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LETTER FROM THE CEO

by Roy Snell, CHC, CCEP‑F

Playing the ethics card
Please don’t hesitate to call me about anything any time.
612 709-6012 Cell • 952 933-8009 Direct 
roy.snell @ corporatecompliance.org

Snell

Irecently wrote an article titled “All 
Business leaders are not unethical,” 
which appeared in the Nov/Dec issue of 

Compliance & Ethics Professional magazine. I 
argued that the definition of the word ethics 
is so broad it is becoming a worthless word. 
Compliance and ethics professionals need to 

focus on business ethics or they risk 
diluting their efforts in preventing 
their companies from regulatory and 
business ethics infractions. Below is a 
sentence from the article that summed 
up how broadly people define ethics:

“Here are five discussion thread topics 
from an ethics professional’s LinkedIn 

group; create a guaranteed citizen’s 
income, advancing social cohesion, political 
lobbying, legalizing drugs, and capital 
punishment.”

My point was that these are social 
causes that have nothing to do with running 
a compliance and ethics program. I said 
compliance and ethics professionals should 
focus on business ethics. I thought the term 
“business ethics” would be helpful, but now 
I realize that even the term “business ethics” 
is inadequate.

Recently people have been telling me it 
is unethical to make people work overtime. 
Deciding to work for a company that needs 
you to work evenings and weekends to get a 
project out is a personal decision not an ethics 

issue. I worked for PwC and Deloitte. If you 
were to tell them that you could only work 
employees 9 to 5 and 40 hour weeks, they 
would go out of business. It’s a part of doing 
business in that industry. It’s not an ethics 
issue, it’s a management decision. You can 
decide to work in the consulting profession or 
not. It is unethical to call overtime unethical. 
It is a misuse of the word. This is one example 
of many management decisions/styles that 
people disagree with and subsequently 
decide to play the ethics card to enhance 
their argument.

My point is simple. If you decide to call 
something or someone unethical every time 
you disagree with them, you have broadened 
the definition of ethics to the point the word 
is now worthless. If you are a compliance and 
ethics officer and you focus your attention 
on social cohesion, overtime, and capital 
punishment, etc., you will become ineffective. 
We need to focus on preventing, finding, and 
fixing business ethics issues not management 
or leadership strategy.

These other causes are worthy. Social 
issues are important. How people manage 
people is important. But we have 100,000 
business management books that cover all 
this. We have millions of people working on 
social issues. We have WAY too few people 
looking for ethical and legal infractions that 
can ruin a company’s reputation or bring the 
company to its knees financially. Stay focused, 
my friends. ✵




