
“In an ideal workplace, structures and relationships 
will work together around core values that transcend 
self-interest. Core values will inspire value-creating 
efforts as employees feel inspired to do what is right, 
even when the right thing is hard to do.”
- Stephen D. Olsen, for SHRM*

Ethics in the 
Digital Age
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The Growing Focus on
Business Ethics 

Business ethics is a broad area with deep 
historical context that stretches back to Aristotle. 
At its most simple, it’s described as “the moral 
standards by which a company conducts itself,”1 
but also “reflects the morals and values of any 
given society.”2 Implicit in this meaning is the 
sense of shared values. Coupled with shared 
purpose, shared values are foundational to 
supporting organisational alignment for positive 
transformation. Where we go awry is when these 
important underpinnings are fuzzy or opaque. 

Though this isn’t necessarily a new learning, 
we are seeing more companies redefining their 
purpose and values to be community-centric. 

In the context of the corporation, this 
[people and social] mindset essentially 
reflects a growing desire by stakeholders 
at all levels in organizations to have 
a purpose beyond the balance sheet: one 
that contributes a positive impact in the 
wider world.3 

This heightened social awareness has been 
amplified by socially focused, purpose-driven 
Millennials, and further mobilised Gen Z’s now 
flooding the workforce. Both groups are hyper-
connected digital natives who expect more from 
business. Their influence, combined with the 
explosion of social and digital innovations has 
brought a heightened level of scrutiny to business 
ethics. 

Ethics or Virtue Signal?
In 2020, a business is no longer judged as a 
neutral, professional entity, but as a living being 
with a moral code. Afterall, businesses are led 
and made by people. Employees, consumers, 
and stakeholders expect transparency and ethical 
end-to-end value creation as a bare minimum, 
which means living up to the ethical systems 
that currently exist. Beyond this, there is also 
an increased desire for social advocacy – where 
businesses take a stance on changing the system. 
Digital natives will invest in corporations they 
believe in, “call out” those who don’t toe-the line 
on ethical codes, and “cancel” organisations who 
show a hint of corruption or prejudice. 

More and more businesses are leveraging digital 
mediums to publicly showcase their values 
and moral stance on social causes. This is often 
criticised as “corporate virtue signalling”, a 
type of window dressing lacking conviction4. 
For example, Adidas tweeted in support of 
#blacklivesmatter in June 2020 only to be met 
with employee protest over contradictory 
workplace culture5. 

Many of these public messages are genuine, 
heartfelt expressions of the beliefs and hopes of 
the people behind the business. By broadcasting 
such messaging, businesses can help mobilise 
and legitimise social causes with a wider 
audience. The difference lies in backing words 
and intent with action. Ethics is not just about 
what we say, it’s about the standards we hold 
ourselves to. This was eventually acknowledged 
and acted upon by Adidas over recent months 6.
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Business and Leadership:
Blurred Lines

The blurred lines between self and organisation 
create new ethical dilemmas, especially for 
leaders. A leader’s actions can be taken to 
represent the whole organisation, for better or for 
worse.

Take the case of Abercrombie and Fitch (A&F)7: 
A former “cool kids” brand of the 90s and 00s. 
In an interview with Business Insider in 2013, 
CEO Mike Jeffries declared that “losers” and “fat 
people” should not come into his stores. Incensed 
by his completely unethical and insensitive 
remarks, a movement spread on social media 
called #fitchthehomeless, encouraging people to 
give A&F clothing away to the homeless. While 
Jeffries resigned in 2014, the impact was long-
lasting with the 2016 American Customer Service 
Index (CSI) branding A&F the “most hated retailer 
in history”, with the lowest customer satisfaction 
score in ACSI’s history. 

As leaders, we represent the ethical code of our 
business - for external and internal audiences. 
Not only do we role model ethical behaviour 
for our team, but the systems we create and 
the behaviours we reinforce shape the ethical 
standard, whether knowingly or not. For example, 
if we examine the recent Royal Commission into 
Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and 
Financial Services Industry, investigators found 
that the KPIs and performance incentives leaders 
set played a large role in the unethical practices, 
where targets were prioritised over all else:

Remuneration and incentives, especially 
variable remuneration programs tell 
staff what the entity rewards. Hence, 
remuneration and incentives tell staff what 
the entity values.8

When making any decision, leaders need to 
be conscious of  our impact, and the overlap 
between our own values and actions and the 
ethical frame of our company.

The Impact of Our
Ethical Lens

Our decisions are often informed by the ethical 
lens we choose to apply to each situation. Ethical 
lenses are the sources from which we draw our 
standards, and can result in different outcomes, 
despite having the same underpinnings. 

Using COVID-19 as an example, many leaders 
recently had to consider how to conduct 
business – whether to stay in-office and risk 
virus transmission, or move to work-from-home 
arrangements, potentially interrupting work 
outcomes. If we adopt a Common Good lens, we 
would believe that our actions should contribute 
to the good of the community, in which case the 
decision to work from home may have come 
easily. If instead though, we applied a Moral 
Rights lens9, the choice may have been more 
difficult, as we may have prized the right-to-
choose above the community choice. 

Understanding the lens through which we most 
commonly operate is helpful when trying to make 
decisions and build partnerships. 

Often, when it comes to ethics, 
there is no easy, one-size-fits-all 
answer. So how might we lead 
and conduct business in an ethical 
way? 
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Crafting an Ethical 
Framework

Individual: 
We can start with ourselves as leaders:9 

 ● Role model after your role model – 
picturing a business and/or thought leader 
we look up to and reflecting upon their 
strengths. Role model these values for others. 

 ● Balance our information consumption – 
seek out positive and ethical stories to bolster 
our intentions and inform our attitudes. 

 ● Evaluate and orientate – being well-
considered in our opinions and choosing the 
path that aligns most with our values. Our 
authenticity will be evident and is likely to 
engender trust. 

 ● Season our ethics through service – 
considering others, not just ourselves, will 
enhance our perspective taking.

Organisation: 
As leaders, we are only one part of the equation 
– ethical standards must be upheld throughout 
our entire organisation. Co-creation of an ethical 
framework for the whole business is the next step. 

Not only does this provide focus and direction, 
but it opens the door for curious conversations 
about bigger issues that affect the workplace, 
such as diversity and the gender gap. We need 
to find out what our employees are thinking and 
passionate about, in order to build a cohesive 

framework that we can all can get behind.A Model for Ethics
When considering how to map the ethics 
mechanism in our organisation, the Markkula 
Center for Applied Ethics11 suggests the 
following guiding model 

Design the System 
Interpersonal level – develop 
leadership mastery, character and 
values at all levels.

Intra-organisational level – 
design systems to promote ethical 
behaviour. 

Interorganisational level – design 
rules and principles within the 
industry.

Clarify Culture – “how things are 
done around here,” observing the 
alignments and gaps between 
people and present culture.

Play your Position – regard the 
CEO as the Chief Ethics Officer, 
remember to represent the interest 
of stakeholders and partners.  

Encourage Ethical Conduct – 
get curious and consistent with 
policies.

Create Community – let decision 
making be guided by purpose and 
values, craft a narrative.

Being: Character and Values – 
prioritise personal development 
and value alignment with your 
company.
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Key Takeaway
In the digital age, scrutiny of who we are and 
how we behave is greater that it has ever been. 
However, scrutiny alone is a poor reason for 
ethical action. We should be striving for the 
highest ethical standards in all we do as matter of 
principle, whether someone is looking or not. 

Ethical business works for a more positive impact 
in the world in whatever ways it can. It often isn’t 
easy. And it may not come with any immediate, 
traditional reward. But it’s something worth 
striving for. Good begets good, they say, and to 
see the seeds of good take root and grow is truly 
a sight to behold.
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