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In social psychology we have this thing called the ‘fundamental attribution error’. It refers 
to the fact that when people see somebody do something unusual, their first reaction  
is to assume that the act expressed the person’s internal values or personality (“he’s such 
a crook!”), and underestimate the power of external factors and pressures.1 So, when we 
hear about a company brought down by an ethics scandal, we immediately search for 
the culprits, the bad actors, the bad apples. We can almost always find them, fire them, 
maybe take them to court, and move on… to the next scandal.

Sometimes a scandal is caused by one psychopath or sleazebag in the C-suite. But 
usually not. If you really want to understand the causes of cheating, risky and unethical 
behaviour within complex organisations, you’ve got to get past this attributional error  
and examine the barrel, not just the apples in the barrel. You’ve got to learn some social 
psychology, which is like putting on a pair of magic glasses that let you see social  
forces and cognitive biases in action.

Once you see how profoundly we are all shaped by local organisational culture, and how 
clueless we often are about the real causes of our actions, you can begin to work with 
human psychology, adapt your processes to it, and obtain far better results. 

Mind Gym shines a spotlight on this challenge in this whitepaper. A great deal of their 
evidence shows that having ethics pays, yet most organisations focus on compliance, 
rather than on ethics. Mind Gym offers you a set of tools and a framework to begin 
diagnosing your own organisation. And they offer concrete advice for improvement. 

It is crucial that your organisation is aligned on ethics at all levels – you may not see 
results from just changing one or two processes. If you want to run a great organisation 
that employees are proud to work for, and that customers buy from with high trust, then 
you should consider making an all-out commitment to ethics. You should consider 
doing ethical systems design. 

This whitepaper can get you started. 
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“I count him braver 
who overcomes 
his desires than him 
who conquers his 
enemies, for the 
hardest victory 
is over self”
Aristotle

IT’S THE BAR



The evidence2 suggests it hasn’t had much impact. Trust in companies is unchanged over the  
last decade and the level of observed misconduct was the same in 2015 as it had been in 2009.3 
Behavioural science reveals why the conventional rule-based, top-down approaches to 
compliance, conduct and integrity will have only a limited effect and may even be doing harm.

REL NOT THE APPLE

IT’S THE BARREL NOT THE APPLE 5

Every company boss lays claim to integrity. Many have put money 
behind their words by investing heavily in compliance and conduct 
to stop people behaving badly.

We know good people do bad things because:

• Everyone else is: fMRI scans show that the part  
of our brain which makes moral judgements  
is less active when we’re in a group4 

• It’s not fair: when we feel wronged  
we’re more likely to lie, cheat and steal5 

• We’re tired or emotional: decisions taken in  
the heat of the moment tend to be less ethical6 

• It’s a slippery slope: when we deceive even 
slightly, such as wearing fake designer sunglasses,  
we lower our ethical standards across the board7 

• Loyalty wins: we condone unethical behaviour in 
people who’ve done us a favour8

• The consequences are severe: when the penalty 
for missing a target seems unbearable we’re  
much more likely to break the rules to achieve it9

These findings (and hundreds more like them) reveal 
why, though we see ourselves as inherently good,  
in certain circumstances we are likely to behave badly. 

This is important. Recognising that although people 
aren’t rational, they are to a large degree predictable 
has profound implications on how business leaders 
can approach making their companies more ethical. 

Instead of putting the main effort into weeding out 
bad apples (or individuals), the focus should be on 
changing the barrel (or culture).

Fortunately, scientific evidence shows us how  
best to do this. 

For example, rather than relying on top-down  
role-modelling which is laden with risk and has  
limited proven trickle-down effect, we’d be better  
off starting with individuals and using their moral 
identity as a primary lever for change.

Given that when ethics are front of mind we tend  
to behave more ethically, the manager has a vital  
role in facilitating conversation about ethics. These 
conversations can quickly turn toxic. Knowing how  
to lessen the tension without diluting the insight 
becomes a core manager capability.

Above all, we need to recognise that ethics are just 
one dimension that competes with other noble 
business aims such as delighting customers,  
being agile, innovating and getting results. 

The ideal outcome for individuals is not moral  
purity but good judgement; and for companies  
it is not to deliver absolute integrity but simply  
to be ethical enough.

To achieve this doesn’t require vast investments  
or unending patience. It demands only that we  
look at the challenge through a different lens:  
a psychological one.

If you find the ideas in this short paper  
stimulating, please join the debate.  
Email us at ethics@themindgym.com or join  
the discussion @themindgym #MGTOWIE
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GOOD BUSIN ESS
THE COMMERCIAL CASE FOR ETHICS
In ‘Reservoir Dogs’, everyone 
wants to be called Mr Black to 
sound like they’re the most evil. 
In the corporate world it’s the 
converse: every business wants 
a reputation for being virtuous.

Of the nine concepts that make up the overwhelming 
majority of all company values (results, collaboration, 
customer focus, etc.) by far the most common is 
integrity. There are good reasons for this.

A heavy price

Misconduct is costing companies a small fortune. 
Twenty of the world’s largest banks have been fined  
a total of $235bn in the last decade for scandals  
both big and small.10 The fines are equivalent  
to the GDP of Chile.

Business leaders suffer personally, too. More and  
more fines are being levied against individuals, for  
ever greater amounts. The 2015 Yates memo is 
“designed to ensure that individual accountability  
is at the heart of corporate enforcement strategy.”11 
The average fine in the UK from the FCA was over 
£300k in 2015.12 Jail sentences are being introduced 
and are increasing in severity. Last year, 26 individuals 
were sentenced to prison in the US for ‘antitrust 
corporate crimes’13 (see Fig. 1).

And these are just the frauds we know about, the 
high-profile cases that make it to the regulators. It’s 
estimated that US companies lose c. $400m a year 
from undetected internal fraud.14 This might include 
incorrectly claimed expenses and people taking sick 
days when they are well enough to work (which,  
by the way, 39% of us admit to doing).15

Average number of corporations and individuals 
charged for antitrust offences per annum12

Corporations Individuals

Average per annum
2000-2009

Average per annum
2010-2015

22

45

25

70

Fig
. 1
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GOOD BUSIN ESS

GOOD BUSINESS

Organisations are rated as ethical within the  

Ethisphere Index based on the following factors:

• Ethics and compliance programme
• Corporate citizenship and responsibility
• Culture of ethics
• Governance
• Leadership, innovation and reputation

It’s not just savings. There’s also money  
to be made from being good.

Ethics are having more influence on 
consumer purchasing decisions. Nearly  
half of us say we consider the ethics of the 
product when we shop. We are, on average, 
willing to spend almost twice as much on  
a pack of fairly produced coffee ($11.59) than 
on one which has ethically questionable 
origins ($6.92).17

Around 20% of us feel strongly enough  
to have boycotted a product or brand for 
ethical reasons. The cost of boycotts in  
the UK in 2015 was c. £2.6bn.18

Integrity is also having an impact on talent 
attraction. Research by Deloitte showed that 
29% of adults cite business ethics as an 
important reason why they will (or won’t)  

join a certain company.18 Once people are  
in, they tend to be more productive in ethical 
companies. Rather than worrying about 
being stabbed in the back or getting found 
out, they’re more likely to collaborate, 
innovate and consider the long term 
implications of their actions.

This is borne out in the share performance  
of more ethical companies, too (see Fig. 2).

The business case for integrity is compelling 
and with such a hefty upside, it’s no surprise 
that organisations are investing heavily. 

But what are they spending their money on, 
and what return are they getting?

Ethical dividend
Fi

g
. 2

World’s most ethical companies (rated by Ethisphere Index) vs MSCI All World Index19
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PAVED WITH GO

In financial services alone, 89% of banking professionals 
report that spending on compliance has increased 
exponentially since 2006. Many predict this will more 
than double in the next five years.20 In the City 
(London’s financial district), no other significant area of 
banking has grown faster in terms of number of people 
employed, and it shows no sign of dwindling. 

Fearful of fines and believing this is the ‘belt and braces’ 
way to avoid law suits, many company bosses focus  
on setting up clear governance, publishing codes of 
conduct, appointing a Chief Compliance Officer  
and then funding their burgeoning department.

Some have supplemented this with strong 
communication along the lines of “we take  
conduct extremely seriously here”. 

In these companies you will see hotlines for 
anonymous whistle-blowers, ‘ethical dilemma’  
training and zero tolerance for even minor 
transgressions. The message is: we’re serious  
about this and you need to be too. 

There is no doubting the level of investment,  
but what kind of return are these businesses getting?

Levels of observed misconduct at work have remained relatively unchanged since 2009 at around 14%21 and  
there is little research to suggest companies are either behaving more ethically or becoming more trusted.22  

Slim pickings

Trust in institutions 2008-20152
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PAVED WITH GO
In 2015, a study of 4,600 employees across industries 
found that 41% of employees observed ethical 
transgressions. Of these incidents, 60% implicated  
the respondents’ direct manager, and 24%  
senior leadership.22

All this compliance and conduct activity is done  
with the best of intentions but the evidence  
suggests it is not having much of an impact.  
It could even be making things worse. 

The risk is that we are getting caught up  
in a compliance arms race, which raises  
three dangers.

First, by spending more on compliance, investment  
is directed away from areas that would otherwise  
fuel growth and increase productivity. 

Secondly, this surge in spending is inflating the price 
that everyone needs to pay for the limited number  
of qualified compliance professionals. In time, this  
may encourage talented individuals into careers  
in compliance rather than into more  
value-contributing activities. 

And thirdly, the growth in compliance procedures and 
enforcement is limiting companies’ ability to be agile, 
innovative and responsive to their customers. What’s 
more, compliance changes designed to limit one risk 
may create others. These efforts can also create  
a ‘tick-box mentality’, where people follow blindly 
instead of thinking critically about what’s right.

Although investment in compliance and conduct  
has been accelerated for good reasons, there is limited 
evidence that it has significantly changed behaviour for 
the better, and very real risks that it may be damaging 
the performance of businesses and economic growth. 

Compliance arms race

OD INTENTIONS



10

01. Screening for bad apples.

There are bad people with 
psychopathic tendencies who can 
do enormous harm. It is vital both 
to identify and weed out these  
bad apples from the company  
as quickly as possible.

However, there aren’t many bad 
people. Under 1% of men have  
a psychopathic profile and the 
proportion is even lower  
for women.23

In a study on dishonesty with a 
group of 18,000 participants, only 
12 were identified as ‘big cheaters’. 

Collectively, they stole $150, or 
$12.50 each (which was near the 
cap on how much they could 
receive from their cheating).  
The remaining 17,988 participants 
collectively stole 240 times as 
much: $36,000, even though  
this was at the lower average  
of $2 each.24

Screening for ‘bad apples’  
is necessary but it is far from 
sufficient. Larger losses are  
more likely to come from many 
individually minor and seemingly 
irrelevant transgressions. 

Redirecting attention on getting 
the 99% to behave more ethically 
will deliver greater and more 
consistent returns.

The investment in compliance and conduct has been 
done with the best of intentions, often at the behest of the 
regulator. However, it hasn’t delivered the best of results. 
There are solid psychological reasons why not.
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02. Publishing a code of conduct.

There is no evidence of correlation, let alone 
causation, between publishing a code of conduct  
or corporate values, and either ethical behaviour  
or even the intention to behave ethically.25

A code of conduct may be necessary to protect 
against legal liability, and it can provide helpful signal 
value, encouraging individuals who want to push for 
more ethical behaviour. But it can also encourage 
people to see ethical behaviour as yet another 
obligation from their employer, rather than  
simply being the right thing to do.

Codes of conduct probably do no harm but all  
too often more effort goes into writing than reading 
them, and much of this effort could be better  
directed elsewhere. 

PAVED WITH GOOD INTENTIONS

03. Penalties for misdemeanours.

Conventional wisdom says that  
if you fine someone for doing 
something wrong they are less 
likely to do it. The evidence 
suggests that, on the contrary,  
it might be encouraging them.

MBA students behaved less 
ethically when they were told that 
there was a $300 fine for cheating. 
Instead of seeing it as a question 
about doing right or wrong, they 
now saw it as a commercial 
decision about balancing risk  
and reward.26

There was a similar result when 
parents were told they would be 
fined if they picked up their  
children late. After the fines  

were introduced and enforced, 
there were more late pick-ups 
than before.27 Parents switched 
from making a moral decision 
about doing the right thing by  
not letting the teachers down,  
to considering the fine as 
reasonably priced childcare.

This is not to say we shouldn’t  
have rules with penalties. There  
are plenty of legal and regulatory  
reasons why we must have them. 
 
Instead, it is to suggest that many 
people will find ways to work 
around whatever rules exist, and  
the smarter they are the more 
likely they are to succeed. 

One Chief Compliance Officer 
explained how a senior banker had 
been offered tickets to an event 
which included free parking. 
Together they exceeded the limit 
for gifts he was allowed to accept. 
So he counted it as two gifts: the 
tickets and, separately, the parking 
“to get around the rules”.

Paradoxically, the less we focus 
attention on sticking to the rules 
and the more on building a culture 
rooted in ethics, the greater the 
level of compliance.

“The time is always right, to do what is right”
Martin Luther King Jr

Fig
. 5
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04. Speaking out.

Snitch, sneak, whistle-blower, 
super-grass, informant, tattletale, 
tell-tale.

From childhood, the language we 
hear to describe speaking out has 
negative associations. No wonder 
companies struggle to get 
employees to report ethical 
transgressions.

The two main reasons why people 
don’t speak out are fear (they will 
suffer professionally, personally or 
both) and futility (nothing will be 
done).28 Corporate chiefs may 
claim there is nothing to worry 
about when reporting unethical 
behaviour, yet at the same time 
they introduce anonymous lines 
for whistle-blowers. If there’s 
nothing to fear, why is the line 
anonymous? 

Telling someone to their face that 
they are behaving badly is even 
harder, which helps explain why 
less than 10% of healthcare 
professionals confront colleagues 
when they become aware of poor  
clinical judgements.29

06. Ethical training.

Ethical training can be helpful. 
However, most ethics training 
makes three broad assumptions:

• You can think your way 
logically to an ethical outcome

• What you learn in a ‘cold’  
or calm state affects how  
you respond in a ‘hot’ or  
aroused state

• We have different views on 
what’s right or wrong and  
so need guidance to agree 

All three assumptions are false.31

05. Risk assessment.

Much like employee engagement 
surveys, risk assessments can 
provide useful data but they can 
also become a distraction and a 
substitute for action. Assessing risk 
doesn’t, by itself, do much to 
promote ethical behaviour. 

Despite this, there is a tendency in 
some companies to focus on the 
risk assessment as the primary tool 
for change.30

Furthermore, risk assessments often 
ask the transgressors to disclose 
their transgressions. That’s a big ask.

If our misdemeanours are so 
egregious that we can’t explain 
them away, we’re unlikely to  
confess them to our employer.

The mainstream approaches to ethics and compliance assume people are largely rational.

Behavioural science shows that although people aren’t rational we are, to a significant degree, predictable.

There are good psychological reasons why the orthodox compliance solutions have limited impact.  
There is equally good evidence that reveals what measures will have a notable impact.
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WHEN 
GOOD 
APPLES...

I’m one of the good guys

Do you have better taste or sense of humour than  
most people? Self-enhancement bias, where we flatter 
ourselves that we’re better than most, exists across 
many dimensions, explaining why 80% of us also believe 
we’re above average drivers.32 Integrity is no exception. 

When asked to give three ratings, one for ourselves, 
one for the ‘average’ person, and one for the ‘gold 
standard’ against a series of ethical dimensions, like 
honesty and fairness, we rate ourselves as significantly 
above average for all of them, and only a little below 
what we consider to be ideal33 (see Fig. 4).

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

Honest Trustworthy Fair Respectful Principled

Myself An average person A desirable score

Fi
g

. 4

Rating against moral dimensions33
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...GO BAD
Golfers are happy to report that ‘other golfers’ will 
cheat around 25% of the time, but they themselves,  
of course, only cheat around 8% of the time.34

It follows that we believe we will behave more 
ethically than we do. The best predictor of how we 
will behave appears to be how we predict other 
people would behave. This was illustrated by a study 
that looked at charitable fund-raising. The research 
found that participants dramatically over-estimated 
how many daffodils they would buy from a cancer 
research organisation, and in fact only bought as 
many as they originally predicted others would.35

 
Our identity is so tightly tied to being a good person 
that when it is threatened, our behaviour changes. 
When the wording at the start of a test was altered 
from “please don’t cheat”, to “please don’t be a 
cheater” the frequency of cheating for personal gain 
fell by 50%.36

Given how strong our moral identity is, we might 
imagine that it would conquer all. So what is so 
powerful that it overrides our sense of being morally 
virtuous? Why do ‘good’ people do ‘bad’ things?

15
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Given the chance, most people  
will choose to be dishonest.  

When participants were given  
the opportunity to cheat in an 
experiment in order to gain a 
greater reward, most of them did. 

Not by much, and the size of  
the reward didn’t make much 
difference, but they cheated  
all the same.34

Why might this be? Behavioural 
science points to six broad reasons 

why people who otherwise think  
of themselves as ‘good’ (which  
is pretty much all of us) regularly 
do ‘bad’ things.

01. Everyone else is.

One of the best ways to lose 
weight is to hang out with thin 
people. It’s also much harder  
to quit smoking when your 
partner smokes.

In much the same way, we tend 
to take our moral cues from the 
people around us.

Anyone with children will 
recognise ‘but everyone else is’  
as a justification for doing wrong.  
While responsible parents won’t 
accept this as a suitable excuse  
for their kids to lie, cheat or steal,  
they are far more likely to use it  
to justify their own ethical foibles.

In an infamous experiment,  
a group of people were asked  
to identify which of three lines 
matched the length of a fourth 
line. There was only one real  
participant in the group – the  
rest were confederates. When  
the confederates unanimously 
answered incorrectly, the 
participant tended to follow suit. 
However, when participants  
were asked to compare the lines 
independently, they never got 
it wrong.37 

One source close to Mind Gym 
told us that a lawyer at their 
financial institute regularly asked 

suppliers for expensive gifts, 
including concert tickets. When 
questioned, his reason was “that’s
what I thought all Wall Street 
lawyers did.” It was accepted  
as a norm and that relinquished 
responsibility for the behaviour.

It turns out that for many of us, 
being wrong but fitting in feels 
better than being right but 
standing alone, so when we  
see others behaving badly,  
we’re more likely to follow suit 
even if we know it’s wrong. 

Everyone else is

It’s not fair

Tired and 
emotional Slippery slope

Loyalty wins

Severe
consequences

I’M A GOOD
PERSON SO WHY
DO I SOMETIMES
DO BAD THINGS?

Good people behaving badly
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02. It’s not fair.

We are more likely to make ethical transgressions when we feel left out, unfairly treated or that  
others have been unfairly treated. 

Losing out
Tales of workplace revenge range 
from employees leaving a wheelie 
bin in their boss’s parking space to 
a staff member cutting 70 electrical 
wires in a military helicopter (a pricey 
piece of sabotage). The clear 
majority of these events were driven 
by the desire to right a wrong. 
The lawyer mentioned previously, 
who asked clients for free tickets,  
also cited that he felt underpaid, 
which was another justification 
for his behaviour.

This phenomenon was captured 
in a landmark academic study 
that looked at a manufacturing 
plant over a period during which 
wages were reduced by 15%. Over 
this period, theft rates rose by 5%. 
The level of increase in theft was 
lower when the change was 
sensitively and thoroughly 
explained, although there was  
still a 2% increase in the theft rate 
compared with the control group 
whose pay was not cut.5

None of this is surprising. The more 
we feel that we are being treated 
unfairly, the more likely we are to 
commit acts of sabotage as a way  
of getting our own back or righting 
the perceived wrong.

This effect is made worse by what 
is called the psychology of loss, 
which shows that when we lose 
something we rate that loss as 
twice as bad as we would rate  
the equivalent gain as ‘good’.38

In the world of work where we  
are often presented with perceived 
losses as well as gains, the gains 
would need to be double the losses 
to neutralise this effect. Not much 
chance of that.

Seeing others treated unfairly
In an experiment, participants were 
put into a lottery and given either 
$20 or nothing. Everyone saw what 
everyone else got. The same people 
were then randomly assigned as 
either the person to solve a task 
(solver), or the person to assess 
whether the problem had been 
properly solved (grader), with 
financial rewards for the solver 
based on successful completion.

How they did in the lottery had  
a huge impact on the graders when 
it came to judging solvers in the 
subsequent challenge. If the grader 
had won $20, they were more likely 
to be dishonest and favourably 
report the performance of solvers  

who hadn’t won $20. If they had 
missed out in the lottery, they would 
unfavourably skew their assessment 
of those who had been lucky 
enough to win $20. In all cases, 
there was a tendency to act 
dishonestly to balance the effect  
of who had, or hadn’t, been lucky 
enough to win in the lottery.39

When an organisational 
restructuring takes place, there tend 
to be those who gain and those 
who lose. However, it’s not just the 
losers who may feel a sense of loss 
and so be more prone to unethical 
behaviour. If the winners feel that 
others have been unfairly treated, 
they too are likely to have fewer 
scruples.

WHEN GOOD APPLES...

Fig
. 5
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. 6
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The degree to which people will sabotage an organisation increases 
as more injustices are perceived.

Nature of reporting varied by wealth of solver and grader39
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02. It’s not fair. (continued)

Feeling left out
Rudy Kurniawan was a passionate 
wine enthusiast. At one point he  
was lauded for having the greatest 
wine cellar in the world. In 2013,  
he was convicted for wine fraud.  
His misdeeds included producing 
counterfeit wines at his Los Angeles 
home for several years in an 
elaborate operation that involved 
concocting blends in his kitchen 
sink and printing off fake labels on 
his computer.40

But why do such a thing? The big 
driver for Mr Kurniawan, like most art 
and archaeology forgers, wasn’t to 
make money: most forgers don’t 
make much from their work and 
those who do, like the Greenhalgh 
family41, don’t tend to spend it. The 
primary motivation for forgers is to 
get one over on the experts and to  
be accepted by them – or in Mr 
Kurniawan’s case, feted. In this way, 
they get to be part of the art/
archaeology/wine establishment 
that wouldn’t otherwise give them 
the time of day. 

Whether it’s because of our social 
background, whether or where we 
went to university or the sports  
we don’t follow, there are plenty  
of ways we can feel unfairly 
excluded at work. This doesn’t lead 
us directly to premeditated fraud but 
it does seem to increase the 
chances that we will make decisions 
that run against the ethical standards 
of the group.

“A person may cause evil to 
others not only by his action but 
by his inaction, and in either case 
he is justly accountable to them 
for the injury!”
John Stuart Mill



03. Tired and emotional.

In an experiment, participants were 
read a vignette designed to prompt 
feelings of moral disgust. They 
were then also read either  
a strong or weak argument 
defending the vignette. When they 
were asked to make an instant 
decision on the morality of the 
vignette, the strength of the 
subsequent argument made no 
difference. When they had time  
to reflect and consider, it had a 
significant impact on their 
conclusion: they were less 
impetuous and more likely to alter 
their view based on the strength  
of the argument they’d heard.42

We’re more likely to break a diet 
towards the end of the day. This  
is because we seem to have a fixed 
daily amount of self-regulation 
which we’ve used up in the 
previous hours of resisting 
chocolate. 

When participants in an 
experiment were given an 
opportunity to cheat, they were 
significantly more likely to do so if 

the activity they had previously 
completed was mentally strenuous 
than if it had been easy.43

Out of the lab, some professors  
at US universities noticed that 
students’ grandmothers had a 
suspiciously high fatality rate close  
to exam time. While we don’t know 
for sure if this time is genuinely risky 
for grandparents, it seems likely that 
exam-related stress has lead to 
students misreporting family news 
to buy themselves more time.44

Work is often mentally and 

physically exhausting. When we’re 
stressed, tired, or acting in the heat 
of the moment we are more likely 
to behave unethically.

Emotional self-regulation  
strongly correlates with success  
in business.45 It is also linked to 
behaving more ethically. For those 
of us who find it harder to be 
completely dispassionate in the 
moment, the advice to ‘sleep on it’ 
is advice we’d be wise to take. 

Calm down before you carry on.

Fig
. 7
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04. Slippery slope.

New York’s crime rates fell 
dramatically during the 1990s. At 
the time, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani 
put this down to his zero tolerance 
policy of low level crime, dubbed 
‘broken windows’. In 1998 he told 
the press: “Obviously murder and 
graffiti are two vastly different 
crimes. But they are part of the 
same continuum, and a climate 
that tolerates one is more likely  
to tolerate the other.”46

It does seem that when we get 
away with small transgressions,  

our ethical standards slip, and we 
are more likely to make large ones.  

The Chief Compliance Officer of  
a global bank that suffered badly 
because of an (allegedly) rogue 
trader revealed that there had been 
amber signals for 18 months. Minor 
transgressions like stealing a mouse 
and office scavenger hunts had 
been noticed but were dismissed  
as high jinks from a top performer.

In an analogous experiment, 
people who thought they were 

wearing fake, replica designer 
sunglasses were more likely to 
condone dishonesty and ethical 
lapses than those who thought 
they were wearing the real thing. 
All the sunglasses were, in fact, the 
same authentic ones, so it was the 
belief that mattered, rather than any 
physical attributes of the glasses.47

If we get away with small ethical 
transgressions it appears that we 
are more likely to move onto  
larger offences.

WHEN GOOD APPLES...
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06. Severe consequences.

Wells Fargo, Tesco, Volkswagen, 
Sears, Enron. One common factor 
in all recent examples of corporate 
malfeasance is that it was the goal 
that mattered above all, and 
employees were encouraged to 
‘do what it takes’ to achieve it or 
risk the consequences. Failure, 
went the mantra, is not an option.

This kind of message backs people 
into a corner from which the only 
escape is to act unethically to meet 
their goals. Some are confident 
enough to leave the division  
or company. Most see their 
colleagues bending a little  
and follow their example.

The more the outcome matters 
and the more severe the 
consequences for failing to deliver 
that outcome, the more likely we 
are to make ethical transgressions.

05. Loyalty wins.

For as long as most of us have 
been working, our employers have 
promoted team building. Whether 
in outbound expeditions, hotel 
conference rooms or office-based 
exercises, the message has been 
consistent: build strong, trusting 
relationships with your colleagues 
so you work as one team to 
achieve a common goal. Loyalty 
and commitment are trumpeted  
at every chance.

But can loyalty become an 
over-done strength that turns  
into collusion?

We have a team dinner. I have a 
few drinks. I tell you more about 
my personal life than I normally 
would. Maybe you share a few 
confidences too. A few days later  
I see you doing something that I’m 
surprised by. I might have raised it 
with our manager before, but now 
we’ve bonded, and you know 
some things about me that I’d 
rather weren’t widely known.  
I let it pass. After all, it’s not much 

and what are friends for if not to 
look out for each other?

Reciprocity is a powerful driver  
of behaviour. You scratch my back,  
I’ll massage yours. In one study, 
participants rated works of art more 
highly when they were 
(erroneously) told that the works 
were hosted by the art gallery that 
was funding their participation in 
the study.48

The reciprocity effect can create 
more severe conflicts of interest 
inside the lab. For example, one  
news article highlighted some 
medical professors advocating 
certain drugs while downplaying 
their negative side-effects. Further 
investigation showed that they 
were personally sponsored by 
those pharmaceutical companies.49 
It is possible that the integrity of 
their research is in no way affected  
by this financial support, but it  
is psychologically highly unlikely.

A key factor of whether we speak 
up when we see someone doing 
something unethical is the extent  
to which our decisions are driven 
by loyalty vs fairness.

In a study on speaking up, those 
who valued fairness within their 
organisation were far more likely 
to raise an issue than those who 
valued loyalty. Interestingly, the 
study also showed that whether 
someone put loyalty or fairness 
first could actually be manipulated 
through priming, which in turn 
influenced whether they blew  
the whistle.8

For decades, employees have 
been told there is no ‘I’ in team.  
In order to increase ethical 
behaviour it might help to  
remind us that there are  
M and E (as in ‘me’).
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Given certain conditions, good people are more likely to do bad things.  
The route to creating an ethical company is to manage the conditions.

 How do we sleep at night? 

The vast majority of us will behave 
unethically if the conditions are 
right. And yet moral identity – 
thinking of ourselves as a ‘good 
person’ – is an incredibly  
powerful driver.50 

How do we continue to feel like  
a good person when we so 
frequently flout our moral values? 
 

Human brains are brilliantly 
malleable. We’re able to alter  
how we think about a moral 
transgression to make ourselves 
feel better about ourselves. 
The lawyer we mentioned earlier 
rationalised his unethical acts by 
claiming “that’s what I thought 
everyone else did”. How often do 
you find yourself thinking “well, it’s 
not really stealing” or “they would 
have had to pay for it anyway”? 

When we can’t convince ourselves 
that what we did was justified we 
take a more dramatic step. We 
radically alter or completely 
suppress the memory so that,  
as far as we’re concerned, it never 
happened.51 This is called ‘moral 
amnesia’. Most of us will not only 
find a way round the rules, but  
in fact find a way to justify such 
behaviour as honourable, or, failing 
that, simply forget it.  

WHEN GOOD APPLES...

“I get up and pace the room, as if I can leave my guilt  
behind me. But it tracks me as I walk, an ugly shadow  
made by myself.” 

Rosamund Lupton
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CHANGING          THE BARREL
Make me good, but not yet

Some business leaders may decide that building  
a more ethical business is not a priority. Instead,  
they may double down on compliance,  
re-enforce communications about good  
conduct or feel that things are fine as they are.

Increasingly though, corporate chiefs are seizing  
on ethics as a way not only to protect the business  

but as a source of advantage. After all, laws may 
change, but sound judgement will not. These leaders 
see creating an ethical company not as a nice-to-have 
but as central to their strategy. They are focused less 
on spotting and removing bad apples and much more 
on changing the barrel, or company culture.

It is this stage that we call Ethics 301.

The activities that generate rigorous compliance 
procedures and robust conduct measures aren’t  
the ones that make ethical eco-systems. Changing  
the barrel requires thinking differently, redirecting 
investments and bringing to the fore a set of 

psychology-informed tools that are usually left  
on the management periphery. The rest of this paper 
reveals what these tools are and how to use them  
so you can make your company ethical enough.

CHANGING THE BARREL

Communication (carrot):  
“How you, and all of us, will be 
better off behaving more ethically” 
Trade-offs between ethics and 
other aims openly debated.

Communication (stick):  
“We take integrity seriously with 
severe consequences for breach” 
Whistle-blower hotlines  
‘Ethical dilemma’ training courses
Visible zero tolerance applied.

Chief Compliance Officer + team:  
Code of conduct published 
Proactive communication on 
policy and process, such as:
• Anti-bribery and corruption
• Data privacy
• Conflicts of interest

Ethics 301
Climate of integrity

Ethics 201
Business case and 
communications

Ethics 101
Compliance and 

enforcement

Ethics as differentiator

Fulfil ‘duty of care’

Avoid legal liability



Start with the individual (everyone)

The traditional approach to change is top-down: get the company’s leaders to make the change 
their priority and role model the behaviour they want everyone else to emulate. The assumption 
goes that there will be a cascade effect as others imitate their boss. 

There are plenty of reasons why this approach is less 
than optimal. The most senior people in the company 
may not be able or inclined to change, their new 
behaviour may go unnoticed, it may take a long time 
for the behavioural cascade to reach people on the 
front line (by which time there may be different 
priorities), or people may simply not want to be  
like their bosses however exemplary they are.

Different kinds of cultural change require different 
approaches, depending on what you’re trying to 
achieve and what psychological traits already exist. 

As Santander Branch Banking discovered, the most 
effective way to become more customer-centric  
is not top-down or bottom-up but to start with  
the middle. Get the first (and second) line managers  
to put their customers first and the front line individual 
contributors are inclined to follow. The primary 
requirement for senior leaders is simply not to  
get in the way.

The optimal approach to building a more ethical 
company is different. The great psychological aid  
for ethical change is moral identity: the fact that  
we all see ourselves as good people.

The strongest base on which to build a more
ethical climate is to focus on the individual.
Remind everyone how they see themselves
as a good person and show how, by making
questionable decisions, they risk undermining
this self-perception and their reputation. This
way people are more likely to adapt because
they see it as being in their self-interest (which
is the greatest motivator of all).

It’s also far less risky. What if the big boss  
is discovered to be taking his mistress to 
conferences on company expenses,  
or using his authority to try and uncover  
the identity of a whistle-blower? No boss  
is ethically pure (they probably wouldn’t  
have scaled the corporate heights if they  
had been). Pinning your hopes for an  
ethical culture on modelling from the top is 
uncertain if the boss successfully keeps their 
indiscretions under wraps and carries big risks 
if they get found out.

A swifter and safer route is to start with the individual  
and their powerful desire to see themselves, and be 
seen by others, as a good person. 

The strategy then rolls out to the immediate line 
manager, whose primary role in this is to make the 
ethical dimension of decisions more prominent.
 
It is helpful when the big bosses (aka leaders) talk 
about ethics, both why they’re important and their 
own challenges when ethics come into conflict with 
other noble aims, such as delighting customers  
and responding to the market.

It also helps enormously to reduce the temptation 
to do wrong when a company’s processes and 
systems are aligned. 

A comprehensive strategy to change the barrel  
(aka culture) needs to cover all of these but, first,  
let’s start with me.
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Process and 
systems

Executive
leader

Be the good 
person I 

imagine I am

Line
manager

Every
individual

Talk about
morals without

moralising

Tough on the boundaries,
sympathetic to 

the nuances

Set up to reduce 
temptation
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Building belief

Most of us have lived through Customer first, Safety first, Quality first, and enough other corporate 
fads to know that ‘Ethics first’ isn’t going to cut the mustard. If we want people to behave more 
ethically we need to find a better way than telling them to do so. 

To create an ethical environment, people need  
to believe not only that it’s right, but that it’s right  
for them.

Fortunately, ethics are a topic with a lot of strong 
emotions at play such as guilt, fear, regret and pride. 
It is by addressing visceral responses such as these 
that we are most likely to build belief.

What would you do for a good night’s sleep? 
Most of us can think of a fitful night when we tossed 
and turned worrying about something. Science shows 
that when we have done something ethically dubious, 
we tend to ruminate over it which often leads to 
fragmented or disrupted sleep.52

We could put this into practice with a campaign based 
around “What would you do for a good night’s sleep?”.

Good judgement
The boss of a retail bank explained that he wanted 
more of the 3Es: empathy, empowerment and ethics.

The common factor across all three is having  
good judgement. 

Empathy requires us to pick up emotional signals  
and know how to respond appropriately. For 
empowerment to work, those being empowered 
need to make the right call more often than not.  
And, as we’ve seen earlier, judgement is central  
to behaving ethically.

Judgement is also something that we all think  
matters and most of us think we could improve.

A campaign on ‘good judgement’ would help 
generate the kind of self-interested belief that makes 
people more receptive to altering their mental habits. 
It won’t be enough, no campaign would, but it helps 
create a climate where what follows has a greater 
chance of being well received and acted upon.

CHANGING THE BARREL
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Attention

Building
belief

1

Advantage

2
Autonomy

5

A�nity

4
Argument

3

5 As

The science of building belief  
can be summarised as five  
psychological needs, all helpfully 
beginning with the letter ‘A’.

No. Works because Meets my need for...

1. Attention I’m able to digest what you’re telling me Focus/not being overwhelmed

2. Advantage I am better off if this belief is correct
Maximising gain and  
minimising pain

3. Argument
Based on the evidence, this is likely 
to be true

Competence

4. Affinity
I feel good being associated with  
this belief (and other believers)

Belonging

5. Autonomy I feel that the decision is mine Control

These can be used to construct a campaign that will help to build belief.  
However, without getting people’s attention, the rest won’t matter.
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Make me good

Whilst we believe we’re mostly good, we also admit that we can get led astray. One way to make 
fewer transgressions is to hone our early warning signals so we identify slippery ethical slopes and 
malfunctioning moral compasses before it’s too late. Early warning is, however, helpful only if we 
know what to do as a result.

Conventional, scenario-based compliance training 
can raise awareness but does little to deliver a lasting 
change in behaviour. 

Companies would get a far greater return on their 
investment in learning if it covered, for example:

• How to call ethical transgressions without 
damaging friendships

• Ways to cope with unfairness, injustice and 
exclusion, other than trying to get one back

• How following the crowd can lead me astray  
and what to do when I fear being left out

• Emotional self-regulation: how to calm down 
before making a significant decision

• How to manage my reputation so it doesn’t  
get tarnished (long term thinking leads to more 
ethical behaviour)

Mind Gym has developed bite-size workshops that 
cover each of these and more, such as ‘No regrets’, 
‘Scruples’, ‘Good decision’, ‘Me plc’ and ‘Standing firm’. 
For more, see page 32.

Building these capabilities not only makes us more 
likely to act ethically, it also makes us more agile, 
resilient and emotionally savvy, which is what most 
bosses are eager to achieve in any case.

We can all choose to think and act differently, 
independently of what anyone else does. Which  
is why, when it comes to creating a place where  
we behave ethically, it makes sense to start with  
the individual.

Equally, it’s much harder to do the right thing when 
everyone else is behaving badly and getting away 
with it. 

Encouraging individuals to take responsibility  
for their actions is essential but it isn’t enough.

CHANGING THE BARREL

“A clear and innocent conscience fears nothing”
Queen Elizabeth I
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The moral manager

In our daily working lives, it’s our manager who sets the tone. When she gets this right, we’re far 
more likely to do the right thing not because we’ve been told to, or because we fear what would 
happen if we didn’t, but because that’s the kind of people we are.

There are plenty of practical ways that a manager can align our moral compasses without  
acting superior.

Speaking about vs speaking out
Much like an open door policy doesn’t create more 
dialogue, assuring people that “It’s safe to tell me  
if you see a colleague behaving unethically” isn’t  
going to create a march of whistle-blowers. It’s just  
as likely to breed distrust between colleagues and 
reduce cooperation.

Studies show that simply reminding people of moral 
or ethical codes prior to making a decision (or being 
given an opportunity to cheat) is enough to lessen  
the chance of immoral conduct. Even among 
non-religious participants, the act of recalling the  
Ten Commandments is enough to reduce our 
likelihood of cheating.53

 
The UK Government used this concept to great effect 
by introducing a process where people signed their 
name to confirm that the contents were accurate at 
the top of their self-disclosure tax form rather than at 
the end. This simple but symbolic reminder that the 
contents of the form should be truthful was enough 
to reduce tax fraud by 10%.54

The manager’s role is to keep the ethical dimension 
front of mind. This can be done by, for example, 
explaining the moral dimension behind a decision  
or encouraging conversations about trade-offs. 

Talking about ethics can get heated. Are you calling 
me a liar/cheat/thief? How can you possibly believe 
it’s okay to...? That’s just WRONG!

The manager will need to guide the discussion so 
people don’t feel judged and can talk openly about 
the tensions that exist. When the temperature rises  
or it risks going toxic, she needs to know how to calm 
things down. She may talk about the spirit rather than 
just the letter of the law and allow for different 
interpretations of right and wrong to exist side by  
side without forcing a resolution. The more normal 

 
it becomes to talk about the ethical dimension of  
a decision, the more it will be front of mind and the 
more likely colleagues will be to raise it with each 
other as part of working together.

Highlighting positive ethical examples also reinforces 
the values the company places on ethics, 
encouraging other workers to avoid malfeasance.

Eagle-eyed
A strong manager not only notices everything but 
makes others aware of it. 

Even potentially minor transgressions are noted:  
“Well done on securing the new account. We should 
probably review who you’re going to allocate to the 
project given your friendship with their Chairman” or  
“I heard you tell the client we’d done a major project 
for one of their competitors. I wasn’t aware of that; 
what were you referring to?”

There isn’t a need to make a great fuss or lay it on 
about the ethical consequences. For small things, 
simply letting the other person know you know is 
usually enough.

To emphasise the point, the manager can remark  
on ethical behaviour: “I saw that you were honest with 
the client when it came to our working relationship 
with one of their competitors.”

She will also notice when someone is likely to feel 
unfairly treated, knowing that this is a trigger for ethical 
transgressions. Maybe she’ll empathise, “I can see why 
that might feel unfair”, or find time to discuss the issue 
with the employee so they feel heard.
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Collusion and exclusion
Who chats with whom? Which team members  
see each other socially? Who might be feeling  
left out?

An attentive manager knows where the strongest 
alliances are within their team. They won’t 
immediately act on this information but they will  
use it if they think there is a risk of collusion leading  
to covering for unethical behaviour.

Like the wedding planner who plans the perfect 
seating arrangement, a canny manager may alter the 
make-up of project teams, re-allocate shared goals,  
or simply draw different people into team discussions 
to break up unhealthy relationships.

Ends and means
A decent manager will set goals that feel ‘just out of 
reach’. This is psychologically healthy as well as savvy 
business practice.

What marks a more ethical leader is that he won’t 
demand these goals be met at any cost. Whilst he will 

frequently talk with underperformers about how they 
could do better, at no stage will he imply that it’s okay 
to do the wrong thing to get the right result.

Rather, when someone does something wrong he  
will always follow up and hold that person to account.

Moral craze
Managers who behave as described above will create  
a climate where making ethical decisions seems natural, 
if not inevitable. People will behave well not because of 
the rules but because that’s what we do here.

These skills can all be learnt. A company keen  
to deliver Ethics 301 will incorporate them into its 
management development programmes and may 
include them as competencies against which 
managers are assessed. 

Senior leaders will highlight and praise managers  
who do it well and may even drop in on conversations 
about ethical tensions to listen and add their own 
perspective. This is one small part of the role senior 
leaders can play.

CHANGING THE BARREL
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Top brass

With ethics, a clear signal from the top or near the top may not be essential but it is 
extremely helpful. 

It matters to me
Dell consistently ranks as one of the top 10 most ethical 
companies. People who work there are in no doubt 
why: Michael Dell, CEO and founder, is unrelenting in  
his view that you should always do the right thing by  
the customer, even if it loses the company money. 

As Dan Grant, HR Director at Dell, explains, “doing the 
right thing is at the core of who Dell is. Michael never 
stops making this point. We can all see how much it 
matters to him and it matters just as much to all of us.”55 

Red lines
It helps when senior executives make clear that there  
are ethical standards which cannot be crossed.  
As a company boss shared: “If someone has taken 
money, and they happen to be a 25-year long employee 
who has taken $200 over the weekend and put it back 
on Monday, you have to... fire that person. [I have to 
make] everybody understand that Joe took $200 on 
Friday and got [fired]... [they must also] be assured that  
I did have a fact base, and that I did act responsibly,  
and that I do care about people serving for 25 years.” 

When red lines are crossed, leaders need to be seen  
to act swiftly and unequivocally.

Ethical enough
Ideally, of course, the leaders’ behaviours are beyond 
reproach. The shadow of the leader is long and the 
slightest misdemeanour at the top can be interpreted  
as licence for thousands of others to lower their ethical 
standards. As another senior exec explained:

“You are demonstrating by your example on and off the 
job. In other words, 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 
you’re a model for what you believe in and value… If 
you’re unethical... people pick up on that and assume 
because you’re the leader that it’s the correct thing to 
do... that not only are you condoning it, but you’re 
actually setting the example for it.”

However, leaders who make out that ethics are about 
black and white decisions, demanding that with even 
one minor strike you’re out, are setting themselves up for 
trouble. Under the fishbowl scrutiny which comes from 
being at the top, they are likely to be found wanting in 
some way and will have to pay the consequences.

Whilst being clear which lines must not be crossed,  
it’s just as important that senior leaders talk about  
what happens when the lines are blurred.

Usually, ethics are just one factor in a decision. A leader 
who acknowledges this by, for example, talking about 
the dilemmas they’ve had to wrestle with, re-shapes the 
barrel in very helpful ways:

Firstly, by admitting that it’s not straightforward, they give 
everyone else permission to admit sometimes struggling 
to decide what is right. 

Secondly, by talking about dilemmas they liberate others 
to have conversations about tricky decisions before they 
take them. 

Thirdly, by speaking openly about trying to do the right 
thing, they dilute the fear factor, which is the main 
reason why people don’t speak up.

It may seem bold for leaders to talk about being ‘ethical 
enough’ but it’s more likely to deliver the organisational 
outcomes they want than most other things they  
may do.
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Climate control and ethical systems

Organisations can explore how ethical they are by analysing whether their internal systems 
are in alignment. 

In essence, this involves looking at how ethics 
are seen by populations at different levels 
(managers, individuals) and whether these views 
are consistent. The smaller the gaps in perceptions 
as you move through the hierarchy, the more ethical 
the corporate culture.

This is one of the findings from a leading diagnostic 
on ethical culture which has been developed by 
Ethical Systems, a non-profit research collaboration 
of leading academics and business ethics researchers. 

The diagnostic looks at the alignment of eight 
components of behaviours that researchers believe 
comprise an ethical organisational culture:

• Ethical climate
• Efficacy
• Empathy
• Decision-making
• Leadership
• Fairness
• Trust
• Ethical awareness

The output from this exercise will give you insights  
into your organisation’s observed misconduct,  
speak-up climate and organisational commitment,  
and how these outcomes align with the  
behavioural components of an ethical culture. 

 
It can then act as the springboard for aligning  
processes and systems to support the drive  
for a more ethical culture.

Mind Gym and Ethical Systems can conduct culture 
assessments at your firm. You can learn more by 
connecting with us via the contact details on  
page 5 and 37.

CHANGING THE BARREL
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MIND GYM’S      TOOLBOX
Workouts and other tools

For those interested in how Mind Gym can help make your business ethical enough, we have a series  
of proven products. These include bite-size workshops aligned to the six reasons why good people  
do bad things (see page 16 for more detail).

Discover how to avoid being led  
astray without dissing your colleagues, 
infuriating your boss or being labelled  
a snitch. 

Hone your emotional trip wires  
so you don’t do something foolish  
in the heat of the moment.

Patiently build the reputation you  
want and prevent it being destroyed  
by an urge to cut corners. 

Our mind can trick us into making  
poor decisions. Uncover the most 
pernicious psychological baits so  
you don’t get fooled. 

When people feel included they are  
not only happier and healthier but  
also much more constructive.  
Play your part so no one is left out. 

Who’s feeling unfairly treated  
and what are you doing about it?  
Don’t let it fester. 

Workout Go large

 In fairness

 Standing firm

 Before the fall

 Good decision 

 Building
bridges 
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The circles represent 90-minute Workouts 
which can be delivered either in your 
workplace (max 20 people at a time)  
or virtually (max 12 people). 

The squares represent Go Larges, which 
are 45-60 minutes long and can handle 
as many people as you can gather  
at one time.

 Me plc 
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Get people talking about morals 
without moralising and know how  
to calm things down when the 
conversation gets heated, as it will. 

Doing the right thing and getting  
the right result can seem to be in  
conflict. Equip your team to see  
things differently and learn to marry  
these two noble aims. 

Explore ways to tell someone they have 
done something morally wrong without 
destroying your relationship.

Spot seemingly minor ethical 
transgressions and discover  
the psychologically safe way  
to call them out. 

Uncover the six dark forces that lead 
good people to cheat, lie and steal, and 
discover how to protect yourself from 
doing something you’ll later regret. 

Want to get more complying  
with less compliance? Here’s how.
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 No regrets

 Good business

 Scruples
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conversations 

 Great feedback 

A = All
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Belief campaign

The most effective campaign will marry the science  
of persuasion with a deep understanding of the target 
audience and the most engaging visual design.

Mind Gym’s creative teams have developed  
many such campaigns by adopting the following 
collaborative process.

• Scoping – what are we trying to achieve, when  
and with whom?

• Narrative creation – what is the story we are  
trying to tell? Why will people care?

• Campaign brand – what visual identity can we 
create to grab people’s attention?

• Sharing the story – whose buy-in do we need? 
How can we disseminate the narrative and 
generate advocates to share it? 

• Making it real – what does it mean for me?  
How does this translate into changing habits  
and everyday behaviours?

Engaging top brass

Behavioural science reveals how to create a culture 
where people are much more likely to make ethically 
influenced decisions and ‘do the right thing’. 

However, it is a major step forward from the traditional 
approaches to compliance and conduct.

To make headway, it is essential to build a coalition at 
the top who understand why this behavioural science 
approach is so much more effective, and who give it 
their backing. 

The evidence is a good place to start. Feel free to 
share this research paper (which you can download 
at www.themindgym.com). Equally, get in touch and 
one of Mind Gym’s psychologist can reveal more 
about the science of ethics, what works in practice 
and how to implement a solution that will work in 
your business.

No hope without scope

The most successful culture change programmes  
start with defining the scope with a selection of senior 
sponsors who care about the topic and are respected 
by their peers.

To find how this can work for you, please get in touch 
and we can fix a time for you to talk with one of  
Mind Gym’s psychologists.



Thank you for reading this far.

The discussion about how to use behavioural science 
to make companies more ethical has only just begun.

Please take part by sharing your thoughts and 
contributing to the debate, either on social  
forums (Twitter @themindgym, using the hashtag 
#MGTOWIE) or by emailing us with your views.

We look forward to hearing from you  
and shaping this vital agenda together.

FORWARD 
TOGETHER
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Our Mission: 
Ethical Systems makes the world’s best research available and accessible, for free,  
to anyone interested in improving the ethical culture and behaviour of an organisation.

At Ethical Systems, we believe that good ethics make compliance easy. Research  
has shown that companies with an ethical culture have higher productivity, profitability,  
and attractiveness to talent. To profit from ethics, companies need to take a systemic 
approach and sustain their commitment.

Who we are

Founded in March 
2014 as a 501(c)3 
non-profit research 
collaboration housed 
at the NYU Stern 
Business and  
Society Program

The only collaboration 
of the leading social 
and behavioural 
scientists who are 
among the top experts 
in the world on 
designing ethical 
organisations

A group with a shared 
conviction, backed by 
research, that good 
ethics mean good 
business

Dedicated to widely 
disseminating our 
findings (not keeping 
them proprietary) and 
providing open access

Our approach

Break bottlenecks:

Businesses need better access to quality, unbiased research on what works to improve ethical 
outcomes. We bring top researchers to companies to break this bottleneck. Through relationships 
such as the Business Ethics City Lab in Omaha, NE, we will create a replicable model for 
research in companies. Companies will benefit by maximising their investment in a values-based 
culture.
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Our approach (continued)

Set standards:

Our collaborative research process is developing standards for defining and measuring ethical 
culture in organisations through academically vetted assessment tools. By equipping companies 
with resources to strengthen their internal culture, Ethical Systems is a partner in improving  
their reputation and bottom line. 

Convene key actors: 

Ethical Systems has become a leading voice in sharing research-driven ethics strategies.  
Our thought leaders and staff regularly speak at companies, associations and conferences  
to discuss ethical systems design, and our work is widely disseminated through our website, 
newsletters, social media, and growing network of partners.

The goal of Ethical Systems... is to prod CEOs and working staffs alike to ask themselves 
this straightforward question: “Why don’t you follow your own values?”

Ethical Systems... is the first to pull together extensive research and resources on the 
subject of business ethics with the aim of making the vast trove available to schools, 
government regulators and businesses – especially their compliance officers.

Ethical Systems... recently held a gathering of Academic and Business luminaries  
to discuss “Ethics by Design.” Among the many dynamic conversations was exploring  
the role leadership plays in unwittingly promoting ethical misconduct in organisations.

Contact: Azish Filabi, CEO: afilabi@ethicalsystems.org
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