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“I can teach thee, coz, to shame the devil by
tell ing the truth: tell truth and shame the
devil.” Hot spur in Shake speare's Henry IV,
Part One.

Samevatting
Die vraagstelling van hierdie artikel is of besigheid net deur wins/profyt
gekenmerk kan word. In hierdie artikel word beredeneer dat suksesvolle 
besigheid naas 'n wins/profyt ook etiese waardes moet hê. Die stand -
punt word onderskryf deur onder meer die Etiese Instituut in Suid-Afrika 
se verslag oor besigheidsetiek in 2003. Die standpunt word verder
vanuit die filosofie van die kosmologiese idee beredeneer. Op die ba sis
van hierdie filosofie word besigheidsetiek gedefinieer as trou/ge loof -
waardigheid in besigheid. Die artikel vervolg deur 'n raamwerk vir be -
sig heid gekenmerk deur etiese waardes, voor te stel. Kenmerkend van
hierdie raamwerk is leierskap, vertroue, waarheid en volhou baarheid.

1.    Introduction

The Eth ics In sti tute of South Af rica re cently pub lished its 2003 re port on
busi ness eth ics in South Af rica. It was found that:

± 24% of com pa nies do not have a Code of Ethics des pi te the fact that
this is a re qui re ment when li sted on the JSE Se cu ri ties Exchange;

± the ma jo ri ty of com pa nies do not yet meet in ter na ti o nal cor po ra te so -
ci al res pon si bi li ty stand ards; and

± 25% of in di vi du als res pon si ble for ma na ging et hics are una wa re of
this res pon si bi li ty or else do not know to whom the task is as sig ned
(Vai da 2003:3).

From the se fin dings it is evi dent that good bu si ness re qui res much more
than sim ply pro fit ma king. Pro fit should not be the only ba ro me ter of
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good bu si ness. Va lu es form an in te gral part of good bu si ness. The se ob -
ser va ti ons will form the fo cus of stu dy in this ar ti cle.

2.    Contextualising the topic

What con sti tutes ef fec tive busi ness? Is it profit, prin ci ples and val ues, or
both?

If bu si ness were only about rands and cents, then the ans wer would have
been easy: Pro fit lies at the ba sis of good bu si ness. Sin ce bu si ness in vol -
ves or ga ni sa ti on buil ding, hu man re sour ces de ve lop ment, en vi ron men tal
sen si ti vi ty, oc cu pa ti o nal he alth and sa fe ty and so on, ho we ver, it can not
be “good” if mo ney is the only con cern. From the se sta te ments the fol lo -
wing con clu si on may be drawn: Good bu si ness is a mix tu re of pro fit and
va lu es.

But isn't this a the o re ti cal in ter pre ta ti on of good bu si ness only? The re is
anot her point of view, as re flec ted by Carr. He holds the fol lo wing opi ni -
on:

And no one should think any wor se of the game of bu si ness be cau -
se its stand ards of right and wrong dif fer from the pre vai ling tra di -
ti ons of mo ra li ty in our so cie ty. This is not to say that sound bu si -
ness stra te gy ne ces sa ri ly runs coun ter to et hi cal ide als. They may
fre quent ly coin ci de, and when they do, eve ry o ne is gra ti fied. But
the ma jor test of eve ry move in bu si ness, as in all ga mes of stra te -
gy, is le ga li ty and pro fit. A man who in tends to be a win ner in the
bu si ness game must have a game play er's at ti tu de (Carr 2001:172).

In ad di ti on, Ba da rac co and Webb (1995) pre sent a si mi lar pic tu re of bu si -
ness et hics. In a stu dy on middle ma na gers' views on bu si ness et hics, they 
found that “[f]ail ure to per form, be a team play er and avoid gross trans -
gres si ons such as ste a ling, ly ing, or drink ing on the job was ha zar dous.
Poor per for man ce was the su rest way of ear ning dis ci pli ne. In con trast,
unet hi cal be ha vi our was ra re ly men ti o ned ... Eth ics was a mat ter of exit,
rat her than loy al ty or voi ce” (Ba da rac co & Webb 1995:13, 21).

This le a ves us with two per spec ti ves. The first one is that good bu si ness
cou ples pro fit with va lu es -- the re fo re bu si ness not at any cost. The se -
cond per spec ti ve sup ports the view that the only bu si ness cri te ri on is pro -
fi ta bi li ty. Should mo ral va lu es be part of a good bu si ness deal, then that
would be a bar gain. The ques ti on is the re fo re whe ther va lue-dri ven bu si -
ness is sus tai na ble in a com pe ti ti ve en vi ron ment? Can va lu es en su re a
com peti tive edge?

This ar ti cle will ar gue that good bu si ness is more than mo ney only. To
sup port this view, a fra me work for et hi cal bu si ness will be out li ned.
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3.    Clarification of the concept of business ethics

“Busi ness eth ics” is very of ten seen as a con tra dic tion in terms. This
means that eth ics and busi ness sim ply do not go to gether, and that all
busi ness is in some way un eth i cal (Crane & Mattin 2004:9). This ob ser -
va tion stems from the be liefs that busi ness is as so ci ated with money only, 
and that money is the root of all evil. This per spec tive dates back to the
Cal vin is tic worldview which pro hib ited the charg ing of in ter est. Ac cord -
ing to this worldview, man is for bid den from charg ing his fel low man in -
ter est; in terms of the Cal vin is tic phi los o phy that busi ness be longs to a
lesser or der of life and is at odds with man's re li gious char ac ter.

In this ar ti cle et hics is not con si de red for eign to the bu si ness en vi ron ment. 
It is ta ken as a pri o ri that all ac ti vi ties of hu man exis ten ce have an et hi cal
di men si on. Ethics in bu si ness should not be seen as an at tempt to make
bu si ness saint ly. Bu si ness et hics de picts the no ti on of va lu es in bu si ness.
The se va lu es deal with all as so ci a ted bu si ness ac ti vi ties. This in ter pre ta ti -
on of bu si ness et hics ori gi na tes from the phi lo sop hy of the cos mo no mic
idea (H Dooy e weerd). Accor ding to this phi lo sop hy eco no mics is one of
15 as pects of re a li ty wit hin which man ex pe rien ces life on a dai ly ba sis.
The se as pects are in ter wo ven with each ot her. To il lu stra te this, con sid er
the fol low ing:

± Bu si ness growth = eco no mic and bi o tic as pects

± Cross na ti o nal tra de = eco no mic and ci ne ma tic (mo ve ment) as pects

± Glo bal bu si ness = eco no mic and spa ci al as pects

± Bu si ness trust = eco no mic and re li gi on as pects

± Bu si ness lang u a ge = eco no mic and ling u al (signs) as pects.

In de fi ning a par ti cu lar is sue (for exam ple bu si ness et hics) it is im por tant
to un der stand the core of the in di vi du al as pects of re a li ty. The core of
eco no mics is thrift/fru ga li ty. The core of et hics is love [as dis ting uis hed
from re li gi ous love (cen tral love com mand) and ero tic/ro man tic love].
This love has to do with mo ral faithful ness/truthful ness.

Be a ring in mind that the va ri ous as pects of re a li ty are in ter wo ven with
each ot her, bu si ness et hics can be de fi ned as faithful ness/truthful ness in 
eco no mic and eco no mic-re la ted ac ti vi ties. This me ans that whe ther man 
is eco no mi cal ly ac ti ve in buy ing/sel ling, wor king in a bu si ness or bu si -
ness-re la ted en vi ron ment, or cal cu la ting the ef fect of eco no mic ac ti vi ties
on com mu ni ties and in sti tu ti ons, this ac ti vi ty should be cha rac te ri sed by
faithful ness/truthful ness. My ar gu ment is the re fo re that faith ful ness/truth -
ful ness should be evi dent in all eco no mic or eco no mic-re la ted ac tivi ties.
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The wor king de fi ni ti on for bu si ness et hics in this ar ti cle is eco no mic
faithful ness/truthful ness.

4.    Economic faithfulness/truthfulness in the context of business ethics

Ex ist ing per spec tives in busi ness eth ics will sup port my def i ni tion of
busi ness eth ics, namely eco nomic faith ful ness/truth ful ness.

A com mon trend in bu si ness et hics is the ar gu ment that pe ople have to
make choi ces in bu si ness. The se choi ces can not al ways be re gu la ted
through con tracts. The re fo re de ci si ons need to be ta ken in a con text of
faithful ness/truthful ness. This is only pos si ble if trust pre vails. Do nald son 
& Dun fee (1999) say that bu si ness et hics is de fi ned by trust be tween two
par ties. The com mon ag ree ment of the par ties on a si tu a ti on is enough to
en su re bu si ness. A hands ha ke be tween two bu si ness pe ople very of ten
sym bo li ses that both par ties ag ree to the un writ ten ru les of do ing busi -
ness.

Re gard less of one's choi ce, it is al ways sha ped by re li gi ous, fa mi ly and
edu ca ti o nal va lu es (Van der Mer we 2002). In ad di ti on, the re exists a dy -
na mic pro cess of coun ter-in flu en ce: the in flu en ce of the group on the in -
di vi du al and vice ver sa (Lenn 2002). The se va lu es will di rect one in ma -
king choi ces. In ma king choi ces, a per son's in di vi du al con vic ti on will be
the le a ding in stru ment. It is wit hin this con text that Fis her (2002a) de fi nes 
bu si ness et hics as ma king choi ces. One must dis ting uish be tween “doing
the right thing” and “doing things right”. Once again, trust is a vi tal in -
stru ment in the bu si ness en vi ron ment. No choi ce can es ca pe res pon si bi li -
ty. Res pon si bi li ty is fun da men tal to et hi cal be ha vi our (Dou ma 1983). Ba -
da rac co (1998) iden ti fies four sphe res of res pon si bi li ty which will di rect
the ma na ger in ma king et hi cal de ci si ons in busi ness. These spheres are:

Sphere of re spon si bil ity Con tents of re spon si bil ity

Per sonal eth i cal val ues Per sonal val ues con sist of the du ties, com mit ments and 
ide als that shape and guide in di vid u als' lives.

Re spon si bil i ties as eco nomic
agents

As eco nomic agents, man ag ers have the fi du ciary duty
to serve the in ter ests of their com pany's stake holders

Re spon si bil i ties as or gani sa tion
lead ers

As or gani sa tion lead ers, man ag ers' de ci sions and ac -
tions have sig nif i cant con se quences for the lives, live li -
hoods and well-be ing of their em ploy ees.

Re spon si bil i ties in co-op er a tive
cap i tal ism

Man ag ers' eth i cal re spon si bil i ties do not stop at the
bound aries of their com pa nies. This is true not only in
deal ing with other firms, but also in deal ing with in ter na -
tional / globalised com pa nies.
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From these ob ser va tions it is clear that busi ness eth ics em bod ies the idea
of faith ful ness/truth ful ness. Faith ful ness/truth ful ness does n't con vert busi -
ness into a moral ac tiv ity. In stead it en sures that busi ness can be sus tain -
able due to the trust that peo ple put in a com pany, the re turn ing cus tomer, 
and so on.

5.    A framework for good business

A frame work for busi ness eth ics can not be lim ited to a few as pects only.
The as pects pre sented here are meant to contextualise the no tion of busi -
ness eth ics as eco nomic faith ful ness/truth ful ness.

5.1    Busi ness le a ders hip

In eve ry bu si ness, the role of bu si ness le a ders hip is cru ci al (Fis her
2002b). A pro fes si on in flu en ces a va lue sy stem. Se ni or ma na ge ment has
to be eng aged in for ming their view of right and wrong in a bu si ness. In
his case stu dy, The pa ra ble of the Sad hu, Bo wen McCoy (1997:7) sta tes
that in a com plex cor po ra te si tu a ti on, the in di vi du al re qui res and de ser ves 
the sup port of the group:

When pe ople can not find such sup port in their or ga ni sa ti ons, they
don't know how to act. If such sup port is forthco ming, a per son
has a sta ke in the suc cess of the group and can add much to the
pro cess of es ta blis hing and main tai ning a cor po ra te cul tu re.

For busi ness eth ics to be part of a com pany's man age ment phi los o phy, it
is im per a tive that the com pany should also be eth i cally fit for this chal -
lenge. This be gins with the mu tual value be tween em ploy ers and em ploy -
ees. This is re flected, amongst other things, by busi ness or gani sa tions
real is ing that no or gani sa tion can op er ate with out peo ple and that mean -
ing ful work should re turn to peo ple. Mc Coy (1997:4) re marks that “[n]o
one per son was will ing to as sume ul ti mate re spon si bil ity ... Each was
will ing to do his bit just as long as it was not too in con ve nient. When it
got to be a bother, ev ery one just passed the buck to some one else and
took off”. In busi ness lead er ship the psy chol ogy of turn arounds is vi tal.
Es pe cially in ail ing com pa nies, em ploy ees and em ploy ers can very eas ily
de scend in a spi ral of neg a tiv ism. It is in this con text that the en ergy of
the group and their hope ex ist along side fi nan cial and stra te gic cun ning
(Kanter 2003). Em ploy ees must be kept mo ti vated. Baker (2003) says that 
the se cret of mo ti va tion is to ad here to sim ple val ues such as hon esty,
fair ness and gen er os ity. These sim ple val ues are sup ported by an ef fec tive 
com mu ni ca tion strat egy. Lead ers should con tin u ously dis cuss their in ter -
pre ta tion of the com pany's val ues with em ploy ees and open the floor to
gen u ine and safe di a logue. Em ploy ees can very of ten in ter pret the com -
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pany's val ues against their own ex pec ta tions and read their own ide ol o -
gies into a com pany's val ues. It is for this rea son that lead ers must work
dil i gently to in vite dis cus sion on a com pany's val ues: “A leader will be
mea sured on the ba sis of his per ceived val ues, so he should en sure that
em ploy ees and man age ment share an un der stand ing of what those val ues
are” (Edmondson & Cha 2002:19).

5.2    Trust

Gal ford & Dra peau (2003) men ti on that even if a ma na ger is trust wort hy
it does not mean that he/she will be able to build trust in an or ga ni sa ti on.
In any or ga ni sa ti on the re are many “ene mies” of trust. The most po pu lar
ene mies are in con sis tent mes sa ges from top ma na ge ment, in con sis tent
stand ards, a wil ling ness to to le ra te in com pe ten ce or bad be ha vi our, dis ho -
nest feed back, a fail ure to trust ot hers to do good work, and a ten den cy to
ig no re un com for ta ble si tu a ti ons, con sis tent cor po ra te un der per for man ce
and ru mours.

When Hoop er & Por ter (2001:39) dis cuss the “va lu es-dri ven or ga ni sa ti -
on” they ar gue that or ga ni sa ti ons should be con sis tent in their ap pro ach to 
chal leng ing si tu a ti ons in that they live by their va lu es. The or ga ni sa ti ons
should “walk the talk.” Fis her (2002a) rightful ly emp ha si ses the im por -
tan ce of the ma na ger's mo ral in te gri ty to make res pon si ble et hi cal de ci si -
ons. Druc ker (2003:128) ar gu es along the same li nes. He says that in de -
ci si on-ma king one should de ci de on what is right rat her on what is ac cep -
ta ble. From an or ga ni sa ti o nal per spec ti ve, va lu es should be in te gra ted in
all the ac ti vi ties of the or ga ni sa ti on. If not, then the unet hi cal be ha vi our of 
an or ga ni sa ti on can se ri ous ly harm it. Fu tu re cus to mers and em ploy ees
will not as so ci a te with the prac ti ces of the se or ga ni sa ti ons (Ne well
2002:232). Bu si ness is no long er cha rac te ri sed as a “tell me” cul tu re.
What is now nee ded is a “show me” cul tu re (Vis ser & Sun ter (2002:78).

5.3    Truth

The edi tor of Har vard Bu si ness Re view, Tho mas A. Ste wart, quo tes Sha -
kes pe a re's Hen ry IV on truth tel ling. He builds on this by say ing that truth 
tel ling can be pro fi ta ble for any com pa ny. Very of ten pe ople per cei ve the
truth as harm ful to a bu si ness. The 'truth' is that si len ce and mi sin for ma ti -
on are harm ful to an or ga ni sa ti on (Ste wart 2003:8). Kan ter (2003) sha res
the sen ti ment in sta ting that se cre cy and de ni al should be re pla ced by di a -
lo gue, bla me and scorn by res pect, avoi dan ce and turf pro tec ti on by col la -
bo ra ti on and pas si vi ty and hel ples sness by ini ti a ti ve. The re is no sub sti -
tute for truth.
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5.4    Sustainability and not greed

Cou tu (2003) ana ly ses greed, sta ting that hu man greed is not a new phe -
no me non. What is alar ming, ho we ver, is that en ti re so cie ties are in fec ted
with mo ney lust. Greed is very of ten at tri bu ted to “ot her” pe ople but ne -
ver to “me”. No wa days it is as though pe ople sim ply want more wit hout
ta king into con si de ra ti on the ne ga ti ve af fects of greed on the mo ra le of
so cie ty. The US Fe de ral Re ser ve Bo ard chair man, Allan Green span, says
that “in fec ti ous greed” had con ta mi na ted US bu si ness. Greed con sti tu tes a 
dire need to pos sess -- whe ther so met hing is ne ces sa ry or not. Re li gi on
has con dem ned all forms of greed, yet pe ople keep on col lec ting more
than is ne ces sa ry. Psycho lo gi cal roots can be tra ced in all forms of greed.
What is troub ling, though, are the lengths to which greed will go: pe ople
ne ver seem to switch off their lust for pos ses si ons. And what is more,
greed has be co me a re la ti ve phe no me non: To have is the va lue, to lack is
the sha me.

6.    Decision-making for good business

It is laud able that busi ness has be come more eth i cal. The prob lem, how -
ever, is the ten sion be tween a man ager's re spon si bil ity to max i mize the
share holder's value and his re spon si bil ity to be have eth i cally. To nav i gate 
the man ager's eth i cal de ci sion-mak ing, Bagley (2003) has drafted an
“Eth i cal Leader's De ci sion Tree”.
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What is the Right Thing to Do?

Is it ethical?
(To answer, weigh the effect
on customers, employees, the
community, the environment,
and suppliers against the benefit
to the shareholders

Do it

Don't do it

Don't do it

Do it but disclose the
effect of the action to
shareholders

Would it be ethical not to take
the action?
(To answer, weigh the harm or
cost that would be imposed on
shareholders against the costs
or benefits to other stakeholders.)

Don't do it

Does it maximize
shareholder value?

No

No

Yes



What is ev i dent from this model is that a busi ness de ci sion en tails much
more than just a cal cu la tion of how much profit can be made. Fun da men -
tal to this tree, is the ques tion of whether an ac tion is le gal. The next level 
of en gage ment is whether it max i mizes the share holder's value. The third
level of in ter ac tion is the ques tion of whether it is eth i cal.

This de ci si on-ma king pro cess is sup por ted by the King Re port 2002,
amongst ot hers, which deals with cor po ra te go vern an ce. As re gards et -
hics, the re port re qui res a sta te ment on or ga ni sa ti o nal in te gri ty and ma na -
ge ri al sup port in fa vour of or ga ni sa ti o nal in te gri ty. The re port seeks evi -
den ce for the ex is tence of:

± sys tems and pro ce du res to in tro du ce, mo ni tor and en for ce the Code
of Ethics;

± the res pon si bi li ty of a se ni or exe cu ti ve to over see the com pli an ce
with the Code of Ethics;

± pro ces ses to as sess the in te gri ty of pros pec ti ve new ap poin tees and
pro mo ti on can di da tes;

± the exer ci se of due care in the de le ga ti on of dis cre ti o na ry aut ho ri ty;

± com mu ni ca ti on and trai ning pro gram mes for em ploy ees on the or ga -
ni sa ti on's va lu es, stand ards and com pli an ce pro ce du res;

± the re por ting of unet hi cal and ris ky be ha vi our (“whist le blo wing”);

± the con sis tent en for ce ment of dis ci pli ne in re la ti on to breaches of et -
hi cal be ha vi our;

± steps to pre vent the re-oc cur ren ce of breaches of et hi cal be ha vi our;
and

± di rec tors' sta te ments on the ex tent to which they be lie ve et hi cal stand -
ards are being met and sup por ted by the et hics pro gram me.

7.    Conclusion

This ar ti cle has emphasised that good busi ness en tails much more than
just be ing prof it able. This ob ser va tion is sup ported by four dif fer ent
views:

± A the o re ti cal ana ly sis of the con cept of bu si ness et hics in the con text
of the phi lo sop hy of a cos mo no mic idea.

± Pre vai ling per spec ti ves on bu si ness et hics.

± A sup por ti ve fra me work for bu si ness et hics.

± A fra me work for good de ci si on-ma king.

The con tri bu ti on of this ar ti cle is to en han ce the per spec ti ve that bu si ness
can not go wit hout va lu es and that all bu si ness needs a sup por ti ve et hi cal
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fra me work.
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