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What are ethics? 
Ethics and ethical leadership are increasingly becoming more important in board rooms.  One of the 
key questions that is often asked is how the company has behaved.  Our ethics could be described as 
values and they will drive behaviours.  In our role as senior leaders the values and ethics that we display 
will be replicated in the culture of our department, or team or company. 
 
There are many scholarly articles on Ethics, but over the years they all come down to some basic 
principles, which fundamentally is about being ‘good’.  Every professional group has a code of ethics, 
the Engineering Council UK can be found: https://www.engc.org.uk/standards-
guidance/guidance/statement-of-ethical-principles/  
 

7 principles 
Over years of research I have found 7 broad principles that define ethical behaviour and are worth 
expanding upon. 
 

Respect – is our over-arching principle as it guides decision making which is fundamentally how we 
display ethics.  In every action and every intention, in every goal and every means, treat all people with 
the respect and dignity befitting of a person.  Consider the moral goodness in your decision.  For 
example, one could take drugs, however this is harming yourself and causing a burden on society and 
as such is not respectful. 
 

Non-Malevolence – put simply not hurting 
people, animals or property 
 

Benevolence – promote the wellbeing of 
others.  Wellbeing is a branch of ethics that in 
itself is becoming very prominent following the 
German Wings A320 accident in the Alps in 
March 2015. Where Andres Lubitz, the co-pilot, 
whom had been treated previously for suicidal tendencies deliberately flew the aircraft into the ground.  
The Executive of German Wings were understandably concerned how somebody exhibiting such 
tendencies was not under tighter supervision.  Wellbeing! 
 

Integrity – Maintain the standards befitting a professional; respect yourself in all of your decisions and 
be worthy of living a fulfilling professional life. 
 

Justice – Treat people fairly and consistently, in a manner you would treat all people including yourself.  
When applying sanctions make sure the sanction is proportional – we discuss this more in double effect. 
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Utility – Given that your intent is to not harm people, take the decision that provides the most benefit 
for the majority of people.  Before discussing the final principle, I’d like to introduce my ethical balance.   
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Double effect – Consider sending a pilot to drop ordinance on the enemy during a conflict.  The act 
of dropping a bomb where there is a high chance of hurting people on the ground would tug against 
the ethic of non-malevolence, however we use the principle of utility, doing the best for the majority 
to ‘allow’ us to act.  The principle of double effect implies that for each pressure on the scale there is a 
corresponding depression at the other end.  Too much utility will leave challenges in ethical thinking 
elsewhere.  The principle of double effect works providing the following criteria are met: 
 

 The action is morally permissible 
 The good of the intended action must be weighed proportionately against the bad effect, with 

on balance the intended effect being proportionally more beneficial than the bad effect. 
 

Consider the person whom is consistently causing misconduct.  In the first instance it is unlikely that 
dismissal would be ethically defensible, unless it was significant – i.e. gross misconduct.   Equally taking 
no action is ethically incorrect as you are allowing harm on the majority and so failing the utility 
principle, and probably the justice principle too.  

Senior leadership role in ethics 
As a Senior leader you must always keep the moral compass pointing in the right direction.  Where you 
see elements that are challenging the ethical principles you must act and keep the moral compass 
pointing straight.  Most often in business I find ethics are most often challenged for two reasons: 

 Overwhelming utility need – such as under cash or delivery pressure – where corners are cut, 
and wrongful decisions are made more permissible 

 Emotional conflict – when people become emotionally invested in a situation they are 
potentially minded to make decisions that will challenge true ethical values. 

 
As the Senior leader your role is to consistently guard against these by keeping strong governance and 
making sure you have that connection with the ‘dancefloor’ whilst assuming your rightful place in the 
‘balcony’. 
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