
 

 

Unintended Messages 
An Ethical Leadership (EL) Activity 
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Script: 

“Today I would like to discuss ethics for a couple of minutes. We are all ethical and 

we all want to be perceived that way, but sometimes we may say things that 

unintentionally give the opposite impression. Leaders may say things that give the 

impression that they don‟t care about ethics, or that they are willing to tolerate 

unethical conduct. Today we‟re going to take a look at some statements that may 

unintentionally send the wrong message to staff.” 

 

Handouts: 

Pass around the Unintended Messages Handout. Ask everyone to take a minute to 

read the statements and fill in the corresponding implied messages on the handout. 

 

Questions/Discussion: 

 

1. What is the unintended message here? (Go through each 

statement individually) 

* Leader note: See the Unintended Messages Handout ANSWER KEY for 

possible answers.  

2. How would you say things differently to avoid giving the wrong 

impression?  

3. What other statements have you heard that may imply that 

ethics is not important or that unethical practices are tolerated? 

 

Take-Home Message Script: 

“Thank you all for that thoughtful discussion. Now we have developed a better 

awareness of phrases we should avoid using that unintentionally give the impression 

that ethics is not important. I would like to continue this momentum toward improving 

the ethical environment and culture, and so I ask that each of you take this activity 

back to your own management meetings. Run this activity with your peers and 

subordinates, and then ask them to do the same with their own staffs. If any great 

ideas come from those meetings, please bring them back to share here with the 

larger group.” 

 

[Lead-in to next activity: “Next week I‟d like to switch gears a little bit by discussing 

how we can reinforce ethical practice while communicating performance 

expectations.”] 

 

 

 

Activity Goal: 

Develop awareness and avoid 

using phrases that give the 

impression that ethics is not 

important 

 

Time: 

8 -15 minutes 

 

Activity Format: 

 Read script 

 Pass around handouts 

 Ask questions 

 Discuss 

 Read take-home script 

 

Leader Note: 

Strive to gain participation from 

everyone in the group. Ask as 

many probing questions as 

needed to encourage a 

comprehensive discussion. 

 

 

 

 EL Compass Point Link: 

Point 1:  
 

Demonstrate that 
ethics is a priority 
 
 Talk about Ethics 

 Prove that ethics matters to 
you  

 Encourage discussion of 
ethical concerns 
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Unintended Messages 
An Ethical Leadership (EL) Activity 

 

ANSWER KEY 
 

Sometimes we say things about ethics without even knowing it. Read each statement and write in the potential unintended messages. 
 

Statement Unintended Message 
 
“All that really matters is the bottom line.” 
 

 
Money is more important than ethics. 

 
“What are the chances that anyone will find out?” 
 

 
What we are doing is wrong, but if we don’t get caught doing it, it’s ok. 

 
“You‟re naïve – everyone does it.” 
 

 
It’s ok to be unethical because others are. 

 
“Proceed until apprehended.” 
 

 
What you’re doing is wrong, but keep doing it until someone makes you stop. 

 
“That‟s my story and I‟m sticking to it.” 
 

 
I’m lying but I’ll never admit it. 

 
“I shouldn‟t be telling you this, but…” 
 

 
I know it’s wrong to tell you but I’m doing it anyway. 

 
“You didn‟t hear it from me…” 
 

 
You should lie about where you heard this because I will deny I said it.  

 
“It‟s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.” 

 

 
If you ask you’ll be told it’s wrong, so don’t ask! 
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Unintended Messages 
An Ethical Leadership (EL) Activity 

 

HANDOUT  
 

Sometimes we say things about ethics without even knowing it. Read each statement and write in the potential unintended messages. 
 

Statement Unintended Message 
 
“All that really matters is the bottom line.” 
 

 

 
“What are the chances that anyone will find out?” 
 

 

 
“You‟re naïve – everyone does it.” 
 

 

 
“Proceed until apprehended.” 
 

 

 
“That‟s my story and I‟m sticking to it.” 
 

 

 
“I shouldn‟t be telling you this, but…” 
 

 

 
“You didn‟t hear it from me…” 
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