
Ethical Practice Summary 
for People Practice Professionals 

To facilitate a discussion and to show ethics in context, this paper will use examples from a particular charity organisation, the Royal National Lifeboat Institute. 
It will summarise ethical practice in four sections:

· Ethical Principles & Professional Values (1.1)
· Codes of Practice & the Law (1.2)
· Inclusivity & Respect in the Workplace (2.1)
· Be Current (2.2)











Introduction to Ethics

The definition of ethics that aligns best with the RNLI, as a cohesive organisation with a strong purpose, values and culture, is the Institute of Business Ethics’ (IBE, 2023): 

“Business ethics is the application of ethical values to business behaviour. Business ethics is relevant both to the conduct of individuals and to the conduct of the organisation as a whole. It applies to any and all aspects of business conduct, from boardroom strategies and how companies treat their employees and suppliers to sales techniques and accounting practices”. 


Ethical Principles & Professional Values (1.1)

Ethical principles guide us to make appropriate decisions and can be described as ‘the moral compass’ (CIPD, 2021) helping us to navigate the workplace. In the context of the RNLI, a third-sector organisation working to support the ‘common good’ alongside other agencies with drowning prevention on their agendas (Waite et al, 2021), ethical practice is unsurprisingly underpinned by their well-embedded values: trust; courage; selflessness; dependability – as well as their purpose of saving lives at sea (RNLI, 2022a). Although driven by volunteers with a willingness to do good and vision to save everyone, people professionals must understand that cultivating an environment that promotes a strong social norm against unethical actions, is not in itself going to eliminate wrongdoing in the workplace. Individuals weigh up cost, risk and reward when making decisions (Alagah, 2022) and can be externally motivated (by a convincing moral culture) but their internalised motivations may diverge slightly, either for group gain or reasons of self-interest.
Recent research suggests that, although not yet explainable, there are irregularities when it comes to doing the ‘right thing’ and acting in a way that is perceived to be moral by peers (Guerra & Turrini, 2022). Every employee and every volunteer will have their own life experiences and understanding of what is right or wrong; which means ethical decision-making can be subjective and nuanced. When it comes to decision-making and effective people management, professional values outlined by the CIPD Profession Map (CIPD, 2021) should be applied: principles-led; evidence-based; outcomes-driven. To ensure value creation for the majority, a utilitarian perspective of ethical practice is helpful in this case, which requires leaders and people professionals to challenge and overcome cognitive barriers that inhibit them from making the most ethical choices – thus, we should be focussing on deliberate action and reflection, to counteract our intuition (Bazerman, 2020). As people practice professionals, we should be using situational judgement, informed by the latest evidence (Clark, 2015).
Codes of Practice & the Law (1.2)
Recent workplace research findings suggests human interaction is deeply moral and recommends that organisations should promote ethical behaviour/clearly signalling immoral behaviour, to limit the impact of negative actions (Sattler, Dubljević and Racine, 2023). 

The RNLI’s Volunteer Commitment and Code of Conduct (RNLI, 2022b) alongside the Volunteer Problem Solving Policy (RNLI, 2019) and legislation such as the Equality Act (2010) and surrounding guidance papers (Gov.UK, 2015; Government Equalities Office, 2010) provide a framework for people professionals, when it comes to ethical practice, effective decision-making and contributing to a fair, consistent and positive culture. 

The RNLI’s codes of practice ensure individual accountability and a reciprocal relationship between the organisation and employee/volunteer. Expectations are outlined to reduce the risk of unethical behaviour, whilst the problem-solving policy helps us to navigate ‘sticky situations’ and reach best possible outcomes (Haden et al., 2020). As people professionals, we must remember that these ‘sticky situations’ that arise through individual choices, environment or culture, will now be exacerbated by the current economic climate, with further pressure to make cost-effective decisions and justify our actions accordingly (Dowie, 2022). If nrealistic goals, time pressures and a lack of accountability can lead to immoral decision-making. We should then, be consciously reminding all RNLI members of the code of conduct and commitment at the most relevant times (Haden et al., 2020). 

It is our responsibility to refer to legislation such as the Equality Act (2010), and familiarise ourselves with the protected characteristics outlined; intersectionality can be complex and requires thoughtful action in the context of unethical decision-making and resolving workplace/volunteering issues (Get Loud, 2022). We must ensure that all line managers understand factors that influence behaviour, but also explain not to pre-judge their employees/volunteers because they exhibit behaviours synonymous with immorality, but instead support them in making ethical choices (Green & Russell, 2022; Haden et al., 2020). Clear violations of ethical standards summarised in the volunteer commitment though, should be handled promptly, appropriately and lawfully (RNLI, 2022b; Smith & Kouchaki, 2021).
























Inclusivity & Respect in the Workplace (2.1)

The CIPD recently incorporated ‘working inclusively’ as a core behaviour within the profession map (CIPD, 2022). As people professionals, we need to consider the moral, legislative and economic implications of our actions, whilst contributing to a safe environment where all members feel valued, heard and understood. HR professionals and leaders should be modelling ethical practice (Faragher, 2019), rooted by inclusivity and respect, but for these behaviours to become the overwhelming norm, we need to be thinking about how to influence a diverse range of people that make up the organisation. 

Demonstrating respect and showing empathy and compassion for others, requires emotional intelligence from leaders and people professionals (Kendrick, 2022). However, we must also begin to introduce ways of creating a safe space for moral reflection (Smith & Kouchaki, 2021), enabling employees/volunteers to identify their own biases and provide strategies to overcome these. The term ‘cultural intelligence’ has been defined as the “capability to function and relate effectively in culturally diverse situations and contexts” (Cassidy et al., 2023): increasing genuine understanding amongst colleagues improves productivity and amongst teams, reduces conflict and lessens employee turnover. 

The RNLI understand the importance of equality, diversity and inclusion (RNLI 2022c), however its people professionals need to be critical of the realities that play out and reflect and learn from their decision-making, as well as provide staff/volunteers with the opportunity to via experiential training. Schaffer’s (2019) article talks about the attraction-paradigm, by which humans are inherently prone to connecting with others with similar characteristics and naturally seek to validate their own ways of thinking. To overcome this, we need to reflect on our own environment and choose to make decisions that may feel uncomfortable at first. 

Purposeful training that is judgement-free and focusses on how multi-dimensional identities are (for instance, the fact a person is a woman, only acknowledges one section of their identity; to understand that person holistically, we must look at all of their characteristics), should be approached as a learning experience for all involved and people professionals/leaders should show humility by admitting even they do not know all of the answers (Get Loud, 2022; Smith & Kouchaki, 2021). If we can model recognising, valuing and aspiring to understand difference amongst each other, teams have the potential to move from ‘norming’ to ‘performing’ (Tuckman, cited in Waite et al., 2021, p.80). 




















Be Current (2.2)

People professionals should actively look for development opportunities to ensure the relevance of their subject understanding and skillset, whilst being aware of current trends and potential upcoming changes in the people profession (CPD UK, 2022). 

Green, Peters & Young’s (2020) collective view of future HR trends, recommends that we should be constantly ‘horizon-scanning’, to form our own understanding of the PESTLE factors that could drive change in workplace policy or practice, or even legislation. They also mention it is important to engage with perspectives across multiple disciplines to gauge a better understanding of the ‘bigger picture’. To gain this external awareness, I subscribed to “an independent source of news analysis” (The Conversation, 2023) and have habitually been reading their easy-to-digest daily newsletter (received via email) which provides an overview of current topics, from science to politics, with links to further reading. This regular and enjoyable investment into my personal learning journey has broadened my perspective, as I have read articles I would not otherwise have come across and have accessed valuable information to contextualise my everyday decisions. 

Another process I have found effective for my personal development has been to invest small amounts of time when a knowledge or skills gap is identified, instead of only participating in purposeful professional development when it is programmed. For instance, a work-based project required data extraction from multiple sources, to create an overview document for utilisation in Water Safety Plans regionally. My confidence surrounding complexities within Microsoft Excel was limited, however I sought to learn how to manipulate this data most effectively, through pivot tables and displays. This had a tangible impact on the work that I produced, resulting in better outcomes for my team whilst developing my Excel skills. Webber (2023), suggests that the biggest skills gap for HR professionals is people analytics and data analysis, signifying the importance of taking time to improve my digital competency, rather than avoid any task that requires learning. 























Professional Development Record (2.3)
This extract from my professional development record, will describe 3 activities I have undertaken to develop my knowledge, skills, and experience over the last year. It will also provide an explanation for why I participated in each activity, as well as a reflection on the outcomes of each and their impact on my practice, with both Schön’s and Gibb’s reflective models in mind (Iriss, 2017; Waite et al., 2021).

Activity 1: Trainer/Assessor course (at the RNLI College)
Activity 2: ‘Water Safety’ talk at Legacy Event
Activity 3: Volunteer Management Workshop (at the RNLI College)














Introduction to reflective practice

During my PGCE year, personal reflection was fundamental in my development as student teacher. Donald Schön’s model of reflective practice resonated with me most and I particularly like the two types of reflection identified: reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. In modern society, in which time (or lack of) is cited to be one of the main issues with information gathering and personal investment into CPD (Roetzel, 2018), the idea that in-action reflection at the time of an event happening can be valuable, is helpful. 

Although these upcoming thoughts, influenced by Gibbs’ model of reflection (Waite et al., 2021), are reflection-on-action according to Schön (I am reflecting on an experience after it has occurred), it’s important to note that as the situations were unfolding, I would have been responding to each situation and the unexpected learnings that arose (reflection-in-action). 

“reflection itself becomes not a means to an end or something to perform, but rather a way of being in the world.” (Hébert, 2015; Cassidy et al., 2022)


Activity 1

What? 
Along with my fellow Water Safety Delivery Support colleagues from each region in the UK, I completed a trainer/assessor course over two days.

Why? 
Our national manager came to the decision that this course would benefit the majority of individuals in the team, and help towards standardisation of volunteer training approaches amongst us. This course was a requirement; however, I was genuinely interested in gaining a nationally recognised award with a focus on ‘training’ rather than ‘teaching’. 

Reflection:
The course allowed for sharing of best practice and resulted in a more cohesive approach for each of us regionally. An unexpected benefit, was the team-building aspect, not just during the working day, but also when the group socialised in the evenings. This allowed me to gain empathy and understanding for each individual and helped me to collaborate effectively with my colleagues in the following months, despite the communication being solely online. 

According to Vygotsky’s development theory (Podolskij, 2012), you need to be in the stretch zone in order to learn the most. Despite being assured in my ability to teach, this experience pushed me to be less comfortable: I had limited experience delivering training to an adult audience. This slightly different application reinforced and strengthened my existing skills – which according to Bloom’s Taxonomy, is the final stage of learning (Waite et al., 2021). Despite a deep understanding of teaching and learning already, competence training varies in its formation and delivery therefore, I found it deepened my understanding and increased my self-confidence. A gap in knowledge was highlighted to me (creating risk assessments) however, so post-course I completed some CPD. With the help of a colleague, I examined existing water safety risk assessments and edited one for an upcoming multi-agency event.  


Activity 2

What? 
I was asked to deliver a 15 minute ‘Water Safety’ talk to an audience of 80-90 people as part of a RNLI Legacy Event, which involved many information-based presentations from individuals from different areas of the charity. Speakers were also required to host a table of prospective donors, and sit on a Q&A panel as subject knowledge expert.

Why? 
This challenge was on the cusp of my stretch/panic zone (Waite et al., 2021) but I knew that with support from peers, this would be a huge development opportunity: I hoped it would boost my self-esteem and confidence in speaking to large crowds. I was amazed at the fact 64% of lifeboat shouts are possible due to legacies being left in wills (RNLI, 2020) – so I was curious to be part of an event ensuring future donations. 

Reflection:
A passion for the RNLI was palpable in every conversation I had, which left me feeling proud, as I reflected on the real impact we are having in the prevention of drowning. However, I felt that I relied on my notes in the first section, as I was anxious about making a mistake/going over on time limit. I felt my voice shaking and my nervous energy translating outwardly via my body language. I did though, feel an overwhelming sense of relief and satisfaction at the end and had great feedback from colleagues and attendees. I was told that the answers I provided in the Q&A session were thoughtful and informative – which proved that I had a sound knowledge of water safety (after less than 5 months in the role). I would definitely push myself to do similar things in the future and trust in my ability to deliver, with a greater awareness of what to expect. 


Activity 3

What? 
I participated in a Volunteer Management workshop with a focus on volunteer recruitment, onboarding, stewardship, recognition and problem-solving and involved volunteers and staff, with managerial duties, across all areas of the RNLI.

Why? 
This training was presented as a valuable opportunity to talk to a variety of people in different settings/situations, and to allow for open and honest discussions about what works. I was keen to engage with the workshop because I wanted to build on my professional toolkit and improve my problem-solving knowledge. 

Reflection:

As a small team, our resource is stretched and it was frustrating to realise that the ‘ideal’ processes (as outlined in the workshop are often not the reality. Nonetheless, the day helped me to realise the importance of volunteer stewardship and prompted a real effort to follow the ‘ideal’ process from then on. 

We were asked to share observations of any discriminatory behaviour amongst volunteers, so I briefly described a misogynistic comment, said in a conversation of which I was on the peripheral. On reflection, I was afraid to be completely honest about the situation because I, and my line manager failed to challenge the individual. People with strong relationships with their bosses are more likely to withhold negative information about them (Jordan & Vriend, 2020), which may have been the reason for my complicity/lack of transparency with the group. Being courageous in a RNLI value (RNLI, 2020) and it’s my duty as CIPD member to speak-up against microaggressions such as these that are often overlooked (RNLI, 2020; Get Loud, 2022). In the future I hope I’d have the confidence to express my opinion and be clear on my motive – for instance, this comment did not reflect the RNLI values and contradicts the volunteer commitment/code of conduct (Green & Russell, 2022; Waite et al., 2021). 
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