Spotlight on Best Practice

The importance of ethics to the success of a business is being increasingly recognised as a key factor in the way organisations are perceived on the sharemarket. Before they take the plunge, smart investors look not only at the balance sheets but also at the ethical commitment of companies that interest them. This task is made easier by the annual Business Ethics Awards – part of the Deloitte/Management Magazine Top 2000 Companies Awards.

Sponsored every year by Brookfields Lawyers and judged by myself and Hubbard Foods chief executive, Dick Hubbard, the ethics awards were established four years ago by Profile Publishing and the New Zealand Centre for Business Ethics and Sustainable Development. They are based on a framework taken from my PhD studies that included research into business practices rated most highly by investors internationally. 

The framework considers my “Four Ps” of ethical business - Purpose, Principles, Practices and Performance Measurement – and looks for outstanding contributions to ethical and sustainable business practice. We also look for a clear purpose behind the practice, that the principles have been clearly thought through, and that the practice has been effectively measured for performance.

The 2002 winner was Norske Skog Tasman Limited for its entry Learning and Development Opportunities. Since beginning eight years ago as a workplace literacy programme, Te Whare Ako (The House of Learning) has grown to become an integral and respected part of the Norske Skog Tasman paper mill at Kawerau. Commitment from senior management has been integral to what has become a definitive example of a successful learning centre.

At the outset the company recognised that a number of employees and their families had been disenchanted by their experiences in the education system, yet the employees needed to operate in an increasingly intellectually demanding workplace. The challenge was to design a new process that brought educational opportunities and learning to adults, and that treated them with dignity and respect. Te Whare Ako has achieved that vision.  

The programmes of the on-site learning center reach into every part of the paper mill and have helped staff gain nationally recognised qualifications. They have also supported a huge shift in corporate culture and have resulted in cost savings for the company. Te Whare Ako offers the option of tuition and assessment in te Reo Maori or English and recognizes employees’ tribal affiliations. 

The programme was initiated by Workbase, the national centre for workplace literacy and language which has delivered adult literacy programmes in more than 50 companies across the country, and which continues to manage Te Whare Ako on a contract basis.  

In accepting the award with Peter Chrisp of Norske Skog, Susan Reid of Workbase included a tribute to Workbase founder Elizabeth Moore - a champion for adult literacy whose contribution to adult education was recognised in June 2001 when she was made a Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit. She died on November 25.

Runners-up were Untouched World for its Environmentally and Socially Responsible Product and Transpower for its Employee-led Approach to Philanthropy. 

Other Top 200 awards went to Executive of the Year John Goulter chief executive of Auckland International Airport; Chairperson of the Year Bill Falconer and Company of the Year Fulton Hogan. 
More information about the ethics awards and the finalists from this and past years is available from the New Zealand Centre for Business Ethics and Sustainable Development, www.nzcbesd.org.nz 

