Ethics Part 2

Globalisation has caused some of the most controversial debates on ethics, for when companies operate abroad they encounter moral dilemmas. Research suggests that such issues as bribes bring forward different reactions when a different location is added to the equation. It is also interesting to note how many times US firms feature in scandals yet they are based in a country that prides itself on high moral values.

Another area where problems arise is that of local environmental standards. Bhopal pulled up the developed world somewhat sharply and made it ask questions of its corporate sector. The recent sad story of British Nuclear Fuels and falsification of records was a case of conflicts of interest standards causing severe problems. Some corruption cannot be avoided, for if one is working in a rather unruly part of the world then local ‘customs’ are best adhered to. ‘Gifts’ are paid, if only to protect life!

However, Human Rights are not such an easy topic to tackle. Shell has produced a guide for employees that was written in co-operation with Amnesty International. It attempts to offer probable courses of action if human rights suddenly deteriorate in a country. This style of addressing sensitive issues has been given the title ‘force-for-good’ and now includes:

· underpaying local workers

· monitoring the policies of local suppliers

· local health facilities

· local education facilities

· the status of women

It is interesting to note that most academic studies find a connection between responsible corporate ethics and profitability. One study showed that more ethically sensitive sales personnel sold more that their less sensitive colleagues. 

What of the growing band of ethical investors, who will not put their client’s money into projects not ethically cleared by independent adjudicators?  Some people say that they ‘enjoy’ working for an ethically well respected company. 

The entire area of ethics is open to misunderstanding but two main reasons for the growing awareness of corporations of the need to appear ‘nice’ are: anticipation – bad behaviour stirs up a fuss and may lead to a government reacting with rather oppressive legislation and trust – a company which is not trusted by its employees, customers and business partners will suffer. The power of technology means that firms operate thousands of miles away from their home base. So, a lack of trust amongst customers may have serious consequences.

The final point is not easy to illustrate but virtue itself may be a reward that is highly valued by others. To be seen to be ‘good and not bad’ may actually boost external images by more than anyone ever thought possible. You may not agree with this but few firms seem prepared to take the risk to appear to be at odds with this statement.

