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What do the British public think of
business behaviour?
Latest survey from the Institute of Business Ethics
British public opinion of business behaviour has fallen
Tax avoidance remains the top issue business needs to address
01 December 2016 The British public’s opinion of business behaviour has fallen
dramatically, according to the latest survey conducted for the Institute of Business Ethics.
The survey, published today, shows that the public’s general opinion about ethical business
behaviour has fallen for the first time in four years, with only 48% saying they think British
business behaves ethically.
Since the survey began in 2003, the British public’s opinion has consistently leant more
towards judging business as behaving ‘ethically’ than ‘not ethically’. However, in 2016, public
opinion has fallen significantly, down 11 percentage points compared to 2015. It is now back
to 2012 levels, just a percentage point higher than when the survey began, with less than
half (48%) believing that business behaves ethically.
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Corporate tax avoidance remains the top public concern about business behaviour for 2016.
Philippa Foster Back CBE, IBE’s Director, said: “This result should serve as a wake-up call to
British business that it must do more to restore public trust. The fact that the number of those
who are concerned about corporate tax avoidance has increased and remains the top public
concern is an example where business is not doing enough to address ethical issues.”
The top 3 issues that the public think business needs to address remain unchanged for a
third consecutive year.

Tax avoidance has been one of the top two issues since it was first introduced in the survey
in 2012, with 43% considering this an issue that needs to be addressed, a rise of 9% from
last year (34%).
Philippa Foster Back CBE said: “Tax is a difficult and complex issue, but it isn’t going away.
Companies need to do more to address public concern or risk losing even more public trust.
Internal engagement is needed around the decisions and circumstances behind the tax
positions companies decide to take, and then communicated externally, as will become the
case under HMRC proposals.”
Executive pay continues to be an issue, with 28% of the public thinking this still needs to be
addressed (up from 25% last year).
Philippa Foster Back CBE commented: “It is disappointing that, despite some high profile
positive cases, business is not doing enough to change public opinion on this issue. While
the workforce and the country are being asked to tighten their belts, the disregard of the
public’s opinion on this issue continues to harm corporate reputation of self-interest.”
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Exploitative labour* continues to rise as a concern. The introduction of the Modern Slavery
Act last year has raised awareness of this as a corporate issue.
Work-home balance for employees enters the top 5 for the first time since being
introduced 11 years ago, with 21% raising this as an issue of concern.
Philippa Foster Back CBE said: “As technology blurs the lines between work and home life,
we are seeing this becoming more of an issue. This, coupled with the financial pressures
which a post-Brexit economy is putting on employees and employers alike, means this issue
needs to be addressed before we reach burn-out.”
Protection of customer data/data privacy (introduced in 2015) also becomes a top 5 issue
of concern for the first time, with 16% citing this as a problem. Philippa Foster Back CBE
said: “Addicted as we are to our smart phones and social media, consumers are becoming
more aware of how vulnerable their personal data is, and are looking to business to protect
and reassure them. Business needs to address this as a matter of urgency, as we see this as
being potentially the biggest threat to corporate reputation in the coming years.”
#IBESurvey
ENDS/
To obtain jpegs of the infographic, or to organise interviews or articles, please contact Alex
Johnson, Marketing & Events Manager on 020 7798 6040 or a.johnson@ibe.org.uk
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EDITOR’S NOTES
Attitudes of the British Public to Business Ethics – 2016 Survey
Free Infographic download from www.ibe.org.uk
Published: 01 December 2016
Simon Webley and Guendalina Dondé will discuss the findings of the latest survey in a
webinar on 01 December at 10:00 – http://www.ibe.org.uk/forthcoming-events/56/48
About the Survey
Since 2003, the Institute of Business Ethics has commissioned Ipsos MORI to carry out an
annual survey asking British adults their opinion on the ethical behaviour of British business
and the issues that most need addressing. This briefing considers the findings over these 13
years.
The two questions asked are:
Q1: How ethically do you think British business generally behaves?
Q2: In your view of company behaviour, which two or three of these issues most need
addressing?
*In 2014 ‘Sweatshop labour’ was changed to ‘Exploitative labour’.
Research methodology: The research is conducted on behalf of the IBE by Ipsos MORI. This
year the study moved from face-to-face interviewing to online surveying. In 2016, a total of
2000 respondents completed an online survey between 21st September and 27th September
2016 and data has been weighted to reflect the adult population (18-65) in the UK in terms of
age, gender, region, class, ethnicity, housing tenure and working status [2015 base = 1130
GB Adults 16+ asked face-to-face].
This survey moved from face-to-face interviewing to an online surveying in 2016. Studies
suggest online surveys elicit more ‘don’t know’ responses compared to face-to-face surveys,
as respondents are considered to be more comfortable in saying they are unsure about
something when not responding face-to-face
About the Institute of Business Ethics
The Institute of Business Ethics is a registered charity established in 1986 to promote high
standards of business behaviour based on ethical values. We help organisations to
strengthen their ethical culture through the sharing of knowledge and good practice.
www.ibe.org.uk

