
William A. Morehead, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, 

CPM 1

Ethics - It Matters!

Presented by:

Billy Morehead, Ph.D., CPA, CGFM, CPM

AGA Past National President and

Professor of Accountancy

Mississippi College, Clinton, Mississippi

1

2

Ethics – It Matters!

Photo: Audrey Morehead – Guam



William A. Morehead, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, 

CPM 2

“Never trust the people you cheat with. 

They will throw you under the bus.” 

Marianne M. Jennings

“Three people can keep a secret if two are 

dead.” Ben Franklin
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General Ethics Discussion

“I was very upset that there’s that 

many dishonest people.”  

-- Andrea Reuland, the owner of Trigs Shell Station 

in Minocqua, WI, who lost $3.00 per gallon on 586 

gallons of gas sold during a 45-minute period 

when local residents phone others to come and 

get gas because it was 32.9 cents rather than 

$3.299 due to an employee mistake in entering the 

price. 87 percent of the people responding to a 

survey about the incident said they would do the 

same thing as the Minocqua residents. – What 

would you have done?
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“Ability may get you to the top, 

but it takes character to keep 

you there.”  

-- The late John Wooden, former basketball 

coach, UCLA
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What are “Ethics”?

“Ethical standards are the generally 

accepted rules of conduct that 

govern society.  Ethical rules are 

both standards and expectations 

for behavior, and we have 

developed them for nearly all 

aspects of life” (Jennings)

6



William A. Morehead, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, 

CPM 4

What are “Ethics”?

n “The study of the general nature of 
morals and of the specific moral choices 
to be made by the individual in his 
relationship with others; the philosophy of 
morals”

n “The rules or standards governing the 
conduct of the members of a profession”  
The American Heritage Dictionary

n “Ethics consists of those unwritten rules 
we have developed for our interactions 
with each other” (Jennings)
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What are “Ethics”?

n Not the standards of the law

n In fact, a higher standard
– Cutting in line

– Fluffing up your resume 

– Married person/Business partner – cheating/taking 
advantage

– Cheating/Plagiarism

– Working from home

– Workplace safety

– Social Responsibility – stewardship of resources
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What is Your Personal Credo?

Develop Two Lists:

n Who are YOU? 
– Not defined by “trappings of success”

– Defined by “qualities” you would describe 
yourself regardless of what happened to you 
financially, professionally, or in your career

n Things I would never do to be 
successful (to get promoted; to make 
money, etc.)…

n How do YOU want to be remembered?
(Jennings)
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Key Points:

▪ The “right choice” is 

sometimes obscured 

by considerations 

never before faced by 

our professional 

predecessors

▪ Often, there is no 

obvious line between 

“right and wrong”
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Key Points:

▪ We find ourselves on a 
“slippery slope” when it 
comes to finding the 
best course of action

▪ Rules can’t always be 
relied upon to supply 
the answer

▪ New ethical issues 
emerge every day due 
to rapid changes in 
technology
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▪ Public trust in our 
financial systems and 
profession depends on 
keeping high standards 
of conduct among those 
who handle financial 
affairs.

▪ Without basic trust in our 
government, economy, 
currency, and business 
practices, the system 
would collapse.

Key Points:
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Types of Ethical Dilemmas:
Developed and listed in Exchange, 

the magazine of BYU School of Business

n Taking things that don’t belong to you (copies, 
postage, exaggerating on travel expenses)

n Saying things you know are not true (discussions 
about the quality of something you are trying to 
sell)

n Giving or allowing false impressions (standing by 
silently while a co-worker is blamed for something 
he/she didn’t do)

n Buying influence or engaging in conflict of interest 
(sideline work, accepting gifts from (potential) 
contractors)
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Types of Ethical Dilemmas:
Developed and listed in Exchange

the magazine of BYU School of Business

▪ Hiding or divulging information (sharing trade 
secrets outside your firm; failing to share 
potential harmful side effects of product testing)

▪ Taking unfair advantage (exhorbatant loan rates)

▪ Committing acts of personal decadence 
(personal behavior, indiscretions, response by 
sponsors)

▪ Perpetrating interpersonal abuse (conduct that is 
demeaning, unfair, or hostile - berating 
employees publically for not meeting goals)
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Types of Ethical Dilemmas:
Developed and listed in Exchange

the magazine of BYU School of Business

▪ Permitting organizational abuse (child labor, low 

wages, overly long work hours in overseas 

operations)

▪ Violating rules, standards, policies and guidelines

▪ Condoning unethical actions (failing to report an 

ethical breach – not reporting cheating is agreeing 

with it)

▪ Balancing ethical dilemmas (balancing human 

rights with governmntal policies – ex: 

Google/Facebook in China)
15

How We Avoid Ethical Dilemmas –

We Call it Something Else:

▪ Downloading or copying music – instead of 

“copyright infringement” we call it “peer-to-peer 

file sharing”

▪ Instead of “lying” we call it “I misremembered” 

or “I misspoke.”

▪ Juggling numbers in financials – instead of 

“falsifying numbers” we call it “smoothing 

earnings”, “finance engineering”, “good finance 

strategy” or “cooking the books” (Jennings)
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Rationalizing Dilemmas Away:

▪ “Everybody else does it” – everyone speeds 
so I speed

▪ “If we don’t do it, someone else will” 

▪ “That’s the way it has always been done” 
(SOX  requirements for board composition 
changes; SOC audit requirements)

▪ “We’ll wait until the lawyers tell us it is 
wrong” or “The law doesn’t say we can’t do 
it” – (lawyers generally share the 
boundaries/parameters of the law; not how 
to ethically respond)(Jennings)
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Rationalizing Dilemmas Away:

▪ “It really doesn’t hurt anyone” – a misrepresentation 
on a tax return or mortgage may be individually 
inconsequential; but collectively? Cash business?

▪ “The system is unfair” – “ the professor is 
unreasonable, I’ll just buy a term paper from the 
internet or pay someone to do it for me”

▪ “It’s a gray area” – “if you could take a performance 
enhancing drug and get away with it, would you?”

▪ “I was just following orders” – staff at WorldCom, 
Lehman Brothers, etc.

▪ “We all don’t share the same ethics” – “what you 
call unethical, I call a way of business…” (Jennings)
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Making Decisions

▪ If something is written about the issue, 
consult it.

▪ Compare the situation with the general 
rule of law or the profession

▪ If it’s covered, be sure the specifics of your 
position apply.

▪ If it’s not covered, or the rule doesn’t really 
apply, then think some more.

▪ Decide, based upon what you know about 
past situations – which action among the 
several you can take carries the most 
positive ethical consequences?

▪ Ethics with this rapid change in technology 
demands its own answers.

▪ The “rules” may have to be changed to fit 
the situations. 19

Twelve Questions For Evaluating Ethical Dilemmas:
Laura Nash – Harvard Divinity School Meets Business

1. Have you defined the problem accurately? –
(would you steal a loaf of bread if you were 
hungry; is there a better way other than stealing 
to take care of my hunger?)

2. How would you define the problem if you stood 
on the other side of the fence? (a contract is 
proposed at $60 million; let’s add $60 million for 
good measure; we complete it at $100 million 
and saved $20 million…really?)

3. How did this situation occur in the first place? 
(promoting a difficult employee rather than 
dealing with the challenges)
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Twelve Questions For Evaluating Ethical Dilemmas:
Laura Nash – Harvard Divinity School Meets Business

4. To whom and what do you give your loyalties as a 
person and as a member of the corporation? (your 
manager is falsifying claims…are you loyal to your 
company first or yourself)

5. What is your intention in making this decision? (Is 
our public reason the same as our private 
reason?)

6. How does this intention compare with the likely 
results? (Keeping a public front to keep stock and 
bonuses high when the truth is inflated – helpful in 
the ST but hard to maintain over the LT)
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Twelve Questions For Evaluating Ethical Dilemmas:
Laura Nash – Harvard Divinity School Meets Business

7. Whom could your decision or action injure? 
(taking a short cut in a marathon costing the 
real winners their recognition)

8. Can you engage the affected parties in a 
discussion of the problems before you make 
your decision?

9. Are you confident that your position will be as 
valid over a long period of time as it seems 
now? (Bad decision now, hauntingly bad 
results in the future – cheating now; guilty of 
illegal strock trading later??)
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Twelve Questions For Evaluating Ethical Dilemmas:
Laura Nash – Harvard Divinity School Meets Business

9. Could you disclose, without qualms, your 
decision or action to your boss, your CEO, the 
board of directors, your family, or society as a 
whole?

10. What is the symbolic potential of your action if 
understood?  If misunderstood? (a potential 
investment…even at 1%)

11. Under what conditions would you allow 
exceptions to stand? (an absolute hardline on 
being tardy to class? What about in the event 
of a car accident or death of a family 
member?)
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Three Questions Managers Should Ponder in 

Resolving Ethical Dilemmas: 
Norman Vincent Peale & Ken Blanchard

▪ Is it legal? If “no”, stop there!

▪ Is it balanced? Step back and view 

from other perspectives – other 

stakeholders (forgoing a bonus)

▪ How does it make me feel? Self-

examination of your comfort level 

with decision

24
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The Wall Street Journal Model

▪ Am I in compliance with the law?

▪ What contribution does this choice or 

action make to the company, the 

shareholders, the community, and 

others?

▪ What are the short- and long-term 

consequences of this decision?
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“Front Page” Test:

“Contemplating any business act, an 
employee should ask himself whether he 
would be willing to see it immediately 
described by an informed and critical 
reporter on the front page of his local paper, 
there to be read by his spouse, children, 
and friends. At Salomon we simply want no 
part of any activities that pass legal tests 
but that we, as citizens, would find 
offensive” 

Warren Buffett as Interim Chairman
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National Enquirer Test:

“Make up the worst possible 

headline you can think of and 

then re-evaluate your decision” 

Marianne M. Jennings
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FaceBook, Twitter, Instagram, or 

Snapchat, TikTok Test?

What would happen if your story, 
image, or video went viral?

28
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Golden Rule of the Bible:

“Do unto others as you would 

have them do unto you” –

Matthew 7:12 and Luke 6:31
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Codes of Ethics

▪ Ethical codes were designed to give professionals 
guidance in the decisions they make

▪ Remember – we must not only be ethical in 
action, but also, and VERY IMPORTANTLY, in 
appearance.

▪ The law, in this context, is the lowest common 
denominator and not the model by which our 
professional responsibilities should be judged.

▪ History suggests that an effective code of ethics, 
enforced diligently and with fairness, is the best 
way for financial professionals to avoid derision.
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Who Sets Ethics Standards?

STATE /

Territory

AICPA

GAO

DOL

IFAC

OTHERS

IRS

SEC

PCAOB
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Ethics – A Constraint on Behavior?

▪ Do we want to “win at any cost?”

▪ Ethical principles – “the things 

we’re not supposed to do.”

▪ Ethics are generally viewed as a 

behavior motivation, not as a 

constraint.

▪ Ethics has to become an 

initiative or an incentive, not a 

regulation or binding judgement.
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What about a “Little White Lie?”

▪ No one can conscionably assert that 

lying should become a universal law, so 

it’s not an acceptable action.

▪ Truth-telling is one of the highest 

standards of financial professionals.  

Accuracy and truth in reporting are 

bedrock values of the financial world. 
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Judgment

Understanding

(a knowledge of experience –

“life lessons”)

and Reason

(a knowledge of 

principles

is the mediation of

Immanuel Kant
34
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What Do You Think?

n New Tires?

n Travel 

Reimbursement 

Claims?

n Pack of Gum?

n Taking in a Movie?

35

Codes of Practice – “How we do things around here”

36
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AICPA – Code of Professional Conduct

▪ Principles:

– Article I – Responsibilities – In carrying out their 

responsibilities as professionals, members should exercise 
sensitive professional and moral judgments in all their 
activities

– Article II – The Public Interest – Members 

should accept the obligation to act in a way that will serve 
the public interest, honor the public trust, and demonstrate 
commitment to professionalism

– Article III – Integrity – To maintain and broaden 

public confidence, members should perform all professional 
responsibilities with the highest sense of integrity

37

AICPA – Code of Professional Conduct

▪ Principles, continued:

– Article IV – Objectivity and Independence –
A member should maintain objectivity and be free of conflicts 
of interest in discharging professional responsibilities. A 
member in public practice should be independent in fact and 
in appearance when providing auditing and other attestation 
services.

– Article V – Due Care – A member should observe 

the profession’s technical and ethical standards, strive 
continually to improve competence and the quality of services, 
and discharge professional responsibility to the best of the 
member’s ability.

– Article VI – Scope and Nature of Services –
A member in public practice should observe the Principles of 
the “Code of Professional Conduct” in determining the scope 
and nature of services to be provided. 38
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AICPA 10-Step Ethical 

Decision-Making Model

1. Recognize the Ethical Issue – what are the 

issues in this situation

2. Gather the Critical Facts – you may NOT have 

ALL the facts; making a decision without all the facts can be 

very dangerous

3. Identify the Stakeholders – who are the people 

or organizations who will be positively (benefited) and 

negatively (harmed) affected?

4. Consider Alternatives – what are the various 

approaches you could take to address the matter and solve 

the ethical conflict?
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AICPA 10-Step Ethical 

Decision-Making Model

5. Consider the Effect on Stakeholders –
what is the likely effect on each stakeholder based on your 

alternatives (obviously you must use judgment to predict 

likely outcomes and there no exact science to help)

6. Consider YOUR Comfort Level –
a. With each option?

b. If you had to discuss in public (reflection of you?)

c. Would you feel embarrassed that you failed to raise 

concerns with stakeholder management?

d. Are you comfortable with doing nothing?
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AICPA 10-Step Ethical

Decision-Making Model

7. Consider Rules, Regulations, and Laws –
are your options consistent with applicable professional 

ethics rules, regulations, and laws?

8. Make a Decision – if you are not comfortable & 

ready to make a decision, you may need to seek further 

counsel (with a trusted colleague, an attorney, etc.).  You 

may NOT have the luxury of time; BUT, making a hasty 

decision may be regretted later.

9. Document Your Efforts – your understanding of 

the facts, names of folks you consulted with, you decision

10. Evaluate the Outcome – after time passes, re-

evaluate the decision and consider whether you would have 

done anything differently.
41

Association of Government Accountants –

Code of Ethics

▪ Objectives:

– Credibility

– Professionalism

– Quality of Services

– Confidence

42



William A. Morehead, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, 

CPM 22

AGA – Code of Ethics

▪ Principles

– Objectivity

– Professional Competence and Due 

Care

– Confidentiality

– Professional Behavior

– Technical Standards
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AGA – Code of Ethics

▪ Professional Conduct

– Personal Behavior
• Actively promote and encourage the highest level of 

ethics within the government financial management 
community.

• Conduct yourself with integrity, dignity, and respect for 
others.

• Transmit or use confidential information obtained in 
your professional work only for the purpose intended 
and not for personal gain or other advantage or the the 
disadvantage of others.

• Adhere to the standards of conduct of your employer 
and any professional associations or organizations of 
which you are a member.

44



William A. Morehead, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, 

CPM 23

AGA – Code of Ethics

▪ Professional Conduct

– Professional Competence and 
Performance

• Strive to perform the duties of your position and 
supervise the work of your subordinates with the 
highest degree of professional care

• Continually seek to increase your professional 
knowledge and skills to improve your services to 
employers, associates and fellow members.

• Render opinions, observations, or conclusions for 
official purposes only after appropriate consideration 
of the pertinent facts and after assuring yourself that 
you have the appropriate expertise and are free from 
real or perceived conflicts of interest.
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AGA – Code of Ethics

▪ Professional Conduct
– Professional Competence and Performance

• Exercise diligence, objectivity, and honesty 
in your professional activities and be aware 
of your responsibility to disclose 
improprieties that come to your attention to 
the appropriate parties.

• Be aware of and strive to apply work-related 
requirements and standards prescribed by 
authorized government agencies and 
employers
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AGA – Code of Ethics

▪ Professional Conduct
– Responsibilities to Others

• Consider the public interest to be 

paramount in carrying out your duties

• Avoid any activity that creates or gives 

the appearance of a conflict with your 

employer-related responsibilities
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Billy’s Rules to Live By…  

• Integrity is Job One!

• Public Service is its Own Reward

• Take Time to Think

• Focus on Results, not Ideology

• Beware of the Status Quo

• Prepare for the “Ugly”
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WorldCom…The White Elephant of 

Corporate Failure in Mississippi
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Mississippi Delta – 100% Complete Project

Photo by Billy Morehead, November 2017
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Mississippi Delta – 100% Complete Project

Photo by Billy Morehead, November 2017

Mississippi Delta & Delta State University
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Mississippi Delta & Delta State University

▪ Knightline Industries – falsified claims against the 

federal government for “doctored” invoices of 

legitimate work.

▪ Multiple parties (University, County, State, Federal, 

and Knightline)

▪ Knightline owner fined and spent 18 months in 

federal prison.
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Mississippi Delta & Delta State University
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Mississippi Delta & Delta State University
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Mississippi Delta & Delta State University
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Mississippi Delta & Delta State University
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Mississippi Delta & Delta State University
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Ethics –

It Really Does Matter!

60

Contact Information

Billy Morehead, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, CPM

Professor of  Accountancy

Mississippi College

P. O. Box 4014

Clinton, MS 39058

Phone: 601-925-7742

Email: morehead@mc.edu

Questions?

Photo: Billy Morehead – MS Delta


