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Preface 
 
This is an introduction to ethics for advisors in the finance industry. Here we present insights, 

distinctions and tools that will prove useful in order to handle ethical questions, challenges and 

dilemmas in a professional manner.  

 

The text is grounded in relevant research and literature, but the aim is profoundly practical: To 

strengthen the professionals’ ability to make sound decisions by navigating well in an area of ethical 

challenges and concerns. 

 

Trust and courage is written by representatives of the academic community, Academy of Humanities. 

It is based on extensive experience in introducing professionals to the field of ethics, starting in 

January 2000.  

 

The first edition (Mot og tillit. Etikk for rådgivere/selgere i finansbransjen) was written for the Finance 

Industry Authorisation Schemes in Norway by the philosopher Øyvind Kvalnes in 2009. The 

philosophers Anne Rose Røsbak Feragen and Einar Øverenget are responsible for the further 

development of the text and for the English version. 

 

We hope you will find this introduction useful. We kindly remind you that the copyright lies with the 

authors. This means that any quote or restatement should be accompanied by a reference to its 

source.  

 

If you would like to see another introduction like this, written for a specific purpose or audience, 

please contact us by e-mail (activa@humanistisk-akademi.com). 

 

Einar Øverenget 

Anne Rose Røsbak Feragen 

 

Oslo, November 4th, 2019 
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Chapter 1. Placing ethics on the 
map 
 

In situations where neither the law nor our moral beliefs can provide an answer, ethics 

can help us find out what ought to be done. But not all of us have a clear understanding 

of what ethics is all about, so in this chapter the aim is to explain what ethics is and why 

and how ethical competence can be useful. 

What is ethics? 
It attracted great attention when the Auditor General revealed that six former members of the Norwegian 

Parliament had received generous pension payments while in the same period also having received salaries 

way over the limit permitted. ”I took it for granted that those in charge of our pensions knew what they were 

doing,” one of them said in defense. 

These cases have since then been tried in court. Had the politicians provided accurate information for those in 

charge of pension payments or had they been misled? Should the politicians simply have understood that the 

pension payments they received were too high, or were they justified in assuming that the calculations carried 

out by those in charge of the pension system were correct? 

When the cases were tried in court, they were all exonerated. Thus, what they had done was neither illegal nor 

punishable. But are these politicians still to be blamed for having received money they had no claim on? Many 

people will argue that, for the simple reason that we expect more from each other than simply not breaking 

the law. 

Look at the figure below. The circle illustrates the distinction between what is illegal and what is not illegal, i.e. 

what is known as legal. Actions considered legal (that is, not illegal) falls within the circle, actions that are illegal 

are on the outside. Some actions undoubtedly fall within the circle, while other actions by any account are on 

the outside – but along the periphery of the circle we find ourselves in doubt: Those are the difficult cases. As 

the court considered the act of receiving too high pension payments as legal it is marked with an “x” within the 

circle. Since the case was legally disputed the “x” is placed somewhere between the center of the circle and its 

periphery. 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

Consider then that we draw another circle, partly overlapping the first one. Within this circle we find the actions 

we consider wise. That gives us four different positions: On the outside of the two circles we find what is both 

illegal and unwise. In the green area, where the two circles overlap, we find actions that are both legal and wise. 
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In the blue area, to the left, we find actions that are unwise, but not illegal. And to the right, in the yellow area, 

we find actions that are wise although being in conflict with the law. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

This yellow area might not be so easy to fathom, in what way does it make sense to claim that something illegal 

can be wise? There are certain controversial issues where the law, by someone, can be considered untenable. 

And if it is of great importance the very same persons might be willing to break the law, and thus commit civil 

disobedience, in order to promote their view or to call attention to what they find problematic. This kind of 

action can, albeit illegal, be considered wise. Civil disobedience is typically acts carried out by individuals or 

NGO’s, but sometimes it can be an entire country protesting against the government. 

Being a professional you are expected to stay within the law, but to what extent this expectation extends 

beyond work hours is a different question and one to be considered due to profession and workplace. 

Back to our example: We have already stated that the politicians were exonerated and thus that the actions 

they were tried for were deemed legal and hence that these actions have their place somewhere within the 

blue circle. But where would you place them, in the blue area or in the green area? Are these actions legal but 

not wise (blue area), or both legal and wise (green area)? 

Generally, we hold our elected representatives to higher expectations, and for that reason some people argue 

that they should have understood that the pension payments were too high. Thus, people who argue along 

that line would be tempted to place their actions in the blue area, and class them together with other actions 

that are indeed legal, but not wise. 

The objective of this probe is nevertheless not to decide whether their actions were wise or not. But it is an 

instructive example because it so well illustrates the distinction between what is legal and what is ethical. The 

fact that something is illegal provides a good reason not do it, civil disobedience apart. But the mere fact that 

something is not illegal is in itself no reason to carry out a specific action, because we have no reason to 

assume than an action that is not legal is also wise. It might as well be profoundly unwise. 

Ethics and morality 
As leaders and employees are invited to ethical training courses there are always someone not looking forward 

to the sessions. This might either be because they think that this is a waste of time, since they belong to a 

group of conscientious human beings that need no instructions in order to make a distinction between what is 

right and what is wrong. Or it might be that they expect some kind of moral scolding in the aftermath of 

someone having done something wrong. Both of these expectations are based on the view that ethics and 

morality are one and the same. 
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Indeed, the origin of these two concepts invites such an understanding. Ethics stem from the Greek word 

”ethos” and morality for the Latin ”mos”, or ”mores” in plural. They are both translated by ”custom” or ”habit”, i.e. 

ways of acting and attitudes that are typical for a person or for a group of people. 

Gradually, these two words have acquired different meanings. Today, the word morality means our actual 

beliefs about what is right and what is wrong. Everyone has a personal moral standard in the sense of having 

an individual understanding of right and wrong. This moral standard will typically coincide with the view of 

others to the extent that it gives meaning to refer to a common moral standard. Indeed, certain views are even 

shared by all human beings, across national borders and cultures – like the commonly held view that children 

are entitled to special protection. 

There is a good moral standard, a bad one, and a double standard – but we have no right to assume that a 

person have no standard at all, because it is precisely a defining hallmark for human beings to have a moral 

standard and to have views on what is right and what is wrong. But, alas, having a moral standard is not 

sufficient in order to be a good citizen, because it is all about what kind of moral standard you have.  

There are definitely differences in what is considered a good moral standard. As the police some years back 

raided the Italian mafia, they found a note on which it was described what kind of persons the mafia wanted to 

recruit. Interestingly enough, one of the things they were looking for when recruiting new members was people 

with a good moral standing. But in the mafia, this means something else than what we normally attribute to 

this concept. A good moral standard in the mafia, and in organized crime in general, has a lot to do with loyalty 

reliability. And most of all, you are not to rat out your comrades, and if you have threatened to break 

somebody’s leg, you go through with it, even if it is against more commonly held views on right and wrong. 

Our views on right and wrong are formed and developed through our early years. We listen to and mimic those 

we look up to, and this development continues as we enter adult life. We all have role models. It can be an 

accomplished colleague, a good friend or a wise manager. And most of us are probably also the role model of 

someone else. Thus, our moral standard is developed through a practical end everyday coping and 

cooperating with others – and not in a training course. So, if you invite to a training course in order to 

strengthen their moral standard, you will most likely not succeed. 

Ethics, on the other hand, is a subject you can be taught in a course. More precisely, ethics is a deliberate and 

systematic reflection upon what is right and what is wrong. And in what follows we shall for the most part 

discuss ethics, not morality, and that can be useful even for the most conscientious among us. 

Doing ethics can be of great support and prove to be a useful tool when we are stuck, and unsure about what 

to do. Ethics provides us with a language and certain principles that can help us clarify what to emphasize 

when a decision is to be made. When two persons disagree on what would be the right thing to do, they can 

use ethics in order to elucidate what their disagreement is all about, and by so doing try to establish common 

ground. 

Ethics can be of good help when you are facing a dilemma, that is, a situation where you have to choose 

between two different actions which both can be considered the right action, but which nevertheless exclude 

each other. Shall I keep a promise, or should I be breaking a promise in order to help out a friend who is in 

great need? Should I pay what I owe, or should I instead help out someone who is in desperately financial 

need? Facing a dilemma, you are forced not to choose something you might find important in order to 

advantage something else you find important. It can be difficult and very unpleasant. 

In such situations it is typically not sufficient to navigate from your own moral standard. Partly because it is not 

commonly held – other people have other standards – and partly because the situation is so complex that it is 

not at all evident what your own moral standard prescribes as the right choice. In ethics there are tools that 
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can help us analyze dilemmas in a sufficient manner in order to find the right course of action. There are 

established methods in order to solve economic, legal and practical questions. In addition, we need an ethical 

method. 

Study questions 

• Describe actions that might be legal, but not wise. 

• Exemplify moral beliefs that may apply in meeting with customers or colleagues. 

• When was the last time you faced a dilemma and had to choose between what is right and what is right? 

Describe the situation and explain which considerations that were at odds. 
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Chapter 2. Justifications 
 

Not all justifications are good justifications. In this chapter we shall describe justifications 

that might be commonplace but which in fact are unjustifiable. We shall also introduce 

two basic ethical principles which will establish a basis for justifiable justifications. 

Justifiable and unjustifiable justifications 
Facing a dilemma, you typically have to choose between what is right and what is right – and whatever you do 

something will end up being wrong. In those situations, it is not only the conclusion that is importance, the 

justification will also be of great importance. 

Ethics challenges our justifications. It provides us with a foundation for establishing solid justifications, and it 

helps us discover weak justifications when those are applied. Hence, for this reason we can describe ethics as a 

tool for justifications. 

There are many ways in which we can justify a certain choice, but not all of them are justifiable. In what follows 

we shall describe unjustifiable justifications that are so common that we have every reason to be on alert. 

1. The feeling-based justification: ”It felt right/wrong”.  

2. Justification by tradition: ”We have always done it like this.” 

3. Justification by conformity: ”Everyone is doing it.” 

4. Justification by loophole: ”It is not illegal to do this.” 

1. The feeling-based justification. In 2007 former prime minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, had two 

surgeries done at a Norwegian hospital. Both surgeries were planned and covered by public health care. It 

attracted great attention. Since Brundtland moved to France, she had not paid tax to Norway and was thus not 

eligible for public health services in Norway, other than in emergencies. So why should the state cover her 

costs?  

One of the doctors at the hospital was confronted with this question and his answer was: ”I followed my heart”. 

It might be an honest answer, but it blurs the more principle aspects of this incident. Is it so that former prime 

ministers deserve extra service from our national health care? If that is the case then we should probably base 

that on some solid principles of discrimination, rather than base it arbitrarily on the feelings of the doctor who 

ends up examining the patient. 

Our emotional reactions can be profoundly different even though we find ourselves in equal situations. By 

justifying our actions by applying feelings, we are at risk of making the decision person dependent – and for all 

practical purposes end up with a justification that simply maintains that this is right because I have done it. And 

that will make it very difficult to discuss situations with others, and to convince someone that someone else 

might be right. 

2. Justification by tradition. A common experience for newly appointed persons is to inquire why things are done 

this way and not that way in the workplace – and to receive the following answer: ”We have always done it this 

way”. That might be right. Things might have been done this way, if not always, so at least for a long time, so 

why is it not a satisfying justification? 

If we go back some years, we would find that it was not unusual for financial advisors to suggest products with 

long horizons for elderly people. Indeed, in some of these situations the product was compatible with the 
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customers interests and objectives, but there were also situations were what was in the best interest for the 

customer was sacrificed in order to gain earnings for the business. 

This example belongs to the past. Although it was a certain acceptance earlier on for offensive sales-strategies 

in finance, today it is commonly agreed that the interest of the customer trumps the interests of the business 

and the employee. Indeed, it is the written norm for the business. This shows why it is highly problematic to 

use tradition as justifications. There are good traditions, and there are bad traditions, and what used to be 

acceptable is not necessarily acceptable today. 

In addition, there is another reason why we need more robust justifications than merely pointing to the 

traditions of the past: There will always emerge new challenges with which we have no experience. It can be 

new technology and new social features that create dilemmas that human beings have never ever 

experienced. In such situations we have no tradition – and hence it can neither help us nor confuse us. 

3. Justification by conformity. You are in a position to land a new customer. He is highly conscious of price and 

has obtained offers from two competing companies. You understand that these two companies have based 

their offers on assuming a smaller residential area than what is in fact the case, and by doing so is able to 

reduce the price. However, if you provide an offer based on the real residential area you will most likely lose 

this potential customer. If you choose instead to provide an offer based on the same residential area as do 

your competitors, the customer will be wrongly insured, but you can land the customer. When everybody is 

doing it, then it must be ok? 

Even it is true that everyone is doing whatever you consider doing, that does not imply that this is wise or that 

you should do it. If you are confronted with your choice and choose to justify it by pointing out that this is the 

usual thing to do and what everyone is doing, then you must be prepared to answer more questions. You are 

the one responsible for your actions, and therefore we expect that you are able to justify it in an independent 

manner. 

4. Justification by loophole. Some people have a dream that one day there will be a perfect set of laws or rules 

that will help us prevent unacceptable actions. We only need to add a little here and clarify a little there. But no 

matter how comprehensive such a document in the end will be, it will not help us against all possible 

unacceptable actions. There will always be someone who knows the laws and the rules to their teeth and is 

able to spot a loophole and make use of it. 

Today, the international ethical guidelines for accountants have reached 100 pages – it has become a book. 

The reason for this is precisely the fact that someone was able to spot a loophole and the answer is always to 

add new rules in order to remove it. This has contributed to a view according to which people tend to think 

that if something is not specifically addressed in the ethical guidelines then it is ok. Justification by loophole is 

then to claim: ”If it is not strictly and specifically forbidden, then it is ok”. 

In accounting they have understood the dangers of continuously adding on new rules and thus they have 

started to address problems by focusing instead on the responsibility of the individual by emphasizing basic 

professional principles. 

Justification by loophole represents a form of moral laziness. The individual does not herself form an opinion 

but focuses solely on the guidelines written by others. And the reason why this kind of justification is not 

justifiable is obvious for those who read the introduction: The fact that a certain action is not forbidden is not in 

itself a reason for doing it, as there may well be other reasons for not doing it. 

The principle of equality 
Ethics can do more for us than just help reveal unjustifiable justifications. It also provides a basis for coming up 

with justifiable justifications, based on ethical principles. 
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One of the most fundamental principles of ethics, indeed, probably the most fundamental, emphasizes the 

importance of fairness and is called the principle of equality. It was put into words by the philosopher 

Aristoteles for approximately 2400 years ago and can be stated as follows:  

Equal cases should be treated equally. A difference in treatment requires that there is a relevant difference 

between the two cases.  

This principle addresses and describes fairness, and although it goes under the name “The principle of 

equality”, it does by no means imply that everyone should be treated equally – that can be quite wrong if they 

are not in equal situations. Sometimes it can be unfair to treat two situations equally, because they might be 

different in a relevant sense. For instance, it might be right to give Ann more responsibility than her colleague 

Toby, since Ann is more experienced. And if Toby wants an explanation or justification for this discrimination, it 

would be justifiable to point out that Ann has 5 years’ experience in this field while Toby has just been hired 

and is inexperienced. That is a relevant difference that justifies the discrimination between Ann and Toby. It 

makes it just. 

The principle of equality challenges us to provide justifiable justifications for discrimination. Let us say you have 

a colleague that is skilled and good at doing his job, but who creates a lot of tension and conflicts at work. He 

has now applied for a new job, and everybody hope that he gets it – as this would mean that they do not have 

to work with him in the future. Then you run into a friend, and he works in the firm in which you colleague has 

applied for a position and he can tell you that they are about to hire him. He asks you: “Are you all sad about 

losing such a skilled and, not to mention, good colleague”? Your colleague has, as it proves, received a stunning 

recommendation from his, and your, boss. 

What will be your answer? If you give your friend an honest answer that will most probably result in your 

colleague not getting hired. And it might also give your boss problems. He has obviously not been entirely 

honest in his recommendation and your friend might even accuse him of lying and cheating. You might argue 

that lying is wrong and even an answer to the effect of “no comment” will easily be understood as a warning 

against hiring your colleague. 

Does it really matter who you are talking to when you are considering your alternatives? What if it is not an 

acquaintance you meet, but rather your wife or husband, your neighbor, an aunt or someone from school you 

never really liked? 

The principle of equality is not an algorithm, it does not provide you with a bulletproof answer as to whether it 

is fair to discriminate between people depending on how close you are. But it demands that you are able to 

provide a justifiable justification if you end up doing one thing in one situation and something else in another 

that looks very much like the first situation. But two cases can be superficially equal and still different in a very 

relevant manner. 

In order to work systematically with ethics, it is necessary to get familiar with this principle. Fairness is a 

fundamental principle, but sometimes it is a matter of treating equal cases equally and sometimes it is a matter 

of treating different cases differently. 

To be in conflict with the principle of equality is often a matter of adapting a double standard. It is like claiming 

that one thing would be right in one situation and another thing in another situation, even if you are not able to 

point at a relevant difference between these situations. That is like adapting one moral standard in one 

situation and another in another situation. That will typically not build trust. To have a double standard 

amounts to being a person that cannot be trusted, and human beings prefer to relate to people whom they 

can trust – in private life as well as in business. 

The principle of publicity 
A second fundamental ethical principle has to do with the extent to which a person’s or a company’s conduct 

will stand up to public scrutiny. This principle can be found in many versions in ethical guidelines and code of 
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conducts: “the public scrutiny test”, “the light of day test” or “the smell test”. In short, are you comfortable with 

what you have done or what you are about to do?  

The principle of publicity can be stated as follows:  

You should be willing to defend your decision publicly. Could you have been open about it to all the relevant 

people? Could you have told your colleagues, friends, relatives, and/or neighbours about it?  

If your answer to these questions is “no” then you have every reason to rethink your planned action. It signals 

that you are about to do something that is wrong or unwise and that you should stop and think. 

Let us now discuss the same example in light of the principle of publicity. An acquaintance tells you that he is 

about to hire your annoying colleague. What would be your alternatives? What if you do not say anything, 

wishing that your colleague in fact will be hired so that you do not need to work with him anymore? Is that a 

decision you are willing to defend in public? Would it be ok for you to tell people you know about it? Would it be 

ok for you to share it with your family? 

There is no guarantee here, no absolutely guaranteed right decision. You may want to withhold your 

perception of your colleague because you think he deserves a second chance. If you indeed do tell your 

acquaintance about the conflicts he has been involved in, you will effectively destroy your colleague’s chances 

to move on – and you may not want to do that. 

On the other hand, you should be prepared also to defend your silence. What if your colleague is hired, and 

after a while you meet your acquaintance and he tells you that your former colleague now is at the centre of 

several conflicts? It has been brought to his attention that this also was a problem earlier and he is very 

disappointed that you did not give him a warning.  

The principle of publicity is a good and robust guideline when facing difficult decisions. But we should be aware 

that this principle often is conflated with another principle that immediately looks the same, but which is 

profoundly different, and that is what we can call “the principle of opportunism”. This principle concerns 

whether or not you actually will have to defend your decision in public or before the people close to you or the 

press. This principle concerns the probability of actually being observed or getting undesirable attention. 

It is a big difference between navigating with the use of the principle of publicity and the principle of 

opportunism. The first one does not at all calculate the possibility of the public getting to know what is done, 

instead it urges us to behave as if all of what we do will be public knowledge. Thus, it is a principle that is less 

tiresome than the principle of opportunism. The principle of opportunism urges us to be on alert against leaks 

and information astray – since it may very well hurt us. By using the principle of publicity that is not a danger, 

because one has, by using this principle, already determined that a certain case will withstand public scrutiny.  

 

Study questions 

• Identify bad justifications, in the news or at the workplace. 

• Provide examples of differences that are relevant and differences that are not relevant in customer relations. 

• Can the principle of publicity also be of use dealing with confidential cases? Why? Why not? 
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Chapter 3. Ethical dilemmas 
 

In this chapter you will be introduced to the Navigation Wheel. The Navigation Wheel is a 

handy tool for dealing professionally with dilemmas. Looking at the given example, you 

can prepare for handling any dilemma you may be confronted with. 

The Navigation Wheel 
So, ethics is defined as systematic reflection on right and wrong. The vocabulary of ethics can help us see the 

source of a disagreement or misunderstanding, and the principles of ethics allow us to give sound justifications 

for our decisions. 

Still, as a professional, it is not enough to consider the ethical questions. As a representative of a finance 

institution there are several important aspects to consider. Referring to the Navigation Wheel, there are six 

aspects that all belong in a professional assessment; law, identity, morality, reputation, economy, and ethics. 

 

Figure 3 

The Navigation Wheel can come in handy whenever you find yourself in a dilemma. Looking at the options in 

light of the six guiding questions reveals the source of the opposition. This will help you make a wise decision. 
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Imagine the mayor in your local community is considering taking up a loan in the finance institution you work 

for. You present the conditions for her, including an arrangement fee. 

Her reply is that all conditions are in line with her expectations, except for the arrangement fee, and that she 

expects you to drop it. 

The arrangement fees comprise a considerable part of the revenue. At the same time, it is important to acquire 

new clients. As the city mayor has an impressing network, securing her as a client might help you target even 

more new clients. Will you drop the arrangement fee, or not? 

The consideration of law might be a good start. Are the options legal? If one of them is illegal it is probably not 

necessary to continue the application of the Navigation Wheel to find the answers you are looking for. If, on the 

other hand, both options are legal, it definitely is interesting to go on. The fact that an option is legal is not in 

itself a reason to choose it and looking at the other aspects in the Navigation Wheel you might find reasons to 

refrain from doing it.  

When it comes to identity, it is your professional identity we address. What values do you represent as an 

advisor in the finance industry, and what values are at the heart of the institution you work for? Do you work 

for a local bank that promises fairness, or an internet-based institution free to enter negotiations with the 

clients? 

Under morality the question is whether the option is right. To answer that we should try to make explicit our 

convictions about right and wrong. Is it right to drop the arrangement fee because the client happens to hold a 

prominent position in the local community?  

Any representative of the finance industry is dependent on trust. That is why we should always consider 

whether the options we are considering could affect the reputation of the institution, the profession, or the 

industry at large. What option will help us uphold or strengthen our reputation? Dropping the arrangement fee, 

or sticking to the given conditions?   

The next question is based on economic considerations: Is the option in line with our business objectives? 

Dropping the arrangement fee is profitable as it helps you secure a new client – and possibly even more new 

clients. But what if giving in to the mayor’s demand now gives her the impression that any condition is 

negotiable in the future? 

Finally, we reach the ethical consideration. Is dropping the arrangement fee in line with the principle of 

equality? It could be, if you are ready to do the same for other clients in a similar economic situation. Making an 

exception for this specific client would not be in harmony with the principle, as having a prominent position 

would not count as a relevant difference. 

What about the principle of publicity? Would you be willing to be open about it if you were to drop the 

arrangement fee? Would you be comfortable defending it publicly or sharing it with a friend, colleague, your 

manager, or another client? If not, the option does not pass the test posed by the principle of publicity.  

In meeting with dilemmas, the answer to one or more of the questions in the Navigation Wheel will be “no”. 

This means that at least two considerations are opposed. The option could be in line with the core values, but 

expensive; it could be morally right, but ethically problematic; and so on. 

The option might be in accordance with all the considerations except one. It is still not given what should be 

done, as that depends on the weight of the considerations, not the number of them. Assessing the importance 

of the different considerations is an important part of the evaluation. A consideration that seems fundamental 

in dealing with one dilemma might be less significant in dealing with another.  

Applying the Navigation Wheel could help you deal professionally and wisely with dilemmas. This is not the 

same as saying that it makes decision-making easy. No, but if by going for one option you violate one or more 
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of the considerations, at least you know why you did it, and you will be well prepared to justify your decision if 

anyone confronts you. 

 

Ethics and reputation 
Sometimes a good intention might be perceived as something else. An auditor was invited to a client’s annual 

Christmas party. For many professionals this would have been a pleasant invitation and an uncomplicated 

matter, but for an auditor who reviews the client’s accounts it could be a dilemma. Should he accept, even 

though it would mean spending time with the client’s employees in an informal setting? Or should he turn it 

down, knowing that the manager might get offended?  

As none of the options were convincingly good, the auditor decided he would accept and at the same time let 

the client know that he would pay for the dinner himself. In this way he managed to demonstrate his 

independence, telling the client taking part would not make him more or less critical towards the accounts.  

So far, so good. What the auditor did not foresee, was that a journalist also attended the party. A couple of 

days later there was an article in the local paper, and the auditor appeared in one of the photos accompanying 

the text. What had been a professional response to the invitation now looked like something else. A photo like 

this could be enough to make the reader wonder: Is it possible for an auditor to make an uncompromised 

review if they go to parties with their clients? Is attending their clients’ Christmas party common practice for 

auditors?  

Without being trusted auditors cannot uphold their function. This is why for auditors it is not enough to 

demonstrate independence. They must also act in a way that others believe that they will be independent. 

Using the profession’s own concepts, they must prove “independence in fact” and “independence in 

appearance”. The auditor at the Christmas party may, in fact, have been completely unaffected by attending. 

Still, in appearance, he may seem to be far too familiar with the client and this may lead to people questioning 

his integrity. 

Our reputation depends on our actions. Therefore, it might be wise to try to anticipate the possible critical 

questions before we act. If we, by contrast, just act and then hope for the best, we are left with no other 

alternative than defending our actions. People may or may not listen to us, and they may or may not be 

convinced by our justifications. Assessing an option according to both what, in fact, is done and what it, in 

appearance, could be perceived as, could therefore be useful for any professional, not just the auditors.   

Imagine a good friend wants to become a client of the financial institution you work for. You are close friends, 

but you are a person of integrity, who will act professionally when dealing with any of your friends’ matters, 

regardless of your affection for them. Still, you might not want to take on the responsibility for this client. You 

may not, in fact, give your friend any inappropriate benefits. In appearance, though, as people may know you 

are friends, they might think that your friends are favoured clients.  

Any act in a professional setting may be noticed and dissected by relevant people. Therefore, it is very useful to 

imagine how a course of action could look like for someone else. 

The auditor’s experience illustrates the difference between an ethical assessment and a reputational 

assessment. What is ethically unproblematic, attending the party when paying for the dinner, amounts to 

taking quite a reputational risk, for the auditor himself, his company, and the profession he is part of. The story 

also demonstrates why the reputational assessment is part of any professional decision. 

 

Study questions 

• Give examples of situations from your own professional setting where some of the considerations of the 

Navigation Wheel were opposed. Perhaps you have experienced that what seemed morally right could put 

the reputation at peril, or that the most profitable was in conflict with the principle of equality? 
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• Have you ever experienced that what you found to be right, in fact, seemed problematic to others, in 

appearance? Perhaps you were met with suspicion receiving a discount from a client, in spite of the fact that 

the discount had nothing to do with your professional relation?  
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Chapter 4. Professionals 
 

Advisors in the financial industry have several things in common with representatives of 

the classic professions. Therefore, learning some key concepts from the ethics of 

professions can help you reach an even deeper understanding of what it means to be an 

advisor in the financial industry. 

Being an expert 
An advisor in the finance industry has at least three things in common with professionals like lawyers, doctors, 

auditors, and teachers. To begin with, all of them have acquired specific knowledge that makes them qualified 

to perform certain tasks on their clients’ behalf. Therefore, as an advisor in the finance industry, you are better 

informed in your field of expertise than most clients. In the literature on ethics of professions this is called “the 

information asymmetry”. The concept reveals that the relation between the client and the professional is 

fundamentally uneven, as one of them is expert, the other not. 

Picture that you have just taken on the responsibility for a client. Together you take a look at the current 

situation and the present arrangements. As you go, you realize that the client is in need of a life insurance. You 

also know that she could get a decent product through the union she is member of, at a lower cost than what 

you can offer through your financial institution. The client knows nothing of this. Consequently, you are better 

informed than her. 

Conflicting interests 
The client will most likely appreciate it if you share with her the information you have, as it opens up an 

opportunity to save some money. On the other hand, you may be ambitious to strengthen your sales results, 

and if so, it would be unfortunate for you if your client goes for the life insurance the union offers. You may also 

consider what would be most profitable for the financial institution you work for. In the short term, mentioning 

the other option for the client might affect the revenue negatively, but in the long term it might prove 

profitable: Maybe experiencing you as a partner, being considerate of your clients’ interest, is exactly the kind 

of experiences that makes her convinced she should stay your client? 

In this situation several interests are at stake and some of them are even in conflict. As an advisor in the 

financial industry this is probably well known to you, as conflicts of interests are quite common in your field. 

This is another thing you have in common with professionals like lawyers and doctors.  

The responsible professional 
The competence you have acquired as an advisor in the financial industry gives you the upper hand in meeting 

with your client. This commits you to keep the client’s interest at the heart of your assessments, all the time.  

You probably could have skipped telling your client about the cheaper option, without anyone finding out, as it 

is hard for a non-expert to evaluate the work of an expert. But if you are committed to giving the client’s 

interest priority, as representatives of the professions are, you still tell her.  

Thus, a conflict of interests is not the same as a dilemma. In meeting with a conflict of interests, a 

representative of the professions would know what to do, as the one option would be right and the other 

wrong. 
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Reputation and trust 
A person who asks for advice, assumes that the advisor/salesperson will share all the relevant information and 

that this information is correct. Without this trust, a financial institution will lose their clients. 

Earning people’s trust takes time. A client might exit a conversation with the advisor with a good impression. 

This is a definitely a promising start, but it takes several such good experiences before the client expects the 

advisor to do an excellent job each time. When it finally is expected, the advisor has won their trust. 

A client may be too trusting, in the way that they want the advisor to name the product they should go for. Still, 

we should not consider the trust to be the problem. It rather illustrates the need to let the client know what 

they can expect from you.  

We just stated that it takes time to earn people’s trust. Losing it can happen overnight, though, and one 

misstep could be enough to set things in motion. If that happens, it could have consequences for far more 

people than the responsible advisor, as it could disturb the clients’ trust in all advisors in the financial industry – 

and in the industry at large.  

This might be perceived as unfair. Why should people lose trust in a trustworthy advisor if it is a remote 

colleague who is responsible for the wrongdoing? 

The reason why we speak of the ethics of professions in the first place, is the acknowledgment that the single 

professional represents something larger than themselves, namely, the profession. When people see you as a 

representative of the profession you are part of, the impression they have of the profession is built on their 

impression of you. This is true for any representative of a definite profession. It also holds for advisors in the 

financial industry, as you are perceived as a representative of the profession you are part of – and the financial 

industry. This, then, is the third characteristic advisors in the financial industry have in common with 

professionals like auditors and teachers. 

When it happens that representatives of the financial industry overstep the mark, the common news coverage 

would not reveal that it was one advisor, or a limited number of advisors, who was responsible. The headline 

would rather imply that advisors in general cannot be trusted, or that the industry needs to change. 

Learning that whatever you do may affect the trust in advisors in general might be overwhelming. At the same 

time this is the key to understanding how you can strengthen the reputation of the profession you are part of. 

By doing a good job for every client, you uphold and enhance the trust in you, as well as in your colleagues.  

 

Study questions 

• Give examples of situations that revealed the information asymmetry between you and your client.  

• Describe a meeting with a client when you experienced a conflict of interests. How did you handle it? Would 

you have dealt with it in the same way today?  

• Give specific examples of how you could play a part in maintaining and strengthening people’s trust in 

advisors and in the industry at large. 
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Chapter 5. Ethics and feedback 
 

In this chapter we shall elucidate the connection between ethics, sound consulting and the 

culture of feedback in the workplace. You will learn what characterizes a sound culture of 

feedback but also why so many people are reticent giving feedback. 

A culture of feedback 
People who have been exposed for ethical misconduct quite often tell that they never really considered what 

they did as wrong in any way. It seemed perfectly acceptable to receive this gift or take part in the trip organized 

by the supplier. You do not have to be a morally corrupt person in order to excuse your actions this way. You 

can simply have been blind for certain important aspects of your actions. This blindness can haunt anybody, and 

as long as you are not aware of doing something unacceptable, you will not feel compelled to change course. 

Then it might go very wrong. 

This can very well have been what took place in some of the cases treated by the financial Appeals Board. Maybe 

the advisor did not see or understand that she could have recommended a different product. Or what if the 

advisor did not notice that the customer did not quite understand what he signed on to. 

These cases could have been avoided if a colleague had noticed what went on and had informed the financial 

adviser. In a workplace colleagues would be well advised to initiate a good culture of feedback. Maybe one of 

your colleagues has seen something you have not been aware of and thus can help you to improve your sales 

meetings. In that case it would be a valuable asset to improve the culture of feedback at the workplace. 

A sound culture of feedback is defined by an acceptance for giving feedback, positive as well as negative. And in 

order to create such a culture there are specifically three traits that ought to be encouraged in the workforce: 

• The ability to see what might not be in order 

• Courage to call attention to it 

• Language in which it can be properly discussed 

A well-functioning work environment is characterized by being a safe place to expose these traits. Those who do 

that should be welcomed, so that colleagues are encouraged to talk openly about things that might be worrisome 

or should be altered. By doing so colleagues can be of assistance to each other and prevent unfortunate aspects 

of their own practice to become a pattern. A negative tendency can be corrected before it turns into a part of 

the work routine and make way for more constructive patterns. This may well be enough to prevent dramatic 

whistleblowing. 

Blind spot 
The need for honest feedback arises because each of us has a limited ability to keep up with everything going 

on around us. That can be illustrated by the figure Johari Window, developed by Joseph Luft og Harry Ingham. 
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Johari Window 

 

 Known by self Not known by self 

Known by others Open Blind 

Not known by others Hidden Unknown 

Figure 4 

Luft and Ingham presented this figure as a map of a person’s traits, seen from her own point of view. Consider 

the financial advisor Alex. He can be described by listing a number of traits, and we shall mention four of these 

traits. Firstly, he was just hired by the financial firm Futura Limited. That piece of knowledge is known both to him 

and to the others in the workplace. That is in the open. But there is one thing that Alex has not told his colleagues 

about himself: A couple of years prior to this job, he was involved in a dramatic car accident. That piece of 

information is hidden – it is known to him but not known to his colleagues. Alex will in the future prove himself 

to be good at explaining complex products in a manner that customers understand, but as of now, that is 

unknown. Neither he nor his colleagues have yet experienced that ability. But there is one thing the colleagues 

have noticed, and that is that Alex has a powerful voice and that he speaks loudly – and this is disturbing for his 

colleagues. The only one not being aware of this, and what impact it has, is Alex. This is Alex’s blind spot. 

As long as no one tells Alex about this, it will remain his blind spot and there is no reason to assume that he will 

lower his voice at work. But if someone indeed makes him aware of this, the information is moved from the blind 

spot and into the open – and then he is in position to do something about it. 

In this example it was all about one person and his traits, but the Johari Window can also be applied in a more 

extended fashion, as a map over what is going on at the workplace. And it is important to be aware of the fact 

that all human beings and all workplaces have blind spots. In professional environments with sound cultures of 

feedback the blind spots might be fewer and smaller, because colleagues help each other to expose them. But 

in work environments where it does not feel safe to give each other feedback the blind spots can be huge and 

give room for a lot of information that no one is in position to appreciate – and thus it can be a force that 

maintains bad habits and unfortunate patterns. 

There is, however, a personal challenge for a financial advisor to help build a culture of feedback and that is that 

it takes courage to approach a colleague and bring things up into the open – but it is equally important to develop 

the ability to receive feedback so that a colleague is willing to do it again when she has noticed something that 

needs to be addressed. It is demanding to be in the receiving end of feedback that points out that something is 

undesirable or downright wrong, but it does give room for personal development and learning. Thus, when 

feedback is received it is necessary to be able to handle it. As a point of departure, it can be wise to assume that 

this is someone that means to be supportive. And thus, we can meet the feedback with an open mind: Maybe 

there is something here I should pay attention to? Maybe there is something I can learn? 

Courage 
Indeed, it can be a challenge to establish a culture that welcomes disagreement, criticism and objections. Quite 

often, in our everyday dealing with the world, we find ourselves in the mode of “business as usual” and we follow 

our routine the way we always have done. Surely, this can be a productive approach, but it will also make it 

difficult to discover problems – and if we do discover problems, it will take courage to bring them into the open. 

When people hesitate, it can take a long time before they end up telling what they have experienced – and 

sometimes it never happens at all. They keep the information to themselves. If that happens nobody will be in 

position to make the necessary changes and the result can, in some cases, be a complete disaster. Of course, 

there are several reasons why people choose silence. Here are some that are quite typical: 

1. The bystander effect 
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2. The feedback is considered bad news 

3. The belief that the messenger will be punished 

4. Thoughts we have concerning the receiver or how the receiver will respond 

1. The bystander effect. Research on human behavior in difficult situations and crises has led to the following 

conclusion: 

Individuals are less likely to offer help to a victim when other people are present; the greater the number of 

bystanders, the less likely it is that one of them will help. 

The bystander effect tells us that passivity can be contagious – if those around us remain passive, the chances 

are that we also lose our initiative. Research indicates that this is also the case in dangerous situations. One 

experiment took place as follows: 

An unsuspecting person enters a waiting room and takes a seat. There are ten other persons in the room already, 

and they are all told to sit still reading the newspaper or a book whatever happens. After a while smoke emerges 

from under the door. The last arrived person registers the smoke but does nothing. He looks around at the other 

persons in the room but see no reaction. After half an hour, the room is completely foggy and only now the 

person takes action and examines the situation more closely. Until this time, he has been pacified by the others’ 

passivity. 

The bystander effect can also apply in a workforce. Even if several of the colleagues have observed the need to 

do something in a given situation, the bystander effect can be operative through two different mechanisms: 

proliferation of responsibility and belittling. 

Proliferation of responsibility. When being a part of a group we have a tendency to think that the responsibility of 

doing something is spread thinly over the members of the group. If I am alone in the room, I bear full 

responsibility, but if we are 100, I only have 1 % responsibility – which is very little responsibility. The British 

philosopher Derek Parfit describes this view as a common moral miscalculation. Everyone in the room bear full 

responsibility of reacting in a situation, no matter how many are present. 

Belittling. Belittling takes place when an individual interprets other people’s passivity as a sign that proves that 

what he or she is experiencing is nothing to be concerned of. “If there were reasons to be concerned someone 

would surely have done something. As I see it, it looks like a fire is taking place outside the door, but I must be 

wrong since no one else is reacting at all.”  

The bystander effect can effectively prevent important feedback to reach the right person or persons, so how do 

we go by in order to break through passivity? Well, one way to diminish the bystander effect is to have knowledge 

of it. So, the person reading these sentences will in fact prove to be less controlled by it. 

2. The feedback is considered bad news. From time to time important feedback can be characterized as “bad news”. 

It may be an increasing number of customers that cancel their customer relation to the business, or a negative 

experience with a product that has been quite profitable for the business. Most people are not too eager to 

convey news of that kind. Therefore, it will take a long time for bad news to reach the right person – if ever. While 

people will line up to bring good news on to the right person, there is a prevalent danger that bad news will not 

get to the right person in time to avoid an unfortunate outcome. 

3. The belief that the messenger will be punished. ”Don’t shoot the messenger!” is a well-known expression, and it 

emphasizes that it is unreasonable to punish the messenger when they bring on bad news. But it still happens. 

The receiver can find it challenging to keep the message and the messenger apart, and that can effectively ruin 

any attempt to build a solid culture of feedback. Indeed, the mere belief that the messenger is at risk is enough 

to set an attempt to build a culture of feedback in reverse, independently of whether or not that belief is correct.  

4. Thoughts we have concerning the receiver or how the receiver will respond. Put yourself in a situation where you 

are about to give important feedback to a person in the middle of a divorce, or to a colleague that is insecure 
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and who has the tendency to take any critical feedback personally. Assume that your leader is quite 

temperamental or that he or she thus far never paid any attention to your feedback. In situations such as these 

you might be tempted to postpone your feedback. You are unsure about the receiver’s response, you do not 

want to add to the burden, or you have given up any hope that your feedback will have any impact at all. In 

certain situations, the fear of the receiver’s reaction might be real – you know the he or she will be aggressive. 

But, as already mentioned above, the mere belief that the receiver will react a certain way will be enough for you 

to decide to postpone your feedback. 

These examples demonstrate that it is not to be taken for granted that people speak up when they have noticed 

something wrong. And even if they do speak up, it may take a while before the message reaches the right person 

– if ever. For that reason, it is imperative that each and every one has the courage to speak up when necessary 

and encourage others to do the same by expressing support or gratitude. 

If there is a lot at stake and the feedback does not have any impact at all, it may be necessary to become a 

whistleblower. In such a situation it is good to know that the Working Environment Act (§2-4) gives all employees 

a right to notify censurable conditions as long as it is done in a proper manner. 

 

Study questions 

• What can you do in order to strengthen the culture of feedback at the workplace? 

• Have you ever experienced being blind to something someone else has brought into the open? 

• Have you ever experienced how it takes courage to give someone feedback? What was the reason for your 

hesitation to bring it up? 
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Chapter 6. Mission and 
responsibilities 
 

As an advisor you are a representative for the finance industry as such. In this chapter 

you will learn about the industry mission and the social responsibilities. We also look at 

the relation between ethical training and profitability. 

The mission 
The financial industry plays a key role in the society. Nearly everyone is client in a financial institution, taking up 

a loan, saving or investing money, insuring their valuables, managing payments, and so on. This goes for 

citizens as well as for enterprises, governmental organisations and non-governmental organisations.  

Without the financial industry several of the systems we are dependent on from day to day would collapse. Just 

think of the uncertainty that follows a strike or a technical breakdown in the payment systems.  

In fact, it may be quite helpful to imagine some sort of collapse when trying to determine the nature of 

something. According to the German philosopher Martin Heidegger it is when something collapses, we unveil 

their nature. Take a bike. In your daily life you just use it. You climb onto it and pedal away, without thinking 

about how it works. But what if you have had a puncture? Now it becomes very apparent what makes a bike 

work, as it does not work anymore. 

Let us try out the same kind of reasoning when contemplating the finance industry. We make use of different 

kinds of financial products and services on a daily basis, without thinking about it. We just make use of them. 

But what if there was a total technical collapse? If that happened it would hinder the economic interaction 

between people and organisations. It would also disturb the financial security of individuals, the economic 

growth potential in businesses and the economic stability in the society at large.  

By imagining what it would be like if the finance industry collapsed it becomes quite clear what the mission of 

the finance industry is:  

• Make possible the economic interaction between people and organisations 

• Contribute to financial security of individuals 

• Contribute to economic growth in businesses 

• Contribute to economic stability in the society 

The success of the financial industry depends on their ability to deliver on their mission. 

Social responsibilities 
Today it is expected that enterprises and organisations acknowledge their social responsibility. This could 

mean taking responsibility for the consequences their decisions and actions may have on their surroundings.  

This is the general expectation, towards any industry and institution. But what could be said about the finance 

industry if we look at the specifics?  

The finance industry is dependent on the competence of their representatives. All products should be based 

on relevant knowledge and any service should be rooted in a knowledge-based practice.  

Typically, it is because the client lacks this competence that they ask for advice. This is why any representative 

of the industry should use their knowledge to further their client’s interest. 
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The responsibility permeates all the levels: 

• The societal level: The responsibility of the industry 

• The institutional level: The responsibility of the enterprise 

• The individual level: The responsibility of the employee 

The financial industry takes responsibility by providing a common framework and setting relevant standards. 

The financial institutions and their managers take responsibility by providing appropriate training and 

guidance. The advisor takes responsibility be keeping up to date and by using their knowledge to promote their 

clients’ interest. 

The social responsibilities are not just a top-to-bottom thing, as putting the knowledge to work in meeting with 

the client takes a well prepared and hard-working advisor. 

But what does it mean to use the knowledge to further the client’s interest? The concept of the golden mean 

might shed light on that. 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle argued that having a virtue is finding the golden mean between too little and 

too much. This is true of any virtue. Take courage as an example. Courage is definitely a virtue, and it was 

considered to be one of the most important virtues in Aristoteles’ time. Still, you may demonstrate too much 

courage, and that is what we call “foolhardiness”. You may also have too little courage, and that is what we call 

“cowardliness”. Revealing courage is when you find the middle way between foolhardiness, too much, and 

cowardliness, too little. 

The same goes for the social responsibility in the finance industry. It is a good thing for an advisor to use the 

knowledge to further the client’s interest. To find out what that would mean in practice, we can try to imagine 

what would be too little and too much. Not saying anything if the client is about to purchase an unnecessary 

product would be paying too little attention to the client’s interest. Denying the client to buy an unnecessary 

product, if you have explained that it is unnecessary and the client still wants it, could be described as paying 

too much attention to the client’s interest, as you are the client’s advisor, not their guardian. 

Green finance 
The finance industry in Norway has taken on an active role in the transition to a low-carbon future. For Norway 

to be a low-carbon society in 2050, the Norwegian finance industry must, metaphorically speaking, be “green” 

in 2030. Here is the vision:  

The financial sector of 2030 is profitable and sustainable. We lend, manage and insure with the climate in 

mind, so creating value and contributing to green competitiveness. 

The advisors in the Norwegian finance industry will be part of this transition, no matter if their field is insurance, 

investments or credit. To mention a few examples, more effort will be put into loss prevention within insurance 

and climate risk will be an obvious topic in meeting with investment and credit clients. 

Further steps, concerning the advisors as well as the whole industry, are presented in “Roadmap for green 

competitiveness in the finance industry” (2018). 

Ethics and profits 
Finding the balance between the responsible and the profitable might be hard. It should not be either – or, but 

both. The business objectives must be in harmony with the ethical standards. The advisor should not be forced 

to choose between them. 

But how is the nature of the relation between the two? Would it be profitable to act responsibly? Most likely, 

yes. Business is now so transparent, that any shortcut may be disclosed and exposed. Does this make ethics a 

tool to earn as much money as possible? Is ethics just one of more tools to better the revenue? No, there is 
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more to be said about the relation between ethics and profits, as ethical training probably only is profitable if it 

is driven by something more than economic goals.  

This is the paradox of ethics, that it can better the revenue only if the organisation is into ethics for other 

reasons as well. Ethics is not just any measure to improve the sales. For people to perceive the training as 

sincere, it must be part of the corporate identity. Then ethics can become something more than cosmetics, not 

just a way to impress the surroundings.  

The public interest in ethics will go up and down. The test if ethics is part of the corporate culture is to see 

whether ethics is on the corporate agenda – also in times when ethics is not on the public agenda. 

Study questions 

• The mission of the finance industry is one thing, the social responsibilities another. Explain the difference. 

• In what way do you as an advisor contribute to taking social responsibilities? Give examples. 

• Have you ever had to choose between ethics and profitability at work? Have you also experienced the two to 

be compatible? Give examples
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