




Further praise for Th e Right Th ing

“A useful roadmap for developing a more ethical culture, Th e Right Th ing isg
a must-read for anyone from the business school to

the board room.”

David Cox, SVP and CFO, Economist Group, Americas

“I strongly recommend this book to anyone who thinks ethics matters in 

business. And for those who don’t yet think so, beware; the evidence is 

growing that people prefer to work for and do business with ethical 

companies.”

Paul Moore, HBOS Whistleblower and Senior Partner at Moore, 

Carter & Associates

“In these times understanding ethics has never been more 

important. Th e Right Th ing explores the practical realities of ethicalg
behavior; its driving forces and implications.”

John Harris, former CEO, Calor

“A hearts and minds, root and branch perspective on ethical business.”

Katie Alcott, Founder, Frank Water

“If good leadership is the life blood of a successful organization, then great 

ethics is the heart beat. Th e Right Th ing is a simple to read, approachableg
framework for the time poor, intelligent business leader to engage with the 

critical, ethical and moral questions and challenges of business.”

Daniel Snell, Founder, Arrival Education

“If long-term success is your business goal, you can’t aff ord not to do the

right thing. Sally Bibb provides a fresh look at business ethics and what you 

can do to instil them in your organization’s culture.”

Daniel H. Pink, author of A Whole New Mind and Drive
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  Ethics and trust are fundamental to excellent leadership and 

great organizations but they are often overlooked. Th ey are 

invariably only treated as a priority when something goes wrong. 

Unethical practices in the workplace can cause irreparable 

damage to individuals and to the organization. Reputation, 

morale, productivity, loyalty, quality of work, the ability to attract 

the right employees and customers and ultimately profi tability 

are all at risk in an organization that does not operate to high 

ethical standards. Despite these clear risks there is still not 

enough urgency placed on the subject. Compared to, say, the 

attention that executives give to the performance metrics of their 

organization, ethics is defi nitely a poor relation. 

 But what do we mean by ethics? It is a term that is used 

without us necessarily being very precise about what we are 

talking about. Th e dictionary defi nition of ethics is  ‘ the rules of 

moral conduct governing an individual or group ’ . I have also 

asked some managers for their defi nition of ethics. Here are 

some of the answers that I have been given:

 •     Moral ways of doing things.

 •     Decisions that are based on considering others ’  values and 

what is good for them.

 INTRODUCTION



2 THE RIGHT THING

 •      At a minimum, it ’ s following the law.

 •      Doing the right thing for the maximum number of people.

 •      Th e right thing to do for the most people concerned.    

 It is diffi  cult to come up with a practical and all - encompassing 

defi nition of ethics but for the purposes of this book I will use 

the following:

 •    Social  – Ethics is following social and moral obligations to 

a broader group of people. Th is means more than following 

the law. It means not acting in certain ways, for example lying, 

cheating, damaging another ’ s property. It also means acting 

in certain ways, for example being honest, compassionate, 

listening to others ’  viewpoints.

 •       Personal   –     In order to be ethical a person needs to be aware 

of his or her own moral code and standards. A defi nition of 

ethics therefore has to include understanding what, as an 

individual, you believe to be right or wrong.    

 Truly ethical organizations have the opportunity to be aspired 

to as an employer and provider of goods and services. Th ink of 

the Fairtrade organization. It appeals to people who care about 

fairness and doing good and has become an aspirational brand 

as well as a lifestyle choice. Because ethics is part of our values 

it goes to the heart of our own personal identities. If we care 

about ethics we buy particular products and services and are 
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loyal to certain brands not just because we need them but 

because doing so supports our own sense of who we are and 

what we care about. Organizations that create such brand loyalty 

are at the  ‘ gold standard ’  end of the ethical spectrum. At the 

other end are those who pay lip - service to regulations and do 

the bare minimum to comply with certain ethical standards. Th e 

latter position is a short - term approach. As people become more 

conscious of ethical matters such organizations will lose the 

battle for new customers, consumers and employees to those 

who are genuinely committed to ethical standards and doing 

the right thing.

 Organizations like Fairtrade are about working towards an 

ideal, not to a minimum standard. Th ey are not motivated by 

what might happen if they get something wrong, rather by what 

could happen if they get things right. Such organizations are 

still in the minority. More organizations tend to address ethical 

considerations because they are motivated to prevent something 

bad happening. Of course it is important to acknowledge what 

can happen if you get it wrong. Consider the implications of 

ethical transgressions and you do not need to look very far to 

see evidence of the serious consequences of wrongdoing in the 

workplace. More than a handful of top executives have received 

prison sentences for fraudulent behaviour in organizations 

including Enron, Merrill Lynch, Rio Tinto, Tyco, Martha 

Stewart, KPMG, Credit Suisse First Boston and WorldCom. 

Th is is still relatively rare. However, what is not rare are 
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organizational cultures that allow or encourage wrongdoing and 

unethical practices. Not challenging wrongdoing, allowing 

customers to make false assumptions, rationalizing unethical 

practices as well as legal infringements are to name but a few 

practices that over time can lead to a culture where very serious 

infringements are not only possible but condoned. Unethical 

practices, if they are not challenged, spread like viruses as they 

become the usual way of working.  ‘ Everyone else does it ’  is a 

common rationalization for wrongdoing but is often a key indi-

cator of a lack of awareness of and attention to ethical matters. 

Whether you work in an organization that aspires to be 

ethical because it is the right thing to do or one that address 

ethics because of what might happen if they don ’ t, it is increas-

ingly important for you to get to grips with this subject and the 

implications for you and your business.

Irrespective of the sector you work in, ethical issues occur and 

they are among some of the most diffi  cult you are likely to have 

to deal with.

As part of the research for this book I conducted a global 

survey of 315 respondents. Th e aim of the survey was to gain 

insight into respondents ’  attitudes to and experiences of ethics 

in the workplace. It is clear that dealing with ethical issues is a 

common demand upon people  –  the majority of respondents 

said that they had had to deal with at least one ethical issue in 

the previous year. Respondents had dealt with a range of ethical 

situations, the most common being breaches of confi dentiality, 
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bullying, dishonesty, favouritism, gossiping, not telling the whole 

truth and deliberately leaving out information. 

 As you might expect dealing with ethical issues is not an easy 

thing for people. Twenty - fi ve per cent of respondents reported 

that one of the challenges they faced was simply not knowing 

how to handle the situation. Ten per cent said they did not even 

recognize it as an ethical issue at fi rst and 18% said that they 

were worried about tackling the situation.

 Not only is it one of the most challenging aspects of a person ’ s 

job but there is far less attention paid to it than probably any 

other management skill. Doing the right thing is not always as 

straightforward as it seems. Th ere are many reasons why decent 

people sometimes don ’ t do the right thing. Much of the time the 

reasons are to do with a lack of awareness, support or skills. If 

you compare the investment of time and money that organiza-

tions make on training managers on budgeting, presentation 

skills, project management, sales and a whole range of other 

issues with the amount they spend on ethics training it makes 

no sense. Ethical wrongdoing can cost an organization a lot of 

money as well as put its reputation at risk, damage workforce 

morale and lose valuable customers. And yet most employees in 

most organizations are left to their own devices when it comes 

to handling ethical issues. Or, at best, given a code of conduct 

to guide them. 

 You would expect top management to believe that it is impor-

tant for organizations to be ethical. However, some may not 
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realize that ethics is something that they need to pay attention 

to and insist upon. Th ey may think that all is well because 

people don ’ t discuss ethical challenges with them. Th ose below 

top management level, however, probably have a very good 

feel for the nature, frequency and seriousness of ethical issues as 

they have to deal with them as part of their jobs. According to 

the survey results an overwhelming majority of survey respond-

ents  –  78%  –  believed that it is very important for organizations 

to be ethical. A number of diff erent reasons were cited. 

More than 80% said that the reason for organizations to be 

ethical was because it is morally right. Forty - two per cent said 

it was important in order to avoid damaging scandals, 71% said 

it enhances reputation and 48% said that being ethical 

increases profi tability. Other reasons given included complying 

with professional standards and obligations, ensuring a level 

playing fi eld between competing businesses, maintaining 

employee morale, maintaining trust, providing an ethos which 

underpins the work of an organization, maintaining credibility 

with its employees, gaining the commitment of employees  –  

because clients and customers are increasingly factoring ethical 

considerations into buying decisions  –  keeping high quality 

employees in your business, avoiding costly litigation, being seen 

as an  ‘ employer of choice ’  and because unethical behaviour is 

infectious. 

Th ere appears to be a growing awareness of the importance 

of being ethical and of the consequences of getting it wrong. Th e 
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media are so quick to report on ethical wrongdoing in business 

and politics that it would be diffi  cult to underestimate the eff ect 

on personal and corporate reputation of being exposed as 

unethical.

 Given the sometimes frenzied media reporting of corporate 

wrongdoing you may think that most people would believe that 

ethical standards have declined. In fact 37% thought that ethical 

standards had declined in the last fi ve years while 35% of 

respondents thought that ethical standards in organizations had 

improved. It could be that the increase in regulation and scru-

tiny means that some believe that improvements must be taking 

place. Of course scrutiny and accountability are good things but 

there is a downside, which is that executives can lull themselves 

into a false sense of security by believing that if they have good 

regulations in place then nothing can go wrong. Th is is untrue 

of course. First, because if people are determined to get around 

the regulations they will, and second, because you cannot regu-

late everything and nor would it be advisable to try to do so. Th e 

best  ‘ regulator ’  of behaviour in an organization is the culture. A 

culture is made up of the prevailing norms, values and practices. 

And these are much more powerful agents to ensure that people 

do the right thing than are regulations. One of the survey 

respondents said that in his company the following statement is 

sometimes heard:  ‘ It may be unethical but it is not illegal ’ . If an 

organizational culture implicitly supports wrongdoing in day -

 to - day matters, regulations may prevent the big frauds but they 
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will not stop other practices that could equally damage an 

organization ’ s reputation. 

If you are a manager you have a double responsibility. One is 

to ensure that you behave ethically yourself (bosses have more 

infl uence than they often realize in shaping others ’  behaviour as 

people tend to consciously or unconsciously copy the boss). Th e 

other is that managers are responsible for making sure that 

those they manage do the right thing too. A number of people 

surveyed said they had experience of going to their boss to 

discuss the particular ethical issue and their boss had advised 

them to leave it alone or not get involved. In a few cases people 

said that it was senior managers who had been guilty of unethi-

cal practice and that the justifi cation was expedient delivery of 

goals. Th ere was an understandable reluctance to challenge 

senior managers due to a perceived risk to the challenger and 

their job security. Another interesting point made was that in 

organizations the incentive to take the unethical option was 

sometimes greater than the benefi t of taking the ethical one. Th e 

former route is sometimes benefi cial to the individual and, 

according to some, there can be few perceived negative conse-

quences. Th is clearly says something of the culture of the organi-

zations where this is the case and fl ags up the importance of 

ensuring that breaches of ethical conduct do have negative con-

sequences for the individual. 

Another problem that was raised by some respondents was 

that they had had situations where they knew something was 


