A\ KEEPING BUSINESS HONEST

Ethics without

borders

Borderless ethics in a company requires effort, but it has great rewards.

BY CYNTHIA SCHOEMAN

o organisalions thal strive jo be
ethical, there are two criteria for

earming and maintaining an sthical
status: the continual, consistent application
af their values bo al thalr stasehclders,
and their ongoing adherence to @ws and
requiations. I a company's commitment 1o
its values or its compliance with regutations
i intermitient or applied selectively, it erodes
its ethical standng. Rather, the requered
consslency of behaviou can be vewed nils
optimal form as follewing approach of "ethics
wilhoul borders®,

Borderless ethics necessitates that

ther crganisation has an inclusive athical
boundary, wherety ethics are exercised
boyond self-nterest and includas the
interests of @l stakeholders atfected oy
the: cormpany's aparations. By contrast,
an exciusive ethical boundary, wihich
implies fhat ethics are exarcead only for
the arganisafion's ocwn benefit and relative
o & s Tew slakehalders (lypically
shareholders), contradicts the practice of
athics withoul borders. Whise the exdusion
of other stakeholders does not necessany

graups formally within their ethical boundary.
But, although such companies may not be
behaving unethically or egally, the imitalion
of the application of ther ethics means that
they would rarely be viewed as athical

Inere is a further and more significant
chalonoa to folkedng an approach of ehes
without boeders, This emanates trom the
constant rafrain aboul workpiace ethics that
ethics ditfers for diferent people, cultures,
countries and siluations. This view needs o
be addressed — not only because T appears
o irrvaldate e possiblity o elhcs withool
borders, but a'sc becsuse it undemines the
pursuit of crganisstional ethics ty deflectng
recognition from what 1s common and shared,
imstead focusing on that which is diffarent.
And there is a multiude of diterences in most
workplaces, arising from fhe globaised nature
at the world of work, where many omenisstions
woark and frade with otherss fom aound the
world. Yet, ircnically, giobalisaton makes the
practce of ethics wihoul borders rmmensely
valuable, not least for the darity it offers all
affected parties and tha faimess 4 embodies by
operating in ferms o the same ethics giobally,

Values serve to define the criteria and standards by
which an organisation strives to operate and to actas a

guide for ethical behaviour.

mean the company s oehaving unethically,
it deas highlicht the fact thal it ofaritises
its own goals and needs or thal it doesn’t
give equal prioty to &l its stakeholders —
suCh as communities wha are impacted

by the company's epesations. Added to
that, organizations are rarely oblged - for
example, by law — to inciude ali stakeholder

lo realize a situation of borderless
ethecs, organisalions nead o focws an the
apparen! differences in ther warkplace.
This is best done by considering the twe
primary clusters of factors that shape ethics -
ramely the values, narms o cullune and
Imadersnip of the group (for example, thase
of @n organisation or community}, and the

relevan] lews, mules and regulations = ard lo
recagnise that these issues are applicable at
a personal and a waork level,

In a given corntext, national laws and
organisationa nies and reguiations woold
be common o the ceganisabon and ils
employees, There ane also increasing
similarites in legislation between countnes,
such as the laws aodressing bribery and
carruption. In South Africa, them is the
Pravention and Combaling of Corrupt
Actvilies &cl and the Companes Acl; the
UK has the LK Brbery Act and the US has
the Forsign Comupt Practce Act and the
Sarbanes-Thley Act, However, there ame
many countres that do not have adequate
eqgistation or satsfactory legal enforcement.
This manifests itsel, for exampls, inthe
area of counterfeiiing, where culsourced
manufachmwers in fareign countries cannol
aasily ba hald o account for producing
and seling fake goods. Tne best soluticn
to this problem s a combnation of an
understanding of the country's legal system
and the commitment to abide by the law in
whatawer country one operates.

However, persenal values and nomms can
differ widely from those of the arganisation
a5 indmduzals’ values are affected by & vanety
af factors, indluding upbringing, culture and
the behaviour of leadears and mle madals.
An employee might have, for examole,
gronen U in circumstances that nurured
dishonesty, or lived in circumstances where
t was acoeptable fo pay a bribe o speed up
sanaoes. This represents a serous ethical
divde that threatens o destroy the ideal of
aligned persanal and organisations! values
and noms
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But backgraund does not make unetnical
bhandour acceplable al work. Though
different indivdual values and norms may be
held, it 1s not only approprate but essantial
that in the workplace, the orgarsation
eronuses a set of values that reflect what
constifutes acceptable ethical conduct in
that envircnment, The crucial point is that
vales in the workplace are nat a means of
accommodating the full epectrum of values -
from impeccasle fo appalling —amang

to promate a common understanding of ther
values and desired behaviours,

However, differences can occur in
the way values manifest themsshes in
practice. A gocd example 15 the value of
respect. While respect would undoubtedly
enjay overwhelming support from mosi
organisaticns and indivduals, people ditter
in the way they express it. For exampie, is it
raspectful 1o loox at one's supanar dinectly
when being acdressed, or should one

Companies should ensure that appropriate definitions
are included in their code of ethics to promote a common
understanding of their values and desired behaviours.

employees and sta<eholders, They sarve,
instead, to detine the criteria and standards
by which an organisabon strives 1o oparate
and 1o act as a gude for ethical oehavicur,
The argurment that Inlarpretations of
an crganisation's values can differ has no
suastance. Core moral vaues = such as
hanesty, integrity and faimess — which are
exerrcised inan ethical manner (meaning
they are appied equally to stakeholders and
without varation), oo not kand themsalvas
10 & range at benaviours. As an added
precaution against this view, companies
shoud ensure that approonate definitions
are ircluded in their code of ethics

lwer one's eyes? The answear depands an
tactors that include the individual's culture
and the prevaiing company cullure. The
key 15 1o recoqnise that the value s shared,
and o eepose and explare e diffenanl
expressions of the value as a route to
achieving agreement an whal is appropiale
within the context, goals and environment
of the mrganisation

Cultural norms can also give rise to
differences, such as tha businass practice
of giving gifts in Crina. In many Western
countries, gifts and perks (like fickets far
sparting events or holiday tnips) are classined
as bribes and are subject lo & rero-lolerance

approach. While there is no one easy
solution for this clash, 8 combination of
Iransparency, discussion and nespec can

be effective. This includes, for example.
locusng on cuslomers thal share ooe's
valees and being coen at the outset of
business dealngs abaut polential ameas of
difference to avoud the intention to be ethical
being misconstrued. [t s best to actively
avioid doing business with companies that
inzist on beibes or commissions = the cost of
complicity in misconduct is ikely o cutweich
he potental benedis of the business,

Clearly, theretor, ethics without borders
s rol without (ks chalbenges The berefils,
however, exceed the challenges. A palicy
of bardedess ethics can buld and maintain
excellent levels of trust with stakeholoers —
among albers, sharehaolders, amployess,
customers, sapoliers and imestors, This, in
turmn, can enhance a company's reputatian,
enable it fo aliract and retan iop takent amnd
facilitate such advantages as easier acoass
to capital or a kewer cost of capital,

Bieing elhical delvers a furtbes valgabhe
benefit — it senes as a unigue source of
compelitve advartage, Unike many sources
of competitve advantage that oer only a
limited windew of opportunity ar that are
vulneralie fo the ease and spesd wilh which
thary can ba coped and to the rate at which
they become cutdated, a unigue souce of
compefitve advartage, which cannol be
easily copied. ls infinitely mare valuaole, And
an athical stalus of elhical oullue offers
|ust such a source. It is nof easy to copy.

Il carnot be boughl or seld. || cannol be
owned, delegated or naned. but instead
miust be lived sveny day,

Leaders, therefore, need to equep
themseies with an understandng of tha flaws
In arguments against borderless ethics o
daflect them affectvaly. And, thase leaders
whno make the choice to follow an approach of
ethics without barders need 1o recognise thal
the resporsibity for Iving by that approach,
ant] behaving acoomdingly, will be demandng
and will wamant their ongeing support and

comrnilment = and hal it will be ewarding. fs
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