
Engineering Ethics Case Study 
ELEC 3040/3050 – Fall 2018 

 
Engineering professionals are expected to recognize ethical and professional responsibilities in 
engineering situations, and make informed judgments. Origins of the IEEE Code of Ethics have been 
traced to as early as 1906, and the AIEE adopted a code of conduct in 1912. The IEEE was founded in 
1963 from the merger of the AIEE and IRE, and the current Code of Ethics was first adopted in 1974. A 
recent 2018 modification reflects the profession’s growing awareness of sustainability issues, as well as 
impacts of Internet connectivity. 
 
Assignment (for each student individually): 
 
1. Review the IEEE Code of Ethics. Online version at: 

http://www.ieee.org/about/corporate/governance/p7-8.html 
 
2. Select and study one of the two case studies described in the Appendix. 
 
3. In view of (1)-(2) above, write a report, discussing at least one potential ethical dilemma 

related to this controversy. The report should: 
 

a. Identify one or more tenets of the IEEE Code of Ethics that might be considered in view 
of the controversy. 
 

b. Identify and explain the ethical dilemma(s). A dilemma implies multiple unfavorable 
choices (“stuck between a rock and a hard place”). Therefore, explain the two or more 
unsatisfactory choices, i.e. what are the choices, and why are they unsatisfactory? 
 

c. Propose possible solutions that solve the ethical dilemma. Solutions should consider the 
IEEE Code of Ethics. 
 

The “Ethics Grading Rubric”, attached hereto, indicates what will be considered in grading the 
reports. 
 
Report Format 

Cover page – Title, author, submission date, semester and year, GTA’s name, Professor’s 
name(s). 

Abstract – A separate page containing one or more paragraphs summarizing your findings. This 
is should be plain text only – no diagrams, special characters, references, or acronyms. 

Introduction (start on new page after Abstract) – In your own words, present the historical 
background of the case study. 

Main Body – Address each item (a) – (c) listed in Part (3) of the Assignment above.   

http://www.ieee.org/about/corporate/governance/p7-8.html


Introduction and Main Body should be 600 +/- 100 words (minimum 500, maximum 700). This 
does not count figures, captions, or other “extra” items. 

Conclusion – Summarize the state of the case at the time of writing, and state how studying this 
case has affected your understanding of engineering ethics.  

References – List the references you read to learn about this case. There must be at least three. 

 
Grading: 
 
The “Ethics Grading Rubric”, posted on the course web page, indicates what will be considered in 
grading the reports. 
 

 

  



Appendix 

 

Case Study #1 – Apple, Inc. vs the FBI 

Find and study several (at least three) articles on the recent controversy in which the FBI tried to 
force Apple, Inc. to remove safeguards against guessing an iPhone's passcode. A starting point is 
provided in the following articles list. 

In view of the IEEE Code of Ethics and the items in the assignment listed above, present arguments 
either FOR or AGAINST requiring Apple, Inc. to comply with the FBI’s request. 

References: 

1. This was posted 3/31/2016 after the FBI managed to access the iPhone in question 
without Apple’s help. http://www.wirelessweek.com/news/2016/03/resolution-fbi-apple-
case-prolongs-larger-legal-battle 
 

2. AP article from Feb. 17, 2016.  
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/145860f91b854a709c1a47190563c86e/apple-fight-order-
help-fbi-unlock-shooters-iphone 
 

3. Posted in IEEE Spectrum Feb. 22, 2016.  
http://spectrum.ieee.org/view-from-the-valley/consumer-electronics/portable-
devices/apple-has-already-won-now-it-should-crack-the-san-bernadino-iphone 

 
 
 
Case Study #2:  Repairable Electronics 
 
Read the IEEE Spectrum article in reference [1] and/or [2] below. Note that, in the article, the authors 
are really arguing from the socio-economic perspectives. But we want each student to consider if there 
is an ethical dilemma in this controversy. 
 
In view of the IEEE Code of Ethics and references [1,2], present arguments either FOR or AGAINST 
engineering a product that can be repaired by the consumer. Specifically: 

a. What are the ethical dilemmas associated with designing non-repairable electronics? Why is 
this a tough position to take?  

b. What are the ethical dilemmas associated with designing repairable electronics? Why is this a 
tough position to take? 

c. Choose either FOR or AGAINST this position statement, “Engineers should design repairable 
electronics." 

d. Present arguments (either FOR or AGAINST) that reflect consideration of one or more 
relevant tenets of the IEEE Code of Ethics.  Not all tenets may be applicable. 

 

http://www.wirelessweek.com/news/2016/03/resolution-fbi-apple-case-prolongs-larger-legal-battle
http://www.wirelessweek.com/news/2016/03/resolution-fbi-apple-case-prolongs-larger-legal-battle
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/145860f91b854a709c1a47190563c86e/apple-fight-order-help-fbi-unlock-shooters-iphone
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/145860f91b854a709c1a47190563c86e/apple-fight-order-help-fbi-unlock-shooters-iphone
http://spectrum.ieee.org/view-from-the-valley/consumer-electronics/portable-devices/apple-has-already-won-now-it-should-crack-the-san-bernadino-iphone
http://spectrum.ieee.org/view-from-the-valley/consumer-electronics/portable-devices/apple-has-already-won-now-it-should-crack-the-san-bernadino-iphone


 

References: 

1. Kyle Wiens and Gay Gordon-Byrne, “The Fight to Fix It”, IEEE Spectrum, November 2017, pp. 24-
29. 
 

2. This was also posted (24 Ocober 2017) on the IEEE Spectrum web site. 
https://spectrum.ieee.org/green-tech/conservation/why-we-must-fight-for-the-right-to-repair-
our-electronics 
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