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The year of 2019 seems to have brought the discontinuity in the prevailing management 
practice at least in two main dimensions. First, the refusal of profitability as the only, or 
dominant end of business and the maximisation of shareholders’ value as its perpetual 
goal has set any organisation in front of a quest for its purpose. Second, ethics and with 
it the organisational functions of “compliance” or “corporate social responsibility”, 
in such altered conditions cannot be regarded anymore as rather autonomous, and 
corrective arms of a business organisation. They have become inherent to any firm. And 
consequently, compliance or social responsibility objectives and strategies have become 
integral parts of any firm’s strategy. Even more so, these two components are typically 
essential components of any viable and future-proof business model.

Under such circumstances, we cannot have all kinds of strategies in one organisation. 
We need one integrated strategy, based on ethics and responsibility. That was the main 
conclusion of a debate at the 5-Star Integrity Leadership roundtable I had a privilege to 
moderate in early November in Ljubljana. 
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EISEP President and the 5-Star project head Andrijana Bergant, introduced 
the five principles of integrity leadership through indicators, benchmarks 
and examples. These are, in very short: Strategy (one integrated strategy, 
based on ethics and responsibility); Code of conduct (the company has 
adopted and maintains a functional code of ethics transparently published 
(publicly), explained, delivered to every employee, promoted by leaders 
and management, and referred to in the compliance practice; Rewarding 
and disciplinary system (compensation, incentives, self-improvement 
initiatives, rewards, monitoring of deviations and violations, addressed 
by adequate measures); Employees recruitments, development and third 
parties relationship management (hiring process, training and education); 
and Monitoring and response system (identification of deviations 
through an established mechanism of reporting, handling, evaluation and 
response).

Five senior experts, who 
made part of the roundtable 
contributed their own 
expert views to support this 
statement. Sally March, 
international lawyer and 
a certified compliance and 
ethics professional, who also 

teaches compliance at Law Faculty of the IE University in Spain, introduced 
the roundtable with a comprehensive and still evolving case study. A 
UK-seated multinational was in a centre of a compelling story tackling 
its organizational culture, compliance and integrity. Sally offered some 
insight into her notes from the inside of this organisation before a major 
scandal broke out in the firm’s Asian division. She provided an insight into 
the genesis of a scandal, having researched organisational culture and 
compliance prior to the breakout of a large compliance-based failure.
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Professor René Schmidpeter, who teaches 
at Cologne Business School and IEDC - Bled 
School of Management and leads the World 
Institute of Sustainability and Ethics (within 
IEDC), emphasised the need to follow, above 
all, one star: to define the purpose of a firm 
and integrate all its objectives in an integrated 
corporate strategy. 
Professor Schmidpeter, also serves as a director 
of CASM (Center for Advanced Sustainability 
Management) at Cologne Business School 
and works as a management consultant 
in sustainability for some large German 
car manufacturers and other industries 
internationally. He provided a number of 
examples of listed companies whose stock 
performed better as a consequence of a 
recognition of their integrated strategy based 
on a clear and responsible business purpose. 
So, to run the business well, it is important to 
having one single strategy, social responsibility 
and ethical objectives included, and to assure 
a continuous, around the year management 
system for responsible and ethical business 
operation.

Here are my most important take-aways from the debate with the experts and the audience.

1. One strategy only. Strategy is not about a consistent text written in a document. That is a tool that 
helps us conceive it, remember it and share it, so it can be understood, learned and used by others. 
It is about those, who represent it in an organisation. Leaders need to be present in the organisation 
and demonstrate the legitimacy of their strategy through the interaction and problem solving. 

2. Leadership is about education on ethics. Is it ethical to pay your suppliers only in 90 days? 
Natalija Zupan, CEO of EOS in Slovenia questioned ethical conduct in apparently simple 
and often well-established practices. These shape the type of environment we want to create.  
 
Education is another such aspect. We will fail big time as leaders if we use the Code of integrity and ethics 
in an organisation predominantly to forbid and punish, rather than to instruct, learn from experience 
and lead by example. Therefore, classroom experience, open debate, the use of our own experiences, even 
important wrongdoings, scandals or excesses, for teaching purposes and organisational improvement 
is a demonstration of positive change and trust.
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3. Things will happen, so use what comes by. Simon Tantagel is Chief Compliance Officer in NKBM, the 
second largest bank in Slovenia, owned by an American fund, shared experiences of their first years 
of restructuring and integration of this bank after their acquisition, following a state bail-out in 2013. 
The bank, having its business based on 5 pillars, one of which is compliance, has worked through a 
long way to compliance and ethics improvement. He shared examples of how the bank used flaws and 
wrongdoings from the past for internal training, to demonstrate that things happen everywhere and 
also, to show, how their organisation reacted. This was a successful way to increase overall transparency 
in the organisation, gain commitment and improve prevention.

4. Things come from the top. As Silvija Vig, professor and corporate compliance and ethics consultant 
from Croatia demonstrated upon her previous research findings, empowerment should come from 
the top. Change always comes from the top. That’s what power is about, that’s what power should be 
used for. This is the only way things will ever change. 

5. Not one, there should be many leaders. CEOs are therefore the most accountable, but they can make it 
if they create other leaders in an organisation that inherit their mission. SO, there is not only one seat 
for a leader in every organisation, leaders can be many, everyone should be challenged to strive to 
“lead by example”.

6. There is no innovation without ethics and transparency. This is perhaps the most important 
conclusion. Why so? 

Firstly, innovation is a social phenomenon. Secondly, innovation requires experimentation. Thirdly, 
innovation is only made possible when we are capable to combine substantial amount of knowledge 
with human characteristics and virtues of curiosity, challenge, entrepreneurship and the will for the 
common good. If we want organisations to be innovative, that is, to repeatedly and consistently thrive 
on innovation, then we have to create such environments that allow for all this to happen in the same 
place and time, among the same large number of humans.

7. Key question: How can we make the adoption of 5-STAR principles a learning process? Only a 
learning organisation can maintain the prevention spirit and a high level of commitment to ethics and 
its own purpose.

It will be of my particular interest to continue observing the evolution of compliance. In an optimistic 
scenario the role of compliance officers in advanced firms will effectively evolve into a guardians of the 
organisational purpose and innovation capability rather than mere guardians of legality.


