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Two of the world’s most prestigious accounting bodies, aiCpa and CiMa, have formed 
a joint venture to establish the Chartered global Management accountant (CgMa) 
designation to elevate the profession of management accounting. The designation 
recognises the most talented and committed management accountants with the 
discipline and skill to drive strong business performance.

The aiCpa and CiMa require their members to follow strict codes of ethics to  
ensure that the work they do on behalf of organisations and the public is of the  
utmost integrity. You can view each organisation’s ethical standards here:

www.aicpa.org/research/standards/CodeofConduct/pages/default.aspx

www.cimaglobal.com/ethics
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Four years ago CIMA called for business ethics to be 
put higher up the corporate agenda after it published 
its first ethics survey report Managing Responsible 
Business1 in 2008. Since then recent global events 
have reinforced this message: business failures, 
public distrust and protest against corporate and 
government misdemeanours have highlighted the 
costs of acting unethically.

There is now growing awareness that how ethics 
and governance are put into practice is an essential 
complement to codes, policies and legislation. 
Companies are recognising that they need to take 
risks to their reputation very seriously if potential 
crises are not to turn into catastrophes. Chartered 
Global Management Accountants (CGMAs) have 
a key role to play in guiding their employers to 
ongoing success.

Base: 2008 (1,300) 2011 (1,966)
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Figure 1: Does your organisation provide...

inTroDuCTion anD oVerView

Recent experience of corporate behaviour has revealed that 
ethics and finance have been at the centre of many scandals 
and ultimately, failures with far reaching effects.
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The survey explored some of the key issues businesses 
must address in order to embed business ethics by 
focusing on the following four business challenges:

1.  Ethical culture – the ethos of an organisation 
and the framework and architecture to support 
this such as formal roles and responsibilities,  
codes of conduct and other policies.

2.  Accounting for ethics – the range and types of 
information collected and analysed and how such 
information is reviewed and used.

3.  Ethical dilemmas and pressures – the types 
of threats that employees, and management 
accountants in particular, face.

4.  Business issues – core areas of ethical concerns 
for business and how they are prioritised. 

We also considered the specific role played  
and challenges faced by CGMAs in relation  
to ethical issues.

MAnAging Responsible business – A global survey on business ethics  

This CGMA survey report, which like the 2008 
survey drew on methodology used by the Institute 
of Business Ethics, explores not only the importance 
placed on business ethics, ethical performance and 
ethical management within organisations, but also 
on the challenges faced by individual CGMAs. They 
can draw not only on their technical training and 
understanding of professional ethics, but, critically, 
have the skills to obtain, analyse and act upon a 
range of financial and non-financial information.

There are other factors that point to the need for 
companies to embed wider ethical considerations 
into organisational strategy and performance 
measurement. These include new research findings 
and activity in the field of business ethics and 
sustainability and the growing influence in these 
areas of investors, consumers, employees and other 
stakeholders. Other key developments have been the 
introduction of legislation such as the UK Bribery 
Act in 2011 and increased Justice Department 
investigations under the US Foreign Corrupt 
Practices Act which have thrown the spotlight on 
bribery and corruption both in and beyond their 
own jurisdictions.

institute of business ethics (ibe)
“The institute of business ethics welcomes the 
publication of this latest CgMA survey, which 
explores ethical culture, dilemmas and business 
ethics issues from the unique global perspective 
of management accountants. it is disturbing  
that the results indicate that ethical culture 
overall, backed by trusted leadership and  
clear processes, still needs to be strengthened.

The importance of leadership should not be 
underestimated. The culture of an organisation  
is set by the ‘tone at the top’ whether that be 
senior management, or branch managers, or 
team leaders. leaders who talk about ethical 
issues, supporting staff and behaving in an open  

and transparent way, sends the message to all 
employees, and the wider world, that ethics is 
taken seriously. Doing business ethically is not 
just something which is handled by someone in 
compliance or legal, it should be part of the  
way everybody works within an organisation.

That is why it is heartening to see that a 
significant majority of management accountants 
who responded to the survey recognise that 
their role contributes to managing ethical 
performance.”

 
–  philippa Foster back obe, Director, institute of 

business ethics, www.ibe.org.uk



•   An increase of 10%-15% in the number of 
organisations providing both statements of  
ethical values and a code of ethics as well as 
related training, provision of hotlines and 
incentives such as performance-based rewards. 

business challenge 1 – ethical culture 
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Figure 2: Does your organisation provide a code of ethics or similar document to guide staff about ethical 
standards in their work? 
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KeY FinDings

•   Corporate leadership appears to be less actively 
engaged in reviewing and taking responsibility  
for ethical performance compared to 2008.  
A weakened ‘tone from the top’ has potentially 
serious implications for the overall ethical 
operating culture of an organisation.

Figure 3: who (else) has formal responsibility for ethical standards across your organisation?
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CHART 10

Up to 250
employees
17%

More than 5,000
employees 59%

251 to 5,000
employees
36%

Base: 778 who responded Yes

Figure 4: Does your organisation publicly report on ethical performance/corporate social responsibility (Csr)?

More than 5,000
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Up to 250
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23%
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33%

CHART 11

Base: 701 who responded Yes

Figure 5: Does your organisation collect management information on ethics?

MAnAging Responsible business – A global survey on business ethics  

•   The good news is that there was an increase of 
almost 20% in organisations both collecting (30% 
to 36%) and reporting (35% to 40%) on ethical 
information and corporate social responsibility.

•   The bad news is that the number of firms collecting 
and reporting information are still a minority 
and lag way behind the four out of five (80%) of 
organisations that have ethical codes. This suggests 
there is a gap between rhetoric and reality over 
ethical performance. This is a potential risk to  
the organisation which needs to be addressed.

business challenge 2 – accounting for ethics
•   The majority of management accountants (61%) 

feel it is important to collect and analyse ethical 
information, but one in five do not believe their 
organisation will do so in the near future.

•   No significant change in the monitoring and 
evaluation of ethical standards, with just over  
a third agreeing or strongly agreeing that 
standards are not fully monitored.
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Sometimes 32%

Always 3%

Never 61%

Base: All respondents (1,966)

Figure 6: Do you ever feel under pressure from your colleagues or manager to compromise your organisation’s 
standards of ethical business conduct?

•   Despite an increase in ethical codes and training, 
there is greater pressure within organisations to act 
unethically. Pressures are most apparent in some 
emerging economies.

•   There has been an increase in those observing 
ethical misconduct over the course of a year.

business challenge 3 – ethical dilemmas and pressures
•   The majority of those who observe unethical 

conduct report it.

•   Management accountants are most likely to feel 
pressure to compromise standards when working 
with colleagues in other departments. This may 
reflect challenges to professional objectivity when 
working in commercial business units.
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Figure 7: Do you ever feel under pressure from your colleagues or manager to compromise your 
organisation’s standards of ethical business conduct? 



CgMA 
2011/12

CiMA 
2008

ibe  
20102

security of information 91% 93% (1) 78% (4)

safety and security 88% 81% (2) 74% (6)

bribery 78% 75% (6) 83% (1)

Discrimination 75% 81% (2) 83% (2)

Conflicts of interest 74% 76% (5) 70% (7)

environmental 73% 77% (4) 76% (5)

supply chain 72% 69% (7) 70% (8)

Human rights 64% 55% (12) 50% (10)

Responsible marketing 64% 63% (9) 52% (9)

Whistle-blowing 63% 62% (10) 83% (3) 

Fairness of 
remuneration

55% 65% (8) 48% (11) 

Work/life balance 53% 59% (11) 37% (12) 

Figure 8: Currently how relevant are the following ethical issues to your organisation? (previous ranking in brackets)

6 MAnAging Responsible business – A global survey on business ethics  

•   Security of information remains the greatest issue 
of concern across all markets.

•   Bribery has risen from 6th to 3rd in the rankings 
of issues of concern, reflecting the intensifying of 
anti-bribery and corruption legislation.

business challenge 4 – business issues
•   Fewer now believe that business has a moral 

imperative to help address global issues, with  
a decline from 84% to 77% since 2008.
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This gap between the organisation’s stated 
commitment to an ethical stance and what is  
actually being done within the business can pose  
a significant risk to the organisation’s reputation.

This is not just in terms of a loss of credibility for 
employees, but also in relation to other stakeholders, 
including customers, suppliers, investors and society 
at large. The potential negative consequences, such 
as declining share price and loss of customers, should 
not be underestimated and there are numerous 
examples of companies attracting negative coverage 
for ethical failings – with a consequent impact on the 
bottom line.

The widespread use of the internet and social 
media casts a harsher spotlight than before. 
Management accountants are well placed to bring 
their skills, insight and influence to encourage 
ethical performance, and the survey shows that they 
recognise this. The problem is that they may not 
always be supported and enabled to do so by the 
wider organisation – and in some cases, may even 
come under pressure to act unethically.

This creates what we term an ‘ethics divide,’ 
where a strong stated commitment to ethical 
standards and codes is accompanied by pressures 
on individuals to act unethically. In other words, it 
is clear that ethical issues are being acknowledged 
and addressed by management accountants 
everywhere, but ethical culture overall, backed by 
trusted leadership and clear processes, needs to be 
strengthened from the top to enable people to have 
the confidence to ‘do the right thing.’

The challenge of achieving this is not 
underestimated; it’s much harder to bring about 
genuine behavioural change than it is to establish 
policies and processes. Despite the increase in 
pressures to compromise ethical standards and 
shortcomings in ethical performance management, 
more organisations are implementing ethical  
codes and other policies. Organisations need 
to continually strive towards building ethical 
businesses, while not losing sight of the very  
real demands this makes on them.

An authentic tone from the top can improve ethical 
behaviour. To support this effort, it is particularly 
crucial for organisations to collect, report and 
monitor ethical information to enable them to 
performance manage this important aspect of their 
business and to ensure continuous improvement. 
A large majority of respondents (86%) said that 
upholding their professional code was the main way 
management accountants contribute to managing 
the ethical performance of their organisation.

This no doubt reinforces why ensuring the integrity 
of management information and leading by 
example also rate highly as important aspects of 
the role, as both are related to the fundamental 
principles of a professional code of ethics. Also  
in keeping with the professional code, nearly half 
see their role in reporting ethical concerns to  
the organisation as part of their role.

26%
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Major part of 
my role

Not sure 

Part of my role but 
not a major one 

Base: All who say ethical performance is part of their role (1,638) - 83%
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Base: All who say ethical performance is part of their role (1,638) - 83%

Figure 9: To what extent is managing your organisation’s 
ethical performance a part of your role now?

ConClusion

While there have been positive developments in terms of building the 
architecture for ethical codes and policies, the translation of these into 
actual practice and everyday business processes is lagging behind.
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With the backing of a strong ethical culture,  
CGMAs can be truly effective in playing what  
we believe is a key role – drawing on both their 
training and understanding of professional ethics,  
as well as their skills in obtaining, analysing and 
acting upon management information – to guide 
their organisations to ongoing success.

Organisations need to continually strive towards 
building ethical businesses, while not losing sight  
of the very real demands this makes on them. 
CGMAs, bound by a code of ethics themselves,  
have an influential role to play on this journey.

To download the report in full and to access  
other ethics tools and online resources, see: 
www.cgma.org/ethics
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Technical information
A quantitative online survey was undertaken in 
late 2011 to early 2012 to investigate attitudes 
to ethical standards. Responses were collected 
among CIMA members and students and AICPA 
members. A total of 1,966 full responses were 
received globally – with the highest responses 
(15% and 12%) from the UK and the US 
respectively. 39% work in organisations that 
employ more than 5,000 employees. 74% were 
from the private sector and listed companies.

Footnotes

1 Managing Responsible Business, CIMA, 2008

2  Corporate Ethics Policies and Programmes, UK and Continental Europe Survey 2010,  
Institute of Business Ethics, UK, 2011

Distribution of this material via the internet does 
not constitute consent to the redistribution of it in 
any form. No part of this material may be otherwise 
reproduced, stored in third party platforms and 
databases, or transmitted in any form or by any 
printed, electronic, mechanical, digital or other 
means without the written permission of the owner 
of the copyright as set forth above. For information 
about the procedure for requesting permission to 
reuse this content please email copyright@CGMA.org

The information and any opinions expressed in this 
material do not represent official pronouncements 
of or on behalf of AICPA, CIMA, the CGMA 
designation or the Association of International 

Certified Professional Accountants. This material 
is offered with the understanding that it does not 
constitute legal, accounting, or other professional 
services or advice. If legal advice or other expert 
assistance is required, the services of a competent 
professional should be sought. The information 
contained herein is provided to assist the reader in 
developing a general understanding of the topics 
discussed but no attempt has been made to cover 
the subjects or issues exhaustively. While every 
attempt to verify the timeliness and accuracy of 
the information herein as of the date of issuance 
has been made, no guarantee is or can be given 
regarding the applicability of the information found 
within to any given set of facts and circumstances.

© 2012, Chartered Institute of Management Accountants. All rights reserved. 
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joint venture of AiCpA and CiMA, established the CgMA designation 
to elevate the profession of management accounting globally.


