Ethics Gauge

A PRACTICAL TEMPLATE FOR ETHICAL ASSESSMENT AT A GLANCE

WHAT IS THIS?

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 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.

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—beneéfits,
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.
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ETHICS GAUGE

A practical template for ethical assessment at a glance.

Considering our action/creation ...

How is it beneficial?

Stanford University
McCoy Family Center
for Ethics in Society

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

CO0O0O0O0OW

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

The benefit is limited to few select people.

CO0O0O00®

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.

CO0O0O00OW

Itis very likely that the benefit will be achieved.

How is it harmful?

How do we measure the effects?
How might we move to the right?
What else do we need to investigate?

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

CO0O0O0O0OW®

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

Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups are
harmed.

CO0O0O00®

The harm is limited to few people.

Harm is certain to occur or impossible to prevent.

CO0O0O00OE

Harm is unlikely to occur. Potential harm is likely
to be successfully prevented.
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How fairis it?

Certain people or groups are affected more than
others.

OOO0O000O0

All people and groups are affected equally.

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

CO0O0O000®

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.

CO0O000®

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.

CO0O000®

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

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

CO0O0O000®

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.

COO0O0O0O0O®

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

ETHICS GAUGE ;2

ONOM



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.



Ethics Gauge | Additional Guidance

How is it beneficial?

There is limited benefit to individuals. What already @ O O () Q Q @
exists benefits people more. \_/

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

M
The benefit is limited to few select people. @ O Q \\ /,‘ O O @

Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups
benefit.

The action or creation is unlikely to succeed, and N
there is a high likelihood that people will not benefit @ O Q ‘l\ /;‘ O O @

fromit.

Itis very likely that the benefit will be achieved.

HOW IS IT BENEFICIAL?

How do we measure the effects?
How might we move to the right?
What else do we need to investigate?

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.

Itis 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.



Ethics Gauge | Additional Guidance

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
thatis caused is less than what already exists
(alternatives).

Large numbers and multiple (or all) groups are @ Q Q /D O O @
harmed. _/

The harm is limited to few people.

N
Harm is certain to occur or impossible to prevent. @ Q Q ‘L\ ) O O @

Harm is unlikely to occur. Potential harm is likely
to be successfully prevented.

HOW IS IT HARMFUL?

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.
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How fair is it?

Certain people or groups are affected more than N N 7N 7N 7N 7N O
others. NN N N AN N N

All people and groups are affected equally.

Those who are harmed are also less advantaged in ‘/\\‘
society. Those who benefit have privilege in society. N4

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 FAIRIS IT?

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.
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How empowering is it?

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

@ Q Q M O O @ People's abilities to make informed choices for
N themselves are unimpaired or increased.

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

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

/""\\
removed. @ Q Q ‘\,J/"‘ O O @ retained or enhanced.

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

N Our creation does not coerce, manipulate, or
@ O O ‘l\ ) O O @ pressure people, and limits others' ability to

do so.

HOW EMPOWERING IS IT?

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.



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.
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All things considered, the burden faced by
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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.




