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Abstract

Business ethics is gaining more
business and academic interest
as new scandals highlight the
value incongruence between
operations and communications
of many organisation. This
conceptual review could identify
that business ethics should
permeate the entire operations
of an organisation to undertake
specific communications
associated with it. However, this
is a complex and time-consuming
process. Towards this the creation
of corporate ethical identity,
which comprises of ethical

core and ethical management

of external functions, is
indispensable. The presence

of ethical leadership, the
establishment of a code of ethics,
mission, strategy and supplier
code of ethics can play a pivotal
role here. The establishment

of corporate ethical identity
enables an organisation to
confidently undertake specific
communications associated

with business ethics provided
the amorphous and ever-
evolving nature of business
ethics and sustainability is
acknowledged in such specific
communications.
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Introduction

The convergence of a multitude of factors
is forcing organisations to explicate their
cthical credentials with regard to the
management of their entire operations.
Business ethics have become a formidable
force to be reckoned with, incorporated
and communicated in the functioning
of an organisation primarily due to the
nature of scandals emanating from the
unecthical behaviour of companies such
as Enron, Adelphia, Tyco International,
Worldcom, Arthur Andersen, Lehman
Brothers etc. Some ramifications of these
scandals are the increased level of gov-
ernmental regulations (Kaptein 2010),
media scrutiny, and vociferous call from
various stakeholder groups such as en-
vironmentalists effectually forcing many
companies to evidence the manner in
which they progress in the area of busi-
ness ethics (Stevens et al., 2005; Bernardi
and LaCross, 2005). However, for a dis-
cerning stakeholder, ethical violations or
scandals from companies which claim
that they have taken ample efforts and
thereby attenuate the perceived uncer-
tainty and lack of trust are shocking. One
classic example is the case of BP which
has invested significantly in the promo-
tion of its corporate identity (Melewar &
Wooldridge, 2001) and another example
is the case of Tesco which has been pub-
lishing Corporate Social Responsibility
Report named Tesco and Society Report
for a while, faced the horse meat scandal
in 2013 (BBC, 2013) and investigations
on account irregularities in 2014 (BBC,
2014). The cases point to the need for
ethics to permeate the entire operations
of an organisation, both internal and ex-
ternal.

The aim of this study is to establish,
with the support of previous study find-
ings, an ideal way through which business
ethics can be established so that it can be
communicated confidently leading to the
creation of competitive advantage (Ar-
joon, 2005). A number of studies have
analysed the role of different factors
which influence the creation of business
ethics such as code of ethics (Fleege and
Adrian, 2004; Trevino and Brown, 2004),
corporate culture (Trevino and Brown,
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2004), ethical climate (Soltani, 2014),
and corporate ethical identity (Berrone
et al. 2007; Kleyn et al. 2012). However,
there is a dearth of studies which specifi-
cally explain the process by which eth-
ics can be established in the internal and
external operations of an organisation so
that an organisation can confidently lev-
erage its market position as a trustwor-
thy company. Further previous research
also paid more attention to the creation
and management of intangible assets such
as corporate identity (Abratt and Kleyn,
2012; Balmer and Dinnie, 1999; Balmer
and Wilson, 1998; Balmer and Grey-
ser, 2002; Balmer, 2001; Balmer, 2002;
Balmer, 2010), corporate brand and cor-
porate reputation (Fan, 2005; Keller,
1998; Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). The ra-
tionale behind the accumulating research
in these areas is the concurrence that
sustainable competitive advantage can
be primarily created through intangible
assets (Omar et al. 2009; Zigan, 2012)
and consequently enhance the ability of
an organisation to exploit opportunities
and mitigate threats (Argenti and Druck-
enmiller, 2004). This study will reify how
business ethics can be established in the
functioning of an organisation leading to
the enhancement of intangible assets such
as corporate identity, corporate brand
and corporate reputation.

The developments in the area of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility (CSR) should
be viewed as the outcome of the height-
ened understanding on the part of organ-
isations to create and maintain trust with
the different stakeholders through the
adoption of a strategic approach to triple
bottom-line sustainability namely eco-
nomic, social and environmental (Branco
and Rodrigues, 2006; Norman and Mc-
Donald, 2004). One of the key elements
of CSR model proposed by Carroll is
ethics, which is the obligation of a com-
pany to do what is right and fair and avoid
harm (Carroll, 1991). However ethical
violations on the part of companies such
as Tesco, BP etc. which have vigorously
undertaken CSR initiates underscore that
there is a need to obtain a holistic under-
standing of a way of inculcating ethics in
the very fabric of an organisation so that
the organisation is insulated from ethical
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misconduct. The disparate nature of findings calls for a unifying
framework in order to facilitate a better understanding of an
ideal way through which ethics can be created and capitalised for
the appreciation of the value of intangible assets such as corpo-
rate brand and corporate reputation.

Business Ethics

Business ethics even though considered an essential component
of business success (Arjoon, 2003) and an integral and vital as-
pect of the strategic management process (McManus and White,
2008) cannot be regarded as a new concept. Business ethics is
probably as old as business itself (Fleege and Adrian, 2004) and
unethical behaviour has been with humans since their existence
(Trevino and Brown, 2004). Kish-Gephart et al. (2010, p. 2)
define unethical behaviour of an organisation as “any organiza-
tional member action that violates widely accepted (societal)
moral norms’. The term organisational member needs clarifica-
tion here as a fundamental change in the recognition of who is
an organisational member has transpired over the years. Earlier
it is the employees working in the organisation who are consid-
ered an organisational members. However high profile scandals
like Nike’s sweat labour, BP’s Gulf of Mexico oil spill and Tesco’s
horse meat scandal promulgate that an organisation cannot ab-
stain from the irresponsible behaviour of its suppliers or third-
party contractors (Harrison and Scorse, 2010; Carrington,
2010; Meikle and Lawrence, 2013) thereby emphasising the
need for an organisation to consider even the suppliers and their
workers as organisational members.

These scandals could effectually help in defining who should
be considered as an organisational member. Nonetheless, one
aspect of business ethics is made explicit by these scandals that
a business cannot refrain from ensuring that sustainability is not
compromised and this is particularly the case of environmental
and social sustainability, even though the pressure to ensure eco-
nomic sustainability could be higher in the agenda of some of the
major stakeholders of an organisation such as shareholders and
other investors. Thus what can be learnt from scandals and mor-
al thinking is that if corporate ethics, which is the fundamental
construct and core organisational values that guide an organi-
sation through various ethical dilemma situations (Trevino et
al.1998; Valentine and Barnett, 2002), in order to withstand the
increased scrutiny and expectations of the different stakehold-
ers, must incessantly aim at clarifying what constitutes business
ethics and what is ethical misconduct and what proactive meas-
ures should be designed and implemented so as to prevent ethi-
cal misconduct. The mounting pressure on an organisation to
boost short-term profits is one of the underlying reasons which
instigate its agents to engage in unethical behaviour (Gilley et
al. 2010; Laffont and Martimort, 2002; Buchnan, 1996; Heath,
2009). Dobbson (2009) maintains that the current economic
and organisational order is contributing to three main kinds of
unethical behaviour namely individualism, unhealthy competi-
tion and the higher preference placed on market performance
over societal values.

What can organisations do to eliminate unethical behaviour is
a tough and perplexing question. Contradicting a newspaper ar-
ticle titled “Corporate ethics is simple: if something stinks, don’t
do it”, Trevino and Brown (2004) contend that ethical decisions
are not simple and that they are complex by definition. They
add that ethical decision-making is a complex multi-stage pro-
cess and organisational context accentuates this complexity and
that creating an ethical code of conduct is only one of the steps
in mitigating or eliminating unethical behaviour. The remaining
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sections of this study explain the possible ways through which
ethical misconduct can be tackled leading to the culmination of
a state which allows an organisation to undertake communica-
tion pertaining to business ethics and integrity in a confident
manner.

Corporate Ethical Identity

Balmer (2001) maintains that corporate identity is one of the as-
pects or elements of the visual identity of an organisation. Cor-
porate identity in simple terms refers to the core attributes of an
organisation, its strategy and values. Powell et al. (2009) define
corporate identity as “an organisation’s unique characteristics
which are rooted in the behaviour of members of the organisa-
tion”. Communications associated with corporate identity can
be seen as undertaken by organisations when they strive to bring
about a change in the way the internal and external stakeholders
perceive it or their actions make others perceive it in a certain
way. Corporate identity change programs are predominantly
undertaken by organisations to facilitate culture change, and
strategy formulation, serve as a platform for corporate com-
munications and enhance the visual identity of an organisation
(Balmer, 2001). Thus organisational identity is not just a symbol
or can be limited to organisational nomenclature (Balmer, 1995)
rather it has a critical role in enhancing organisational visibility
(van Riel and Balmer, 1997). Therefore corporate identity holds
significance to the internal functioning of an organisation and
the effective projection of those to the stakeholders. This is be-
cause corporate identity is about what the organisation is at pre-
sent and what it seeks to be. It has two parts, first is evidenced
by the strategic choices including the mission, vision, strategic
intent and corporate culture. Second, corporate expression is
evidenced by corporate brand (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012).

A scandal-incited investigation which resulted in the convic-
tion of agents of an organisation is an unequivocal case of ethical
misconduct in addition to the illegality involved in that scandal.
The consequences can be exacerbated even if only allegations
persist if an organisation has undertaken very specific corporate
identity improvements measures such as CSR communication,
and a scandal highlighted the incongruence between internal
operations, external operations and communication. One such
case is BP which invested $7m to enhance its corporate identity
(Melewar & Wooldridge, 2001). It is argued that marketing of
ethical and social ambitions can attract critical stakeholder at-
tention as it entails the risk of being considered precisely the
opposite (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990, p. 177). Thus an explicit
communication of ethical and social ambitions followed by a
scandal or ethical misconduct can reinforce customer scepti-
cism which can have negative ramifications for corporate brand
and corporate reputation (Cornelissen, 2011; Williams, 2008;
Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). As the identity of an organisation com-
prises a bundle of values which are part of the federation of sub-
cultures that prevail within and outside an organisation (Balmer
and Wilson, 1998), scandals can have a detrimental effect on
corporate identity.

However, an organisation cannot refrain from expressing its
corporate identity in a highly competitive business environ-
ment as it is one of the means through which an organisation
promulgates its distinctiveness (Balmer and Gray, 2003). This is
where the role of ethical identity becomes evident as it gives the
freedom for the organisation to express itself clearly specifying
its ethical credentials. Corporate ethical identity is defined by
Berrone et al. (2007, p. 36) as “the set of behaviours, communi-
cations, and stances that are representative of an organization’s
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ethical attitudes and beliefs”. Kleyn et al. (2012) mention the
need to develop an ethical core of an organisation and focus on
functions in order to create a strong ethical identity. Develop-
ment of trusted relationships, development and enforcement of
ethical policy and embedment of organisational citizenship re-
sults in the development of ethical core. Procurement contract-
ing, provision of information and procurement administration
enables obtaining focus on the external functions (Kleyn et al.
2012).

Towards the development of an ethical core and also to achieve
the permeation of ethicality in all the internal and external func-
tions, ethical leadership and the development of a code of ethics
are critical. What became all the more evident from the scan-
dals is that many companies have two faces, one they position
to the public as a socially, environmentally and economically vi-
able company and the second face is known only to people who
are closely associated with the company such as employees, ac-
countants, top leaders, leading suppliers etc. It is the negligence
of these closely associated people that the public realises that
the agents have misused their power, if agency theory is used to
explain such behaviour (Heath, 2009). The crux of this under-
standing is that as long as a company or more specifically its top
agents surmise that it is not possible to be economically viable
without compromising on business ethics, they may indulge in
such unethical behaviour.

Ethical Leadership

Trevino and Brown (2004) maintain that ethical decision-mak-
ing is a multi-stage process. Further individual perception of the
moral intensity of an ethical issue is one of the major influenc-
es on ethical decision-making (Hayibor and Wasieleski, 2009).
Even though ethical decision-making is a multi-stage process, an
organisational leader like the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) is
mostly in charge of framing critical decisions and such decisions
entail, for example, whether to engage with a supplier whose
environmental sustainability standards are not par acceptable
standards, but economically more rewarding, has ethicality at-
tached to it. Trevino et al. (2003) based on their exploratory
study maintain that ethical leaders are considered by organisa-
tional members as honest and trustworthy, fair and principled in
decision-making, who care about people and the broader society
and who behave ethically in their professional and personal lives.
They add that an ethical leader also takes proactive efforts to
influence the ethical and unethical behaviours of followers and
therefore is also labelled as a moral manager. By committing to
an ethical course of action and through the deliberate commu-
nication of such decisions, the leadership of an organisation can
send strong messages to the internal and external stakeholders
of an organisation that ethics and economic and environmental
sustainability need not be contradictory. Interestingly there are
companies like Marks and Spencer (M&S) which proved that
ethical, environmental and socially sustainable ways of managing
business can not only help in garnering employee support but
can also contribute substantially to improved operational per-
formance as well (Wills, 2011; Nichols, 2014).

Leadership is one of the most potent forces of organisational
change (Schein, 2010) and towards the transformation of an
organisation to an ethical organisation, an ethical leader should
ensure that the mission values of the organisation are reflective
of its ethical commitment. Thus through the commitment of
leaders to taking business decisions that are rooted in ethics and
through the explicit mentioning of ethics in the mission state-
ments as well as in oral and written communications, the leaders
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can demonstrate the critical role of ethics in business function-
ing, what it means to be ethical and how ethical principles can
be the underlying principle of employee decision making at all
levels (Kleyn et al. 2012). Ethics is basically ensuring that the
legitimate interests and moral expectations of the stakeholders
are not compromised implying the outward nature of ethical
decision-making. However as Trevino and Brown (2004) main-
tain, ethical decision-making is a complex process and the lead-
ers of an organisation should be accessible to the employees and
other stakeholders to clarify ethical dilemmas and predicaments
in decision-making.

Code of Ethics

In embedding ethical values in the culture of an organisation
or in other words, enabling ethical decision-making to be part
of the taken-for-granted assumptions of the employees of an
organisation (Schein, 2010), the creation of a code of ethics is
highly recommended (Trevino and Brown, 2004; Robertson &
Crittenden, 2003; Sims & Brinkmann, 2003; Gilley et al. 2010).
A code of ethics which clearly specifies the legal and ethical
aspects of conduct, which is agreed upon, effectively commu-
nicated and allowed to be permeated in the broad functioning
of the organisation, becomes an integral component of its cul-
ture (Pendse, 2012; Trevino and Brown, 2004) thereby removes
ambiguity in decision making to a considerable extent. For ex-
ample, if a company decides that it will only do business with
suppliers who are accredited to a certain sustainability standard
such as the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), the
predicament in decision-making is significantly reduced. The
code of ethics in order to be truly value-additive and also to
withstand the test of charms of economic rewards offered by
ethical misconduct should transcend the mere compliance focus
to one where moral values are held with the highest respect and
dignity.

The more an organisation has an influence on society and the
larger the organisation is, the greater the challenges associated
with the development and implementation of a viable code of
ethics (Robertson & Crittenden, 2003). This challenge emanates
from the need for an organisation to ensure that business ethics
is followed by all the stakeholders, particularly internal stake-
holders like suppliers, with the same passion. Tesco’s horsemeat
scandal and BP’s Gulf of Mexico oil spill are some examples
which delineate that achievement of this objective is challeng-
ing and time-consuming. Further, global supply chains entail a
great deal of complexity (Eltantaway et al. 2009) and can render
control mechanisms inefficacious effectually breeding higher in-
centives for ethical misconduct on the part of suppliers. Com-
panies such as Sainsbury’s only do business with suppliers who
are ready to commit themselves to the Code of Ethical Trade
which is based on internationally agreed conventions on work-
ers’ rights and Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) Base Code (Sains-
bury’s Supermarkets Ltd, 2013) thereby significantly mitigating
chances of ethical misconduct from suppliers. Overall to im-
prove the efficacy of the code of ethics, it should be propped by
ethical education and other processes (Schlegelmilch and Hou-
ston; 1990; Bendixen and Abratt, 2007).

Supplier Management

Supplier management is an area of growing significance as far
as the development of ethical corporate identity is concerned
due to the dominant role they can play in the ethnicization of
functions of an organisation (Eltantaway et al. 2009). Tesco’s
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horsemeat scandal and BP’s Gulf of Mexico oil spills are two
classic examples of this. When a buyer-supplier relationship is
based on trust which is bolstered by ethical values, corporate
ethical identity can be confidently communicated consequently
greatly assisting in the formation of organisational reputation
(Bendixen and Abratt, 2007). The mutually reinforcing nature
of ethical core and functions, which are two important aspects
of corporate ethical identity (Kleyn et al. 2012) can be under-
scored with the help of the horse meat scandal and the recent
allegations from some of the suppliers of Tesco over bullying, re-
sulting in an investigation by the grocery code adjudicator (Wil-
liams, 2015). Trust is a major aspect determining the quality of
the relationship between buyer and supplier. Schurr and Ozanne
(1985, p.940) define trust as “the belief that a party’s word or
promise is reliable and that a party will fulfil his/ her obligations
in an exchange relationship. It is vivid that trust is broken in the
relationship between Tesco and Silvercrest Foods as a result of
the horsemeat scandal evidenced by Tesco dropping its contract
with the supplier (Meikle and Felicity, 2013).

However, the recent allegations of bullying by the suppliers
of Tesco (Williams, 2015) point to the nature of the relationship
that exists between the company and its suppliers. It is argued
that trust can be influenced by the stakes involved, the power
involved and exercised and the perception of risk involved (Bell
et al. 2003). The attractiveness of the size of orders means that
Tesco can exercise significant buyer power (Porter, 2008) re-
sulting in very low economic reward for the suppliers and in
the absence of effective monitoring mechanisms, the suppliers
could be tempted to improve their profitability through some
uncthical means. This implies that there was a clear absence of
a win-win situation, resulting in the creation of an adversarial
relationship between the parties (Mudambi and Helper, 1998),
as well as the effective implementation of a code of ethics and
trusted relationship between Tesco and Silvercrest Foods if
horsemeat scandal is taken into consideration. It should how-
ever be noted that Tesco has been a member of ETI since 1998.

The influence of leadership and codes of ethics and supplier
management in the creation and reinforcement of ethics in the
functioning of an organisation is made explicit by the discus-
sion so far. It is argued that in the process of development of
corporate cthical identity, due diligence should be paid to the
actual identity of the firm and communication regarding where
the firm would like to be in the future (Kleyn et al. 2012). In this
process, circumspection should be paid not to exaggerate facts,
rather communication should emphasise what is already done
even though there is scope for the dissemination of details re-
garding future projects. This is evident from the communication
strategy of successful companies like M&S evidenced by Plan A
from 2007 to 2015. Achieving sustainability of internal and ex-
ternal functions can be time-consuming and require heavy ini-
tial investment (Walker et al. 2008) and as such communication
through various tools such as CSR reports should be realistic
and truthful. Kleyn et al. (2012) maintain that ethical identity
communication, brand positioning as well as corporate repu-
tation should not conflict with actual identity. In other words,
brand management should be undertaken in a manner that nar-
rows down the gap between corporate identity and corporate
reputation (de Chernatony, 1999).

Leveraging Corporate Ethical Identity

Corporate brands and corporate reputation are two of the most
valuable assets (Omar et al. 2009) that can be further benefited
from the ethicalisation of corporate identity. With the pres-
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ence of corporate ethical identity, an organisation is optimally
placed to communicate it, even though it is amorphous and
ever-evolving. Attention however should be paid to ensure that
such communications are realistic and based on facts. One of
the vehicles through which such communications can be under-
taken is through corporate branding and corporate reputation
management.

Corporate Brand

The nexus of a corporate brand and corporate identity is made
explicit by Harris and de Chernatony (2001) that a holistic ap-
proach to brand management is required as far as corporate
branding is concerned wherein the entire organisation behaves
in accordance with the desired brand identity. A corporate
brand is made up of two aspects namely corporate expression
and stakeholder images of corporate identity (Abratt and Kleyn,
2012). These two aspects should be congruent with each other
and in order for that to happen and also to undertake corporate
expression in a successful manner, the creation of a corporate
identity which is ethics based, can be immensely helpful. Stake-
holders of an organisation can never interact with the ethical
identity of an organisation in its entirety and through the articu-
lation of a set of values that cover the entire organisation, corpo-
rate branding acts as the visual, verbal and behavioural expres-
sion of the unique business model of an organisation (Knox and
Bickerton, 2003; Abbratt and Kleyn, 2012) and effectively aid in
the process of differentiation. Imperfect imitability, which is one
of the basic qualities of a strategic resource (Barney, 1991), is
one of the corollaries of undertaking genuine corporate brand-
ing efforts, as the processes associated with the creation of such
a corporate brand are complex and system specific.

With the creation and establishment of ethical identity
through ethical leadership, codes of ethics and supplier man-
agement, an organisation can place itself in an ideal position to
undertake communication regarding business ethics as contra-
dictions can be rare between what it communicates and how
it communicates. Through such communication, an organisation
facilitates the decision-making of consumers who are looking
to rationalise their decisions. The most preferred position that
an organisation can take while undertaking corporate branding
is to ensure that the consumption values that the brand repre-
sents are preferred over competing brand values and also when
the life values projected by an organisation are considered as
self-identity affirming by consumers (Palazzo and Basu, 2007).
Through deliberate communication pertaining to ethical brand-
ing, a company can realise the business of ethics as consumers
are ready to pay extra for products/services of an ethically be-
having company (Cryer and Ross, 1997). Further stakeholder
trust and commitment are enhanced as well (Schwab, 1996).
Nevertheless, there are arguments that even though consumers
have become sophisticated, it’s not reflected in their behaviour
through the support of ethical businesses over non-ethical ones
(Carrigan and Attalla, 2001).

In addition to the facilitation of effective differentiation, ethi-
cal branding can also help in dispelling consumer scepticism
(Fan, 2005) as here ethics is projected as a part of the brand
which is explicitly expressed through communication tools like
CSR reports and also through stakeholders” images of corporate
identity. Different stakeholders can have different perceptions of
corporate identity which are the outcome of the filtering pro-
cess they undertake with the brand-related communication they
receive, which need not necessarily be explicitly undertaken by
an organisation. Nevertheless, ethical corporate branding based

http://ejbo.jyu.fi/



EJBO Electronic Journal of Business Ethics and Organization Studies

on corporate ethical identity is far better placed to withstand
the scrutiny of different stakeholders. However increased stake-
holder expectations pertaining to the ethical standards and core
functioning of an organisation in a corollary of ethical branding
as it is basically value-driven (Kay, 2006). Such branding initia-
tives even though help in the creation of consumer-corporation
value fit, can run the risk of severe backlash in the event of scan-
dals or other visible violations of ethics (Bhattacharya and Sen,

2006).

Corporate Reputation

Barnett et al. (2006) define corporate reputation as the collec-
tive judgements of an organisation by its stakeholders which are
based on the economic, social and environmental performance
of that over time. Ethical branding and corporate reputation are
closely associated, in the sense that they mutually reinforce each
other and corporate brand is considered the core component of
corporate reputation (Fan, 2005). Reputation is a highly valu-
able intangible asset with a hard-to-duplicate aspect to it there-
by greatly contributing to an organisation’s drive towards the
creation and enhancement of sustainable competitive advantage
(Fombrun and Riel, 1997; Fan, 2005; Fombrun and Shanley,
1990; Drejer, 2000). It is mentioned that corporate reputation
can positively influence the market share of an organisation and
also stock market value appreciation (Fan, 2005; Roberts and
Dowling, 2002). Further, it is also argued to improve employee
morale, employee productivity, attracting talented human capi-
tal and the retention of existing employees (Garbett, 1988; Tur-
ban and Cable, 2003).

Corporate reputation is created based on the past perfor-
mance of an organisation, and this includes both financial and
social performance (Fan, 2005) and as such is considered a so-
lution used by stakeholders when they receive asymmetric in-
formation pertaining to an organisation with regard to decision
making. When faced with a lack of information relating to the
products/services or other initiatives of an organisation, stake-
holders rely on reputation to judge the quality of products or to
assess whether the claims behind such initiatives are trustwor-
thy or not (Schnietz and Epstein, 2005). Thus it is critical that
consistency of communication is achieved, whether it is explicit
or implicit, thereby enabling the stakeholders to confidently
undertake actions positively reflecting on the performance of
an organisation. However, what can be noted is that many or-
ganisations undertake very explicit communication which is not
substantiated by real efforts. For example, a company may claim
that it is following ETI in its business with suppliers, howev-
er, supplier allegations of bullying reveal a different story. This
draws the attention of stakeholders to the huge gap between
what is proclaimed and what is actually undertaken, thereby en-
abling them to judge the authenticity of claims and this can have
a detrimental effect on their perception of the product, stock
value etc. of the company as well.

It is mentioned that any unethical behaviour can have an aug-
mented effect on irreparably damaging the total intangible as-
sets of an organisation as evident from the case of companies like
Enron and Anderson Consulting (Fan, 2005). Neate and Moulds
(2013) state that Tesco’s sales in 11 global markets declined as
a result of the horsemeat scandal and the dip in UK sales was
worse than expected. Further, Fletcher (2013) maintains that
the horsemeat scandal wiped £300m off the market value of
Tesco. Thus even though unethical business behaviour has been
observed from the time of inception of business (Fleege and
Adrian, 2004; Trevion and Brown, 2004), the ramifications of
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unethical behaviour are far-reaching and inconceivable in the
information age as evident from the case of Tesco. The financial
and reputational backlash will be higher for companies which
have a global presence and the developments in information
technology and the internet can accentuate the damage in the
absence of proactive crisis management measures as evident
from the case of BP (Harlow et al. 2011).

As brand-related communication has a direct effect on the
creation of corporate reputation, the dimension on which the
different stakeholders evaluate corporate reputation should be
identified so as to undertake appropriate and targeted commu-
nications in order to generate positive reputations among them
(Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). This study maintains that even though
explicit communication can be efficacious, it is critical that such
communication is buttressed by the presence of a corporate eth-
ical identity, thereby facilitating consumers or other stakehold-
ers to decipher corporate reputation when they face asymmetric
information.

The following framework (Figure 1, p. 16) delineates how
corporate ethical identity can be created and how it can facili-
tate the achievement of corporate ethical brand and corporate
ethical reputation thereby enhance the value of these intangible
assets and other benefits.

Conclusions

It is indispensable for organisations to communicate their efforts
in the areas of business ethics as they are in the midst of scan-
dals and violations of stakeholder trust by some of the erstwhile
established and popular companies. However explicit commu-
nication of business ethics should be undertaken with circum-
spection as it can be judged precisely the opposite (Ashforth and
Gibbs, 1990, p. 177). In order to undertake ethics-driven com-
munication as part of tools like CSR reports, it is critical that a
company fast establishes ethics in its entire operations. However,
this is not an easy objective as ethical decision-making is a multi-
stage process (Brown and Trevion, 2004). This study drawing on
the findings of a number of previous findings delineates the -in-
ter and intra relation between the various organisational factors
that influence and reinforce ethicality in the functioning of an
organisation.

The study could find that to confidently undertake ethics-
related communication, it is critical that the ethical core is es-
tablished first. An ethical core is established in an organisation
with the presence of an ethical leadership which is committed to
base all their operations which is ethically valid. The leadership
should also be accessible to the decision-making units so that
the units can clarify the ethical dilemmas they face in decision-
making. Further, the mission/vision, strategic intent etc. of an
organisation should propagate the inevitability of conducting
business in an ethical manner. To bolster such efforts, a code
of ethics can be formulated to facilitate the reinforcement of
ethical values and to dispel ambiguity associated with decision-
making. This results in the creation of a culture where even the
taken-for-granted assumptions are based on ethics.

The recent scandals, such as the horsemeat scandal of Tesco,
point to the vulnerability of supply chain management exposing
the lack or absence of control mechanisms, among other issues.
Suppliers no longer are considered as different from an organi-
sation when their unethical or irresponsible behaviour hurt its
various stakeholders. It is critical that they are treated as organi-
sational citizens and educated on the code of ethics and code of
fair trade such as ETI. They should be treated fairly, in a manner
which fosters trust. The control and monitoring mechanisms
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Figure 1. Development of a corporate ethical identity to prevent scandalous behaviours.

should be capable enough to eliminate any impulse of unethical
behaviours on the part of suppliers.

The creation of an ethical core and the presence of ethically
driven external functions imply that there is congruence be-
tween what an organisation does and what it implicitly commu-
nicates through corporate identity. This is an ideal position from
where an organisation can undertake explicit communication of
its ethicality through the corporate brand. It is however noted
that corporate identity is amorphous and ever-evolving and so is
the case of ethicality and sustainability associated with external
functions. Establishing sustainability and educating suppliers on
ethical decision-making and reinforcing ethical values in their
supply chain is time-consuming. Thus the communication, espe-
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