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Abstract 
Codes of Ethics serve as guiding frameworks that articulate an organization’s mission, 
values, and standards of conduct. For nonprofits, they safeguard public trust, ensure 
responsible stewardship of resources, and provide clarity for staff and stakeholders. For 
corporations, codes reinforce accountability, sustainability, and ethical competitiveness in 
markets. This Teaching Paper examines two examples—a nonprofit Code of Ethics and a 
corporate Code of Ethics—highlighting common components such as mission statements, 
core values, standards of conduct, ethical decision-making guidelines, and reporting 
mechanisms. Drawing on Bryson (2018), Drucker (1990), and Ebrahim & Weisband (2007), 
the paper connects ethical codes to organizational governance, accountability, and strategic 
integrity. A case study illustrates how a mid-sized nonprofit adapted and applied such a 
code. Reflection questions and tips support practical application, while academic grounding 
ensures relevance to both scholars and practitioners.

Keywords 
Code of ethics; Nonprofit governance; Corporate ethics; Accountability; Integrity; 
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Executive Summary 
Ethical codes are vital governance instruments that articulate an organization’s mission, 
values, and behavioral expectations. They provide staff, volunteers, leaders, and 
stakeholders with a reference point for decision-making and conduct. This Teaching Paper 
compares nonprofit and corporate examples, identifying shared structures—mission, values, 
conduct standards, ethical decision-making guidelines, and accountability mechanisms.
For nonprofits, codes of ethics ensure transparency, protect public trust, and guide limited-
resource organizations through complex dilemmas. For corporations, codes safeguard long-
term sustainability, reinforce stakeholder accountability, and balance profitability with social 
responsibility. The paper offers a step-by-step practical guide to designing a code of ethics, 
highlights challenges such as enforcement and cultural adaptation, and provides a real-world 
case study of application.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to demonstrate how organizations can design and 
implement effective Codes of Ethics.
Learning objectives:

• Understand the essential components of an organizational Code of Ethics.
• Compare nonprofit and corporate approaches to ethics.
• Identify mechanisms for ethical accountability and enforcement.
• Apply lessons learned to develop or strengthen a Code of Ethics in one’s own 

organization.
• Reflect on limitations and adaptation to diverse cultural or sectoral contexts.

Background and Context 
Bryson (2018) stresses that ethical principles must be integrated into strategic planning to 
ensure legitimacy and mission alignment. Drucker (1990) emphasizes that nonprofits exist 
to serve a mission and are accountable to stakeholders, making ethical codes a critical 
governance tool. Patton (2011) adds the importance of reflection and learning, relevant for 
updating and adapting codes over time.
Research on global accountability (Ebrahim & Weisband, 2007) highlights that Codes of 
Ethics are not static declarations but must be operationalized through reporting, protection 
for whistleblowers, and regular review. Both nonprofits and corporations rely on codes to 
define their ethical identity, but the nonprofit sector especially depends on them to preserve 
trust and credibility.
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Practical Guide: Designing a Code of Ethics 
1. Mission Statement

• Express the organization’s ethical purpose and strategic intent.
• Nonprofit: focus on transparency, accountability, integrity.
• Corporate: emphasize sustainable growth and responsible business practices.

2. Core Values
• Define the principles guiding all decisions and behaviors.
• Examples: integrity, respect, accountability, innovation.

3. Standards of Conduct
• Translate values into actionable rules.
• Nonprofit focus: stewardship of resources, inclusion, confidentiality.
• Corporate focus: fair labor, quality standards, sustainability.

4. Ethical Decision-Making Guidelines
• Provide step-by-step principles for handling dilemmas.
• Recognize issues, collect facts, evaluate alternatives, decide transparently, document 

outcomes.
5. Reporting and Accountability

• Mechanisms for reporting misconduct.
• Protections for whistleblowers.
• Regular training and audits to ensure enforcement.

Case Study 
A nonprofit youth education center in Southeast Asia adopted a Code of Ethics to address 
issues of resource allocation and staff conduct. Using nonprofit models, the organization 
articulated its mission (education equity), core values (integrity, respect, transparency), and 
standards of conduct (fair treatment, confidentiality). It implemented an anonymous 
reporting system for misconduct and created a board-level Ethics Committee. Within a year, 
the code was tested during a funding controversy, where staff questioned the conditions of a 
donor grant. By following its decision-making guidelines, the nonprofit evaluated 
alternatives, made a transparent decision, and reported it to stakeholders. This process 
increased staff confidence and community trust, validating the code’s practical utility.
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Common Challenges and Tips 
• Enforcement gaps: Codes lose credibility if not implemented. →  Establish clear 

accountability roles.
• Cultural adaptation: Ethical principles vary by context. → Localize standards without 

compromising core values.
• Tokenism: Codes may remain symbolic. →  Integrate into training, evaluations, and 

governance.
• Fear of reporting: Staff may hesitate to raise concerns. → Ensure protections against 

retaliation.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which elements of a Code of Ethics are most critical in your organizational context?
2. How can leadership ensure consistent enforcement of ethical standards?
3. What mechanisms can encourage staff or volunteers to report ethical concerns safely?
4. How should codes be adapted to reflect cultural or sectoral differences?

Limitations and Considerations 
• Codes must be living documents, updated regularly.
• Enforcement depends on leadership commitment and organizational culture.
• Contextual adaptation is necessary; one size does not fit all.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper advances scholarship and practice by bridging theory with practical 
organizational tools. By comparing nonprofit and corporate codes, it highlights both sectoral 
differences and universal principles. For academics, it offers a teaching case and 
comparative framework. For practitioners, it provides a replicable model to strengthen 
governance, transparency, and accountability.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Codes of Ethics are vital governance tools that strengthen trust and accountability. 
Nonprofits and corporations alike benefit from clearly defined missions, values, conduct 
standards, and reporting mechanisms. Organizations should review and update their codes 
regularly, integrate them into training, and ensure enforcement. Future research and practice 
should explore digital ethics training and cross-cultural adaptation.
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