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Chapter 12
Developing Ethical Mindedness 
and Ethical Imagination in Postgraduate 
Professionally Oriented Education

Mamun Ala, Svetlana De Vos, Sumesh Nair, and Janice Orrell

Abstract This chapter explores the attributes of ethical mindedness and ethical 
imagination to argue that these are desirable graduate competencies that should be 
fostered in postgraduate profession-oriented education. Ethical mindedness, guided 
by defensible, high standards, is a disposition and a practice that encompasses 
respect and impartiality regarding individuals, teams, organizations and phenom-
ena. Ethical imagination is the capability to examine and identify potential ethical 
issues in novel situations and create ethical ways to confront them. To ensure that 
ethical practices occur in higher education research, institutional ethics committees 
are required to examine the ethical implication of each research application based 
on publicly espoused regulatory ethical guidelines and standards. However, ethics 
committees can only call for compliance with regulations and standards but cannot 
ensure that all researchers will exercise ethical behaviour when they are confronted 
with unforeseen ethically ambiguous conditions. For this reason, in this chapter, we 
assert that assuring ethical research practices requires more than ensuring compli-
ance with a set of rules. Ethics should be viewed as a knowledge discipline, incor-
porating attributes of ethical mindedness and ethical imagination that are fostered as 
graduate dispositions and capabilities that contribute to the development of ethically- 
minded business professionals. To conclude the chapter, we will generate a concep-
tual framework for situating the role of ethical mindedness and ethical imagination 
in a supportive institutional climate and culture in postgraduate professions-oriented 
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research education. We also offer two propositions that would provide the opportu-
nity for empirical testing and theoretical advancement in the field of ethics education.

Keywords Ethical mindedness · Ethical imagination · Ethical dilemma · Ethical 
scholarship of teaching and learning · Ethical culture and climate · Postgraduate 
professionally-oriented education

This chapter aims to examine how ethical mindedness and ethical imagination 
might be fostered in postgraduate professionally-oriented education. This is a timely 
study as many teaching-focused higher education institutes seek to offer research 
degrees and encourage research-active staff and students (To & Yu, 2020). We argue 
that the evolution to become active research institutions requires more than regula-
tory compliance by staff and postgraduate research students. We seek to establish a 
premise that, ideally, research practice should be guided by a deep understanding of 
the underlying principles of ethics and ethical practice rather than mere compliance 
with regulations. This, we will argue, calls for a deliberate pursuit of an institutional 
culture of ethical mindedness and ensuring that staff, students and graduates have 
gained the capacity to exercise an ethical imagination in novel contexts.

To accomplish this goal, we will draw upon our insights gained from the aca-
demic literature pertaining to ethics and our combined experience and expertise 
developed from our joint membership and leadership on an ethics committee in a 
higher education institute that has a key focus on the discipline of Business. Despite 
this shared primary focus we authors hold, we also argue that what we propose is 
salient for research education in general.

We have structured the chapter by providing an overview of ethics and ethical 
thought, followed by a discussion of how ethical mindedness, as an element of 
ethical thought, can be viewed as a competency. The next section examines ethical 
imagination as a goal of postgraduate research education, followed by an explora-
tion of major stakeholders’ responsibilities in promoting ethical mindedness in 
postgraduate, profession-oriented education. Subsequently, the focus turns to our 
primary interest as members of an intuitional ethics committee: what should be 
done to bring ethical imagination in business and management learning, teaching 
and scholarship. Finally, we propose a conceptual framework to illustrate the 
place of ethical mindedness and ethical imagination in higher education institu-
tions for developing an ethical climate and culture in postgraduate professionally 
oriented education.
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 Ethics

Ethics, also called moral philosophy, is a branch of philosophy that studies human 
goodness and right actions (Deigh, 2010). Morality, which is the basis of ethical 
behaviour, is an intuitive, gut feeling (Haidt, 2012) of what is right and wrong in the 
daily conduct of life. Ethics and morality are an integral part of human behaviour 
(Fowers, 2015), but Kohlberg (1984) argued that individuals acquire moral and ethi-
cal reasoning through hierarchical stages. Despite its innate and acquired nature, the 
metaethical, normative, positive and practical discourses of human ethics and 
morality have been intensely debated over centuries (MacIntyre, 2003). These 
debates date back to the times of virtue ethics of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle 
(Dhiman, 2021) through to the times of Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’ (Ward, 
2019), Jeremy Bentham and Stuart Mill’s ‘utilitarianism’ (Eggleston & Miller, 
2014) to the modern-day ‘practical ethics’ of Peter Singer (Singer, 2016). Many 
theoretical and practical ethics perspectives developed over centuries are rooted in 
eastern and western philosophical traditions (Alzola et  al., 2020). This chapter, 
however, focuses only on the western philosophical traditions richly contributed by 
the above authors.

In the Aristotelian era, ethics was considered the basis of a good and happy life, 
denoted by the term eudemonia, which roughly means “broad idea of a life going 
well” (Annas 1995, p. 44). Aristotelian ethics, also known as Nicomachean ethics, 
contemplated ethics in terms of human virtues, hence also called virtue ethics 
(Shanahan & Hyman, 2003). Virtue ethics is a broad term that encompasses the ethi-
cal theories of many philosophers, including Plato, Aristotle, Hume, and Nietzsche, 
to name a few (Athanassoulis, 2013). Generally, virtue ethics holds that good is 
defined in terms of a person’s virtuous behaviour (Louden, 1984). According to 
MacIntyre (1985), “Virtues are dispositions not only to act in particular ways but 
also to feel in particular ways. To act virtuously … is to act from inclination formed 
by the cultivation of the virtues” (p. 149).

Kant’s theory of Categorical Imperative and Universal Ethical Behaviour is still 
debated even after 200 years of his death (Zuckerman, 2017). Kantian ethics is 
rooted in the deontological principle that holds that a person’s action is the focus for 
judging right and wrong, unlike in a deontological principle, where the consequence 
of an action is the concern (Ferrell & Gresham, 1985; Hunt & Vitell, 1986; Laczniak 
& Murphy 1993; Thompson, 1995; Wotruba, 1990). Kant stipulated universal rules 
that must be followed despite the cost or consequences of the action, hence the term 
‘categorical’ to denote the rules as opposed to hypothetical or conditional impera-
tives applied in other ethical theories (White, 2004).

The teleological perspective evaluates right and wrong based on the conse-
quences of action (Baumane-Vitolina et al., 2016). Utilitarian ethical theories fol-
low this logic and are credited to Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart and Henry Sidgwick 
(Singer, 2011). A more recent ethical orientation, ‘practical ethics’ (Singer, 2011), 
considers the principle of equal consideration in the context of promoting happiness 
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and alleviating pain. Singer (2011) argued that “The essence of the principle of 
equal consideration of interests is that we give equal weight in our moral delibera-
tions to the like interests of all those affected by our actions… What the principle 
really amounts to is: an interest is an interest, whoever’s interest it may be” (p. 20).

Ethics consists of the standards of right and wrong, in terms of fairness, rights, 
obligations and advantages to society, to which individuals should subscribe. 
According to Velasquez et al. (2010), “Ethics also means, then, the continuous effort 
of studying our own moral beliefs and our moral conduct, and striving to ensure that 
we, and the institutions we help to shape, live up to standards that are reasonable 
and solidly-based” (p. 5). This conceptualisation of ethics indicates the importance 
of ‘ethical mindedness’ and ‘ethical imagination,’ two central themes in this 
chapter. The following section explains these terms.

 Ethical Mindedness

In the context of ethical theory and thoughts, ethical mindedness can be deduced as 
a critical part of human behaviour. Fowers (2015) indicated that ethical mindedness 
is the “strong, rapid, and automatic inclination to see one’s own and others’ actions 
as right or wrong, good or bad” (p. 3). Ainsley (2019) viewed ethical mindedness as 
“the human propensity to be concerned with morality or ethics” (p. 6) and argued 
that ethical mindedness is a fundamental communal characteristic, an inborn incli-
nation to integrity or rightfulness (fairness instinct). According to Gardner (2006), 
“the ethical mind ponders the nature of one’s work and the needs and desires of the 
society in which one lives” (p. 3). An ethical mind looks for the ways and means to 
serve society unselfishly. Since selfishness is assumed to be basic human nature 
(Ainsley, 2019), it can be argued that nurturing ethical mindedness involves a con-
flict between our lower self and moral functioning. A person with an ethical mind 
asks, “If all workers in my profession…did what I do, what would the world be 
like?” (Fryer, 2007, p. 52). Therefore, it can be argued that ethical mindedness is 
synonymous with moral absolutism, a notion that what is inherently right or wrong 
is independent of situations or circumstances.

Fowers argued that our ethical mindedness is how we respond to the ethical ques-
tions “in seven key domains of human sociality: attachment, identify information, 
imitation, cooperation, social norms, intergroup relations, and status and hierarchy” 
(2015, p.  3). Ethical mindedness, therefore, can draw from the notion of moral 
capacity – “individual potential to make morally-evaluable decisions” (Thomasma, 
& Weisstub, 2004, p. 9). The answers posed by one domain (e.g., cooperation) must 
be agreeable to the other (e.g., status and hierarchy). Clearly, existing regulations 
provide us with directions about right or wrong but being ‘ethical minded’ implies 
a philosophical realization and disposition to act beyond laws and regulations 
(Cloke & Jones, 2003).
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Ethical mindedness can also be explained using the notion of moral disposition 
and capacity, namely, “individual potential to make morally-evaluable decisions” 
(Thomasma, & Weisstub, 2004, p. 9). Thomasma and Weisstub argued that moral 
capacity is combined with competent decisional capacity. Specifically, an individual 
should have the capacity to evaluate choices, make decisions and recognise their 
consequences based on the law that informs general and minimum requirements 
and ethics that offers a more normative perspective. Therefore, based on this discus-
sion, we propose a working definition for ethical mindedness, “the ability to develop 
an impartial view of the individual, team, organization and phenomenon, and hold-
ing high standards… in every situation”. We argue that ethical mindedness is an 
indispensable competency in any profession that shapes society’s well-being and 
future, including education, law, and medicine. It is the ethical obligation to safe-
guard the interest of stakeholders (Freeman, 1994). In other words, any form of 
relationship or interaction with stakeholders with an ethical dimension should be 
guided by morality. This is especially so in the case of professionally oriented post-
graduate degrees, where the stakes are very high in terms of their impact on building 
skills, imparting knowledge, researching new insights and perfecting practices. We 
will further elaborate on this insight as the chapter continues.

 Ethical Imagination

Ethics entails continually evaluating our thoughts and actions and making the nec-
essary adjustments to ensure that we can conform to the highest standards of integ-
rity, fairness and honesty in every sphere of our life (Christie (2005). Ethical 
mindedness essentially involves ethical imagination. Sarid and Levanon (2021) 
claimed that the notion of ethical imagination could account for how individuals 
can expand their perspective of the world, engage in deep processes of self- 
understanding (self-consciousness) and become critical toward the social world 
around them, endowed with coherency, continuity and meaning. Thus, similar to 
ethical mindedness, ethical imagination is not merely a trait or a disposition. It is a 
competency that can be demonstrated in identifying and analyzing situated ethical 
dilemmas. Christie (2005) argued that, whether acknowledged or not, education 
always involves ethics and cultivating an ethical imagination ought to be one of the 
goals of education (Spector, 2017). Similarly, Rozuel (2016) emphasised the 
importance of ethical imagination for business ethics education in which critical or 
rational reflection and ethical imagination should be integrated within a commu-
nity of practice (CoP) into the context of organisational life and business education 
(Sarid & Levanon, 2021). Christie (2005) outlined the complexity of an ethical 
imagination construct that is extended into several interrelated dimensions. In this 
view, ethical imagination entails:
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• Ethics of commitment to intellectual rigour
• Ethics of civility
• Ethics of care

Developing ethical imagination is a central aspect of ethics of commitment to intel-
lectual rigour. It occurs through exposure to the scholarship of in-depth disciplinary 
inquiry and the creative extension of this into new knowledge (Christie, 2005).

Education for an ethical imagination requires continuous engagement with issues 
of civility and cultivating an understanding of how the public domain is established 
by inter-human activity (Christie, 2005). Subsequently, ethical imagination demands 
a continual openness of thought and action concerning notions of human good and 
harm in the public realm. Finally, an ethics of care acknowledges the significance of 
care for the other before any concerns for reciprocity or mutual obligation (Christie, 
2005). Christie argued that in relation to ethical imagination, the challenge is to hold 
a position of continuous questioning and reflection and be open to others who are 
different from ourselves. When applied in the education context, an ethics of care 
means building a capacity to care for the other as another and not oneself.

Similarly, ethics of care and its relevance to critical pedagogies in higher educa-
tion has been emphasised by Zembylas et al. (2014). Building on Tronto’s (1993) 
ideas on care and responsibility, Zembylas et al. highlighted that care is built on 
moral qualities of “trust and solidarity” (p. 205), which is especially important in 
the field of education. The disposition to care is critical to engage both students and 
educators in a critical interrogation of the interplay between power, emotion, and 
praxis in society and education. The value of these frameworks to an ethic of com-
mitment to intellectual rigour, civility, and care is that they can help students exer-
cise ethical imagination beyond themselves, considering the interests of multiple 
participants in this process.

From a psychological perspective, imagination is an essential component in 
rational thinking that helps order concepts and ideas and identifies overarching 
themes and logic. It also elicits feelings and emotions, acting as a core ingredient for 
human sympathy. However, imagination has to be qualified, and as Rozuel (2016) 
argued, it necessitates a connection with the self to be of moral value. In other 
words, imagination brings depth, movement and dynamism to ethics (Rozuel, 2016).

 Stakeholders in Engendering Ethical Practice and Culture 
in Professions-Based Studies

The following section of this chapter addresses the part to be played by the major 
stakeholder groups in the professions-oriented postgraduate degrees in the higher 
education sector, such as Master of Business Administration (MBA) and Doctor of 
Business Administration (DBA) and highlights the role in promoting ethical 
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mindedness and imagination. As justification for this focus, we have a shared 
responsibility for an institutional research ethics committee and related professional 
education in an institute for the postgraduate study of Business. Nonetheless, we 
also believe that our arguments hold true for any profession-based or other disci-
pline that engages in postgraduate research.

Developing staff and students’ dispositions of ethical mindedness is essential to 
develop their capacity to exercise their ethical imagination in identifying and con-
fronting ethical dilemmas. Redwood and Todres (2006) suggested that developing 
an ethical imagination is “an ongoing iterative process” (p. 39), which involves the 
application of sensitivity and tactfulness in dealing with the issues of autonomy, 
respect and confidentiality in complex situations. For example, a conflict of interest 
and an imbalance in power can occur when the boundary conditions between 
researchers and the researched are not explicitly considered and clearly defined. 
While a research ethics committee provides a safety net for the researcher by exam-
ining the ethical implication of a research proposal (e.g., risks/benefits, power dif-
ferentials, confidentiality and consent), using agreed ethical guidelines and 
standards, the committee cannot ensure that in the enactment of the research the 
researcher would demonstrate appropriate behaviour when confronted by unfore-
seen, situated ethical challenges.

Arguably, research ethics is more than a set of rules that require compliance; 
rather, it entails a body of knowledge, values, capabilities and discipline and, as 
such, should be viewed as a discipline that requires institutions to adopt a deliberate 
educative process for both staff and students (Hill, 2004; Rensik, 2015). Many aca-
demics and research candidates in professions-oriented postgraduate education are 
focused primarily on their disciplinary scholarship, for example, economics, man-
agement, marketing and finance. Their research projects often include human par-
ticipants, which give rise to various ethical issues such as recruitment of participants, 
behaviour toward vulnerable subjects, the confidentiality of information, and con-
forming to appropriate methods, analysis and reporting, among others. To conduct 
a study responsibly, scholars need to discern potential ethical issues. As argued by 
Healey et al. (2013), many Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoLT) research-
ers “lack formal training in ethics because they do not have philosophy back-
grounds” (p. 23). All researchers who seek human participants, regardless of their 
disciplinary or professional orientation, require adequate guidance concerning the 
implications of “respect, free and informed consent, privacy and confidentiality, 
researcher/subject power differentials, conflict of interest declarations, and risk-to- 
benefit analysis” (p. 23).

A further complication is that many mature graduate candidates come to their 
studies with an employment history that has generated a rich background knowl-
edge of their field of practice. They often present with a clear sense of what they 
want to research and the problems they wish to solve, including a predetermined 
idea of what the solution might be and how the single solution might be created. In 
other words, they engage in their studies with a reformer mindset with a fixed 
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solution in mind (Orrell & Curtis, 2016). However, an open research mindset should 
be the goal in higher degree research. Such a mindset is open to all possibilities in 
terms of understanding the nature of the problems being examined and weighing up 
the merits and consequences of alternative solutions to address them. A significant 
role for supervisors of graduate research is to guide students to progress from this 
reformer, knowledge-creation mindset that aims to arrive at a fixed solution into an 
open-minded researcher mindset that epitomises knowledge building (Bereiter & 
Scardamalia, 2014). Ethical mindedness is central to the capacity of knowledge 
building as it is alert to the impact and consequences of change and the change pro-
cess. Thus, we argue that ethical mindedness is a graduate disposition that contrib-
utes to producing graduates as professionals who have the potential to be ethical, 
industry and practice-based researchers of the future.

 Stakeholder Responsibility in Professionally Oriented Education

The professional postgraduate education stakeholder groups include the institution 
itself, staff, and students. Each group has a unique responsibility to upkeeping the 
higher ethical and moral standards in the sector.

 Institutional Level (to Create Ethical Mindedness)

What has been outlined thus far suggests that it is not good enough to leave the 
responsibility and development of ethical mindedness and ethical practice to the 
individual staff or student researcher. Rather we argue that academic institutions 
have the responsibility to ensure that their academic staff and students are enabled 
to be ethically minded in their conduct of research. Beyond the development of 
policy and processes, an institution needs to be deliberate in developing a culture of 
ethical mindedness such that its staff are role models of ethical practice for their 
students (Allen & Israel, 2018; Israel, 2014). A future orientation to student research 
acknowledges that students need to be prepared for a longer-term career in which 
they may well be industry-based researchers in their own organizations. Hence there 
is a need to include the goal of instilling the principles of ethical reasoning and ethi-
cal decision making as part of a researcher mindset. The institution’s responsibility 
is to set an ethical and moral culture and standards for the staff and students to adopt 
and situationally adapt. In this context, an ethically minded orientation is warranted 
at all levels of the institution, including the development of policies and procedures, 
curriculum development, staff and student recruitment, staff development and 
modes of course delivery.

In the Australian context, for example, it is pertinent to review the perspectives 
of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007 - updated 
2018) developed by the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) 
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(2018). The statement has stipulated specific institutional responsibilities of 
Australian research institutions, and these guidelines are relevant to the ethical con-
duct of the institution in all its activities. The National Statement on Ethical Conduct 
in Human Research (2007 - updated 2018) suggests that an ethical research process 
upholds research merit and integrity, justice, beneficence, and respect.

• The research merit and integrity, among other things, indicate the rigour and 
appropriateness of the research methods employed.

• The insistence on merit and integrity can be extended to all institution activities, 
such as curriculum development in developing ethical minded culture.

• Justice refers to the fairness of the processes that again would be relevant to criti-
cal processes such as recruitment of students and staff, delivery of the MBA 
program, etc.

• Respect is about regarding and accepting differences, privacy, culture, and other 
diversities of people involved in institutional activities.

These values are critical in developing an ethical-minded culture in the institution.
In this connection, Procario-Foley and Bean (2002) proposed that higher educa-

tion institutions should have written codes of ethical conduct to create an ethical 
culture. Essentially, a higher educational institution’s perceptions of ethical culture 
influence employees’ ethical behaviour (Cullen et  al., 1989). It is imperative to 
recruit ethically oriented people to develop ethical institutions (Procario-Foley & 
Bean, 2002). This is in line with the virtue ethical theories of the Aristotelian school 
(Athanassoulis, 2013) that virtuous behaviour stems from a virtuous person.

 Staff Level (to Deliver Ethical Mindedness)

The staff responsible for the institution’s ethical conduct belongs to three catego-
ries: the managerial staff and leadership; the academic staff; and the administrative 
staff. The executive team and the academic leaders are responsible for developing 
an ethical code of conduct and other related policies and procedures. This group’s 
responsibility is to create an ethically minded culture and effectively implement the 
policies and practices. The role of leadership in creating an ethical climate and 
culture in an organisation has been widely reported in the extant literature (Mihelic 
et al., 2010; Brown & Treviño, 2006). The moral identity of a leader is an important 
determinant of ethical leadership (Mayer et al., 2012), resulting in the implementa-
tion of an ethical culture and further recruitment of new leaders with high moral 
predispositions (Procario-Foley & Bean, 2002). Ethical leadership is also found to 
influence job satisfaction and levels of staff commitment both directly and indi-
rectly. In addition, it can indirectly influence the shaping of the ethical climate in an 
organisation (Neubert et al., 2009). The above evidence emphasises ethical leader-
ship as an essential prerequisite in developing an ethically minded institution.

Academic staff play an important role in creating and implementing ethical 
mindedness in higher education institutions. The academic staff members are par-
ticularly responsible for upholding the ethical standards in research and teaching. 
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The administrative staff has similar responsibility in supporting the academic staff 
and students in understanding, interpreting and practising the ethical standards in 
higher educational institutions. Couch and Dodd (2005) listed the following respon-
sibilities for academic staff members:

• Be informed about the ethical policies and procedures and facilitate discussions 
to create an ethically minded climate in the institution.

• Help develop the codes of ethics relevant to the institution.
• Identify the inconsistencies between the ethical policies and practice in the 

institution.
• Communicate and collaborate with colleagues to develop an ethically minded 

climate and culture in the institution.
• Provide ethical leadership, if necessary, in developing an ethical learning climate 

in the institution.
• Educate the students to understand their organisations’ ethical climate and envi-

ronment and help develop skills in practising ethical standards.
• Create a learning curriculum for the students to understand the ethical dilemmas 

in their personal and professional lives and prepare them with the skills to tackle 
the ethical challenges.

In addition, Brown and Krager (1985) suggested that academic staff have the pri-
mary role as instructors in bringing various ethical questions and challenges for free 
and fair discussions in the classrooms and other communications with the students. 
In addition, the academic staff are responsible for designing and developing a cur-
riculum for learning the principles and practices of moral-ethical practice. 
Subsequently, academics are responsible for ensuring that ethical research pro-
cesses are implemented at the practice level for the students and staff. Furthermore, 
as research professionals, the academics should act as mentors for students to coach 
them on the ethical practices in their professional lives.

 Student Level (to Practise Ethical Mindedness)

Ethical mindedness is an essential requirement among professional MBA and DBA 
students in tackling ethical challenges in research, life and professions. Brown and 
Krager (1985) explained that students’ responsibility as advisees, classroom stu-
dents, school members, researchers, and mentees in an ethical learning environ-
ment, contributes to creating an ethically minded learning culture. As advisees and 
classroom students, all students are allowed to participate in discussing and autono-
mously deliberating ideas on theories and practices. This autonomous and fair 
learning environment presents an opportunity to develop an ethically minded learn-
ing environment. As school members, students are provided with various options to 
participate in educational, recreational, administrative, and charitable activities. All 
these interactions are opportunities to learn and practice ethically-minded values. 
For example, a student member on a curriculum development team could actively 
influence designing an ethically oriented curriculum. Also, actively participating in 
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MBA classroom discussions presents opportunities for learning about different ethi-
cal challenges faced by other students.

As researchers, students are exposed to possible ethical dilemmas and chal-
lenges. They are also trained in research merit and integrity, justice, beneficence, 
and respect, as stipulated by the national guidelines for ethical conduct in human 
research. These ethical research orientations can develop an ethical-minded 
approach among MBA and DBA/PhD students. As mentees, students have informal 
professional interactions with academic team members, leading to a reciprocal 
exchange of ideas and insights related to ethical practices and dilemmas.

In summary, promoting ethical mindedness in professional education warrants 
joint efforts by the major stakeholders, including institution, staff and students. The 
following section explores how we foster ethical imagination in business and man-
agement education through academic research.

 Fostering Ethical Imagination in Business and Management 
Learning, Teaching and Scholarship

Despite increasing the presence of ethics talk in business curricula, the ability of 
business ethics educators to support the development of morally responsible agents 
is questionable (Brenkert, 2019; Rozuel, 2016). While revisiting the nature of ethics 
education, Rozuel (2016) argued that imagination contributes to enhancing self- 
knowledge and ethical reflection in organisational life and business education. 
Likewise, Nussbaum (2010) advocated that a daring imagination is needed to be 
present in business curriculums to develop an empathetic and sympathetic under-
standing of various human experiences.

Ethical imagination is central to adult learning and critical reflection and involves 
either critical reflection or tacit judgment (Mezirow, 1998). Based on Taylor’s 
(1992) view of identity formation, the ethical imagination accounts for how stu-
dents explore who they are and who they could be, demonstrating the integral role 
of psychological work in sustaining moral development and ethical integrity 
(Rozuel, 2016). In particular, Rozuel stated that meaningful moral education would 
pursue specific goals based on imagination-based activities, ensuring the following 
is included within curriculum:

• a psychological exploration.
• a confrontation with— and acceptance of—the inevitable shadow.
• a withdrawal of personal projections by following and expanding the call for 

critical self-reflection and exposure to business and non-business material.
• an acceptance of a fundamental human need to experience both the rational mind 

and the transcendent;
• an affirmation of individual integrity in contrast to an identification with the 

mass (reflecting upon the meaning of integrity and the risks of compartmental-
ization) (Rozuel, 2011, p. 48).

12 Developing Ethical Mindedness and Ethical Imagination in Postgraduate…



190

Rozuel (2016) argued that such curriculum elements constitute a life task and 
require significant efforts from the individuals, yet these are what ethics education 
should be concerned with primarily. Various examples of imagination-based activi-
ties that can be embedded into the curriculum and their impact on education out-
comes for meaningful business ethics education are listed in Table  12.1. For 
example, role-playing is often used to explain people’s behaviour concerning busi-
ness ethics (Conrad, 2018), addressing important questions while practicing ethical 
imagination, such as: What motivates people to behave in this way? To what extent 
is it ethically oriented? Is there a sense of justice? Is there a conflict of goals between 
ethics and market economy? Do companies have a social responsibility?

Imagination-based activities explore the domains of the potential or possible, 
provided the purpose is self-understanding and appreciation of the other, so that 
individuals acquire an advanced sense of who they are, identify dark aspects of the 
self (the shadow), and recognise inclinations to project qualities or flaws onto others 
etc. (Rozuel, 2016).

Table 12.1 Examples of imagination-based activities and potential educational outcomes

Goal (inner and moral work) and related 
activities

Educational outcomes (business ethics 
education)

Psychological exploration (via journaling 
with reflective reviews; role-play, creative 
imaginative writing)

Enhanced ability to practice moral/ethical 
imagination in stakeholder management
More opportunities to develop individual and 
organisational creativity.

Shadow work—Awareness and acceptance of 
otherness (via ‘psychological mapping’)

Awareness of the of compartmentalisation 
phenomenon (see Rozuel (2011)
Awareness of the effects of organizational scripts 
that guide cognition & action but preclude 
consideration of ethical issues

Projection identification (via role-play) 
followed by discussion about the experience 
of interpreting a character

Appreciation of group dynamics

Recognition of need for both rational mind 
and transcendent (via encounters with 
guest-speakers open to the transcendent 
realm)

Appreciation of meaning and purpose, both at 
the individual and organisational levels.

Affirmation of individual integrity (via 
reflecting upon past situations of moral 
compromise)

Clearly defined moral values consistently 
guiding behaviour.
Appreciation of the complexity of life situations, 
and the need for empathetic dispositions

Adapted from Rozuel (2016, p. 48)
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 Research Ethics Perspective: Translating Ethical Theory 
into Practice

By merging the values of covenantal ethics and action research, Stevens et al. (2016) 
created a process of Structural Ethical Reflection (SER), which is either an indi-
vidual or collaborative process to identify key values and critically test the ways in 
which these values are embedded in research practice (see Table 12.2).

Table 12.2 Core values of ethical imagination informing each stage of the research

Processes
Values
Caring Trust Integrity

Developing 
partnerships

Find ways for partners 
meet their goals and 
their organizations

Consider the time it 
takes to develop trust

Follow through on actions 
agreed upon with any 
partners

Constructing 
research 
question

Create questions to 
assist participants 
self-reflect and gain 
potential growth

Ensure that the 
research question is 
one that has the 
potential to enhance 
trust

Develop open-ended and 
flexible questions that adapt 
to the research environment

Planning project/
action

Design projects that 
allow ample time to 
develop relationships 
with participants

Look for ways to 
ensure confidentiality 
with participants

Be forthright with 
stakeholders concerning 
research project activities 
and schedule

Recruiting 
participants

Follow up whole group 
invitations with 
personal follow-up 
messages

Ensure participants 
understand the 
safeguards in place to 
protect them

Ensure the option to 
participate is open to all 
staff members as defined in 
the proposal

Collecting data/
taking action

Establish interview 
environment that is 
hospitality & allows 
participants to unwind

Honour the agreement 
with participant s

Follow in word and spirit 
the agreement co-developed 
with each research 
participants

Analysing data/
evaluating action

Make careful notations 
about follow-up or 
clarifying questions 
that arise during 
analysis

Remember the 
primacy of the 
relationship with the 
research participant

Remember the implied 
responsibility, taking 
multiple, partial, & situated 
perspectives, to stitch them 
together

Member 
checking

Check-in with 
participants prior to 
undertaking member 
checking processes

Revisit the agreement 
with each research 
participant

Provide participants with 
the chance to respond to 
interview transcript and 
summary

Going public 
(presentation 
and publication

Ensure that 
presentations & 
publications 
acknowledge 
participants 
contributions.

Be clear about the 
efforts made to 
develop and maintain 
trust with participant

Do what I said I was going 
to do, primarily in taking a 
strength seeking stance 
with relation to publication 
of findings

Adapted from Stevens et al. (2016, p. 440)
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Combining ethical reflections and ethical imagination helps ground individual 
or collaborative research inquiry in an explicit set of values that consequently 
informs each stage of the research in a planned and purposeful way to maintain 
solid ethical standards. This comprehensive approach serves as an ethical com-
pass that enables foreseeing and overcoming ethical challenges as the research 
process unfolds, building ethical mindedness and ethical imagination capacities. 
Research practice can be staged into several phases such as: developing partner-
ships; constructing research question; planning project/action; recruiting partici-
pants; collecting data; analysing data; member checking; going public via 
presentation; and publication.

Key values should represent an ethical stance or a relational mindset by way of 
thinking, feeling, and acting, that researchers would like to adopt in each stage of 
their research investigation. Stevens et  al. (2016) recommended choosing 7–10 
key values to be the most representative of the research (see Stevens et al. for a 50 
+ values list). Identifying these core values and anticipating possible ethical 
implications in each research stage have empowered students to find their ethical 
voice and protect these values inherent in the research (Stevens et al.,) which are 
essential for adopting an ethical stance and researcher identity. Overall, the nature 
of SER process is ongoing, relational, concrete and iterative, often mirroring 
research values that research participants embrace. Importantly, structured ethical 
reflections revolve around values representing the core of ethical imagination 
(i.e., care, trust, integrity).

 The Role of Ethical Mindedness and Ethical Imagination 
in Supporting an Ethical Climate and Culture: 
A Proposed Framework

The discussion in the preceding sections regarding the acquisition and exercise of 
ethical mindedness and ethical imagination underscores that it should not only be 
limited to fostering ethical practice in research to an individual level but also high-
lights that it is an essential organizational capability. As a result of this exploration, 
we have generated the following conceptual framework, illustrated in Fig. 12.1, that 
highlights the overarching importance of the institution’s role in ensuring the devel-
opment of a climate and culture for fostering their goal of ethical research practice, 
to which they are held to account. To address and achieve this institutional respon-
sibility, higher education leaders need to provide policy frameworks, infrastructure, 
and resources to enable staff and students to acquire professional dispositions, 
knowledge, and capabilities to engage in ethical research practice autonomously. 
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Fig. 12.1 A framework for 
the role of ethical 
mindedness and ethical 
imagination

The efficacy of an ethical climate and culture in an academic institution will depend 
on the collective goals and efforts by key institutional stakeholders in fostering the 
delivery of opportunities for both academic staff and research higher degree stu-
dents to enhance their ethical mindedness so they can exercise their ethical imagina-
tion to identify potential ethical dilemmas in their research approach. Failure to 
provide the means for such professional learning of staff and students undermines 
this important institutional responsibility. It will fail to develop a climate that will 
produce graduates who fully understand the importance of ethical practice in 
research and professional practice.

Following on from our exploration of the achievement of an ethical climate and 
culture, we offer three propositions:

Proposition 1: Engendering ethical mindedness and ethical imaginations lay criti-
cal foundations in creating an ethical climate and culture in organisations offer-
ing postgraduate professionally oriented education.

Proposition 2: The three major stakeholder groups (institutions, staff and students) 
in postgraduate professionally-oriented education play a critical role in creating 
and shaping the ethical climate and culture in an organisation.

Proposition 3: The prime responsibility for creating and fostering an ethical cli-
mate and culture belongs to institutional leadership’s goals, infrastructure, and 
resourcing.

12 Developing Ethical Mindedness and Ethical Imagination in Postgraduate…



194

 Conclusion

While we have recounted that theorists of ethics and ethical thought asserted that 
ethical mindedness and ethical imagination are innate characteristics (Haidt, 2012; 
Fowers, 2015), these attributes and capabilities can be further nurtured and enhanced 
so that research practice is not limited to mere compliance to policies and regula-
tions. In postgraduate profession-oriented education, it is the academic institution’s 
responsibility to set ethical and moral standards for the staff and students and pro-
mote a culture of ethical mindedness and ethical imagination, rather than rely on 
mere compliance. In doing so, both staff and students are enabled to identify and 
explore potential solutions together while exercising critical appreciation of ethical 
dilemmas in research contexts processes and outcomes. Students should graduate 
with dispositions toward ethics practice in their professions that enable them to 
function autonomously without infringing and overstepping natural justice laws and 
the rights of others, especially those with limited power and control over their envi-
ronment. This graduate capability is critical in professions-based disciplines. This is 
especially the case in the discipline of Business, where there has been an over- 
emphasis on practical action skills and processes, often at the expense of fostering 
dispositions of integrity and ethical professional practice capabilities.
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