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Abstract

Recent business scandals such as Enron (2001) and Bernie Madoff (2008) have thrust

conversations on business ethics into the national American consciousness. While philosophers

have aimed for centuries to describe the ethical values that govern humanity and to provide

frameworks for applying these values, to date, there is no scholarly framework that provides a

model for determining the ethicality of an individual acting as a member of a business. Arnett,

Fritz, and Bell (2009) provide a baseline framework for explaining what ethical communication

is and how it functions at either the individual, organizational, or cultural level. This baseline is

interwoven with prior ethical frameworks [Nicotera and Cushman (1992) and Paul and Strbiak

(1997)] to create a model determining the ethicality of employee communication. Evidence for

the usefulness of the model is then provided by conducting an ethical analysis from a scene from

the television series The Goldbergs.

Keywords: intrapersonal communication, organizational communication, communication ethics,

ethical analysis, narrative communication ethics, goods, communicative behaviors
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Introduction

Since 2001 and the collapse of Enron, professional ethics has experienced a renaissance

in academic institutions and the popular press. This renewed focus on professional ethics,

particularly in America, is concerned with organizational integrity and consumer protection.

Ethics are often presented as a concept to be learned through case studies, and many of these

cases ask readers to evaluate the ethicality of the actor based on the reader’s beliefs and

perceptions, not those of the individual performing the action (see Hollander, 2013, p. 34). This

subjective method of evaluation is problematic as American society today promotes an

unconstrained pursuit of individual happiness and freedom of ideas (Bonk, Tynes, Griggs, &

Sparks, 2008, p. 51). While certain values, such as individualism and equal opportunity, are

generally accepted in the United States, the means of achieving these goals, and even the

definitions of achievement, are contested. (Any issue debated in today’s society, such as abortion

and gay marriage, are examples. The definition of success varies widely for the supporters of the

different sides of these issues.)

The relevance of the communication field on these ethical discussions depends on the

ability of communication scholars to provide a usable model for analyzing ethical dilemmas.

Analysis of ethical dilemmas starts with an understanding of ethical principles, for models are

formed around principles just as standardized tests are formed around an agreement of subject

matter that should be understood. Ralston argued that “we should not accept different ethical

principles for communication on the job from interactions conducted elsewhere” (1997, p. 147),

inferring that honesty at home should be measured the same as honesty at work, and that ethical

standards for dealing with a spouse should be no different than ethical standards for dealing with
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a potential business partner. However, Arnett, Fritz, and Bell point out that “business and

professional communication ethics is not the same as our personal ethics” (2009, p. 186),

inferring that different ethical standards can govern public and private spaces. So which is it?

While Arnett et al. legitimately state that different ethics can and should guide business

communications and personal communications, Ralston sets up the premise of this paper which

is that judgments of the ethicality of an individual’s communications as a member of an

organization must include an analysis of three elements: the individual’s values, the

organization’s values, and the values of the current culture.

A review of relevant scholarly literature on communication ethics is presented below,

followed by presentation of the ethical model for employee communication and an overview of

narrative communication ethics and its applicability to usage of the model. Then, an ethical

analysis on a scene from the television series The Goldbergs, written and produced by Goldberg

and directed by Gordon, is performed to provide support for the usefulness of the model in

making ethical determinations on individual behavior in organizations. The ethical dilemma in

the scene, “Mini Murray,” revolves around a teenage salesman who is trying to save money for a

major purchase; the teenager lies to a customer in order to make a sale. The scene is set in the

1980s, and the American culture at the time is examined to texture the ethical analysis.

Literature Review

Intrapersonal Ethics

Paul and Strbiak (1997) were concerned with the ethicality of strategic ambiguity in

businesses. Paul and Strbiak approached this topic from a post-modern perspective, stating that
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the best approach for making ethical judgments is through lens of intrapersonal ethics, not

through a universal lens, since individuals are moral agents capable of acting out a moral stance

(1997, p. 151). Paul and Strbiak present a model of intrapersonal ethics that can be used for

making ethical determinations in situations involving strategic ambiguity (p. 152). The model

contains three elements: an individual’s espoused ethics, ethics-in-use, and behaviors (p. 152).

Espoused ethics are “cognitive maps that individuals describe as informing their behavior,”

while ethics-in-use are the “cognitive maps that actually govern individuals’ behavior” (p. 152).

Paul and Strbiak state that ethics-in-use play a stronger role than espoused ethics in determining

behavior, but that considering both is important when making ethical judgments (p. 152). In

other words, the pragmatic often outweighs the theoretic, but both play a role.

According to Paul and Strbiak’s (1997) model, communicative behavior is ethical if it is

congruent with both an individual’s espoused ethics and ethics-in-use, or, congruent with just an

individual’s ethics-in-use (p. 153). The model of intrapersonal ethics acknowledges that

individuals who have different ethical worldviews can act ethically towards others who do not

share their worldviews because behavior is not judged according to one set of ethical standards

but according to “congruence” with the standards expressed by each individual (Paul & Strbiak,

1997, p. 152). This concept of judging integrity based on the standard of one’s expressed ethics

is similar to the views expressed by Arnett et al. who argue that a person’s integrity should not

be judged by a universal standard but by congruence with that person’s expressed values (2009,

p. 6).

An example of the usefulness of Paul and Strbiak’s (1997) model of intrapersonal ethics

is found by applying the model to the field of pharmacy. In an editorial on the policy setting
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process of the American Society of Health-System Pharmacists (ASHP), Zellmer and Thompson

laud the participative nature of the process, stating that it challenges “[a]ny hint of self-

protectionism or narrow thinking” from its members (2009, p. 997). As professionals,

pharmacists take an oath to be governed by the laws and policies covering their field (“I will

hold myself and my colleagues to the highest principles of our profession’s moral, ethical and

legal conduct.”). These laws and policies are the espoused ethics for the pharmacist, and the

ethical behavior of pharmacists can be determined, according to Paul and Strbiak’s (1997)

model, by comparing pharmacists’ behaviors to the ASHP standards and policies.

While Paul and Strbiak (1997) focus on the intrapersonal applications of their ethical

model, they express that their model is useful for “determining the ethicality of communicative

behaviors in organizations” (p. 151). Using their model to judge the ethicality of organizational

communications would result in measuring an organization’s behaviors against the

organization’s espoused ethics and its ethics-in-use. While the Paul and Strbiak (1997) model is

useful for judging both intrapersonal ethics and organizational ethics, it is not applicable for

measuring intrapersonal ethics within an organizational context for it does not dictate if the

individual’s or the organization’s ethics-in-use should be used for judging the individual’s ethical

actions as a member of an organization. For example, an ethical pharmacist upholds the oath of

the pharmacist (see preceding paragraph), but what if there is a conflict between the values of the

professional pharmacist and the values of the pharmacist as an individual? A pharmacist who

believes in the right to physician-assisted suicide may be asked to devise a prescription plan to

ease the suffering of an elderly cancer patient in excruciating pain. If the elderly patient wishes

to die and not prolong his or her suffering, how would this pharmacist determine the ethical

course of action using the Paul and Strbiak (1997) model? The ethical analysis would be limited
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to considering only the pharmacist’s individual values, or the organizational values of the

pharmacy profession. A more textured model of analysis is needed for application to complex

ethical situations involving individuals acting as a member of an organization.

Organizational Ethics

Nicotera and Cushman’s (1992) perspective on organizational ethics offers a possible

tool for analyzing complex ethical situations. The concept of organizational ethics emerged

because people view organizations as “autonomous beings” that can and should be held

accountable for their actions (Nicotera & Cushman, 1992, p. 438). Nicotera and Cushman link

the definition of an organization to that of a corporate entity which, as a “rational agent,” can be

held accountable for both its ends and the ways it obtained those ends (1992, pp. 437-438).

Nicotera and Cushman also explain how to determine if an organization used the “correct and

appropriate” means for obtaining its ends (Nicotera & Cushman, 1992, p. 438). According to

Nicotera and Cushman,“[j]udgments of whether an organization’s acts are ethical must be made

according to the ethical system of the organization, provided that the organization’s ethical

system upholds [the] relative and absolute values of the national culture” (1992, p. 437). In other

words, an organization is considered ethical if its actions “uphold the value system of that

organization” (Nicotera & Cushman, 1992, p. 440), with a value system defined as the

“particular expressions of goals and appropriate ways to achieve them” (p. 444).

Nicotera and Cushman’s (1992) model is similar to the Paul and Strbiak (1997) model as

it addresses behavioral congruence with expressed values. In the vernacular of Paul and Strbiak

(1997), the expression of an organization’s goals is akin to the espoused ethics of an organization

as both concepts provide guiding principles for an organization; ethics-in-use, then, are the
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“appropriate ways to achieve [those goals]” (Nicotera & Cushman, 1992, p. 444). Thus, an

organization is considered ethical if its behaviors are congruent with both its value system and

the appropriate ways to achieve them, or, congruent with the means for achieving those goals.

Unlike Paul and Strbiak (1997), Nicotera and Cushman summon national culture into the

discussion of organizational ethics by applying general systems theory (GST) which states that

“the system’s internal logic must be in accordance with the logic of the suprasystem of which it

is an element” (1992, p. 443). An element of the conversation on organizational ethics must

consider if the organization’s values are congruent with the values of the system within which it

resides, which are the values of its home country. Returning to the conversation on intrapersonal

ethics, just as an organization is a smaller entity dwelling in a national culture, so too is an

individual employee a smaller entity dwelling in an organization. Applying this concept from

GST to the current study means that any determination of an employee’s ethical behavior must

consider if the employee’s ethical values are in alignment with the ethics of his or her employer.

The reverse, too, is true: ethical organizations are made by ethical employees who “exude the

characteristics that define the mission or ethos of the whole” (Morgan, 1986, p. 139).

Just as organizations can face competing organizational and national ethics, individuals

can encounter competing individual and organizational values (Nicotera & Cushman, 1992, p.

440). Extending the concepts from GST, an individual is a smaller entity within an organization

and will experience conflict when his or her values do not align with the values of his or her

organization. Nicotera and Cushman state that whistleblowers are employees who identify an

organization acting outside of cultural ethical norms (1992, p. 453). While an organizational

whistleblower can contact the Securities and Exchange Commission, a mindful employee should
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cultivate the habit of sounding an internal whistle when his or her value system does not align

with that of the organization. From an organizational ethics perspective, Nicotera and Cushman

state that organizational values should be the primary value set in use, but that these values must

be congruent with the national values and must not violate cultural values (1992, pp. 442-443).

Similarly, an employee should be guided first by his or her individual values, but these values

must not violate the culture of the organization, or the employee will experience conflict.

The Good

Another way a value system can be defined is as a “good”: Arnett et al. define a good as

“the central value or set of values manifested in communicative practices that we seek to protect

and promote in our discourse together” (2009, p. 2). The concept of the good is crucial in

conversations about moral judgments in this era of postmodernity as there is no universal

agreement on what is considered right and wrong (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 1). The concept of the

good provides a measuring stick for ethical judgments: If a person cares about a given good, the

person will communicate in a way that supports that good (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 6). Since each

individual has a set of values, how well a person lives up to those values is the definition of

ethical action (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 6). Accordingly, communication ethics can be defined as

“the means of protecting and promoting a given good” (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 140).

Just as the conversation on individual communicative ethics starts with a focus on the

goods supported by an individual, the conversation on ethics in organizations also starts from the

goods that an organization supports and the behaviors that either reinforce or devalue those

goods. Arnett et al. assume that all businesses promote at least two goods: “survival and

competitiveness” (2009, p. 176). Accordingly, the communicative practices of an organization
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must protect the goods of survival and competitiveness (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 140). Given that

ethical communications protect and promote a particular good, members of an organization who

protect and promote the values of that organization can be considered ethical (Arnett et al., 2009,

p. 140), and ethical behavior in organizations can be measured by how well an individual’s

behaviors promote a company’s survival and enhance its competitiveness.

Ethical Model

Arnett et al. provide clear guidelines for determining the ethicality of an individual’s

communicative behaviors and the actions of an organization. Basing ethical judgments on how

well communicative behaviors support a good provides a useful tool for ethical discussions in

this postmodern era as different goods are protected and promoted by different organizations. In

addition, as discussed above, Paul and Strbiak (1997) provide a helpful model for determining if

an entity’s actions are congruent with its values, and Nicotera and Cushman (1992) provide a

useful model for determining the ethicality of an organization’s behavior. However, neither of

these models provide a comprehensive framework for evaluating the ethicality of an employee’s

actions in the workplace. The scholars’ work above has acknowledged the dual roles of

“individual agency” and corporate values (Barnes & Keleher, 2006, p. 148), but explicit

frameworks have not been provided for making complex ethical determinations. Based on the

combined work of Paul and Strbiak (1997), Nicotera and Cushman (1992), and Arnett et al.

(2009) as discussed above, the following four questions can be used for determining if an

individual’s actions as a member of an organization are ethical:

1. Did the employee’s communications protect and promote the values of the

organization? (Question adapted from concepts in Arnett et al., 2009.)
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2. Did the employee’s communicative behaviors violate the values of the employee?

(Question adapted from concepts in Paul and Strbiak, 1997.)

3. Are the employee’s values congruent with the values of the organization of which he

or she is a part of? (Question adapted from concepts in Nicotera and Cushman, 1992.)

4. Are the values of the organization congruent with the values of the current culture?

(Question adapted from concepts of Nicotera and Cushman, 1992.)

In the remainder of this paper, these four questions will be referred to as the ethical model for

employee communication.

Theoretical Framework: Narrative Communication Ethics

Arnett et al. (2009) outline six approaches to communication ethics that stem from the

work of Chesebro in 1969 and subsequent scholarly development: (a) democratic; (b) universal-

humanitarian; (c) codes, procedures, and standards; (d) contextual; (e) narrative; (f) dialogic (pp.

44-45). These frameworks are useful for understanding the “host of diverse ethical systems”

(Chesebro, 1997, p. 145) encountered in the world today. Each of these frameworks provides a

different lens through which to study what is and what is not considered ethical behavior.

The communication ethic that this study will apply is the narrative communication ethic

since this ethic acknowledges that all individuals are grounded by narrative roots (Arnett et al.,

2009, p. 54). Just as a tree has many roots, individuals stand on ground governed by a

“multiplicity” of narratives (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 54). Arnett et al. define narrative

communication ethics as ethics that emerge from the stories that guide a person’s life (2009, p.

45). Arnett et al. provide the example of Moses and the exodus story in the Old Testament and
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the emerging goods of “freedom and deliverance” as an example of functioning narrative

communication ethics (2009, p. 53). Narratives are not flimsy stories, but a “metaparadigm… of

reason, value and action” (Metzger & Springston, 1992, p. 86); ethical judgments and decisions

are placed within the narrative, not outside of it (p. 87). Metzger and Springston use narrative

communication ethics to detangle a political ruling on the protection of Native American

cultures, including religious practices, providing evidence that context and narrative trajectories

matter when judging situations in the postmodern era (1992, pp. 86-89).

Additional support for using narrative communication ethics as a framework for judging

individual actions is found in the field of medicine. Charon insists that doctors practice medicine

in the context of a patient’s personalized narrative (Thompson, 2009, pp. 188-189). Charon states

that the “most urgent element in reframing how we care for the sick” is a dialogic attentiveness

to the suffering of the sick as individuals (Charon, 2009, p. 199). In the vernacular of

communication ethics promoted by Arnett et al. (2009), ethical behavior of doctors is that which

promotes the goods contained in a patient’s narrative. In the context of this study, employee

communications that promote both the goods contained in the organization’s narrative and the

goods contained in the individual’s narrative will be considered ethical. In addition to providing

a model for judging the ethicality of an employee’s communicative behaviors at work, this paper

will also address the following research questions:

1. What role does one’s narrative play in promoting the goods of a company?

2. What is the relationship between employee values, employer values, and long-term

organizational membership?
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Methodology

In order to provide evidence for the usefulness of the ethical model for employee

communication (“the model”), an ethical analysis using the model will be performed on a scene

from the television sitcom The Goldbergs. The loveseat sales scene from the episode “Mini

Murray” will be used as an example of a common real-world ethical dilemma. The loveseat sales

scene was chosen for the ethical analysis as the behavior of the characters in the scene is not

black and white but is open to ethical interpretation. In the scene, a teenage salesman makes his

first furniture sale by lying to a customer about another customer who is interested in an item.

The owner of the store, who is the teenager’s father, validates the lie by providing final approval

of the sale. While some may applaud the salesman’s tactics as they resulted in a sale and both

parties ended the transaction satisfied, others may disapprove of what can be considered

dishonest and unethical behavior. Since there is no universal standard available in the

postmodern era for determining right and wrong, the model will used as the guide for

determining the ethicality of the teenager’s actions as a salesman.

The values of the teenager, Barry, and the values of the furniture store, the Ottoman

Empire, will be examined through the lens of narrative communication ethics. Narrative

communication ethics allows for an examination of the values of Barry and the store as part of a

larger narrative context. Communication ethics is also useful in this analysis as it permits for the

values that emerge from the plot line of the series.
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Results

The episode “Mini Murray” opens with Barry, the teenage son, begging his Dad, Murray,

for a pair of expensive Reebok sneakers that will supposedly help Barry achieve his goal of

playing professional basketball in the NBA. Instead of buying the shoes for his son, Murray

decides to teach his son a lesson about hard work and delayed gratification by hiring Barry to

work as a cleaner at his furniture store, the Ottoman Empire. After a week of hard work, Barry

opens his first paycheck and quickly complains about the grand total of $33.27. Murray explains

to Barry that the total is low because of taxes, but Barry insists on moving up the company

ladder to become a salesman so that he can make more money on commission and achieve his

goal of buying his shoes. The episode continues as Barry tries to convince his Dad to let him

work as a salesman:

BARRY: Just let me become a salesman. I can make more if I work off commission.

MURRAY: You? You’re not ready.

BARRY: There’s a customer right there. [Points to man browsing in the store, wearing a
Philadelphia Eagles jersey of #7 Ron Jaworski, quarterback.] Just let me go sell
him the pink couch?

MURRAY: It’s a salmon loveseat. It’s been there for five years. It’s unsellable. I’m gonna
move him over to the sectionals, you stay over here and continue your fine broom
work. [Walks over to customer.] Sir, just so you know, we have financing, bad
credit, no credit, no problem.

CUSTOMER: Thanks, I’m not gonna make any final decisions today, so.

MURRAY: Today’s not a day for final decisions, I’m with you. Take your time.

[Barry walks over to Murray and the customer, and places a “Hold” tag on the salmon loveseat.]

MURRAY: [to Barry] What are you doing?

BARRY: Sorry, I had a phone call.

MURRAY: I didn’t hear the phone ring.
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BARRY: Oh, it rang. It was Ron Jaworski. Said he wants this couch.

CUSTOMER: Ron Jaworski? The Eagles quarterback? Dude! [Turns around and points to the
back of shirt, which reads “Jaworski.”]

BARRY: Dude!

CUSTOMER: Dude!

MURRAY: Dude.

CUSTOMER: Dude?

BARRY: Dude. He literally just called.

CUSTOMER: I want this couch.

BARRY: No can do. Ronnie J just put this on reserve.

CUSTOMER: What if I pay cash?

BARRY: Murray?

MURRAY: [Pauses.] You know what? I’ll handle Big Ron, you sir have got yourself a deal.

CUSTOMER: [Shakes Murray’s hand.] Thank you.

In this scene, Barry is successful in selling an “unsellable” loveseat by claiming that the

customer’s favorite quarterback just called and put the loveseat on reserve. The audience

watching the scene can deduce that Ron Jaworski did not actually call the store since Murray

said he did not hear the phone ring, and the claim itself is dubious. But how can the audience

determine the ethicality of Barry’s actions as an salesman in selling the loveseat? Did he act

ethically or unethically?

According to the ethical model for employee communication presented above, Barry’s

communicative behavior must be evaluated by whether it supported the goods of the Ottoman

Empire; the behavioral congruence with his values; the behavioral congruence with the values of

the Ottoman Empire; and the congruence of the Ottoman Empire’s values with the values of the

American culture at the time.
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Did Barry’s communications protect and promote the goods of the organization?

As discussed above, the two goods protected and promoted by a business are the goods of

survival and competitiveness (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 176). Since the Ottoman Empire is a

furniture store, these goods can be assumed to apply to this organization. Barry’s actions in

selling the loveseat can be considered as supporting the survival of the store as sales are

imperative to the survival of any business. By providing the customer with the illusion that he

“stole” the couch from Ron Jaworski, Barry likely created excitement and customer loyalty –

assuming that the customer did not find out about the white lie. In today’s hyper-connected

world in which anyone with access to a computer and the internet can have a voice, Barry’s lie

likely would have been found out with the assistance of social media. However, the show is set

in the 80s, long before the prominence of mobile devices and the internet. While Barry ran a risk

of tarnishing the reputation of the Ottoman Empire with his sales tactics, based on the historical

moment of the 80s and the fact that he generated cash flow for the company off of an item that

was “unsellable,” Barry’s actions can be viewed as ethical as they contributed to the survival and

competitiveness of the Ottoman Empire.

Did Barry's sales method violate his values?

Although The Goldbergs is based on the producer’s real life growing up in the 80s, Barry

as constructed in the series is a fictional character. Accordingly, his values must be determined

through the narratives that are constructed in the series about his character. Based on what is

known about Barry’s values through his character development, Barry recognizes that hard work

is needed to succeed. (Prior to the loveseat sales scene, Barry says, in relation to his broom work,

“you can’t make it to the NBA without a struggle.”) Barry also values his goals, such as
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obtaining a pair of Reeboks in order to help his chances of making it to the NBA. In relation to

the ends or the means debate, Barry is more concerned with the ends than the means. For

example, in the episode “The President’s Fitness Test,” Barry crafts outrageous poems and songs

in French that confess his love for a French teenager whom he has never met. In “Call Me When

You Get There,” Barry creates a fictitious study partner so that he can take the family car and go

to a party. Finally, in this episode, he was more concerned about if he sold the salmon loveseat to

the customer than he was about how he sold it. Thus, Barry’s value system promotes the

achievement of his goals through the means that he deems appropriate for achieving the end

goals. Thus, Barry’s actions can be viewed as ethical as his actions did not violate his values.

Are Barry's values congruent with the values of the company?

For Barry, achieving his goals is success, and his goals are often related to tangible items

such as shoes or the physical affections of a girl. Given that the Ottoman Empire is a fictitious

business in a television sitcom, it has no published organizational values or mission statement to

use as an ethical baseline for measuring organizational behavior. However, tracing the plot lines

of the sitcom allows the viewer to construct a narrative which explains the purpose for the

continued existence of the store, which is important because “the story of a given community

makes manifest goods that the community protects and promotes” (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 54).

Based on the script in “Mini Murray” of The Goldbergs, it is known that Murray’s father-in-law,

“Pops,” opened the Ottoman Empire when his daughter, Beverly, was a child. Once Murray

married Beverly, Pops hired Murray to work in the store and eventually transferred majority

ownership of the store to Murray. In “Mini Murray,” Murray describes his job to his son Barry as

the best thing he was able to find at the time:
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Alright, uh, when I was your age, my Dad, he wasn’t around much. I had nobody looking

out for me. So, I had no direction. Boy if I hadn’t of met your mother, I don’t know

where I’d be today. Then Pops, he gave me a job at the store, and uh, suddenly, I’m a

guy, with a family, and a future!

Along with the values of survival and competitiveness, the communicative behaviors of

the store are also evidenced in this episode. Prior to the loveseat sales scene, Murray introduces

Barry to the concept of “busting balls” on the job. Busting balls as constructed in this episode

involved the all-male employees of the furniture store delivering put downs to each other in a

sarcastic or jesting manner. Since Barry’s indoctrination into the company’s communicative

practices included the concept of busting balls, Barry was taught that lying in jest was part of the

company’s working environment. Putting each other down was considered an ethical means to

achieving the good of company morale. Thus, the concept of busting balls was a key contributor

to the company’s construction of a dwelling place, or a “communicative home a given

organization invites by its communicative practices” (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 138).

Given that Barry’s values protected certain ends, and the atmosphere at the Ottoman

Empire promoted a working environment focused on outcomes such as morale and sales instead

of the means (e.g. integrity first), it can be concluded that Barry’s values are aligned with the

values of the Ottoman Empire.

Are the values of the company in line with the values of the culture?

The values of the Ottoman empire and the values of the American culture of which it was

a part can be deemed as congruent. Life in the 80s was characterized by patriotism and emerging
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materialism; the male-centric and sales-oriented values of the Ottoman Empire, which was

located in Pennsylvania, were lauded by the 80s culture in movies such as Wall Street. Since the

Ottoman Empire was owned and operated by an American family, the store did not fall outside

of the values of patriotism. Further, Barry used an all-American pastime, football, to connect

with the customer; playing to the patriotism of the sport assisted Barry in making the sale.

Concerning the value of materialism, Barry sold furniture, a hard good, and furniture can be used

as a sign of status. Since furniture is a material good, the store supported the value of materialism

that was prominent in the 80s. Additionally, nothing about Barry’s actions or the culture of the

Ottoman Empire can be considered illegal based on the standards of the 80s. In conclusion, the

values promoted by the Ottoman Empire appear in line with the values of the United States in the

80s.

Analysis

Usefulness of ethical model

An ethical analysis using the ethical model for employee communication was performed

on the loveseat sales scene from the episode “Mini Murray” of the television series The

Goldbergs. The results for each component of the ethical model are summarized in Table 1:
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Table 1

Analysis of the Ethical Model for Employee Communication

Question Answer

1. Did the employee’s communications
protect and promote the values of the
organization?

Yes; Barry’s behaviors while selling the
loveseat did protect the survival and
competitiveness of the Ottoman Empire.

2. Did the employee’s communicative
behaviors violate the values of the
employee?

No; Barry’s behaviors did not violate his
values of hard work and achievement.

3. Are the employee’s values congruent
with the values of the organization of
which he or she is a part of?

Yes; Barry’s values of achievement and the
means of obtaining success are in line with
the Ottoman Empire’s values.

4. Are the values of the organization
congruent with the values of the current
culture?

Yes; the values of the Ottoman Empire,
which promote patriotism and materialism,
were congruent with the values of the
American culture at the time of the
situation.

Based on the ethical analysis presented above, Barry behaved ethically when selling the

loveseat as he protected the goods of the Ottoman Empire without violating his values or the

values of the culture. A key assumption of this ethical model is that ethical judgments are made

according to the values of an individual, not the values of the judge. The ethical actions of each

individual can be determined by examining an individual’s narrative and the emergent values

(Arnett et al., 2009, p. 53). While the concept of universal goods such as telling the truth are

compelling, the challenge of postmodernity is that there is no one good that is applicable to all

people in all situations (Arnett et al., 2009, p. 53). Even universal principles that can generally be

considered good, such as fidelity, must be applied in context (Barnes & Keleher, 2006, pp. 149-
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150). The appropriate mindset for judging ethical communications is if ethical behavior supports

a good, and the goods of a business are assumed to be survival and competition, then ethical

behaviors of employees are behaviors which support a company’s survival and competitiveness.

Furthermore, an individual acts ethically if the communicative behaviors used to support the

business goods are in line with the individual’s values, and Barry’s behaviors were aligned with

his values.

Examining the narrative of Barry and his quest for his Reeboks allows him to stand upon

a ground focused on achievement of a goal. The ethicality of his actions is determined by their

alignment with his values, the values of his company, and the values of the culture. Barry’s

actions cannot be judged by any standard other than the values manifested in his own narrative

and their congruence with the values of his employer. Not only are narratives the fire that forges

values, narratives are also where humans themselves are created (Giovannoli, 2004, p. 2).

Long-term implications

Value congruence between employees and employers is critical for long-term

organizational success. Arnett et al. state that members of an organization who are critical of the

goods of the organization and the way that the organization is protecting and promoting those

goods are important for the maintenance of an organization’s communicative practices (2009, p.

141). However, if the value systems of these critics are not aligned with those of the

organization, the critics will eventually not feel at home. Nicotera and Cushman echo this

thought: “If the value systems of individuals do not complement the value system of their

organization, those individuals will eventually be faced with insoluble ethical dilemmas” (1992,

p. 453). An employee can only expect to feel at home in an organization long-term if his or her
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values agree with the values of the organization. This concept directly supports the third question

of the ethical model which calls for an analysis of the congruence between an employee’s values

and the values of his or her organization when making an ethical judgment. If Barry was a real

person working for an actual company, one can anticipate Barry having a fulfilling career as his

values and behaviors have a home at the Ottoman Empire.

Conclusion

Humans seem pre-wired to define situations as black or white and categorize behavior as

right or wrong. The field of communication deals with the sending, receiving, and interpretation

of messages, and is positioned to provide frameworks for understanding human behaviors along

a spectrum of right or wrong. Recognizing the postmodern era is crucial to the openness of mind

needed to understand ethics and ethical communication today.

In the past, models for making ethical communicative determinations have focused on

only one dimension of the communicative experience such as intrapersonal, interpersonal, or

organizational. Examining the ethicality of an individual’s communicative actions within an

organization calls for a new framework that takes multiple values into consideration. The ethical

model for employee communication is useful for determining the ethicality of an individual’s

actions as a member of an organization. The model measures the individual’s behavior against

the individual’s values and the organization’s values, and is concerned with value congruence

among the individual, the organization, and the culture in which the organization resides. The

model is an important tool for determining the ethicality of individual’s actions as a member of

an organization because it considers the individual first then takes into account the organizational

and culture contexts. Furthermore, the model allows for competing values to be held by users of
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the model and those being analyzed by it as the model is not based on universal values or

standards but on the postmodern concept that no good can be applied carte blanche to all

individuals in all situations.

Based on an ethical analysis performed using the model on the loveseat sales scene from

the episode “Mini Murray” of the television series The Goldbergs, Barry’s actions as a salesman

are considered ethical because they agreed with both his values and the values of the store; his

values were congruent with the values of the store; and the store’s values were congruent with

the broader values held by the United States at the time of the scene (the 80s). If Barry and the

Ottoman Empire were real-life entities, one could expect Barry to have a fulfilling career as a

salesman at the Ottoman Empire because his values and sales tactics fit the communicative

culture of the store. The model proved useful for considering the many layers of values which an

organizational member must uphold: those of the individual, those of the organization, and, to

some extent, those of the broader culture.

Narrative communication ethics is useful as a theoretical frame for determining values

held by entities, whether individuals or organizations. Organizational members are not transient

entities acting carelessly; they are formed through narratives and uphold the values that are

manifested in those narratives. One can detect emergent values by examining a narrative, and

these values can be used as the standard by which to judge the ethicality of the narrative owner’s

actions. Narrative communication ethics is a useful theory in today’s postmodern era as it allows

multiple values to be considered.



ETHICAL EMPLOYEE COMMUNICATION 24

Limitations

An in-depth ethical analysis on one scene of the television series The Goldbergs was

performed in this paper. While the ethical model proved useful in this case, additional ethical

analyses should be performed to substantiate the usefulness of the model and its scholarly

grounding.

Fictional characters were used in this ethical analysis, and the analysis performed is based

on assumptions from a television series plot line. While the conclusions are supported and

rational, additional ethical analyses using the model should be performed using real-world

examples. Even though the characters are based on actual people and the scene resembles a

plausible real-life scenario, the limitations of using a fictional scene are present. Ideally, a better

understanding of the values of both the individual and the organization could be obtained if real-

world, contemporary examples are used. A deeper understanding of an individual’s values will

be gained if he or she can be interviewed. Additionally, a textual analysis on an organization’s

mission statement and values would provide a more textured understanding of the cultural values

involved.

For Further Research

The ethical model for employee communication provides a strong foundation for further

research into the ethicality of an individual’s actions as a member of an organization. Additional

research into the completeness of this model for determining ethicality in organizations should

be performed. While it is the author’s belief that this model can be used to judge the ethicality of
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any organizational member’s actions, further academic testing of this model is required for it to

be considered a proven scholarly tool.

Further research should also focus on the element of national values and the impacts of

misalignment between an organization’s ethical values and those of the nation within which the

organization operates. For example, can a company with a global operating model successfully

operate around the world based on a shared set of values? How can situations of misalignment

between the values of a foreign corporation and the host country be remedied? The analysis in

this paper only looked at an American company operating in the United States that employed

American workers. Using the model to perform analyses of foreign employees working in

American companies, or of American employees working abroad for an American company, will

likely yield useful insights for future applications of the model.

The applicability of the model to nonprofit or academic organizations is a promising area

for future study. These institutions are no stranger to ethical conflicts (i.e. the Charlotte United

Way scandal in 2008 and the University of North Carolina fake classes scandal that emerged in

2012) and a proven ethical decision making model would be useful for these types of

organizations. The universality of the goods of competitiveness and survival should also be

examined to ensure their validity and the related underpinnings of the model for these types of

noncompetitive businesses.
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