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Communicators on trial: Ethical accountability

Co-presented by the IABC Accreditation Council and the IABC Ethics Committee

Cast of characters

Ballif
Impartial provider of information and facilitator of jury deliberations.


Honorable Justine Fair
Highly regarded trial judge who gained notoriety by advocating for personal and organizational ethics.

Paula Prosecution
Prosecuting attorney who is committed to upholding the IABC Code of Ethics.

Antonia Accused
Investor communications director, with 12 years of high-level corporate communication experience that has been recognized by several distinguished Gold Quill Awards. Accused reported directi Réticent, and communicator on trial for allegedly violating Code of Ethics.

Daniel Defense
Defense attorney who is passionate about human rights.

René Réticent
French classmate of Innfomann who was recruited as executive vice president of investor relations. 

Adaam Innfomann
Founder and CEO of InfoHost, a North American-based company that was launched in 2003 to provide customized, up-to-the-minute news reports to subscriber cell phones and PDAs. At 39, he has been touted as the most notable innovator in technology. Innfomann successfully courted a merger with Data2Go as part of his strategy to gain immediate access to the Asia market, and leverage Hong Kong resources to enter the European market.

Lillian Dayta
CEO and founder of Data2Go, a Hong Kong-based company that delivers web-based news and entertainment information to 500 thousand subscriber desktops throughout Asia. Dayta saw great potential in merging her company with InfoHost given information provided by Innfomann and leading industry analysts. After the merger, Dayta served as president of InfoHost.

Lotta Munie
Venture capitalist who provided startup funds for InfoHost. Munie was approached by Innfomann prior to the merger to “work out an agreement that would strengthen the profile” of InfoHost.

Stockard Analeest
Notable Wall Street technology market analyst and for an international investment group who publicly projected exponential growth of InfoHost based on the notable list of venture capitalists and information provided by Innfomann. 

Background

Launched in 1999, the North American-based company, InfoHost, rocketed to the top of the list of “technology startup companies to watch.” InfoHost’s Wall Street debut in mid 2001was filled with excitement when the entry share price of $15, closed at $30. InfoHost’s original employees each suddenly became worth approximately $2.5 million. Early 2003 analyst projections, lead by Wall Street wiz Stockard Analeest, indicated that InfoHost would double their multi-million dollar net worth within the first quarter, and reach one billion by year end. 

The strategy that would deliver these numbers was to acquire Data2Go, a Hong Kong-based company, that would allow InfoHost to duplicate their highly successful business model for dedicated Data2Go customers throughout Asia. Leveraging relationships in Europe, InfoHost’s executive team would also introduce their innovative information delivery systems to technology-savvy customers in target European countries.

Throughout the phenomenal growth of InfoHost and the merger with Data2Go, Rene Réticent, executive vice president of investor relations, and Adaam Innfomann, InfoHost CEO/Founder, controlled  shareholder messaging. It was the responsibility of Antonia Accused, investor communication director, to post the messages on the company’s investor Web page, cell phones, and PDAs. Although Accused wasn’t included in senior management discussions, assignments, and comments from Réticent caused discomfort for Accused. She attempted to gain background information and questioned the intent and strategy behind the communications, to which Innfomann responded with enthusiastic promises and reassurances. Accused was unaware that various e-mail trails and water-cooler conversations were already questioning the integrity of financial reports and projections. Afraid that she would be fired for refusing to do her job, Accused distributed the communications as directed by Réticent.

Immediately following the merger, Réticent, at his request, stepped down to a manager position in the marketing department. Lillian Dayta, now president of InfoHost, wanted a “deal like the one Réticent” negotiated. By third quarter 2004, senior management discussions about investment schemes and over ambitious financial projections spread throughout the company. Réticent resigned and cashed out $3 million in InfoHost shares at $76 per share. Several other senior executives, including Innfomann and Dayta, sold shares totaling $19 million. Foreign investors withdrew their commitments, and after expressing concern that Wall Street was “mislead” by Innfomann, Stockard Analeest was released from her position. Stock value dropped to $7 per share in first quarter 2005 and an investigation by the US Securities and Exchange Commission was launched. 

Without access to the “inner circle” of information, and in fear of losing her job, Accused complied with instructions from senior management to communicate information for which her “gut feeling” was to question. In her heart, she wanted to believe that InfoHost existed as a socially responsible corporate citizen in a “just society that is governed by a profound respect for human rights and the rule of law; that ethics, the criteria for determining what is right and wrong, are agreed upon, and is sensitive to cultural norms.” The charge is that Accused’s practices violated the following articles of the IABC Code of Ethics:

· Article 2. Professional communicators disseminate accurate information and promptly correct any erroneous communication for which they may be responsible.

· Article 5. Professional communicators refrain from taking part in any undertaking which the communicator considers to be unethical.

· Article 6. Professional communicators obey laws and public policies governing their professional activities and are sensitive to the spirit of all laws and regulations and, should any law or public policy be violated, for whatever reason, act promptly to correct the situation.

· Article 9. Professional communicators do not use confidential information gained as a result of professional activities for personal benefit and do not represent conflicting or competing interests without written consent of those involved.

· Article 12. Professional communicators are honest not only with others but also, and most importantly, with themselves as individuals; for a professional communicator seeks the truth and speaks that truth first to the self.

International Association of Business Communicators
Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators

Preface 

Because hundreds of thousands of business communicators worldwide engage in activities that affect the lives of millions of people, and because this power carries with it significant social responsibilities, the International Association of Business Communicators developed the Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators. 

The Code is based on three different yet interrelated principles of professional communication that apply throughout the world. 

These principles assume that just societies are governed by a profound respect for human rights and the rule of law; that ethics, the criteria for determining what is right and wrong, can be agreed upon by members of an organization; and, that understanding matters of taste requires sensitivity to cultural norms. 

These principles are essential: 

· Professional communication is legal. 

· Professional communication is ethical. 

· Professional communication is in good taste. 


Recognizing these principles, members of IABC will: 

· engage in communication that is not only legal but also ethical and sensitive to cultural values and beliefs; 

· engage in truthful, accurate and fair communication that facilitates respect and mutual understanding; and, 

· adhere to the following articles of the IABC Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators. 


Because conditions in the world are constantly changing, members of IABC will work to improve their individual competence and to increase the body of knowledge in the field with research and education. 

Articles 

1. 
Professional communicators uphold the credibility and dignity of their profession by practicing honest, candid and timely communication and by fostering the free flow of essential information in accord with the public interest. 
2. 
Professional communicators disseminate accurate information and promptly correct any erroneous communication for which they may be responsible. 
3. 
Professional communicators understand and support the principles of free speech, freedom of assembly, and access to an open marketplace of ideas; and, act accordingly. 
4. 
Professional communicators are sensitive to cultural values and beliefs and engage in fair and balanced communication activities that foster and encourage mutual understanding. 
5. 
Professional communicators refrain from taking part in any undertaking which the communicator considers to be unethical. 
6. 
Professional communicators obey laws and public policies governing their professional activities and are sensitive to the spirit of all laws and regulations and, should any law or public policy be violated, for whatever reason, act promptly to correct the situation. 
7. 
Professional communicators give credit for unique expressions borrowed from others and identify the sources and purposes of all information disseminated to the public. 
8. 
Professional communicators protect confidential information and, at the same time, comply with all legal requirements for the disclosure of information affecting the welfare of others. 
9. 
Professional communicators do not use confidential information gained as a result of professional activities for personal benefit and do not represent conflicting or competing interests without written consent of those involved. 
10. Professional communicators do not accept undisclosed gifts or payments for professional services from anyone other than a client or employer. 
11. Professional communicators do not guarantee results that are beyond the power of the practitioner to deliver. 
12. Professional communicators are honest not only with others but also, and most importantly, with themselves as individuals; for a professional communicator seeks the truth and speaks that truth first to the self. 

Enforcement and Communication of the IABC Code for Professional Communicators 

IABC fosters compliance with its Code by engaging in global communication campaigns rather than through negative sanctions. However, in keeping with the sixth article of the IABC Code, members of IABC who are found guilty by an appropriate governmental agency or judicial body of violating laws and public policies governing their professional activities may have their membership terminated by the IABC executive board following procedures set forth in the association's bylaws. 

IABC encourages the widest possible communication about its Code. 

The IABC Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators is published in several languages and is freely available to all: Permission is hereby granted to any individual or organization wishing to copy and incorporate all or part of the IABC Code into personal and corporate codes, with the understanding that appropriate credit be given to IABC in any publication of such codes. 

The IABC Code is published in the association's annual directory, The WorldBook of IABC Communicators. The association's monthly magazine, Communication World, publishes periodic articles dealing with ethical issues. At least one session at the association's annual conference is devoted to ethics. The international headquarters of IABC, through its professional development activities, encourages and supports efforts by IABC student chapters, professional chapters, and districts/regions to conduct meetings and workshops devoted to the topic of ethics and the IABC Code. New and renewing members of IABC sign the following statement as part of their application: "I have reviewed and understand the IABC Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators." 

As a service to communicators worldwide, inquiries about ethics and questions or comments about the IABC Code may be addressed to members of the IABC Ethics Committee. The IABC Ethics Committee is composed of at least three accredited members of IABC who serve staggered three-year terms. Other IABC members may serve on the committee with the approval of the IABC executive committee. The functions of the Ethics Committee are to assist with professional development activities dealing with ethics and to offer advice and assistance to individual communicators regarding specific ethical situations. 

While discretion will be used in handling all inquiries about ethics, absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. Those wishing more information about the IABC Code or specific advice about ethics are encouraged to contact IABC World Headquarters (One Hallidie Plaza, Suite 600, San Francisco, CA 94102 USA; phone, 415-544-4700; fax, 415-544-4747).

Identifying and analyzing ethical dilemmas

(Based on "Digging into Ethics," Gary W. Davis, CAE, October 2003)
Conflicts of interest are at the heart of ethical dilemmas. A conflict of interest is a situation in which the decision maker has two or more competing interests. This article suggests a number of ideas for developing methods to identify, analyze, and resolve the dilemmas that you face. 

Identifying ethical dilemmas

Taking ethics seriously requires more than simply doing good and avoiding evil. Even when you resolve to “do the right thing,” challenges remain. You often face right-versus-right situations. Such ethical problems require a choice between two equally correct courses of action. 

Rushworth Kidder of the Institute for Global Ethics, Camden, Maine, has organized ethical dilemmas into four basic categories: 

· Truth versus loyalty

· Justice versus mercy

· Short term versus long term 

· Individual versus community 

Analyzing and resolving ethical dilemmas

You shouldn't have to confront ethical conflicts alone. Policies within your organization should encourage, if not require, peers to bring dilemmas to one another’s attention. Dilemmas are most easily seen when they affect someone else. Rationalization can prevent even the noblest person from recognizing his or her own conflicts of interest. 

It’s not a question of whether conflicts will exist. It’s a question of how to deal with them whenever they arise. Help in thinking through ethical dilemmas can be found in many places. Professor Chris MacDonald, of the department of philosophy, Saint Mary’s University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, offers a method that can be used to consider and resolve ethical dilemmas. 

1. Is this really a dilemma? The first step in recognizing the decision as one that has moral importance. Clues include conflicts between two or more values or ideals. 

2. Who are the interested parties? What are their relationships? Carefully identify who has a stake in the decision, be imaginative and sympathetic. Often, there are more parties whose interests should be taken into consideration than is immediately obvious. 

3. What values are involved? Think through the shared values that are at stake in making this decision. Which of those values are dear to the one making the decision and to his or her organization? 

4. What are the benefits and the burdens? Benefits – broadly defined – might include such things as the production of goods (physical, emotional, financial, social, etc.) for various parties, the satisfaction of preferences, and acting in accordance with various relevant values (such as fairness). Burdens might include causing physical or emotional pain to various parties, imposing financial costs, and ignoring relevant values. One often overlooked and rather simple solution is patience. If no one is being seriously harmed by the situation, the passage of time can satisfactorily resolve many dilemmas.

5. How is the present case analogous with others? Most ethical dilemmas have been faced before. Professionals would be well served by keeping a careful record of ethical decision making within the organization. What are the similarities and differences? What course of action was taken? Was the decision good?

6. With whom can you share your preferred solution? Discuss your preferred solution with an ethically savvy person who is not directly involved in the situation. The only way to compensate for our inherent subjectivity is to seek the opinion of an independent party. The other party will be affected by his or her situation, but it will not be the same situation as that of the primary decision maker. By consulting with others, you benefit from a variety of perspectives. That’s the next best thing to objectivity. 

7. Does this decision comply with legal and organizational rules? Some decisions are appropriately made based on legal considerations. They may also be affected by rules set by your organization. Always remember that just because something is legal, it doesn't mean it is ethical.

8. Are you comfortable with this decision? Rely on intuition as a check on your analytical decision making. Consider these questions:

a. If I carry out this decision, would I be comfortable telling my family, clergyman, or mentors about it?

b. Would I want children to take my behavior as an example?

c. Is this decision on which a wise, informed, and virtuous person would make?

d. Can I live with this decision? 
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