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AN ETHICAL JOURNEY 

Deborah A. O’Connor

Director Campus Compliance/ Privacy Officer

University of Colorado - Colorado Springs 

Kathleen A. Sutherland

Audit Manager-Compliance

Dept. of Internal Audit, University of Colorado 

Higher Education Compliance Conference

Breakout Session 302 

Monday June 10,  2019 

This Session Uses Polling

To participate in polling:

Download the “SCCE Mobile” in your app store.

Then under agenda find this session, 

scroll to the bottom and click 

“Poll Question” or go to www.PollEv.com/HCCA to answer the 

active poll
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Program Objectives 

• Discuss how we talk about “ethics” (as opposed to 

compliance) within our institutional communities

• Describe how the University of Colorado is developing 

and implementing ethics-related initiatives, at system and 

campus levels

• Share challenges, lessons learned, and tools developed
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CU:  Numbers

• 4(5) campuses; 3(4) executive 

administrations

• 67,002 students (Fall 2018)

• 3,886 tenured faculty; 3,335 non-tenure track 

instructors (Fall 2017)

• 35,000 employees

• $4.5B operating budget for 2018-19 fiscal 

year

• Less than 5% support from state funds

• 9 elected Regents comprise governing board

CU:  “Personality”

• Each campus has its own personality (“sibling rivalry”)

• “System” not always viewed as a friend

• Resistance to the “C” word (centralize)

• E&C efforts at each campus traditionally decentralized;         

different models on each campus

• Authority and responsibility aren’t always well defined or aligned

• Many with compliance responsibilities isolated in “silos”; little 

opportunity to connect, develop supportive relationships, build trust
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http://compliance.uccs.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2017/05/Ethics-and-Compliance-

Program-Final-5.23.pdf

Federal Sentencing Guidelines 

It’s not just a compliance program –

it’s a compliance and ethics program!

Ethics and Compliance Website 

http://compliance.uccs.edu/
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UCCS Ethics and Compliance Program

Structure  

• Campus Compliance Council 

– Leadership Across Campus

– Meets bi-monthly 

• Compliance Liaisons 

– Representation Across Campus 

– Meet Monthly 

• Ethics Committee

• Faculty Ethics in Action 
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Polling Question 

When you see these words, do you think “ethics” or “compliance”?

• Values  (E or C)

• Culture (E or C)

• Rules and regulations (E or C)

• Subjective (E or C)

• Objective (E or C)

• Leadership (E or C)

• Management (E or C)

• How (E or C)

• What (E or C)

• Yes (E or C)

• No (E or C)

• Trust (E or C)

• Integrity (E or C)

Compliance vs Ethics

Ethics are not necessarily to do with being law 

abiding.  Compliance with the law and ethics 

may conflict.

In civilized life, law floats in a sea of ethics.

- Earl Warren
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Ethics vs Morals
(Prof. Steven Mintz, aka Ethics Sage)

• External, socially imposed norms vs individual conscience

• Concrete and practical vs abstract, perhaps linked to religion

• “Morals is about how we deal with people we know while ethics is about how we 

deal with people we don’t know.  The Golden Rule is instructive and applies to 

both:  We should treat others the way we want to be treated.”

• Moral questions tend to deal with how we view others’ behavior (based on our 

core values)

• Ethical questions tend to deal with deciding correct conduct (“Categorical 

Imperative”)

Intersection of Morality and Ethics
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Characteristics of Ethics

• Ethics involves learning what is right and wrong, and then doing the right 

thing

• Most ethical decisions have extended consequences; ethics requires 

weighing the consequences of alternative courses of action

• Most ethical situations are not black or white, but rely on reasoning through 

conflict situations using some standard of guidance

• Most ethical decisions have personal implications

• Ethical decisions should respect the rights of those who are affected by our 

actions
• From Prof. Steven Mintz blog post “Morality v Ethics in Society” 10/27/2015

Challenges

• Ethics are:

– Inherently subjective

– By nature, relational / social (not what you do by / to yourself)

– Easier said than done; we don’t always behave how we think we’ll behave

• Shared institutional values?

– Individual values / morals may (and will) differ

– Agreement on a set of representative ethics requires real engagement, listening

• Messaging / Communication Pitfalls

– “Loaded” words?

– Shared language?

– “You need ethics training!”
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Food for thought . . .

The first line of defense for any society is always going 
to be its guardrails—laws, stoplights, police, courts, 
surveillance, the FBI. . . . 

All of those are necessary, but they are not sufficient for 
the age of accelerations. Clearly, what is also needed. . . 
is to think more seriously and urgently about 
“sustainable values”: honesty, humility, integrity, and 
mutual respect. This is opposed to . . .  “situational 
values”—“ just doing whatever the situation allows.”

- Thomas Friedman, Thank You for Being Late: An Optimist’s Guide to Thriving in the Age of 
Accelerations
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And Many, Many More ….

• Department Values 

• Division Values 

• College Values 

• Program Values

• Class Values  

• Integrity 

– We value honesty, fairness and strong moral values

• Trust

– We value positive and productive relationships

• Respect 

– We value all members of our campus community 

• Accountability

– We value individual and institutional accountability  
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Ethical Tips for Organizations

• Develop a code of ethics

• Communicate code and set the tone at the top

• Treat ethics as a process

• Create open lines of communication

• Set good examples

• Educate employees – frame issues through 
storytelling

• Value forgiveness

Causes of Unethical Behavior

• Following boss’s directives

• Meeting overly aggressive business/financial objectives

• Helping the organization survive

• Meeting schedule pressures

• Be a team player (“group think”)

• Rationalizing that others do it

• Resisting competitive threats

• Advancing own career
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Ethical Dilemmas

Making decisions under stress or dealing with 
complex issues that have no clear indication of 
what is right or wrong. 

There are NO simple ethical dilemmas…

all have layers of  meaning and effect.

Tools 
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Tools

Measure Ethical Culture 

• Manger and Employee Surveys 
– Easy to conduct

– Focus on regions, lines of business and high 
risk activities

– Keep questions to a minimum and mike 
completions easy  

• Focus Groups 
– Maintain confidentiality – assure employees 

that no one be identified.

• Proactive confidential interviews: senior 
managers, middle managers and cross-
section of employees 

• Establish exit interview program with HR 

• Internal audits include cultural measurement / 
questions 
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Annual Climate / Culture Assessment 

Risk Assessment and 

Continuous Process
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Assessment Results

• Amount of information provided 

by internal or external specialists 

will be overwhelming

• The key is pick through those 

“must do activities” and 

determine

– what can be done now

– what can wait

– what can drop 
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• Forum to convene university-wide compliance community 

of practice

• Goal to further develop collaborative relationships, share 

timely information, and support each other in our work and 

professional growth

• Collective venue for open discussion of efforts to address 

ethics and compliance infrastructure, implementation and 

training issues

• Share expertise, experience, informational resources and 

practical tools

“CUC2”

CUC2 #1 Format
August 2017

• Central (“neutral”) location

• Short (3 hour) program (including lunch)

• Open to any employee interested in participating

• Series of “mini talks” on topics of broad interest

• Speakers from variety of functions across the system

• “Low expectations” – this is an informal gathering, make a new friend!

• Chatham House Rule
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CUC2 #1 Format

CUC2 #1:  Lessons Learned

• Take a risk – throw the party!

• Participants were enthusiastic, appreciative

• Some were suspicious, concerned about “hidden agenda”

• Allow plenty of time for networking

• Ensure sufficient outreach, communication, and coordination with 

key stakeholders in advance
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CUC2 #2 Format
November 2018

• New central location that facilitated 

community and conversation

• Longer (7 hour) program (including 

breakfast & lunch networking 

opportunities)

• Keynote speakers to open and close; 

short talks with speakers from all 

campuses participating together

• Visibility for compliance leaders system-

wide

CUC2 #2 Format
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CUC2 #2:  Lessons Learned

• Coordination with other stakeholders critical to 

ensure collective ownership and support of effort

• Commit to spirit of collegiality, transparency, and 

inclusivity

• Break the silos down when composing speaker 

panels

• Ensure plenty of time to network

• Engage leadership and your faculty –

do something different!
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Tools

Our journey continues . . .
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