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Building & Maintaining
an Ethical Workplace Culture
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Reflection Question
Superior promises
bonuses if workers reach
certain goal…but keeps
moving the “goals.”

Can you think of a time
where you or someone
you know has
experienced unethical
business practices?

Nepotism…popularity
and friendly-relations
“wins” the promotion.
Boss takes any unpaid
customer bills out of the an
employee’s paychecks.

Financial
misappropriation…tax fraud…
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Organizational Culture
Culture

 Organization culture

 Foundations
 Importance
 Transformation into an ethical culture
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Foundations of an Organizational
Culture
Culture

• Internalization of shared
beliefs, values, ideologies,
and norms/expectations of
behavior shared by
organizational members

Behaviors

• Collective consciousness
aka values in action: “This
is what we do here.”

Basic Underlying
Assumptions

Artifacts
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Importance of Organizational Culture
•Highly engaged employees can lead to a 202%

increase in performance!

•YET… statistics show that only 15% of employees

are actively engaged in their workplace.

•Lack of recognition doesn’t just lead to unhappiness

and boredom, it inhibits employee productivity and
dedication to company goals.

•Active disengagement and the lack of recognition

are the two primary reasons for leaving a company

Increases
employee
engagement
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Importance of Organizational Culture
•Highly engaged employees can

lead to a 202% increase in
performance!

•YET… statistics show that only 15%

of employees are actively engaged
in their workplace.

•Lack of recognition doesn’t just

lead to unhappiness and boredom,
it inhibits employee productivity
and dedication to company goals.

•Active disengagement and the lack

of recognition are the two primary
reasons for leaving a company

Increases
employee
engagement

Elevates
meaningful
work / sense
of purpose

• 69% of employees would work
harder if they received more
recognition! Positive org cultures
focus on building positive working
relationship s with employees.
• YET…there is a whopping 70%
difference in culture quality
between companies with lousy and
great team leaders who in fact
drive the positive or negative org
culture.
• Interestingly, only 28% of
executives understand their
company’s culture…food for
thought.
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Importance of Organizational Culture
•Highly engaged employees can lead to a

202% increase in performance!

•YET… statistics show that only 15% of

employees are actively engaged in their
workplace.
•Lack of recognition doesn’t just lead to
unhappiness and boredom, it inhibits
employee productivity and dedication to
company goals.
•Active disengagement and the lack of
recognition are the two primary reasons
for leaving a company

• 86% of job seekers avoid companies

with a bad reputation.

•Culture is inherently difficult to copy =

strong competitive advantage.

Increases
employee
engagement

Elevates
meaningful
work / sense
of purpose

•69% of employees would work harder if
they received more recognition! Positive
org cultures focus on building positive
working relationship s with employees.
•YET…there is a whopping 70% difference
in culture quality between companies with
lousy and great team leaders who in fact
drive the positive or negative org culture.
Interestingly, only 28% of executives
•
understand their company’s culture…food
for thought.

Company
identity &
potential
competitive
advantage

•While innovation means businesses face a

constant threat of being replicated. The
ultimate competitive advantage is a
positive culture that adapts automatically
to changing conditions.
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Importance of Organizational Culture
• Highly engaged employees can lead to a

•69% of employees would work harder if

202% increase in performance!

•YET… statistics show that only 15% of

employees are actively engaged in their
workplace.
•Lack of recognition doesn’t just lead to
unhappiness and boredom, it inhibits
employee productivity and dedication to
company goals.
•Active disengagement and the lack of
recognition are the two primary reasons
for leaving a company

• 86% of job seekers avoid companies

with a bad reputation.

•Culture is inherently difficult to copy =

strong competitive advantage.

•While innovation means businesses face a

constant threat of being replicated. The
ultimate competitive advantage is a
positive culture that adapts automatically
to changing conditions.

Increases
employee
engagement

Elevates
meaningful
work / sense
of purpose

Company
identity &
potential
competitive
advantage

Increase
financial
benefits

they received more recognition! Positive
org cultures focus on building positive
working relationship s with employees.
•YET…there is a whopping 70% difference
in culture quality between companies with
lousy and great team leaders who in fact
drive the positive or negative org culture.
Interestingly, only 28% of executives
•
understand their company’s culture…food
for thought.

• 94% of entrepreneurs and 88% of job
seekers say that a positive work culture is
vital for success..
•Corporations that cultivate a positive and

strong workplace culture could see a 400%
growth in revenue!
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Transform an organization culture
into an ethical culture
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Transform an organization culture
into an ethical culture

Need a
compliance
strategy:
laws, regulations,
Codes of Conduct,
policy books, etc.

Need an ethics
strategy:
“doing what is
right”, org values,
universal ethical
principles i.e.
fairness, focus on
humanity
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Transform an organization culture
into an ethical culture
Lack of ethical
culture

•Misconduct is observed in 29% of companies with strong ethical companies cultures vs.

Lack of ethical
leadership

• Only 17% of associates say their leaders almost always tell the truth even if doing
so creates some personal risk.

External
pressures
Lack of ethical
decision-making

90% of with weak ethical cultures.

• Can’t have a strong ethical culture without BOTH a compliance and an ethics strategy

•Business competition, politics,
•Societal issues: Pandemic, war, etc.
•Workforce changes
•Innovation
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Ethical decision making
Culture
 Deep dive to understand ethical decision
making
 Mental process
 How we get tripped up in the process
 Ethical decision making process framework
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The simplified ethical decision
making process

Decision
Situation

Reason

Make the
Decision

Action!

Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST
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The simplified ethical
decision making process

Between making your decision and acting on it,
there is a possibility that we as humans use a cognitive
mechanism called moral disengagement.

I have a decision to
make, what should I
consider?
Moral intensity or
strength of the
ethical issue itself.
I.e. High MI means
there are significant
consequences or
harm to others
AND/OR immediate
negative
consequences to us!
ourselves.

I need to reason
through my options.
Individuals reason
differently because
of unique life
experiences; BUT
HOW do we reason?
High locus of control
means you believe
you can control your
life.

Make the Decision
I’ve made up my
mind. This is what I
should do.

Action!

Low locus of control
means you believe
you have have no
real control of your
life.
Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST

**Cognitive barriers
(heuristics and biases)
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Moral disengagement
• Cognitive mechanism in
our brains allows us to
act in a way that goes
against what we would
normally consider to be
ethically appropriate…
• The effect, in a
hypothetical situation
we intend to follow our
morals and act
ethically…but in a real
situation (with nearly
similar factors) we may
act different, against our
morals and values. THIS
is where we make poor
ethical decisions.

Hypothetical
situation

Values of
our ideal self

Imagine
decision

To what you
morally
disengage is
based on
individual s
on the
continuum.

Real
situation

Needs of our
WANT self

Visceral
decision

Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST
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Milgram’s
experiments:
Obedience

Moral Disengagement

https://www.yo
utube.com/wat
ch?v=xOYLCy5P
VgM

Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST
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Milgram Experiment
Research purpose:
Milgram (1963) was interested in researching how far people would go in obeying an instruction if it involved
harming another person.

Procedure:

Volunteers were recruited for a controlled experiment investigating “learning” (re: ethics: deception). Participants were 40
males, aged between 20 and 50, whose jobs ranged from unskilled to professional, from the New Haven area. They were
paid $4.50 for just turning up.
Two rooms in the Yale Interaction Laboratory were used - one for the learner (with an electric chair) and another for the
teacher and experimenter with an electric shock generator.
The “learner” was strapped to a chair with electrodes. After he has learned a list of word pairs given him to learn, the
"teacher" tests him by naming a word and asking the learner to recall its partner/pair from a list of four possible choices.
The teacher is told to administer an electric shock every time the learner makes a mistake, increasing the level of shock
each time. There were 30 switches on the shock generator marked from 15 volts (slight shock) to 450 (danger – severe
shock).
The learner gave mainly wrong answers (on purpose), and for each of these, the teacher gave him an electric shock. When
the teacher refused to administer a shock, the experimenter was to give a series of orders/prods to ensure they continued.
Prod 1: Please continue.
Prod 2: The experiment requires you to continue.
Prod 3: It is absolutely essential that you continue.
Prod 4: You have no other choice but to continue.
Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST
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Milgram Experiment
Results:

65% (two-thirds) of participants (i.e., teachers) continued to the highest level of 450 volts.
All the participants continued to 300 volts.

Conclusion:

The individual explanation for the behavior of the participants would be that it was something about them as
people that caused them to obey, but a more realistic explanation is that the situation they were in influenced them
and caused them to behave in the way that they did.
Take-a-ways:
•
•

We all have the opportunity to morally disengage…and it seems more likely than not (2/3 of us will do so
particularly if a supervisor/authority figures asks us to)…
In an effort to not morally disengagewe need to understand an ethical decision making framework

Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST
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Moral disengagement: Social
mechanisms we use
• Displacing or diffusing responsibility (someone’s else told me to do “x”)
• Advantageous comparison – The comparison of my action is better
than another’s action.
• Reducing identification with others
– Dehumanization – make someone seem less human; not equals
– Attribution of blame – “It is really their fault; the system practically made me
do it.”

Slides by Zwieg Daly / UST
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Ethical Decision-Making Framework
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Ethical Decision-Making Framework: Interests
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Ethical Decision-Making Framework: Rights
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Ethical Decision-Making Framework: Duties
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Ethical Decision-Making Framework: Virtues
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Case Study

Add your ethics issue here…
Who has interest in this issue?
Who has rights in this issue?
Who has duties in this issue?
What are the virtues in this issue?
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Conclusion

Content provided by Dr. Nicole Zwieg Daly, J.D, Ed.D, CPPM
Executive Director of the Melrose & The Toro Company Center for Principled Leadership & Adjunct Ethics & Business Law Professor
at the Opus College of Business University of St. Thomas.
27

27

9

