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Introduction
Codes matter, but they do not make an organization honest. 
Integrity is tested when a target is infeasible, a promise is 
endangered, or a manager prefers reassurance to unwelcome 
information. The question is whether the organization makes 
truthful conduct possible and consequential.

Behavioral integrity is alignment between words and actions 
[1]. Ethical leadership influences conduct through modeling, 
communication, reinforcement, and decisions [2]. Yet misconduct 
can become systemic without an order to break the law. Stretch 
goals narrow attention ethical fading removes the moral dimension 
from a technical choice and silence blocks corrective information 
[3-5]. Integrity is therefore an organizational capability, not only 
personal virtue or a compliance specialty.

This article asks: Which design conditions allow an organization 
to preserve integrity when commercial, technical, or political 
pressure makes truthful action costly?

Method
The study uses a theory-elaborating comparison of official public 
records. Cases were selected for contrast: Volkswagen concerns 
product and regulatory deception; Boeing concerns safety-critical 
design, certification, and manufacturing; Siemens concerns 
systemic foreign bribery; and Magyar Telekom concerns sham 
contracts and control circumvention. Evidence comes from the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the U.S. Department of 
Justice, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, and the 
U.S. National Transportation Safety Board [6-12].

Each case was coded for objective, prohibited conduct, information 
behavior, authority, verification, exposure, and correction. The 
comparison identifies mechanisms rather than causal effects. 
Public records cannot reveal what every employee knew.

Comparative Evidence
Volkswagen installed software that detected emissions testing and 
altered vehicle behavior. U.S. authorities described a long-running 
scheme affecting approximately 590,000 vehicles [6,7]. Product 
success, compliance information, and verification were separated 
until deception became part of the product.

Boeing shows failure at several points in one value chain. In the 
737 MAX case, technical information concerning the Maneuvering 
Characteristics Augmentation System was concealed from the 
FAA group responsible for pilot-training determinations [8]. After 
the 2024 Alaska Airlines 737-9 door-plug accident, the NTSB 
found that four securing bolts were missing, that there was no 
removal record, and that no required quality inspection had been 
performed. It also identified inadequate training and ineffective 
corrective action [9]. The events are distinct, but both show the 
danger of fragmented information, ambiguous closure, and weak 
verification.

At Siemens, U.S. authorities described falsified records and 
controls circumvented, followed by coordinated penalties 
totaling approximately $1.6 billion in 2008 [10]. The company 
subsequently rebuilt its compliance system. Magyar Telekom 
used sham consulting contracts connected with Macedonia and 
Montenegro, showing how legitimate-looking documents can 
conceal prohibited purposes when controls are weak [11].

Across the cases, a difficult target creates pressure; a workaround 
removes the obstacle; information is narrowed; silence and short-
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term success protect the workaround; repetition normalizes it; and 
an external event exposes the system. The objects differ, but the 
mechanism is similar.

Integrity as an Organizational Architecture
The foundation is mutual trust and respect. Trust without respect 
can become loyalty that suppresses disagreement; respect without 
trust can produce defensive formality. Together they legitimize 
professional challenge [13,14]. Six safeguards connect values to 
operations.

First, purpose and non-negotiable boundaries define what cannot 
be traded for revenue, schedule, or hierarchy. Second, decision 
rights separate proposal, approval, ratification, and verification 
when conflicts are material. Safety, compliance, and quality 
functions need access to decision-makers and protected stop-
work authority. Third, accountability balances commercial results 
with quality, safety, compliance, and verified closure. Immediate 
rewards combined with delayed risk invite ethical discounting.

Fourth, critical information must be traceable from source to 
decision. Exceptions, altered assumptions, unresolved tests, and 
regulator-facing statements need ownership and an auditable path. 
Fifth, employee voice must be protected in practice. Managers 
should ask which facts would change a decision and whether 
their holders can speak safely. Sixth, verification must test reality 
independently and confirm that corrective actions work. Database 
closure is not elimination of recurrence. These safeguards turn 
culture into an operating system [12,15].

The safeguards reinforce one another. Voice without authority 
frustrates; authority without information becomes ceremonial; 
verification without consequences repeats findings. Integrity 
exists when accurate information can interrupt a target and trigger 
correction.

Managerial Implications
Leaders should begin with pressured decisions rather than 
another values campaign. For each high-risk decision, they 
should identify who proposes, decides, ratifies, verifies, and 
can stop implementation; which evidence cannot be overridden; 
how exceptions are recorded; and who confirms closure. Boards 
should examine recurring findings, incentive asymmetries, overdue 
actions, and issues that vanished without documented resolution.

Targets should be tested before commitment. When evidence 
makes a promise infeasible, the organization needs a legitimate 
route to change the target rather than the facts. Near misses and 
successful escalation deserve study because prevention is usually 
invisible.

Integrity is the capacity to preserve truthful conduct when targets, 
time, or authority creates pressure. Six mutually reinforcing design 
safeguards are:
•	 Purpose and boundaries. State what cannot be traded away 

for revenue, schedule, bonus, or status. Translate values into 
decision tests.

•	 Decision rights and ratification. Separate proposing, deciding, 
checking, and stopping high-risk work. Give independent 
expertise real authority.

•	 Targets and accountability. Balance commercial, quality, 
safety, customer, and long-term consequences. Reward 
escalation concealed success.

•	 Traceable information. Document exceptions, assumptions, 
changes, approvals, and unresolved risk. Make bad news 
difficult to erase.

•	 Voice and stop-work rights. Protect challenge, technical 
dissent, and escalation across the hierarchy. Respond without 
retaliation or delay.

•	 Verification and learning. Use independent testing, audit, and 
board review; repair causes, not optics. Test whether controls 
work in practice. 

Figure 1: Organizational Integrity Architecture
Source: Author’s synthesis based on Adizes, Edmondson, Kaptein 
and the comparative cases [13-15].

Limitations and Conclusion
The comparison uses a small, purposefully selected set of public 
failures. It cannot measure prevalence or isolate culture from 
technology, regulation, and markets. Future research should 
study high-risk decisions prospectively and compare failures 
with organizations that corrected problems before exposure.

Integrity is not the absence of bad people. It is a pattern of 
choices, information, authority, incentives, and verification that 
determines whether truth remains actionable under pressure. 
The cases show how ordinary processes normalize extraordinary 
risk. Organizations become more trustworthy when purpose sets 
boundaries, authority is balanced, information is traceable, dissent 
is protected, and correction is independently verified. Values matter 
most when the system permits them to defeat the target.
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