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Abstract

Organizations’ communication and social responsibility have been conceived and used as two completely separate areas,
whose relationship is merely instrumental. This has led to a current lack of trust in the mechanisms and procedures of
corporate social responsibility information. This article proposes an ethics of communication that defines how to ethically
manage corporate social responsibility communication which is capable of specifying the relationships that link ethics, com-
munication, and responsibility. The objective is to present the basic traits of new codes of ethics generation that include
both compliance measures and their external verification by ethical auditing. The proposal is important because it estab-
lishes an ethical infrastructure from which to recover trust in corporate social responsibility communication. The employed
methodology is reconstruction, based on Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action, and also transparency and participa-
tion claims that result from discourse ethics.
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Resumen

La comunicacion y la responsabilidad social de las organizaciones se han concebido y utilizado como dos ambitos separados,
cuya relacién sélo es instrumental. El resultado ha sido la actual desconfianza hacia los mecanismos y procedimientos de infor-
macion de la responsabilidad social. Este articulo propone apoyarse en una ética de la comunicacion para, desde ahi, definir las
bases para una gestién ética de la comunicacién de la responsabilidad social capaz de explicitar la relacién entre ética, comu-
nicacién y responsabilidad. El objetivo es exponer los rasgos basicos de una nueva generacion de codigos de ética que incluyan
tanto las medidas de su cumplimiento como su verificacion externa a través de una auditoria ética. La importancia de esta pro-
puesta deriva de la necesidad de establecer una infraestructura ética desde la que recuperar la confianza en la comunicaciéon
de la responsabilidad social. La metodologia utilizada es de corte reconstructivo y se basa en la teoria de la accion comunicativa
de Habermas y en las pretensiones de transparencia y participacion derivadas de la ética discursiva.
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1. Introduction

Organizations’ communication and social responsibility
have been considered and discussed as two separate areas,
knowledge and action, whose relationship is merely optio-
nal and instrumental. This separation can be observed in the
origination of the credibility crisis that is presently associa-
ted with mechanisms of corporate social responsibility com-
munication. For this reason, it is necessary to update the
way in which these mechanisms are considered and used
so that their credibility can be recovered and trust regene-
rated. This article represents a search, within an ethics of
communication, to reveal the basis on which an ethical in-
frastructure for all types of organizations can be designed to
sustain trust in the information that is offered. To this end,
the principle of responsibility is formulated as the integra-
tion of transparency and participation, and the basic traits
of a new generation of ethical codes are presented. These
traits include compliance measures, ethical and social res-
ponsibility committees, and ethical hotlines. The basic con-
tribution of this proposal is the concept of communication
as the basic core of corporate social responsibility, not as a
separate or independent element.

The proposal’s novelty is the idea that the different elements
that make up this ethical infrastructure should be integrated
into a system and that compliance with this system requi-
res that ethical auditing be performed to verify the adopted
ethical commitment.

2. Corporate social responsibility: between
the ethics of communication and the
communication of ethics

Social responsibility has been incorporated into the lan-
guage used by corporations (CSR); therefore, social respon-
sibility has been incorporated into the language of public
administration (ASR), universities (USR), and generally any
type of public or private organization (OSR). However, this
incorporation has not created the credibility and trust ex-
pected of such a commitment because of the impacts that
it has generated and the integration of social, economic,
and environmental benefits. In fact, there is currently an ar-
gument that proposes its abandonment, showing not only
the skepticism but also the direct rejection of the idea of
social responsibility and its possible management (Moreno-
lzquierdo, 2014).

The reasons that support this criticism are not lacking. First,
there is the irrefutable fact that corporate social respon-
sibility has not fulfilled expectations. Spain is the country
with the most certifications and signed pacts, yet these have

proven to have little use in containing the consequences of
economic crisis, fraud, and corruption.

In addition to the superficial, merely cosmetic nature of cor-
porate social responsibility, it has also been used to conceal
bad organizational practices. Amazing ethical codes and
excellent reports of responsibility are currently the new
sheep’s clothing that disguises injustice and exploitation.

Lastly, many scholars think that discussing voluntary-
and self- regulation is simply an excuse for blocking steps
towards necessary legal regulation. Only external co-action
can guarantee an organization’s proper functioning (Laufer,
2003; Klein, 2011).

The misapplication of social responsibi-
lity has caused the concept to lose its
ability to generate trust and must be re-
formulated

The result includes a concept of social responsibility that ap-
pears to have lost its ability to generate trust in corporations
and in organizations in general. We are no longer addressing
a key element of corporations’ reputations that can anchor
an organization’s credibility in the sphere of public opinion
(Aceituno-Aceituno et al., 2013; Garcia-Marza, 2014). The
root of this criticism can be found in a strategic understan-
ding of CSR as image improvement, a cost savings strategy,
or a competitive factor, which is the way that corporations
and organizations have understood and used the concept.
When CSR is no longer of interest, it is forgotten. It is the-
refore logical that mistrust would be directed principally at
the communication mechanisms that are used by corpora-
tions and what the corporation says regarding what it is and
what it does. Any recovery of the concept and its objectives
must be preceded by a recovery of the trust in this commu-
nication (Rademacher; Kohler, 2012). For this reason, we
argue that a communication of ethics requires and presup-
poses an ethics of communication.

On closer examination, the criticism that is presented is not
directed at the concept of social responsibility itself but
rather at its merely instrumental use and manipulation for
cosmetic purposes and image whitewashing. Therefore, the
question is not when and how to abandon the concept of
CSR and look for substitutes, rather, the question is how to
clearly and convincingly differentiate between an ethical use
and a strategic use of social responsibility and its communi-
cation. The consideration of communication as something
internal and essential to social responsibility, not as an ex-
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ternal and circumstantial element, allows us to make this
differentiation. Thus, an organization is not responsible and
then communicates this, but rather its responsibility exists
in communicating what it does. This is the central idea of
the proposal that we advance here.

On one hand, although in common language we relate res-
ponsibility to cause and even to guilt, the root of the concept
can be found in the idea of responding and in the demand to
provide an explanation to others regarding what we do and
should stop doing. That is, this demand is derived from the
need to adjust our behavior to what is expected of us when
we establish any type of relationship (Lopez-Aranguren,
1979). This need to adjust behavior also occurs with organi-
zations that depend on their ability to respond to society’s
legitimate expectations to maintain and strengthen their so-
cial credibility. Part of these expectations have a moral natu-
re and refer to the recognition and consideration of others
as people of equal dignity who deserve acknowledgement
and respect. Ethics explains and justifies, and applied ethics
puts these expectations and moral assumptions into practi-
ce (Cortina; Garcia-Marza, 2003).

An organization responsibility exists in
communicating what it does

Trust in people and organizations is based on this ability to
adjust and, therefore, justifies our decisions and behaviors
to meet other people’s expectations. This situation is the
case when, for example, corporations have behaved well or
poorly, universities are viewed as just or unjust, and admi-
nistrations are seen as honest or corrupt. The credibility and
trust that people and organizations earn are supported by
these perceptions and evaluations (Garcia-Marza, 2004).

On the other hand, responding is a communicative action.
Responding seeks understanding and agreement from the
organizations to which the response is directed, which in this
case it is directed to the interest groups that compose the
organization. Habermas describes the difference between
communicative action and strategic action and the conse-
quent prioritization of communicative action (Habermas,
1987; Garcia-Marza, 1992). The strategy, the search for in-
fluence over or effect on the receiver, such as, for example,
the generation of trust, is based on the expectation that a
series of assumptions or conditions are being met. Haber-
mas calls these conditions validity claims, which refer to

- their truthfulness or sincerity, i.e., the intention of the
communication;

- their truth, i.e., their reference to reality;

- their justice, i.e., the consideration of another as a person
who has the same rights and abilities as the transmitter
(Figure 1).

These validity claims, which we accept when we trust the
information that is offered, help us to remember that in-
forming is not the same as communicating. These validity
claims also help us to remember that we must make all in-
formation production and transmission processes subject
to these conditions, which underlie all communicative pro-

cesses and define responsible communication. This require-
ment applies not only to the public. Rather, equal conside-
ration should be accorded to all of the involved actors who
are understood to be valid speakers (Habermas, 1987; Cor-
tina, 2007). Reconstructing this essentially communicative
nature of social responsibility allows us to identify, define,
and manage the ethical basis of trust in the same commu-
nication.

Developing an ethics of communication consists of ex-
plaining, justifying, and managing these assumptions or
validity claims in each communicative practice and in the
organizational contexts in which communication is con-
ducted so that an ethical framework can be established
for our professional work. The experience and continuity
of relationships may inform us regarding compliance or
non-compliance with these claims. However, we can also
establish an organizational design that generates from the
outset trust in the intention of what is said, its truthfulness
or the justness of the established relationships. This is the
basic function of an ethical infrastructure that integrates
the different elements of current ethics and compliance
programs.

It is not only a question of professional ethics, which are
essential, but it is also a question of thinking about our or-
ganizations in such a way that responsible communication
and the responsibility of communication are two sides of
the same coin. If corporate social responsibility is the way
in which each organization answers for its ethical com-
mitment, efforts and results, then communication itself is
an essential, not subsequent and discretionary, part of this
process. This idea should be embodied in the same insti-
tutional structure in which design reflects what Kant called
a principle of publicity that bridges theory and practice, as
well as ideas and their implementation. A principle of res-
ponsibility indicates that trust is directly proportional to the
ability of organizations to make public their decisions and
actions and to acquire the consent and agreement of all the
involved parties (Garcia-Marza, 2012).

Figure 1. Validity claims
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According to this principle, transparency, access to informa-
tion, and the dissemination of the impacts that are genera-
ted by the organization should always be accompanied by
a discursive justification that requires the participation and
when possible, the agreement of all interested groups. In
reference to this need for transparency and participation,
we propose a rethinking of the meaning of ethical codes and
ethical auditing.

Ethics and compliance programs should
integrate four elements to build an ethi-
cal infrastructure: an ethical code of
conduct; social responsibility reports; an
ethics committee; and an ethics hotline

3. Towards a new generation of ethical codes

It is evident that trust has a psychological component. Trust
is a belief in the future behavior of a person or organization.
However, trust also has a rational basis or a group of inter-
subjective reasons that support this belief and that motivate
our perception and evaluation as clients, workers, students,
patients, etc. The most important among these reasons is
the knowledge that we are dealing with organizations that
are committed to behaving responsibly and fulfilling this
commitment. If trusting means having a reason to expect
something, this information can motivate our decisions and
subsequent actions (Garcia-Marza, 2004).

To take this step, we need more than a declaration of good
intentions from a professional and, in our case, an organiza-
tion. According to this principle of responsibility, all mana-
gement of the information that intends to demonstrate the
fulfillment of social responsibility should, in each particular
situation, first make public the efforts that are made by the
organization. This exposure is not only a matter of a sincere
willingness. Rather, this willingness acquires the rank of a
public commitment in the double sense of transparency and
participation. The theories of institutional design utilize this
idea and attribute the ability to produce trust to this “discur-
sive justification potential” (Goodin, 2003).

At first, design appears to be a pretentious and risky term.
However, this first impression of the term disappears when
we realize that its etymological root designare indicates the
designation of the principles that are used to determine
which type of social agreements, or systems of rules, we
prefer to maintain and reproduce and which social agree-
ments we prefer to change. Although design and redesign
are intentional activities, they should always be understood
as contributions to the public discourse regarding which
ethical infrastructure is the most apt for enabling our orga-
nizations and their internal and external communications
and for generating trust. That is, design or redesign should
be understood as a contribution to the public discourse on
how the credibility and reputation of an organization can be
sustained and developed.

Therefore, the good will of a professional is insufficient to
address this public justification. Instead, we should depend

on organizational processes and structures that allow for
and strengthen responsible communication; not only in-
formation management, but also communication mana-
gement, given that the generation of trust demands both
opening and accessing information, as well as the possibility
of participation and an agreement between the involved
parties in an organization’s activity. In order to anchor the
ethical basis of communication, we need both:

- the transparency of information;
- the participation of different interest groups.

The mechanisms that have been traditionally used to de-
termine the ethical commitment of an organization, for
example its commitment to social responsibility, have been
organizational codes of ethics and more recently, social res-
ponsibility reports or sustainability reports. However, as we
show here, we must integrate these mechanisms into a bro-
ader organizational design that includes not only transpa-
rency, but also participation. Figure 2 shows the key parts
of this proposal for a program of ethics and compliance in
organizations.

Code of ethics and conduct

The first step in a generation of trust is the production and
publication of ethical codes of conduct. This step includes
using formal documents where we find an explicit decla-
ration of the values that should orient the conduct of em-
ployees and managers, promoting good practices and in-
dicators about the organization’s nature and personality
(Schwartz, 2004; Lozano-Aguilar, 2007). The function of this
first step is twofold:

- from an internal point of view it formalizes the values and
decision-making criteria that define the organizational
culture itself, as well as the conduct that is expected of
employees; and,

- from an external point of view, the function is to manage
an organization’s reputation.

Figure 2. Elements of an ethical infrastructure
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Thus, this step presents us with the values that define
an organization’s nature or ethics and also with the com-
mitments that the organization is willing to make to create
this common will and the types of conduct that it requires
(Garcia-Marza, 2004).

The importance of these corporate codes grows with the
global nature of many of the problems that organizations
must confront, whether they are corporations, administra-
tions, or civic and solidarity organizations. Because corpo-
rations are always limited by state borders, national laws
can do little to respond to these global and multicultural
challenges. The same inability is the case with tradition
itself, which varies according to each particular culture and
religion. Ethical codes, however, present some values, com-
mitments, and behaviors that are specific to an organization
wherever it may operate and thus reveal an organization’s
particular nature and way of being and doing. Ethical codes
reveal an ethical commitment that should accord with the
moral values that are expressed in international guidelines
and agreements, such as the Global pact or the Sustainable
development goals (Stohl; Stohl; Popova, 2009).

However, the lack of precision in the presented values and
the frequent lack of compliance with commitments and
regulated conduct has spread doubt and mistrust of these
ethical codes. The lack of participation of employees and
other groups in the production of these self-regulation me-
chanisms has decreased their efficacy, and frequent frau-
dulent practices have diminished their credibility in the
public eye (Hernandez-Zubizarreta; Ramiro-Pérez, 2009).
For many organizations, ethical codes are the beginning and
end of corporate social responsibility communication, as if
declaring good will is sufficient enough. These organizations
forget that ethical codes are merely the first step in trust
building, not the last or only step.

Corporate social responsibility report

Social responsibility reports and sustainability reports sup-
port ethical codes and function as standardized procedures.
These reports follow, for example, the Global Reporting
Initiative guidelines to present the generated economic,
social, and ecological results. These reports provide infor-
mation on the impacts that are

generated by an organization.

ment of the principles that have been expressed in an ethi-
cal code, with the required materiality reports, this infor-
mation is insufficient to account for the lack of participation
of interest groups, especially the participation of external
interest groups. The production of these reports by commu-
nications management, CSR, or even worse, by specialized
consultants who then themselves verify the offered infor-
mation, does not achieve credibility. As we will see, another
question is whether these can be considered arguments in
an ethics and social responsibility committee’s process of
arriving at agreements.

The proposal that is defended here does not consist of re-
nouncing these two steps that are necessary to generate
trust in the information that is offered. Rather, this propo-
sal integrates the need for transparency with the need for
participation in such a way that these two instruments of
information regarding social responsibility are supported by
the participation of all the interest groups that are involved
in and affected by organizational activity. To achieve this ob-
jective, the compliance mechanisms should be included in
the ethical code itself, as opposed to being separate from it
(Figure 3). In this respect, we indicate innovation and, more
importantly, a new generation of ethical codes because the-
se codes incorporate participation, not only in the definition
of the commitments, but also in the monitoring and control
of their fulfillment.

This new generation of ethical codes goes beyond the cu-
rrent ethics and compliance programs that are always limi-
ted to the legal field and that are only concerned with cri-
minal risks (Peterson, 2013; Weber; Wasieleski, 2013). The
current ethics programs do not consider that the moral risks
or the possibility that an organization does not behave ac-
cording to what is expected of it can have even worse reper-
cussions. Credibility and trust are at stake. Thus, the two re-
maining parts attempt to reduce the distance between the
communication of social responsibility and participation.

Ethics committee and CSR

An ethics and corporate social responsibility committee is
considered a space for participation and dialogue among
the different interest groups in an organization. This com-

Transparency may be justified
by these reports that provide
information regarding mana-
gement policies and strategies

Character: our values

and also results in the form
of indicators. However, these

Commitments: our attitude

reports do not create trust in
ethics and compliance pro-
grams, and they do not gene-

-

Behavior: our duties |

rate trust overall.

Again, we find an explanation

|7 Compliance: ethics committee |

in the disconnect between
communication and participa-
tion. Although organizations

-

Communication: ethics hotline

may have found a common

way to inform about the fulfill-

Figure 3. Ethical code of conduct structure
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mittee is in charge of the monitoring and control of the
ethics and compliance program, and it drives the ethics and
social responsibility of an organization. This committee has
the following three functions:

- advising on the subjects regarding the interpretation and
application of an ethical code;

- resolving notifications concerning suggestions, alerts, and
complaints that are made through an ethics hotline;

- promoting the informing of employees and managers on
the ethics and compliance program and their inclusion in
its formation.

An ethics and social responsibility committee is always cons-
cious of the fact that the idea is to aid in the management
of and compliance with the values and norms that are ex-
pressed in the ethical code of conduct. Trust in the commit-
tee will depend on the trust that its members can generate
(Garcia-Marza, 2004).

For example, professionals in the field of communication of
corporate social responsibility should produce reports and
the relevant corporate information. Furthermore, these re-
ports should always pass through the filter of an ethics com-
mittee, which should also include external interest groups.
Of course, membership in an administration council or in
any other organization with particular interests invalidates
ethics committee membership. Table 1 shows an ethics
committee’s basic rules of operation.

The new generation of codes of ethics
must incorporate participation and com-
munication not only in the definition of
the commitments but also in the moni-
toring and control of their compliance

However, the participation that is sought cannot be limited
to a small committee that, although it provides a presence
and voice to internal and external interest groups, does not
substitute for the voice of all. We should establish commu-
nication channels that allow for the participation of all that
want to participate and that always center on the fulfill-
ment of the adopted ethical commitments. Communication
should not be limited to complaints concerning bad prac-
tices. An ethical culture should include the involvement of
employees in alerting, preventing, and detecting situations
and conflicts of interest that can yield to a lack of complian-
ce, which damages a corporation’s reputation (Lee; Fargher,
2013; Calvo-Cabezas, 2015). The same damage can occur
to external groups, users, clients, suppliers, etc. The goal is
to progress to an ethical culture where the prevention and
detection of bad practices is a shared responsibility.

Ethics hotline: an alerts and complaints system

This detection of bad practices is a role that an ethics hotline
fulfills, which is understood as a communication channel to
express suggestions, alerts, and complaints. In any format
(i.e., postal mail, electronic mail, web, etc.), it is a matter of
communicating a lack of compliance with an ethical code
and suggestions for its improvement. Of course, communi-
cation should always be confidential, but never anonymous

Table 1. Ethical principles for an ethics and corporate responsibility
committee

Actions and recommendations are always made
within the ethical framework that is defined in
the ethical code of conduct and by ensuring, at
all times, that there is justice and impartiality in
decision making

Independence

Access to information and to the committee’s
decisions is guaranteed for all authorized per-
sons, and confidentiality is safeguarded

Transparency

All decisions and recommendations are arrived
at by the unanimous agreement of committee
members, and deliberation is always pursued in
the committee’s operations

Consensus

(Johansson; Carey, 2016). Protocols that are necessary to
ensure confidentiality and avoid all possible reprisals should
be established. Thus, suggestions, alerts, and complaints
should be directed at the ethics committee, not only at the
person who is in charge of ethics and compliance.

Ultimately, we are addressing different progressive steps to
generate trust in the communication of organizations’ social
responsibility and to provide arguments that we are dealing
with the ethical management of communication, not simply
strategic communication. These steps are not independent
from one another. Rather, these steps compose a system in
the way that they refer to one another when we consider
managing trust because it is the final product of this interre-
lation. Simultaneously, the existence and operation of this
ethical infrastructure must be externally verified. This is the
role of ethical auditing.

4. Ethical auditing as an instrument to manage
corporate communication

Presently, compliance programs are far from sustaining
themselves with the ethical management of social responsi-
bility communication. These programs are more concerned
with criminal responsibility; the ambiguity of the programs
makes them inapplicable to public or private corporations,
or they are concerned with avoiding some criminal risks,
despite the demonstrated ineffectiveness of the mecha-
nisms that are enabled for compliance (Beltran-Orenes;
Martinez-Pastor, 2016). However, the ethics and complian-
ce program that we present is supported by responsible
communication as a basic instrument to generate trust, and
the strength of its compliance lies in its construction of a
common good will. This program is not concerned with pu-
nishing offenders but rather creating a culture where trans-
parency and participation discourage bad practices and ack-
nowledge and strengthen good practices.

In this respect, we have discussed the management of moral
risks and of the mistrust that leads to not knowing whether
the organization will or will not fulfill the expectations for it.
To this end, we introduced in the first point the principle of
responsibility, as a requirement of responsible communica-
tion that can inform the fulfilment of the validity claims that
uphold this trust. This principle also provides information
regarding the rule that Davis formulated decades ago in the
Iron law of social responsibility:
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“Society grants corporations legitimacy and power. In
the long run, those who do not use this power in a way
that society considers responsible tend to lose it” (Da-
vis, 1975).

However, in complex and global contexts, it is difficult to de-
limit the boundaries of the concept of “society”. For ethics
and compliance programs, society becomes an interest group
that represents general interests, such as respect for and the
promotion of human rights or protecting and caring for the
environment. However, the reliability of the information that
is offered cannot be supported only by these spaces of partici-
pation that ethics committees provide. Although the commit-
tees incorporate external interest groups, as is the case with
society, they continue to belong to the organizational structu-
re itself. Accordingly, the representation of society cannot be
limited to a seat on an ethics committee. Thus, social respon-
sibility communication identifies the public opinion sphere as
the voice of civil society and the means by which the general
interests that are shared by all groups are expressed (Casero-
Ripollés, 2017). Ethical auditing exists as an opportunity and
as a convenience in the process of producing a system for pu-
blic information regarding the fulfillment of an organization’s
ethical commitment.

Although we can trace the origins of ethical auditing back
to social balance, in the presentation and verification of the
social impacts of corporate activity, ethical auditing should
not be confused with social auditing.

Social auditing is directed at the systematic and documen-
ted evaluation of the results that are presented by an orga-
nization in its social responsibility reports or in any other
corporate document where it expresses its commitments.
This evaluation is conducted by an officially accredited enti-
ty or organization.

The goal is to progress to an ethical cul-
ture where the prevention and detec-
tion of bad practices is a shared respon-
sibility

Ethical auditing, in contrast, is directed at the verification
and evaluation of an ethics and compliance program’s ope-
ration more than it is directed at impacts. Ethical auditing
demonstrates that an organization “is serious” and that so-
cial responsibility is not a mere strategy but rather forms part
of an organization’s ethics, that is, its nature or way of being
and doing. Ultimately, ethical auditing is concerned with ve-
rifying and assessing an organization’s ethical commitment
on which both the transparency and the participation of an
organization’s ethics and compliance system is based.

The objective of ethical auditing is to gather and evaluate
the levels of commitment and acceptance on the part of in-
terest groups that characterizes ethical management. Ethi-
cal auditing has a double function:

- On the one hand, it serves as a calling card that identi-
fies an organizations’ nature and ethics to other organiza-
tions, whether these organizations are in the market, civil
society, or administration.

- On the other hand, ethical auditing provides information
to an ethics and social responsibility committee to measu-
re the efforts that have been made and to improve good
practices. Ethical auditing is a methodical and systematic
record that indicates where an organization is and how it
can progress. Ultimately, ethical auditing is a basic resou-
rce for dialogue among all of the involved actors (Garcia-
Marza, 2005).

For ethical auditing, we need a common language or a com-
mon measure that allows for both this public presentation
of and dialogue within the ethics committee. We must turn
this ethical commitment into a series of verifiable indicators
in the sense of intersubjectively contractables that can be-
come intersubjectively valid reasons. This independence,
this nature, is external to the organization and should aid in
the building of trust. Thus, it is better when auditing orga-
nizations are further from the market and from supply and
demand (Trevifio et al., 1999).

Ethical auditing demonstrates that an
organization is “serious” and that social
responsibility is not merely strategy, but
rather forms part of an organization’s
ethics, that is, its nature or way of being
and doing

The proposed methodology to conduct these audits is deri-
ved from Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action and
from the discursive ethics that are applied to organizations,
which purport that their legitimacy, and therefore their cre-
dibility, depends on the possible agreement among all of
the involved interest groups. For this reason, we should use
two types of indicators and integrate two types of data:

- On the one hand, there is the data that pertains to the
perspective of the spectator who Habermas calls the
“third person”. This perspective requires the use of objec-
tive data that is used to measure the states, facts, or con-
ditions that can be observed and contrasted. These data
can be quantified in terms of monetary costs, the number
of interventions, frequencies, etc.

- On the other hand, we also need to know the perception
of the involved actors themselves. This is subjective data
that is used to measure the perception of the actors who
are involved in the organization’s reality. This measure-
ment must be complemented by a map of the interest
groups, their interests and possible conflicts (Gonzdlez-
Esteban, 2007). These data can be gathered through in-
terviews, surveys, polls, discussion groups, etc.

When evaluating compliance, an audit should use two pers-
pectives: (1) the perspective of the third person or specta-
tor, and (2) the perspective of the first person or participant.
Both positions are necessary to avoid biased visions and to
enable their integration. Our proposal synthesizes this infor-
mation in three steps so that it is relatively simple to provide
an assessment regarding whether an organization acts from
conviction or from convenience (Figure 4). These steps are
described as follows.
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1) The adequacy of the values and commitments are pre-
sented in the ethical code regarding the coherency and con-
sistency of the following two basic levels:

- the level of the ethical code values regarding different gui-
delines and international agreements as an expression of
what society expects of the organization according to the
good that it purports to contribute, such as health, educa-
tion, the creation of shared value, etc.; and

- the level of the ethical code values regarding the com-
mitments that are acquired for their fulfillment and the
conduct and organizational practices that are designed
for their development, ultimately among the different
elements of the ethics and compliance program.

2) The verification of the objective and provable informa-
tion is conducted regarding the activities of the different
elements of the ethics and compliance program. This verifi-
cation includes contrastable data; for example, the budget
that is assigned to the ethics committee, number of mee-
tings, ethical training programs conducted, number of com-
plaints and responses, resolved conflicts, etc.

3) The perception of the different interest groups demons-
trates their degree of acceptance of the corporation’s ethi-
cal conduct and the satisfaction of the legitimate interests
that are at stake, as well as the interest groups’ appreciation
of the efficiency of the ethics and compliance program and
the frequency and intensity of bad practices.

5. Conclusion

A lack of compliance with commitments and regulated con-
duct coupled with their strategic and instrumental use, have
caused a crisis in the management and communication of so-
cial responsibility in organizations. This crisis has spread dou-
bt and mistrust about these commitments and regulated con-
duct, which need to be updated. For this purpose, an ethics of
communication that is based on the theory of communicative
action and on the discourse ethics can be formulated as the
basis on which to design the different mechanisms of trans-
parency and participation. In this article, a model for the in-
tegration of the following four elements has been proposed:

- an ethical code of conduct;
- social responsibility reports;
- an ethics committee;

- an ethics hotline.

This model’s validity and verification depends on an ethical
audit that would need to be external to the organization.
The ethical audit is justified by the demand for transparen-
cy and participation that underlies the possible agreement
between all of the interest groups (Sorsa; 2008; Orozco-To-
ro; Ferré-Pavia, 2013).

Whether as a document to facilitate dialogue and the for-
mulation of agreements in the ethics committee or as the
organization’s calling card in a complex and global context,
ethical auditing has a fundamental importance for social
responsibility communication. Thus, ethical auditing should
be seen as an external complement to an ethical code and
to the elements of the ethics and compliance system that
it contains. In this way, we finish our proposal for the crea-
tion of an ethical infrastructure that ensures credibility and

Adequacy

Ethical
auditing

Verification Perception

Figure 4. Three steps for ethical auditing

trust in social responsibility communication. The design of
this infrastructure may appear complex, but its production
and implementation are already part of an organizational
learning process that anchors the responsibility of corpora-
te communication in the ethical basis of trust.
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