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ETHICAL READING’S CODE OF ETHICS 

Ethical Reading is committed to high ethical standards. Both as a group and as 

individuals, we are committed to: 

• Treating people connected with our organisation compassionately—

including customers, suppliers, co-workers, funders/owners, and the wider 

community. 

• Acting responsibly and being accountable for what we do. 

• Treating people connected with our organisation fairly. 

• Treating people in ways that respect their rights. 

• Having integrity and honesty.  

• Looking for ways to work together to achieve valuable ends. 

• Never losing sight of our organisation’s social purpose. 

These standards are wide enough to encompass activities in many different sectors 

covering relationships with customers, suppliers, co-workers, funders/owners and 

the wider community. Below are brief explanations of these standards. 

Compassion involves concern for the welfare and feelings of others. Compassion 

opposes upsetting or offending people unnecessarily. Compassion often leads to 

action, for example in helping others avoid harm or recover from a harm that has 

already hit. Admittedly, some jobs foreseeably involve doing to some others what 

they do not like, such as opposing people in legal conflicts, denying some people 

a scarce resource because others need or deserve it more, making people 

redundant, etc. To do such a job compassionately involves avoiding unnecessary 

harms to others and taking reasonable steps to mitigate harm when harm is 

unavoidable. 

To act responsibly is to act in accordance with one’s duties. Of course, these 

include not only duties to the organisation but also duties to the wider community, 

including being transparent and open in the provision of information that is not 

confidential or sensitive. ‘Being accountable’ includes taking responsibility for 

what one has done. 

Treating people fairly involves treating people in ways that are unaffected by 

irrelevant differences between them. Differences in religion, race, gender, and 
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cultural background are of course typically irrelevant. Furthermore, fairness 

requires that people are not required to do what they cannot do and that people 

get fair warning about any special requirements or constraints they are under while 

acting for the organisation. 

Treating people in ways that respect their inherent dignity, an equal moral 

importance people have simply because of their shared membership of the human 

species. Respect for the moral importance of others requires respecting their moral 

rights, including their moral right in egalitarian groups to be listened to equally. 

Such respect for others is compatible with recognition of one’s own moral 

importance and rights.  Treating people in ways that respect people’s moral 

importance includes respecting the need that people have for a safe, clean, healthy 

and sustainable environment.  

Honesty forbids lying. It also forbids pretending to believe something one doesn’t 

believe and pretending to have expertise in an area where one lacks expertise. 

Integrity involves doing what one believes to be right and consistently holding 

oneself to high moral standards. 

Courage is often deployed in pursuit of foolish or even evil aims. Acknowledging 

this obvious truth should not blind us to the truth that courage is even more often 

necessary for the achievement of such good ends, such as protecting the innocent 

and exposing fraud or corruption. 

Normally, people can best promote their own prospects or the prospects of others 

by working cooperatively. The vast majority of the biggest contributions to the 

common good would not have been possible without extensive cooperation. 

However, there are situations in which cooperation is morally and legally 

unacceptable in a market economy. Price fixing and other anti-competitive 

business practices are examples of unlawful cooperation. 

An ethical business recognises that increasing individual wealth (e.g., in terms of 

salaries or shareholder dividends) and satisfying consumer demand cannot be the 

sole motivating forces in an organisation. An organisation also needs to have a 

social purpose in producing some social goods. Different organisations of course 

will have different social purposes. Nevertheless, at the most general level, 

organisations should be constantly aware of what they owe to the societies in which 

they operate. 
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Ethical Reading, for its own use, created this code of ethics. Other organisations 

are welcome to use it too, or to adapt it as appropriate for their own enterprise. 
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Implementing Ethical Reading’s Code of Ethics 

Ethical Reading’s Code of Ethics spotlights compassion, accountability, fairness, 

respect for rights, honesty, collaboration, and keeping in mind the organisation’s 

social purpose. All of these are important in the workplace. And some rules should 

be so deeply embedded as to be automatic and unself-conscious, such as 

Rules prohibiting: 

• Physically harming innocent others. 

• Spreading lies designed to harm others or manipulate them. 

• Stealing (including stealing the credit for other people’s work or good 

deeds). 

• Destroying or injuring others’ property. 

• Misdirecting blame on to those who don’t deserve it. 

• Breaking promises. 

• Using power over someone in pursuit of sexual activity. 

• Treating colleagues, clients, suppliers, investors, or other members of the 

public better or worse depending on race, religion, gender, background, etc. 

• Threatening to do any of the above. 

Many additional ethical prohibitions are specific to different lines of work—for 

example the prohibitions that doctors and people working in financial services are 

under not to divulge their patients’ and clients’ health or financial information. 

In addition, there are steps an organisation can take to embed the Code of Ethics 

in the organisation’s culture and everyday practice. The scope and scale of 

implementation procedures will differ according to the size of an organisation. 

Thus, terms like ‘procedures’, ‘reporting’ and ‘investigating’ can have wider or 

narrower scope relative to organisational size. 

 

1. Identifying specific exposures to dilemmas likely to call for an ethical 

response: Meeting high ethical standards in the face of day-to-day business 

challenges can be difficult, both for individuals and for organisations. To be 

prepared, an organisation should identify the ethical dilemmas, challenges or 

conflicts that are likely to arise in and for that organisation. These ethical dangers 

might include conflicts of interest, the use of confidential information and data, 

bribery and corruption, coercion and the violation of human rights, exploitation 
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of workers or suppliers, to name a few. Then procedures and policies should be 

put in place to help realise the values stated in the Code of Ethics and to help 

protect against the ethical dangers likely to plague that organisation.  

 

2. Ensuring a ‘speak up’ culture: A crucial step in moving from a purely ‘reactive’ 

ethical culture to something more mature is early identification of potential 

ethical dangers. Thus, as a crucial first step in improving ethical culture and 

ensuring an organisation takes responsibility for what it does, we recommend 

provision of a ‘Speak Up’ service, where staff are able to report issues of 

misconduct or ethical worries in confidence. In large organisations, this might be 

in-house; smaller organisations might seek to out-source this service in order to 

protect anonymity. In either case, there should be clear and transparent 

guidelines setting out how problems will be investigated and what mechanisms 

there will be for making and reporting whatever changes are necessary. 

 

3. Moving towards learning rather than blame: A mature ethical workplace is 

one where a business is able to move forward from mistakes through a culture 

of collaborative learning rather than blame, ensuring that the organisation 

warrants the trust of stakeholders. A culture of collaborative learning can be 

supported by such things as: 

• Strong leadership that creates an expectation that people will speak out 

without a risk of retaliation.  

• A policy of testing assumptions when new proposals are put forward. 

Provision of case studies to help staff see what has been gained by adopting 

a learning-based approach in other industries (such as aviation, health 

services, and the nuclear power industry). 

• A two-track approach to ethical problems, where any disciplinary action 

required is separated from an investigation of what can be learnt from the 

situation, and where openness (within legal constraints) around learning-

based reports is mandated to ensure accountability. 

• Methods for promoting learning, such as peer review, 360-degree reviews, 

structured time for reflection, and scheduled work meetings to include 

collaborative discussion of potential ethical concerns. 

• Provision of appropriate ethics training (e.g. making use of the Ethical 

Reading’s webinars and other material to improve staff’s understanding of 

ethical issues). 
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4. Hiring and Employment practices: An ethically mature organisation will 

recognise the value of diversity and respect in the workplace and will strive to 

ensure all its hiring and employment practices are fair. Steps forward can take a 

number of forms, including: 

• Highlighting the fact that your company is an ‘equal opportunity employer’ 

in all job advertisements and related literature and reflecting at all levels on 

what this means in practice. 

• Creating a clear specification of the values the organisation embodies and 

clear expectations about what particular behaviours on the part of the 

person hired follow from these values. 

• Ensuring diverse appointment panels wherever possible, to maximise 

different perspectives on applicants’ skills and to reduce the risk of 

unconscious bias during hiring. 

• Creating a level playing field for applicants, e.g. by ensuring that interviews 

are of equal duration and that the same questions are covered in each case. 

• After the hiring process is complete, asking all interviewed candidates 

(successful and unsuccessful) to provide feedback on the process. 

 

Employment and incentive practices should be regularly reviewed to ensure 

that they realise the organisation’s values, such as compassion, fair 

treatment and treating people and the environment with respect. For 

instance: 

• Anti-harassment policies should be formulated in a way that emphasises 

fair and thorough investigation of allegations and should be followed by 

fair and proportional responses where allegations are found to be correct. 

Evidence shows that policies stated in a ‘zero tolerance’ format are more 

likely to induce defensive and potentially retaliatory responses from work 

colleagues and thus to depress levels of reporting of harassment. 

• Provide all staff with equal opportunities for training and development, 

based on their needs and strengths. 

• Incentive schemes should be designed to reward ethically robust business 

practices which promote the long-term value, rather than simply short-term 

profit making. 

• Staff should be provided with information about and support for 

undertaking green initiatives at work. 

• Targets should be set for improving environmental indicators and 

mechanisms should established for measuring success against targets. 
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5. Social Purpose, Reporting and Transparency: An Ethical Workplace is built 

on a social purpose for its operations, understands the value of appropriate 

transparency, and takes to heart the need to interrogate its own practices 

regularly. Steps might include: 

• Making sure that your organisation has a clear statement of its social 

purpose. 

• Ensuring that this statement of social purpose is understood by staff and is 

widely disseminated (e.g. during hiring and training). 

• Asking staff to sign a pledge agreeing to abide by ethical constraints (see, 

for instance, the Hermes Investment Management Pledge, available at:  

https://www.hermes-investment.com/wp-

content/uploads/2019/01/hermes-pledge.pdf)  

• In large organisations, requiring regular reports on how different parts of 

the organisation are performing as against the value statements articulated 

in the Code of Ethics, and having a transparent policy detailing what 

happens to these reports and how they are used to inform business 

practices in the future. In smaller organisations, enabling conversations 

about organisational values and dialogue about how they are being met. 

• Ensuring that staff at all levels can have a voice in shaping the ethical culture 

of their workplace, ensuring ownership of ethical issues and driving effective 

culture change. 

• Where possible, encouraging the local community and other stakeholders 

to engage in constructive dialogue about the organisation’s ethical 

performance and ways it could be improved. 

• Having a clear policy for reviewing the organisation’s Code of Ethics and 

the way in which this Code is embedded in business practices. 

 

Borderline cases and vague boundaries 

At the beginning of the discussion of implementation, the point was made that some 

moral rules should be so deeply embedded as to be automatic. However, an 

automatic procedure for making ethical decisions must hand over to a more 

reflective cast of mind when there is dispute or uncertainty about whether a 

particular act would be an instance of doing physical harm, stealing, acting 

dishonestly, or one of the other prohibited kinds of act. Whenever someone worries 

https://www.hermes-investment.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/hermes-pledge.pdf
https://www.hermes-investment.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/hermes-pledge.pdf
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that a proposed act would be an instance of one of these prohibited kinds of act, 

this person’s worries should be heard and considered carefully. 

Sometimes, however, objections put forward as ethical ones are misguided or 

outweighed by other ethical considerations. In some of these cases, the right thing 

to do is nevertheless to minimize upset. But minimizing upset is not always the right 

thing to do, since in some places most people are upset by things that they should 

not be upset by, as is the case in societies where most people are racist, homophobic, 

xenophobic, etc. No decision procedure will reliably determine which are the cases 

where minimizing upset is most important and which are the cases where something 

else is more important. Decision makers need good judgement, which cannot be 

completely reduced to following a decision procedure. 

 

Moral considerations to consider when the prohibitions above don’t come into 

play 

Even when an organisation is trying to decide among alternative courses of action 

none of which will cause physical harm, involve theft or promise breaking, etc., there 

will be ethical reasons for favouring some courses of action over others. A company 

has duties of loyalty to various stakeholder groups such as shareholders, employees, 

customers, suppliers, and whatever wider community the company serves. Many of 

these duties were created by contracts or promises, but not all. 

There are two variables to consider when adjudicating conflicts between 

stakeholders. One of these is how much different stakeholders stand to gain or lose. 

A small benefit for one stakeholder might not justify a large cost to another 

stakeholder. The other variable is the degrees of loyalty the company owes to 

different stakeholders. 

There can be cases in which carefully weighing up degrees of loyalty and amounts 

at stake for different people does not obviously tip the scales one way or the other. 

What is morally right can be very difficult to figure out, even if we know what the 

relevant opposing considerations are. 


