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How EPAC came to have a Competency Profile of Ethics Practitioners

by Cornelius von Baeyer, head of the former Competencies Task Force

EPAC/APEC Magazine, Fall 2001, vol. 1 no. 2
Abstract:  The Profile arose out of an interest in professionalizing the work of ethics practitioners, but a reluctance to commit to moving towards the formal approaches of some organizations.  The development of the Profile proceeded in two separate stages, beginning with work on skills and knowledge, and subsequently integrating work on functions of practitioners.  The two stages met the needs of different users, with the skills and knowledge stage being more oriented to educators, and the functional stage more to managers.  The resulting Profile appears unique in the literature on competencies. The description of its development sheds light on its strengths (as a succinct statement of what ethics practitioners do and should know and be skilled at), as well as its limitations (notably that it is only the first step in producing a job description or curriculum outline).  Questions were also faced about the extent of moral relativism in the Profile, and special considerations in applying it in French-speaking Quebec.  An Education and Competencies Committee has been set up to undertake projects flowing from the Profile, including a self-assessment guide for practitioners. 

On June 5, 2001, EPAC took a giant step in the process of improving the professional standards for practitioners in the field of organizational ethics.  On this day, the Competency Profile of Ethics Practitioners was published on EPAC’s Web site (www.epac-apec.ca) and widely distributed to professional and media organizations.  

This was by no means the first step in the process of improving the voluntary standards in the field.  EPAC was founded in 1996 with By-Laws that clearly set out its mission and its various objectives related to doing good in organizational ethics.  In 1997, EPAC issued its Ethical Standards for Members, including core values and a code of ethics, which have been signed by every member, and a guidance document for applying the standards.

Then in 2000, EPAC first waded into the murky waters of what an ethics practitioner should be good at.  This article sets out some of the achievements resulting from that adventure and also examines some limitations in the final product.  

I begin with a heartfelt ‘thank-you’ to the many participants in the process – some 30 members of EPAC contributed directly and many others from inside and outside the association participated in our workshops.  Not only would the product be inferior without their individual input, the product would be largely meaningless without their collective support for the enterprise. 

The work on competencies grew out of positive and negative stimuli.  EPAC directors were interested in pursuing greater professionalization of the work of ethics practitioners.  However, many were not prepared to develop certification measures as these were known in other groups such as the North American fraud examiners or the British social and ethical auditors.  Such formal systems seemed inappropriate at this time, given the small size of EPAC and its diverse membership, and given that its major task was perceived to be stimulating networking rather than policing.  

On the positive side, it was clear that most, if not all of EPAC would support an examination of the competencies of practitioners.  Many groups and associations were examining professional competencies.  We had examples from a number of countries, and a number of fields (including some related to ethics): the Public Service Commission of Canada, Canadian Society of Association Executives, Canadian Council on Health Services Accreditation, Canadian Technology Human Resources Board, Public Service Education and Training Australia, and American Society for Bioethics and Humanities.  However, we could not find a description of the competencies of an ethics practitioner as we understood this concept – we realized that we would have to do our own description from scratch.  

For us, ‘ethics practitioners’ refers to both ethics officers in organizations and consultants to organizations.  ‘Organizations’ includes the public, private and voluntary sectors.  The term competencies, however, is used in various ways in the current literature.  Some use it to refer to very high-level, holistic proficiencies (such as showing leadership), while others use it to refer to particular skill sets accompanied by specific performance criteria.  Some use ‘competencies’ for abilities acquired through demonstrable experience and training coupled with good character, while others use ‘competencies’ for knowledge and skills abstracted from specific training, work and personal accomplishments.    

Our own path through this terrain produced a unique result, which advances the description of competencies generally as well as the description of the competencies of ethics practitioners in particular.  Let me first describe the result, and then our roundabout process of getting there that highlights the unique aspects of the result.    

We define a competency profile in very broad terms, namely as a statement of the threshold standard for a competent ethics practitioner to be active in the field of organizational ethics.  In detailing the elements of the standard, we abandon the notion of competencies in favour of more concrete concepts that are selected to provide the high level of generality necessary for the Profile to be used in many varied contexts.  

Thus we describe in detail:

Part I
the functions that an ethics practitioner carries out, such as working with organizations to identify organizational values and develop ethics programs, and promoting ethical leadership and decision-making;  

Part II A
the knowledge that an ethics practitioner should possess, such as understanding the application of major theories of ethics and decision-making models, and understanding the basics of organizational management; and 

Part II B
the skills that an ethics practitioner should possess, such as facilitating constructive dialogue on ethics-related issues, analyzing ethics issues and problems, and providing coherent, realistic solutions to ethical issues.

The Profile adds a short section on desirable personal traits.  This is closely related to the Ethical Standards and not a formal part of the description of functions, knowledge and skills.  Personal traits, like experience and training, are the characteristics that individuals bring to their work.  These are important, but do not provide the objective means of describing the work itself that are provided by functions, knowledge and skills.

The results-oriented description of functions is particularly suited to the needs of ethics officers and line managers intent on staffing a position, for example.  The description of knowledge and skills, on the other hand, is particularly useful for staff advisors and educators engaged in curriculum development, for example.   All three lists are needed when it comes to a fully rounded picture of organizational ethics work, such as is required for effective self-assessment of competency (taken up below).   Finally, selecting elements from all three lists is useful in some cases, for example, when practitioners are preparing to present themselves to prospective employers and clients.

It will be clear to the reader by now that the Profile is a high-level, objective summary.  It is not a job description, a staffing test, or a set of performance indicators.  It is not a set of learning objectives for courseware or accreditation criteria for institutions.  It is not a certification tool for practitioners.  The Profile takes the first step in producing such documents by providing a consistent overall framework for their development.

How did we come up with this model?  We began at the end (although we did not know it at the time).  In the summer of 1999, we held a brainstorming session in Ottawa on the skills and knowledge required by ethics consultants.  The resulting document separated basic and advanced skills and knowledge.  It was circulated to an advisory group across Canada and refined in many particulars.  It was shown to a standards consultant at Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC), and became the subject of a well-attended workshop in Toronto.  

The commentators were enthusiastic, but advised us to eliminate the basic versus advanced distinction, focussing on what a competent practitioner needed to possess.  The commentators also told us that what made ethics practitioners unique, was their body of knowledge.  Their skills were generally not unique to work in the ethics field.  Thus, knowledge of ethics should come first, and the skills should focus on the various uses of that unique knowledge. 

While these revisions were being made, a second front opened up.  A member of the EPAC Board felt strongly that ethics officers and line managers needed a much more succinct statement of ‘core competencies’ to use in their work.   We challenged him to show us what he meant, and with a colleague he produced the first draft of the present section on functions.  At first, this was treated as a completely separate exercise.  The document was thoroughly revised by some members of the task force, and circulated to the advisory group and the EPAC Board.  It was also shown to the standards consultant at HRDC, and became the subject of a workshop at an international ethics congress in 2000.  

The commentators approved of the initiative, but told us that the new document did not describe competencies.  It was actually a list of activities or functions of ethics practitioners.  The commentators also told us that this list should be closely linked with the earlier work on knowledge and skills, since neither document by itself satisfied all those concerned.    

When these revisions were completed, two further sets of detailed commentaries were received, from two more members of the EPAC Board.  The first was based on the view that the Profile appeared excessively relativistic.  Moral relativism is always an issue for those active in the field of ethics.  Its various types, and some thorny questions that it raises, are discussed by Michael Sutton elsewhere in this issue.  The problem raised with regard to the Profile related to the apparent absence of absolutes, in line with a moral relativism where addressing right and wrong is replaced with talk about feelings, and where respect for the differences between participants leads to inaction in the face of wrongdoing.   

The Task Force had on numerous points along the way faced the realization that there is no single accepted standard for values and ethics programs in organizations.  In fact, ethics practitioners need to approach this issue with creativity, making full use of the fact that they come from a variety of disciplines.  However, far from implying that anything goes, we recognized that there are core concepts, a recognized use of language, and an extensive literature in the field of organizational ethics.  We had built a number of absolutes and normative elements into the emerging professional standards for ethics practitioners.  Let me name a few.  

The Ethical Standards set out EPAC’s core values, such as fairness, respect and integrity.  The Standards use concepts such as ‘long-term well-being of our clients and stakeholders’, ‘honest’ and ‘responsible’ professional activity, and ‘professional behaviour that meets the test of the highest internationally available ethical standards’.  

The Profile recognizes specific functions related to such matters as ‘differences between ideal ethical standards and existing organizational practices’, ‘differences between personal, professional, corporate and societal values, ethics and goals’,  ‘ethical decision-making techniques to recognize and deal with ethical issues faced by staff’, and ‘national and international ethical standards for individual and organizational conduct’.

The Profile also sets out knowledge related to such elements as ‘language used in discussing ethics and ethical issues’, ‘ethical theories and their application’, ‘strengths and weaknesses of different approaches to ethics’, ‘major national and international ethics cases and trends’, ‘actual and best practices in ethics in public and private sectors’.

Finally, the Profile sets out skills related to such elements as ‘constructive dialogue on ethical issues’, ‘being a team player with clients, other stakeholders and other specialists’, and ‘integrating what the organization ought to be asking for into project design’.

Once seen in this light, the critique related to moral relativism loses strength.  But it remains a fact that the Profile does not contain actual lists of best practices in ethics guidance or reinforcement, for example, or characteristics of good social audit.  Here, it was generally felt that the Profile should remain succinct and high level.  In fact, best practices in social audit, to remain with that example, are evolving and ethics practitioners should be aware of the latest state of development.  

The view that the Profile is too relativistic led to a number of specific improvements throughout the text.  Furthermore, we have all been put on notice to be vigilant to this potential problem whenever the Profile is used to create other products, such as performance indicators or curriculum outlines.

The second set of commentaries came about as a result of translating the document into French.  During editing of that version, it appeared that the Profile did not adequately recognize approaches to ethics programming favoured in Quebec.  A number of adjustments were made to improve the text in both languages, including a note to the effect that some elements of the Profile are more important in some regions and sectors than others.  For example, dialogue as a technique is particularly important in Quebec and in the federal public service.

The reader can imagine the delight of the Task Force and Board when the Profile finally emerged in both languages from its two-year gestation.  It was decided to make the Profile available on the Web, authorizing individuals to retain single copies without payment.  The Profile is one of EPAC’s important contributions to the field. 

Response to the initial distribution of the Profile has been positive, especially from other professional groups, but muted from the media.  Some of the next steps in this enterprise, which together should provoke a larger reaction, are clear.  One small step relates to what the concept of ethics means in our association.  This is nowhere set out in present documentation.  This magazine contains a column devoted to the subject, and it is to be hoped that an operational definition will be developed to round out the Profile as well as other EPAC products.  

As well, an Education and Competencies Committee has now been established (its terms of reference are on the EPAC Web site).  Its current activities will focus on projects flowing from the Profile.  A self-assessment guide is being developed to help practitioners determine their competencies and gaps that need attention.  To help in finding training for such gaps, the committee is working with other organizations to establish an inventory of Canadian education and training resources.  The committee is also exploring the development of new and improved courses and learning events for practitioners.  Finally, the committee is exploring options for the recognition of practitioners and courses, examining the whole voluntary certification issue from the vantage point of an association that is fortunate enough to have an approved Competency Profile in place.     

Cornelius von Baeyer is Vice-Chair of EPAC, and heads the Education and Competencies Committee.  In between, he is principal of Workplace Ethics Consultancy in Ottawa (www.WorkplaceEthics.ca).

