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A faculty member should 
facilitate student learning and 

positive development. 

A department should model an 
ideal geoscience community.
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responsibility 
is to do what 
we can, learn 
what we can, 
improve the 

solutions, and 
pass them on.”

Richard Feynman
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“I call these things cargo cult science, because they follow 
all the apparent precepts and forms of scientific 
investigation, but they’re missing something essential… 

…It’s this type of integrity, this kind of care not to fool 
yourself, that is missing to a large extent in much of the 
research…”

Richard Feynman

Cargo Cult facsimile of an airplane, Melanesia
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“Truth is what 
stands the test 
of experience.”

Albert Einstein
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Charles Percy Snow

“The only ethical 
principle which has 

made science 
possible is that the 
truth shall be told 

all the time.   
…A false statement 

of fact made 
deliberately is the 

most serious crime 
a scientist can 

commit.”

Basics
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Moral agency is a person’s ability to 
make moral judgments based on an 

assessment of right and wrong, 

to take responsibility for 


their actions, and

to be held accountable for those 

actions.
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Dignity is an existential characteristic 
of life.

George Kateb 

Human Dignity (2011)
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“We can distinguish between the 
dignity of the human species as a 

whole and the dignity of every 
human individual.”

George Kateb 

Human Dignity (2011)
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“…recognition of the inherent dignity 
and of the equal and inalienable 

rights of all members of the human 
family is the foundation of freedom, 
justice, and peace in the world…”

Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Adopted, United Nations General Assembly, 1948 

inherent dignity
equal and inalienable

rights
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Every human being 

has the same dignity 


— the same existential status —

as every other human being.

Every human being 

has the same dignity 


— the same existential status —

as every other human being.
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Dignity does not vary with  
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or any other attribute of an 
individual person.
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Your dignity is the same as mine, 
and yours is the same as every 

other human on the planet.


Dignity is an

existential characteristic


of each of us.
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Human dignity is the basis for our duty to 
respect each other and to serve as 

stewards of nature.
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Respect for a person:
our experience with that person 

+ 
bias

Allowing our regard or respect for 
another person to be based on bias is 
simply unreasonable discrimination.
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Zora Neal Hurston

“Sometimes, I feel 
discriminated against, 
but it does not make 
me angry.  It merely 

astonishes me.   
How can any deny 

themselves the 
pleasure of my 

company?   
It’s beyond me.”  
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“…ethics asks us to pay attention to 
something beyond ourselves…   

To think or act ethically is to take 
care for the basic needs and 

legitimate expectations of others as 
well as our own.”

“…ethics asks us to pay attention to 
something beyond ourselves…   

To think or act ethically is to take 
care for the basic needs and 

legitimate expectations of others as 
well as our own.”

Anthony Weston (2013)Anthony Weston (2013)
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Morality is a prerequisite for any 
healthy community of humans.  


Geoscience departments are 
communities.
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Integrity requires three steps:

1. Discerning what is right and what is 

wrong.  

2. Acting on what you have discerned, even 

at personal cost; and 

3. Saying openly that you are acting on your 

understanding of right from wrong.
Stephen Carter 

Integrity (1996)
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truth
The just exercise of 
power and authority

moral 
agency
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Geoethics in a geoscience department



It has become apparent that the 
practice of simply hoping students 

will learn about responsible research 
conduct and ethical behavior by 

observing exemplary behavior in their 
department is inadequate, and does 
not serve the needs of the student, 

the department, the geoscience 
community, or society as a whole. 
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Step 1:  Begin and sustain a 
genuine, ongoing conversation 

about ethics and integrity in 
your department.



HARASSMENT

DIGNITY

RESPECT

Pixabay, Maialisa/641 images (CC0)
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https://pixabay.com/en/business-idea-style-concept-goals-1869266/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.en


For example, the pages from University of Texas at Austin 
(www.isg.utexas.edu/people/jsg-community/guidelines/  and 

www.isg.utexas.edu/people/jsg-community/workplace-issues/)
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Step 2:  Create a departmental 
web portal for ethics that is 

accessed through an obvious link 
on your department home page.
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Step 3:  Use the ethics portal to 
expose department members to 

ethics resources from the 
broader science/geoscience 

community
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Step 4:  Develop statements of 
ethical norms for your 

department



Don’t reinvent the wheel, or try to address all problems at 
once.  Take your time, listen, and be flexible. 
Start with aspirational statements. 
Address issues of academic/scientific integrity, harassment, 
bullying, and discrimination directly, honestly, and 
unambiguously. 
Focus on values and ethical principles that all can agree on. 
You might develop resources aligned with the needs of 
specific groups within the department. 
Try to keep your statements consistent with the norms of the 
broader geoscience community. 
The goal is to capture and transmit “the sense of this 
community” about what it means to act with integrity,  
not to provide a means to justify or support judgmentalism.
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For example, Sigma Xi’s Honor in Science (Jackson, 2000) 
or the National Academies’ On Being a Scientist (NAP, 2009) 

Scientific Method in Brief (Gauch, 2012)
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Step 5:  Provide every 
geoscience major (and grad 
student) with authoritative 

information about applied ethics 
in science or geoscience



For example, IAPG’s “GeoEthical Promise” 
www.geoethics.org/geopromise
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Step 6:  Encourage each member 
of the department to develop 

their own personal commitment 
to integrity and geoethics.

http://www.geoethics.org/geopromise
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Develop departmental ethics 
resources in a very visible, 
collaborative, and transparent 
process


Consider departmental ethics 
resources to be flexible works 
in progress — always subject 
to revision and improvement.

•

•



Facilitating the 
development of ethical 

geoscientists is  
our responsibility.   
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