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Introduction
Codes of Ethics (Codes) play a crucial role in the good governance and
performance of modern organisations which rely on a full range of human
intelligences and relationships.
Yet many Codes, which aim to keep an organisation and its people safe
from an ethical standpoint, tend to read like instructional rule-books.
They gloss over the complexity of human-centric organisations in which
people collaborate, make complex decisions, value accountability and
show initiative and creativity.
In preparing this paper, we have drawn on our experience in helping
organisations become more human-centric, ethically resilient, innovative
and culturally authentic. We have also researched what constitutes best
practice when it comes to modern and effective Codes.
Our experience has shown that organisations exist in increasingly
complex and uncertain contexts. Today people want their workplaces
to be meaningful, purposeful, and capable of rising to the challenges of
our times. They also want to help create and maintain these kinds of
workplaces.
A Code reimagined and presented as a Culture Playbook illustrates how
people can individually and collectively contribute to ethical resilience,

CODES
We have used the term ‘Codes’ to refer to
Codes of Ethics and as an umbrella term
for documents that have a similar intent.
Part of our preference for ‘code of ethics’
over ‘conduct’ or ‘behaviour’ is that ethics
implies that there must be a sound and
reasoned process for decision-making that
precedes actual behaviour.
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The critical importance
of modern Codes
There are seven key reasons why Codes are
critically important for organisations wishing to
develop an ethically resilient culture.

1. A consistent and united approach
to decisions and actions

3. Decisiveness in critical moments

A well-developed Code is a guidebook for creating a
consistent and united organisational culture. It helps

modern Codes offer a framework and set out a process
to guide decision-making across an organisation.

organisation’s purpose and values. It is a vital part of an
provides a coherent approach to meaningful decisions
and authentic action.
Beyond the articulation of minimum regulatory and

The Code will cross-reference other relevant internal
documents such as the organisation’s purpose
procurement policies to name a few. When these are
decision-making – especially in the face of ambiguity
and complexity.

decisions and seek feedback.
characterised by ‘a climate of reciprocal trust and a
shared sense of belonging.’i

2. Formal recognition that ethics is
a non-negotiable’ for stakeholders
Codes play a central role in communicating to all
stakeholders an organisation’s commitment to act
ethically. Studies show that involving stakeholders
as ethical partners who contribute to the creation of
that ethics is a ‘non-negotiable’. This stance also helps
employees to feel more positive and secure.i i
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Larger organisations include subject-matter
expert contact details and other decision support

organisation’s internal ethicist.

4. An ethically motivated climate
Best-practice organisations use their Code as a
crucial part of a comprehensie ethical system. It
has been found that systemic ethics programs
contribute to employees feeling they were working
in an environment where they feel motivated and
empowered to ‘do the right thing’. i ii

“A W E L L- D E V E LO PE D
CODE IS A
GUIDEBOOK

sustainability considerations.

7. Continuous improvement

FOR CR E ATING
A CONSISTENT
AND UNITED

team learning and employee coaching conversations.

ORG A NIS ATION A L
C U LT U R E .”

challenge and provide feedback to one another about
principles of the organisation.
Insights gained across an organisation are also
included in a regular review of the Code. This review

5. Awareness of mutual
responsibilities
have common behavioural expectations of each
other and mutual responsibilities. Most Codes also
specify additional responsibilities that senior leaders
or directors may have in modelling and upholding
expectations outlined in the Code.

the culture and is up to the task of giving guidance on
emerging issues.

PEOPLE-CENTRIC CODES

This transparency assists in creating a culture that
each other to account.

6. Support during accountability
and alignment conversations

constructive dialogue by acting as a neutral reference

individual and collective accountability for decisions

expectations. Where performance falls short of
to take corrective or responsible action in alignment

Reimagining Codes of Ethics: Creating a Culture Playbook

5

Trends
Our research has highlighted the key trends
in today’s best-practice Codes.

Collective commitment

Principles-based rather than
rules-based
being rule-based instructions to being practical guides
to workplace culture and organisational sustainability.
The overarching-narrative has shifted from ‘follow
the rules or be punished’ to ‘For us to be a responsible

that drew particular attention to individual employee
responsibilities and consequences. The trend with
contemporary Codes is to make it clear the organisation
is focused on and committed to mutual respect and
improving its collective ethical wisdom and behaviour.

Decision support process and
assistance

we will all…”

Best-practice Codes include a decision support tool that

expected of each other to stay true to
to meet the reasonable expectations
duties competently.
2. The articulation of principles as a
framework for explaining the non-

“THE ROLE OF
BUSINESS IN
DELIVERING
RE AL VALUE TO
SOCIETY AND THE
ENVIRONMENT IS
CONTINUING TO

as a higher-order reference point.

Stakeholder orientation
The scope of Codes has expanded beyond
employees (and other workers such as
volunteers and contractors) to recognise the

E V O LV E .”

re-positioned Codes so they are less likely to be
evidence that people cannot be trusted.
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supported by a series of questions to ask when
making decisions and facing ethical dilemmas.
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providing feedback and guiding long-term
sustainability. We view this positively and not
just as an external whistleblower hotline.
the expectation explicit that suppliers have similar
standards of business conduct.

Social and environmental
responsibility
The trend in business towards adopting a broader
stakeholder orientation is accelerating. The role of
business in delivering real value to society and the
environment is continuing to evolve. Research into
megatrends is showing that the growing demand for
sustainable products and services is likely to continue
and increase in the next decadeiv.

issues faced by leaders. Such cases reinforce the
relevance of the Code to all people across the
organisation.
Several Codes we reviewed offered case studies to
lobbying governments; joint-ventures in foreign
outside of the workplace.

Declaration of culture
The language used in Codes has moved from being

investors and the wider community. This is part of the
evolving nature of the social contract of organisationsv.

brand identity and culture.

Codes are an important place to house an
organisation's priorities and philosophy concerning
responsibilities to stakeholders. Contemporary Codes
often include a summary of expectations concerning

read your organisation’s Code as a clear declaration of a
values-based culture.

UN Sustainable Development Goals is also common.

Leadership and accountability
Best-practice Codes demonstrate leadership
commitment and overall accountability for the
organisation’s ethical performance. Close attention
needs to be paid to the tone of the Code in conveying
that accountability is shared; all individuals are
leaders are expected to co-lead on culture.
A common way for organisations to signal leadership
commitment is to ensure the CEO or Chair is the ‘chief
an introduction to the Code.

Case studies to humanise and
clarify
Case studies (generally based on real organisational

decisions on complex matters.
frequently providing examples of complex ethical

Challenges and
recommendations
when creating a Code

Risk reduction and authenticity
recommend a Culture Playbook that encourages both
compliance and authenticity. The aim here is to help
organisations pursue their purpose with integrity and
to live their values.
A Statement of Intent in the front of every Code sets
non-negotiable rules and standards that will keep the

description of culture in the Code is either sloganistic

minimised or translated in the same way it would be to a
new employee.

Breaches and self-reporting of
any issues
Codes traditionally communicate contact details and
information on how to report suspected breaches.

reporting a suspected breach is not a disloyal or
accusatory action that involves ‘dobbing in’ colleagues.
We recommend the Code also provides people with
‘psychologically safe’ avenues to report inadvertent
breaches (which may be realised only with hindsight) or
grey areas.

Anchored in reality
We also say that there is room in a Code for
organisations to acknowledge they don’t always get it

Each organisation’s Code must be informed by

is developed in consultation or collaboration with

Consistent messaging
An organisation’s Code is best thought of as a public
document. Its content and tone must be consistent
with other communication materials the organisation is
proud to issue publicly.
Bear in mind the Code may be interpreted differently
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We recommend that a Culture Playbook states the
name (or at least the job title) of the document owner
and provide details on how stakeholders can offer

suggestions for improvement.

Delineating actions that occur outside of the normal
workplace or outside of usual hours is a complex
challenge for today’s Codes. At the simpler end are
and behavioural standards when wearing a work
uniform. There is a good deal of added complexity

R I S K C U LT U R E
interests.
We recommend organisations confront these

towards them.

Codes are vital documents in the management
of risk and, in particular, the creation of a
positive ‘risk culture’. Much has been written
about the creation of sound risk cultures and
the importance of setting a clear tone ‘from the
top’ and throughout the organisation. A Code
must echo that tone and be positively oriented
risk-taking
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Reviewing your Code
The following table compares older-generation Codes with
contemporary best practice.

C ATEGORY

Intent

Relevance

CODE OF
CONDUC T

A compliance rulebook, focused on
legal standards and regulations, with
the motivation to hold employees
accountable.

A default list of issues common to
industry Codes. Looks and sounds much
like other Codes in the same industry.

CODE OF
E THIC S A S
CULTUR E
PL AY BO OK

demonstrates both minimum ethical
standards and ‘who we are’ at our best,
with the motivation to foster a healthy
and united corporate culture.

authentic response to the material
issues and behaviours, relevant to the
organisational / sector context.

Framing

Outlines individual employee
responsibility for reducing risk.

Outlines positive behaviours and clear
examples with stories that communicate
what the organisation is doing and what
‘we’ are aiming for individually and as a
collective.

Applicability

For internal stakeholders.

For internal and external stakeholders,
including business partners and
suppliers.

Development

Developed by a small team with a focus
on regulatory compliance,
HR and conduct-related risks.

Developed with participation from all
parts of the organisation and external
stakeholders. Grounded in stakeholder
feedback and the lived experience of the
organisation.

Continuous
improvement

Reviewed as a policy, once every few
years with little assessment against
stakeholder feedback.

Actively used in a process of
alignment of organisational culture with
practices, and the relevance of guidance
provided.

Decision making
around ‘non-negotiable’ issues, but also
provides a framework and tools for
complex decision-making.
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Developing a new Code:
key considerations
The process of developing the
Code sets it up for success.

How to develop a culturally
authentic Code
The approach needs to include internal and
external stakeholders and invite them to participate
meaningfully and to raise controversial issues.
An inclusive and participatory process serves to make

unearthing elements from across the organisation
developing language that is relatable
to stakeholders
educating employees and stakeholders in the
organisation’s guiding framework
sourcing case studies and stories, anchoring the
Code in ‘real world’ experience
offering opportunities for challenging existing
practices and assumptions
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How we work
Building a more ethically resilient and
innovative organisation

DISCOV ERY

DE SIG N

EMBED A ND
AC TI VATE

Analyse the effectiveness
of your current Code,
reviewing it against
organisational priorities
and best practices, and
identify opportunities for
improvement.

Design and deliver an
inclusive process to develop
your new Code as a Culture
Playbook.

Support you in
communicating, embedding
and activating your Culture
Playbook.

Develop actionable insights
with your stakeholders
about their experience of
your current culture and
Code.

i Garegnani, G.M. and Merlotti, E.P. (2015) Scoring Firms’ Codes of Ethics: An Explorative Study of Quality Drivers, Journal of Business Ethics, 126, 541-557
ii Stohl, C. Stohl, M. and Popova, L. (2009). A new generation of corporate codes of ethics. Journal of Business Ethics, 90, 607-622; KPMG & Delphi (2015) Codes of Conduct in the Swedish

iii Singh (2011). Determinants of the effectiveness of Corporate Codes of Ethics: An empirical Study. Journal of Business Ethics, 101, 385-395.
iv
v ibid
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Ready to reimagine your
Code of Ethics
as a Culture Playbook?

ethically resilient and innovative.

Trent Moy
Halide
Tel: +61 414 889756
E-mail: trent.moy@halide.com.au
halide.com.au
Dr Dimity Podger
Barasa Consulting Group
Tel: +61 401 625455
E-mail: dimity@barasaconsult.com
barasaconsult.com

We look forward to working with you to develop
a best-practice Code of Ethics.
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