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For those of us in the legal profession, 
it raises a fundamental question: 
what does ‘doing the right thing’ 
really mean? Laws provide the 
framework, but they are not the 
ceiling of our responsibility. Ethical 
leadership demands that we use 
our expertise to deliver justice that 
serves people, not just procedures. 

At Freeths, this conviction guided our 
support for sub-postmasters seeking 
redress. The aim was not legal victory 
alone, but outcomes that restored 
fairness and dignity — a reminder 
that our work can influence systems 
as much as verdicts. 

This report builds on that belief. 
It examines how businesses are 
approaching ethical decision-making 
today, where conscience meets 
commercial reality, and where the 
gaps remain. 

The lesson is clear: legal tactics, 
business strategy, and professional 
influence must always deliver 
advantage with fairness. That is the 
standard to which we should all  
be held. 

Our task now is to prove that 
business conducted with conscience 
is possible and building brand trust 
can drive commercial success, not 
restrict it. For the legal profession in 
particular, the responsibility is clear: 
we must use our position to set the 
ethical bar higher and keep it there.

Philippa Dempster 
Senior Partner, Freeths

Foreword
The Post Office scandal has shown with devastating 
clarity what happens when the scales tip too far 
towards profit over ethics. The damage is lasting, 
and the cost to people is incalculable. 
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Doing the right thing
The ‘corporate conscience’ may seem an  
abstract concept, but it’s an increasingly  
important consideration for legal professionals  
at large. It’s something we have a lot of experience  
of – but unfortunately not for the right reasons. 

James Hartley, Partner and National 
Head of Dispute Resolution at Freeths 
is the extraordinary lawyer who, along 
with his team, won two landmark 
court cases on behalf of sub-
postmasters wrongly prosecuted 
by the Post Office. James and his 
team continue the relentless battle 
to secure compensation for the 
hundreds of sub-postmaster clients 
through the government-funded 
scheme, which Freeths helped to 
design and implement.

Given our involvement in this case, 
there is growing scrutiny on senior 
executives to ‘do the right thing’. 
But in today’s complex business 
landscape, what does that truly 
mean? How are in-house legal 
professionals working with senior 
leaders to avoid ethical mishaps 
and ensure they’re on the right side 
of history?

To take stock of the situation, 
we carried out a major research 
survey, exploring how senior legal 
professionals are seeing their 
organisations and peers approach 
ethical issues – with the aim of 
highlighting both areas of success 
and improvement. Speaking to 250 
senior legal professionals, we wanted 
to build a picture of what doing the 
right thing looks like – and what it 
could look like in the future. 

In this report, you can expect a 
bird’s-eye view of the current state 
of play, from how legal professionals 
show up in the workplace to how 
organisations are balancing ethics 
with profit. As the first of a series of 
annual reports that will compare the 
results of key questions year on year, 
we’ll be at the forefront of corporate 
consciousness, exploring how ethical 
decision-making evolves over time. 

What is the 
corporate 
conscience index?

The term ‘corporate 
conscience index’ refers 
to a score out of 10 ranking 
respondents’ responses from 
bad to excellent, with 1 being 
lowest, 5 being moderate. 
The higher the score, the 
more they demonstrate an 
understanding of ethical 
best practice.
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Showing up in 
the workplace
We all like to think we’d stand up for what’s right – 
after all, a strong sense of justice is a precursor to 
working in the legal field. But the jump from feeling 
something is wrong to actually doing something 
about it can seem insurmountable. 
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Encouragingly, 21% of our survey 
respondents said they are at least 
moderately comfortable speaking 
up about ethical best practice, while 
58% ranked 8 and above in the index, 
showing generally high comfort levels 
around flagging concerns.

But while most are comfortable 
having these discussions, are they 
happening often enough? With 32% 
of respondents consulting with senior 
leaders about ethical considerations 
on a weekly basis, 32% having those 
conversations monthly, and just 8% 
daily, we can infer that ethical issues 
are being discussed, but for some 
organisations, they could be higher 
on the agenda. 

The focus on risk through risk 
committees, risk registers, and 
regular monitoring is making  
an impact. The Post Office case 
itself has been cited as being 
hugely helpful in highlighting the 
topic and raising awareness at 
board level. For legal professionals, 
it has also brought into sharp focus 
ethical standards, alongside the 
importance of independence and 
being a moral compass. 

58%
of respondents ranked 8 or 
above in the index, showing 
high comfort levels around 
flagging ethical concerns



Unpicking uncertainty
Ethical dilemmas are inevitable in any 
business setting. From conflicts of 
interest to compliance complications, 
senior legal professionals are faced 
with a barrage of often subjective 
or ambiguous challenges. While 
ensuring ethical best practice  
leads to many complexities, the  
way a business responds can make  
all the difference. 

When asked how organisations 
respond to ethical dilemmas, 
25% said they take a reactive 
approach, 35% are proactive, and 
40% balanced. Though a third of 
organisations are proactive in their 
ethical response, there is clearly 
more work to be done. 

With businesses facing increasing 
ethical challenges, it’s important for 
leaders to regularly consult and plan 
with their legal team to ensure they 
are as prepared as possible. After all, 
getting ahead of the problem is likely 
to be more effective than trying to 
pick up the pieces. 

Notably, a huge 85% of respondents 
have declined business due to ethical 
concerns – an impactful move 
considering the ongoing economic 
turmoil. This suggests a majority 
awareness of the commercial impact 
of doing the wrong thing. Not only 
can ethical issues have a direct 
influence in legal or regulatory fines, 
but reputational damage can trigger a 
loss of customer trust and ultimately, 
their business.

For example, Marks Barfield 
Architects (the UK firm behind the 
London Eye) has “taken a principled 
ethical position” against working in 
certain countries or for certain clients 
if their practices clash with the firm’s 
ethos. The partners at Marks Barfield 
refuse projects in regions where 
governments oppress free speech or 
engage in political persecution, and 
they have turned down opportunities 
in the Middle East when a client did 
not share the firm’s commitment to 
addressing the climate emergency 
and social justice.
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85%
of respondents have  
declined business due  
to ethical concerns

https://architecturetoday.co.uk/refusing-to-work-on-ethical-grounds/
https://architecturetoday.co.uk/refusing-to-work-on-ethical-grounds/
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Breaking down 
ethical barriers
Banging the drum for ‘doing the right thing’ is all  
well and good, but as legal teams will recognise,  
this can be an overly simplistic sentiment when 
facing a tangled web of compliance, regulations,  
and ethical considerations.
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When asked to rate their 
organisation’s current approach to 
making a positive impact across 
a range of focus areas, ratings of 
8 or above were fairly consistent 
across the board – with combating 
modern day slavery scoring the 
lowest ranking. Although the numbers 
tell a positive story, this does not 
necessarily mean the pressure is off; 
businesses never know when the next 
ethical obstacle is around the corner.

For example, July 2025 bought 
a raft of new considerations for 
corporate legal professionals with 
developments to the Employee 
Rights Bill, including substantial 
– and unforeseen – changes to 
the legislation. Featuring a ban on 
confidentiality clauses preventing 
workers from speaking out 
about workplace harassment or 
discrimination, a revised approach 
to fire and rehire restrictions, and 
proposed updates to the UK’s 
whistleblowing regime, this new 
development could throw a spanner 
in the works for some legal teams. 

For senior legal professionals, 
getting in front of the changes 
– prioritising clear timelines and 
proactive planning – will be critical 
to mitigating risk. Overall, this reform 
spotlights the need to balance 
operational continuity with statutory 
compliance, spanning everything 
from employment contracts and 
technological systems to dispute 
management and union relations.

How would you rate your organisation’s current approach to making a positive impact? 

The following data points represent the percentage of respondents that scored above 8:

Sustainable supply chains

Environmental sustainability

Employee rights

Whistleblower protection

Combating modern day slavery

Corporate governance

EDI

65%

62%

67%

64%

60%

68%

64%



The power of politics

Doing right by the environment

Beyond new and evolving regulatory 
requirements stemming from the UK 
government, large organisations also 
have to contend with global political 
shifts – and the catastrophic fallout 
they trigger.  

The new administration in the 
United States has been forthright in 
criticising what it considers to be the 
‘woke agenda’, with well-publicised 
defunding and turnarounds on key 
areas from EDI to the environment. 

Considering this developing 
political landscape, we asked our 
respondents what impact this has 
had on their organisation, with 32% 
saying it has led to discussions 
about potential changes, 26% that 
it has led to specific changes and 
28% saying it has led to wholesale 
changes or abandonment of their 
current stances.

In 2025, IBM began rolling back its 
equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) 
initiatives in response to growing 
pressure from a changing U.S. 
political climate. Under scrutiny from 
a new administration pushing back 
against ‘woke’ policies, IBM informed 
employees that it would be scaling 
down certain diversity efforts, citing 
“inherent tensions in practicing 
inclusion” and the need to align with 
evolving legal expectations.

With the Labour government planning 
to strengthen EDI protections, 
including introducing mandatory 
ethnicity pay gap reporting, it’s not 
all bad news. Yet UK businesses are 
concerned, claiming that this ‘step 
backwards’ could undermine valuable 
economic opportunities.

When asked about which environmental challenges their organisation is actively addressing

While there are growing levels of focus on sustainability measures, large organisations must be careful 
not to go down the greenwashing route. Consumers are increasingly aware of when these efforts are 
simply smoke and mirrors, resulting in an adverse effect that can negatively impact reputation.

40%
said sustainable  
product design

38%
said management  
of e-waste

37%
said supply chain

36%
said sustainable  
data storage
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28%
of respondents say the US 
administration’s critique 
of EDI has led to wholesale 
changes or abandonment  
of current stances.

https://sustainabilitymag.com/articles/ibm-pulls-back-on-dei-amid-political-pressures
https://sustainabilitymag.com/articles/ibm-pulls-back-on-dei-amid-political-pressures
https://sustainabilitymag.com/articles/ibm-pulls-back-on-dei-amid-political-pressures
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/trump-presidency-sparks-concerns-over-future-of-diversity-culture-at-uk-firms-b2684230.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/trump-presidency-sparks-concerns-over-future-of-diversity-culture-at-uk-firms-b2684230.html
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Yet the reality is far from simple. 
On the surface, senior leaders have 
so much on their plate, ‘doing the 
right thing’ is typically not high up 
on their to-do list. However, driving 
business growth is certainly a key 
priority – and that often comes with 
immense pressure. As a result, they 
must delicately balance the two, 
something that is made much easier 
with the support and guidance of the 
in-house legal team.  

Taking a structural or systematic 
approach is one way to simplify the 
process and therefore encourage 
stronger engagement. While 88% 
of respondents’ organisations have 
a formal ethical decision-making 
framework in place, 38% say it needs 
updating, suggesting these outdated 
frameworks may not currently be in 
use. For busy legal and leadership 
teams, navigating complex ethical 
issues without a solid foundation 
could be a recipe for disaster. 

What’s more, 38% of respondents 
said that when it comes to ethical 
best practice, they go beyond what 
is required, vs. 32% who approach 
it as a compliance exercise – 
demonstrating a stark difference 
between those who see ‘good 
practice’ as a tick-box exercise, 
and those who see it as another 
opportunity to ‘do the right thing’. 

Striking a balance
When respondents were asked how highly they 
believe ethical considerations and the importance 
of doing the right thing sits on senior leadership’s 
agenda, just under half (48%) rank 8 or higher in 
the index, suggesting there is considerable room 
for improvement.  
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38%
of respondents say their 
ethical decision-making 
framework needs updating



Money talks
The truth for many businesses is that 
a drive for profit can significantly 
impact or impede ethical decision-
making. For example, when asked 
how frequently they feel profit 
motivations come into conflict with 
ethical and moral concerns at their 
organisation, 22% of respondents 
said very regularly, 32% said regularly, 
and 37% said sometimes. 

Between the 1990s and late 2000s, 
banks and financial institutions 
aggressively sold PPI policies 
to customers without their full 
knowledge or consent, making billions 
in profits before being discovered 
and consequently forced to repay 
over £38 billion. More recently, 
automotive dealers have been 
accused of selling finance based on 
commission rates rather than best fit 
for customers. 

In extreme examples of profit over 
people, legal professionals can help 
avoid these situations by becoming 
ethical gatekeepers, whether that is 
for example, proactively looking at 
how financial incentives may drive 
the wrong behaviours through to 
championing against ‘weathering 
the storm’ of a fallout and instead 
working closely with teams to 
promote transparency. 

Making matters more complex, 
senior leaders also have to balance 
adherence to corporate governance 
standards with the need to meet 
operational or financial performance 
targets, with 30% of respondents 
reporting making exceptions to 
corporate governance standards if a 
financial impact is expected.

Senior legal professionals can 
help navigate this by integrating 
governance into performance 
metrics, for example working with HR 
and the remuneration committee to 
include governance KPIs in executive 
and departmental scorecards. 
Additionally, they can ensure board 
papers reflect both financial and 
compliance performance equally, so 
the board sees them as inseparable.
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How frequently do you feel profit motivations come into conflict with ethical and moral concerns?

22% 32% 37%

of respondents said 
very regularly

of respondents  
said sometimes

of respondents  
said regularly



Balancing governance and ambition

NatWest’s current executive 
pay structure embeds ESG 
targets into its Performance 
Share Plan (PSP), where around 
15% of long-term incentives 
depend on delivering climate 
and sustainability outcomes. By 
shifting ESG measures out of the 
annual bonus and into multi-year 
incentives, the bank recognises 
that environmental and social 
progress don’t happen at the flip 
of a switch.

This approach demonstrates how a 
major UK bank can align governance 
and ESG standards with commercial 
performance goals. ESG is not treated 
as an add-on, but is integrated into 
executive accountability, ensuring 
leaders are judged on how results are 
achieved as well as what is delivered.

The outcome is a governance 
model that supports sustainable 
profitability, satisfies investor 
expectations, and reinforces the 
principle that long term financial 
health depends on responsible 
business conduct.

ESG is not treated  
as an add-on,  
but is integrated  
into executive  
accountability
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https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/barclays-and-natwest-remove-climate-targets-from-bonus-schemes/
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What’s next  
for doing good?
Considering what we’ve discussed so 
far, what does this mean for the future of 
ethical decision-making?
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As mentioned in our introduction, this 
is our first report of many. Year on 
year, we’ll be comparing our key stats, 
building a detailed picture of the 
state of play over a longer period.

For now, we can look at the extent to 
which organisations are increasing 
focus on certain ethical issues during 
the next 12 months.  

To what extent is your organisation increasing or decreasing focus on ethical issues during the next 12 months? 

The following data points represent the percentage of respondents that are increasing focus:

Sustainable supply chains

Whistleblower protection

Environmental sustainability

Combating modern day slavery

Corporate governance

EDI

Employee rights

53%

52%

52%

52%

50%

48%

46%
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Upcoming regulatory considerations

Legislative reform is on the horizon.  
Here are two new acts rolling out over the next 12 months:

The Data Use and  
Access Act 2025 

Expanding rights for using data 
in research and streamlining 
international data transfers – 
among other changes – this will 
be a disruptive switch up for all 
organisations, forcing them to  
take a very close look at their  
data usage. 

The Equality (Race  
and Disability) Act  

Recognising that equality is a 
key factor in delivering long-
term and sustainable growth 
across the UK, this updated 
legislation includes a  
new equal pay enforcement 
body alongside greater equal 
pay laws for race and disability.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/data-use-and-access-act-2025-plans-for-commencement
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/data-use-and-access-act-2025-plans-for-commencement
https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/consultation-new-equality-laws-in-the-pipeline-uk/
https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/consultation-new-equality-laws-in-the-pipeline-uk/


As we’ve seen from our research, a 
number of things could get in the way 
of businesses doing good: whether 
that’s a shifting political landscape, 
a shaky economy, or an impetus to 
put profit above all else. But internal 
perspectives and hierarchies can also 
come into play, with team dynamics 
having just as much influence as legal 
professionals on senior leaders. 

When asked to what extent they 
agree or disagree with the following 
statements, our respondents painted 
a complex picture of the future.

Although these results confirm most 
businesses plan to prioritise doing 
the right thing, profit still often comes 
first – echoing a key finding from our 
research and reiterating an evergreen 
issue with no easy solution.

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements

83%
(net)

83%
(net)

80%
(net)

Agree ethics in business  
decision making is more 

important than ever

Believe organisations should 
rethink their roles and the good 

they can do for people

Believe too frequently  
“doing the right thing” comes 

secondary to profit in business 
decision making
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The conversation around ethical best 
practice is a critical one, and needs 
to be elevated. We are confident 
that by publishing this report, it 
will further the discussion and 
ensure that legal professionals feel 
empowered to drive change where 
they can.

While taking on a ‘David vs. Goliath’ 
civil claim is on one end of the scale, 
prioritising ethical best practice 
doesn’t have to be a grand gesture. 
For most, taking small actions that 
make a big difference will be more 
than enough. 

Legal professionals play a significant 
role in shaping ethical decision-
making across business. At times, this 
could be difficult or uncomfortable 
– for example, refusing to ‘rubber-
stamp’ questionable tactics – yet the 
onus is on us to do the right thing, 
every time.

The corporate conscience may be 
forever under a magnifying glass, 
but as long as the legal community 
continues to stand up for what’s right, 
we can begin to work towards a more 
ethical future.

Let’s get ethical
‘Doing the right thing’ is at the core of our business 
values. It’s this message that motivated us to stand 
up and fight for every single one of the 555 sub-
postmasters embroiled in the scandal – each one a 
real person, each one with a story to tell, and each 
one still suffering from the repercussions to this day.
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Ready to lead with integrity? 
Discover how Freeths can support your journey 
toward ethical decision-making. Connect with 
us today and take the first step toward doing the 
right thing – with confidence. 

Leaders in law, people at heart.

Contact us

https://www.freeths.co.uk/get-in-touch/

