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Ethics at Work Column

By Aine Donovan, Ed.D.

Understanding Ethical Misconduct

Ethical lapses in the workplace 
have long existed. But the increasing 
and often extremely serious nature of 
misconduct in the workplace necessitates 
an examination into the root causes of 
this increase. Especially signifi cant is the 
fact that almost half of the employees 
who witness misconduct do not report 
it. Much has been written on this subject, 
especially post-Enron and WorldCom, but 
four primary reasons for misconduct in 
the workplace encapsulate much of the 
literature.  

1. A Culture That Allows/Encourages 
Indiscretion — As organizations 
expand and compete, they run the 
risk of cutting corners to achieve 
a leading edge in the marketplace. 
While no legitimate organization 
would publicly encourage wrong-
doing, many managers skirt the 
boundaries of compliance in an effort 
to achieve goals. Once wrong-doing 
is accepted as common practice, the 
culture tends to turn a blind-eye or, 
at worst, encourage the misconduct. 
Records indicate that this epidemic 
swept through Enron and became the 
underlying cause of their eventual 
demise. While hiring the best and the 
brightest to expand a company that 
was deemed one of America’s best, 
the culture was steeped in unethical 
behavior, and there was a priority on 
personal gain that inevitably led to an 
implosion. 

2. Weak Leadership — Studies indicate 
that one out of every three employees 
fears retaliation from management 
and/or co-workers if they report 
misconduct. An organization is only 

as strong as the leader’s commitment 
to excellence. Examples of the most 
exemplary leaders, from business 
to government, show men and 
women who were committed to the 
highest standards of professionalism 

that included technical expertise 
as well as personal integrity. In an 
organization that is committed to 
moral leadership, the term “whistle 
blower” would not be necessary.  

3. Unclear Expectations/Core Values — 
People need to be held accountable 
for their behavior, but employees 
are often unclear as to expectations. 
Continual revisiting and refi ning 
of the mission statement for all 
employees is a simple but effective 
method for inculcating the values of 
the organization into the fi ber of the 
workforce. Core values need to be 
explained but, more importantly, they 
need to be demonstrated on a daily 
basis.  

4. Unchecked Competition — An 
organization that promotes 
employees who do not have the 
respect of colleagues will inevitably 
falter. The entering workforce has 
been raised with a strong sense of 
unbridled competition – competitive 

sports, advanced placement 
classes, and the race toward college 
admissions has shaped their 
frame of reference for behavior in 
the workplace. One of the major 
challenges facing managers today 

is working with the psychological 
profi le of the generation entering 
the workforce: a lack of loyalty, 
motivated by self advancement 
rather than organizational mission, 
and unprecedented knowledge base. 
Leadership that encourages healthy 
competition and a sense of fair 
play will produce a workforce that 
understands team work and mission.  

Taken together these issues can be 
seen as the root cause of much of the 
unethical behavior found in organizations 
today. The good news is that a solution 
exists: strong moral leadership. One of 
the predominant values of the emerging 
generation of workers is a strong desire 
for “doing good” in the world. Work, 
where we spend the majority of our day, is 
the ideal setting for crafting that value. NP 
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Almost half of the employees who witness 
misconduct do not report it.
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