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ASCE Ethics Code Update
Responsiveness to Change



DIVERSITY + INCLUSION 
as an Ethics Construct



TODAY
We’ll Discuss

+ Laws + Rules Surrounding Engineering Ethics
+ Ethics Engineer’s Creed and Professional 

Organization 
+ Foundation of Ethics and Ethical Theory
+ Public Perception of Engineers 

(Honesty/Professionalism)
+ Changes to the ASCE Code of Ethics
+ Commentator Perceptions of ASCE Changes
+ Ethical Dilemma On-Line Survey
+ Final Thoughts/Questions



CEUs > Laws
Before regulations, continuing education was 

informal and largely part of a professional 
community’s mentor/protege or 

journeyman/apprentice relationships 

1970s: Continuing education took on an ethics, 
professionalism, and civility component

1980s: All states had training requirements for 
lawyers + some other professionals like doctors

About 2005: Continuing Education Required by 
Ohio PEs + PSs

2017: Ethics Training mandatory for PEs + PSs





Public Professional Ethics Perceptions 
Engineers All Professions

Very low/Low Very High/High Very high/High Very low/Low
% % % %

2016 Dec 7-11 5 65 Nurses 84 3
2012 Nov 26-29 3 70 Pharmacists 67 8

2009 Nov 20-22 4 62 Medical doctors 65 7

2006 Dec 8-10 3 61 Engineers 65 5

2003 Nov 14-16 2 59 Dentists 59 7

2001 Nov 26-27 2 60 Police officers 58 13
2000 Nov 13-15 3 56 College teachers 47 18

1999 Nov 4-7 5 50 Clergy 44 13

1998 Oct 23-25 4 50 Chiropractors 38 13

1997 Nov 6-9
4 49

Psychiatrists
38 12

1996 Dec 9-11 3 48 Bankers 24 30

1995 Oct 19-22 4 53 Journalists 23 41

1994 Sep 23-25 5 49 Lawyers 18 37

1993 July 19-21 4 49 State governors 18 35
1992 Jun 26-July 1 3 48 Business executives 17 32

1991 May 16-19 4 45 HMO managers 12 31

1990 Feb 8-11 4 50 Senators 12 50
1988 Sep 23-26 4 48 Stockbrokers 12 39
1985 July 12-15 3 53 practitioners 11 40

1983 May 20-23 3 45
Insurance 
salespeople 11 38

1981 July 24-27 5 48 Car salespeople 9 46

1977 July 22-25 4 46 Congress 8 59

1976 June 11-14 4 48



Ohio Revised Code Section 
4733.151 (C)(2)

A person registered as a professional 
engineer or professional surveyor shall 

complete at least two of the thirty hours 
required under division (A) of this section on 
professional ethics or rules relevant to the 

practices of engineering or surveying

“I not only use all the brains that I have but all that I can borrow.” Woodrow Wilson



4733-35-02 Integrity

4733-35-03 Responsibility to the public

4733-35-04 Public statements, certifications

4733-35-05 Conflict of interest

4733-35-06 Solicitation of employment

4733-35-07 Improper conduct

4733-35-08 Other jurisdiction

4733-35-09 Records

RULES
Relevant to the 

Practice of 
Engineering or 

Surveying





Engineering Ethics is the set of rules 
and guidelines that engineers 
adhere to as a moral obligation to 
their profession and to the world

How is 
Engineering 

Ethics 
“Defined”





Engineering ethics is (1) the study of 
moral issues and decisions confronting 
individuals and organizations involved 

in engineering and (2) the study of 
related questions about moral conduct, 

character, ideals and relationships of 
peoples and organizations involved in 
technological development.“ — Martin 
and Schinzinger, Ethics in Engineering



Difference in Ethics Training + Requirements and Why

Doctors
Hippocratic Oath, Licensures, 

Continuing Education

Lawyers
Rules of Civil Procedure, Rules of 

Professional Conduct, Rules Governing the 
Bar, Continuing Education

Accountants
GAAP, Licensure, Continuing 

Education

Engineering
Licensure, Continuing Education, 

Organization “Creeds”



ARISTOTLE

"We are what we repeatedly do; 
excellence, then, is not an act but a 

habit."

"Knowing yourself is the beginning 
of all wisdom."

"Criticism is something we can avoid 
easily by saying nothing, doing 

nothing, and being noting."

"It is our choice of good or evil that 
determines our character, not our 

opinion about good or evil."



Every major 
religion 
proclaims it; 
Be Ethical.



Currents in Society 
Driving Change
Pressures to Modify 

“Ethics”







2020 ASCE Code of Ethics Updates “Summary”

https://geotyntheticsmagainze.com, Wilson, F., September 3, 2021



Ben Walpole, ASCE
November 10, 2020



“[reflect a] *** slow but regular generational shifts in ethical values ***”  Tara 
Koke, ASCE General Counsel.
“*** revised to 21st – century standards ***.”  Felon Wilson, Consultant
“the new code language is simple, inclusive, and hopefully comprehensive 
***” ASCE 2020 President K.N. Gunalan
“All of the topics embodied in the prior code can be found in the new code.”  
Brock Barry, PhD., P.E.
“[having a review system in place] will help ensure that the living document 
is continuing to evolve with the profession.”  Brock Barry

Comments on Changes to the ASCE Code of Ethics



The new Preamble states 
that engineers:

Create safe, resilient and sustainable 
infrastructure

Treat all persons with respect, dignity, 
and fairness in a manner that fosters 

equitable participation without regard 
to personal identity

Consider the current and anticipated 
needs of society

Utilize their knowledge + skills to 
enhance the quality of life for humanity



Stakeholder #1: Society

The first stakeholder in the new Code of Ethics is Society, and the nine provisions in this 
section describe the engineer’s ethical obligations to the public at large

Engineers [shall]: 

a. first and foremost, protect the health, safety, and welfare of the public;
b. enhance the quality of life for humanity;
c. express professional opinions truthfully and only when founded on adequate knowledge and honest conviction;
d. have zero tolerance for bribery, fraud, and corruption in all forms, and report violations to the proper authorities;
e. endeavor to be of service in civic affairs;
f. treat all persons with respect, dignity, and fairness, and reject all forms of discrimination and harassment;
g. acknowledge the diverse historical, social, and cultural needs of the community, and incorporate these considerations in 

their work;
h. consider the capabilities, limitations, and implications of current and emerging technologies when part of their work; and
i. report misconduct to the appropriate authorities where necessary to protect the health, safety, and welfare of the public.



Stakeholder #2: Natural + 
Built Environment

The previous canon asked only that engineers “strive” to incorporate sustainability into their 
engineering practices, the new Code of Ethics is much more prescriptive:

Engineers [shall]: 

a. adhere to the principles of sustainable development;
b. consider and balance societal, environmental, and economic impacts, along with 

opportunities for improvement, in their work;
c. mitigate adverse societal, environmental, and economic effects; and
d. use resources wisely while minimizing resource depletion.



Stakeholder #3: Profession

This section focus on the role of individual engineers in maintaining the reputation of the 
engineering profession as a whole. 

Engineers [shall]: 

a. uphold the honor, integrity, and dignity of the profession;
b. practice engineering in compliance with all legal requirements in the jurisdiction of practice;
c. represent their professional qualifications and experience truthfully;
d. reject practices of unfair competition;
e. promote mentorship and knowledge-sharing equitably with current and future engineers;
f. educate the public on the role of civil engineering in society; and
g. continue professional development to enhance their technical and non-technical competencies.



Stakeholder #4: Clients + 
Employers

This structure is set up to show the engineer’s commitment to society and the public good, 
and in cases of ethical conflict, those values take precedence over the engineer’s duty of 
service to clients and employers.

Engineers [shall]: 

a. act as faithful agents of their clients and employers with integrity and professionalism;
b. make clear to clients and employers any real, potential, or perceived conflicts of interest;
c. communicate in a timely manner to clients and employers any risks and limitations related to their work;
d. present clearly and promptly the consequences to clients and employers if their engineering judgment is overruled 

where health, safety, and welfare of the public may be endangered;
e. keep clients’ and employers’ identified proprietary information confidential;
f. perform services only in areas of their competence; and
g. approve, sign, or seal only work products that have been prepared or reviewed by them or under their responsible 

charge.



Stakeholder #5: Peers

This section defines an engineer’s ethical obligations not only to engineering peers but also 
to subordinates, colleagues from other technical or nontechnical disciplines, and others in 
the engineer’s professional sphere. Inclusivity was intended to be a theme in this category. 

Engineers [shall]: 

a. only take credit for professional work they have personally completed;
b. provide attribution for the work of others;
c. foster health and safety in the workplace;
d. promote and exhibit inclusive, equitable, and ethical behavior in all engagements with colleagues;
e. act with honesty and fairness on collaborative work efforts;
f. encourage and enable the education and development of other engineers and prospective members of the profession;
g. supervise equitably and respectfully;
h. comment only in a professional manner on the work, professional reputation, and personal character of other engineers; 

and
i. report violations of the Code of Ethics to the American Society of Civil Engineers.



Commentator Analysis +
Common Observations



Substantive
First and foremost, protect health, safety, 

and welfare to the public, but a “new 
focus on environmental protection within 

engineering.”

2017 focused on sustainability while 
2020 focuses on using resources wisely 

to minimize resource depletion



Form/Format

The stakeholder model offers clarity *** 
to an engineer facing conflicts of interest

2020 removed some of the cumbersome 
and redundant language and this version 

is much more accessible



Perspective/Opinion

Ethical obligations are not static or 
universal rules

2020 change reflects the need for ethical 
rules to be changed as the trends in 

society evolve

Query: Is there not some fundamental or 
moral law that does not change? If not, 

isn’t this ethical quicksand?



Environment++ Brevity Ethical 
“Malleability”

Established 
Priority



Asimov’s Laws of Robotic 
“Ethics” as Applied to AV



From the mathematical perspective, 
dilemma situations represent cases 
that are mathematically infeasible.  

In other words, there is no choice of 
control inputs that can satisfy all of 

the constraints placed on the vehicle 
motions.

The more constraints that are layered 
on the vehicle motion, the grater the 
possibility of encountering a dilemma 
situation where some constraint must 

be violated.  

Clearly, the vehicle must be 
programmed to do something in 
these situations beyond merely 
determining that no ideal action 

exists. 



An automated vehicle should 
not collide with a pedestrian 
or cyclist

An automated vehicle should 
not collide with another 
vehicle except where avoiding 
such a collision which would 
conflict with the First Law

An automated  vehicle should 
not collide with any other 
object in the environment, 
except where avoiding such a 
collision would conflict with 
the First or Second Law

An automated vehicle must 
obey traffic laws, except 
where obeying such laws 
would conflict with the first 
three laws





ETHICS SURVEY
On smart device go to menti.com

94062680



Engineer E.H. Krabs works for a design company 
and was involved in the design of the Pineapple 
Highway Expansion Project

Many years later, Bikini Bottom Construction 
Company wants to hire Mr. Krabs to help defend 
a lawsuit for work they did on the Project

Is it ethical for Engineer Krabs to work for 
the construction company? 



Engineer Pete Plankton is a major shareholder in 
a company that manufactures water drainage 
systems. He responds to a solicitation from the 
Village of Bikini Bottom, and gets the job to 
design their downtown drainage facilities.
Is it ethical for Plankton to recommend his 
company’s system?



Engineer Bobbie Sponge is licensed in 7 states 
(not Ohio). She emails a business in Ohio 
seeking to have them consider her newest 
invention in Pineapple canning. She explains 
how it can easily fit into their production line 
and shares a draft of how the systems can be 
integrated together. Her email signature line 
simply reads B. Sponge, P.E. 
Are there any ethical concerns with sending 
an email like this?



Engineer Squidward gets involved in a publication of 
an important engineering discovery that will 
revolutionize the woodwind music industry. However, 
he has no real knowledge of the discovery and his 
only contribution to the publication was to correct 
some typographical errors. He insists that his name 
should be included as one of the authors of the article.



Engineer Pat Star is in the process of obtaining 
his P.E. license in Ohio. He is licensed in 7 other 
states. He performs professional engineering 
work on a project and that work is reviewed by 
his supervisor, Ms. Sandra Squirrel, P.E., Ohio. 
Can Mr. Star reference his P.E. in emails 
where he is exchanging his work product 
with the client?



Engineer Puffs works for a large firm. Another 
Engineer in her company, Gary is working on a site 
plan for a valuable client. Gary used to report to 
Puffs prior to getting his P.E. so Puffs occasionally 
still reviews Gary’s work. Puffs determines that Gary 
missed a plan detail that has the potential of causing 
facility runoff to impact an adjacent wetland. Puffs 
would not be stamping these plans, but any delay in 
the project may cost the firm this client. 
Should Puffs report Gary to the PE/PS Board 
if he does not redesign the plans? 



44

Is it time to 
update the 
OAC?

Maybe just 
a little… 

4733-35-02 Integrity

4733-35-03 Responsibility to the public

4733-35-04 Public statements, certifications

4733-35-05 Conflict of interest

4733-35-06 Solicitation of employment

4733-35-07 Improper conduct

4733-35-08 Other jurisdiction

4733-35-09 Records



(Tom’s) 
PROPOSED 
4733-35-10 

Diversity, Equity 
+ Inclusion

The Engineer or Surveyor Will:

Not engage in discrimination or harassment in connection with 
their professional activitiesC

Conduct themselves in a manner which promotes the public trust 
and assures that all persons are treated with dignity, respect, and 
fairness

B

Encourage equitable participation in the profession without regard 
to gender or gender identity, race, national origin, ethnicity, 
religion, age, sexual orientation, disability, political affiliation, or 
family, marital, or socio-economic status

A

Consider the diversity of the community, and endeavor in good 
faith to include diverse perspectives, in the planning and 
performance of their professional services

D

Seek to accommodate those with communication barriers or 
cultural differences and assure fairness in matters involving the 
providing of professional services

E



Summary + Conclusion
The established hierarchy provides clarity in responsibility. For instance, ethical treatment of 
Stakeholder No. 1 takes precedence over Stakeholder No. 2

ASCE gives an example of Public Safety (falling under Stakeholder No. 1, Society), which 
would supersede a client request (falling under Stakeholder No. 4, Clients and Employers)

The 2020 Code of Ethics elevates diversity and inclusions to the level of Society (Stakeholder 
No. 1) and, thus, intends for these concerns to be in the top layer of owed duty. 

Additional elements are found in Stakeholder No. 5, Peers. It elevates the role to shape 
other’s lives over more pragmatic goals.

The code’s language on truthfulness, proper credit and fair competition does not specifically 
mention advertising but rather establishes a virtue than does not prohibit truthful 
endorsement of products, if the engineer determines it is warranted. 

Rapid advancement in technology in the last half century is expected to continue, even 
accelerate. “Engineers (should) consider the capabilities, limitations and implications of 
current and emerging technologies when part of their work”. Encourage the use of new 
technologies, using good engineering judgment.



“Clear thinking requires courage rather than intelligence.”  
Thomas S. Szasz

Tom Pannett, PE, Esq, MBA, CPPOret

tpannett@keglerbrown.com
614-462-5432


