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International Companies
Abstract: 

This paper analyzes the relation between currently available social standards (e.g., international labour standards) and compliance as well as integrity-management in international companies. Based on a short introduction of compliance and integrity as two distinct strategies for ethics management in international corporations, we suggest a new conceptual framework, which we call „Quasi-Regulation“, to assess the impact of social standards for fulfilling the demands of both approaches. The main contribution of this paper is to provide international managers with a toolbox for aligning their undertakings in the field of ethics management (e.g., the implementation of international labour and environmental standards) with either a compliance or an integrity strategy. Furthermore, the framework allows governments, NGOs, companies, and other interested stakeholders to improve currently existing global standards with reference to a compliance or integrity orientation. Although the developed model is flexible in its constitution, and can thus be applied to different forms of ethics tools, we will focus our analysis exclusively on the SA 8000 standard, since this initiative is currently one of the most widely used frameworks for social accounting in an international context. We show that SA 8000 is a “Quasi-Regulative-Standard”, because this initiative supports both, a compliance and an integrity ethics strategy in international companies.
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Preliminary Remarks

1.1 Ethics Management and Democratic Development

The organization of corporate efforts to achieve credibility and trust towards all human beings is one of the key challenges for international companies nowadays. Corporations acting on a cross-border basis cannot simply neglect the urgent problems which mankind as a whole faces at the starting point of the 21st century, since global power always correlates with global responsibility. Life-practical-thinking and the indestructible desire of humans to survive admonishes responsible people to reflect upon these facts by installing respective ethics management systems (see similar Steinmann/Loehr, 1988: 4; Fromm, 2000: 157). The need for a corporate ethics management is further increased by many loopholes in existing laws and regulations which have to be filled by ethical reflection. Simple adherence to the legislature is very often not sufficient to ensure legitimacy. International companies face an especially challenging task, as there are actually no legally binding conventions on the multilateral-level. Therefore, ethics management needs to ensure the sustainability of the “[…] moral basis of the free market economy itself.” (Steinmann/Olbrich, 1998: 65).  

Another (and probably the strongest) reason for the strengthening necessity to become involved in ethics management is firmly rooted in the enhanced role of stakeholders. As social and environmental problems are boosted to a new level, society’s sensitivity to corporate activities in these fields has increased as well (see DeRuisseau, 2002: 224). Many companies have discovered at their own expense that failure to take stakeholder expectations seriously into account may cause problems in the social acceptance of their products or services. Consumer boycotts, critical campaigns, and demonstrations tie up management capacity in defensive activities. This in turn leads to a rise of “social transaction costs”, since executives cannot follow their original task to shape the organizations future anymore. Unless corporations start being more involved in ethics management, environmental, and social problems will become more severe. The space for strategic action will be narrowed down to a minimum, probably leaving nothing more than crisis management. 

Globalization and the evolving transparency of the media-driven world make it harder to hide cases of corporate misconduct for global and local players alike. Within society and politics, there has been growing concern about the abuse of power for reaching short-term profit-maximization goals. The ongoing discussions around the dressed-up balance sheets of Enron and Worldcom clearly demonstrate how sensitive organizations can be to criminal prosecutions (see Dath, 2002: 45; Dubinsky, 2002: S6). There is, hence, an inescapable need to look behind the moral vulnerability of companies. Many American corporations have been engaged in “business ethics” since the rise of the discipline in the 70s (see De George, 1998: 305-308). However, the current undertakings seem to be not enough to solve the global moral questions of these days. In this spirit, it is self-evident that there exists an unavoidable necessity for a plain alignment of corporate undertakings in the field of ethics management. Unfortunately, the existing picture about the practical application of strategies for “managing ethics” is rather blurry and probably another reason for the disappointing moral-status of business.

1.2 Scope of the Paper

What is commonly referred to as “Compliance versus Integrity” as ideal strategies for ethics management evolved out of a trail blazing article by Lynn Sharp Paine in 1994. Compliance, as a purely legalistic perspective, is exclusively concerned with preventing criminal misconduct by meeting the demands of the existing laws and regulations which are externally given and thus not self-imposed. By contrast, the integrity approach bases a company’s ethics management on the espoused values and commitments of all employees. The open and proactive nature of the strategy fosters the inclusion of moral questions into day-to-day business decisions (see Paine, 1994: 109-113).

The underlying problem of this paper needs to be seen in the missing practicability of the discussion around both orientations. As the debate provides no insights on how corporations can successfully implement the two approaches – executives, workers, and other stakeholders are left without any practical advice. Therefore, a “research gap” between the theoretical recognition and the practical application of compliance and integrity is opening up. The dilemma is further enhanced, as practical ethics management tools (especially social standards like the International Labour Organization Conventions), which qualify for transforming the strategies into practice, are often presented in a rather unstructured way, leading to a general confusion about the possibilities and restrictions of their use (see Nadvi/Waeltring, 2001: 1-2). Thus, there is uncertainty about the extent of support which the tools can provide for shaping either a compliance or integrity ethics strategy. The same applies to the inversion of the argument, because there exists no framework for organizing an extension of the tools to better meet the demands of both approaches. 

On the basis of this “research gap” it is now possible to formulate the objectives of this paper. One major goal is to provide a thorough discussion of the two strategies. A further concern is to develop a framework which allows an assessment of the interrelation between both approaches and existing social standards. The main objective, of course, is to apply the framework to one selected tool – in this case SA 8000 – to clarify the usefulness of this initiative to support and fit a compliance or integrity strategy within international corporations.

1.3 Procedure of the Analysis

The second section of this paper is going to deal with a theoretical and practical discussion of compliance and integrity. Herein, the cultural heritage of both approaches will be revealed by comparing European and American ethical thinking. Furthermore, the practical consequences for managers wishing to follow a compliance or integrity strategy are presented in the form of a compliance and integrity management system (CMS and IMS). At the end of this section, we will show the need and possibility for convergence of both ethics strategies by showing the inevitable necessity to provide “option-excluding” as well as “discourse-opening” moments alike in order to set up an integrated ethics management. The third section will present a reciprocal model for analyzing the relation between social standards and both approaches, which we call “Quasi-Regulation”.

The point of departure for the fourth section is going to be the introduction and classification of social standards (particularly SA 8000) as tools for ethics management in international companies. The fifth section will discuss the practical application of the theoretical fundament. SA 8000 will be examined regarding its relation to compliance and integrity-management with the help of the developed model. In the sixth and last section we will follow the line of thought of the underlying reciprocal model by extending SA 8000 with reference to the remarks in the preceding sections. A short conclusion and a discussion of some clues for future research finalize the analysis.

2 Compliance and Integrity 

2.1 The Cultural Heritage of Both Approaches

It seems to be useful to differentiate between American and European ethical thinking, since compliance and integrity, as strategies for ethics management, are clearly rooted in the particular socio-economic context of each region. The following comparison will focus mostly on “practical” phenomena, like cultural and legal conditions of ethics management. The differences will be shown along two dimensions: the orientation towards corporate ethics (In which way is ethical thinking perceived?) and the motivation to get involved in corporate ethics (Why is ethical management important to a company?).

Corporate ethics is regarded more pragmatically in the U.S. than in Europe. The underlying American “just do it” orientation has led to a faster development and implementation of instruments for ethics management (see Loehnert, 1998: 93). In 1990 approximately 90% of the Fortune 500 companies already reported to have a written code of ethics in place (see Hoffmann, 1998: 51). But this action orientation comes at the price that existing tools and initiatives are rather unorganized. Thus, in the U.S. a proper outline for developing an ethical culture with supporting structures and processes is almost non-existent. In contrast to this, European managers and scientists are still concerned with conducting basic research and analyzing the context of the existing phenomena. Nevertheless, some companies in Europe seem to have recognized this lack of orientation towards the practical dimension of business ethics. Within the scope of an empirical study to analyze the steps of German-speaking corporations towards ethics management, 37% of the respondents reported to plan measures for institutionalizing corporate ethics in their companies (see Palazzo, 2001: 51; Ulrich/Lunau/Weber, 1998: 162). The differing views within this dimension can be summed up by assuming a tension between a pragmatic (U.S.) and an idealistic (Europe) orientation towards corporate ethics.  

Another reason for the aforementioned neglect of ethics management by European managers can be traced back to the varying legal conditions between both regions. In the U.S compliance to the law is a strong motivation for implementing an ethics program. American managers believe that there is a “[…] great deal of overlap between what’s ethical and what’s legal.” (Trevino/Nelson, 1999: 16). Such a line of thinking is inherently explained by the U.S. legal system. Unlike in most European countries, American corporations can be prosecuted as a legal entity in case an employee has committed a criminal offence (see Kleinfeld, 1999: 385). Based on chapter eight of the “Federal Sentencing Guidelines” (FSG), organizations can reduce fines for criminal conduct considerably by taking steps to prevent misconduct prior to the offense. Such regulations are in contrast to European ethical thinking, where compliance to the law is just seen as one among other factors of legitimate acting. 

The cultural heritage of the American rule orientation is entrenched in the fact that moral expectations are imposed on organizations by the public (see De George, 1998: 305). Compliance standards are, therefore, externally enforced on the corporation, and employees tend to blindly accept these “third-party-values”. Contrarily, in Europe the question of moral reasoning is a more private one (see Loehnert, 1998: 99). As a result, there is a higher acceptance among employees for internally developed rules. To sum up, one can say that the motivation of American companies to commit to ethics management is more extrinsically given, whereas European organizations are rather inspired by their guiding values and self-commitment.

2.2 Institutionalizing Corporate Ethics – The Compliance Strategy

2.2.1 Introducing the Idea of Compliance

Based on the remarks up to this point it is evident that the compliance strategy is founded on conformity with externally imposed standards (see Wieland, 1999: 97). Such third-party regulation can refer to either the law itself or claims of special stakeholder groups. For this reason, the basic principle of the concept is to comply with certain demands on a reactive basis.
 Generally speaking, there are two levels of compliance. On the one hand, the boundaries of individual action can be defined internally by management (e.g., through a code of conduct). On the other hand, management can, or actually has to, follow the external requirements imposed on the company by the legal sphere. The FSG, which had been compiled by the United States Sentencing Commission (USSC), played a pioneering role in creating a legal framework for the sentencing of American organizations. They are likely to act as a basis for the development of sentencing guidelines in other parts of the world. Therefore, the underlying idea of this regulative framework will be briefly introduced. 

Following chapter eight of the FSG, organizations, as any other individual, can be found guilty of criminal conduct. Of course, organizations cannot be imprisoned, but they can be fined in accordance to the guidelines. The extent of a fine is determined by the seriousness of the offense as well as by the culpability of the offender (see USSC, 2001: 413). It is interesting that the base fine can be either reduced or increased in accordance to the organizations “culpability score” (see McKendall/DeMarr/Jones-Rikkers, 2002). The court is allowed to subtract points for this score (and thus lower the fine), if the organization possesses an “[…] effective program to prevent and detect violations of the law.” (USSC, 2001: 417, emphasis by the authors). The effectiveness of a program is specified by requiring the company to exercise due diligence in aiming for prevention and detection of criminal conduct. Among the steps for examining a program are for instance the establishment and supervision of compliance standards (see USSC, 2001: 417-418). Summing up, the FSG were designed to encourage corporations to behave legally by significantly increasing the cost of corporate misconduct and by providing monetary incentives for installing compliance standards. Because of this, these guidelines are a good example for the underlying idea of compliance management. 

The main objective of any compliance strategy is the detection and prevention of unlawful conduct (see Paine, 1994: 109). Management demonstrates by the establishment of a compliance standard that there is a zero-tolerance policy towards the violations of principles. With that kind of attitude, executives often try to release themselves from the burden of decision-making so that not every single situation needs to be assessed in a new way. Thus, it is not primarily the organization itself which is supposed to stay out of trouble. Most compliance programs are designed to rather protect top-management from blame and legal consequences (see Trevino/et al., 1999: 139).

The ethical program, which is needed to achieve these objectives, is based on strict monitoring mechanisms. Every compliance approach is useless as long as the members of an organization do not stick to the rules. Compliance to the letter of law permits no deviations from the pre-determined standards, since this would lead to dysfunctional effects and counter-productivity. It is, therefore, the task of top-management and internal auditors to guarantee the adherence of existing principles. From the viewpoint of modern ethics this seems to be a major problem, because the corporation does not open itself for an intersubjective clarification of ethical problems.

2.2.2 Managing for Compliance

In order to ensure a true and fair view on the practical side of each strategy as well as to provide a structured discussion, it is necessary to introduce a common framework for assessing the features of a compliance and integrity-management system. It is possible to distinguish between underlying and operative features within each system. Whereas the underlying features rather deal with phenomena which are hard to put a hand on (e.g., corporate culture), the operative features reflect criteria which are directly influenceable by management (e.g., training methods). The resulting framework is depicted in figure 1 and constitutes the reference point for the following discussion.
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Figure 1: A Comparison of the Compliance Management System and 
the Integrity Management System; Source: own illustration
The guiding idea of a compliance management system (CMS) is a written set of standards formulated by management, external institutions (e.g., consultants), or the legislature. These rules act as a standard to evaluate individual acting within the organization and need to be of specific importance to the company considering the work content as well as the scale and scope of its operations (see Reitaku Centre for Economic Studies, 2000: 6). Compliance standards are thus often exclusively focused on special content areas (e.g., environment, work-safety, etc.). Despite its focus on imposing third-party orientations, companies operating under a CMS possess also a certain set of own values. These are mainly shaped by practices like monitoring and controlling and represent a culture of mistrust, fear, and unquestioning obedience.

The last underlying feature of a CMS is the norm-definition process itself. As described above, different parties can take the role of being the norm-developing institution. The resulting norms are of rather substantive nature (see Waxenberger, 2001c: 23), because the underlying approach is non-discursive. An important problem concerning the definition of norms is linked to the vital question of whether voluntary accepted rules, which are imposed on the organization by a third-party, are part of a CMS. The problem is engrained in the fact that a voluntary commitment reaches further than legal compliance and thus opens the organization for discourse. Nevertheless, the dependence on external control mechanisms to check whether the voluntary commitment is met represents an option-excluding moment. One possible solution to the problem can be seen in the concept of life-conduciveness. Only a voluntary guarantee of the socio-economic abilities in conjunction with vitally necessary and life-fulfilling norms is able to justify an integrity-based orientation. Other voluntary commitments are, therefore, perceived as being CMS-conform.

The first operative feature concerns the enforcement of a CMS by installing sanctioning- and training-mechanisms (see McKendall/DeMarr/Jones-Rikkers, 2002). Internal as well as external audits support the enforcement by evaluating employee awareness and by controlling adherence to the respective rules (see Eliason, 1999). Sanctions and additional disciplinary measures can be another powerful tool to ensure that employees will really “live” the standard instead of just paying lip-service to it. Compliance-based training methods, as one possible way of enforcement, have to raise general awareness for the desired standard. Moreover, they exclude options for individual action by imparting narrowly-defined standards and by fostering a student-teacher-type education. A compliance-based ethics strategy demands from employees to learn about the regulations which concern their field of influence. Since there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach towards compliance management (see Eliason, 1999), it is obvious that education has to be customized. A helpful procedure is to train in accordance to different departments, because ethical problems differ substantially within an organization. This, of course, represents a tremendous challenge for international companies which have to adjust both their programs and education practices in conformity to the respective legal environments.

CMS-based communication efforts constitute the next important feature within the framework. Practices commonly mentioned for communicating a certain set of regulations include the measurement of the legal performance together with the belonging feedback as well as an institutionalization of compliance-responsibilities at certain points in the organization (e.g., in the legal department, the ethics office, or the board). Of course, a communication of substantive rules and regulations by selected people reinforces a top-down perspective and recognizes management as a “norm-carrier”. This reduces the sphere of compliance-addressees in most cases to the employees, the legislature, and extremely negatively affected stakeholders. A well-organized incentive system is an often underestimated aspect for communicating certain messages to employees (see Flannery/Hofrichter/Platten, 1996: 6, 58). Another helpful idea is to ensure the visibility of the rules. It reminds people more frequently and without a hierarchical distance of what is expected from them. 

The last feature of a CMS (sustainability) deals with the organizational perception towards learning and feedback-procedures. Since compliance-based tools hamper ethical reflection and foster the irrevocability of decisions, they are just able to support single-loop learning processes within companies. In this case, the tools rather act as a correcting authority for the actions of the employees, but do not support the questioning of the underlying assumptions and goals of individual behavior. Feedback loops, which constitute another sustainability aspect, can take the form of internal and external auditing mechanisms. Internal audits are usually used to back up monitoring and sanctioning systems and do not open the corporation for any further (norm-) development. Additionally, third-party audits stress the principle of external control by awarding certifications for standard compliance. 

2.2.3 The Limits of Compliance and the Need for Integrity

From the viewpoint of modern ethics, a compliance strategy fails to open the minds of individuals for norm-reflection (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 62). Thus, people are deprived the right to intersubjectively clarify what they perceive to be right. Paine (1994: 111) recognizes in this context: “The law does not generally seek to inspire human excellence or distinction.” Compliance cannot achieve inspiration because the approach focuses too much on what should not be done and does not rise to the level of communicating values and demanding moral self-governance. The latter requires the absence of monitoring and sanctioning mechanisms in order to achieve moral autonomy and a trust-enhancing environment. Even the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had to recognize that a legal compliance program erodes commitment and hampers motivation (see Pekel, 2002). 

In addition to these problems, a compliance-based ethics strategy seems to bring corporations down to an absolute moral minimum (see Steinmann/Olbrich, 1998: 80). A holistic orientation, however, is an unattainable goal for a compliance strategy, as there is no set of regulations which can encompass all relevant issues. Empirical tests have shown that even an extensive legal framework (like the FSG) did not lessen violations of the law significantly (see McKendall/DeMarr/Jones-Rikkers, 2002). Taking all these problems into account, it becomes apparent that a compliance standard is valueless if there is no personal commitment in conjunction with a discourse-oriented culture which guides the organization towards socio-economically rational value creation.

2.3 The Cultural View on Corporate Ethics – The Integrity Strategy

2.3.1 Introducing the Idea of Integrity

The basic principle of the integrity approach is reflected by the change in the ethical governance mechanism. Whereas compliance assumed a third-party-governance of moral acting, integrity supposes that a true orientation towards ethics is based on value-oriented self-commitment and self-governance (see Kleinfeld, 1999: 379; Wieland, 1999: 97). The organization opens itself towards a voluntary orientation on higher principles. This aim requires the full moral autonomy of the employees as well as the recognition of the public character of corporate responsiveness. Integrity implies that values become the guiding principles of any organization. The development of corporate values is, therefore, at the heart of any integrity-based strategy (see Eliason, 1999). Deeply-rooted within these values is the assumption that there is a primacy of ethical thinking over the classical economical viewpoint which based human acting on selfishness and success orientation. Of course, such a postulate is not a free ticket to simply break the law or to fall into a loose laissez-faire approach. If integrity is thought of as a practical spin-off of modern ethics, the reference point for value-development needs to be identified as being universally valid and communicative in nature (see Ulrich, 2001a: 81). Compliance to the law can thus be seen as an integrative part of the integrity concept (see Daigneault/Navran/ Ziegler, 2001: 14-15). 

The underlying objective of integrity needs to be characterized as being more directed towards enabling responsible conduct (see Paine, 1994: 111). Taking the viewpoint of discourse ethics, this goal can be extended by recognizing the need to respond effectively to legitimate stakeholder demands. Whereas decisions within the concept of responsibility are made for the affected people, responsiveness supposes that the respective people are included in the decision-process itself (see Ulrich, 1993: 19-21). On a more theoretical level, one can also claim that integrity changes the underlying orientation of the corporation towards a higher deontological perspective. It is thus assumed that a company is rather guided by independently set principles instead of a pure teleological orientation based on economic goals together with a mere deontological commitment to the law (see figure 2).
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Figure 2: The twin-tracked orientation of companies; Source: partly following Waxenberger, 2001b: 19-21 

The ethical program needed to achieve these objectives, can be depicted as cultural conscious management. Although this term seems rather vague, it is comprehensible that a management of the corporate culture must always follow an evolutionary (dynamic) approach to open the organization for new orientations (see Voigt, 1996: 90). The most important aspect in this context is to let management “walk its talk”, demonstrating that the discursively developed values are taken seriously. In this spirit, true ethical leadership provides consistency between organizational values and actions.

2.3.2 Managing for Integrity 

An integrity management system (IMS) follows the guiding idea of a corporate value orientation which enables an evaluation of the individual moral acting in accordance to the desired norms. However, the measurement of intentions which underlie moral acting is a rather tough mission! No human being or ethics tools can seriously claim to be capable of looking beyond the moral good will of people. Therefore, it is advisable to concentrate on the nature of corporate structures, systems, and processes which support the solution of conflicts (see Waxenberger, 2001b: 1). A strong integrity-culture can contribute to the fulfillment of legitimacy by fostering freedom of expression and by calling for a critical loyalty of the employees (see Ulrich/Maak, 1996: 20). This opens corporations for discourse and enables a consistent development of values. Despite the pressures of the market, tools in support of an IMS need to endow organizations with the necessary “space” to work towards the desired values and to generate new ones. 
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Social standards, for instance, can support the norm-definition process of an IMS by installing respective structures and systems which allow a discursive clarification and justification of process-based norms. Contrarily to the substantive nature of compliance-oriented norms, process-based ones act only as an “institutional framework” which ensures an indispensable flexibility to take variable stakeholder claims into account (see Waxenberger, 2001c: 23). Besides the open character of the norms, it is also vital to recognize the public nature of the definition process itself. Integrity-based tools help to define norms with the affected stakeholder (not only for them). Hence, stakeholder-management within an IMS means first and foremost to ensure that all affected people can make use of their socio-economic abilities. Another important requirement for pushing the norm-definition process is to identify the respective stakeholder groups. It is very vital in this context to recognize the time dimension while identifying a company’s stakeholder, since legitimate claims can as well be contributed by future generations. The proactive and strategic nature of an IMS calls for an incorporation of these stakeholder interests into the norm-development process. In conclusion, a stakeholder-oriented tool, which can be used in accordance with an IMS, must answer all of the questions depicted in figure 3 in a life-conducive way. 

Figure 3: Demands on a life-conducive stakeholder management system; Source: own illustration 

Enforcement, as the first operative feature of an IMS, needs to be interpreted in a different way than within a CMS. Since an IMS is based on the voluntary acceptance of the unrestricted good will, values cannot be enforced by sanctioning or monitoring mechanisms. Training activities as another way of enforcement need to turn towards fostering employees’ sensitivity for the moral consequences of their daily acting. A situation-specific dilemma training as well as thought-experiments can help to implement this objective (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 119). 

Companies following an IMS already communicate the desired guidelines by allowing a dialogical norm-definition. Thus, the communication process (as the next feature of an IMS) is already taken care of. Especially European companies have well-developed dialogical structures in place (e.g., work councils, unions) which can be used as a platform for the definition and communication of norms and values (see Loehnert, 1998: 115). An integrity-based management must recognize these structures and processes and embed them into the everyday business activities. Such an approach aligns existing norms and values with profit-based objectives and can thus be referred to as cultural-conscious management (see similar Zadek, 1999: 13). The activities of such a  management approach focus mainly on the development and communication of corporate values. When Paine (1994: 111) recognizes that: “[a]bove all, organizational ethics [within the integrity strategy] is seen as the work of management”, it looks very much as if she had assigned management the responsibility for the necessary activities. This approach, however, does not meet the requirements of a communicative understanding of corporate ethics, because executives tend to follow an authoritative orientation towards management and simply push values into the organization (see Ulrich, 2001a: 460). Therefore, it is appropriate to allot management only a co-responsibility for shaping the necessary environment. Cultural change agents, who can be used by the people in charge of the activities, can take on many forms. Especially the human resource management can support a value-orientation by ethically sensitizing recruitment criteria, incentive systems, and tools for personnel development. In addition, bottom line employees can foster their company’s integrity by seizing existing opportunities to openly discuss ethical issues (see Trevino/et al., 1999: 131). Workshops for cultural self-assessment help to continually examine all activities through the lens of integrity to check for tensions possibly leading to problems in the future (see Eliason, 1999).

Any integrity-based ethics management tool must scrutinize the deeply ingrained behavioral patterns of an organization by fostering mental contradiction, by opening “invisible” options, and by allowing people to experiment with new ways of thought. Existing routines are thrown overboard and double-loop learning, in the context of the sustainability feature, is enabled (see Staehle, 1999: 917). External audits can support learning mechanisms to a certain extent, because they introduce the viewpoint of a third-party which can be of great value. Albeit external opinions can provide good hints for necessary interventions, they should never be used for a final cultural-assessment. This argument can be theoretically justified by perceiving organizations as social systems with an autopoietic nature (see Luhmann, 1994: 16). Maturana/Varela (1987: 54-60) state that autopoietic systems follow an autonomous character and constitute themselves as different to their own environment. Therefore, the cultural development process needs to be seen mainly as a task of internal auditing schemes. Organizations, which recognize their autopoietic nature, follow also a different definition of corporate success. The teleologic orientation of such companies is most of all determined by the fulfillment of independently set goals (see Ulrich, 2001b: 45; Waxenberger, 2001b: 19). It is thus desirable to supplement an IMS with reporting tools that allow for a principle-based benchmarking process among best-in-class companies.

2.3.3 The Limits of Integrity

The integrity approach is deeper, broader, and more demanding than a simple orientation towards legal compliance (see Paine, 1994: 111). It is precisely this holistic view on corporate ethics which leads to most of the problems. Managing for integrity always means to be concerned with the process of cultural change within organizations. Since culture is a rather “fuzzy” phenomenon, statements about the management of it are always generalizing and often based on unrealistic assumptions. 

Another obstacle is engrained in the discourse-oriented character of the strategy. Such a view demands an inclusion of all relevant stakeholders in decision processes. It is thus necessary to first of all identify all relevant stakeholders to then include their legitimate claims. Unfortunately, organizations have far too many stakeholders to be able to consult them in a direct way. Therefore, it is essential to identify only the key stakeholders and to see inclusivity just as an unworldly horizon. Waxenberger (2001a: 45-47) introduces a three-sphere-concept for the identification of key interest groups. Stakeholders within the first sphere are exceptionally negatively influenced by the corporation. The second sphere includes all parties for whom the company feels to have a moral preference. Within the third sphere organizations are allowed to subsume all stakeholders important for their business transactions. It is essential to point out that the spheres do not categorize the legitimate claims in an order of priority. The precise succession can only be prescribed in the context of a certain situation. 

One must realize that the depth and integrated nature of the integrity approach are valuable and problematic at the same time. Most difficulties deal with the missing applicability of the strategy. In many cases companies are left without any practical idea of how to initiate a cultural change process to implement the desired orientations into the depth-structure of the organization (see Owen/Swift, 2001: 4). Such a disorientation can lead to an overemphasized hands off approach which fails to provide the employees with an anchor for their reasoning process. As a result, “moral free-riders” are allowed to take advantage of existing interpretation possibilities (see Ulrich, 2001b: 46). Above all other things, this problem clearly shows the need to balance both approaches in order to build a practical ethics management system

2.4 Need and Possibility for Convergence of the Two Approaches

The problem analysis of both strategies has already clarified that an incapacitation of the individual through a compliance program, is just as risky as imposing exaggerated moral expectations on people by following an integrity strategy. Whereas the latter leaves the moral reasoning-process entirely to the good character and life-conducive intentions of the individual, the former can never define all areas of conduct. These shortcomings open the door for opportunistic behavior within both strategies. Thus, there is a need to balance compliance and integrity measures in order to get a grip on the opportunism-problem (see Eliason, 1999). American and European corporations seem to have recognized their shortsightedness in this context by trying to do what the other side has done so far (see Fontrodona, 2002). Particularly companies in the U.S. notice that the mere existence of a compliance standard does not prevent unethical actions in the first place. For this reason, those in charge of corporate ethics programs try to complement existing regulations with value-based decision making. But also European organizations face the challenge of rising misconduct (see Palazzo, 2001: 53). Here the solution to the problem is rather seen in transforming values into a more concrete and practical manner and thus closer to a compliance strategy.

Of course, one could argue that integrity already includes a compliance orientation. As a result, European corporations actually would not have to do anything to set up compliance standards. This may be true in theory; in practice, however, such a procedure of “just take integrity then you have got everything” does not work. It is not the mere inclusivity of the different spheres which makes up the practical dimension of a value-orientation. When it comes to the implementation of this perspective, the theoretical focus must submit itself to the practical features of an IMS. Furthermore, a correct assignment of individual actions to either a compliance or an integrity orientation is not possible anyway, as it is difficult to assess the true motives and intentions of moral acting (see Waxenberger, 2001b: 30). Having shown the need for the convergence of both approaches, the resulting question is: Is there a pragmatic compromise to support moral decision making in practice? Such an orientation would need to have enough material substance to enable an unequivocal moral positioning as well as sufficient room for individual adaptation and discursive reasoning. 

An attempt to bring together both strategies does not naturally imply the development of a final and irrefutable “grand theory”. The task is rather to shape an awareness of the complementary elements within both approaches. The point of integration needs to be seen in the process of moral meditation which takes the communicative-universal moral point of view of the integrity strategy as a basis to give specific instructions for individual compliance. Such a process for the development of norms is designed in a multi-stage manner (see figure 4).
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Figure 4: The mediation-framework between compliance and integrity Source: own illustration

On the macro-level, universally valid convictions define a basic framework of principles. These principles are not open to any further discussion, because they meet the desired universal moral point of view and thus have to be reasonably accepted by all beings (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 92). Good examples for that kind of principle-systems are the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the UN and the Conventions of the International Labour Organization (ILO). Of course, these high-minded catalogues of basic ideas are of no value unless they are translated into tangible norms for individual acting. Thus, norm-systems, like Social Accountability 8000 (SA 8000) or the standards developed by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), act as mediating elements on the meso-level. They are based on the universal principles of the macro-level, but leave enough room to specify norms with reference to the current situation of a company. On the micro-level, the deduced norms for individual acting need to be developed in a public discourse together with the respective stakeholders. Such a procedure is absolutely vital, as none of the existing norm systems provides guidance concerning every possible stakeholder-group (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 93). Furthermore, only a discursive clarification of all legitimate claims ensures that inclusivity (as demanded by the universal moral point of view) is truly achieved. 

Norm-systems need to contain option-excluding as well as discourse-opening “moments” at the same time in order to manage the mediation process between the rather abstract principles and the narrow compliance standards. Only the interplay of both moments ensures a comprehensive moral orientation on the corporate level. In the following it is vital to clarify what exactly needs to be understood under the designations option-excluding and discourse-opening. The mediation-framework as depicted in figure 4 identified two directions of influence of social standards. Towards the macro-level, the discourse-opening nature of standards ensures that corporations and their stakeholders can participate in the development and specification of the supranational conventions. The Global Compact, as proposed by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 1999, shows great potential in this line of thought, as it advocates thematic dialogues among companies, stakeholders, and institutions under the auspices of the proposed framework (see United Nations, 2002; Leisinger, 2002).

The other and more important direction of influence is manifested towards the individual behavior of economic actors. Here, option-excluding moments have to make sure that unmoral opportunities are not taken into consideration by individuals (see Ulrich, 2001b: 45). Of course, this kind of orientation implies that norms are pushed through the organization in a top-down manner. Option-excluding moments are, therefore, in the very spirit of the compliance strategy, closed for ethical reflection. This rather closed perspective was institutionalized within the CMS. Contrarily, discourse-opening moments pursue the goal to create, in a structural and cultural sense, non-hierarchical “loci” for a critical discourse about moral issues (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 61-62). With reference to the theoretical remarks on integrity, these moments ensure that the task of moral-reflection is perceived to be an ordinary part of individuals day-to-day acting and ruling (see Ulrich/Lunau/Weber, 1998: 138). The corresponding institutionalization of this perspective is reflected by the IMS.

It was already pointed out that both strategies for ethics management are not mutually exclusive. With this in mind, it is now self-evident that the balance between option-excluding and discourse-opening moments is a decisive condition for the implementation of moral-sensitive acting (see Ulrich, 2001b: 46). Such an indispensable interrelation shows the need to keep a clear distinction between the compliance and integrity approach while developing a well-functioning ethics management system with the help of norm-systems. 

3 The Reciprocal Model 

With reference to the remarks on compliance and integrity management as well as on the option-excluding and discourse-opening nature of social standards, it is now rather easy to derive a model to assess the relation between compliance and integrity as well as different ethics management tools (here in particular social standards as a special form of norm-systems). Reciprocity outlines the underlying method for the analysis and includes two lines of reasoning. The first line of thought looks at which social standards are at hand to support the implementation of a CMS or IMS. The objective of the next section is thus to evaluate one tool (SA 8000) in accordance to the demands of both management systems through the identification of option-excluding and discourse-opening moments. The second line of reasoning deals with the counter-question by elaborating how social standards can be extended to meet the option-excluding and discourse-opening moments of a CMS and IMS even better. Both lines constitute the underlying methodology of this model and are depicted in figure 5.
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Figure 5: “Quasi-Regulation”: A conceptual framework for analysing the relation
between ethics strategies and ethics tools; Source: own illustration

The conceptual framework needs to be understood as a regulative idea in relation to the available tools for ethics management. Therefore, it is vital to recognize that not every tool can be applied to each constituting feature of both management systems. Moreover, most tools will provide option-excluding and discourse-opening moments and are, therefore, described as “quasi-regulative”. In the following the model will be exemplarily applied to SA 8000, as this initiative constitutes a truly global undertaking and belongs to the currently most widely used standards for social accounting. 
4 Accountability Standards as Tools for Stakeholder Engagement

4.1 Standards, Labels & Norm Systems 

Norm-systems were assigned the role of being the mediator (or translator) between universally valid principles on the macro-level and specific norms for individual acting on the micro-level. Consequently, the basic goal of these systems must be to ensure corporate accountability by “[…] providing information [about actions] to those who have rights to that information.” (Gray, 2001: 11). In order to achieve accountability, norm-systems can take on the shape of standards or labels. Both forms include specific initiatives which are in content based on Eklington’s “triple-bottom-line” and thus cover social (e.g., workplace safety), economical (e.g., fair wages), and ecological (e.g., lowering pollution) issues alike. Some standards and labels even combine matters of two or all three dimensions in their guidelines. 

Standards represent predefined rules for organizational behavior in the production process. Adherence to these regulations is either ensured by the company itself, its external stakeholders, or independent (third-party) institutions (see Gminder, 2002: 2-3). The latter usually enhance credibility of a standard by certifying compliance to respective rules. Certification services are sometimes also involved in compiling and publishing the standard guidelines themselves. Corporate commitment to a standard is always voluntary, but not inevitably in a socio-economic sense. Keeping this in mind, it is obvious that most standards include local laws only in an indirect manner by rather considering them as a necessary supplement to the proposed voluntary requirements. Standards need to be clearly separated from internally developed codes of conduct. Corporate ethics codes are rather a result of compliance to a certain standard and point more towards the specific problems and needs of a corporation (see Nadvi/Waeltring, 2001: 5). Well-known examples of currently active standards are among others: SA 8000, The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the ISO-series, the Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Specifications (OHSAS) 18001, and, last but not least, the Environmental Management and Auditing Scheme (EMAS).

Contrarily to standards, labels characterize certain products or group of products which show particular features and/or are produced in accordance to predefined criteria (see Gminder, 2002: 3). Hence, the key linkage between standards and labels can be formulated as follows: Standards are process-oriented and thus concerned with the value-creating activities of companies. In opposition to standards, labels act as signaling instruments for customers to show that a product or service meets specific requirements either set by a standard or by the label itself. 
4.2 SA 8000 – A Social Standard

SA 8000 can be characterized as “[…] a global, verifiable standard for managing auditing and certifying compliance with workplace issues.” (Leipziger, 2001: 1). By focusing exclusively on social and economical facts, the standard concentrates on a very specific field of application within the triple-bottom-line. The normative framework of the initiative includes selected fundamental ILO principles, the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (see Gilbert, 2001: 131). Based on these regulations, the SA 8000 guidelines propose requirements to achieve social accountability. 
Companies complying with SA 8000 are also asked to install a management system that enables the implementation of the predefined principles (see Haueisen, 1999: 19-20). SA 8000’s criteria for assessing the functionality of the system include, among others, the establishment of: training programs, communication tools, verification procedures for suppliers, checklists for compliance, clear lines of authority, and management reviews (see Leipziger, 2001: 59; SAI, 2001: 7-8). The voluntary commitment of companies acts as the underlying regulation mechanism of the standard. However, customers and investors often put management under pressure to adopt the requirements of the guidelines (see Leipziger, 2001: 1).

It has already been emphasized that the standard puts its focus clearly on creating auditing-guidelines for corporate social accountability. Companies are asked to show permanent actions on the bottom-line to build trust to stakeholders. Thus, the task to achieve social and humanitarian sustainability of the production process needs to be rather understood as a continuous process and not as a one-time venture (see Gilbert, 2001: 138). Certification by local third-party auditors is another constitutive element of SA 8000. SAI accredits either professional auditing services or NGOs to carry out the verification process which is modeled with reference to the established ISO 9000 and ISO 14000 series for quality control and environmental management. Companies striving for certification hire these parties and are granted the SA 8000 certificate on behalf of SAI if they met all respective requirements. But certification itself is just one part of the four-stage accreditation process. Auditors need to accompany the whole procedure and are forced to consult with and learn from all interested parties, such as employees, NGOs, or other civil society groups. Moreover, the respective auditing organization is asked to implement systems (in cooperation with the certified facility) which allow interested parties to report cases of non-compliance (see Gminder, 2002: 9). The process of certification is repeated every three years (see DeRuisseau, 2002: 228), while the certified facilities are monitored on a semi-annual basis. A widely discussed issue in this context is the nature and amount of costs related to the whole accreditation process. Of course, the amount of costs varies with the size of the production facility wanting to implement the standard. The types of costs relate to the charges of the audit itself, the opportunity cost of management time (e.g., for preparing the audit), the expenses of taking corrective measures, as well as the costs for continuous monitoring (see Leipziger, 2001: 7; Thaler-Carter, 1999). 

With reference to the geographic reach, the standard can be clearly classified as being fully applicable to the international environment. However, the universal character is restricted by the claim to apply the regulations under consideration of the facility‘s geographic location as well as the current political and economic situation (see Gilbert, 2001: 130). The global scope is supplemented by a quite generic applicability. SA 8000 can be used by all kinds of companies, whereas an adjustment of the guidelines is possible with regard to the industry sector and the size of the respective corporation (see Gminder, 2002: 9; SAI, 2001: 4). In addition, organizations have to control their suppliers’ and sub-suppliers’ ability to meet the established requirements. The long-term goal of the standard is to certify all suppliers of a company in accordance with SA 8000. This imposes a cost and time problem on supplier-intensive companies, since the certification is tied to a particular facility and not valid for the whole value chain.

5 Quasi-Regulation by SA 8000

Leipziger (2001: 59) states that by designing a company’s management system around SA 8000, the standard becomes part of the corporate culture. The initiative opens organizations for a discursive clarification of conflicts, because employees are supposed to become actively engaged in launching and sustaining the resulting management system. Hence, SA 8000 fulfils the guiding idea of an IMS to a great extent. However, the codified nature and the visibility of the rules act as a stimulant for a CMS. Options for individual acting are excluded by demanding clear job descriptions and plain lines of authority. It must be doubted, therefore, that a voluntary dialogical formation of will could be based upon such conditions. 
The norm-definition process represents an option-excluding moment, as SA 8000 demands compliance to predefined requirements. Top-management defines the company’s policy for social accountability as well as the specific labor conditions of the facility (see Leipziger, 2001: 63; SAI, 2001: 7). Workers are rather treated as objects than subjects, since they simply receive a copy of the social accountability policy (SAP). Thus, they have only a limited say in the development of the rules. The involvement of employees is mainly based on the ex post reporting of social injustices. In addition, the option-excluding nature of the norm-definition process is supported by the substantive and inflexible kind of the proposed requirements (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 252). Albeit the standard is fully voluntary, and thus in accordance with an IMS, it must be doubted that corporations following SA 8000 are concerned with life-conduciveness of their value creation. Most implementing companies present very functionalistic arguments for their involvement. Waxenberger (2001a: 252) cites a representative of Avon saying “[…] cheap labor becomes very expensive in the long run” and Germany-based Otto Versand underlining that “[…] costs of not complying with ethical standards will cost more in the long-run than will compliance.” In the light of this, it seems quite reasonable to argue that corporate engagement in SA 8000 is concerned with avoiding (costly) consumer boycotts or legal claims by stakeholders. Leipziger (2001: 2-6) also promotes the protection of reputation and enhanced productivity as additional reasons for complying with the initiative. 

The possibility to adjust the standard to the geographic location, the industry sector, and the size of the facility can represent a discourse-opening moment if the company clarifies the points of modification together with its stakeholders. Workers and other parties need to be actively involved in the formulation and justification of the company-specific regulations instead of just reproducing them. Only such a setting for mutual communication can fulfill the demands of an IMS. The SA 8000 guidance document does not make any specific statements with reference to this issue. It can, however, be assumed that most companies rather involve their employees than any civil society group in the discussions about standard-modification.

Concluding from the remarks above, it can be said that the standard supports almost no dialogue besides the necessary conversations during the auditing process (see Waxenberger, 2001a: 252). Zadek (1999: 18) backs this up by arguing that SA 8000 “[…] does not include stakeholder engagement as a core part of the accounting process.” Although the initiative fosters a limited dialogue among employees during the audit and (maybe) for the company-specific modification, there are no hints within the guidelines on how to organize these discourses. That is why, a “local filling” of the rather abstract requirements may turn into a tough undertaking. The public at large is not offered any access points by a SA 8000-conform management system to become seriously involved in the auditing process. Suppliers, for example, are just notified about the ongoing implementation process but not ask for their opinion. Gilbert (2001: 141-142) points out that such a behavior comes close to a forced self-commitment of the supplier and, therefore, misses the voluntary and dialogical nature of the integrity approach (see also Haueisen, 1999: 19). This, of course, contradicts with the sustainability feature of an IMS which demands an inclusion of the public into the verification process. Since no “loci” for dialogue with all interested and affected parties are provided, SA 8000 fails to meet the integrity-based communication feature as well.

It was argued above that the norm-definition process of SA 8000 is not in line with the requirements of an IMS. Nevertheless, the standard also shows discourse-opening moments in this respect, because it demands an active role of the employees in investigating, addressing, and responding to the company’s SAP. The practical reach of this claim must be questioned, though. Only a few suggestions for incorporating the opinions of workers are made. For instance, the senior management representative, who cooperates with top-management on SA 8000-related issues, is asked to install a system for filing complaints about social issues (see Benner/Reinicke/ Witte: 2002: 108). Moreover, organizations are generally exhorted to “[…] refrain from disciplining, dismissing or […] discriminating against any employee for providing information concerning observance of the standard.” (SAI, 2001: 8). With these demands in place, SA 8000 fosters the establishment of an integrity-culture characterized by freedom of speech and a critical loyalty of employees. 

The enforcement of the requirements is mainly ensured by the set up of monitoring and incentive systems. Executives take the leading role in shaping and installing these mechanisms, while NGOs, which are officially given the power to revoke certification, are usually neglected at the company’s peril. This again leads to the question of whether the voluntary commitment towards the initiative is truly “lived” in the certified facility. It is one issue to publicly portray one’s integrity by committing to a norm-system. But it is clearly a distinct fact to implement this orientation in a management system. Many aspects of SA 8000 seem to support this gap. One of them is the missing directness in communication between management and employees. Both groups elect representatives who are supposed to steer the implementation of the standard. A hierarchical structuring of the organization is enhanced by such a traditional assignment of roles. In this case, the corporation cannot satisfy the inclusivity principle of an IMS. 

Third-party verification, as demanded by SA 8000, relates to the enforcement and sustainability features of the proposed management systems. On the one hand, external certification enhances the transparency and credibility of the provided information and thus makes it easier for stakeholders to assess the seriousness of corporate undertakings. In cooperation with the auditor, a company will find it easier to identify loopholes and justify its decisions for closing them. On the other hand, an exclusive orientation towards third-party assessment hampers the corporate ability to critical reflect the environment via self-analysis. Even though SAI suggests to carry out an internal pre-audit for determining whether the organization is “audit-ready” (see Leipziger, 2001: 61), it is not very likely that the majority of companies will follow this advice due to time and budget constraints. In conclusion, the independent certification of the standard also fosters rather a compliance orientation of the management system. 

An attempt for installing a discourse-opening moment needs to be seen in the renouncement of sanctioning mechanisms. Besides the refusal of certification, the guidelines suggest no other instruments for pressuring the organization as a whole or the employees within (see DeRuisseau, 2002: 229-230). The issue, however, changes if one considers the role of suppliers. SA 8000-conform enterprises are explicitly urged to select suppliers “[…] based on their ability to meet the requirements of [the] standard.” (SAI, 2001: 7). An inversion of the argument must unavoidably require to cancel the relationship with the supplier if the guidelines are not met. This represents an option-excluding aspect for the certified facility, since the supply-chain management has to be adjusted with reference to the standard. For the supplier, such a claim represents an even stronger compliance orientation because the regulation is completely enforced.  

The last option-excluding moment discussed in this paper is constituted by the suggested training practices. Employees are supposed to own a copy of the manual with the key provisions of the standard. Undoubtedly, these kinds of efforts are in accordance with the enforcement feature of a CMS. More than a general awareness of the defined rules cannot be expected from such measures. Workers are left without any idea of what consequences their day-to-day behavior actually has. Furthermore, they are not encouraged to include voiceless or future stakeholders in their decisions. Although Leipziger (2001: 76) claims that “[t]raining can also serve as a bridge to interested parties”, one needs to be cautious about the practical relevance of this statement, since no specific proposals are provided. 

6 Extending SA 8000

It is now time to follow the second line of thought of the underlying reciprocal model by extending SA 8000 with reference to the remarks in the preceding section. 

SA 8000 followed an approach which Navran (1998) characterizes as a compliance audit. Its narrow nature carries the risk to oversee the forces which motivated the moral conflicts or undesirable acts. It is, therefore, recommended to integrate the idea of a cultural audit into the standard. The principal claim of such a procedure is to identify the underlying causes of corporate misconduct by exploring how internal and external stakeholder feel about the organization’s behavior regarding the standard (e.g., employees perceptions of leader integrity, effectiveness of the policies, confidence in the ethics system). By following such an orientation, SA 8000 could fulfill the norm-definition and communication feature of an IMS much better. Undoubtedly, these remarks are rather useless for activists without the following further specification.
The preceding remarks stated that one major shortcoming of the initiative is the absence of any “loci” for stakeholder dialogue on the corporate level. Gilbert (2003: 16) takes this point up and improves the concept with reference to the central ideas of discourse ethics. The inclusion of the discourse-ethical maxim and the discourse guidelines into the existing SA 8000 framework represents the basic idea of the extension. Practically speaking, this means that SAI would need to propose an ideal norm-justification process “[…] to guarantee a responsible participation of stakeholders in the certification procedure.” (Gilbert, 2003: 16). Companies’ engagement in this process must be fully voluntary in order to meet the spirit of an IMS. The practical consequence of such a macro-level discourse is the installment of a (temporary) catalogue of discursively justified accountability requirements with supranational validity. These rules have to be filled with specific content on the corporate (micro)-level. Companies are, therefore, asked to provide “loci” for stakeholder dialogue. The management of the local consultation process has to be based upon the available discourse guidelines. Such an incorporation of external opinions into a SA 8000-conform management system enables organizations to reach beyond the “blind” application of the requirements, as a dialogical justification of corporate behavior is fostered. 

The next point of extension is founded on the fact that SA 8000 imposes values on companies and their suppliers in a rather cultural-imperialistic way (see Haueisen, 1999: 20; Gilbert, 2001: 141). If SAI included also non-western claims in the formulation of the norm-justification process, it would certainly refute this common critique. Not the prophesy of western beliefs but rather the evolutionary nature of mutual learning processes are at the heart of an IMS-like standard for social accountability. A turn in the normative structure of SA 8000 could defuse the problem of the insufficient (deductive) justification of universal norms. International companies would benefit tremendously from this proposal, as local suppliers would be not given any opportunities to undermine the requirements on the pretext of a cultural adjustment. Taking the viewpoint of the suppliers, an extension of SA 8000 towards being a mutual, voluntary, and dialogical process for justifying norms, supports the perception to implement “own” values instead of “third-party” ones. Thus, the chances for a peaceful resolution of conflicts along the supply chain are greatly improved because all affected parties are actively involved in the implementation of the standard. Keeping these extensions in mind, the initiative could make a big step towards meeting the requirements of an IMS. 

7 Conclusions and Outlook 

It was the objective of this paper to introduce and connect two worlds. On the one hand, the world of compliance and integrity as culturally-bound strategies for ethics management. And on the other hand, the world of tools for implementing both approaches. The developed management systems (CMS/ IMS) acted as a mediating authority between these two spheres by being the constitutive elements of the reciprocal model.  

The analysis of SA 8000 has revealed a gap between what SA 8000 demands in its guidelines and what the resulting management system is able to support. Option-excluding and discourse-opening moments were both identified. Nevertheless, the standard shows a tendency towards promoting the features of a CMS. An empirical analysis of company’s and auditor’s implementation experiences is, however, recommended to support or revise the presented arguments. As the developed model shows a great deal of flexibility, it needs to be a further concern to apply the model to other – not necessarily social – standards. Especially currently evolving frameworks as the GRI can benefit from such an application to further develop and enhance its guidelines. Future studies should also assess the interrelations among existing accountability standards. Much potential is wasted because too many different institutions are currently engaged in developing and maintaining different sustainability-related initiatives. An unavoidable side effect of this behavior is a loss of accountability of the tools themselves.
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