Leaders of health care
organizations strongly
influence the ethical
environment and culture,
which in turn influence
employee behavior.
Without proactive ethical
leadership, ethical culture
problems prevail despite
the best intentions.

Ethical Leadership is

one of the three core
functions, along with
Preventive Ethics and
Ethics Consultation,

of IntegratedEthics®.
Together, these functions
provide health care leaders
with the practical tools and
training they need to foster
an ethical environment and
culture that will make it
easier for employees to
“do the right thing.”

The IntegratedEthics model
of Ethical Leadership is
organized around four
compass points that are
strongly associated with
ethical culture:

1. Demonstrate that ethics
is a priority.

2. Communicate clear
expectations for
ethical practice.

3. Practice ethical
decision making.

4. Support your local
ethics program.
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Due to a projected budget deficit of
nearly $3,000,000 in FY09, clinical
and administrative service chiefs at
Connecticut were asked to implement
measures to contain operating costs.
With these budget constraints, leadership
determined there were only enough funds
to fill 30 positions across the facility
during the fourth quarter.

The hiring freeze presented a crisis for
managers who were concerned about
ensuring that quality of care was continued
in their areas. Moreover, the constraints
had the potential to increase fee-basis care
costs (i.e., costs for community providers),
which could exacerbate the facility’s
funding woes.

The situation required a change in

how resource allocation decisions are
made. Previously, service chiefs would
personally ask the facility director for
resources. Faced with constraints across
the facility, the director understood that
such decisions raised ethical concerns,
and a more participatory and systematic
approach that weighed the value of each
position would be required. Moreover, he
believed that the individuals who would
be most directly impacted should make the
hiring decisions.

Using the concepts of compass point
3 (practice ethical decision making),
he asked the service chiefs to work

collectively to determine how the 30
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positions should be filled. The process
worked as follows: clinical service chiefs
submitted a list of vacancies and new
positions to the chief of staff’s office,
which created a master inventory. The
inventory was then presented to all service
chiefs at a meeting of the Medical Staff
Executive Committee, and the chiefs were
given one week to collectively rank and
prioritize the list. Additionally, they were
instructed that the rankings would be
reviewed by the group weekly, and that
requests for re-prioritization based on new
clinical needs would be considered and
evaluated collectively.

This methodical consensus process led

to all parties feeling that their needs were
heard and respectfully considered. The
open dialogue also created a forum where
clinical leaderships could discuss other
challenges associated with constrained
resources, and how they could work
collaboratively to address these concerns.

The facility has since committed itself

to maintaining a more transparent
process for allocating human capital.
Facility leadership is seeking ways to
ensure that the position management and
resource planning committees effectively
communicate their work to the broader VA
Connecticut community. By engaging in
these ethical decision-making practices,
Connecticut leadership is now working
more collaboratively to meet facility
needs. Such increased transparency,

in turn, improves the overall facility
environment and sends a message to staff
that ethics are considered in important
facility decisions.
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