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Diane Vaughn’s Idea of “Normalization of Deviance”


The concept of “normalization of deviance” as coined by Diane Vaughn looks at situations where an otherwise act of evil is perceived to be good. Vaughn addresses the issue from an ethical perspective where organizations for one reason or another violate moral principles when conducting business. The normalization of deviance is a process that encroaches progressively and subtly that it is often difficult for the perpetrators to consider the full implication of their actions. For instance, most societies agree that theft goes against standard ethical principles. However, a few influential individuals can come up with policies that justify certain aspects of theft. The individuals can invoke the Robin Hood code where stealing from the rich and give to the poor is tolerated. In this case, the individuals have accepted theft, which is a deviant behavior, by giving it a positive perspective.
Revised Paragraph


The article “What Was Volkswagen Thinking?: On the Origins of Corporate Evil and Idiocy,” by Useem (2016) discusses situations where flawed decision-making processes have nurtured counterproductive cultures that have negative ethical implications. The author juxtaposes prudent decision made by CEO of Johnson and Johnson, James Burke alongside flawed decisions made by several executives to bring into perspective Vaughn’s concept of “normalization deviance.” According to Useem "normalization deviance" refers to "a cultural drift in which circumstances classified as "not okay" are slowly classified as "okay.” In this case, Useem refers to the practices of the management of several reputable organizations where otherwise unethical practices were slowly justified using pre-set concepts that negatively affected culture in these institutions. 
Example of “Normalization of Deviance”


An example of a situation where “normalization of deviance’ led to a disaster is in the case of Challenger Space Shuttle. Vaughn's studies on the incident and actions before the incident show that danger signs were conveniently ignored. The designer of the O-rings that were responsible for the disaster realized that there were flaws with the rings during preliminary tests. Although the tests revealed that the flawed O-rings were potentially disastrous, the engineers assumed that such a risk could be accommodated during the launch of the shuttle. However, during a test launch, the engineers realized that the O-rings were significantly affected by the cold. When the engineers advised NASA to postpone the launch, NASA downplayed the advice and proceeded with the launch (Useem, 2016). Vaughn observes that the engineers at Morton-Thiokol, the company contracted with designing O-rings, had previously given the launch the go-ahead (Useem, 2016). Therefore, when they used the same data to advise against the launch, NASA did not take them seriously. In essence, Morton-Thiokol's procedure of identifying risks was already flawed and was not able to efficiently detect problems. Instead of accepting the mistake, Morton-Thiokol went ahead and approved flawed rings due to pressure from NASA even after realizing the risk. The contractor normalized a deviance, and the result was a fatal disaster. 
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