
                   

 

 

 

IMA – International Management Assistants 

International Training Day: Business Ethics, a matter of choice 

Antwerp, 22 April 2017 – 140 delegates from over 20 countries 

 

When we chose Business Ethics as the theme of our 20th International Training Day 

(ITD) and our Annual Conference this year, we did it on the basis of what we sense is 

becoming more and more essential in our business world. We have had an 

international conference before in 2006 in Malmoe Sweden on the topic of business 

ethics and social responsibility.  And, the topic of business ethics has certainly not 

gone away.  In these troubled political and economic times full of challenges, we 

need to keep a strong hold on our moral compass: what is right? what is wrong?   

What is the role that we as Management Assistants can play in sticking to business 

ethics and its complex rules and decisions? 

 

 

At times we were afraid 

that we’d bitten off more 

than we could chew with 

this topic.  However, 

when the ITD 

registration opened and 

the seats were filled 

very, very quickly, we 

knew we’d hit a raw 

nerve and we were 

reassured about our 

choice. 

 



 

We were doubly reassured when we first set down with the trainer, Ann Galland, and 

discovered her pragmatic and strategic approach to handling this training day.   

What follows is summary of the key ideas and discussion points treated during the 

training. 

Our Keynote Speaker, Thomas Leysen, Chairman of Umicore (an international 

materials-technology group and an industrial company with many environmental 

legacy issues), set the tone of the day and gave his perspective on some tough 

ethical issues he has been confronted with in his career. 

He started off with a quote by Milton Friedman1 who said that Corporation Executives 

have no other responsibility than to make money as long as they stay within the law.  

 

Thomas Leysen takes a broader perspective (as do most of our companies) by 

including a wider range of stakeholders and taking corporate social responsibility very 

seriously.  For him, sustainability2 is the capacity for continuance for the long term 

future.  He uses 3 basic principles for Umicore: 

                                                           
1 “There is one and only one social responsibility of business–to use it resources and engage in 

activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to 

say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud” – Milton Friedman 

 
2
  For more info on Umicore, see http://www.umicore.com/en/about/about-umicore/sustainability 



1. Distinguish Umicore through technology (going from a metals company to a 

material solutions company that recycles scarce materials) 

2. Umicore wants to be a global leader in every field they are active  

3. Umicore looks at every business decision through the angle of sustainability 

The Umicore Way3 is not just a lofty mission statement, but outlines the company’s 

values and the way in which they wish to achieve their goals as well as their overall 

commitment to the principles of sustainable development. How do you make choices 

when faced with difficult dilemmas?  Umicore even produced a board game as a 

training tool for employees.  

He presented some striking examples of when the company had to take tough ethical 

decisions. 

1. Cleaning up the historical pollution legacy 

Umicore grew over 200 years out of several companies of which the mining division, 

Union Minière, was an important component. Union Minière had a very bad 

reputation in terms of environmental care. This pollution was caused in a time before 

stringent anti-pollution laws came into effect. The management team spent a lot of 

time and energy fighting the consequences because the company did not do 

anything illegal at the time. When it was finally decided “to do the right thing”, the 

company turned around in a dramatic way: they spent €200 million to clean up the 

pollution around its sites.  It freed up a lot of management time and it made the 

employees proud to work for Umicore again, and it had a positive effect on the public 

image of the company (and not least on the environment). 

2. A plant in France had falsified its reports to the French authorities 

When HQ discovered that the management of a plant in France had falsified its 

figures re pollution of the water around the site in order to escape fines, the company 

had another difficult dilemma on its hands: do we report this immediately to the 

authorities and risk heavy fines, bad publicity and even closure of the plant with the 

loss of 700 jobs?  Do we correct it now and don’t say anything? They decided that 

they had to handle this in the Umicore Way and set a good example.  The local 

management was given 2 weeks to design the best remedial approach and then the 

French authorities were contacted.  

The authorities were understanding, accepted the apologies and the remedial 

approach and the plant was saved.  It also showed the organization that the Umicore 

Way is really the basis of their management decisions. 

3. Cobalt supply chain 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
 
 
 
  
 
3
 You can find a copy of The Umicore Way here:  here 

 

http://www.umicore.com/storage/main/2011umicorewayenglish.pdf


Cobalt is a scarce mineral and essential for our smartphones. Half of the world’s 

reserves is in the Congo and mining there is fraught with abusive conditions such as 

child labour.  Umicore had a competitive disadvantage vis à vis the Chinese who 

didn’t care about labour conditions and offered cobalt at a cheaper price. Customers 

today are sensitized to the origin of raw materials and the fact that Umicore sources 

(and recycles) its cobalt in a more ethical way has now become an advantage. 

Thomas Leysen concluded that business ethics is a tough subject and a huge 

responsibility for top managers as they set the tone by the way they behave and deal 

with difficult issues. 

Management Assistants who are close to senior leadership play a big part in 

projecting that tone to the rest of the company.  “You give melody to the tone in 

how you interact with people”, added Thomas Leysen.He ended his presentation 

with the advice for us, Management Assistants “to trust your personal instincts.  

Your personal integrity is your most important asset.  Discuss your dilemmas 

with your boss.  As always, in discussion lies the solution.” 

Ann Galland4 then started the training day with a definition of ethics as behavioural 

standards that tell us how we ought to act in different situations (as friends, parents, 

children, citizens, business people, teachers, professionals, …) with a set of written 

and unwritten principles that govern our decisions and actions. Ethical principles in 

business are no different from ethical principles in general.  It is the organization itself 

that determines the difference between good and bad. 

 

 

                                                           
4
 The slide deck of Ann Galland’s presentation will be published on the IMA website: www.ima-network.org 

 



 

 

Ethical dilemmas are closer to home than you may think.  We looked at the Moral 

Machine developed by MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology) to help design 

the software that keeps driverless cars safe.5  We looked at various scenarios in 

which the failure of a driverless car can cause the deaths of people and animals.  

What would you do?  You can crash the car and cause the death of a dog and a cat 

or swerve into another lane and kill 2 people. In this case, we all chose to kill the pets 

instead of the people.  The discussion got a bit more heated when we had to choose 

between killing children or elderly people, or between 3 criminals/2 homeless people 

crossing the street, and 2 doctors in the car. MIT is still collecting data, so do the test 

yourself (see the link below).  While some of us felt uncomfortable about machines 

taking life and death decisions, it was pointed out that people make more bad 

decisions or have slower reaction times. (To be honest, it will be a long time before 

you get me to sit in a driverless car.) 

Prior to the training day delegates had answered a small survey. Apparently, 99% (77 

out of 78 respondents) consider themselves an ethical person in their personal life. 

(Kudos to that one honest person!). Ninety seven percent consider themselves to be 

an ethical person in their business environment, but then 42% say that lying at work 

is not a business ethics decision?  Does this mean that we are all used to telling 

‘white lies’ at work?  

Clearly, a good decision-making process will help us make the right choices.  

We spent some time during the morning session looking at assumptions and various 

                                                           
5
 You can do the test yourself on http://moralmachine.mit.edu/ 

 

http://moralmachine.mit.edu/


approaches to ethical thinking.

 

 

 

Dealing with assumptions. 

A mental model represents a person’s thought process for how something works in 

the real world.  It is a person’s understanding of the surrounding world. A mental 

model is based on incomplete facts, past experiences, and even intuitive perceptions.  

They define how people approach and solve problems.  They help shape actions and 

behaviour and influence to what people pay attention. 

¶ This was illustrated by a riddle: “Anthony and Cleopatra are lying dead on the 

floor in an Egyptian villa.  Nearby is a broken bowl.  There are no marks on the 

bodies and they were not poisoned. No person was in the villa when they died. 

How did they die?”  We all assumed that Anthony and Cleopatra were people. 

They were actually fish that died when their bowl broke.  

¶ Another memorable clip we watched was of a toddler playing with an iPad and 

then playing with a printed magazine and trying to swipe the pictures. For her 

a magazine is an iPad that doesn’t work as her brain is wired differently in this 

digital age. 

¶ We then looked at various world maps. In Europe we use maps that show 

Europe at the centre of the world. Americans look at a world map in which the 

Americas are at the centre (and suddenly Australia appears on the left side of 

the map) and, of course, the Chinese have a map that puts China at the centre 

(with Australia also very visibly in the middle of the world).  All these maps 

have North at the top. Finally, we were shown an upside down map, where 

South was shown at the top and Canada and the former Russian Federation 

were shown prominently. This was a real eye-opener and Ann advised us to 



put a picture of this map in our office because it teaches us to look at 

something from a different perspective. Whenever you approach an issue, 

think of how you can turn it upside down and dig deeper, keep asking 

questions.   By the way, Ann also showed us a map from the 6th Century AD 

where East is the most important direction.  East as in Orient, hence our word 

‘orientation’ for finding our way. (Wouldn’t that be an interesting pub quiz 

question?) 

What do mental models do? 

They filter and process information for us and determine what we see and hear. They 

influence our behaviour and determine what we do. Assumptions are developed over 

time as a result of our education, our interaction with others, our experience, …  

Assumptions are not necessarily bad as they can help us to decide quickly.  They 

simply act as “filters’ through which information passes. 

However, there are some negative side effects. Assumptions can make us become 

passive thinkers. They make us reject new information that does not exactly fit into 

what we already believe. And the worst side effect is: social loafing. Ann spoke 

about the tragic case of Kitty Genovese who was stabbed and killed on a New York 

City street, while 38 people were witnesses and did nothing to help her because they 

all thought that somebody else had called 911.  

This form of collective inertia can also happen to companies. Over time, members 

of the same organization tend to believe similar things and take the same things for 

granted.  Shared “unquestioned” beliefs just exist without being taught.  Assumptions 

come into existence and live their own life. 

¶ In the UK, broadsheet newspapers were considered to be the quality 

newspapers. They didn’t want to change to the handier tabloid format because 

their editors assumed that their readers would consider this smaller format to 

be less trustworthy as the tabloid format had become synonymous with 

rubbish newspapers like The Sun. However, when The Independent was in 

financial trouble they took the decision to use the tabloid format and it turned 

out that their readers didn’t mind at all.  The only reason broadsheet papers 

came into existence is a tax law dating from 1712 when newspapers were 

taxed on the number of pages printed and you could get more news on fewer 

pages in the broadsheet format.  However, this law was abolished in 1854.  

Therefore, there was no longer any reason to keep using the bigger format. 

¶ In 1803, during the Napoleonic War, the UK created the job for a civil servant 

to guard the White Cliffs of Dover and watch out for Napoleon’s invasion.  

Napoleon died in 1821.  The job was abolished in 1945.  

¶ A more modern example can be found in the pharmaceutical industry.  We all 

think that the biggest cost is R&D, whereas, actually, the biggest cost is the 

samples medical reps hand out to hospitals and doctors. Why do 

pharmaceutical companies not cut these costs?  Because they are afraid to be 

the first one in the market to do this. Inertia is safer, or so it seems. 

How can you escape from making (too many) assumptions? 



Through variety and attitude.  Make sure you have a variety of people in your 

company: people who look at problems in different ways.  Don’t stop after having 

found one solution but look for alternatives.  Be creative and think outside the box. 

Don’t take anything for granted. 

 

Manage the knowing/doing gap 

We know we have to challenge our assumptions and yet we don’t question them all 

the time.  Why?  Because we are afraid of rocking the boat, we are afraid of feeling 

stupid or being judged or leaving our comfort zone.  We know it’s important but we 

feel it is not urgent and that there is not enough time, and so we don’t do it. 

 

 

A. 5 approaches to ethical thinking6 

 

 

 

1. The ‘utilitarian’ approach: do the most good or do the least harm.  Do the most 

good for the largest number of people (e.g. use warfare to end terrorism even 

though some innocent people may be killed). 

2. The ‘rights’ approach: protect and respect the fundamental rights of people, 

starting from the belief that humans can choose freely what to do with their 

lives (e.g. the right to be told the truth to decide what kind of life to lead; for 

example, do you want to know whether you are terminally ill?). 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Source: Markkula Center for Applied Ethics at Santa Clara University:  https://www.scu.edu/ethics/ethics-

resources/ethical-decision-making/a-framework-for-ethical-decision-making/ 

https://www.scu.edu/ethics/ethics-resources/ethical-decision-making/a-framework-for-ethical-decision-making/
https://www.scu.edu/ethics/ethics-resources/ethical-decision-making/a-framework-for-ethical-decision-making/


3. The ‘fairness/justice’ approach: treat all human beings equally … and if 

unequally, then fairly based on standards that are defensible (e.g. pay some 

people more based on the fact that they work harder or contribute more to the 

organization). 

4. The ‘common good’ approach: to guarantee the welfare of everyone; respect 

and compassion for others – especially the vulnerable – is a requirement (e.g. 

health care and free education). 

5. The “virtue” approach: virtue ethics asks of any action: “What kind of person 

will I become if I do this?” 

 

  

 

In the afternoon we discussed a business case based on a framework for ethical 

decision making, which is a model developed by the Markkula Center for Applied 

Ethics at Santa Clara University. 

We discussed 5 options for an important business decision that would affect the 

company’s future: divest/invest in the medical/defence division, acquire or not certain 

competitors.  A lively discussion ensued at all tables and we had to deal with some 

tough questions. 

1. Identify an ethical issue: could this decision or situation be damaging to 

someone or to some group?  Does this decision involve a choice between a good 

and a bad alternative, or perhaps between two “goods” or between two “bads”? Is 

this issue more about what is legal or what is most efficient? 

2. Collect all relevant facts: what could be unknown facts? Do I know enough to 

make a decision? Who are the stakeholders? What are the options for acting? 

 

 



3. Evaluate alternatives: Which option will produce the most good and do the least 

harm? (utilitarian) Which option best respects the rights of all who have a stake? 

(rights)  Which option treats people equally or proportionately? (justice)  Which option 

best serves the community as a whole? (common good) Which option leads me to 

act as the sort of person I want to be? (virtue) 

4. Make a decision and test it: if I told someone which option I have chosen, what 

would they say? 

5. Act and reflect on the outcome: how can my decision be implemented with the 

greatest care and attention to the concerns of all stakeholders? How did my decision 

turn out and what have I learned from this specific situation? 

Some of us chose the moral high ground and resolutely chose to divest the defence 

division in favour of the (highly risky) medical division that could potentially save a lot 

of lives but could also go bankrupt before ever turning a profit.   

Some of us chose to invest more in the weapons industry and hoped for the best with 

the investment in a Chinese company (“We can force them to use the European 

Code of Conduct for the Conduct of Arms.”)  All five possible scenarios were 

considered by one table or more.  It shows that even with the best intentions, taking 

ethical decisions is very tough. Of course, solving this complex business case in just 

30’ was not really possible, but it was a useful exercise which yielded some lively 

discussions across the room. 

 

 

 

 



Brand Rehab 

So, you have a lofty mission statement, you genuinely want your company to be the 

best it can be, and a sudden scandal erupts.  Ann had selected some fascinating 

examples of how companies handled a serious dent in their brand reputation. 

 

A FedEx courier was filmed by a security camera when he tossed a box with a flat 

screen TV over the fence at a customer’s house.  The clip went viral and Fedex 

handled the situation superbly by apologizing to its customers and removing the fear 

that this would ever happen again and went beyond expectations by announcing that 

this video would serve as a training tool. 

You can watch the clips here: the rogue employee the rogue employee and the 

perfect apology by Fedex. 

Among other cases we also looked at how not to handle a crisis with BP’s Deepwater 

Horizon case and the CEO’s disastrous reaction; VW’s Dieselgate and the recent 

United Airlines troubles. United Airlines’ handling of an American Asian doctor went 

viral in Asia where UA has been putting in a lot of effort to grow its operations. UA’s 

slogan ‘Friendly Skies’ turned sour. 

Three steps to repair a damaged reputation: 

1. Assess the damage: collect the facts 

2. Calculate your level of control: don’t chase every message on social media 

3. Look at the bigger picture (long-term) 

You have zero room for error these days, because someone is watching somewhere 

all the time. 

William Sweetlove 

Ann had invited an artist to talk to us about his view on ethical issues. Sweetlove is a 

colourful personality to say the least and we were a bit bewildered. In his enthusiasm 

he showed hundreds of pictures of his sculptures made in recycled plastics and 

photographs covered in resin so they would stand the time even when buried. 

What we took home from him is that he reacts with works of art when he sees 

something going wrong: 

- a food industry gone wrong and causing Creuzfeldt-Jakob  disease  

- cloning of animals (and soon humans?) 

- hunting trophies 

- global warming  

Hence, his cloned animals in recycled plastic, resistant to the degradation of nature,  

penguins with pet-bottles on their back, pigs in boots – a Noah’s Ark), big animals in 

small format because the earth cannot sustain them …. 

More on William Sweetlove’s work and his Cracking Art movement can be found on  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cracking_Art 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RR_firhtoPM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ESU_PcqI38
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ESU_PcqI38
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cracking_Art


 

For me, personally, it was again a worthwhile learning experience.  I always enjoy the 

exchange of ideas and the vivid discussions at IMA events. There are always parts of 

the day that can be improved – certain items could have been shorter, others could 

have been moved to another part in the programme.  All in all, I am very glad I 

attended and I hope the other 139 participants feel the same. 

A big thank you to the office management students from the Plantijn Hogeschool for 

their help, a huge wave of appreciation to the Radisson Blu Antwerp who handled a 

zillion of details to enhance our new IMA brand and to IMA’s business partners for 

their support. 

I am already looking forward to our Annual Conference in The Hague in September.   

 

24 April 2017 

 

Greet Puttaert 

 

 

 

More on the trainer, Ann Galland: go to www.galland.be 

If you need tailor-made solutions on Business Model Innovation, Digital Disruption, 

Brand Architecture, Identity Building & Messaging Strategies, or Customer-centric 

Websites, Ann Galland is your first point of contact. 

 

 


