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To Luca, Olivia, Parker, Alexa, Cristo, and Bernard: This is for you.

And for all of you who try hard to make ethical choices and engage in thoughtful conversation: my deepest admiration and hope that this book will support you and give you the courage to create your best stories.






Introduction: Ethics for Everyone


I was at a casual outdoor dinner with family and friends when someone pointed to the Impossible Burger on the menu. We all realized that despite seeing it advertised everywhere, we had no idea what was in it (soy and potatoes, with a plant-based molecule called heme for taste, created by Stanford University biochemist and Impossible Foods founder Patrick O. Brown), the true health benefits (good for a low-cholesterol or weight loss diet?), the cost (about the same as the beef burger on this menu), or environmental impact (all positive or unexpected negatives?).

How often do we find ourselves assessing the ethical stakes of day-to-day questions, from health to the environment to the economy—frequently without the information we need?

As we caught up on life and the news, and shared a taste of the Impossible Burger and some good wine, our discussion wandered from whether we were comfortable buying from a company with a track record of treating its employees poorly to the Netflix film about the college cheating scandal—Operation Varsity Blues—to one friend’s employer now requiring Covid-19 vaccinations to return to the office… then back to the intensely personal… questions about aging parents and a sibling’s partner’s secrets. The conversation was spirited and fun… yet thoughtful and great learning.

We confront choices every day involving ethical challenges that we don’t know enough about—choices that affect our health, families and friends, work, technology, and our impact on the world. Sometimes we’re alone in grappling with a question. Often these dilemmas lead to conversations with others.

The Little Book of Big Ethical Questions will guide you when you’re on your own, as well as spur conversations in the company of others. Scenario by scenario the book will show you (and whomever you’re talking to) how to consider your decisions even when you are confused, lack information, or feel intimidated by a complicated or cutting-edge tech issue. You don’t need to be an expert: in fact, that’s the point. I don’t need to understand how an internal combustion engine works to know that I don’t want a twelve-year-old obtaining a driver’s license. I don’t have to be conversant with code to worry about the potential mental health and addictive consequences of social media.



Some of the questions in the pages that follow are personal, involving family, friends, health, spirituality, emotions, or ambitions. Can we be friends with someone whose political views diverge strongly from our own? Should you take away the car keys from an elderly parent? Do you tell your best friend that their spouse is having an affair? Others are workplace dilemmas—challenges with colleagues and bosses, career choices. Should employers be able to consider a candidate’s social media posts when recruiting? Should unconscious bias training be required annually? Still others relate to clarifying our opinions about the news and the world around us. Should voting be mandatory? Should we hire robots to care for the elderly? And then there are those occasions when we’re called on to offer advice—considering our own views, while helping others to make the decisions they feel are best for them. The bottom line is ethics touch every aspect of our lives and our relationships. In one way or another, every decision we make matters.

My goal in this book is to democratize ethics: to make ethics accessible to people from all backgrounds and all walks of life; to help you experience how much power you have to make a difference in your own life and in the world around you.

The Questions

The pages that follow set out more than seventy questions to share and debate with friends, family, and colleagues—over dinner, on a Zoom call, while waiting for a train or a meeting to start, during a workout, on a walk—or to ponder on your own. All look to strengthen your connection with others, including those whose views differ from your own. All spur us to refine our understanding of ourselves.

Each question is paired with an exploration that includes practical points, guidance about how to prioritize what matters most, and hopeful paths forward while steering clear of blame, shame, fear, and guilt. Although organized by topic, the questions can be read in any order. The learning and insights I try to tease out in each question apply to many of the others.



Some of the questions require deeper thought. Others model “ethics on the fly”—decisions made quickly when you don’t have much time, or don’t need more information.

My hope is that, question by question, you will pick up themes and tips that will guide you with respect to any dilemma you face in your life or see on the news. You will also consider different perspectives on the issues explored that will help you shape how you view, and engage with, the world.

Some questions may seem deceptively simple at first glance. The explorations are designed to challenge the instinctive knee-jerk answer that skips over critical nuance and consequence.

I don’t claim to have all the answers. In fact, often there isn’t one right answer. I invite you to be my ethics sparring partner. Together we’ll grapple with the issues and discover the best answers and reasoning for you. The questions in the book give us permission to err—while holding ourselves and others to a higher standard.

A Few Conversation Guidelines


	Don’t look at these as “yes or no” questions. Look instead for the opportunities and risks of a decision.

	Start with facts. There is no such thing as alternative facts—with ethics or anything else.

	
Watch for assumptions such as best guesses, gut instinct, relying on unverified social media posts, or confusing gossip with reliable data.

	Consider your decision from the perspective of the person most adversely affected by it. What would it be like to be them? Then imagine that person is you.

	Keep an open mind. Ethical solutions can lurk in unexpected places. And we all have conscious and unconscious bias.

	
Eliminate the word “perfect” from your vocabulary. Surprisingly, striving for perfection can be a driver of unethical behavior and lead to toxic blaming, shaming, and guilt. We all err from time to time. My hand goes up first.



Sometimes we think that in grappling with ethical questions, our good character is enough. It’s not: ethics happen when character meets situations. Whatever our character may be, we’re only as ethical as our last decision.

So as you turn the pages of The Little Book of Big Ethical Questions, enjoy. Ponder. Share. Listen. Debate. Challenge. Trust… and test… yourself, with your friends and family, as well as in chance encounters. One conundrum at a time.
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Could you be friends with someone whose political views differ from your own?

In the lead-up to the June 2016 Brexit vote in the United Kingdom about whether or not the United Kingdom should exit the European Union, family relationships and friendships began to show signs of stress. For some, the Brexit vote cut to the core of their—and their nation’s—identity and autonomy. For others, economics, trade, the future of the younger generation, education, national security, and more were at stake. Additionally, the mix of views suffered from distorted information, fueling racism and anti-immigrant sentiments. Still, I found it difficult to believe that families were not speaking to one another, or worse, over a political matter.

Fast-forward to the highly contentious November 2020 U.S. presidential election. Many supporters of candidate Biden felt that under then President Trump we had lost our American integrity and global reputation—both the “soul of the nation” and the very foundations of democracy. Many supporters of President Trump claimed, like Brexiteers, that American identity and “greatness” were at stake. Relationships among friends, colleagues, and family members across the country were fraying under the keenly felt strain of political polarization.

Exploration

This question probes the ethical foundations of friendship. When relationships collide with some of the most contentious issues in modern society, topics that at first might have seemed abstract rapidly become personal.

Friendship doesn’t require friends to agree with each other on everything. Presumably, you didn’t become friends with someone solely because of their political perspective. Friendships result in a fundamental human connection that can far outlast our political views, which can change or become outdated over time.

Moreover, expressing political views and voting constitute free speech, a pillar of democracy. Friendships (and society) are strengthened by both the exchange of ideas and engagement with people with whom we disagree—even vehemently. Information silos are one of the most powerful spreaders of unethical behavior. Doris Kearns Goodwin’s award-winning biography of Abraham Lincoln, Team of Rivals, reminds us that our most ethical selves can emerge from intentionally engaging with those challenging our views, just as President Lincoln established a cabinet of rivals. Do we want our friendships to be judged based on how well our political views align? Or do we want to share our life experiences with humility, open-mindedness, and vulnerability? The latter option allows our friends to point out where they think we’d benefit from thinking again (even if we dig in our heels before doing so).

Recently, I must admit that this general view has challenged me more than at any other time in my life, because disregarding truth has become normal in politics. Increasingly, votes on political issues are seen as so important and defining that voting has become a choice between two sides: politics versus relationships. The distance between who we are and who our friends are, and who or what they voted for, has narrowed.

How do we reconcile our friendship with sometimes extreme politics? I believe we owe friends honesty about our own views, and the respect to not shame or condemn theirs except in extraordinary circumstances. As a practical matter, many people strike a balance with a friend whom they disagree with on a particular subject: they just don’t talk about certain issues and focus instead on the many points they have in common. This is also a good approach for work, where others may feel uncomfortable engaging in discussions about politics.

There are limits, however. Because of my principles, I might part ways with a friend who goes so far as to support inciting violence or harming others. Lying about the results of a democratically held election is a close second, because if the person is willing to lie about such an important proven fact I might wonder in what other areas they ignore the truth in favor of the results they prefer.






Should you take away the car keys from an elderly parent whose driving may be unsafe?

A close friend was worried about her elderly father driving. His driving skills and attention to the road had diminished over the years. She raised her concerns with him repeatedly, but he refused to consider giving up driving. His ability to drive gave him a sense of independence that was important to him.

One day, my friend knew her father was going to the doctor for an appointment and decided to force his hand. She called the police to stop him (keenly aware that his driving would be erratic), and they arrived just as he was pulling out of the driveway. They administered a test, which he failed, so they took away his driver’s license. He was unhappy, but it ultimately solved the problem.

Exploration

This question boils down to a potential conflict among key principles: safety, respect, and autonomy. Is it more important for the individual and the public to be safe, or for an individual to have the freedom and autonomy to do as they please? Other principles can be applied as well: courage, responsibility, truth, and compassionate nonjudgment. To navigate this balancing act, consider the potential consequences to the other stakeholders. If you don’t take the keys away, are there outcomes you couldn’t live with? Consider injury to your parents, and impact on anyone else on the road—not to mention their parents, children, and loved ones—and how you and your parents would feel if someone was badly injured.

One challenge this question spotlights is informed consent. In this case, you have all the information you need, so the “informed” part of informed consent isn’t an issue. But obtaining consent—asking a parent to give up freedom, and accept the reality of age-related concerns—is challenging. For many, it’s the first time an adult child may have to look after or “parent” their parents. Remind your parents of the risks and responsibilities, so they understand what is at stake. Be as specific as possible—a baby carriage being pushed across the street, a cyclist edging into the road, a jogger who crosses an intersection quickly… Ask them to consider how they would feel if they harmed someone else.

Even well-intentioned choices (postponing the discussion) can spread unethical behavior and breed a tolerance or normalization of potentially harmful behavior. Skewed incentives (our parent’s desire to remain independent, and our desire to avoid a difficult, emotional conversation) are one force that fuels this contagion. But it is possible to create positive contagion as well, starting with having conversations with your parents or relatives about when it is the right time to stop driving… and hoping that others follow your good practice.

If possible, seek alternatives and blended solutions. Elderly adults can maintain autonomy by using a rideshare service, a taxi service, or public transportation. Or, if they have the resources, your parent could pay someone to drive them on a regular basis to the stores they want to patronize, a friend’s house, or a religious service. A parent may also have friends who are safe drivers who can assist. Finally, you can call on the authorities as a neutral arbiter where it might help—for example, taking them for a voluntary driver’s license renewal test that you’re concerned they would fail.

Even easing into a difficult decision is better than doing nothing. Perhaps they will agree to no longer drive at night, or on the highway, or during rush hour. We might be under the impression that if we don’t attempt to take away the car keys of an elderly parent who is no longer safe behind the wheel, we haven’t made a decision. But of course, not making a decision is also a decision. We have decided not to intervene and leave open the possibility that they could get into a serious accident, injuring themselves—or innocent others.






Are you ethically obligated to help a neighbor?

A friend of someone I know—I’ll call her Monica—lives next to an elderly woman in the Pacific Northwest. The elderly woman doesn’t have much of a local support system, so one day she asked Monica for a favor. That favor has morphed into Monica driving her to doctor appointments, picking up her prescriptions, and checking in on her during the Covid-19 pandemic. Monica was torn between how much she should support her, versus how that physical support impacts the safety of her own family and children. She helped her neighbor set up a cell phone, calls her regularly, and stops in when she can.

Attempting to balance helping her neighbor with her own needs and responsibilities as a mother is a challenge. But Monica knows she would feel terrible if something happened to her neighbor because she hadn’t been able to lend a hand. And she is trying to navigate whether the fact that someone lives close by matters to the ethics of our decisions—how we define “neighbor” in a Zoom-connected world.

Various books of the Hebrew and Christian bibles, from Leviticus to Galatians, from Matthew to Mark, proclaim “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” Buddhism highlights compassion and our connection to each other. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama says, “The more we care for the happiness of others, the greater our own sense of well-being becomes.”

Exploration

Whatever the circumstances of your neighbor in need, in considering the question, start with an ethics triage, as if you were in an emergency room. Are the consequences of not helping a neighbor important and irreparable—such as a person falling gravely ill, or a young child being left unattended? Are you able to help—physically, practically, financially? For meeting many needs, living next door likely puts you in a unique position.

If you do decide to help set limits at the start: be specific about what you can and cannot do (feed the dog for three days, pick up prescriptions for the next month, or bring dinner several times, rather than “help out for a while” or “shop for food until a family member arrives from out of state”). Doing so sets expectations and establishes boundaries. If you prioritize kindness, compassion, and generosity, helping your neighbor may help reinforce the kind of person you want to be.

Nonetheless, we are not required to put ourselves at risk of harm, such as entering the home of someone with an infectious disease or stepping in to stop physical violence.

When you have fulfilled your offer to help, communicate that clearly. You are not obligated to continue. Sometimes the most effective help you can offer is to assist your neighbor in finding more sustainable alternatives—from home delivery services or maintenance providers to at-home care or other friends or family members. Or calling the authorities in the case of domestic violence.

I believe that we should try to contribute to the common good, particularly when we have the time, expertise, and resources to do so. There is an expectation that neighbors take care of one another. But no one has the resources to help everyone all of the time. And there’s no right way to define what a “neighbor” is or how to contribute. The person living next door may be a relative stranger, while a friend across town (or even at the other end of a Zoom call) is more of a real neighbor than those across the street. Additionally, you may be better able to offer a particular kind of help other than the requested task. In situations like this, we can proactively propose alternative help that we can provide.

I avoid considering why and how someone ended up in difficulty: once someone is in need, whether because of an accident, a health problem, or an unfortunate circumstance, the cause is less important than a forward-looking view of consequences of their situation and the provision, or not, of help. We are all susceptible of ethical mishaps. Keeping someone safe from contagious illnesses can prevent the spread in the wider community. Helping a neighbor can spur others to do the same, causing our actions to ripple outward and inspire others.






Are you ethically bound to pay for your uninsured sibling’s medical care for a serious illness or accident?

David was taken aback. His older sister, whom he hadn’t spoken to much in recent years apart from birthdays and holidays, had called to let him know that she had been diagnosed with breast cancer. Her oncologist wanted to schedule surgery, to be followed by extensive treatment. But what threw David even more was that his sister confided that she didn’t have health insurance. A single mother with two teenage sons, she worked as a freelance publicist and didn’t have much in the way of savings or retirement funds. Nonetheless, she took her kids on expensive vacations for many years. When pressed, she would tell David she was only fifty, and that she had plenty of years left.

Without health insurance, David realized that her medical bills would be more than she could handle. And she had no one else to turn to. Her marriage had ended acrimoniously, and their parents were no longer alive. When his sister talked about putting off the surgery for a few months, he felt an obligation to help out. David and his husband didn’t have a lot, but he knew he could tap into his retirement account. Thinking about it made him angry, though. He and his husband had always been so frugal with their expenses, savings, and mortgage—and his sister hadn’t been as responsible.

Exploration

The key issues here are your relationship with the individual (how close you are—or not), kinship (however you define family, not limited to biological relationships), how deserving you feel someone is of help, and your own financial situation.

Health care in the U.S. is a complicated mix of private employer-sponsored plans and government programs. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2019 55.4 percent of Americans get their health care coverage through their jobs. Senior citizens who are sixty-five and over are covered through the federal Medicare program while those with low incomes receive help from federal Medicaid programs. Still others buy subsidized health care through the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) marketplaces. But it’s a patchwork system, and ultimately not everyone has, or can afford, health care—the Census Bureau reports that 26.1 million people did not have health insurance in 2019. In other developed countries such as the United Kingdom, obtaining lifesaving medical care is not left up to the individual. As of 1948, virtually every citizen in the U.K. is covered by the National Health Service, which offers comprehensive health care through the government.

We are under no obligation to underwrite another’s health care, whether a family member or not. We are not ethically responsible to make up for an inadequate health care system, or to do harm to ourselves in the name of helping others. Only you can assess your capacity and your desire to help. Every situation is unique, and this decision also requires considering how our resources and needs may change over time.

If you’re unsure of your answer, there are a few other questions that can help. Is the illness so serious or severe that expensive treatment is the only option? Does it matter to you if your sibling could have obtained medical insurance but did not? Or led an unhealthy lifestyle? Or could have saved money but instead splurged on luxuries? If you do decide to help financially, clarify limits on your generosity up front—the amount and whether this is an outright gift or a loan.

If you’d like to help, but are financially unable, there are other avenues to explore. Perhaps your sibling can secure a loan or other family members can help share the financial burden. You may be able to help research other sources of aid, provide assistance navigating the health care system, or offer support in other ways, like driving them to appointments or delivering groceries. But it’s a personal choice, and only you can know what is right for you.






Should you read your child’s or teenager’s diary or journal?

Years ago, I saw a story in the news about a well-meaning mother who regularly read her fifteen-year-old’s diary. She thought it would offer insight into why their conversations were so fraught with anger. Similarly, a friend of mine secretly reads her son’s diary because she is concerned about his “extremely erratic behavior.” She shares the contents with her therapist, but no one else. Her justification is that she has tried unsuccessfully to discuss her concerns with him. She has never read the diaries of her other children. Nonetheless, she worries that she is modeling disrespect and betrayal—and if she is discovered, won’t be forgiven. But then she pushes the thought away, sighing, “Teenagers don’t have perspective.”

Anne Frank’s diary, published as The Diary of a Young Girl, is one of my favorite books of all time. It chronicles a young Jewish girl and her family, hiding in the attic of another Dutch family in Amsterdam for several years, trying to escape the Holocaust. Published posthumously—Anne Frank died in the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in 1945—her diary is said to be the most widely read nonfiction book in the world other than the Bible. It reveals the fears, hopes, infatuations, and inner life of a young girl caught up in the horror of Nazi Europe. And it reminds us that diaries act not only as literary records of our thoughts, but also as tools for navigating life.

Exploration

I’m not a mental health professional or parenting guru (I’m a highly imperfect mother of five young adults), and every situation is unique. But this question often triggers guilt and defensiveness, and in my view there’s little productive place in ethics for either. In the midst of day-to-day parenting, we often lose perspective. Ethics can help us reason through the emotion and shift 20/20 hindsight to problem-solving foresight.

A child’s diary is a private sanctuary, whether online or on paper, whether it is conveyed in words, drawings, or photographs. A diary serves as a healthy outlet to express one’s deepest emotions, dreams, and ideals. Let’s be clear. Reading a child’s diary without their knowledge or permission is dishonest, disrespectful, and a violation of privacy. It undermines trust, as does any form of dishonesty. It’s possible that if your actions are discovered you could push your child or teenager to withhold even more, which could have lasting effects on your relationship with them.

But ethical questions are rarely “yes or no,” “black or white” dilemmas. I like to ask the question: When—and under what circumstances—should we act? When might you compromise honesty due to concern for your child’s well-being? How do other principles like privacy, safety, respect, and truth factor into your decision? What is the result you’re trying to reach? Imagine looking back on your decision a month, a year, five years down the line, and ask yourself: Will my justifications still make sense once more time has passed? To me, the most compelling reasons to read a child’s diary without permission are health and safety—of the child and others.

One way to look at this is to consider other instances where privacy and confidentiality are involved. At one extreme, medical professionals are permitted to violate doctor-patient confidentiality if they believe someone’s life is at stake. Contracts may not be airtight: society is less and less tolerant of enforcing nondisclosure agreements signed by victims of sexual misconduct, because they allow perpetrators to continue with impunity. On the other hand, a parent’s mere curiosity is not justification to compromise honesty or respect; as my research assistant says, there’s a “difference between concerned and nosy.” Intrusive or controlling parenting is not an excuse for dishonesty.

Consider other alternatives first—speaking to your child about your concerns, or perhaps getting professional advice to determine whether the red flags you are seeing are as serious as you think. Ask yourself if there are other ways you might discern whether your child’s safety is at risk. If you do decide it is necessary to read their diary, only share the contents with confidentiality-bound professionals who can help guide you.

Children often don’t have perspective on how serious their situation is—or the type of help that might be available.






Would you give someone who has wronged you several times another chance?

Perhaps your mother continually breaks confidences with you by telling other family members about your problems. Or your supervisor consistently takes credit for work you have done. Or your teenage daughter lies about things she did, or didn’t do, like claiming she was at the library while she was really at a party drinking.

The closer the individuals are to us (a spouse, child, relative, or close friend as opposed to an occasional friend or professional colleague), the more we have to lose emotionally, socially, and sometimes materially when there’s a breach of trust. We may feel ethically responsible for attempting to maintain the relationship, or continuing to support the other person—but what’s our obligation?

Exploration

We’ve all been there: someone lied to us, cheated on us, betrayed a confidence, or has been consistently irresponsible or unreliable. We may have the old proverb “fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me” lingering in the back of our minds. How would we approach repairing the relationship—and should we?

In order to recover from ethics transgressions—reconcile a past wrong inflicted on you in this case—the other person needs to tell you the full truth, take responsibility for their actions, and assure you that the behavior will not be repeated. Establishing their trustworthiness is the foundation for future connection. Start by asking whether you have the information you need to consider the ethics of the decision. You need to know what the other person knew. Did they know that their behavior was ethically wrong? Should they have? If you have talked with them after previous missteps, they had all the information they needed to make an ethical choice—and they chose not to. What might have been a mistake the first time becomes intentional when it is repeated—especially the third or fourth time. Is there reason to believe their behavior will change in the future?

Then consider the danger of impunity. If you continue to tolerate unwanted behavior, you remove incentives to improve, and you may become part of the problem as an enabler.

Perhaps you decide to continue to engage with them, but only in limited ways—for example, in a work environment (where you may not have much of a choice), you might continue to be respectful and act professionally, but no longer treat them as a trusted colleague or friend.

There are times when gut-wrenching decisions about our most important relationships are at stake—leaving a cheating spouse when you have children and no place to go. Or choosing to let an adult child stand on their own after repeated incidents of dishonesty or misconduct.

What if someone is struggling with health issues—can we make the argument that “they can’t help it”? For example, people suffering from addiction are battling a tragically difficult disease. We might call on our compassion more than we would in the case of hurtful behavior from someone who is well. The same goes for someone struggling with mental health issues. But that doesn’t mean that we have to live with these individuals or continue to support them in everything. In cases like these, we can set boundaries on the relationship.

Conversely, physical or verbal abuse, dangerous behavior involving weapons, dealing or using illegal drugs, and drunk driving—these are all deal breakers, in my view. In such cases, other considerations such as safety override everything else.

Finally, there is often confusion between forgiveness and ethical recovery. Many wise people say that forgiveness is for the forgiver. It’s about moving on; it’s not about changing the other person’s behavior. However, ethics recovery requires the other person to change: telling the truth, taking responsibility, and committing to different future behavior. Second (or third) chances cannot take place without their agreeing to all three.






Are you obligated to give all your children equal shares of your estate?

Iconic French rock star Johnny Hallyday (known as the French Elvis) passed away in 2017, having left his two biological adult children out of his will—in violation of French law. After a sordid media battle between the children and Hallyday’s wife at the time of his death, the adult children prevailed in court and were awarded part of his estate.

Most families do not have their succession play out in court or the media, but we do face questions of how to distribute our worldly belongings. How do ethics matter when deciding what children with different sized families—or no children at all—should receive? What if one child is wealthy, while another is struggling to pay the rent? What if one has a bigger family or costly medical needs? Should personal preference be a factor?

Exploration

The question is highly personal, cultural, and, in some cases, even religious. I clarify a few ethics threads, but in most cases, there is no right or wrong answer here. We don’t owe anyone our possessions (or our attention, time, letters of recommendation, loans, friendship, love, organs)—in life or in death.

There is an important distinction between equal (the same share to each) and equitable (fair and impartial). In some cases, equal may not seem fair and fair may not seem impartial. You will need to decide what principles are important to you, and how you can apply them.

Let’s consider the question of inheritance on a spectrum.

At one extreme, in France, the Napoleonic Code, introduced in 1804, limits one’s freedom on bequeathing assets, except for property held abroad: everything from apartments to bank accounts to favorite handbags is divided up among children in accordance with legally mandated percentages tied to the number of children, as the court decided in the case of Johnny Hallyday.

At the other extreme, there are ethical wills, which harken back to centuries-old Jewish and Muslim tradition, but today are used by people of all faiths. They pass on ethical principles and priorities from one generation to the next. You might leave your commitment to humility and compassion to child A, your love of people and volunteering to child B. They are fascinating add-ons to formal wills, although they don’t determine distribution of material possessions.

Between these extremes, most of us decide for ourselves how to divide our material possessions.

You can’t predict how your children and others will respond, but you can start with two pillars: responsibility and transparency. Responsibility: Do you have children that you are still legally responsible for (or feel responsible for)—perhaps one is battling an illness or has special needs, or is caring for children with special needs? Transparency: consider telling your adult children of your estate plans so you can manage their expectations, and that any questions or conflicts can surface while you are still alive.

You may also consider what has been given already. In the case of children who assumed the role of caregiver to you, potentially forgoing income, perhaps now is the time to pay them back in kind. Additionally, it may be helpful to consider what you’ve given your various children during their lifetimes: education, loans, weddings.

Ethics do not offer a one-size-fits-all answer, nor do they guarantee family harmony. Conversations around money and family are often fraught with emotion. But starting with responsibility and transparency helps distill the ethics stakes in your situation and can offer a foundation for your conversations. And of course we have the right to change our decision over time.






Would you use direct-to-consumer genetic testing kits?

You hear a friend has purchased a 23andMe kit. You’re intrigued and would like to find out more about your family’s ancestry. You don’t fully understand what you will learn from the kit, but you’re also curious about your health and genetic history.

Many of us have seen the direct-to-consumer (DTC) genetic testing kits advertised in media ranging from Oprah’s Favorite Things to People magazine. And it’s easy to do: order the kit, spit into a vial, and send it to the company. Then wait to discover the results. Teenagers think of it as a great gift idea, and parents are using it with their children. Technically, AncestryDNA and 23andMe require users to be eighteen years of age, but parents can do the tests “on behalf of… those for whom [they] have legal authority.” According to MIT Technology Review, the total number of people in the databases of 23andMe, AncestryDNA, and several smaller companies grew to more than 26 million people by the beginning of 2019.

After checking, you see that among the range of information you might uncover using 23andMe are insights about your health (an increased risk of certain diseases), ancestry (origins and relationship to “groups of people… across the globe”), and family (paternity, such as your biological father not being who you thought he was). These kits can provide important opportunities if used thoughtfully.

Exploration

The central question is whether there are irreparable consequences or potential consequences to consumers learning the information they may obtain from DTC genetic testing kits. Autonomy (the right to know and the right not to know), privacy, health, and safety are all at stake here. Perhaps the most critical: you cannot un-know information once you have learned it.

Ordinarily, information concerning your health and the health of your family would be kept confidential. But here, as 23andMe warns on its website, “genetic information that you share with [others] may be used against your interests,” and their privacy policies can change at any point. If insurance companies access this data, or require you to provide it, they could decide not to cover you or raise the cost of insurance.

Then there’s the unpredictability of how you will react—for example, if you discover you have the gene for a serious disease such as cancer. In the case of teenagers or children, processing the implications of health information could bring confusion and distress. In my view, children under eighteen should not be made responsible for decisions about sharing or not sharing genetic information that could affect others.

DTC kits can dismantle one of the long-standing pillars of ethics—informed consent. As adults we consent for ourselves. With teenagers, parents consent for them. This deprives them of the right to decide for themselves when they are older. They may learn something at a young age that, when they’re an adult, they wouldn’t have chosen to know. Or vice versa. Worse, in some situations, using DTC kits could lead to exposing others who have no opportunity to consent (a spouse who learns they are not the child’s parent, siblings learning of a genetic disease, even family members of criminals caught using DTC kit results uploaded on various sites).

In medically prescribed genetic testing, the patient would have a professional walk them through the decision—the reasons for the test, the scope of information required, and the risks and benefits of possible outcomes. Likely, the tests would be limited to those necessary to the medical matter at hand. DTC kit technology eliminates the professional filter between you and potentially life-altering knowledge.

Our ethical responsibility is even greater when there is no driving imperative to do DTC genetic testing and there are alternatives. Doctors can recommend and supervise targeted (and possibly more accurate) tests for specific health concerns. The American Society of Human Genetics encourages parents to defer predictive testing for children for adult-onset diseases until adulthood, or “the child is an older adolescent who can participate in decision-making in a relatively mature manner.”

If you’re planning to send in your DNA, or the DNA of your child, read the fine print and detailed disclosure they provide and then pause to reflect on its implications. And remember, whatever a company’s terms of service, they can change. Better yet, seek a professional opinion before you use the kit rather than waiting until after you have obtained the results.






Would you tell your friend information about their fiancé you think they should know before getting married?

Your best friend is engaged to be married. You want to be thrilled, but although you’ve met your friend’s fiancé a number of times, something about them makes you feel uneasy, as if they are hiding something or acting in a way that doesn’t seem entirely honest. But you keep it to yourself because, after all, it’s just a feeling.

But then you stumble upon a more specific concern—a transgression, a lie—that confirms your worst fears. And you’re pretty sure your friend knows nothing about it. Perhaps you discovered that the person cheated on your friend. Or lied about their financial situation. You’re not sure if you owe it to your friend to tell them. The thought of bringing this new information to your friend, and possibly ruining their happiness, is terrifying. But what if you don’t tell your friend, and he or she discovers it later once they are married?


Exploration

First, separate the ethics question from your opinion about your friend’s partner. You may need to act if your friend (or someone else) is at risk of harm, or if you know of behavior on the part of their fiancé that violates their core values such as abuse, a hidden addiction, history of lies, or mistreatment of others. A general dislike or feeling that your friend’s intended is “just not good enough” is not an ethics matter.

At the same time, you can use ethics to guide what you view as your responsibility as a friend. In relationships, for me these considerations may include honesty, compassion, transparency, and loyalty.

Ask yourself, Why do I feel compelled to tell them? Is it out of concern for their well-being? Is it so that your friend has all the information needed to make the right decision for them? The more precise you can be about the issue, and the clearer you are about your goals, the easier it will be to share your concerns, and for your friend to be able to hear them. And the more you’ll stay in your ethics lane.
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