Ethics Frame

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

WHAT IS THIS?

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?

HOW TO USE THE ETHICS FRAME

« 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.

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.
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ACTION /| CREATION

What are you (considering)
creating or doing?

VALUES

What values are
driving you?

How are these values, and
others, impacted?

BENEFITS

How is it beneficial?

HARMS

How is it (potentially) harmful?

WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY

How do effects differ for different people and groups?

Is this distribution fair?
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Great benefit Moderate benefit

Moderate harm
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Great harm
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What valuesare you
prioritizing over
others, and why?

HOW TO EXPAND
BENEFITS?

How might you amplify and
spread the benefits?
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HOW TO REDUCE
HARMS?

How might you prevent, mitigate,
and dilute the harms?
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BOTTOM LINE

What changes in your
plans will you make?

ETHICS FRAME

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

What are you (considering) creating or doing?

VALUES

What values are
driving you?

How are these values, and
others,impacted?

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.

VALUES! (part one)

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.

! 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?

&

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.!

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.

! Content from the Markulla Center of Applied Ethics, Santa Clara University
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WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY

WHO IS AFFECTED, IN WHAT WAY O 0O
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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.

. . .
Eiﬁjg:::izl::;jrdlﬁerent peoplesna e mﬂ 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

Great benefit Great harm throroughly understand the perspectives of those impacted.
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VALUES

What values are you prioritzing
overothers, and why?

VALUES (part two)

Plan for action in alighment 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.
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HOW TO EXPAND
BENEFITS?

How might you amplify
and spread the benefits?
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HOW TO REDUCE
HARMS?
How might you prevent,

mitigate, and remedy the
harms?
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BOTTOM LINE

What changes in your plans will you make?

HOW TO EXPAND BENEFITS? HOW TO REDUCE HARMS?

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?

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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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 Al 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 GenAl tools.
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BOTTOM LINE

What changes in your
plans will you make?
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This example was created with Sabrina Lin (Ethics and Technology Practitioner Fellow, 2024-25, McCoy Family Center for Ethics in Society).



