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Abstract. Using the example of the automotive industry, this paper explores with a view to the many scandals in this particular branch 

(such as the Dieselgate scandal) how the values declared in the codes of conduct in this industry can be practiced in a more sustainable 

manner in daily business. This is because the branch has been not short on declared values, or the many strategic and operative guidelines 

to follow. A solution to this challenge thus likely only can be expected from a systemic approach. Based on the assumption that the level of 

appeal of a code is a vital but by no means sufficient prerequisite for internalisation of values, firstly indicators have been developed to 

assess the appeal of a code of conduct, such as the topicality of scope, comprehensiveness, relevance, comprehensibility of language and 

content, formal design and didactic transformation. Using these criteria, 18 codes of conduct have been analysed of companies from the 

automotive industry and the devised pool of criteria condensed to the key attributes that define the measure of appeal of a code. In the 

follow-up step, experts have been approached to give their opinions on how the values declared in the codes of conduct can be 

implemented in a more sustainable manner in strategic and operative alignment of corporate and management culture. This is because 

alongside a topical and didactically structured code of conduct, the likelihood of internalising values is higher where also the corporate 

organisational structure and process flows as well are adjusted for compatibility with such norms. With the aim to make the codes more 

effective, a total of 10 main scales and 62 criteria have been determined. Three of the scales deal with the didactic and content design of the 

codes, five with the organisational structure, corporate processes and controlling and two with qualifications and personal growth. The 

values of the variables on the scales are comprised into a summary value that represents the development level of a corporate value culture. 

The summary value and profiles can be used as benchmarking references and a basis for self-evaluation as well as a dynamic value 

management. The scales aid successful internalisation and implementation of the value culture as part of corporate culture. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Values define a company’s reputation and provide stability, reliability in how business relations are managed and 

give orientation in national and international competition (Wahyudi et al., 2020; Ji & Ihsan 2019). As such, they 

reflect the efficiency of corporate operations and are a key indispensable prerequisite for market success of 

products and business models in a global market environment. In particular companies with a global scope of 

operations align their values with international standards, such as can be found in particular in the corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) approach (ISO 26000:2011; Grigore et al., 2020; Baumgartner, 2020). But the formal 

commitment to these values failed to avert major irregularities in many branches of the economy, with very public 

repercussions. In particular the financial crisis and the many scandals it brought around fraud and manipulation 

continue to raise doubts about actual real-life worth of once declared values. The result is a loss of trust not just in 

the banking sector (Schlick, 2019). In the meantime, many new scandals such as the Dieselgate scandal (Meck, 

2017), affairs in the pharmaceutical industry (dpa & aerzteblatt.de, 2018) due to counterfeit medicines or in the 

construction industry (Buschmann et al., 2018) have additionally dented trust in how effectively mandatory 

government supervision is actually being performed. 

 

Against this backdrop, it is elaborated on the example of the automotive industry how despite a corporate culture 

that embraces ethical and social values, irregularities in conduct could occur. As part of the effort, a systemic 

approach is constructed that includes the variables of (a) the effects of the international value shift, (b) 

prerequisites in organisational structure and process flows for an implementation of values and (c) determinants 

that promote individual and collective internalisation of pursued values.  

 

To promote the internalization of the intended values, the Codes of Conduct is of central importance. The degree 

of attractiveness and the communication of these guidelines have an effect on identification with this management 

instrument and thus also on the internalization of the intended values. The quality criteria that determine the 

degree of attractiveness of these guidelines were identified. In order to optimally influence the degree of 

effectiveness of the change in values, an additional process variable was used in this research approach. With this 

additional process variable, the three system components shown could be compatibly aligned in a coordinated 

dynamic process to a higher level of competence. From these considerations the thesis of this investigation 

approach could be confirmed: The likelihood that the values of social responsibility proclaimed and intended in 

the Codes of Conduct will be implemented sustainably and effectively and internalized by employees increases if 

identification with the Codes of Conduct is successful and the strategic and operational orientation of the 

corporate culture is aligned with one another, and both organizational development and individual and collective 

qualification are geared to the intended change in values in graduated and coordinated processes. 
  

2. Theoretical Background         
 

Synonymous with global and international alignment of values is the corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

approach. The approach also reflects the fast pace of change in values. The long continuity of CSR that goes back 

as early as the 1950s has fostered an extensive debate on sustainability and has made social responsibility a core 

concern in corporate policies (Bowen, 1953). While the ethical focus of CSR initially was conceived as a tentative 

guiding principle with self-commitment as an option, these ideas gradually evolved into social responsibility as a 

mandatory requirement (Ioannou & Serafeim, 2019; Schultz, 2011). Mainly in recent years, CSR has been a 

growing staple in public awareness. Today, it is being increasingly discussed and recognised both nationally and 

internationally as a guiding principle of ethical behaviour (Camilleri 2016; Osemeke et al. 2016). By virtue of 

this, CSR as a concept also has been expanded ever further and has been treated increasingly as mandatory in the 

public debate. Many companies align their corporate culture, their codes of conduct and their sustainability 

reports with this particular approach (Official Journal of the European Union Directive 2014/95/EU; Federal 

Council 2016, printed matter: 547/16; Federal Council 2017, printed matter: 201/17). These concerns and 
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intentions are addressed by the ISO 26000 standard and ways are shown how the philosophy of CSR can be 

implemented in enterprises (DIN ISO 26000:2011). 

 

Today an economic decision that runs counter to the expectations of corporate social and ethical responsibility 

may be detrimental to a company’s reputation and its market success (Herbel & Herbel, 2020; Peloso & Travis, 

2020). The negative impacts of such decisions may be actually completely detached from the corporate core 

business, as evidenced for example by the current case of “signalling technology for a coal-fired power plant” by 

the Siemens Group in Australia. “Given the devastating large-scale fires in Australia, this is a DEATHBLOW to 

Siemens’ reputation. A corporation that is regularly securing orders in the order of billions in any currency now 

is being faced with public shaming because of an 18-million euro transaction“ (Fromm, 2020). With the updates 

to liability law, recently also the liability risks for ethically questionable behaviour, as shown by Papula et al. 

(2014), have skyrocketed up to prison risks for managers and supervisory board members. The strategic alignment 

of corporate culture apparently also with a view to such risks has become a management task. A clear and 

unmistakable commitment to corporate values by the management today is deemed a core and essential 

prerequisite, not least because in the event of disputes and recourses, members of corporate boards are measured 

by this commitment. A strong statement of conformity by the management with the declared corporate culture 

underscores both the importance of the values and their binding nature (Lehner 2019). But even an explicit 

commitment to the values in itself apparently is not sufficient. Due to the many scandals around fraud and 

manipulation, doubts arise about actual real-life worth of the declared values. On the other hand, each case of 

irregularity lends itself to calls for regulatory measures and involvement of the lawmakers. But additional new 

acts of law and regulations, such as the German Transparency Directive Implementation Act (CSR-RUG of 17 

April 2017) ultimately only are going to have an effect on succeeding in conveying the values these laws and 

regulations seek to implement to a wide audience of staff in companies. There are good signs that this may 

succeed. The respective prerequisite is a strategically aligned corporate culture that relies instead on fine words 

only on organisational implementation and individual internalisation of values (Ioannou & Serafeim, 2020). In 

that, on the one hand the prerequisites need to be established for the ethical dimension of CSR to take hold in 

order to nurture corporate social responsibility while also promoting alignment with the strategy in the company. 

The classical approaches of risk management and risk controlling failed to prevent antitrust law violations and 

corruption, fraud and accounting-related offences (Cadbury Committee Report, 1992; Durst & Henschel, 2020; 

Bistrova & Lace, 2016). Consequently, it is not enough to rely on compliance statements and formal control 

systems but the conflicts of interest between economic and ethical values need to be discussed and addressed 

systemically (Eijsbouts, 2020; Gutterman, 2020). The current scandals thus raise the question about the meaning, 

viability and scope of values, and how the values can be implemented more effectively as a core integral part in 

corporate process flows for successful and sustainable corporate operations. The strategic alignment of the 

corporate culture in the process cannot be just managed unidirectionally in a top-down approach but there also has 

to be communication in the bottom-up direction. Prerequisite for this is a more consequent focus on dialogue with 

corporate internal and external stakeholders at all tiers of the organisation (Harrison & Wicks, 2019). This is 

where the mid-management has a particularly important role. Remišová und Lašáková point out in their study this 

rethinking of corporate philosophy (Remišová & Lašáková, 2016). This lays particular responsibility on managers 

as role models and promotors of values. Remišová and Lašáková use in this context the notion of a moral leader 

(Remišová & Lašáková, 2013; Lašáková et al. 2013). The “ethical lead at the top” is, by the studies of Trevino, 

Brown and Hartman, of key importance (Treviño et al 2003). Weaver, Trevino and Agle determine in another 

study how and under what conditions managers may influence others to identify with the corporate culture 

(Weaver et al. 2005). For this, they deem as the top integrating element the code of conduct. Key in order for this 

ethical code to be effective is that the code’s intentions and presentation style are convincing enough for managers 

and that they identify with the content. Above all however, they expect the higher management echelons they 

report to fully subscribe to these values as well, which needs to be proven by evidence. The individual values 

evolve in the company in a dynamic development process at three levels: the organisational level, the team level 

and the individual level. At each level, different processes take place, which however need to be mutually aligned 
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in the process flows. The topics at each of the levels are different and level-specific (Erpenbeck, 2018). The core 

question at the organisational level is “How can the organisation define and continuously develop its common 

values?” (Erpenbeck & Sauter, 2018) The question at the team level reads: “How can team-relevant values be 

built with a view to the team’s strategic needs?“ (Erpenbeck & Sauter, 2018). On the individual level, the 

question that arises is: “How can personalised evaluation processes for all staff members be enabled with a view 

to the strategic needs of one’s own work area?” (Erpenbeck & Sauter, 2018). 

 

The effect of values as a decision making aid is moderated by inter-individual and system-specific influences, as 

even values that are accepted and internalised do not necessarily guarantee a value-based collective behaviour 

(Kučera, 2020). The irregularities of the Dieselgate scandal occurred despite the company and its employees 

having subscribed, at least formally to corporate social responsibility (Werner, 2019). It can also be assumed that 

large parts of the workforce had internalised the values. For instance, many staff members were well aware of the 

ethically highly questionable nature of the diesel powertrain manipulations, but they were unable to assert their 

concerns in the company’s hierarchy, whether out of fear of social ostracism, or because ethical conduct, if 

conflicting with economic aims, was latently or blatantly penalised in the system (Thompson, 2019). With a view 

to the newly established whistleblower systems, the aim for the future is to contain this risk (VW Group, 

Sustainability Report, 2017; VW Group, Shift Magazin, 2018). This additional organisational unit is part of a 

more comprehensive value management that must meet the challenge of integrating system-stabilising values 

from strategic all the way down to operative areas of the company. A prerequisite for this to succeed is for the 

organisational framework to be aligned with the values. Today it is a hard fact of business life that 

implementation of values is not just a moral and ethical question, but the value culture of a company also has an 

existential and economic aspect to it. These connections are underscored by the repercussions of the Dieselgate 

scandal. Considerations on how to reinforce the “ethical capital” today are in shareholder assemblies up to 

management boards and supervisory boards an increasingly prevalent topic. And, investors as well increasingly 

refer in their decisions to this “ethical capital” of companies (Groth, 2018; Stüttgen, 2017). This shift in 

importance and value shift has resulted in this concern having been addressed in some companies, such as the VW 

Group, also organisationally by management in that dedicated organisational units have been established at the 

management board level. While other corporate areas such as marketing and finance have been managed with the 

aid of robust management systems, there has been indeed a lack of controlling concepts for the implementation of 

corporate culture in this particular area of management board activities to mutually align the complex processes 

and structures with the pursued forms of conduct. In many companies, addressing non-conforming forms of 

conduct in legal terms still has been the primary focus, including also how by regulations, non-conforming and 

harmful conduct can be avoided, recognised early on (whistleblower systems) and penalised in the future (VW 

Group, Whistleblower System, 2021). Better chances of success as compared to pushing penalties are seen in 

approaches that aim at internalisation of values. In order to promote this process in a targeted manner, the 

question arises how the implementation and the level of presence of the values pursued in codes of conduct can be 

measured at the individual and organisational level. 

 

Should it succeed to effectively use indicators of the level of presence of values in general and also applied to the 

specific requirements of each job and consequently to individual skills and competences, the threat of scandals 

could be substantially reduced. The first modest forms of value controlling can be found in sustainability reports. 

Such reports mostly refer to the principles of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and its coefficients and 

indicators (Geschäftsstelle Deutsches Global Compact Netzwerk 2014). For value controlling though and the 

topics it includes, only indirect and non-specific conclusions can be expected on corporate “ethical capital” 

(Global Reporting Initiative 2000; Global Reporting Initiative 2016). This is where the strategic and operative 

challenges lie of a sustainability-focused value management. To coordinate, initiate and develop value controlling, 

at the organisational level the appointment is needed of a value management team. The team further also is in 

charge of analysing and maintaining the current corporate culture and advancing the value shift that can be 

expected as a result of the change processes. Key at all corporate levels though is that the values are 
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communicated in a continuous top-down and bottom-up process. The model suggests involvement with the values 

on a continuous and active basis, thus extending far beyond formal cataloguing, description, identification and 

certification of values. This active involvement facilitates internalisation and continuous further development of 

values. This resolves the concerns of value management in its actual sense. 

 

There is no lack of references in the literature to the internalization of values and an organization and management 

culture that is compatible with them. Particularly with a view to change management and coaching, a variety of 

approaches to influencing behaviour based on values are currently being discussed and scientifically supported 

(Stolzenberg & Heberle, 2020; Webers, 2020; Lauer, 1999).  These approaches have a long tradition and reach far 

back into the previous century. The social science approach to “organizational learning” has received special 

attention in this development. In this context, the question arose as to which structural prerequisites must be 

created for a suitable learning platform and how the acquired patterns of action can be stabilized. The studies 

focused primarily on the teaching of cognitive abilities, skills and knowledge. Studies on this can be found, for 

example, in the action theory of Argyris, who sought access via models of instrumental learning, focusing 

primarily on learners under specified structural conditions (Argyris, 1993; Argyris & Schön, 1996). This study 

follows the CSR approach to corporate value. This shifts the importance of the learning plateau from cognitive to 

affective learning goals (Worbach et al, 2019).  The CSR concept places high value-based demands on both 

companies and employees. A fundamental reorientation of this research approach aims at a consistent orientation 

of the implementation and internalization of values in a cyclical maturation process, which can be represented in 

development stages. The idea of a cyclical maturity process can also be found in other business management 

approaches, such as the life cycle of a company (Thommen et al., 2020) or in marketing concepts (Mishra, 2020; 

Stark, 2019). Inspired by these approaches, these thoughts were also transferred to the development of values in a 

company. Examples of this approach can be found in the historical-oriented development model according to 

Frederick (2008, 2006, 1994), the development model according to Visser (2011), the pyramid approach by Caroll 

(1979) and the maturity model according to Schneider (2015). These approaches emphasize the structural 

organizational approach but neglect the specifics of an individual and collective dimension to be delineated. 

Therefore, the aim of this study is to elaborate the interactions between organizational implementation and 

individual internalization of values in their mutual interdependencies as an independent dimension. In order to 

depict this process, the contents of this process, which determine the degree of organization on the one hand and 

the degree of maturity on the other, must be elaborated. The items for determining the degree of organization 

could be derived from ISO 26000:2011. A central, but not sufficient basis for determining the maturity level is the 

Code of Conduct. Unlike ISO 26000, which can be used to determine the degree of organization, there are no 

binding quality criteria and quality standards in the Codes of Conduct. These must be worked out and developed 

in the study. A Code of Conduct aims at a value-determined behaviour that indirectly describes, prescribes and 

demands ideal-typical behavioural patterns via a compilation of typical interpersonal action areas prioritized by 

the code. The behaviour underlying the behavioural patterns is value-determined and is influenced by situational 

circumstances. However, the effectiveness of these guiding principles depends on quality standards, which must 

first be developed in contrast to ISO standard 26000.  

 

The investigation into the elaboration and development of quality standards is based on the consideration that the 

Codes of Conduct must be logical in themselves, appealing to the addressees, reflect the current state of the 

discussion on values, and be consistent and compatible with the structures, processes and incentive systems of the 

companies. The following research hypotheses are derived from this to determine the degree of maturity: 

1. The attractiveness of the design and the relevance of the topics to the addressees are important 

prerequisites for ensuring that the “Code of Conduct” attracts interest and attention and that 

employees identify with these values.  

2. In addition to the design, the topicality, completeness and weighting of the values and fields of action of 

the Code of Conduct are also decisive for its attractiveness.  
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3. The corporate culture cannot be ordered unilaterally, but must be continuously communicated in an 

internal and external stakeholder dialog in a top down as well as bottom up process.  

The 18 examined Codes of Conduct show serious deviations in structure, depth of content, design and other 

qualitative items. It is striking and noteworthy that companies that were particularly involved in scandals 

fundamentally revised their Codes of Conduct and developed special quality standards in the process. These 

comparably high quality standards for the Codes of Conduct were found primarily at companies that had a 

reputation with a recognized corporate culture. Based on an analysis of these documents and the expert 

interviews, authoritative items were developed that make up the quality standard of a Code of Conduct. This 

confirmed the first hypothesis of the study: “The attractiveness of the design and the relevance of the topics to the 

addressees are important prerequisites for ensuring that the Code of Conduct attracts interest and attention and 

that employees identify with these values.” Successful companies, according to a further finding from the 

document analysis and the expert interviews, focused on updating the Codes of Conduct and involved the 

stakeholders in this process of changing values, promoting dialog with the internal and external stakeholders of 

the groups through varied communication platforms. Thus, the two further research approaches could be 

confirmed.  

 

Further indications for describing and safeguarding the quality standard were found in the literature on the 

didactics of textbooks, on the comprehensible language of texts and laws, on indications for the structure and 

design of forms, and even on recommendations for the design of advertising texts. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

For purposes of this study, the method has been chosen of qualitative social research. The qualitative method suits 

the investigation aims as it exposes social reality in a world as perceived and experienced by the study 

participants (Flick, 2017; Lamnek, 2016; Merriam, 2009). In the course of the examination, document analysis 

was combined with the interview method (Mayerhofer 2009). Subject of the document analysis were 18 codes of 

conduct (primary documents) of the largest global automakers. As secondary references, an additional 410 

documents were included in the analysis – statements, published interviews and business reports. The next step 

involved interviews with 32 experts about their particular experience in order to verify and clarify the findings 

and explore them in more detail. In choosing the documents and in interviewing the experts, biases and subjective 

setups and assessments were to be avoided by an explorative approach as well as a clear delimitation and 

definition of the scope of the examination. 

 

As primary references for the document analysis, codes of conduct of 18 among the largest global automotive 

manufacturers (eight European, four U.S. and six Asian corporations) were included in the analysis. Further 

insights in the examination were supplied by legal analyses and pertinent reporting. 

 

All the corporations included in the document analysis have a global scope of operations. Differentiation by 

continents of countries of origin nowadays does not make much sense anymore or provide additional information 

anyway due to the internationalised supply chains. For example German firms such as the BMW Group as well as 

the VW Group have their production sites in many countries and regions of the world, and the same goes for U.S. 

corporations such as Ford Motor Company and General Motors. 

 

This internationalisation of large corporations necessitates despite the many differences in thinking and legal 

differences a value set that is equally valid in all continents and regions even despite their different legal systems. 

A code of conduct that imposes global rules of conduct for all parts of a corporation must, despite the wealth of 

many different cultural imprints, stances and latent and explicit legal standards, find a common denominator. 
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As further important documents, sustainability reports of the companies were examined for the status of values 

declared in their codes of conduct. While a code of conduct specifies the desired forms of conduct, it was verified 

using the sustainability reports whether their findings match the declared intentions. 

 

For the interviews, mostly experts were chosen from corporate units with cross-departmental scope of operations. 

In such functions, dealing successfully with the assigned tasks is contingent upon one’s place in corporate 

hierarchy, powers assigned and the resources available. This pool of experience has been successfully explored 

and included in the examination. Through impulse questions, the experts were encouraged to report preferably 

freely about their work situation and pertinent challenges, and approaches to deal with these.   

 

 

4. Results 

 

In this study, quality norms have been identified and it has been shown which attributes define the appeal of a 

code of conduct. A code of conduct in this paper is defined as a collection of typical types of activities in human 

to human interactions that are prioritised in the code of conduct and for which the ideal forms of conduct are 

described, defined and enforced. 

 

The codes of conduct of the companies explored meet these criteria and deal with selected practical guidelines, 

types of activities and core topics, as described also in ISO 26000. Which types of activities are prioritised in 

terms of scope and content depends on the issues faced by the particular company. The likelihood that these rules 

of conduct will be observed and the underlying values internalised will be higher, by the assumption of this 

study, where the codes of conduct in terms of content and scope are structured logically, in an appealing manner 

for the recipients and deal with values in a way that is up-to-date with latest insights in the general discussion on 

values. Further also they must be compatible with the structures, process flows and incentive systems of the 

company. To meet these needs, a number of questions need to be clarified, such as what defines the level of 

appeal of a code of conduct. Neither the German Transparency Directive Implementation Act of 11 April 2017 

nor ISO 26000 provide specific guidelines, ideas or recommendations on this. Secondary literature on the CSR 

approach as well in general and the codes of conduct in particular do not provide any qualitative 

recommendations as to how and by what criteria a code of conduct needs to be structured and which quality 

norms promote identification of staff with the code. For that first, a pool of criteria was compiled from different 

sources.  

 

The items derived and developed from the study are not only a sound aid for the development of the Codes of 

Conduct. They can also be used for an analysis of strengths and weaknesses in the context of benchmarking. 

However, these items are also an indispensable basis for coordinating the development steps of the organizational 

structural level with the personal level and for steering a sustainable stage-oriented development process. This 

succeeds because the degree of organization as well as the collective maturity level can be determined by 

quantifying the items. This process variable, which is introduced into the study, makes it possible to synchronize 

the development of the organizational and maturity levels and, with an energy expenditure that can be optimally 

controlled, to move effectively to a higher level. In this way, organizational resources are used optimally and 

human overload, defence mechanisms and frustrations are avoided. Based on these references, six evaluation 

aspects have been identified that have been assigned differentiating evaluation criteria. Specifically, these are the 

following six evaluation aspects with pertinent evaluation criteria: 

• Formal design of the code of conduct, with the evaluation criteria of scope, date of first and follow-up 

publications, topicality, the topics addressed in the preface, structure of the preamble, layout of the table 

of contents, scope of topics, prioritisation of topics, verbal and non-verbal; 

• Design, with the evaluation criteria of formal layout, font size and font type, spreading the flow of text 

with visual elements, how text is combined with visuals, and the page layout; 
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• Comprehensibility and the language style used, with the evaluation criteria of simplicity, relevance and 

appeal to the recipient, formal structure and logical flow, brevity and conciseness, encouraging effect and 

dramaturgy; 

• Visual and text layout, with the evaluation criteria of visuals that are relevant to the recipient, integration 

of visuals with text and colour style; 

• Appeal to target groups that encourages identification with the message, with the evaluation criteria of 

realism and authenticity, motivating, challenging and instructional address, adequate style used and 

grammatical complexity. 

• Didactic transformation, with the evaluation criteria of didactic transparency, arrangements that promote 

conveying the topics, variation of methods, media variety 

 

The 18 codes of conduct were compared with each other using these evaluation criteria on a 10-point scale and 

verified for relevance to determine their level of appeal. The results with the total of six evaluation aspects and 36 

evaluation criteria overall were comprised into two particularly relevant evaluation categories with a total of 15 

criteria. 

 

The central parameters of this management process, which is geared toward continuity and sustainability, are the 

degree of organization and the collective or individual maturity of the employees. Both areas of management must 

be steered toward an increasing level of social responsibility in a stakeholder dialog. The study was able to 

confirm the research hypothesis and it was possible to work out that the degree of attractiveness of the Code of 

Conduct favours the probability of internalization and implementation of the proclaimed and intended values of 

social responsibility in a sustainable and effective manner. The degree of effectiveness can be increased if, in 

addition, individual and collective qualification is geared toward the intended change in values in graduated and 

coordinated processes. These interrelationships have not yet been addressed either in basic scientific research or in 

corporate practice. Recommendations, standardizations and minimum standards for a didactically prepared Code 

of Conduct were found neither in the scientific literature nor in application-oriented research. The study was 

therefore unable to draw on any studies geared to this purpose and had to work out the basics for determining the 

degree of attractiveness of a Code of Conduct on its own. In doing so, findings from business education, learning 

psychology and communication sciences were used. The importance of scientific validation of the Codes of 

Conduct is becoming a recognized competitive factor for companies, probably also as a significant part of the 

strategic orientation of risk management. Since individual misconduct can become a risk that threatens the 

existence of the company, companies are focusing on preventive measures to implement and internalize the 

intended corporate values.  

 

In this study, basic principles were worked out for this purpose in order to determine the degree of organization, 

which maps the structural organizational prerequisites (e.g., organizational structure, process organization and 

business processes), and to determine the degree of maturity. To this end, binding quality standards for the Codes 

of Conduct first had to be developed - comparable to ISO standard 26000. In a further step, the items developed 

were combined to form assessment clusters. These evaluation clusters allow thematic focal points to be identified 

and profiles to be drawn up for benchmarking and the company's internal fields of action. By quantifying the level 

of organization and maturity, it is possible to effectively steer and optimize the development process toward a 

higher level of social responsibility. This makes it possible to map the interdependencies between structural 

organizational conditions and the development of individual and collective developments in a model, thus placing 

the maturity (Schneider) or pyramid (Caroll) model on an empirical basis. Both dimensions can be represented in 

this developed model in their mutual dependence. In order to further harmonize the results and recommendations 

for action, these findings should be backed up with quantitative social research methods. The methodological 

prerequisites necessary for this are given by the content-related determination and quantification of the items and 

can be considered clarified for the in-depth quantitative investigation. On this data plateau, three major 

delimitable research approaches can be identified. First, the items and clusters underlying the degree of 
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organization and maturity must be checked for completeness, reliability and validity using suitable statistical 

methods such as correlation, regression and factor analysis. In a further research approach, the correlations and 

dependencies between the degree of attractiveness of the Code of Conduct on the one hand and the identification 

with the intended values on the other should be worked out using correlation and regression analyses. Such an 

analysis can be expected to provide a more reliable prediction of the effects of the degree of attractiveness on 

identification with the intended values. What has been elaborated in this qualitative study through experts and 

documentation analysis can be more precisely determined and verified through this quantitative analysis. Then the 

resources for systemic control of the development steps can be optimized and the benefits of these measures can 

be predicted more precisely. This is especially true for the verification of the elaborated step-related development 

model. In the context of this question it is to be worked out, which effects on the working climate, on the 

achievement orientation and on the psychological load are to be counted on, if the development steps exceed the 

tolerance range to be defined between organization and/or degree of maturity. Two different variants can be 

assumed here: In the first variant, a higher degree of organization is to be assumed, and in the second variant, a 

higher degree of maturity. Another variable to be included in this study design is the influence of management 

and management tools such as risk analysis and operational integration management. For the risk and value 

management of a company, these investigations are important and central concerns. 

 

Evaluation category 1: Formal Design of the Code of Conduct 
What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

1.1. To promote the content of the code of conduct with an appealing design that is appropriate for the 

recipients. 

1.2. To structure the code of conduct clearly and in an appealing manner for the reader. 

1.3. To improve the appeal of the code of conduct to preferably many groups of employees in the company. 

1.4. To adjust linguistic presentation for simplicity, a clear inner and outer structure, brevity/conciseness and 

encouraging effect. 

1.5. To develop an up-to-date and appealing design in how the code of conduct is presented. 

1.6. To convey complex interdependencies in a comprehensible manner and to avoid overwhelming the 

reader. 

1.7. To facilitate active exploration of the topic. 

 

Evaluation category 2: Didactic Design of the Code of Conduct 
What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

2.1. In order to design the code of conduct in an appealing manner. 

2.2. To encourage employees to actively deal with the target values. 

2.3. To devise up-to-date training methods. 

2.4. To use available media mainly in the digital sphere. 

2.5. To promote the development and consolidation of affective learning objectives (such as multimedia 

approaches, training-on-the-job, e-learning). 

2.6. To promote and sustain the processes of internalisation of values. 

2.7. To find the right words to address staff with. 

2.8. To promote and communicate the target values on the basis of value management. 

The appeal of a code of conduct further also depends on how the values are updated and carried further. 

Consequently, the question was explored whether, how and at which points a value shift in the present codes of 

conduct and any earlier versions of the codes may be identifiable and what consequences can be derived from 

this. Conclusive information in this first step was delivered by a comparison of the current codes with their earlier 

versions, such as the 2015 version of the code of conduct of the BMW Group, its 2016 version and the current 

2019 version, as well as the 2010 and 2017 versions of the code of conduct of the VW Group. These versions 

were compared for changes from formal updates (such as changes in members of the management board with 

follow-up update of the preface to the code of conduct to reflect the changes) to substantive updates that reflect 
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the value shift. Although the management board member in VW signed under the preface was replaced, neither 

the preface in the codes was updated nor new focus points were set by the new management board. This detail 

though may well have caused irritations among corporate staff, being viewed as a lacking sign of progress in 

focus, all the more so as the old management board member has been associated with the Dieselgate scandal. In 

terms of substance, the BMW Group updated its code between 2015 and 2016 with new additions in two places, 

and the 2019 version contains changes in four places. In contrast the code of the VW Group saw between the 

2010 and 2017 versions a comprehensive update in terms of both form and substance. The level of appeal as 

defined by the evaluation criteria posited in the first part above was markedly improved. There were also a 

number of additions, more detailed specifications and changed priorities. There was a major shift in priorities, 

with economic and social concerns having been declared equal in importance. This amounts to a fundamental 

shift in values which directly impacts many other values, whether in terms of having been reclassified in weight, 

or in that new values were added. With the newly added note that employees are a part of the company but also of 

society at large, the code of conduct signals a more decisive move towards corporate social responsibility. From 

this part of the examination, the following assessment criteria were derived. 

 

Evaluation category 3: Content Design of the Code of Conduct 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

3.1. To incorporate social responsibility in the core subjects, practical guidelines and rules of conduct. 

3.2. To align the range of topics and the topic focus points to the current business challenges. 

3.3. To update the content of the code of conduct and to adjust it for societal developments. 

3.4. To integrate stakeholders into the value process. 

The core topics and types of activities are subject to constant change that reflects the different needs and interests 

of the stakeholder groups. A key question was who and how is classified by the companies as a relevant 

stakeholder group and how the communication processes are organised. This is done by the VW Group in an 

elaborate process (Birri, 2014). The company has included its stakeholders in a matrix according to priority and 

topics and adjusted its dialogue with stakeholders for the matrix accordingly. From this analysis, the following 

evaluation category follows with its assigned criteria: 

 

Evaluation category 4: Value-Based Exchange of Information and Experience with External Stakeholders 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

4.1. To ensure a systematic acquisition of information. 

4.2. To preferably account for all relevant stakeholders and prioritise these in terms of their significance to 

corporate policy. 

4.3. To analyse the needs and expectations of stakeholders. 

4.4. To systematically structure the dialogue with stakeholders via exchange and dialogue platforms. 

4.5. To organise partnerships with the most important stakeholder groups. 

4.6. To support managers in their function as promotors of values (“Moral Leadership”) and role models with 

pertinent responsibilities. 

4.7. To identify and eliminate non-conforming behaviour early on.  

On how business processes and the organisational structure are aligned with the pursued corporate culture, mainly 

experts were approached that by virtue of their job were in charge as management representatives of the different 

cross-departmental functions such as occupational health & safety, health management and others. Additionally, 

contributions in professional periodicals and interviews published by the media were referred to. The interviews 

with the experts focused on integration of the values into the organisational structure and their prioritisation in 

daily business decisions. The experts pointed out in the interviews where and how in the organisational structure 

improvement potentials could be exploited in a more sustained manner. On the example of whistleblower 

systems, the defining attributes were determined in dialogue with the experts of structures and process flows for 

continuous further development of corporate culture. From this, four evaluation categories with a total of 25 

evaluation criteria were derived: 
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Evaluation category 5: Organisational Structure 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

5.1. To create the function of a management committee. 

5.2. To implement a coordination board for sustainability. 

5.3. To involve workgroups in the implementation of values. 

5.4. To advance projects by means of project groups for priority topics. 

5.5. To establish in the organisation the function of a management representative for sustainability activities 

and to place it as a board function near the head of the institution. 

 

Evaluation category 6: Organisational Procedures and Business Processes 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

6.1. To endow the management representatives with information competence, competence to give 

instructions, decision making competence, advisory competence and budget competence. 

6.2. To reinforce personal powers for cross-departmental functions (safety at work, diversity management 

etc.). 

6.3. To provide sufficient resources in terms of time and personnel (e.g. also including bundling of tasks of the 

same type) 

6.4. To provide sufficient financial resources, which also can be coordinated across departments. 

6.5. To communicate the role model function of organisational management in suitable formats to the 

personnel. 

6.6. In order to establish the value framework of social responsibility in guidelines and to integrate these in the 

organisation (value days, employee feedback etc.) 

 

Evaluation category 7: Alignment of Social Responsibility 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

7.1. To adjust the mission, vision, values, guidelines and forms of conduct accordingly for the value shift.  

7.2. To include social responsibility in strategic planning. 

7.3. To establish social responsibility as a key part of corporate identity. 

7.4. To implement value management.  

7.5. To align values and guidelines for conduct with corporate policy and organisational strategies. 

7.6. To use comparisons with the best for continuous improvement. 

 

Evaluation category 8: Controlling 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

8.1. To devise indicators for economic, environmental and social criteria.  

8.2. To be able to consider input and output as well as the outcome and long-term measurements of effects as 

a decision making basis in strategic alignment. 

8.3. To control developments by means of a PLANNED/ACTUAL analysis and to mitigate irregularities in 

time. 

8.4. To incorporate the issue of long-term viability into decision making processes (e.g. by means of budget 

surveillance across fiscal periods). 

8.5. To pursue external certification for the sake of increasing credibility. 

8.6. To manage the continuous improvement process in coordination with stakeholders. 

8.7. To assess the effects of training schemes and human resources development programmes relative to the 

costs incurred (e.g. through observation and cost/benefit analyses). 

8.8. To regularly analyse its current and future need of personnel, with a view to the needs and expectations of 

stakeholder groups.  

The individual and collective internalisation of values can be reinforced and safeguarded through suitable 

personal growth measures. As ethical potential varies between individuals in the same way as cognitive abilities 
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do, staff members react to the value shift at the individual level in very different ways. Analogously to “human 

capital” (Birri, 2014) that refers to professional capabilities, teamwork skills, soft skills and personal commitment 

of the workers employed by the company, this examination included an extended focus on corporate ‘ethical 

capital’. In this respect, recruiting and corporate qualification measures on, off and near the job need to focus 

more alongside professional aspects on values. This also includes indicating in a more detailed and specific 

manner the ethical requirements of a job already in job descriptions and job profiles. A stronger emphasis on 

values affects the design of all personnel recruitment and selection systems. From this part of the analysis, two 

evaluation categories were derived with a total of 11 evaluation criteria. 

 

Evaluation category 9: Training Initiatives 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

9.1. To plan training activities.  

9.2. To convey the communication techniques for dealing with risks and conflicts of interest. 

9.3. To implement CSR values in the organisation and actively practice the values (e.g. value days, bonus 

schemes, volunteer days, training courses)  

9.4. To align the values and guidelines for conduct with management tools such as the remuneration system, 

target agreements, management feedback. 

9.5. To develop personal qualification and development plans for all staff members and to ensure that the use 

of personnel is adequate to the requirements and their respective skills and abilities with regard to the 

target values. 

9.6. To establish in the organisation a value-based reflection of self-perception and perception by others, and 

to develop it further. 

 

Evaluation category 10: Recruitment and Human Resources Management in Accordance with the 

Requirements and Skills and Abilities 

What does the organisation do, … (or, what can we do …) 

10.1. To identify and document the potential of every single employee and of the organisation with regard to 

the values pursued. 

10.2. To align recruitment and career advancement concepts for the development of values with current and 

future organisational and individual requirements. 

10.3. To develop and maintain a training concept in alignment with the need for personnel and human 

resources management that builds on current and future organisational and individual requirements. 

10.4. To support and provide training-in for new staff members in securing and developing their value-based 

potential (e.g. through mentoring, coaching, tutoring, work assignment, human resources development),  

10.5. To promote workplace mobility (internal and external). 

 

Conclusions: Requirements for Value Management for Continuous Internalisation and Implementation of 

Values 

An appealing code of conduct is for the “ethical lead at the top” of a company a core prerequisite, as the 

management’s commitment to ethical values is the higher the better the level of appeal of the code of conduct. 

This commitment has a positive and sustained effect on the implementation of values and their internalisation if…  

1. The code of conduct has a high level of appeal in terms of being up-to-date, its design, relevance to 

recipients and scope in terms of the range of topics included; 

2. The values declared in the codes of conduct are continuously adapted and updated at the strategic and 

operative levels in accordance with societal value shift and the requirements of social responsibility; 

3. The management personally declares its commitment to the code and the code as a management task, and 

the institutional framework including the corporate hierarchy, sequences of activities, processes and 

management systems (such as the incentive system) are aligned to be compatible with corporate culture; 
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4. The target values of a company are communicated in a suitable form to internal and relevant external 

stakeholders, and accepted and shared by these; 

5. The individual and collective internalisation of values is aided by auxiliary training and education 

activities, sustained by a coherent HR concept (internal and external recruitment, use of personnel) and 

continuously developed through success checks. 

From these five premises, the evaluation scales provided above were derived and conceived. These can be used as 

part of self-evaluation at all levels in a company for continuous further development and implementation of 

values by employees, teams and project groups. But also, these scales are a reference basis for strategic value 

management. As companies and organisational units differ in the attained level of ethical awareness and their 

development stages, the aim of value management is to actively shape this development process so as to reach a 

higher stage in the hierarchy of values. Schneider developed in this context the maturity level model and Caroll 

his pyramid model (Schneider, 2012; Carroll, 1979). The models by Schneider and Caroll share in common that 

in both, values develop towards higher maturity levels. As an insight from the expert interviews in this study, it 

has been found that this development process towards refinement and stabilisation of values relates to two distinct 

focus areas. These are designated in this study as organisational development level (evaluation categories 5, 6, 7, 

8) and maturity level (evaluation categories 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 10). The organisational development level refers to the 

organisational prerequisites that must be met in order for values to effectively take hold in the company, while the 

maturity level represents the internalisation of values. Every criterion to determine the organisational development 

level is assigned in a six-step quantification procedure a rating on the scale from 1 to 100. The determined values 

on the scale for the different criteria are provided in a partial result for each evaluation category and comprised in 

the next step into the summary value of the “organisational development level” on a six-grade scale. The total 

value of the organisational development level thus is the weighted mean of the four evaluation categories. From 

this detailed analysis, it can be concluded in which particular areas lie the respective strengths and weaknesses of 

a company, and which areas sustainable value management should focus on. The evaluation of the maturity level 

is performed analogously. The reference basis in this case are the six evaluation categories with a total of 37 

criteria, which are also run through in a six-step quantification procedure. The six stages to describe the maturity 

level were developed in reference to the classification of affective values by Bloom and Krathwohl (Krathwohl et 

al., 1978). Each stage designates an attained individual and/or collective maturity level. The specific value of the 

maturity level so far can only be concluded on indirectly. Direct measurement and/or assessment of the values 

using for instance the classification of values as common in analogous approaches in personnel selection and 

recruitment with the aid of cognitive rating for abilities, competences and soft skills presents companies and 

specifically personnel recruitment with a substantial and as of yet unresolved challenge (Meixner, 2015). Because 

of this, this examination had to remain restricted to the indirect indicators listed above. 

Prerequisite to continuous development of values is that both the organisational development level and maturity 

level are at a roughly identical development stage. Where the difference between the organisational development 

level and maturity level exceeds in the development process a certain critical margin, with either of them 

deviating excessively from what is deemed an appropriate status for the other, irregularities, irritations and 

emotional blocks are to be expected. These obstruct the process of change. This dynamic model relies for its 

relevance on interactions that have been comprised into eight premises. The development process occurs in a 

recurring mutual adjustment between the organisational development level and maturity level. Both should 

develop within a predefined tolerance range. All along, the existing mutual interdependencies need to be exploited 

that exist between the two areas. For instance the resources, organisational structures and process flows on the one 

hand shape the conduct of staff (being creates awareness), while on the other the conduct of staff shapes the 

organisational structures and processes. 

 

Final remarks 
It has been shown in the study that a coherent and didactically structured code of conduct that reflects current 

societal values is for a successful cultural change a core prerequisite, which though by itself is not sufficient. In 
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order to raise awareness of employees about social responsibility, other prerequisites must be met as well. These 

prerequisites are referenced by the developed evaluation categories. As enablers with the meaning of a TQM 

system, they are a core part of a sustainable and process-based value management (Luthra et al., 2020; Kiran 

2016).  
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