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by Roy Snell, CHC, CCEP-F

Just when you think  
you have seen all the stupid 
you can handle…

In the May 31, 2013 issue of the New York  
Times, some guy who calls himself 
“The Ethicist” wrote an article entitled, 

“Can I Use the Same Paper for Multiple College 
Courses?” He single-handedly made the case 
as to why this country now relies on compli-

ance and ethics professionals rather 
than on just ethics programs to ensure 
our companies comply with the rule 
of law and behave ethically. In the 
article he says that it is not unethical 
to use the same paper twice.

After receiving numerous 
responses to his article he said, 
“It might get you expelled in some 

schools, but using the same paper in multiple 
colleges courses is not unethical.” It’s people 
like this who have been claiming they can 
cure all company regulatory and ethical ills 
simply by relying on building an ethical cul-
ture. Building an ethical culture is very important. 
Ethics is important. However, it is subjective. 
When you look up “beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder” in the dictionary, there is a picture 
of an ethical culture. Everyone has a slightly 
different definition of what ethical means. 
You can’t prevent, find, and fix regulatory and 
ethical infractions by relying on ethics alone.

In this case, a compliance officer would 
say to you, “You can believe whatever you 

want from an ethics perspective, but you can’t 
break the rules.” People who say, “Go beyond 
compliance to ethics” drive me crazy. They 
are implying compliance programs are not 
important. They are implying that ethics is 
more effective at regulatory compliance than 
a compliance program. They have been saying 
this for a hundred years and the respect for 
the business community is at an all-time low. 
It does not work.

This guy needs to consider a career in 
auto body repair. Even though this example 
is extreme, the problem with ethics is that it’s 
not an exact science. No two ethicists agree on 
everything. Everyone has a slightly different 
view of what is ethical. Ethics is a good start.  
We need ethics training and tone from the top.  
But ethics is so vague, that it alone is not 
enough to prevent, find, and fix ethical and 
regulatory problems. You need an ethics and 
a compliance program to have any hope of 
being effective. We need to educate, audit, 
monitor, develop policies, manage a hotline, 
investigate, etc. We need to enforce ethical 
behavior, policies, and the rule of law. We can’t 
just talk and render our opinion. We need a 
compliance and ethics program. 
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