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How can your business create a code of conduct that is integrated into your business, that is practical and that supports a 
healthy business culture?  When businesses are able to blend the perspectives of business, culture and compliance together, 
they can create an actionable, integrated program that employees will actually use and follow — as opposed to a manual that 
will collect dust on a shelf.  

But an effective code of conduct must start by focusing on the company’s mission and the company’s values  —  the mission is 
the business’ purpose and the values are its guiding principles. From this foundation, the code of conduct becomes the “rules 
of the road” for how employees can advance the mission while maintaining and furthering the shared values.  

Implementing an effective code of conduct can be bit tricky because the project is inherently part communication of the 
corporate culture and part guidebook for corporate conduct. Thus, an effective code of conduct rollout must reflect a blended 
“voice” of different stakeholders. Done well, the rollout leverages and reinforces the mission and culture of your company and 
lays out a framework for making good, ethical decisions reflecting the core values of the organization. Done poorly, it can be a 
dry “rule book” that feels formulaic and disconnected from the real human operations of the business.  

In the following guide, we lay out 5 steps to create a practical, integrated code of conduct program that supports a healthy 
workplace culture. For each step, we identify responsible stakeholders that should be involved in each step.

An Effective Code of Conduct is 
All About the “Blended Voice” and 
Collaboration of Different Stakeholders

"When businesses are able to blend the perspectives of business, 
culture and compliance together, they can create an actionable, 
integrated program that employees will actually use and follow — as 
opposed to a manual that will collect dust on a shelf."
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Research shows people want to work for mission driven organizations!  (See Corporate Culture and Performance).  When 
a business demonstrates an authentic social purpose beyond just making money, employees (and consumers) feel 
an emotional connection to the company, its products/services and its brand. In successful Internet companies like 
Google, Facebook, Linkedin, AirBnB, etc., employees have a clear emotional connection to the mission of the company 
and its brand.  If your organization hasn’t articulated its main purpose for existence and/or if you haven’t had an internal 
communications campaign to promote your mission and values to the workforce yet -- then this should be the starting 
point, before you even begin to draft rules of conduct.

An Effective Code of Conduct Starts with Your 
Company’s Mission and Values

Everything 
flows from 
your mission

After defining (or redefining) your company’s mission, it is time to think long and 
hard about your company’s core values.  Here’s where ethics advisors can play a 
big part… your organization’s values ideally exemplify and become an integral part 
of your brand.  If your stated values only point towards winning, and don’t address 
any positive social impact, then those stated values will influence the perspectives, 
actions and ultimately the culture of your organization and materially impact your 
brand, whether you like it or not.  We’ve recently seen how that dynamic works in 
companies like Uber, Theranos and Zenefits.  So, it is essential that at least some 
of your core corporate values should address positive social impact.  After you 
determine (or refine) your company’s mission and values, then you can outline a 
code of conduct that supports and advances the mission and values.

Rules require a meaningful context and emotional resonance to be persuasive 
and effective — because rules by definition are intended to influence human 
behavior, and we humans are affected by things we can relate to experientially 
and emotionally.  Rules won’t be effective if people don’t know why they apply or 
why they’re important to themselves or their community.  For example, how many 
drivers obey a traffic rule for the sole sake of complying and not getting caught?  
Versus, how many people obey a traffic rule because they understand the rule 
safeguards them and others from injury on the road?  Ultimately, you need to boil 
down compliance rules to how and why the rules are driven essentially by “people 
issues” that affect real members of your community.  The most efficient way to bring 
context, relevance and emotion to compliance rules is to promote them within the 
context, relevance and emotion that people attach to the company’s mission, values 
and culture — in other words, if you support our mission and culture, you’ll naturally 
want to follow these rules of conduct.

Use context 
and emotional 
resonance

STEP 1

(3 stakeholders: business leader, talent and compliance advisor)



Copyright © Emtrain 2017. All rights reserved.4 5 Steps to Creating & Implementing a Modern Code of Conduct Program

Lastly, it’s critical to have the business leader deliver the message about your 
mission, values and code of conduct.  At Emtrain, we’ve partnered with AppNexus 
and Medallia, among other top companies, where the CEOs introduced and 
clearly outlined the mission, values and ethics program for the business — we 
have found that a respected and charismatic leader’s personal sponsorship 
triggers quick and broad employee participation and engagement.

Too often, it’s a hard working — but usually anonymous — compliance 
professional delivering the company’s message regarding a code of conduct,  
since they are often the primary stakeholder sponsoring it and the broader 
ethics program.  As important as a great compliance team is, people don’t join 
a company to work for the compliance team, nor are they typically inspired or 
motivated to act by the compliance team.  People are inspired and motivated 
by the business leader laying out a vision for the shared mission, values and 
culture of the company.  So, the CEO or a top business leader is the best 
stakeholder to deliver the mission, values, and core message to the workforce. 

When executed well, the message should have a nicely blended voice reflecting 
the shared message of the business leaders, the talent and compliance team.

Business 
leader support 
is critical

An Easy Tool to Make Good Decisions
STEP 2

(2 stakeholders:  compliance advisor and learning professional)

Most people mean well and want to do the right thing, but in the heat of the moment or a stressful situation people 
can make choices that reflect poorly on themselves and their employer.  That’s why it’s up to the ethics and compliance 
advisor to come up with a framework or tool that’s easy to internalize and use - one that provides accessible “rules of 
thumb” that can be applied in the heat of the moment and that work for everyone in the organization.

Think back to the learning tips you remember from grade school.  Here are 
some that might come to mind:

 i before e, except after c
The open mouth < faces the bigger number to eat the bigger sum
ROY G BIV = red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet 

What do you remember from grade school and why do you remember it?

Give employees 
tools they can 
remember and 
use
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Learning tips or memory tools are necessary for people to commit things to long term memory and have the information 
easily accessible when needed.

In the heat of the moment, when people are most likely to make a poor, unethical decision, they need a learning tip to 
help their decision-making.

If it’s not easy to commit to memory — then it’s not an effective tool.

Emtrain recommends a learning tool called the Business Color Spectrum™. The Spectrum categorizes situations as 
green, yellow, orange, or red and helps systematically decide when you need to slow down or get guidance.

Green situations are those where the decision-maker and decision are clearly motivated by 
business needs before their own self-interest.

Yellow is for situations in which a decision-maker may be motivated by self-interest just as 
much or more than the needs of the business.  Yellow situations are when you slow down, 
think through the implications, and view the situation from the perspective of a neutral third 
party.

Orange is for situations in which the decision-maker is primarily motivated by self-interest 
… either because there is a personal gain for the person or the opportunity to avoid a 
negative consequence.  Orange situations are where you need to slow down and get the 
expert guidance of your in-house compliance advisors.

Red is for situations in which the decision-maker goes beyond self-interest to violate a law, 
a policy, and/or the person's actions have an obvious negative consequence for business 
stakeholders. This includes the organization, its workforce, customers, and Community.

Here's a memory short-cut:

Green motivated by business needs; proceed

Yellow partial self-interest; slow down

Orange primarily self-interest; get guidance

Red beyond self-interest to legal or policy violation; stop
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By using the Business Color Spectrum, you can quickly identify those situations where you can move ahead—or 
alternatively, when you need to slow down, get guidance, or stop. This will help you think critically and systematically 
make better, more ethical decisions.

The Business Color Spectrum is just one example of a learning tool.  You can use any acronym or memory tool to help 
employees systematically make better decisions as long as the tool is easy for people to remember in the “heat of the 
moment” and when they’re most inclined to make a inappropriate decision.

Conduct a Tailored Risk Assessment
STEP 3

(1 Stakeholder:  ethics and compliance advisor)

In order to make compliance information and rules relevant to employees, it’s 
important to identify and outline the risks given the context of your business.  
There are a multitude of business compliance risks that could be addressed in 
any code of conduct and education program.  But not all risks are equal.  Some 
risks are big and some are small depending on the type of business operations.  
This is where compliance needs to do the heavy lifting and conduct a risk 
assessment of the larger risks to a particular organization, given its specific 
business operations.   

Assess your 
organization's 
risks

In addition, a code of conduct program must also address the most common 
issues of working alongside other people, e.g., respect and inclusion, and how 
to address and resolve conflicts and concerns that inevitably arise when people 
work with each other day in and day out.  These types of issues not only impact 
how your organization functions - but also the type and frequency of legal 
compliance issues you are likely to surface and address.

In order to identify the most common risks, it’s helpful to create a risk profile 
for your business. 

Don't 
undervalue 
people's 
issues
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Showcase Code of Conduct Program In 
Multiple Formats

STEP 4

(2 stakeholders:  compliance advisor and learning professional)

Learning professionals know that adult learners need flexibility and options to digest and learn any information and 
certainly, compliance information.  At the same time, marketers know that any successful marketing campaign is an on-
going process and people generally need to see or hear a message several times in several different formats before the 
message resonates, sinks in and the learners are prompted to internalize a code of conduct and conform their actions 
with the code.  The combination of adult learning theory and basic marketing principles means that a code of conduct 
needs to be delivered multiple times and in a variety of ways, including the following formats:

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

The code document itself

Online courses

Interactive website with FAQs

Face to face training

Micro-video lessons

Email communications and reminders

Checklists, guides & posters

Community Q&As

Team meetings

Don’t just publish a code document once and expect that to do the trick.  Similarly, one online course is also not enough 
to teach these concepts.  If you want your code of conduct to be an effective, living document, then trust the learning 
and marketing experts and adopt their proven methods.  Conveying code of conduct information in different formats 
and multiple times throughout the year will make it easier for the adult learner to retain and be able to recall important 
code concepts.
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Delivery and Accessibility
STEP 5

(2 stakeholders:  compliance advisor and learning professional)

The flip side of showcasing code of conduct information in multiple formats is the concept of making the information as 
accessible as possible.  Most compliance professionals think in terms of a push delivery where they “push out” the code 
and get a signature acknowledging receipt.  Or, they push out an online course and track employee participation.  These 
two push delivery methods are useful, up to a point, but they cater more to the needs and schedule of the compliance 
team, rather than to the needs of employees who are the end-users and the people who must understand, absorb and 
follow the code in their daily professional lives.

To effectively cater to your end-users, you need to make information easily 
accessible exactly when they need an answer or guidance.  Towards that end, 
ethics education should be organized and arranged to facilitate a “pull” method 
where employees can “pull” the information when they have a question.  
Interactive web content with deep links into short training bursts (5-10 minutes 
each) and/or web Q&A or FAQs provide easy access to information when it’s 
relevant and needed.  

As a society, we now expect to have answers at our fingertips — workers 
simply don’t have the patience to call the compliance department, or search 
for a manual and page through dozens or hundreds of pages of compliance 
information.  Even spending a minute or two googling for answers is starting 
to feel antiquated, in an environment when we can ask Siri or Echo or similar 
systems for instantaneous guidance on any topic… and without lifting a finger.  
Given this environment, it’s just not realistic to think people will put any effort 
into searching for your compliance answers and guidance.  So it’s up to 
compliance advisors to organize their information and content in a way that it’s 
self-service or do it yourself (DIY) so that the end-users (the employees) are just 
1 click, touch or swipe away from the answers.  

Make it easy 
to access 
guidance

Remember 
today's 
audience
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Tying it all together
As business leaders and advisors, we’re responsible for ensuring that our workforce acts ethically and legally. So, 
there’s arguably no greater professional responsibility than creating a code and ethics program that’s practical and 
effective — and to be effective in today’s fast-paced and tech-enabled workplace, you need engagement and a 
successful knowledge transfer.  Given today’s information environment and learning needs, the best way to influence 
the culture is to create educational content reflecting the blended voice of various stakeholders and integrate that 
information into the fabric of the organization.

Emtrain provides online compliance education, 
guidance and analytics to create healthier organizations. 
Emtrain partners with top employers such as Workday, 
Netflix, Yelp, Nordstrom, New York Times and 600 
progressive companies.  Its client implementation and 
success teams consistently earn five star reviews. 

Visit here for a free course trial!

With over 26,000 individual members reaching over 
85% of Fortune 500 legal departments, In The House 
is the fastest growing private network for in-house 
counsel.  “Our House Is Your House”

Learn more and join our private community at 
www.inthehouse.org

About 
Emtrain

About
In The House

https://emtrain.com/courses/3628-onboarding-mission-values-code-of-conduct
http://www.inthehouse.org
http://www.inthehouse.org

