benefit. 

The action or creation is unlikely to succeed, and 
there is a high likelihood that people will not benefit 
from it. 

It is very likely that the benefit will be achieved.

How do we measure the effects? 

How might we move to the right?

What else do we need to investigate?
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Ethics Gauge  |  Additional Guidance 

Just as with benefits, it’s important to reflect on harm — not only 
whether it exists, but also how severe, widespread, and likely it may 
be. Understanding what harm means in practice helps you recognize 
risks early and track them over time.

Begin by placing your work along the spectra of outcomes. Start with 
the scope at the individual level, assessing how serious the harm could 
be for each person affected. Then consider scale by asking how many 
people or groups might be exposed. Finally, assess the likelihood of 
harm occurring. This is important to understand how acceptable the 
harm may be — for example, serious side effects from a medication 
may be unacceptable if they are likely, but more tolerable if the chance 
of occurrence is extremely low.

In the grey box, note what outcomes you would expect to see if harm 
occurs, identify indicators that could help track these outcomes, and 
consider steps that could reduce the likelihood or severity of harm, 
effectively moving your work toward the “better” side of the spectrum. 
These assessments are rarely simple, and you may not always have 

enough evidence to make confident estimates, so use this space also 
to reflect on what additional information or research would help you 
make your assessment. 

Finally, expand your reflection by considering how enduring the harm 
might be, and whether it could be mitigated, remedied, or prevented. 
Some risks may be acceptable if measures are in place to prevent 
adverse outcomes. Concepts like remediability and preventability 
are central to risk management and align closely with human rights–
based approaches to harm assessment. By combining the output 
of the Gauge with these broader considerations, you connect this 
reflection to other assessment frameworks or requirements your 
organization may already use.

HOW IS IT HARMFUL?

How is it harmful?

There is great harm to individuals. There is more 
harm than what already exists. 

There is limited harm to individuals. Harm 
that is caused is less than what already exists 
(alternatives).

Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups are 
harmed. The harm is limited to few people. 

Harm is certain to occur or impossible to prevent. Harm is unlikely to occur. Potential harm is likely 
to be successfully prevented.
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Ethics Gauge  |  Additional Guidance 

With an understanding of both positive and negative impacts, the next 
step is to consider how those impacts are distributed. People are often 
not affected in the same way: who they are, their circumstances, and 
their position in society can all shape the extent of benefits or harms 
they experience. Reflecting on these differences helps determine what 
outcomes are fair and acceptable and move forward responsibly.

Begin by asking whether impacts are experienced equally or 
unequally across people or groups. Neither equality nor inequality 
is inherently “better”—the fairness of a distribution depends on the 
broader context. This is why the first spectrum for this step is left 
neutral.

Next, examine the nature of the distribution. For example, do already 
disadvantaged individuals face more risks, while those with power 
or privilege enjoy more benefits? Consider what makes your users 
vulnerable, and whether these characteristics increase the severity or 
likelihood of harm for them.

Finally, reflect on the acceptability of the distribution you expect or 
observe. This is ultimately an exercise in trade-offs and value-informed 
judgment. Values here matter not only as preferences that guide 
choices, but also as boundaries that limit what should be considered 
acceptable. Use the grey box to articulate your reflections, and refer to 
the Value Explainer cards in the Appendix to inform your reasoning.

HOW FAIR IS IT?

How fair is it?

Certain people or groups are affected more than 
others. All people and groups are affected equally. 

Those who are harmed are also less advantaged in 
society. Those who benefit have privilege in society.

There is no more harm to those who are less 
advantaged in society. Those who benefit have 
greater need.

The burden faced by those who are (most) harmed is 
not acceptable or justifiable.

All things considered, the burden faced by 
those who are (most) harmed is acceptable or 
justifiable.
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Ethics Gauge  |  Additional Guidance 

Ask whether your actions or creations respect the people that are 
impacted, and whether your work contributes to people being valued 
and empowered.

Empowerment is closely tied to autonomy. Begin by considering 
whether people retain the ability to make informed choices for 
themselves. Choice is not only about having options, but about 
being in the conditions to choose freely: with full access to relevant 
information, the capacity to reason without impairment, and freedom 
from undue pressure. Is your work undermining – or enhancing – 
people’s ability to make choices for themselves?

Choice is one expression of control over one’s life, but not the only 
one. Reflect on whether your work enables people to maintain control 
over meaningful aspects of their lives. At the broadest level, ask 
whether your work could result in a loss of freedom. Keep in mind that 
people may lose freedom not only through coercion, but also through 
manipulation, exploitation, or psychological pressure. Consider 

whether your work risks these effects, and how such risks could be 
prevented.

In some cases, autonomy and freedom may be limited in order to 
meet other needs, allow others to enjoy the same benefits, or prevent 
greater harm. Look back at the entire Gauge so you can reflect and 
decide on how to balance all components.

HOW EMPOWERING IS IT?

How empowering is it?

People's abilities to make informed choices for 
themselves are reduced.

People's abilities to make informed choices for 
themselves are unimpaired or increased.

People's control of aspect(s) of their lives is 
removed.

People's control of aspect(s) of their lives is 
retained or enhanced.

There are activities that our actions or creations 
remove freedom to do.

Our creation does not coerce, manipulate, or 
pressure people, and limits others' ability to 
do so.
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Ethics Gauge  |  Example
Here’s an example of how one might use the Ethics Gauge. Imagine you’re the CEO of a young company developing a new feature to promote online 
engagement and user interaction. Working with a funder, you’re assessing whether this feature should be built. At this point in time, the Ethics 
Gauge helps you evaluate whether the overall impacts are acceptable and desirable, flag potential hot spots, and identify knowledge gaps that must 
be addressed to make an informed decision. Later, you could use the Gauge to develop indicators for monitoring your product’s impact during testing 
and after launch.

How is it beneficial?

There is limited benefit to individuals. What already 
exists benefits people more.

There is great benefit to individuals. There is more 
benefit than what already exists.

The benefit is limited to few select people. 
Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups 
benefit. 

The action or creation is unlikely to succeed, and 
there is a high likelihood that people will not benefit 
from it. 

It is very likely that the benefit will be achieved.

How is it harmful?

There is great harm to individuals. There is more 
harm than what already exists.

There is limited harm to individuals. Harm 
that is caused is less than what already exists 
(alternatives).

Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups are 
harmed. The harm is limited to few people. 

Harm is certain to occur or impossible to prevent. Harm is unlikely to occur. Potential harm is likely 
to be successfully prevented.

How do we measure the effects? 

How might we move to the right?

What else do we need to investigate?

If considering users' preferences and 
needs for social connections and positive 
feelings of reward and gratification.

Seems great, but we need to define "benefit" - Is it 
providing users what they want, and/or providing what 
they need to be well?

According to insights of  
"persuasive tech" research

?
What can we learn from mitigations 
used in the past for similar situations?

Action/Creation:
New features 
promoting online 
engagement and
interaction

Feeling rewarded and gratified 
enough to consider? Can all this 
engagement backfire?

??
Are certain people 
more vulnerable?

What if engagement is negative? (people saying 
mean stuff.) What if it keeps people hooked to 
much (at expense of other meaningful activities?

Need to brainstorm 
possible negatives -  
and then size/track.

(among users)



35

Ethics Gauge  |  Example cont.

How fair is it?

Certain people or groups are affected more than 
others. All people and groups are affected equally. 

Those who are harmed are also less advantaged in 
society. Those who benefit have privilege in society.

There is no more harm to those who are less 
advantaged in society. Those who benefit have 
greater need.

The burden faced by those who are (most) harmed is 
not acceptable or justifiable.

All things considered, the burden faced by 
those who are (most) harmed is acceptable or 
justifiable.

How empowering is it?

People's abilities to make informed choices for 
themselves are reduced.

People's abilities to make informed choices for 
themselves are unimpaired or increased.

People's control of aspect(s) of their lives is 
removed.

People's control of aspect(s) of their lives is 
retained or enhanced.

There are activities that our actions or creations 
remove freedom to do.

Our creation does not coerce, manipulate, or 
pressure people, and limits others' ability to do 
so.

kids and teens seem to have stronger reactions 
to social interactions (positive or negative)

In general they have higher vulner
ability 

to mental health issues and possess
 lower 

resources to address them FOCUS ON TEENS 
SPECIFICALLY HERE!

Mental health distress  
(and possibly worse?) Benefits from engagement

NEED MORE RESEARCH ON 
HOW TO PREVENT/MITIGATE

?

What makes a young person more 

vulnerable to psychological manipulati
on? 

NEED RESEARCH Provide mitigations for most vulner
able.  

(Ourselves? Via other orgs?)

Psychological pressures into certain behaviors 
(distractions, time management, disruptions...)

How might we measure?  
Log data patterns need to be tracked!

MITIGATION
- Behavioral (external controls) 
- Attitudinal (help users 
            understand 
           potential harms)

This example is inspired by the real, broader case analyzed in the Stanford ESTI Case Study “Ethics and profits: the case of Meta and teens.”  
The example does not intend to account for all relevant ethical implications or provide an ethical assessment of the product discussed in the case study.

Unless we can provide 
positive social connections
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WHAT IS THIS?

Weighing Options
A TOOL TO COMPARE DIFFERENT OPTIONS, CONSIDERING 
THE EFFECTS ON SOCIETY AND YOUR ORGANIZATION

A structure to compare and choose between different courses of 
action by assessing key ethical risks along with organizational 
implications. Use it to make informed decisions that align with both 
values and strategic priorities. 

HOW TO USE THE WEIGHING OPTIONS TOOL

Work as an individual or a team. Begin by describing the current 
context. Then outline two or more courses of action, and assess 
their societal impact, organizational impact, and barriers to 
implementation. 

You can choose to:
•	 Complete all sections for an option before moving to the next 

(filling-out one full column at a time). 
•	 Or complete all options side-by-side for each section (filling out 

one row at a time), to compare how they differ across each factor.

Then take account of the factors you considered, and note the most 
significant advantages and disadvantages of each option. Consider 
how those align with what matters – to you and to those who might 
be impacted. With that intentional weighing in mind, end by selecting 
an option to pursue. Or note the additional research needed, 
measurement of impacts needed, or tensions and open questions that 
remain.

There are additional instructions and tips for each section on 
subsequent pages.

HOW MIGHT THE WEIGHING OPTIONS TOOL BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Gain clarity on the full range of implications for each option—not 
just organizational impacts, but ethical aspects as well. 

•	 Identify and clearly express how each option aligns with given 
values and organizational priorities, so you can make a choice that 
respects what matters most. 

•	 Build shared awareness and understanding of the risks and 
consequences that a decision will produce, so that accountability 
is clear and appropriately distributed.

•	 Enable effective conversations with your stakeholders, by 
grounding them in a clear and transparent view of what’s at stake 
for the given options.



CURRENT SITUATION
What is the status quo?
What is the context in which 
you make this decision?

W
EIGH

IN
G O

PTIO
N

S  pt 1

OPTION 1    Write one possible course of action.

SOCIETAL IMPACT    How are people and society affected?

Benefits Harms

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT    How might the organization be affected?

Internally

SOCIETAL IMPACT    How are people and society affected?

Benefits Harms

OPTION 2    Write another possible course of action.

Who gets the most benefit? Most harm? Who gets the most benefit? Most harm?

Externally

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT    How might the organization be affected?

Internally Externally

EVALUATE IM
PLICATIO

N
S



FUTURE DIRECTION
Which option will you pursue, and why?
Or what else do you need to learn or do?

REVIEW
 ALIGN

M
EN

T

WEIGHING OPTIONS
Use this tool to make ethical choices by weighing considerations of different courses of action.

W
EIGH

IN
G O

PTIO
N

S  pt 2

If you choose this option, what are you prioritizing?

Values Other factors

OBSTACLES    What might prevent implementing/achieving this option?

Uncertainties

If you choose this option, what are you prioritizing?

Values Other factors

OBSTACLES    What might prevent implementing/achieving this option?

Contingency plans Uncertainties Contingency plans

EVALUATE IM
PLICATIO

N
S
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CURRENT SITUATION

Describe the context in which you must make a decision. This may involve your 
current product, policy, or activities that you want to change or improve. If you 
are creating something new, describe the environment or circumstances in 
which you are working.

If you are considering changing an existing product or process, describe the 
status quo and your assessment of it. Why do you want to make a change?

For example: On an existing platform, users are encountering increasing 
amounts of harmful content, so you are considering changes to content 
moderation policies.

If you are designing something new, describe the context in which you are 
making decisions. What do you want to accomplish, and why? How do your 
current resources, constraints, or organizational factors influence your choices?

For example: You are developing a new service and considering multiple 
versions. You want to evaluate them and understand their ethical and 
organizational impacts.

Weighing Options  |  Additional Guidance

OPTIONS

For each option you are considering, describe it. Write a brief summary of the 
option. (The option may be detailed more throughly elsewhere.)

CURRENT SITUATION
What is the status quo?
What is the context in which  
you make this decision?

OPTION 1   Write one possible course of action.

OPTION 2   Write another possible course of action.
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SOCIETAL IMPACT

Considering people and society, catalog the benefits and harms that may be 
created from this option. You can write the overall effects, or note the difference 
relative to the baseline or the other option. To better assess effects, use these 
guidelines:

Assess the extent of those benefits and harms. 
Consider the magnitude (how much benefit/harm is each individual getting),  
the scope (how widespread is the impact), the likelihood (how likely is each 
effect), and the duration (how enduring or limited is each effect).

Think beyond individuals.
Look beyond effects on individual people, and consider effects on institutions, 
society, and shared public values like trust, democracy, and transparency. 
Consider also the impact on values. How would your actions promote or 
undermine values and people’s ability to uphold them? Doing this helps 
consider the direct and also second- and third-order effects.

Think about unintended uses, malicious or not.1

What will your creation do in the hands of a person who is careless, abusive, or
irrational? What incentives might you inadvertently create for those people or
groups?

Then consider how different people and groups are affected differently. Does 
this option affect who is impacted, and how? Are particular groups benefitting 
or being harmed more/less compared to other groups?

Weighing Options  |  Additional Guidance

1 Content from the Markulla Center of Applied Ethics, Santa Clara University

SOCIETAL IMPACT    How are people and society affected?

Benefits Harms

Who gets the most benefit? Most harm?
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ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT

Catalog and evaluate the organizational implications that this option would 
cause. Write the impacts in full, or note the difference relative to the current 
situation or the other option(s).

Think about internal implications.
Consider implications on how your organization functions internally. For 
example, what resources would be required to implement this option? Which 
financial investments would be necessary, or how might net revenue change? 
How would the option impact the time needed to launch what you are creating? 

Think about changes in external implications and constraints.
Look externally as well. Would the options be in compliance with existing 
regulations? How would the reputation or the relationships and partnerships of 
your organization be affected? How would the choices position you with respect 
to your competitors?

Weighing Options  |  Additional Guidance

OBSTACLES

Don’t overlook that even when you have a solid strategy, things might not 
always go as planned. You may have limited control of certain factors. 

Consider uncertainties. What could happen that could affect achieving this 
option or the success of the option? For example, consider possible world 
events, such as public health crises or geopolitical risks, failures in the 
technology you are using, new regulations, or org restructuring. Question 
your assumptions: Are you assuming the buy-in of certain stakeholders? Might 
investors’ cash flow end? How likely is it that particular political conditions 
hold? 

Then think: What would you do in response? What do contingency plans look 
like for the most significant uncertainties?

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT    
How might the organization be affected?

Internally Externally

OBSTACLES    
What might prevent implementing/achieving this option?

Uncertainties Contingency plans
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If you choose this option, what are you prioritizing?

To compare your options and understand their trade-offs, identify what each 
option itself prioritizes.

First reflect on Values: Step back and examine the option through the lens 
of values. Ask: What values does this option promote or undermine? Whose 
interests are prioritized? You can draw on the Value Cards or name your own 
values — moral and non-moral — to clarify what is at stake. 

Then look at what factors this option elevates — such as budget constraints, 
deadlines, environmental impact, or customer satisfaction. Recognizing what 
each option prioritizes will help you make a more informed and intentional 
decision.

Weighing Options  |  Additional Guidance

FUTURE DIRECTION

Considering the exploration above, what option will you pursue? Articulate 
why you choose to select a certain option, and what actions you will take 
accordingly.

Or note what else you might need to learn and consider in order to decide. 
Document tensions or questions, in your thinking and/or among your colleagues 
and stakeholders.

If you choose this option, what are you prioritizing?

Values Other factors

FUTURE DIRECTION
Which option will you pursue, and why?
Or what else do you need to learn or do?
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Weighing Options  |  Example
Here’s an example of how one might use the Weighing Options tool. Imagine you’re a consultant advising a small city government that has invested in 
collecting data to improve service delivery. Lacking the capacity to manage this data internally, the government is considering either partnering 
with a large corporation or establishing a local multi-stakeholder civic group. At this stage, after researching both plans, the Weighing Options 
tool helps you identify the key implications of each approach, compare them systematically, and clarify the trade-offs and priorities guiding your 
recommendation.

CURRENT SITUATION
What is the status quo?
What is the context in which 
you make this decision?

W
EIGH

IN
G O

PTIO
N

S  pt 1

OPTION 1    Write one possible course of action.

SOCIETAL IMPACT    How are people and society affected?

Benefits Harms

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT    How might the organization be affected?

Internally

SOCIETAL IMPACT    How are people and society affected?

Benefits Harms

OPTION 2    Write another possible course of action.

Who gets the most benefit? Most harm? Who gets the most benefit? Most harm?

Externally

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT    How might the organization be affected?

Internally Externally

EVALUATE IM
PLICATIO

N
S

SMART DATA GOVERNANCE
Government is managing data, but is overwhelmed -
limited resources, difficult stakeholder relationships

Data would be managed by a large corporation in 
partnership with local government

Data would be managed by a grup of multi-
stakeholder representatives from different sectors 
of the civic space

More efficient data mgmt leading to 
better public service provision.

Limited accountability
 Possible reduction in
 privacy

Limited oversight for 
possible biases

Q: Are citizens suffering due to 
inadequate service provision?  
How big is this improvement 
compared to Option #2?

Greater agency and voice on 
how data are used.
 Feeling represented
    Increased civic participation.
Q: Do citizens face civil right 
restrictions already?

More powerful 
stakeholders may 
control decisions.

Easier coordination, more efficient 
processes than Option #2.

Still need to review and 
finalize appropriate legal 
framework.

Perception of 
potential bias to 
favor private 
interests.

Slower implementation 
(compared to Option #1 
and statud quo)

(Need to build it 
from scratch.)

Seen more favorably 
from public opinion. 

Will get positive  
coverage internationally
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Weighing Options  |  Example cont.

FUTURE DIRECTION
Which option will you pursue, and why?
Or what else do you need to learn or do?

REVIEW
 ALIGN

M
EN

T

W
EIGH

IN
G O

PTIO
N

S  pt 2

If you choose this option, what are you prioritizing?

Values Other factors

OBSTACLES    What might prevent implementing/achieving this option?

Uncertainties

If you choose this option, what are you prioritizing?

Values Other factors

OBSTACLES    What might prevent implementing/achieving this option?

Contingency plans Uncertainties Contingency plans

EVALUATE IM
PLICATIO

N
S

Financial revenues may 
decrease, and govt can't 
afford corporation anymore.
Regulations not good enough 
to ensure compliance with 
legal privacy standards.

Get external 
  donors?

Self-regulate with 
stricter rules?

What if stakeholders can't 
agree or have conflict?

Have onbudsman?

Public safety
Efficiency Choice 

 (Privacy)

Trust in 
government

Civic Participation

How likely is it that government will 
misuse data to exercise control and 
repression of its citizens?

Go with corporation and ensure 
transparency and regulations. OR

Based on this we can better gauge the 
severity of potential harm of data 
breach and misuse.

Go with citizens and invest in creating 
participatory decision making.
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WHAT IS THIS?

Value Explainer Cards
ACTIONABLE GUIDES TO UNDERSTAND VALUES, 
AND MAKE THEM TANGIBLE

HOW MIGHT USING THE VALUE CARDS BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Reflect on and identify what matter matter most — to you, your 
organization, and those impacted by your work — so that values 
guide your actions and decision-making.

•	 Strengthen alignment between your actions and creation and 
organizational goals while protecting core ethical values and 
ensuring they are not sidelined or undermined.

•	 Establish clear boundaries by understanding how accounting for 
certain values limits and shapes your available options.

•	 Inform, deepen, and expand your reflections as you engage with 
the other tools. 

•	 Use the examples to develop meaningful approaches and 
measurable indicators to assess and track your work’s impact on 
values.

HOW TO USE THE VALUE CARDS

Start by identifying the values that motivate your actions and 
creations and note others that may be affected by them. Think of 
values as the beliefs or ideals about what is good, right, or important 
— the principles that guide our preferences, judgments, and actions. 
You may name both moral and non-moral values.

Then assess: Use the observable scenarios provided in the card 
to explore how each value is promoted or undermined. Mark your 
assessment on the slider or make notes on the side. To take the 
assessment further, you can develop a measure or indicator for 
tracking the impact of your actions and creations on these values.

Connect Value Cards with other tools in this kit.

The Value Cards are beneficial while using other tools, such as the 
Ethics Frame, the Impacts Explorer, and the Weighing Options.

By considering the core values in this toolkit, along with your own 
additional values, you can gain a clearer understanding of how 
your actions may impact people and society. The Value Cards help 
make abstract concepts tangible, allowing you to connect these 
implications with assessments of harms and benefits. Viewing your 
choices through the lens of values also enables you to more effectively 
weigh trade-offs.

Each Value Explainer Card provides a clear definition of the value 
and three sets of observable scenarios showing how the value 
can be promoted or undermined in practice. Each set includes 
two opposite examples on a spectrum, helping to highlight a specific 
dimension of the value and make it concrete.

APPENDIX
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USE THE CORE SET, AND CREATE YOUR OWN.

Value Explainer Cards

Use the Core Set of Value Explainer Cards.

The core set of Value Cards are on the following five pages. They cover 
nine key values that are generally understood to be morally significant 
– that is, values that we have special reasons to prioritize compared to 
non-moral values. They help you evaluate if something is morally right 
or wrong.

For example, efficiency is an organizational value that is often highly 
prioritized. The pursuit of efficiency can be in service of or also in 
conflict with moral values. If efficiency substantially reduces well-being 
or privacy, for example, then these moral values could take priority. 
This does not exclude efficiency as a value, but if you want to maximize 
efficiency, it is important to do so within the constraints of the values 
of wellbeing and privacy, among others.

Create your own Value Cards.

Use the Value Cards structure as a guide to define additional values 
specific to your work and context. Expand the cards to include other 
moral values as well as categories such as organizational and social 
values—for example, efficiency, environmental sustainability, user-
centeredness, or kindness.

This format can also be used to articulate other principles and 
standards that serve as references in your field. For instance, you may 
create cards for legal and humanitarian principles or for principles 
related to research and data management (such as confidentiality and 
transparency). Principles are typically derived from values and provide 
guidance on how to act in ways that protect and promote them.

Each card should include:

•	 A clear definition of the value or principle.

•	 Three sets of observable scenarios showing how the value can be 
promoted or undermined in practice. Each set should refer to a key 
dimension of the value, and make it concrete by proving practical 
examples placed on a spectrum. 

The Value Cards were created in collaboration with Emma R. Duncan, PhD (Interdisciplinary 
Ethics Fellow at Stanford University's McCoy Family Center for Ethics in Society, in 
partnership with the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford)
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WELL-BEING The flourishing of individuals and society, 
including health, happiness, and growth.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it affect well-being?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Our creation contributes to physical or 
mental harm, promoting unhealthy habits or 
conditions that worsen well-being.

Our creation fosters dissatisfaction, 
stress, or discomfort, leading to a 
decline in overall happiness.

Our creation stifles personal development 
or growth, keeping individuals stagnant or 
preventing progress.

Our creation encourages personal growth, 
learning, and empowerment, helping 
individuals reach their full potential.

Our creation cultivates joy and 
fulfillment, enhancing overall 

happiness and well-being.

Our creation enhances physical and 
mental health, fostering habits and 
conditions that support well-being.

JUSTICE The fair distribution of benefits 
and burdens of (social) goods.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it contribute to justice?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Certain groups are more negatively impacted 
by the effects of your actions/creation.

(The success of) our creation would cause 
or perpetuate a bias or the marginalization 
of certain people or groups.

Those who are harmed are also more 
marginalized in society. Those who 
benefit hold power and have privilege.

Those who are currently marginalized or 
have the greatest need benefit the most.

(The success of) our creation would 
reduce current bias or marginalization.

There are no disproportionally 
impacted people or groups. 
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TRUST Optimistic (and voluntary) reliance on the competence 
and goodwill of another with respect to our interests.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it influence trust?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

We do not consider the key needs, 
interests, and expectations of those 
impacted by our creation.

People's expectations don't properly match the 
limitations and weaknesses (and the benefits) of 
our creation and the values driving us.

There are insufficient ways for those 
affected by our creation to be heard 
and keep us accountable.

There are effective ways for those 
affected by our creation to be heard 

and keep us accountable.

We are properly managing people's 
expectations about our actions and creation, 

and take responsibility for doing so.

We proactively take into account the key 
needs, interests, and expectations of 

those impacted by our creation.

PRIVACY The flow of personal information which supports the individual’s 
rights to control or protection from unwanted intrusion. 

Considering your action/creations ... How might it impact privacy?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Personal or meaningful information is exposed 
to inappropriate parties or the public.

Once personal data is shared, people lose 
the ability to revoke access or control over 
how their data is used.

If our creation is used broadly (beyond its 
immediate scope) or widely, expectations 
of privacy would be reduced.

If our creation is used broadly or 
widely, expectations of privacy 

would be increased.

There is ample ability for people to revoke 
sharing or use permissions, without penalty, 

and to control how their data is used.

No personal or meaningful data is collected, 
or sufficient precautions are taken to avoid 

exposure and unwanted use.
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DIGNITY The inherent worth that every person possesses 
equally, which deserves recognition and respect.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it preserve dignity?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Our creation manipulates, coerces, or misleads 
people, or allows others to.

Our creation works for people with particular 
abilities and backgrounds, and shuts out others.

People are treated as means for our needs, 
and exploited through the use of our 
creation, or the conditions it creates.

Our actions and creations are designed 
to serve the needs of people, and 

ultimately empowers them.

Diverse needs, abilities, and cultural 
backgrounds are adequately and 
conscientiously accommodated.

Our creation does not coerce, 
manipulate, or mislead and limits 

others' ability to do so.

VIRTUES Habits or dispositions that guide us 
to act in morally good ways.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it relate to virtues?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Our creation discourages virtuous behaviors 
(integrity, empathy, generosity...) and promotes 
decay and personal degradation.

Our creation removes opportunities to exercise 
virtues and/or makes it more costly to do so.

Our creation discourages reflection on 
the importance of one's own actions, and 
discourages people from taking responsibility.

Our creation encourages reflection on 
the importance of one's own actions, and 
encourages people to take responsibility.

Our actions and creation creates 
opportunities to exercise virtues, or 

makes it easier to do so.

Our creation promotes virtuous 
behaviors and self-improvement 

and personal growth.
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AUTONOMY The ability to govern oneself by one's own judgment.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it impact autonomy?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Our creation/actions make decisions for 
people that should be up to them.

Our creation encourages misuse, overuse, 
or dependence. (It becomes difficult or 
costly to disengage.)

If used widely, our creation would make it 
hard for people to opt out.

Widespread use of our creation would bolster 
autonomy and preserve ability to easily opt out.

Our creation promotes responsible 
use and independence.

Our actions and creation allow people 
to make meaningful and consequential 

choices for themselves.

RESPONSIBILITY Awareness, care, and accountability regarding 
the effects of one's choices and actions.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it exercise responsibility?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

There are limited ways to monitor 
misuse of our creation, or the 
negative impacts it can create.

There are limited ways to take action on 
misuse of our creation or its negative impacts.

There is no commitment to act to 
mitigate negative impacts of our 
actions/creation.

There is a commitment to act to mitigate negative 
impacts of our creation, even when used broadly and 

widely, and reasonable expectations of action.

There are effective ways to take 
action on misuse of our creation or 

its negative impacts.

There are sufficient ways to monitor 
misuse of our creation, or the negative 

impacts it can create.
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RELATIONSHIPS A social association, connection, or affiliation between 
two or more persons, which provides goods that cannot 
be enjoyed outside of relationships.

Considering your action/creations ... How might it impact interpersonal relationship?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

When using our creation, people 
understand, communicate and 
connect poorly with one another.

Negative attitudes and behaviors 
(e.g., conflict, polarization, isolation) 
appear or worsen among people.

The way our actions and creation alter how 
people relate to or interact with others 
degrades the goods of their relationships.

The way our actions and creation alter how 
people relate to or interact with others preserves 

or enhances the goods of their relationships.

Positive attitudes and behaviors (e.g., 
reciprocity, empathy, community) 
appear or improve among people.

When using our creation, people 
understand, communicate and 
connect well with one another.

VALUE DEFINITION

Considering your action/creations ... How might this value be impacted?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Create your  
own value card.
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VALUE DEFINITION

Considering your action/creations ... How might this value be impacted?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Create your  
own value card.

VALUE DEFINITION

Considering your action/creations ... How might this value be impacted?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Create your  
own value card.
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Value Explainer Cards  |  Creating your own Value Card
You can use this same Value Card format to name and define 
additional values that are important to your organization and 
stakeholders. Use the guidance below. Bringing some texture to a 
named value, in itself, can be useful thinking. In addition it creates 
some measures to evaluate potential actions.

Name: Name the value

Consider beliefs or ideals about what is 
good, right, or important that guide our 
actions and decisions. You could name both 
moral and non-moral values. Use a word or 
express the value as a phrase. 

VALUE DEFINITION

Considering your action/creations ... How might this value be impacted?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Definition: Define the value in brief

Use a sentence to define what the value 
means. It need not be too philosophical; 
simply put words to the idea of the value. 
It may help to complete the spectra first to 
define the value concretely. 

Spectra: Define ranges of observable 
outcomes or effects of actions 

Each spectrum (or "range") helps identify an 
aspect or dimension of the value, and make 
it concrete. By naming the polar ends of 
(what could be) observable effects, you set 
up a way to more clearly assess potential or 
actual outcomes of your actions.
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Value Explainer Cards |  Example: Creating your own
Here’s an example of how one might create custom value cards. Imagine you’re an ethics consultant assessing an AI tool used in the judicial sector1. 
The assessment must consider not only moral values but also the legal and technical principles that judges and developers are expected to uphold. 
To support this, you create value cards that translate abstract rights or technical principles into concrete, measurable considerations. At this point 
in time, the custom value cards help facilitate constructive dialogue among diverse stakeholders, make values and principles easier to understand 
within the specific context, and identify ways to support a more rigorous assessment and tracking process over time. In creating each value card, 
ethical considerations arise, and notes are taken here as well (shown in red), to capture those thoughts.

VALUE DEFINITION

Considering your action/creations ... How might this value be impacted?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

No human supervision is required or is taking place 
at key moments of the decision-making system.

Decision entailing significant impacts on individual rights 
and interests that are adopted solely by automated 
systems cannot be rejected or appealed

There are no ways that affected parties can opt 
out of automated decision-making that produces legal 
effects or significantly affects them.

Appropriate human supervision is ensured at key 
moments of the decision-making system.

People can reject or appeal decision with significant 
impacts on their rights and interests that are 
adopted solely by automated systems

Affected parties can opt out of automated 
decision-making which produces legal effects 
or significantly affects them

RIGHT TO A  
HUMAN DECISION

1This case is based on an actual assessment of an AI tool used by a judical court in Peru. These examples were created with Veronica Rojas Montes 
(an Alumna of the Ethics, Technology, and Public Policy Practitioner course), who also co-led the ethics assessment with Manuela Travaglianti.

The right not to be subject to a decision based 
solely on automated processing.

*   We cannot allow  
litigants to opt out

MITIGATION: 
Provide sufficient transparency, 
and allow them to appeal

With these mitigations, and considering the 
benefits, we believe the harm due to 
inability to opt out would be acceptable.

*

*

Human supervision is allowed and 
expected, but not ensured.

MEASUREMENT
How might we measure that judges
  review AI output adequately?

Look at time  
spend reviewing?
Ask them useful  
was output?
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Value Explainer Cards |  Example cont. 

VALUE DEFINITION

Considering your action/creations ... How might this value be impacted?

DEGRADING PROMOTING

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

Observable degredation of value Observable promotion of value

AI summaries and recommendations are 
often not appropriate

Similar legal cases receive 
different recommendations 

AI-powered judicial decisions show bias and 
treat different groups unequally.

AI summaries and recommendations 
are appropriate

Similar legal cases receive similar or 
consistent recommendations

Different groups are treated equitably, 
showing no bias in the judical decisions

RELIABILITY The ability of the AI system to produce accurate 
results consistently and under various conditions

MEASUREMENT IDEA
Compare resolutions issued with and without AI tool in 
similar cases via experiment-reference based evals

This would clearly negatively impact 
right to fair process
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We have more formats for you to use. 
Large tabloid (11"x17") PDFs of the tools are also available, to print out 
or fill out digitally. The tools are also available on Mural Boards, with 
instructions embedded in the board outlines. 

Tell us about your experience. 
We appreciate your feedback! Also, please share with us how you have 
used this toolkit. We have already seen that practitioners have utilized 
the toolkit in many different ways; we'd love to understand how we can 
support the many uses. We plan to create future iterations of these tools. 

Reach out if you’d like our thoughts or guidance. 
We’re happy to support you in implementing and adapting the tools. 
Whether you’re a small or large company integrating the tools into 
your workflows, a consulting firm using them to support your clients, 
or a civil society organization engaging in the tech space, we can serve 
as your sounding board and adviser. Let's connect to explore ways we 
can partner in your journey of leveraging the Toolkit toward ethical 
technology and innovation.

Use this link to get in touch, and find the other materials:
ethicstoolkit.stanford.edu




