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In the aftermath of recent corporate scandals, managers and researchers have turned their 

attention to questions of ethics management.  We identify five common myths about business ethics and 
provide responses that are grounded in theory, research, and business examples.  Although the social 
scientific study of business ethics is relatively new, theory and research exist that can guide executives 
who are trying to better manage their employees’ and their own ethical behavior.   We recommend that 
ethical conduct be managed proactively via explicit ethical leadership and conscious management of the 
organization’s ethical culture.    

Unethical conduct in business has been with us as long as business transactions have occurred.  People are 
not necessarily more unethical today, but gray areas abound along with many opportunities to cross into 
unethical territory.  Much unethical conduct is the result, not just of bad apples, but of neglectful 
leadership and organizational cultures that send mixed messages about what’s important and what’s 
expected.  It isn’t easy to be ethical.  Employees must recognize ethical issues in their work, develop the 
cognitive tools to make the right choices, and then be supported in those choices by the organizational 
environment.  Executives must manage the ethical conduct of their employees as proactively as they 
manage any important behavior.  And, the complexity of the management system should match the 
complexity of the behavior being managed.  The best way to manage ethical conduct is by aligning the 
multiple formal and informal cultural systems in support of doing the right thing.  Cultural messages about 
the importance of trust and long-term relationships with multiple stakeholders must get at least as much 
attention as messages about the short-term bottom line, and employees must be held accountable for 
ethical conduct through performance management and reward systems.   
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