CHAPTER 5

Ethics and Integrity

In a popular graduate health administration course, a well-known ethicist poses difficult questions to the students: “What makes a leader good?    Successful?     Effective?   Was Adolf Hitler a good leader?  How about Joseph Stalin?  Saddam Hussein?”

A heated discussion ensues.

The professor turns to a topic specific to his students---ethics in healthcare management: “If a certain organizational change does not result in improvement or a benefit for all, can you call that leader and the under-taking ethical?

Student A:  First, you have to define what a leader is supposed to do. Then, you can determine the ethics from there.

Student B: It’s all about the end result. Outcomes are important is healthcare; that’s what we are here to do –help make positive changes for people. 

Student C: I have a problem with the idea that something is ethical just because it benefits a great number of people. That shortchanges the role that values need to play in leadership.  What about the minority number who are inevitably disadvantaged by the change?  Don’t they count? What about the leader who ignored her moral compass just so she could provide for the many?
Professor:  Excellent responses! There are no easy answers in ethics, which is why it is important to have discussions about these issues.
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 AS ARE OTHER leadership values, ethics and integrity are interrelated. Ethics is a person’s moral scope, and integrity is the person’s capacity for staying within that moral scope. The general concept of both values is comprehensible, but their true meaning is elusive.
             This chapter explores the tandem nature of ethics and integrity.  It provides a guide for leaders on how to practice ethical behavior within the constructs of daily operation. While the vignette presents both a macro and a micro view of ethics, this chapter focuses primarily on leaders’ daily activities.
                                                                   
DEFINING INTEGRITY
Practically all leaders believe they possess high integrity.  However, when asked to name other leaders who have integrity, many demur by saying “integrity is hard to define.” Why the contradiction?  Two reasons are plausible.
        First, many definitions for integrity exist, but none is universal.  According to the Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th edition, integrity is “the quality or state of being complete or undivided.”  To some people, the word could mean absolute honesty, while to others, it is a high degree of genuineness.  My definition is the quality the allows a person to differentiate right from wrong.  Each definition almost always reflects a person’s sensibility (e.g., moral compass, bias, expectation). Thus, applying it to others can be a difficult proposition.
        Second, our perception of integrity varies from one situation to the next. Everyone has his own concept of right and wrong, but we all stray occasionally from own standards. For example, if Leader A, who is regularly lauded for her good ethical judgment, occasionally makes personal copies on the organization’s copy  machine or uses the company’s computer to surf the  Internet on her lunch hour, is she being unethical?  
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Although Leader A’s sensibility informs her that these actions are inappropriate, she continues because she does not deem them harmful to the organization. This is an example of ethical relativism or contingency leadership. It provides leaders into considering their own ethical anchors before facing complex situations.                                    
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THE CONCEPT IN PRACTICE
The ethical decisions of leaders, especially senior leaders, are observed more closely---and are likely to be more critiqued—than any other decisions the leaders make. These ethical dilemmas bear significant personal and professional risk because the resolutions to them often compel leaders to reveal their private opinions. How can leaders lessen this risk but still handle these ethical challenges? The following approaches serve as a guide.
Adopt an Organizational Code of Ethics
An organizational code of ethics defines appropriate and inappropriate conduct within the workplace and identifies conduct that falls between those poles. It protects the organization from legal entanglement and employees from harassment and unfair treatment. 
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Leaders should be enlisted to support the code of ethics and should educate themselves and others about its application and benefits. Mechanisms to monitor employee adherence to the code must be developed as well. 
    The Code of Ethics and Ethical Policy Statement of the American College of Healthcare Executives, the leading professional association of healthcare leaders, is an excellent guide for practicing administrators, students, consultants, and others interested in the management field (see the Code’s Preamble in Exhibit 5.11).  Many healthcare organizations also have a corporate code of ethics or statement or corporate responsibility program. One example is presented in Exhibit 5.1.    
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        Some organizations create such statements to comply with regulatory requirements. However, a code of ethics should be established not only because it is the right thing to do but also because it is beneficial to the enterprise as a whole.

Adopt a personal Code of Ethics 
Writing a personal code of ethics, or credo, serves two purposes: (1) It resounds the values important to the person, and (2) it guides decision making and prioritizing when difficult issues come up. In adopting a credo, a leader should consider how other people perceive her behaviors and actions. As one CEO simply put it, “What do others think of you?”
       Here are questions to ponder when developing a personal code of ethics:
 (    What does integrity mean to me?
(     What do I value?
(     What do I stand for?
(     What am I willing to compromise or not compromise?
       Committing to abide by this code of ethics is the next step. This commitment entails weighing the cost of not being ethical.  The cost is significant, as illustrated by industry leaders who have been caught peddling dubious schemes, misappropriating funds, or behaving badly. 
Here are questions to consider in this regard:
(    What damage will this situation cause my loved ones?  My career and livelihood?  My reputation in the community?
(    Is the payoff worth everything I have worked hard to build? 
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[image: image2]           Tell the Truth, and Do Not Exaggerate
In the strict ethical sense, telling the truth and not exaggerating are the same. Many people, however, differentiate the two.  The argument for the difference is that telling the truth means telling no lies. On the other hand, exaggerating means stretching the truth to achieve a certain outcome or reaction. For many, including healthcare executives, the latter has become accepted, commonplace practice. Many executives overestimate, engage in hyperbole, bend the facts, provide misquotes, twist the truth, and inappropriately expand their commentary to fit their needs. Whether discussing budget or organizational performance, many communications are filled with subjective stretches of the reality. Consider the following simple, but powerful, comments that are often rhetorical overstatements:

(    ‘We have cut all the fat out of out budgets. All that remains is absolutely necessary.”
(    “I have told the team that many, many times. 
        They must not be hearing me.”
(    “I don’t think I can cut any deeper---it will hurt patient care.”
(     “Everyone is very upset about this.”

       How many times have you heard these or similar comments, and how many times have you fully believed them?
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Do As You Say 
Become known as a leader with follow-through. Often, integrity is measured less by failures in large significant areas and more by the lack of follow-up on little items. If a promise is made, it should be honored. One leader described it as having a high “say—do” ratio.

Use Power Appropriately 
Effective leaders are acutely aware that power can be used for good or bad. They understand the sources of their power, and they use is judiciously. Unfortunately, ineffective leaders and some new executives wield their power to attempt to gain respect, prestige, and favors. 

Admit Mistakes
Admitting mistakes is a noble, impressive act. However, too many leaders believe that such an admission weakens their authority. The opposite is true; power is not incrementally earned by perfection. Instead, power is what followers bestow on leaders. Followers can agree that admission of fault serves to increase their leader’s power.
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March to the Beat of Your Drum
A clear understanding of and commitment to personal values is a leader’s greatest defense against the temptation of following a negative example. An executive who is guided first and foremost by her own ethical standards, not by popular opinion or practice, behaves and performs with integrity. This type of leader does not need to beat her drum loudly to gain followers; people will follow naturally.

  

Be Trustworthy

In their book, Judgment Noel Tichy and Warren Bennis (2007, 84) state, “Leading with character gives the wise leader clear-cut advantages. They are easier to trust and follow; they honor commitments and promises; their work and behavior match; they are always engaged in and by the world; they are open to reflective ‘backtalk’: they can admit errors and learn from their mistakes.”
      Author Stephen M. R. Covey (200, 5) describes trust as the key way to avoid being viewed with suspicion; as such, trust reflects the essence of ethics and integrity. A leader is only as effective as the support that his followers grant him. Gaining that support is not possible if the leader does not earn others’ trust and loyalty.
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Manage Expense Accounts Judiciously

Leaders must require approvals for all reimbursements, especially for petty cash funds.  This simple system of fund management does not create more bureaucracy, prevents temptation, and ensures that no one can question whether fund violation occurred. 
        Seasoned leaders agree that mismanagement of expenses is a common occurrence because it is so easy to overbook and undermine.
CONCLUSION
One of the greatest compliments to a leader is when others recognize her integrity and ethical uprightness. Ethics and integrity are always necessary ingredients in leadership. Leaders become great leaders when they follow their own moral instincts. It focuses them in times of uncertainty, strengthening their resolve to do right no matter what.
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Leaders who do not behave�ethically do not demonstrate�true leadership.   � ---J.M.Burns (1978)                                                                                                  





When you clarify the principles that will govern your life and the ends that you will seek, you give purpose to your daily decisions. A personal creed gives you a point of reference for navigating the sometimes �stormy seas of organizational life. Without a set of such beliefs, your life has no rudder, and �you are easily blown about by the winds of �fashion. A credo to guide you confusion on �the journey.�      --James Kouzes and Barry Posner (2002)       





Exhibit 5.1 Examples of Ethics Statements��Catholic Healthcare Partners Ethics Statement��Out ethical approach is embedded in how we care for patients, as well as in how we conduct out business relationships, treat our employees and respond to multiple stakeholders. While avoiding wrongdoing is a crucial consideration in such clinical and business decision–making, the principal focus of CHP’s ethical discernment is to maximize the good that we are able to achieve on behalf of the people and communities we serve.��Preamble to ACHE’s Code of Ethics��The purpose of the Code of Ethics of the American College of healthcare Executives is to serve as a standard of conduct for affiliates. It contains standards of ethical behavior for healthcare executives in their professional relationships. These relationships include colleagues, patients or others served;  members of the healthcare executive’s organization and other organizations, the community, and society as a whole.�      The Code of Ethics also incorporates standards of ethical behavior governing individual behavior, particularly when that conduct directly relates to the role and identity of the healthcare executive.�       The fundamental objectives of the healthcare management profession are to maintain or enhance the overall quality of life, dignity and well-being of every individual needing healthcare service and to create a more equitable, accessible, effective and efficient healthcare system.�        Health care executives have an obligation to act in ways that will merit the trust, confidence, and respect of healthcare professionals and the general public.  Therefore, healthcare executives should lead lives that embody an exemplary system of values and ethics.�       In fulfilling their commitments and obligations to patients or others served, healthcare executives function as moral advocates and models. Since every management decision affects the health and well-being of both individuals and communities, healthcare executives must carefully evaluate the possible outcomes of their decisions. In organizations that deliver healthcare services, they must work to safeguard and foster the rights, interests and prerogatives of patients or others served.�       The role of moral advocate requires that healthcare executives take actions necessary to promote such rights, interests and prerogatives.�       Being a model means that decisions and actions will reflect personal integrity and ethical leadership that others will seek to emulate.��Sources: Reprinted with permission from Catholic Healthcare Partners, Cincinnati, Ohio, and from ACHE, Chicago.








Hypocrisy, by its very nature, is self-invalidating. �It is mind rejecting itself. A default on integrity �undermines me and contaminates my sense of self.� It damages me as no external rebuke or rejection �can damage me.��  –Nathaniel Branden (1998)�





Integrity implies clarity of values and/or direction, and behaviors consistent with them. While flexibility in thinking and approaches to challenges is an enormous asset for today’s leaders, those who would follow their lead must be able to perceive in these leaders a core consistency in their fundamental values and actions.�        ---Martin D. Merry (1996)





[Integrity is] accepting full responsibility, communicating clearly and openly, keeping promises, avoiding hidden agendas, and having the courage to lead yourself and your team or enterprise with honor, which includes knowing and being consistently honest with yourself, not only in mind but heart.�     ---Robert K. Cooper and �         Ayman Sawaf (1997)





Neither shall you allege the example of the many as an excuse for doing wrong.�       --Exodus 23:2








