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CHAPTER 2: THE SIX PILLARS OF CHARACTER 
Trustworthiness. Respect. Responsibility. Fairness. Caring. Citizenship. The Six Pillars of 
Character are ethical values to guide our choices. The standards of conduct that arise out of 
those values constitute the ground rules of ethics, and therefore of ethical decision-making. 

The Six Pillars act as a multi-level filter through which to process decisions. So, being 
trustworthy is not enough — we must also be caring. Adhering to the letter of the law is not 
enough — we must accept responsibility for our action or inaction. 
The Pillars can help us detect situations where we focus so hard on upholding one moral 
principle that we sacrifice another — where, intent on holding others accountable, we 
ignore the duty to be compassionate; where, intent on getting a job done, we ignore how. 

In short, the Six Pillars can dramatically improve the ethical quality of our decisions, and thus 
our character and lives. 

 

1. TRUSTWORTHINESS 
When others trust us, they give us greater leeway because they feel we don’t need monitoring 
to assure that we’ll meet our obligations. They believe in us and hold us in higher esteem. 
That’s satisfying. At the same time, we must constantly live up to the expectations of others 
and refrain from even small lies or self-serving behavior that can quickly destroy our 
relationships. 

Simply refraining from deception is not enough. Trustworthiness is the most complicated of the 
six core ethical values and concerns a variety of qualities like honesty, integrity, reliability and 
loyalty. 

Honesty:  There are three dimensions: 

Truthfulness.  

Sincerity.  

Candor.  

Integrity: 
The word integrity comes from the same Latin root as "integer," or whole number. Like a 
whole number, a person of integrity is undivided and complete. This means that the ethical 
person acts according to her beliefs, not according to expediency. She is also consistent. 
There is no difference in the way she makes decisions from situation to situation, her 
principles don’t vary at work or at home, in public or alone. 

Reliability (Promise-Keeping): It is important to: 

Avoid bad-faith excuses 

Avoid unwise commitments.  

Avoid unclear commitments.  

Loyalty 
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Some relationships — husband-wife, employer-employee, citizen-country — create 
an expectation of allegiance, fidelity and devotion. Loyalty is a responsibility to 
promote the interests of certain people, organizations or affiliations. This duty goes 
beyond the normal obligation we all share to care for others. 

Limitations to loyalty. No one has the right to ask another to sacrifice ethical 
principles in the name of a special relationship. Indeed, one forfeits a claim of loyalty 
when he or she asks so high a price for maintaining the relationship. 

Prioritizing loyalties. 

Safeguarding confidential information.  

Avoiding conflicting interests.. 
 
 
2. RESPECT 
People are not things, and everyone has a right to be treated with dignity. We certainly have 
no ethical duty to hold all people in high esteem, but we should treat everyone with respect, 
regardless of who they are and what they have done. We have a responsibility to be the best 
we can be in all situations, even when dealing with unpleasant people. 

The Golden Rule — do unto others as you would have them do unto you — nicely 
illustrates the Pillar of respect. Respect prohibits violence, humiliation, manipulation and 
exploitation. It reflects notions such as civility, courtesy, decency, dignity, autonomy, 
tolerance and acceptance. 

Civility, Courtesy and Decency 

Dignity and Autonomy 

Tolerance and Acceptance 

 

3. RESPONSIBILITY 
It means being accountable for what we do and who we are. It also means recognizing that our 
actions matter and we are morally on the hook for the consequences.  

Accountability 

Pursuit of Excellence 

Diligence 

Perseverance.  

Continuous Improvement.  

Self-Restraint 
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4. FAIRNESS 

What is fairness? The basic concept seems simple, even intuitive, yet applying it in daily life 
can be surprisingly difficult. Fairness is another tricky concept, probably more subject to 
legitimate debate and interpretation than any other ethical value. Disagreeing parties tend to 
maintain that there is only one fair position (their own, naturally). But essentially fairness 
implies adherence to a balanced standard of justice without relevance to one’s own feelings or 
inclinations. 

Process 

Impartiality 

Equity 

 

5. CARING 
Caring is the heart of ethics, and ethical decision-making. It is scarcely possible to be truly 
ethical and yet unconcerned with the welfare of others. That is because ethics is ultimately 
about good relations with other people. 

 

6. CITIZENSHIP 
Citizenship includes civic virtues and duties that prescribe how we ought to behave as part of a 
community. The good citizen knows the laws and obeys them, yes, but that’s not all. She 
volunteers and stays informed on the issues of the day, the better to execute her duties and 
privileges as a member of a self-governing democratic society. She does more than her "fair" 
share to make society work, now and for future generations. Such a commitment to the public 
sphere can have many expressions, such as conserving resources, recycling, using 
public transportation and cleaning up litter. The good citizen gives more than she takes. 
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