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Organizational Factors Encouraging Ethical Decision Making:
An Exploration into the Case of an Exemplar

hat factors in the organizational

culture of an ethically exemplary
corporation are responsible for
encouraging ethical decision making?
This question was analyzed through an
exploratory case study of a top
pharmaceutical company that is a global
leader in ethics. The participating
organization is renowned in public opinion
polls of ethics, credibility, and trust.
This research explored organizational
culture, communication in issues
management and public relations,
management theory, and deontological
or utilitarian moral philosophy as factors
that might encourage ethical analysis.

A qualitative case study of the leading
pharmaceutical manufacturer was
conducted. The company is referred to
here with the pseudonym "Pharma Inc".

Data were collected through interviews,
participant observation, and document
analysis. The research design was
intended to include contextual conditions.
A total of 23 interviews were conducted
and transcribed. Multi-site observation
over a 4-month period and document
analysis of 128 documents augmented
interview data.

Pharma Inc. has a widely held reputation
for ethical decision making.
Pharmaceuticals and medical devices
comprise the bulk of the organization's
issues requiring public relations and issue
management. The organizational culture
is one in which issues management is
given a top priority in helping the
organization adapt to an ever-changing
industry. The issues managers argued that
ethics plays a role in every issue decision

- Prof Shannon A Bowen

made at the organization, and that the
clear ethical mission of the company is
their guide.

The values and ethics of the organization
are defined in an ethics statement that
participants referred to frequently during
interviews and researcher observation of
issues management meetings.
Organizational decisions are made based
on the responsibilities outlined in the
ethics statement and ethics training
materials.

The issues managers in the organization
regarded ethics as a chief factor in their
decision making. They were certain that
deciding an issue ethically was their goal,
and that the organization would stand
behind them on an ethical decision, even
if it were not the easiest solution to enact.

New employees and those joining the
organization through mergers and
acquisitions are socialized into the
organizational culture through a series of
employee training programs emphasizing
the values and mission of the company.

Authoritarian versus participative
organizational culture. The organiza-
tional culture in the study organization
was participative rather than authoritarian.
Participation and input from employees
on the ethics of issues was sought and
expected by senior management. The
organizational culture of this company was
one that valued ethical deliberation, as
evidenced through what the participants
discussed in the interviews. The most-
senior person interviewed for this research
confided:

We try to establish a climate here where
it's okay to debate the ethics of a decision,
to sit around and think about it and argue
it out. We think that will give us better
decisions and help us do the right thing
in the long run. These are not easy issues
... and it makes sense to think carefully if
we are following the mission set out in the
ethics statement when we do these things.

This type of commitment to group
discussion and examination of ethical

dilemmas is indicative of a participatory
organizational culture. This organization's

participatory structure encourages
innovation by allowing individual reflection
and demanding input into group decision
making on ethical issues.

Management and worldview in the
exemplar organization. Theory Y
management was found to be the
predominant type of management at
Pharma Inc. Communication managers told
the researcher that the organization prided
itself on its decentralized and collaborative
management style. One executive
explained, "Reporting out of lines is not
only allowed, we encourage it". Another
participant added, "Everyone's opinion
counts here. If you have an idea we want
it, and if you have an opinion we want you
to put it out on the table" The openness
of communication, encouragement of
dialogue, and valuing the input of others,
even those outside the organization,
endemic to a symmetrical worldview were
all found by the researcher.

The communication managers argued that
the participative organizational culture
and Theory Y management style allowed
them to make more ethical decisions than
if they had been constrained by an
authoritarian system.

The researcher observed that each person
is allowed the moral autonomy to make
her or his own decision regarding ethical
issues. Observation yielded that
employees'opinions are respected by
others in the issues management process,
encouraging autonomous moral analysis
based on a collaborative worldview valuing
innovation and dialogue.

Further, the researcher discovered that the
organization was committed to
encouraging ethical analysis through
providing ethics training for employee.
Issues managers were trained in making

ethical decisions through official, in-house
employee communication documents.
Employee communications were said to
be a priority of the organization and were
directed by a vice president of
communication. He emphasized that
communication to senior management
was of highest importance to the
organization, because its leaders believed
that a top-down flow of communication
on ethics and values would instill those
beliefs in middle management and further
down the line, with everyone working to
create an ethical organization.

Training employees in the values and
identity of the organization is encouraged
by the CEO. The highest levels of the
organization make a commitment to
represent, in the words of one issues
manager, "How things should be done"
so that subsidiary executives look to them
as a positive example. The CEO and the
executives interviewed view their positive
organizational identity as an asset worthy
of support at the highest level.

These findings emphasize the
organizational support given to ethical
decision making. Executives at the
participating organization gave credence
to the idea that ethical decision making
must be supported at the highest
organizational level and that such support
permeates the culture of the organization.
The dominant coalition valued ethics
enough to invest resources in training
employees to make decisions based on
the ethics statement so that resulting
decisions will be consistent with the
organizational goals, mission, and culture.
These findings show that an organizational
culture purposefully emphasizing ethics
is a primary factor in ethical decision
making at the exemplar organization.

The researcher sought to determine
whether the organization exhibited a
preference for utilitarian or deontological
philosophy through observation,
interviews, and document analysis. A
preference for deontological ethics was
expressed in the participating organization
at both the organizational level and as the
preference of individual issues managers.
The ethics statement of the organization

was clearly deontological, based on the
duties and obligations the organization
holds toward various publics and
stakeholders. The ethics statement is a
highly developed expression of what is
valued in the organization, primarily the
trust of publics and maintenance of those
relationships. The statement provides a
guide to issues managers of what is
important in ethical decision making.

The deontological ethics statement
commands that decisions be made that
hold moral worth, without being based on
the specific consequences of the decision.
This view is a classic nonconsequentialist
view. The ethics statement obligates all
employees in the organization
categorically to make the morally right
decision according to their obligation of
duty to publics and through their use of
rational decision making.

Business at Pharma Inc. is conducted in
a highly ethical manner because the
leaders of the organization believe it is
the morally right thing to do, not from a
sense of altruism to a greater good but
from a sense of duty. Issues managers in
this case study spent a great deal of time
contemplating the rightness of wrongness
of decisions. One issues manager
confirmed that ethical consideration was
a normal part of issues management's
responsibilities, and that was exacerbated
by the fact that the organization is in the
field of health care. Many participants
expounded on the gravity of some
decisions they must take as being "life or
death decisions". One vice president
indicated that in her job, managing issues
is really a question of doing the right thing.
All but one of the issues managers
interviewed maintained that doing what
is right always took precedence over the
consequences of an action.

When asked about where consequences
fallin the process of the participants' issue
decision making, most said that they think
about consequences but - true to a
deontological paradigm - do not decide
what is right or wrong decision based on
consequences. All but one participant said
the consequences of an action were a
secondary determinant to whether an
action is morally right or wrong. The one
participant who did not concur maintained
that she always tried to do the right thing
but the order of her considerations varied
according to the issue at hand.

Most participants explained that weighing
decisions based on the greater good is a
subjective concern, and a few argued that
utilitarianism is too flawed an approach
to be useful in the health-care field.
Perhaps the most outspoken advocate of
a deontological approach to ethics was

the most senior public relations
practitioner in the organization. This
member of the dominant coalition said
that he and the CEO "are in agreement
that the morally right decision should
always take precedence over other
factors".

A strong deontological framework was
asserted consistently by the issues
managers at the participating organization,
who used the ethics statement as a
rationale for their reasoning. Furthermore,
the issues managers themselves are highly
motivated by their own deontological
ethical frameworks, as discussed below.

Individual ethical frameworks are an
important part of making issue decisions
because they allow autonomous moral
analysis. These ethical belief systems in
the individual affect everything from the
organization for whom one chooses to
work to the identification and managing
of issues. In the study organization, the
issues managers' conceptualizations of
ethics were based on dual frameworks:
their own values and those taught in the
ethics training of the organization. The
participant's own values were those that
they said they held before joining the
organization or those they identified as
uniquely their own. Participants often cited
these values as having a root in childhood
orin areligious tradition.

The ethics training of the organization is
discussed in light of the ethical values it
taught the decision makers. Autonomous,
individual ethical analysis is stressed by
the ethics training in an attempt to confirm
the ideal that each issues manager should
be a sound decision maker. The
participants explained that the ethics
training reinforced their own belief systems
and served to help clarify issues, rather
than introducing new ethical guidelines.

Every participant responded to questions
probing the origin of their ethical belief
system by stating that they had a strong
sense of personal values and ethics before
joining the organization.

The participants agreed that deontology
is the basis for their own personal ethical
belief systems as well as the foundation
of the organization's ethics statement. The
individual ethical belief systems of the
participants are of importance in public
relations and issues management because
decisions are made on a daily basis that
can have a significant impact on the
organization. The striking finding in this
research is the consistency between
the deontological ethical paradigms of
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individual issues managers and the ethical
paradigm of the organization as a whole.

A decentralized organizational structure
combined with the deontological
framework apparent in the organization's
ethics statement allowed for a high degree
of autonomy in decision making. The
issues managers said that their ethics
training strengthened their personal values
systems and one person articulated that
it allowed the communicator to know that
the organization would "stand behind
them in doing what is right".

The exemplar in this case study is well
known for the premium it places on ethical
decision making and open communication.
Pharma Inc. considers its reputation for
ethical decision making an asset as well
as a duty to society. By studying this case,
it is hope that the factors enhancing ethical
communication and analysis at this
exemplar can be illuminated so that other
organizations might employ similar
methods of fostering a deep commitment
to ethics. Additionally, by encouraging high
ethical standards, the communicator is
responsible not only to the organization
but also to the publics and stakeholders
who evaluate those decisions from their
vantage points in society.

The exploratory research question posed
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was: What factors in the organizational
culture of an ethically exemplary
corporation are responsible for
encouraging ethical decision making?
Scholarly literature associated with the
question revealed many factors that
encourage ethical analysis and decision
making. These factors were supported by
the empirical data in this exploratory case.
Factors that encouraged ethical analysis
at the exemplar organization were: a
strong organizational culture that
emphasizes the importance of ethics, a
collaborative, Theory Y management style,
a symmetrical worldview that values
innovation and dialogue, a counseling role
for issue management or public relations
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in the dominant coalition, rewarding ethical
behavior, and a commitment to ethical
analysis using one of the rigorous
approaches of moral philosophy — in this
case, a deontological approach consistent
with the organization's ethical statement.
Empirical study added two new factors that
also were found to encourage ethical
consideration: a consistency between
individual ethical values and organization
philosophy, and ethics training provided
by the organization. All of these factors,
and perhaps others as yet unidentified,
worked together to create an environment
that encouraged ethical decision making

at the exemplar organization.
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