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The value of ethics in busi-
ness is a subject that is 
currently attracting a 

great deal of attention worldwide. 
It is important to Indian business 
leaders who over the next few years 
will become an increasingly power-
ful influence on the world stage. 

I must declare at this point a 
great admiration and respect for 
the Indian culture, especially their 
spiritual tradition. I have been a 
student of Advaita Philosophy for 
more than 40 years, including learn-
ing Sanskrit, a jewel of the Indian 
culture. I studied Sanskrit in order 
to better understand the marvel-
lous teachings offered by the great 
Vedic scriptures including the work 
that has been the most meaning-
ful for me, the Bhagavad Gita. This 
ageless story is the source of clear 
guidance on Dharma, which I inter-
pret as the way to play our part in 
the creation lawfully and beautiful-
ly. When followed sincerely, life will 
then naturally produce happiness 
for others as well as for ourselves. 
The lessons taught in the Gita ap-
ply to all aspects of life, including 
business.

When it comes to looking at 
ethical values it has become clear 
that certain values such as Truth, 
Justice, Love and Freedom are com-
mon to all spiritual traditions. A 
specific example is the golden rule, 
'Do to others as you would have 
them do to you.' 

To begin here are two quotes 
from spiritual leaders offering use-
ful guidance to business leaders. 
The first is from the late Pope John 
Paul II on the moral aspect of busi-
ness:

The value of Ethical Business
By Paul Palmarozza

 Profit is a regulator of the 
life of a business, but it is not the 
only one; other human and moral 
factors must also be considered 
which, in the long term, are at 
least equally important for the life 
of a business.

Note the need to balance the 
business goal for profit with moral 
factors, and also the emphasis on 
the long term.

The other reminder is offered by 
a spiritual guide from the Shankara 
tradition of Advaita Philosophy, Sri 
Shantananda Saraswati:

When work is for the satisfac-
tion of the individual and also the 
society; if both gain from its pro-
duction and use, then it is right-
eous.

Both the individual and society 
must benefit. This is a crucial point 
as we consider more closely the 
role of business in society today.

THE SITUATION TODAY
My observation of business 

practices over my business career 
of 48+ years is that there has been 
a gradual shift away from the core 
values of hard work, honesty, loy-
alty and service in favour of intense 
efforts directed at obtaining short 
term results for me, usually finan-
cial. This has been called 'the quick 
buck mentality'. The 'me' in most 
cases is the individual, but this 
sense of greed and excess quickly 
spreads within an organisation, es-
pecially when the leaders are the 
ones setting the bad example. As 
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standards slip, more people begin 
to think that the focus on short 
term gain, at any cost, is the nor-
mal and accepted way things are 
done in business; 'everyone is do-
ing it'. Accepting this error in judge-
ment as the norm is the next step 
down the slippery slope. A current 
example of the slippery slope is the 
increased use of illegal drugs by 
sportsmen e.g. the common use of 
drugs by professional cyclists. Win-
ning becomes more important than 
obeying the law, than playing fair.

In our attitudes to business we 
all too easily develop double stand-
ards. For a vast majority of us it is 
clearly wrong and unacceptable to 
lie to our family or friends, but for 
an increasingly large number of 
people it is OK to lie in business, if 
they can get away with it. 

'My word is my bond', the an-
cient motto of the London Stock 
Exchange and the City of London, 
is no longer practised or used as 
the basis for agreements. Instead 
we need lengthy written contracts. 
Two years ago I had to sign a 47 
page agreement, in small print, be-
fore a company could be allowed to 
use our product.

Clever justifications of policies 
promoting excess were devised 
and promulgated by many includ-
ing business schools and manage-
ment gurus, usually in the form 
of mantras like, 'Maximise Share-
holder Value'. You will note it does 
not say Optimise which might have 
brought about a more balanced 
approach to company goals. This 
encouragement of excess has been 
recognised by some of the top 
business schools as unsuitable and 
one major player, Harvard Business 
School, has established an 'MBA 
Oath' which points graduates in the 
direction of working to fine princi-
ples for the sake of all stakeholders. 
An example of one of the pledg-

es a graduate must swear to is:

I will refrain from corruption, 
unfair competition, or business 
practices harmful to society.

It will not surprise you to hear 
that many CEOs of FTSE 100 com-
panies in the UK are paid 150-200 
times the average annual pay of 
their employees, up from a ratio 
of about 10-15:1 as recently as 
the early 1990's. In the US that fig-
ure has risen to 3-400:1 for some 
companies. It should also then not 
surprise you that the average life 
expectancy of a CEO is now down 
to 3 years, not even long enough 
to see the impact of some of their 
decisions. This excess on the part 
of the leaders gives full justification 
for others in an organisation, like 
investment bank traders and oth-
ers, to find ways to maximise their 
income in the short term, at any 
cost. This approach to business is 
best expressed as, 'Take the Money 
and Run.'

The justification for paying exor-
bitant compensation to executives 

is that if you want to find a good 
CEO, you have to be prepared to 
pay the going rates. The voice of jus-
tification says 'everyone is doing it'.

You will also have noticed the 
growing public frustration with 
business leaders which has result-
ed in a dramatic loss in public trust. 
Opinion polls regarding trust in 
various occupations rate business 
people near the very bottom of the 
scale. The verdict is that business 
people cannot be trusted.

That same lack of trust is pre-
sent within companies, making 
working for such companies an 
unattractive proposition, especially 
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for many young people. It can then 
result in significant damage to the 
reputation of a company, even such 
famous brands as UBS, Siemens, 
GSK Smith Kline and Barclay's Bank.

Here are 2 commentaries on 
the state of the business communi-
ty; one by another spiritual leader, 
the Dalai Llama and the other from 
a leader of the UN, Kofi Annan

The corporate leader as a hero 
has been replaced in the mind of 
many Americans by a view of indi-
viduals that are immoral, incompe-
tent and interested only in enrich-
ing themselves. Greed is addictive. 
Money has replaced morality.

Money has replaced morality. 
That is why it is so important that 
ethics be brought more to the fore-
front of our decision making.

Corruption is an insidious 
plague that has a wide range of 
corrosive effects on societies. It 
undermines democracy and the 
rule of law, leads to violations of 
human rights, distorts markets, 
erodes the quality of life and al-
lows organised crime, terrorism 
and other threats to human secu-
rity to flourish.

The situation today is the greed 
and corruption are in evidence 
globally and steps must be taken to 
counter this trend.

MOVING IN THE RIGHT 
DIRECTION

So far I have painted a rather 
bleak picture of the morality of the 
business community. By no means 
are all business people corrupt It is 
just that a powerful minority have 
been setting the wrong example In 
terms of the subject at hand, ethi-
cal business, I am trying to show 
the inevitable consequences if a 
company does not have established 
ethical values as a core aspect of its 
business decision making process.

There are many individuals and 
some organisations which are going 

against the tide. Some enlightened 
companies, where their executives 
set a good and positive example, 
are committed to investing in pro-
grammes designed to keep the is-
sue of ethical values in the minds 
and hearts of their employees. One 
such organisation I am familiar with 
is HSBC, who despite a recent con-
viction based on the illegal actions 
of one of its overseas operations, 
continues to promote ethical val-
ues. Their approach is summarised 
in their intent 'to ensure that our 
employees feel empowered to 
do the right thing and to act with 
courageous integrity.' They have a 
group of 300 Value Ambassadors 
whose task it is to inform, train 
and inspire employees around the 
world about the importance of 
working ethically. Their approach 
of empowering staff is the correct 
one in that executives cannot make 
all the decisions. Ethics is a matter 
for everyone in the company.

ETHICS
Ethics is defined as follows:

'The moral principles by which 
a person is guided.'

 Ref: Oxford English Dictionary. 

'The branch of Philosophy 
which treats of human character 
and conduct and of one's moral 
duty and obligations to the com-
munity as a whole.'

Ref: Collins Dictionary

I would like to offer a summary 
definition to use as we explore the 
practical application of ethics in the 
workplace:

Ethics is Making The Right De-
cision

We must remember that ethical 
responsibility and the legal position 
of a business need to be differenti-
ated. They complement each other 
but it should be clear that:

Ethics is not simply about legal 
compliance!

Unethical behaviour may be le-
gal, but it is not right.

When people are confused you 
might hear someone say, by way of 
justification,

'I knew it was wrong, but I did 
not think it was illegal.'

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR 
ETHICS

There are a number of different 
approaches used to explain why 
ethics is good for business. They 
suggest that ethical practice within 
the workplace:

• The Citizenship Case is good 
business governance. It consoli-
dates and strengthens a culture 
of integrity and openness so as 
to facilitate a sustainable busi-
ness. 

• The Environmental Case helps 
to minimise the organisation's 
negative impact and maximise 
its positive contribution to the 
social, economic and environ-
mental wellbeing of the wider 
society. 

• The Risk Management Case is 
essential for risk reduction pro-
grammes to minimise opera-
tional and integrity risks 

• The Marketing Case helps es-
tablish and maintain a good 
reputation which enhances 
trust among stakeholders so as 
to facilitate business success. 

• The Financial Case can enhance 
profitability in the long term 
which comes about through 
a loyal, contented workforce, 
working efficiently to produce 
products and services which sat-
isfy the needs of the market. 

Ethics
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A ROAD MAP TO A 
SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS

Let's now look at what can hap-
pen if ethical values are established 
by the senior management of an or-
ganisation and then put into prac-
tice at every level. We will then look 
at the question from an individual 
perspective and show how for this 
approach to be successful individu-
al decisions need to be both Ethical 
and Effective. 

It begins with an organisation that 
has:

1.  Agreed core principles and  
values

These foundation principles and 
values need to be agreed, commu-
nicated and lived. For such values 
to become part of the living fabric 
of the company, the senior execu-
tives must set a consistent example 
through their actions. Vigilance is 
required at all levels with special 
care over decisions that may be 
made for the sake of short-term 
success at the expense of the 
agreed values.

Agreement on these principles 
manifests as:

2. Consistent internal policies and 
standards

The resultant policies and stand-
ards will be recognized by all to be 
fair and responsive to the needs of 
both the company and the employ-
ees. From this a mutual respect de-
velops which grows into a high de-
gree of trust between management 
and employees. This foundation of 
trust is sustained by open and ef-
fective internal communications. 

This results in:

3. A high level of employee and 
management satisfaction

People who are secure and happy 
in their work will be loyal and are 
less likely to search elsewhere for 
employment. With high morale the 
atmosphere at work becomes posi-
tive. More energy is therefore avail-

able for the business. 

This enables:

4. High productivity and enthusi-
asm

More and finer energy leads to 
a better perception of customer 
needs and of the ways to present 
the company's capabilities as well 
as the production of the products 
and services that meet those needs. 
A strong team spirit can then more 
easily develop, which generates 
natural enthusiasm. What also then 
follows is a disciplined work pattern 
that avoids wasted energy. 

This gives:

5. High quality service 

The aspects of quality that become 
part of what is expected of every-
one in the company are:

• Reliability: we do what we say, 
consistently

• Assurance: we are there to 
solve any problems

• Responsiveness: to the inevita-
ble changing needs

• Effectiveness: we deliver results

This produces quite naturally:

6. A high level of customer satis-
faction

Like contented employees, satisfied 
customers will remain so for a long 

time, which often leads to follow-
on business. Their loyalty acts as 
a shield against competitive ap-
proaches and are more likely to stay 
as customers when times are hard.

Such long-term customers are 
more willing to provide testimoni-
als and referrals. 

This leads to:

7. Sustainable Profits and growth

The most profitable sales are gen-
erally to existing customers due to 
lower marketing costs and more 
intimate knowledge of their needs. 
Opportunities open up to serve 
other parts of the customer or-
ganization. If both parties report a 
satisfactory relationship, this helps 
enhance the company's reputation 
and brand name. In times of crisis 
and opportunity, an organization 
that is founded on these principles 
and which has established these 
practices will be more likely to suc-
ceed, thanks to its contented and 
productive workforce, its consider-
ate and trustworthy leadership and 
its positive attitude towards ser-
vice. These are the ingredients of a 
sustainable business.

ETHICS-MAKING THE RIGHT 
DECISION

Making the Right Decision. It 
is clear from this definition that 
we have a choice. Here is a quote 
from one of the Vedic scripture, the 
Katha Upanishad, about our choice:

The good is one, the pleasant 
another; both command the Soul. 
Who follows the good attains 
sanctity, who follows the pleasant 
drops out of the race.

What are some of the ques-
tions that we can ask ourselves to 
help determine the right decision 
in any situation? 

Here are some suggestions: 

• What is my motive? 

• Who benefits or is harmed by 
this decision?

Ethics

For ethical and effective busi-
ness an organisation should 
have:
• Agreed core principles and 

values
• Consistent internal policies 

and standards
•  A high level of employee 

and management satisfac-
tion

• High productivity and en-
thusiasm

•  High quality service
• A high level of customer sat-

isfaction
• Sustainable Profits and 

growth
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• What are the guiding principles 
here-Is it honest, fair, caring, re-
sponsible?

Another one you might add is:

• Would I be embarrassed if my 
decision were to be in the press 
or known by my family & friends?

When one seriously consid-
ers these various elements it more 
likely that a better appreciation of 
the options will be achieved, which 
opens the way for a more creative 
and appropriate decision to arise.

What is the nature and quali-
ties of an ethical decision?

Ethical decisions are:

• Balanced, considered & moral

• Effective in meeting the need

• Made in the present moment to 
allow creative solution to arise

• Gives confidence to execute fully

What can we say about the 
power of the Present Moment?

If the basis of our decision is the 
past, we are acting on a memory.

The future is an imagining.

There is only one moment to 
act and that is the present-NOW.

There is great power in the present 
moment. For example, consider:

• The level of concentration that 
is required for a professional 
tennis player hitting the ball.

• The fine attention required for 

an artist to produce a beautiful 
work of art.

• The loving care that a mother 
gives her child.

Our finest work happens when 
we are fully present. When we are 
making complex decisions we need 
to be open to consider all the issues 
and not be carried away by limited 
thoughts like, 'what's in it for me?' 
It gives us freedom.

Freedom from:

Desires: wealth, power, fame  
(for me)

Fears: failure, loss, blame  
(always about the future)

Limits: I lack courage, trust, knowl-
edge

Habit: mechanical re-action  
(all about the past)

What is an effective ethical de-
cision making procedure?

In order to assist individual execu-
tives and to establish a more ethi-
cal framework for their decisions, 
our organisation, Principled Busi-
ness, has formulated an ethical de-
cision making procedure. It helps 
to counter the usual dominance of 
emotions, desires and superficial 
thought. 

Here are the key elements of the 
suggested procedure :

1. Analyse the Facts & Principles in 
the situation

2. Come into the Present Moment

3. Reflect quietly, and see what 
arises

4. Decide and act with Courage 
and Resolve

A more detailed description of the 
detailed procedure is as follows:

• Fall Still

• Gather the relevant facts

• Identify those affected & who 
have influence-look at our mo-
tive

• Assess the ethical/legal issues 
involved-

• Ask what is the guiding princi-
ple here?

• Assess the ethics/morality/
rightness of each alternative- 
as well as the business conse-
quences

• Fall still again & Quietly Reflect

• Make the decision

• Communicate decision & exe-
cute fully

ETHICAL & EFFECTIVE 
TRAINING PROGRAMME

While reflecting on how we 
could communicate the message on 
the value of ethics in business and 
the practical way to bring this about, 
we decided that drama based train-
ing would be a very effective way to 
engage managers more fully with 
situations more closely resembling 

Ethics
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Paul has been in 
business for more than 
49 years working in the 
US and Europe. For the 
last 33 years he has 
lived in the UK where he 
founded a training company now listed 
on the London AIM Stock Exchange. In 
parallel he has for more than 40 years 
been a student and tutor of Philosophy, 
combining the Platonic and Christian 
teaching of the west with the Vedic prin-
ciples of Advaita philosophy. He has spe-
cialised in the teachings of the Bhaga-
vad Gita and now teaches the subject 
as part of a course for aspiring yoga 
teachers.He is now the Director of San-
skrit@ St James, a charitable organisa-
tion part of St James Schools dedicated 
to supporting the teaching of Sanskrit in 
schools. This effort is being financially 
supported by the Indian Council for Cul-
tural Relations (ICCR). He was previously 
responsible for St James Publishing who 
produced a series Sanskrit text books 
which are currently published by Moti-
lal Banarsidass.

 Paul Palmarozza

the real world. We were clear that 
Power point presentations are not 
enough. Here is brief summary of 
the approach we have used in our 
training programme which is avail-
able as a classroom based course or 
in an e-learning version.

Firstly to set the scene, as you 
may know the UK has introduced 
the Bribery Act which is the most 
stringent law of any country. Ex-
cessive gift giving, facilitation pay-
ments and bribery are now criminal 
offences and company directors can 
be held personally liable for viola-
tions, which could mean a prison 
sentence and a fine. Needless to 
say the law has caught the attention 
of managers not only of UK com-
panies, but also of any company 
with a base in the UK. I would pre-
dict that within the next 2-3 years 
other countries, including India,will 
enact such legislation. China has al-
ready tightened up its bribery laws.

The dramatic scenario is based 
a UK company trying to establish 
itself through a distributor in an 
overseas market. In this market 
some of the business practices are 
counter to the law, so the company 
management need to learn quickly 
how to make decisions that are 
ethical and effective i.e. decisions 
that are morally and legally right 
plus being commercially effective. 
In the course of the programme we 
use professionally filmed dramatic 
sequences to show where the de-
cisions are unethical, along with 
the ensuing consequences; some 
where the decisions are totally eth-
ical, but also totally ineffective be-
cause the cultural traditions of the 
other party have not be sufficiently 
considered, and finally examples of 
where the decisions are truly ethi-
cal and effective.

In both the classroom environ-
ment and in the e-learning version 
the participants are asked to make 
decisions and then they are shown 
the consequences of that decision. 

They are encouraged to apply the 
recommended ethical decision 
making procedure so they can have 
some practice in learning to quiet the 
mind before deciding as opposed to 
an agitated or habitual re-action. 

It should be clear that there is 
no simple answer to the issue of 
ethics. It requires fine and careful 
attention. I am convinced that it is 
an effort worth making; one which 
will result in greater satisfaction 
and productivity for individuals and 
if applied more widely will in turn 
improve the state of the company 
its employees, customers and all its 
stakeholders.

THE WAY FORWARD
It is my belief that the engine 

for the growth and refinement of 
Indian culture is its economic devel-
opment. It is especially important 
given the large number of young 
people in India whose youthful 
energy, if channelled properly, can 
propel the country to new heights. 
If the young people are frustrated 
in their attempts to grow and ex-
pand due to corruption in the sys-
tem, then the progress of India 
will be diminished for a long time 
and an opportunity will be missed. 
Given increased wealth, education 
can be provided to all, various as-
pects of society can be supported 
including the arts and literature 
and there will naturally arise a re-
vival of the extremely rich Indian 
spiritual tradition. 

The reason I am saying this is 
that I believe that it is now the time 
for the leaders of the Indian busi-
ness community to take up their 
responsibility to help rebuild the 
Indian economy so that it can once 
again shine on the world stage. It is 
clear that given the extensive glob-
al communications capabilities in 
place today, India's growth and ap-
proach to business will be observed 
and in many cases emulated by oth-
ers. You have the potential to both 

follow the advice of one of your 
greatest leaders:

Being the Change You Want to 
See in the World – Mahatma Gan-
dhi and at the same time become 
that fine example as described in 
the Bhagavad Gita:

Whatever a great man does, 
that alone other men follow; what-
ever he sets up as a standard, that 
the world follows. 

Bhagavad Gita 3:21

Now given the current state of 
play in the Indian business commu-
nity, which to many seems corrupt, 
conducting business according 
to ethical values may seem like a 
daunting task. What is needed on 
your part, is a firm resolve, a deter-
mined and positive attitude, and a 
belief that ethical and moral busi-
ness is the true way forward.

Can we work to fine principles 
in business and still succeed?

 You need to keep telling your-
self, Yes We Can.

• • •

Ethics


