
36

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


