Chapter 13

Ethical Dilemma: Your Job: Up in Smoke?

What is your position on this ethically charged workplace power play?

Response #1:
OSHA requires employers provide a safe and healthy workplace for their employees. One way employers can do this is by limiting smoking at work, which protects non-smokers from the perceived dangers of second-hand smoke. Many companies have implemented wellness programs, which often consist of smoking cessation classes, to improve the health of their employees, which results in cost savings and higher productivity.

The ethical issue here is whether a company should be able to restrict smokers from employment opportunities and to monitor cigarette use in the same manner as other drugs in order to save money. Factors to consider are: what, if any, productivity differences are there between smokers and nonsmokers? Is this difference enough to warrant not hiring smokers? Is there any evidence that smokers cause more accidents? If there is significant data that suggests that smokers are less productive, and cause more accidents, then perhaps the company can legitimately justify hiring only nonsmokers. 

Response #2:
Corporate anti-smoking policies are merely the tip of an iceberg. Something much bigger is at stake. Employer intrusions into what were once strictly private affairs are indeed a “slippery slope.” Ethics and diversity issues will come to the forefront as the boundaries between employer privileges and employee rights continue to shift and be debated. New technologies also will fuel the debate. For example, with genetic testing, who should be disqualified from employment because of a genetic predisposition to ailments and diseases? 

