Approaches for Evaluating Corporate Ethics

Summary by Smeeta Mishra
Joseph Weiss offers two models for evaluating how ethically a company managed a crisis or a problem:  Pre-crisis through resolution and Reaction through accommodation (2003). You may follow one of his models in planning your ethics report. 

Both models look at how well the corporation responded to the crisis, how they managed or mismanaged the media, whether they protected their stakeholders’ interests, and what they did to protect the company’s image.  

Which model you choose depends on the situation you are researching.


Bear in mind that “crisis” means “a crucial or decisive point or situation; a turning point” (American Heritage Dictionary, 2000). A company may meet and resolve a crisis in a way that benefits both its financial and its ethical well-being.
Pre-crisis through resolution model.
 If the company could see a crisis coming, you may want to follow the “Pre-crisis through Resolution” model. This model includes four stages: 1) pro-dormal or the pre-crisis, 2) acute, 3) chronic, and 4) resolved (62-63).
In the pre-crisis stage, the company receives warnings of a potential problem or challenge. Ask yourself: Did the company respond to the warnings, or did it allow the crisis to develop to the next stage, the acute stage? In the acute stage, the company has, at least temporarily, lost control of the problem. The “damage has been done,” and the company must respond (63). At this point, you evaluate what the company did to regain control and contain the damage. The third stage, the chronic stage, is described as the “clean-up” stage. This is a period of “recovery, self-analysis, self-doubt and healing.”  Some companies may remain in the acute or chronic stage longer than other companies. Find out if your company had a crisis management plan to help them through these stages. If the company is in the final stage of a crisis, you can evaluate how the company resolved the crisis (63).
Reaction through accommodation

If the corporation did not experience a pre-crisis stage, you may want to follow the “Reaction through Accommodation” model, which Weiss borrows from J. B. Matthews, K. Goodpaster, and L. Nash’s Policies and Persons: A Casebook in Business Ethics (1985). Matthews et al. came up with this approach after studying the product safety crises such as the Firestone 500 radial tire case, the Tylenol tampering case, and the Ford Pinto case. This model includes five stages of corporate response: 1) reaction, 2) defense, 3) insight, 4) accommodation, and 5) agency. You can use this approach to evaluate the moral management of the company too (63-65).

The first stage in the second model is the reaction stage, that is, when “a crisis has occurred”(64). The media and public know about the problem, and the unprepared company reacts to them. You can note whom the company chose as spokesperson, what statements he or she made, and if they spoke to the media or to the government. Examining all these reactions brings us to the second stage, that is, the defense stage. Here, you evaluate how the firm reacted under pressure from the consumers, the media, and the government.  Weiss notes that “this does not always have to be a negative or reactive situation” (64). The third stage is called the insight stage, which occurs when the firm determines just how many problems it has to resolve. If the issue is that of unsafe products, the company determines how much it is at fault. In the fourth stage, called the accommodation stage, the company either accepts its mistake or refutes it. In the last stage, called the agency stage, the company attempts to understand the causes of the problem and endeavors to educate the public about it (64-65). 
You may use this model to evaluate your company. Find out if your company went through these stages and how it dealt with each stage. What measures did it take? Did the company assume responsibility or refute it?  
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