Working group G

Ethical aspects and codes of good practice guiding the work of consultants 

International Conference Trends in Consulting in V4 Countries

Bratislava, Friday, November 26, 2004

Summary of discussion: 

Approximately fifteen participants from Bulgaria, Canada, Czech Republic, Poland and Slovakia met at the discussion workshop to discuss issues concerning ethical codes in consulting practice in the concerned countries. As stated in the plenary session preceding this workshop, there have been attempts and plans, but in non of the above listed countries there has been a legitimate, acceptable and successful process of drafting, approving and applying an ethical code or a set of standards. Thus, the aim of our discussion was to summarize and to compare, what we might expect of such a code, what form it might take and what purpose it might serve, and then to speak of and to compare issues that we regard as important or sensitive with regard to ethics.

In terms of the first set of questions raised the discussion may be summarized as follows: 

· The process of creating the code, i.e. a participatory and open discussion process that precedes the writing of the code is more important than the output itself. The code – the text or the piece of paper is but a reference point, something to refer to or to come back to, but the process of becoming aware of other peoples views, considering them and in explaining striving to arrive at a shared view among those concerned is the key and a vital prerequisite of having a meaningful consensus in this matter.

· It is risky to write the actual text of the code to early on in the discussion. Changes are that the text will not be discussed adequately, for it often proves too difficult to discuss already defined concepts within such a great area without previously undergoing a broader and more general discussion.

· There are many different codes for different consulting companies and agencies. In their case it is clear who guarantees and promotes the given code and keeping thereto. In NGO sectors of all countries, this is rather sensitive and any group that would decide to get this discussion of the ground runs the risk of being regarded or accused of playing power games, trying to assume power, misusing its position and so forth. Any attempt to do anything to unite “the sector” in any country on a defined basis will very likely face this problem. Thus anybody participating in such an effort should be aware of it and must plan and prepare for all possible scenarios.

· As an interesting suggestion came the idea, that the output text or material could have a “check list” format – to put it very simply – asking all the important “ethics related” questions that consultants should ask themselves before accepting any job or contract.

With regard to specific cases or issues that the participants encounter in their practice or had to consider in working as consultants:

· In general, it may be stated that for most people it is rather difficult not to mix general ethical issues, i.e. questions as to “what they regard as correct?” with questions regarding the content of an ethical code of a specific professional group. Between lines, two different reasons seem to surface: A. consultants generally have a very hard time in identifying the dividing line between their personal and professional action; B. questions regarding what is right or correct in the work of a consultant include an extraordinarily wide array of activities from very subtle personal decisions, by which a person clearly does not do anything “wrong” to clearly illegal actions which have been legislated for at a different level.

· Participants agreed that – though it is often very difficult and complicated – it is pleasing to turn down a job for strictly ethical reasons and that most of them have done so. They emphasize the importance to agree or to define refusal criteria in advance as they are hard to define when faced with such a difficult decision that – for instance – might threatened the survival of an organization. In short, without such criteria you reduce your chances to truly enjoy saying no.

· Discussed ethical issues regarded as important in consulting practice included: payments and fees – How much would be fair to charge? What we risk if we work for free? What about “subsidized” consulting – i.e. foundation grants for consultations or consultation expenses hiding in budgets of different NGOs?; conflict of interests – What presents a conflict of interests? How to avoid it? Who to inform and when?; appropriate use of information – What information a consultant should or must keep confidential? When to sign a confidentiality clause? What about the information that we find out while consulting – from know-how and strategic decisions to day to day management tricks and ideas? How to manage offered solutions – can we sell it twice? and many others, but this lively discussion could hardly be summarized by drawing generalizations.

In conclusion:

We all have yet a long way to go in drafting and applying our professional ethical codes as consultants. It is unlikely that successes could be copied and pasted from one country to another, for an open and broad based discussion prerequisites such a success. Nevertheless, cross country experience exchange is inspiring, for this discussion clearly showed that there are far more similarities than differences, both with regard to specific issues as well as with regard to our mindset and the line of thought.

