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It is neither ethical nor legal to discriminate unfairly against particular populations but such behaviour is more than a human rights problem. Organisational cultures which have tendencies to avoid diversities may also have other major problems. So in a process of identifying markers of ethically run organisations, how an organisation welcomes and make use of differing viewpoints may be a very useful indicator of its wider capacity to act ethically.  

Doing an ethical audit of an organisation should involve assessing its leadership and internal cultures to determine their capacity to act ethically. My working definition of ethical processes recognises the contestability of the concept and therefore is designed to explore how well their decision-making reflects the differing needs and power of stakeholders in the context of the company’s purpose. Doing this well relies on conscientiously seeking diverse inputs and dissident views which can be undermined by closed cultures, group think and decision makers staying within their comfort zones.
Legitimating diverse viewpoints, experiences and opinions is not just an issue of equal rights but a key to ensuring that organisations are therefore able to manage issues and problems and recognise ethical dilemmas as they occur.  Maybe recent corporate collapses are indications of other problems of closed cultures where errors and manipulations could not be reported and corrected. So the silencing of possible questioning of accounts, directions and policies may be indicators of corporations with problems and little ethical potential. 

.  

So any ethical auditing process should question whether an organisation with certain levels of conformity on its board and/or in its senior management team, is capable of long term ethical processes. If the visible differences are few eg limited gender spread, ethnic uniformity, went to similar schools, in short the overall impression is PLUs (people like us), then this could be a warning sign. A few token women, or somebody with a different complexion, is not enough if they have been picked on the basis of fitting in, ie they are sufficiently assimilated into the corporate culture that they will be compliant to the dominant culture. The real test is whether the organisational cultures encourage openness and questions. Staying within one’s comfort zone may seem to work but it should also suggests unacceptable risks, particularly with large organisations that have sections likely to go feral and remain unquestioned.   

As a sociologist with a long interest in research instruments I became interested in measuring ethics in  organisations when I became involved in social and ethical auditing as part of The Body Shop’s triple bottom line exercise. I was concerned that ethical auditing was limited to just avoiding products such as armaments, tobacco and gambling and practices such as employing child labour and flouting international labour conventions.  I wanted to extend the concept by measuring how organisations developed and maintained the capacity to do the right thing, however defined by their employees, supply chain and customers/clients. 

Developing strategies for ethical auditing should involve integrating both existing measures and some new ones. These would include surveys of staff, customer and shareholder satisfaction, climate surveys of organisational cultures and compliance with legislative requirements such as affirmative action. We also need some new measures to develop a comprehensive audit of ethical capacities and performance. . 
I am suggesting that a starting point for assessing the ethical climates should include exploring the aspects of organisational cultures at senior levels. Does each new appointment basically clone the current incumbents? Are those who ask questions labelled as difficult and eased out? Is there a recognition that diverse skills, actively applied, may make for better boards than overlapping commonalities? Does pressure for conformity in the senior ranks and major decisions, increase risks of unethical and/or incompetent leadership? 
Why is this not a well researched area? Guess who runs the research agendas!   Those who benefit by making sure their comfort zones are maintained. 
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