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WHAT IS ETHICS?



What is Ethics?

Professional Ethics is a set of 
standards defined by the 
professional community which 
provides a guide for behavior that 
is expected from the professional. 



Wisconsin 
Department of 
Safety and 
Professional 
Services
Wisconsin Administrative Code A-E

Examining Board of Architects, 
Landscape Architects, Professional 
Engineers, Designers, Professional 

Land Surveyors, and Registered 
Interior Designers (A-E)



Wisconsin 
Department of 
Safety and 
Professional 
Services
Wisconsin Administrative Code 

A-E 8



Professional Conduct Obligations Under 
Chapter A-E 8

1. Honesty (A-E 8.04)

2. Avoid Conflicts of Interest ( A-E 8.05)

3. Competence and Scope of Practice (A-E 8.06)

4. Unauthorized Practice (A-E 8.07)

5. Professional Responsibility and Reporting Violations to the Board (A-E 8.08)

6. Adhere to Statutes and Codes (A-E 8.09)



NSPE CODE OF 
ETHICS

The NSPE Code of Ethics is the fundamental document 
guiding engineering pract ice. The ethical standards in the 
code address which services engineers should provide, how 
engineers should interact with the publ ic and employers, the 
ways in which personal conduct ref lects on the profession, 
and more.



Fundamental Canons of 
Ethics 
(NSPE Code of Ethics)
NSPE Creed (2021) “As a Professional Engineer, I 
dedicate my professional knowledge to the 
advancement and betterment of public health, 
safety, and welfare.”

Wis. Stat. s. 443.06 def ines professional 
engineering as a professional service requiring 
the application of engineering principles in which 
the public welfare or the safeguarding of l ife, 
health or property is concerned and involved.

Wis. Admin. Code A-E 8.06 states a professional 
engineer may not enter into an agreement that 
provides a person not legally actually qualif ied to 
perform professional services has control over 
the l icensee’s judgment as related to public 
health, safety or welfare.



NSPE (NATIONAL SOCIETY OF PROFESSIONAL ENGINEERS) 
SECTION I, FUNDAMENTAL CANONS.

Engineers, in the fulf i l lment of their professional duties, shal l:

1. Hold paramount the safety, health, and welfare of the public.

2. Perform services only in areas of their competence.

3. Issue public statements only in an objective and truthful manner.

4. Act for each employer or cl ient as faithful agents or trustees.

5. Avoid deceptive acts.

6. Conduct themselves honorably, responsibly, ethical ly, and lawful ly so as to 
enhance the honor, reputation, and usefulness of the profession. 



Key Ethical Obligations

1. Protect Public Health, Safety, and Welfare

2. Honesty and Truthfulness

3. Competence and Scope of Practice

4. Confidentiality

5. Avoid Conflicts of Interest

6. Adhere to Statutes and Codes

7. Professional Responsibility



Conflicts of Interest

Generally defined as situations where a 
professional’s personal or f inancial interests 
could compromise their professional judgment, 
integrity, or responsibil ity. 



Wis. Adm. Code A-E 8.05

(1) An architect, landscape architect, professional engineer, designer, professional land 
surveyor, or registered interior designer:

(a) Shall  avoid conf l icts of interest. If an unavoidable conf l ict of interest arises, the 
registrant or l icensee shal l  immediately inform the cl ient or employer of al l  the 
circumstances which may interfere with or impair the registrant’s or l icensee’s obligation 
to provide professional services. Under these circumstances a registrant or l icensee may 
not proceed to provide professional services without the ful l  approval and consent of the 
cl ient or employer.

(b) Shall  notify the employer or cl ient and withdraw from employment at any time if it  
becomes apparent that it  is not possible to faithful ly discharge the responsibi l it ies and 
duties owed to the cl ient or employer.

(c) May not agree to perform professional services for a cl ient or employer if  the 
registrant or l icensee has a signif icant f inancial or other interest which would impair or 
interfere with the registrant ’s or l icensee’s responsibi l ity to faithful ly discharge 
professional services on behalf of the cl ient or employer.



Wis. Adm. Code A-E 8.05

(1) An architect, landscape architect, professional engineer, designer, 
professional land surveyor, or registered interior designer:

(d) May not accept payment from any party other than a client or employer for a 
particular project or may not have any direct or indirect f inancial interest in a 
service or phase of a service to be provided as part of a project unless the 
employer or cl ient approves.

(e) May not solicit or accept anything of value from material or equipment 
suppliers in return for specifying or endorsing a product.

(f ) May not violate the conf idences of a cl ient or employer, except as otherwise 
required by rules in this chapter.

(g) May not perform services for a cl ient or employer while a full-time employee 
of another employer without notifying all parties concerned.



CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 
CONTINUED

II. Rules of Practice, NSPE Code of Ethics

III. Professional Obligations, NSPE Code of Ethics



II. Rules of Practice, Sec. 4, NSPE

4. Engineers shal l  act for each employer or c l ient as fa i thful agents or trustees. 

a. Engineers shal l  d isclose al l  known or potential conf l icts of interest that could inf luence 
or appear to inf luence their judgment or the qual ity of their services.

b. Engineers shal l  not accept compensation, f inancial or otherwise, from more than one 
party for services on the same project,  or for services pertaining to the same project,  unless the 
circumstances are ful ly disclosed and agreed to by al l  interested part ies.

c.  Engineers shal l  not sol ic it or accept f inancial or other valuable consideration, directly 
or indirectly,  from outside agents in connect ion with the work for which they are responsible.

d. Engineers in publ ic service as members, advisors, or employees of a governmental or 
quasi-governmental body or department shal l  not partic ipate in decis ions with respect to services 
sol ic ited or provided by them or their organizations in pr ivate or publ ic engineering pract ice.

e. Engineers shal l  not sol ic it or accept a contract from a governmental body on which a 
pr incipal or of f icer of their organization serves as a member.



II. Rules of Practice, Sec. 4, NSPE

4. Engineers shal l  act for each employer or c l ient as fa i thful agents or trustees. 

a. Engineers shal l  d isclose al l  known or potential conf l icts of interest that could inf luence 
or appear to inf luence their judgment or the qual ity of their services.

b. Engineers shal l  not accept compensation, f inancial or otherwise, from more than one 
party for services on the same project,  or for services pertaining to the same project,  unless the 
circumstances are ful ly disclosed and agreed to by al l  interested part ies.

c.  Engineers shal l  not sol ic it or accept f inancial or other valuable consideration, directly 
or indirectly,  from outside agents in connect ion with the work for which they are responsible.

d. Engineers in publ ic service as members, advisors, or employees of a governmental or 
quasi-governmental body or department shal l  not partic ipate in decis ions with respect to services 
sol ic ited or provided by them or their organizations in pr ivate or publ ic engineering pract ice.

e. Engineers shal l  not sol ic it or accept a contract from a governmental body on which a 
pr incipal or of f icer of their organization serves as a member.



III. Professional Obligations, Sec. 5,NSPE

5. Engineers shall not be influenced in their professional duties 
by conflicting interests.
a. Engineers shall not accept financial or other considerations, 
including free engineering designs, from material or equipment 
suppliers for specifying their product.
b. Engineers shall not accept commissions or allowances, 
directly or indirectly, from contractors or other parties dealing 
with clients or employers of the engineer in connection with 
work for which the engineer is responsible.



Conflict of Interest Violations
BER Case 97-4 (January 1, 1997)

In BER Case  97-4,  Engineers A  and B were  in  a  jo in t  venture  in  an  engineer ing and construct ion 
management pract ice  that  prov ides c iv i l  and munic ipal  engineer ing and construct ion management 

serv ices  for  c l ients  in  a  number o f  townships  in  the  s tate .  The jo int  venture  was  h i red by  a  deve loper to  
des ign  a  90- lo t  subdiv is ion in  Township  A.  Engineer A  prov ided the  engineer ing des ign  and Engineer B  
prov ided construct ion management serv ices  for  the  pro ject .  Dur ing a  rev iew by  o f f ic ia ls  in  Township  A,  

i t  was  determined by  the  o f f i c ia ls  that  a  second road would  be  needed to  access  the  subdiv is ion.  
However ,  the  second road ex i ted in to  Township  B,  wh ich  was  adjacent to  Township  A.  Engineer A  and 
B’s  jo in t  venture  owned undeve loped property  in  Township  B,  and the i r  jo in t  venture  a lso served as  

municipal  engineer in  Township  B.  I t  was  c lear  that  the  property  owned by  Engineers  A  and B would  be  
pos i t ive ly  a f fected by  the  construct ion o f  the  new road.  As  munic ipal  engineer for  Township  B,  the  jo int  
venture  o f  Engineers  A  and B d isc losed i ts  re lat ionship wi th  regard to  Township  A  wi th  the  deve loper to  
Township  B,  but  d id  not  d isc lose  i ts  ownership  o f  the  property  in  Township  B.  On  th is  bas is ,  Township  B 

d id  not  object  to  Engineers  A  and B mak ing a  recommendat ion regard ing the  feas ib i l i ty  o f  the  
construct ion o f  the  proposed road.  Thereafter ,  as  munic ipal  engineer for  Township  B,  Engineer A ’s  and 

B ’s  jo in t  venture  recommended that  Township  B approve construct ion o f  the  proposed road.



Questions Presented

1. Would it be ethical for 
Engineers A and B to serve as 
the engineers for the Developer 
and also serve as municipal 
engineer for Township B under 
the circumstances described? 

2. Was it ethical for Engineers A 
and B to recommend approval 
of the road under the 
circumstances described?



Conclusions

1. It was not ethical for Engineers A and B 
to serve as the engineers for the Developer 
and also serve as municipal engineer for 
Township B, because there was only partial 
disclosure and no disclosure of the engineers’ 
ownership of undeveloped property in 
Township B.

2. It was not ethical 
for Engineers A and B to 
recommend approval of 
the road because, as 
employees or advisors in 
public service to Township 
B, the engineers could not 
participate in decisions 
involving professional 
services provided by them 
in their private practice



HONESTY

Wis. Admin. Code A-E

II. Rules of Practice, NSPE Code of 
Ethics

III. Professional Obligations, NSPE 
Code of Ethics



Wis. Adm. Code A-E 8.04

When of fer ing  to  per fo rm profess iona l  serv ices ,  an  arch i tec t ,  landscape  arch i tec t ,  pro fess iona l  eng ineer ,  
des igner ,  pro fess iona l  land surveyor ,  or  reg is te red inter io r  des igner :

(1) Shal l  accurate ly  and t ruth fu l l y  represent  to  a  prospec t i ve  c l ient  or  employe r  the  capabi l i t i es  and 
qua l i f i ca t ions  which the  reg is t rant  or  l i censee  has  to  per fo rm the serv i ces  to  be  rendered.

(2) Shal l  represent  the  cos ts  and comple t ion t imes  o f  a  proposed pro jec t  to  a  c l ient  or  prospec t ive  c l ient  as  
accura te ly  and t ruth fu l l y  as  i s  reasonably  poss ib le .

(3) May  not  o f fer  to  per fo rm,  nor  per fo rm,  serv ices  which the  reg is t rant  or  l i censee i s  not  qua l i f i ed  to  per fo rm 
by  educat ion or  exper ience  wi thout  reta in ing the  serv i ces  o f  another  who is  qua l i f i ed .

(4) May  not  use  advert is ing  or  publ i c i ty  which i s  f raudulent  or  decept ive .

(5) May  not  misrepresent  the  extent  to  which the  per fo rmance  o f  serv ices  wi l l  invo lve  a  par tnersh ip  or  
assoc iat ion wi th  another  reg is t rant  or  l i censee  or  misrepresent  the  ident i ty  o f  a  reg is t rant  or  l i censee  wi th  
whom a par tnersh ip  or  assoc iat ion wi l l  be  engaged in  for  the  per fo rmance o f  serv ices .

(6) May  not  co l lec t  a  fee  for  recommend ing the  serv ices  o f  another  un less  wr i t ten not ice  i s  f i r s t  g iven to  a l l  
par t ies  concerned .

(7) May  not  pract i ce  under  a  f i rm name that  misrepresents  the  ident i ty  o f  those pract i c ing  in  the  f i rm or  
misrepresents  the  type o f  serv ices  which the  ind iv idua ls ,  f i rm or  par tnersh ip  i s  author i zed and qua l i f i ed  to  
per fo rm.



Rule 3, Section II Rules of Practice, NSPE

3. Engineers shall issue public statements in only an objective and 
truthful manner. 

a. Engineers shall be objective and truthful in professional reports, 
statements, or testimony, which should bear the date indicating when it was 
current.

b. Engineers may express publicly technical opinions that are 
founded upon knowledge of the facts and competence in the subject matter.

c. Engineers shall issue no statements, criticisms, or arguments on 
technical matters that are inspired or paid for by interested parties, unless 
they have prefaced their comments by explicitly identifying the interested 
parties on whose behalf they are speaking, and by revealing the existence 
of any interest the engineers may have in the matters. 



Rule 5, Section II Rules of Practice, NSPE

5. Engineers shall avoid deceptive acts.

a. Engineers shall not falsify their qualif ications or permit misrepresentation 
of their or their associates' qualif ications. They shall not misrepresent or exaggerate 
their responsibil ity in or for the subject matter of prior assignments. Brochures or 
other presentations incident to the sol icitation of employment shall  not misrepresent 
pertinent facts concerning employers, employees, associates, joint venturers, or past 
accomplishments.

b. Engineers shall not offer, give, sol icit,  or receive, either directly or 
indirectly, any contribution to inf luence the award of a contract by public authority, 
or which may be reasonably construed by the public as having the effect or intent of 
inf luencing the awarding of a contract. They shall not offer any gif t or other valuable 
consideration in order to secure work. They shall  not pay a commission, percentage, 
or brokerage fee in order to secure work, except to a bona f ide employee or bona 
f ide established commercial or marketing agencies retained by them.



Rule 1, Section III Professional 
Obligations, NSPE

1. Engineers  sha l l  be  gu ided in  a l l  the i r  re lat ions by  the  h ighest  s tandards o f  honesty and 
in tegr i ty .

a .  Engineers  shal l  acknowledge the i r  errors  and shal l  not  d is tort  or  a l ter  the  facts .

b .  Engineers  shal l  adv ise  the i r  c l ients  or  employers  when they  be l ieve  a  pro ject  wi l l  not  be  
successfu l .

c .  Engineers  sha l l  not  accept  outs ide employment to  the  detr iment o f  the i r  regu lar  work  or  
in terest .  Before  accept ing any outs ide  engineer ing employment,  they  wi l l  not i fy  the i r  employers .

d .  Engineers  shal l  not  at tempt to  at t ract  an  engineer f rom another employer by  fa lse  or  
mis leading pretenses.

e .  Engineers  shal l  not  promote  the i r  own in terest  at  the  expense o f  the  d ign i ty  and in tegr i ty  
o f  the  profess ion.

f .  Engineers  shal l  t reat  a l l  persons wi th  d ign i ty ,  respect ,  fa i rness and wi thout d iscr iminat ion.



Rule 3, Section III Professional 
Obligations, NSPE

3. Engineers shall avoid all conduct or practice that deceives 
the public.

a. Engineers shall avoid the use of statements containing 
a material misrepresentation of fact or omitting a material 
fact.



Honesty Violations
Case 16-8 (January  1 ,  2016)

Engineer A  i s  contacted by  C l ient  B ,  seek ing Engineer A ’s  serv ices  as  
part  o f  the  des ign  o f  a  new fac i l i ty  for  C l ient  B .  Fo l lowing d iscuss ions 
wi th  C l ient  B  regard ing the  scope o f  work  to  be  per formed by  Engineer A  
and af ter  Engineer A ’s  pre l iminary  invest igat ion and inspect ion o f  the  
s i te ,  the  preparat ion o f  a  pre l iminary  es t imate o f  the  amount o f  t ime i t  
wou ld  take to  complete  the  ass ignment,  Engineer A  adv ises  C l ient  B  that  
the  work cou ld  be  completed wi th in  150 hours  under  a  “best-case  
scenario .”  At  the  t ime of  these  d iscussions,  Engineer A  knew that  a  
s imi lar  nearby  fac i l i ty  in  which  Engineer A  was  invo lved in  for  another  
c l ient ,  C l ient  C ,  encountered unant ic ipated s i te  condi t ions that  resul ted 
in  s ign i f i cant  addi t ional  t ime for  Engineer A  to  complete  the  f ina l  des ign .  
The prev ious ly  encountered s i te  condi t ions u l t imately  resul ted in  
Engineer A  s ign i f icant ly  exceeding h is  or ig inal  es t imate  and,  as  a  resu lt ,  
addi t ional  costs to  C l ient  C .  Engineer A  d id  not  d isc lose  to  C l ient  B  the  
c i rcumstances invo lved in  the  unant ic ipated s i te  condi t ions that  resul ted 
in  s ign i f i cant  addi t ional  t ime for  Engineer A  to  complete  the  f ina l  des ign  
for  C l ient  C .



Question Presented

Was it unethical for Engineer A to fail 
to disclose to Client B the 
unanticipated site conditions that 
resulted in significant additional time 
for Engineer A to complete the final 
design for Client C?



Case 16-8 Continued

“Under  the  facts  in  the  present case  and based on  the  Board ’s  reasoning in  BER Case  Nos .  79-6  and 83-
1,  i t  i s  th is  Board ’s  v iew that  Engineer A ’s  fa i lure  to  d isc lose  what  can  best  be  character ized as  
“re levant and h igh ly  s ign i f i cant” facts  that  Engineer B  c lear ly  had wi th in  h is  possess ion was  unethica l .  
Whi le  th is  Board cannot know what C l ient  B ’s  react ion or  response would  have been to  Engineer  A ’s  fu l l  
disc losure  o f  the  unant ic ipated s i te  condi t ions that  resu lted in  s ign i f icant  addi t ional  t ime for  Engineer A  
to  complete the  f inal  des ign  for  C l ient  C ,  i t  i s  c lear  that  such in formation would  be  important to  C l ient  B  
in  mak ing a  dec is ion.  C l ient  B  may have dec ided to  s imply  proceed wi th  the  pro ject  wi th  appropr iate  
budget  adjustments,  modi fy  the  scope o f  serv ices,  seek  the  serv ices  o f  another professional  engineer,  
or  pursue some other a l ternat ive  course  o f  act ion.  However ,  i t  was  Engineer A ’s  responsib i l i ty  to  p lace  
a l l  o f  the  re levant and h igh ly  s ign i f i cant  facts  before  C l ient  B  in  order  for  C l ient  B  to  make an  in formed 
dec is ion.  In  addi t ion,  the  fact  that  Engineer A  couched h is  response wi th  the  phrase  under  a  “best-case  
scenario”  does  not  const i tute suff i c ient  not ice  to  C l ient  B  regarding the  poss ib i l i ty  that  the  150-hour  
pro ject ion would  be  exceeded.  In  fact ,  that  s tatement may have been in tended as  a  means o f  prov id ing 
“cover” to  Engineer  A  i f  the  pro ject  encountered unant ic ipated s i te  condi t ions—part icu lar ly  cons ider ing 
that  Engineer A  was  fu l ly  aware  o f  a  s imi lar  s i tuat ion wi th  C l ient  C .  Engineer A ’s  fa i lure  to  share  that  
in formation wi th  C l ient  B  suggests an  in tent  to  wi thhold  in formation that  wou ld  have benef i t ted C l ient  
B .”



Conclusion

Conclusion: It was unethical for 
Engineer A to fail to disclose to Client 
B the previously encountered site 
conditions that resulted in signif icant 
additional time for Engineer A to 
complete the f inal design for Client C.



Legal 
Considerations of 
Unethical Behavior
W i s .  S t a t .  s .  4 4 3 . 1 1 :  D i s c i p l i n a r y  p r o c e e d i n g s  a g a i n s t  
a r c h i t e c t s ,  l a n d s c a p e  a r c h i t e c t s ,  e n g i n e e r s ,  a n d  
r e g i s t e r e d  i n t e r i o r  d e s i g n e r s .

W i s .  S t a t .  s .  4 4 3 . 1 8 :  P e n a l t i e s ;  l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t .

C o n s e q u e n c e s  C a n  I n c l u d e :

1 . S u s p e n s i o n  o r  r e v o c a t i o n  o f  l i c e n s e

2 . F i n e s  a n d  p e n a l t i e s

3 . L a w s u i t s  a n d  c i v i l  l i a b i l i t y

4 . C r i m i n a l  P e n a l t i e s .



How to Uphold Ethical 
Standards

1. Transparency in communication

a. Clear, honest communication

b. Disclosure of conf l icts of interest 

2. Accountabi l ity in professional pract ice

3. Uti l ize legal advisors

4. Professional development and ethics tra ining

5. Promote ethics in the workplace

6. Adhere to Code of Ethics



THANK YOU

Attorney Demetra 
Christopoulos

Waukesha County Off ice of 
Corporation Counsel


	THE IMPORTANCE OF ETHICS IN CIVIL ENGINEERING
	Slide Number 2
	Agenda
	What is ethics?
	What is Ethics?�
	Wisconsin Department of Safety and Professional Services��
	Wisconsin Department of Safety and Professional Services��
	Professional Conduct Obligations Under Chapter A-E 8
	Nspe code of ethics
	Fundamental Canons of Ethics �(NSPE Code of Ethics)
	NSPE (National Society of Professional Engineers) Section I, Fundamental Canons.�
	Key Ethical Obligations
	Conflicts of Interest
	Wis. Adm. Code A-E 8.05
	Wis. Adm. Code A-E 8.05
	Conflicts of interest continued
	II. Rules of Practice, Sec. 4, NSPE
	II. Rules of Practice, Sec. 4, NSPE
	III. Professional Obligations, Sec. 5,NSPE
	Conflict of Interest Violations�BER Case 97-4 (January 1, 1997)
	Questions Presented
	Conclusions
	honesty
	Wis. Adm. Code A-E 8.04
	Rule 3, Section II Rules of Practice, NSPE
	Rule 5, Section II Rules of Practice, NSPE
	Rule 1, Section III Professional Obligations, NSPE
	Rule 3, Section III Professional Obligations, NSPE
	Honesty Violations
	Question Presented
	Case 16-8 Continued
	Conclusion
	Legal Considerations of Unethical Behavior
	How to Uphold Ethical Standards
	THANK YOU

