
 

 

By Emerson W. Pugh  

A b s t ra c t  

In 1912 the AIEE adopted its first code of ethics.  It was called the 
“Code of Principles of Professional Conduct.”  Following the 1963 
merger of AIEE and IRE that formed IEEE, a new code of ethics was 
adopted in 1974 and revised in 1979 and again in 1987.  In 1990 the 
IEEE Board of Directors voted to adopt a shorter code, with content 
and wording more appropriate for a worldwide membership.  
 
Prior to the early 1900s, ethics were viewed as a personal matter and 
therefore not a responsibility of engineering societies.  Among those 
seeking a change in this point of view was Schuyler S. Wheeler, 
president of the American Institute of Electrical Engineers (AIEE). 
 
In 1906 he gave his presidential address on the subject of “Engineering 
Honor.”  It was so enthusiastically received by the members that a 
committee (consisting of Schuyler P. Wheeler, H. W. Buck, and Charles 
P. Steinmetz) was established to begin work on creating an AIEE code of 
ethics.   

P r i n c i p l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  C o n d u c t  

It was not until six years later, in 1912, that a code of ethics was finally 
adopted.  It was called the “Code of Principles of Professional Conduct” 
and was published in the December 1912 issue of the Transactions of 
the American Institute of Electrical Engineers.  [See Figure 1]    
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Figure 1.  Title page of the Transactions  
of AIEE, Dec. 31, 1912, in which the  

“Code of Principles of Professional Conduct” 
first appeared.  

 



 

It was a long document that filled three pages of the Transactions.  The wording was quite specific and reflected the 
fact that many AIEE members were self-employed.  Major topics of the Code were “General Principles,” “The 
Engineer’s Relations to Client or Employer,” “Ownership of Engineering Records and Data,” “The Engineer’s Relations 
to the Public,” and “The Engineer’s Relations to the Engineering Fraternity.”  Associated with these five major topics 
were a total of 22 specific canons. 

This “Code of Principles of Professional Conduct” provided ethical guidance for AIEE members until 1963 when AIEE 
and IRE (Institute of Radio Engineers) merged to form the IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers).  

In that same year, the Engineers Council for Professional Development (which had been founded in 1932 by seven 
engineering societies, including AIEE) revised and updated its “Canons of Ethics of Engineers,” and it asked its 
constituent societies to adopt them.  Many engineering societies did adopt them.  

I E E E  S e e k s  I t s  O w n  C o d e  

The IEEE chose to develop 
its own code of ethics.  As 
an interim measure, it 
endorsed the three 
Fundamental Principles of 
Professional Engineering 
Ethics, which were stated 
in the Canons of the 
Engineers Council of 
Professional Development 
as follows:  “The 
Engineer .  .  .  (1) Will be 
honest and impartial, and 
will serve with devotion 
his employer, his clients, 
and the public; (2) Will 
strive to increase the 
competence and prestige 
of the engineering 
profession; and (3) Will 
use his knowledge and 
skill for the advancement 
of human welfare.” 

It was not until December 
1974 that a new volunteer
-developed “IEEE Code of 
Ethics for Engineers” was 
approved by the IEEE 
Board of Directors, under 
the leadership of IEEE 
President John Guarrera.  
In early 1975 it was added 
to the IEEE Policy and 
Procedures Manual and 
also publicized in the IEEE Spectrum issue of February 1975.  [See Figure 2] 

This “IEEE Code of Ethics for Engineers” had a brief preamble and four articles.  The preamble said: 

Engineers affect the quality of life for all people in our complex technological society.  In the pursuit of their profession, 
therefore, it is vital that engineers conduct their work in an ethical manner so that they merit the confidence of 
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Figure 2.  Code of Ethics for Engineers as it appeared in  
IEEE Spectrum of February 2, 1975, on page 65.  



 

colleagues, employers, clients and the public.  This IEEE Code of Ethics is a standard of professional conduct for 
engineers. 

The articles that followed had a total of 19 canons that were divided among four areas of ethical concern for 
engineers:  1) maintaining their own capabilities, 2) behavior at work, 3) relations with employers and clients, and 4) 
responsibilities to the community. 

As IEEE membership grew, many of the newer members were not trained as engineers, and they desired to be 
properly recognized for their own professional status.  In response to this desire, the opening phrase of the first 
sentence of the Code’s preamble was amended in February 1979.  In the phrase, “Engineers affect the quality of life for 
all people,” the single word, “Engineers,” was replaced with “Engineers, scientists and technologists.”  The remainder 
of the Code’s preamble and all four of its articles were amended to be consistent with this change.    

I m p a c t  o f  a  D i s s i d e n t  M e m b e r  

The next change to the IEEE Code of Ethics was motivated by the activities of a dissident member of IEEE who 
portrayed himself as the “defender of working engineers,” as distinguished from the volunteer leaders of IEEE, whom 
he characterized as “fat cats.”  In addition to attacking IEEE policies and activities in his newsletter, he personally 
attacked several IEEE volunteers in various ways, including writing damaging letters to their employers.  

Finding there was nothing in the IEEE Code of Ethics that specifically forbid this type of behavior, the IEEE leadership 
corrected the omission in November 1987 by adding Article V, which is quoted below:    

 

Members shall, in fulfilling their responsibilities to IEEE, its members, and employees:  

 

1. Make no statement that the member knows to be false or with reckless disregard as 
to its truth or falsity concerning IEEE or the qualifications, integrity, professional 
reputation, or employment of another member or employee; 

2. Neither injure nor attempt to injure, maliciously or falsely, the professional 
reputation or employment of another member or employee. 

 

The “defender of working engineers” immediately charged IEEE leadership with taking this action without proper 
notification of the membership.  In February 1988, IEEE President Russell C. Drew appointed an ad hoc committee to 
examine these charges, and to determine if any IEEE policies or procedures had been violated.  The members of this ad 
hoc committee were Edward Bertnolli (chair), Dennis Bodson, Thomas Grim, and Emerson Pugh.  We determined that 
the process by which the Code of Ethics had been revised in 1987 was legal and in keeping with the rules of IEEE.  
Nevertheless, we did recommend that all IEEE members be given an opportunity to review and comment on any future 
changes in the Code of Ethics before the Board voted on them. 

F i n d i n g  M y  M i s s i o n  

Through my involvement on President Drew’s ad hoc committee, I became interested in the possibility of rewriting the 
Code to make it shorter, loftier in style, and with content and wording more appropriate for IEEE members throughout 
the world.  I was especially interested in this later goal because IEEE was growing more rapidly outside the United 
States than inside.  By the end of 1987, 20 percent of IEEE’s 293,129 members lived outside the United States.  Also, I 
was IEEE President-Elect in 1988, and one of my goals was to increase the rate at which IEEE was becoming a 
transnational organization in its philosophies and governance as well as in the geographic distribution of its members. 

By May 1988 I had written a first draft and had obtained support from the other three members of the ad hoc 
committee.  The draft retained what I believed to be the major concepts of the then-current Code, but it was much 
shorter and had exactly ten canons. I liked the number ten because people throughout the world have ten fingers, they 
use a decimal system for counting, and many are accustomed to having a moral code specified by ten commandments.    

I circulated this first draft to the members of the Ethics Committee of the IEEE United States Activities Board and to 
several other individuals.  Most comments were supportive, but others expressed concern over the loss of the long-
revered IEEE Code of Ethics.   
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Some were concerned that the more general wording of 
the proposed code would make “enforcement” more 
difficult.  The idea that IEEE should enforce its Code of 
Ethics was quite common at the time, and some even 
wanted to provide financial help to members who 
suffered financially by following the Code.  

Ta k i n g  C h a r g e  a s  P r e s i d e n t  

On January 13, 1989, two weeks after becoming IEEE 
President, I held a meeting to discuss the IEEE Code of 
Ethics with a group of well-respected IEEE leaders.  
Based on these discussions, I made a number of minor 
changes and one major change to the proposed code of 
ethics. 

The major change was to delete a provision that 
admonished IEEE members “to report, publish, and 
disseminate information freely to others, subject to legal 
and proprietary restraints” and replace it with one that 
admonished IEEE members “to neither offer nor accept 
bribes.”  Stephen H. Unger, especially, had urged that a 
statement against bribery be included, and I had 
concluded that the admonition to provide information 

freely to others “subject to legal and proprietary restraints” would be interpreted so differently in countries 
throughout the world that it would have little real meaning.  In the April 1989 issue of IEEE’s newspaper, The 
Institute, I published the proposed IEEE Code of Ethics at the end of my “President’s Column.” [See Figure 3.] 

The title I gave my “President’s Column” was, “Must we give up ethics to eat?”  This title was based on an article 
titled, “I gave up ethics to eat,” which had been published in a 1957 issue of the magazine, Consulting Engineer.  The 
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Figure 3.  President’s Column from  
The Institute of April 1989.  

 
 



 

magazine article told how 
the author found he could 
not get government 
contracts without bribing 
government officials.  In 
my column, I pointed out 
how this thirty-year-old 
story related to problems 
still faced by IEEE members 
and how important it was 
for IEEE to have a code of 
ethics that was easy to 
read and appropriate to 
IEEE members throughout 
the world.   

I asked readers to compare 
the proposed simplified 
IEEE Code of Ethics at the 
bottom of my President’s 
Column with the then-
current Code, which was 
printed elsewhere in The 
Institute, and I asked them 
to send me their 
comments.  Readers were 
also advised that I had 
“asked Edward C. Bertnolli, 
Vice President-Professional 
Activities, to establish a 
committee to review the 
responses.”  Subsequently, 
Robert Alden, William R. 
Middleton, William R. 
Tackaberry, and Stephen H. 
Unger were appointed to 
the committee.  

S e e k i n g  B r o a d  
S u p p o r t  

From time to time during 1989, I met with this committee to consider a variety of changes that might make the Code 
more appealing to all members and also more likely to be approved by the IEEE Board of Directors.  Of considerable 
concern was the strong disapproval of the proposed Code of Ethics by some IEEE volunteers who had spent many 
years working with the old version.  Several of them believed a Code of Ethics should be written in precise legal 
language so that each provision could be enforced.  At least one of them was known to be lobbying members of the 
Board of Directors to defeat the new Code of Ethics. 

Also during my year as IEEE President, I discussed the proposed simplified Code of Ethics with IEEE members wherever 
I went.  I was especially pleased that the provision on bribery was most strongly supported by members in countries 
were bribery was endemic.  Previously, I had been concerned that members in such countries would reject the new 
Code of Ethics on the grounds that adhering to the provision on bribery was not realistic. 
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Figure 4.  The proposed new Code of Ethics and the old Code of Ethics  
published side-by-side in The Institute in February 1990.  

 



 

However, these members said bribery was a serious 
problem that needed strong refutation.  They 
believed that a code of ethics should record what 
people aspire to do rather than what they may 
actually do.  Clearly they did not believe IEEE could, 
or should try to, enforce its Code of Ethics – except 
possibly in regard to internal IEEE matters. 

In February 1990 the simplified Code of Ethics was 
again presented in The Institute for comment by all 
IEEE members.  This time it was printed side-by-side 
with the old Code. The old Code of Ethics had 591 
words, whereas the simplified Code had 238.  This 
was a 60 percent reduction in the number of words.  
[See Figure 4.] 

The comments received from members indicated 
that no significant changes were needed.  
Nevertheless I continued to work with the 
committee to achieve the best possible wording 
throughout the document.  In August 1990 the IEEE 
Board of Directors approved the simplified IEEE Code 
of Ethics, which became effective on January 1, 
1991. 

Unlike the old Code of Ethics, this shorter version has 
been broadly distributed and read throughout the 
world.  For example, it is prominently displayed in 
the “IEEE Society & Special Interest Memberships & 
Subscriptions” document that is updated each year.   

A  M i n o r  C h a n g e  

The Code of Ethics remained unchanged for 15 years, 
until 2006 when the word “engineering” was 
removed from the first canon.  This canon had said, 
in part, that IEEE members were “to accept 
responsibility in making engineering decisions 
consistent with the safety, health, and welfare of the 
public.”  With the word “engineering” deleted, they 
are now admonished, in effect, to “accept 
responsibility in making decisions (of all types) 
consistent with the safety, health, and welfare of the public.” [See Figure 5.]  

This change was motivated in part by the IEEE Board of Directors approval in February 2004 of a revision to IEEE 
Bylaw 1-104 that opens membership to professionals who do not see themselves as engineers.  Following this 
change in the Bylaws, the IEEE Ethics and Member Conduct Committee reviewed the IEEE Code of Ethics, consistent 
with its mandate to promote ethical behavior and to advise the Board of Directors on ethics policy and concerns. 

Not surprisingly, the opportunity to review the document caused some Committee members to think of many things 
that might be reworded or expanded.  Fortunately, however, with the wise guidance of Theodore A. Bickart, the 
Committee generally focused on the target issue.  Ultimately, the Committee recommended that the word, 
engineering, be deleted in the first canon of the Code.  Consistent with the recommendation of President Drew’s ad 
hoc committee of 1988, IEEE members, worldwide, were notified of this proposed change in the Code of Ethics by 
the Internet in November 2005 and then in the print edition of the Institute in December.  The reaction of the 
membership was judged to be positive, and the Board of Directors approved the revision in February 2006.    
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Figure 5.  “IEEE Society  & Special Interest Memberships & 
Subscriptions” pamphlet of 2008 showing the IEEE Code of Ethics 
which is also prominently displayed in the current online version.  

 



 

From one perspective, it is surprising that any change was needed. After all, the Code of Ethics adopted in 1990 had 
been crafted to apply to members throughout the world – including those who did not consider themselves to be 
engineers.  From another perspective, however, the use of the word, engineering, had been a troubling consideration 
even in 1990. 

As we saw it then, if we failed to insert the word “engineering” it would have suggested that the IEEE Code of Ethics 
was being applied well beyond IEEE’s normal areas of interest – an unacceptable concept for many.  However, using 
the word, engineering, might have been objectionable to others who did not consider themselves to be engineers. 

In the environment of 1990, we ultimately inserted the word “engineering.”  A major justification was our belief, that 
decisions made by scientists, engineers, or technologists, concerning the development or use of IEEE technologies in 
ways that could affect the “safety, health, and welfare of the public” were, by definition, “engineering” decisions. 

By 2006 the environment had changed.  No longer did it seem appropriate to limit the Code’s applicability to decisions 
normally defined as “engineering decisions” when the “safety, health, and welfare of the public” was at issue.  When 
no suitable replacement for the word “engineering” could be found, it was simply deleted. 

Wo r l d w i d e  F o c u s  a n d  P e r s o n a l  C o m m i t m e n t  

The IEEE Code of Ethics adopted in 1990, and revised in 2006, necessarily has much in common with those of other 
technical societies, but it is unique in many ways.  Perhaps most important, it puts less emphasis on a member’s 
responsibility to other members and greater emphasis on a member’s responsibility to all people.  Indeed, the IEEE 
Code of Ethics is consistent with IEEE’s stated purpose of “fostering technological innovation and excellence for the 
benefit of humanity.”  This statement is often shortened to the tagline, “IEEE: Advancing Technology for Humanity.”   

IEEE members live in many countries, each with its own heritage, culture, and economy.  By the end of 2012, 52 
percent of IEEE’s 429,085 members were living in countries other than the United States.  The decision of the IEEE 
Board of Directors in 1990 to replace the old IEEE Code of Ethics with one tailored to an international membership is 
now well justified. Because of where they live or because of personal circumstances, many IEEE members will find it 
difficult to adhere to all provisions of the IEEE Code of Ethics.  Nevertheless, it is a Code to which all members can 
aspire, and that is a good thing. 

The structure, brevity and clarity of the IEEE Code of Ethics are important, but probably the Code’s most obvious 
unique feature is the opening phrase:  “We the members of the IEEE.”  Many readers will recognize the similarity of 
this phrase to the opening phrase of the Constitution of the United States of America, which was adopted in 1787.  I 
chose this opening phrase because it indicates a personal commitment to the IEEE Code of Ethics by each IEEE 
member. 

A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s  
This article is based on an earlier article, with the same title, that I wrote for the Conference Proceedings of the 2009 
IEEE Conference on the History of Technical Societies.  I am grateful to IEEE for allowing me to reuse so much of that 
material without change.  In writing that article, I expressed my gratitude to Theodore A. Bickart (who chaired the 
IEEE Ethics and Member conduct Committee in 2006 and 2007) for many helpful discussions, and I also thanked 
Tamara A. Seeley who (as Tamara A. Walsh in her role as Administrator, Governance, IEEE Ethics Committee Staff 
Secretary) prepared a report in 2001 and an updated report in 2006 on the History of the IEEE Code of Ethics.  Her 
reports are available through the office of the IEEE Ethics and Member Conduct Committee.  I am once again indebted 
to these individuals for their help, and especially to Theodore A. Bickart who read and commented on this article.  
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