Chapter 14

FTHICS PLACEBOS,
RATIONALIZATIONS, AND
EXCUSES

Ethics placebos (Pope, 2015b, 2017) are what we all tend to reach for when
we need fast, effective relief from the heartburn of an upsetting ethical
challenge. Part of us wants to do the right thing. But another path looks so
much safer, easier, simpler, quicker, more popular, more profitable, or more
fun. Ethics placebos switch the process from finding and taking the most eth-
ical path to finding ways to justify what we want to do.

Sometimes we may reach for industrial-strength ethics placebos, but usu-
ally we can find a way to do what we want to do by turning down the volume
on our conscience and dulling our ethical awareness. The most common
ethics placebos can spin the most shady behaviors into seemingly ethical
ideals while giving us an excuse to indulge in unethical or at least question-
able behavior. Nonetheless, it is important to constantly remind ourselves of
the responsibility and trust that communities, individuals, and the public have
put in us. In return, we have a responsibility to do what is best for our clients
and not just what is easier, simpler, more popular, or what fits our personal
needs, schedule, and individual preferences.

We restate a major theme of this book: We believe that the overwhelming
majority of psychologists are conscientious, caring and responsible people
who are committed to ethical behavior. However, we also know that none of
us is infallible and that all of us, at one time or another, have been tempted to
reach for at least a few of these ethics placebos and might be able extend the
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5. Jtis not unethical as long as I can describe how what I did is consistent
with my theoretical orientation.
It's not unethical if we can say any of the following about it (feel free to
extend the list):
a2 “What else could I do?”
b. “Anyone else would've done the same thing.”
¢ “It came from the heart.”
d. “I listened to my soul.”
e. “I went with my gut.”
{ “It was the smart thing to do.”
g. “Itwas just plain common sense.”
h. “I just knew that’s what the client needed.”
i, “Look, I was just stuck between a rock and a hard place.”
i. “I'd do the same thing again if I had it to do over.”
k. “It worked before.”
. “What's the big deal?”

m. “Come on, no one was really hurt”

n. “I meant well.”
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to think about it.

Remaining mindfully aware of the ways that each of us may be vulner-
arly at times of stress or fatigue, of great temptation, or tempo-

to these cognitive strategies may be an important aspect of our
y to difficult, complex, constantly evolving situations,

particularly at moments when we are not at our best. Reminding ourselves of

our own unique patterns of vulnerability—particularly when we are tired,
stressed, or distressed—to reach for these handy ethics placebos may help us to

resist temptation and keep searching for the most ethical response to our
work’s complex, constantly changing challenges.
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