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Think of this as research and a preliminary “consultant’s report” on the ethical health of the organization.     
 
1. Company Research 
Essential sources of information for this analysis and report:   web (including the company web site), 
relevant literature (books, articles, etc.), interviews (at least one) of company leaders/employees, etc. 
 
2. Company Description 
Name, location(s), industry, thumbnail sketch of relevant facts….. 
 
 
3. Performance & Reputation 
Recent (and relevant past) successes and failures.  Legal troubles, fines, criticism, etc. vs. positive 
awards, recognition, etc. for ethics, values, compliance… 
 
 
4. Company Ethics & Values Standards  
Has the organization set forth ethical standards & guidelines? Quality, clarity, comprehensiveness, 
accessibility?  Ownership? 
 
 
5. Communication & Training 
What kind of ethics, values, & compliance communication, education, and training is provided?  On-line? 
in person?  Who leads/designs it? Who receives it? When/how/what?  
 
 
6. Reporting, Trouble-shooting, and Enforcement 
What channels are provided for raising ethics questions or reporting violations?    Is the process known 
and used?  Does it seem to be effective?  
 
 
7. Company Ethics Self-Assessment & Evaluation 
How is employee ethical performance evaluated?  How does company ethical leadership and 
performance get evaluated by employees and other stakeholders?  Feedback, audit, and assessment 
processes. 
 
 
8. Culture and Alignment 
Is the company’s approach to ethics and values consciously and constructively linked and aligned with 
the overarching mission, vision, and core values of the company and its culture? 
 
 
9. Ethics Leadership & Governance 
Is company leadership clearly committed to strong ethics and values?  Do governance structures and 
processes take ethics seriously?  Is the “talk” matched by the “walk”? Is there good, ethical, “tone at the 
top”? 
 
10. Consulting Assessment & Recommendations 
Where are the strengths and weaknesses?  What specific recommendations would you make for 
strengthening the company’s performance and reputation on ethics and values? 
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4 Processes→   
    
 
 
6 Components 
       ↓  

Identification→ 
 
Is it clear? 
Is it authentic? 
Is it in alignment with 
     the other components? 
 

Education→ 
 
Is it well-known 
throughout all levels of 
the company?  
Effective training 
   options? 

Implementation→  
 
Is it clearly a part of 
company policy & practice? 
Do we practice what we 
   preach?  
Walk the talk? 

Evaluation 
 
Is there a periodic, 
  adequate, honest 
  audit/evaluation of  
  our clarity, training,  
  & practice  of this 
   component? 
   

Motivation 
Why we care. 
 
A deep, thoughtful,  
convincing rationale for 
taking ethics seriously. 

 
What is the “case” for 
   being ethical in this 
   company? 
 
 

  
Who makes the case 
for ethics and how do 
they do it? 
 
 

 
Does the company reward, 
   praise, & celebrate good 
   ethics?   Does it sanction 
   or warn against bad ethics? 
 

 
Are we checking to 
   see if  our people 
  all understand and 
  agree with our case  
  for good ethics? 

Trouble-shooting 
How we manage crises and 
make decisions about 
dilemmas. 
 
A ready, effective 
troubleshooting  & crisis 
resolution method. 

 
Have we figured out our 
best method and strategy 
for recognizing and 
dealing with ethical  
questions, crises, and 
possible violations? 
 

 
Do we have a good 
training program for 
ethical decision-
making, case analysis 
and trouble-shooting?  
 

Are our people effectively 
using our reporting, 
decision- making, and 
trouble-shooting systems 
and methods?  Are we 
recognizing and resolving 
crises and dilemmas 
when they arise? 

 
Are we checking to 
see if all our people 
understand, value, 
and use our trouble-
shooting system? 

Mission & Vision 
Where we are going. 
Purpose, core business, 
and envisioned future 
 
An inspiring, shared core 
mission/vision. 

 
Are we clear about the 
core purpose, the raison 
d’etre, of this company?   
Are the mission & vision 
clear, authentic, and 
inspiring? 

 
Does everyone know 
our core purpose, 
mission, and vision?  
Do we have effective 
communication and 
training on our mission 
and vision? 

 
Is the mission/vision truly the 
“boss” in that (positively) it 
inspires and guides new 
business developments and 
(negatively) it rules out 
inappropriate directions and 
developments? 
 

 
Are we checking to 
see if all our people 
understand, value, 
and are guided by our 
mission and vision? 

Culture & Core Values 
Who we are. The core 
values that shape and 
infuse our physical plant, 
policies,  structures, 
personnel, & atmosphere 
 
A healthy, value-embedded 
culture. 

 
Are we clear about the 
basic, defining, core 
characteristics we need in 
our organization and 
culture to achieve our 
mission and vision with 
excellence? 

 
Does everyone know 
our core values and 
what they mean for our 
organization?   
Do we have adequate 
communication and 
training here? 
 

 
Can we point to specific 
aspects of our culture 
(physical, structural, 
organizational, personnel, and 
atmosphere) which 
demonstrate each of the core 
values we profess? 
 

 
Are we checking to 
see if all our people 
understand, value, 
and are guided by our 
core values? 

Practices & Principles 
How we do the things we 
do. The principles and 
guidelines for our activities 
 
Robust, reliable, principle-
guided practices.  

 
Have we mobilized our 
people to identify the 
guidelines that will keep 
our primary activities on 
track ethically? Do we 
have a good code of 
ethics/business conduct? 
 

 
Do we have good and 
effective orientation 
and training programs 
in our ethics and 
values? 

 
Does our organization 
and its personnel live up 
to its code of ethics?   
How is our ethical 
performance?  In trouble?  
Praised as an exemplary 
company? 
 

 
Are we checking to 
see if all our people 
understand, value, 
and are guided by our 
code of ethics? 

Leadership 
Who makes it happen. 
What systems sustain it 
 
Gifted, effective 
leaders and systems in 
place and in training. 

 
Where is responsibility for 
good ethics and moral 
leadership located? 
Corporate governance and 
executive leadership?  
Ethics committees/officers  

 
How are we recruiting 
and training ethical 
leaders at the top and 
throughout the 
company? 
 

 
Are those charged with ethics 
leadership and responsibility 
actually carrying out their 
assignments effectively? 
 
 
 

 
Are we checking to 
see if our leaders are 
doing the job on 
ethics---and if they 
are respected by 
those they are 
leading?  
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OF A COMPREHENSIVE, SOUND ORGANIZATIONAL ETHICS 
 
 
To successfully build an ethical, excellent business enterprise, serious attention must be given to six 
inter-related foci. 
 
1. Motivation 
It is easy to take for granted that everyone, except perhaps a few “bad apples,” is eager to work in an 
ethical manner.  Easy, but mistaken!   To build an ethical enterprise, everyone, from the board of directors 
through executive management to employees at all levels, must understand and embrace the strongest 
possible, most thoughtful and convincing rationale for taking ethics very seriously.  Why should we---why 
must we---care about a sound ethics?  What are the costs of ethical neglect?  What are the benefits of 
sound ethics?   
 
2. Trouble-shooting 
Even in the best of circumstances, hard cases and crises in business are going to arise.  Often enough, 
an ethical crisis is the wake-up call that leads to ethical and organizational reforms.  Confining our 
attention to crisis-resolution, “damage-control” ethics would be a mistake because it allows negative 
challenges and crises to set the ethics agenda and fails to move upstream to deal with the sources of 
these challenges.  Nevertheless, ethical dilemmas and quandaries are inescapable and ethically-healthy 
companies must put in place a ready, effective trouble-shooting and crisis-resolution method.   
 
3.  Mission & Vision 
When the motivational factor is in place and a basic trouble-shooting process is implemented, the next 
move is to focus on the core mission of the organization.  Mission and vision refer to the core purposes 
and overarching goals of the company.  Why do we exist?  Where are we going?  Why focus so intensely 
on core mission and vision?  It is the mission and vision that leverage ethical behavior.  Each company 
must identify and articulate its own distinctive core mission and vision. 
 
4. Culture 
Corporate or organizational culture refers to what the company “is” (not so much what it “does” in this or 
that circumstance).  Culture is about context and capability.  What are the characteristic traits, habits, and 
customs that define the organization?  What is the style and atmosphere of the company?  What are its 
virtues and vices, its characteristic potentialities, skills, and inclinations?    Without a healthy, “value-
embedded” culture, ethical decisions and practices are imperiled.  Just as a physically-weak, out-of-
shape sports team cannot successfully carry out even the most brilliantly conceived set of plays, so an 
ethically-weak company culture cannot live up to its stated principles and its code of ethics.   Each 
company must identify and articulate the cultural values and traits that are essential to carrying out its 
particular mission. 
 
5. Practices 
What are the basic practices of the company?  What are the primary activities, behaviors, and processes 
undertaken as the company pursues its mission?  After defining its motivation, mission, and culture, what 
does the company actually “do”?   Here is where companies need action-guiding rules and principles---
often stated in the form of a code of ethics.  Without robust, reliable “principle-guided” practices, 
companies are liable to fail in their quest for excellence and wind up dealing with far more crises than 
necessary.  When principles have a nice “fit” with basic business practices and activities, when their 
rootage in the company mission and culture is clear, ethics is no longer experienced so much as an 
abstract or negative restraint but rather as a “set of plays helping us get into the end zone.”  Each 
organization must review and strengthen its ethics codes, policies, and procedures, creating a better fit 
with actual practices and clearer links to the core mission.  
 
 



6. Leadership 
As with anything of importance in an organization, gifted, effective leadership is essential in the ethics 
domain. If no one has the responsibility, the training, and the resources, the best ethics and values 
statements and ideals in the world will rest dormant and useless.  Ethically-healthy companies make sure 
that from the board of directors on down, throughout the whole organization, good ethics leadership is in 
place and in training.  
 

FOUR PROCESSES  
IN BUILDING & SUSTAINING A HEALTHY, ROBUST ORGANIZATIONAL ETHICS 
 
Attention needs to be given to the “Components” at four points.  This is not a once-for-all experience.  All 
four processes must be revisited on a regular basis.  Often, the place to begin is with a review of the 
company’s ethics experience and its current strengths and weaknesses (process 4 below). 
 
1. Identification 
At each of the six focal points---motivation, mission, culture, practices, dilemmas, and leadership---
companies must identify what they have and are, and why it is important.  This is a process of self-
examination, identification, description, articulation, and explanation.  Through study of company 
documents and statements, surveys, focus groups, interviews and discussion, the goal is to arrive at 
clarity and confidence.   
 
2. Education 
Once the company’s motivation, mission, cultural values, principles, trouble-shooting method, and 
leadership are clearly identified and articulated, the challenge is to ensure that they are known from top to 
bottom of the organization.  Who are the target audiences and what are the particular emphases they 
must receive? (board of directors, marketing, manufacturing, sales, customer service, executive 
leadership, human resources, new hires, veterans, et al).  How should the ethical content be 
communicated and reinforced? (documents, coffee cup inscriptions, posters, classes and seminars, 
online and interactive information, awards, recognition, etc.).  Companies must review and strengthen 
their ethics education programs with the goal of thorough knowledge throughout the organization.   
 
3. Implementation 
It is not enough to identify and educate.  The third process is to implement.  Implementation means that 
the mission actually guides the organization.  Activities that do not fall clearly within the mission are 
rejected.  Core cultural values are not just identified but are expressed in everything from architecture to 
compensation and review.  Principles are “on the table” when decisions are made.  Dilemmas are 
routinely put through the resolution method.  Any organizational values, principles, programs, and 
processes that are not clearly implemented will breed cynicism.  Implement them or eliminate them. 
 
4. Evaluation 
The ethical health of organizations must be reviewed on a regular basis.  How is the company doing on 
each of the six focal concerns?  In each of the four processes?  What are the areas of strength and 
weakness?  What can be changed and improved?  How can the ethics aspect of the business be kept 
fresh, alive, dynamic, and interesting?   The organizational self-evaluation can be helped by a company 
values and ethics review. 
 
Note on the attached chart 
The attached chart “Assessing the Ethical Health of Organizations” highlights two critical objectives:  
first, the organization is effectively recognizing and resolving ethical dilemmas and crises when they arise;  
second, on a more general, day-to-day level, the organization practices good ethics—living up to the 
values and standards it espouses;   but these two objectives are unlikely to be met without paying careful 
attention to the rest of the factors and processes identified on the chart. 
 


