
EARLY INSIGHTS

For the first time, we are offering “early insight” into the data from 
the World’s Most Ethical Companies® (WMEC). The insight is 
focused on three key areas where we saw appreciable change or 
interesting developments during this year’s WMEC process. We 
hope you find this of value and welcome your participation in the 
rest of our data conversation over the remainder of this year.

2017 World’s Most Ethical
Companies Honorees



Codifying Leading Practices of Organizations
Around the Globe.
Since Ethisphere’s founding over a decade ago, we have been focused 
on capturing and codifying leading practices of organizations across 
industries and around the globe. The information provided to us each 
year by the WMEC honorees provides for particularly rich analysis. In 
recent years, in addition to collecting and analyzing leading practices, 
we have increased our concentration on how best to share our wealth 
of information and provide it to our community along with context.  
One way we have been doing this is sharing our data and thoughts on 
trends in the form of a webcast series and a data report. 
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Culture remained one of the watchwords of 2016 inside most organizations, with an increased 
focus on measuring and communicating culture. The 2017 WMEC honorees were no 
exception, with the majority of them measuring at least some aspects of their culture on a 
regular basis.

Our data shows that of the 2017 World’s Most Ethical Companies honorees, 57 percent of 
companies use a survey primarily developed to measure employee perceptions of ethical 
culture and/or the compliance program. However, a noticeably larger number of honorees (77 
percent) include a handful of questions specific to perceptions of an organizational ethical 
culture as part of a broader HR or engagement survey.

Measure It.
Here’s how that breaks down more specifically. Seventeen percent of honorees are using a 
survey primarily developed to measure employee perception of ethical culture and 37 percent 
are building those questions into a broader HR or engagement survey. Forty percent are using 
both types of surveys in an effort to measure ethical culture and employee perceptions of 
critical metrics like organizational justice (what we call the “Animal Farm” test – are some 
animals more equal than others). 

SECTION ONE
MEASURING CULTURE

How does your 
company measure 
corporate ethical 
culture?

77%

73%

69%

66%

66%

57%

49%

22%

Questions on measuring employee
perceptions of ethical culture in HR
engagement survey

Review of social media

Management interviews on culture

Employee focus groups or interviews

Physical site visits and assessments

Dedicated employee perceptions of 
ethical culture survey

Formal review following investigations that
include culture of ethics

We use a unique approach
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Empower those best positioned to lead it.
Seventy-one percent of honorees are providing specific training to managers on their special 
responsibilities to be ethical role models. The breadth of content they’re providing is solid; 95 
percent of honorees cover the manager’s responsibility to promote culture, 89 percent 
discuss incorporating ethics into decision making and 96 percent address how to encourage 
employees to speak up. Eighty-eight percent specifically cover preventing retaliation. The 
trend is also decidedly in favor of providing this training in-person, which allows managers to 
raise questions, discuss issues and – most importantly – practice these skills.

Does the compliance and 
ethics function include 
examples of real world 
ethical or compliance 
dilemmas or issues in their 
communication materials?

2017 WME Honorees

Communicate it.
The insights from a good survey can be 
tremendous and should be shared broadly. 
Ninety-two percent of honorees report their 
findings – whatever mechanism they use to 
collect it – to the board.

Appropriate segments of the data are also 
consistently shared with relevant leadership 
teams for discussion and many honorees share 
even more broadly with employees as a whole.

There’s been a steady increase in adoption of 
story-telling as a communication mechanism 
amongst honorees, with 98 percent now saying 
they share stories on a regular basis, either 
from inside their organization or from 
headlines. In fact, 90 percent of honorees have 
figured out how to effectively scrub and share 
real stories from inside their organization. 

92 percent 
of honorees report 
their survey findings 
to the board.
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SECTION TWO

PROGRAM RESOURCES, AUTONOMY & AUTHORITY

As was recently reiterated by the Department of Justice’s February guidance¹, an effective and 
robust compliance and ethics department requires sufficient autonomy, authority and 
resources. As part of the WMEC evaluation, Ethisphere considers the organizational structure 
of the compliance and ethics department, the reporting relationships between program 
owners and the Board and the amount of influence and authority the department exercises 
across the business.

Honorees are elevating the owners of 
their program to more pronounced roles 
within the organization, while an 
increasing number of honorees are 
ensuring the program ownership is a 
full-time and dedicated position. Nearly 
three quarters of honorees report that 
the individual assigned overall program 
responsibilities is given the title “Chief 
Compliance and/or Ethics Officer” – a 
stark increase over the 55 percent 
reporting a similar program lead in 2016. 
Over half of honorees in 2017 now 
dedicate greater than 90 percent of their 
time on overseeing the program, 
representing a three-percentage point 
increase relative to the 2016 honorees.

Compliance and/or 
Ethics Officer

General Counsel or
Chief Legal Officer

Executive, Senior 
or Vice President

Chief Compliance 
Officer and/or 
Ethics Officer

Chief Executive 
Officer

4%

Most common responses for job title(s) 
held by the person assigned overall 

ownership of the compliance and ethics 
program.

Nearly 75%
of honorees report that 
the individual assigned 
overall program 
responsibilities is given 
the title “Chief 
Compliance and/or 
Ethics Officer” – a stark 
increase over the 55 
percent reporting a 
similar program lead in 
2016. 

¹DOJ Guidance 2.17, “Evaluation of Corporate Compliance Programs”

2017 WME Honorees
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Granting autonomy through transparency with the board.
The function’s increasing level of autonomy is evidenced by the fact that the majority of 2017 
honorees (62 percent) have a formal policy or process in place requiring that the Board must 
be notified before the program owner is terminated or must approve the termination. 
Additionally, 57 percent of honorees indicate that the Board has input into the annual 
performance review of the person assigned overall responsibility for the compliance and ethics 
program.

Compliance enjoys increased influence across the org.
February’s Department of Justice guidance on evaluating corporate compliance programs asks 
how – and when – compliance is empowered to raise objections to business activities. The 
guidance specifically calls out whether deal or transaction decisions incorporate feedback 
from compliance and whether this feedback is given due consideration. The majority of 
honorees follow this best practice, as four out of every five honorees (81 percent) grant their 
compliance function significant input into strategic business development decisions, including 
merger and acquisition activity. The data suggests that compliance at leading companies is 
increasingly getting a voice in product and service decisions, such as development, 
discontinuation and launch strategies.

Identify which of the following 
authorities are granted to the

compliance and ethics function.
2017 WME Honorees

100%

Author New
Policies

100%

Revise the 
Code

95%

Budget 
Responsibility 

for E&C 
Programs

95%

Hiring All 
Positions for E&C 

Programs

82%

Final Approval 
for Field 

Compliance 
Personnel

81%

Business 
Development 

Decisions

77%

Supply Chain 
Due Diligence & 

Oversight

75%

Hiring/Firing 
Decisions for 

Positions 
Affecting E&C

60%

Product 
Development, 

Launch or 
Discontinuation 

Decisison

6



The findings suggest leading companies maintain a compliance function that is not only 
increasing its authority vertically within an organization, but that is also expanding its level of 
involvement cross-functionally. This broadening exposure notably includes compliance 
dedicating time with sales and marketing departments in order to educate staff on how ethics 
and compliance can be leveraged into a competitive advantage (as reported by 90 percent of 
honorees).
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98%

98%

97%

90%

82%

80%

Attend HR training events

Add E&C questions to employee surveys

Design audits and recieve audit results

Time in sales/marketing meetings to educate 
on E&C program as competitive advantage

Sit on a steering committee

Formal input on corporate business strategy

Types of interactions the 
compliance and ethics 
function has with other 
functional groups in your 
company.

2017 WME Honorees



As discussed during our February Gender Diversity Forum, gender diversity supports an 
environment of both effective governance and increased performance. We see this with the 
2017 honorees; not only did the publicly-traded honorees outperform the S&P 500, but the 
average honoree maintains a board of directors that is comprised of 24 percent women, five 
percentage points higher than the average company on the 2016 Fortune 1000 list. In 
addition, the average honoree reported an average of 3.2 women holding executive 
leadership positions, representing 23 percent of all C-suite positions.

SECTION THREE
GOVERNANCE CONTINUES TO EVOLVE
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Of course, increasing diversity at the board level is hard without identifying where directors are 
no longer contributing effectively to the board dialogue; that is a challenging conversation to 
contemplate inside the comradery of the boardroom. A well-structured performance 
evaluation process can help, which is a best practice followed by a majority of honorees who 
are regularly evaluating the full board (often a listing requirement), the committees of the 
board and the performance of individual directors. Sixty-one percent of honorees are 
evaluating all individual directors at least periodically. That review is generally conducted 
internally by some combination of the Chairman of the Nominating/Governance Committee, 
the General Counsel, the Corporate Secretary and the Chairman of the Board or Lead 
Independent Director. A majority of honorees also maintain some form of tenure limiting 
mechanisms, whether they be age limits, term limits or limits on the number of other boards a 
director may serve on.

How frequently does your company conduct performance evaluations 
of the Board, committees of the Board and/or individual directors?

91%
89%

53%

Annually

4%

2%

4%

Every 2 Years

4%

Every 3 Years

2%

1%

Every 4 Years Ad Hoc

3%
5%

13%

We Do Not
Conduct

Evaluations

2%

25%

3%



Honorees exhibit other governance practices designed to foster independence, transparency 
and shareholder input. For example, 79 percent of the 2017 class maintains either (1) 
separated chair and CEO roles, where the chair is an independent director (39 percent) or (2) 
combined chair and CEO roles with a lead independent director (40 percent). Fifty-six 
percent of honorees allow some form of proxy access for shareholders (with limitations on the 
number of shareholders involved, the time frame for which they must have held shares or 
both). Sixty-one percent indicate their independent directors at least occasionally meet with 
priority third parties.
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ABOUT
ETHISPHERE
The Ethisphere® Institute is the global leader in defining and advancing the standards of 
ethical business practices that fuel corporate character, marketplace trust and business 
success. We have a deep expertise in measuring and defining core ethics standards using 
data-driven insights that help companies enhance corporate character and believe integrity 
and transparency impact the public trust and the bottom line of any organization. Learn more 
at ethisphere.com.

ABOUT
WORLD’S MOST ETHICAL COMPANIES
The World’s Most Ethical Companies program honors companies that excel in three areas – 
promoting ethical business standards and practices internally, enabling managers and 
employees to make good choices, and shaping future industry standards by introducing 
tomorrow’s best practices today. Honorees have historically out-performed others financially, 
demonstrating the connection between good ethical practices and performance that’s valued 
in the marketplace.




