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The recent update to ISO 37001 - the standard for anti-bribery management systems - places ‘anti-bribery
culture’ at centre stage. This is a welcome addition to the standard, and a great opportunity to explore what
truly drives an organisation’s culture of integrity.
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Group empowerment, backed by strong ethical frameworks, ensures that the integrity culture is sustained and
self-reinforcing. Photo: iStock.com/SolStock COPYRIGHTED

he ISO 37001 standard identifies ‘top leadership’ as a group’s body in charge
to ‘demonstrate an active, visible, consistent and sustained commitment’

towards integrity. The standard also states that ‘the organisation shall develop,
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However, is relying on management the best way to spark a collective movement
towards organisational integrity? We want to explore the notion of integrity culture
and consider the connection between leadership and staff — specifically, how social
theory and group dynamics can influence reform processes through the power of

imitation.

I Is relying on management the best way to spark a collective

movement towards organisational integrity?

The relationship between ethical leadership and
staff behaviour

Many in the anti-corruption field focus on the leadership team to shape
organisational ideas and behaviours — often referred to as the ‘tone from the top’.
International standards such as ISO 37001 explicitly endorse this approach. This
concept, rooted in research from the 1950s, suggests that central figures can
influence their peers. Lazarfeld’s work is foundational here, showing that leaders
do not shape opinions and behaviours due to their social position or prestige, but
because of their active engagement with the subject.

In the 1970s, Burns introduced the idea of transformational leadership, where
leaders inspire ‘followers’ through vision and integrity. This model highlights how
leaders can influence aspirations and behaviours by sharing values and acting as

role models who demonstrate fairness and ethical conduct.

More recently, Trevino et al. conceptualised ethical leadership through the lens of
social learning. They argue that, for leaders to affect ethics-related outcomes, they
must be seen as attractive, credible, and legitimate. This requires leaders to exhibit
‘behaviour that is perceived as normatively appropriate (e.g., openness and
honesty) and motivated by altruism (e.g., treating employees fairly and
considerately).’

This perspective is particularly compelling as it underscores the importance of
alignment between the leadership team and their staff, and the need to foster an

ethical work environment.
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Leaders can influence aspirations and behaviours by
sharing values and acting as role models.

Peer influence and chain reactions

Network theory suggests that behavioural change spreads organically once a
critical mass is reached — the point at which enough individuals adopt a behaviour
to trigger a collective movement through imitation. People follow social norms —
shared standards of behaviour in a group — and, as more individuals adopt a new
behaviour, others tend to follow.

The ISO 37001 guidance aligns with this concept, emphasising that leaders should
actively promote an anti-bribery culture and ensure that staff believe in its
implementation. However, while leadership is essential in setting the tone,
network theory implies that group cohesion is crucial for sustaining and driving
change.

Damon Centola’s research suggests that convincing just 25% of a group — for
example, two team members — can initiate a chain reaction. ISO 37001 emphasises
ongoing communication, mentoring, and recognition, which supports this
perspective. These elements help build the social connections necessary to reach
critical mass. Therefore, enhancing peer influence may be more effective than

relying solely on top-down directives.

Granovetter’s threshold model shows that individuals have varying levels of
resistance to change. Some readily embrace it, others have opposite preferences,
and most fall somewhere in between. For example, a team member with a 10%
threshold needs only one other person in the team to change before they do. Once
they adopt the behaviour, those with a 20% threshold follow, and so on. Thresholds
and critical mass thus vary by context. ISO 37001 addresses this by advocating for
consistency in handling unethical behaviour. Further consideration could be given
to creating a supportive work environment, which can lower resistance and

reinforce integrity norms.

In this context, the leadership role is to set the standard, and also to cultivate a
network where ethical behaviours spread through social influence. Group

empowerment, backed by strong ethical frameworks, ensures that the integrity
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I Enhancing peer influence may be more effective than

relying solely on top-down directives.

Understanding integrity culture through social
networks

Network theory also suggests that changes rely more on relationships among
individuals rather than on a central person. As illustrated in Figure 1, network
density (the number of connections between people) directly influences how
behaviours spread. The network doesn’t need to be centralised to be effective —
changes are more likely to occur in a dense network (right) than in a sparse one
(left). A central person (dark blue dot) has less influence on propagation than the

overall density of the network.

Figure 1. Network density

Sparse network Dense network

Changes are more likely to occur in a dense network (right) than in a sparse network (left). A
central person (dark blue dot) has less influence on propagation than network density.

Credit: Adapted from Nikookar E. 2021. copyrighted

This reinforces that group cohesion and collective empowerment are crucial drivers
of change. By fostering a work environment that encourages these interactions, the
leadership team creates the conditions necessary for integrity to spread
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figures and strong group dynamics. This allows us to draw valuable insights about
integrity culture and the essential role that leadership plays in fostering change.

Effective change depends on central figures and strong
group dynamics.

Lessons for leading integrity reforms

The ISO 37001 focus on the ‘tone from the top’ and leadership involvement can be
effective when leaders actively consider the conditions necessary to foster an
ethical work environment. This includes a compliance perspective that can be
complemented by horizontal factors, such as peer support, socialisation at work,
and the willingness of employees to report any irregularities.

As group empowerment proves to be more influential than the actions of central
figures, successful implementation of ISO 37001 could benefit from adopting a
collective approach, focusing on group dynamics rather than relying solely on
individual performance and compliance. The role of leadership may be more
beneficial in guiding the organisation in the right direction rather than taking the
pilot position.

Finally, reforms require the right conditions to succeed. Change is unlikely to
succeed if most individuals hold opposing preferences. Existing guidance on
analysing social norms and enhancing integrity culture offers valuable insights for
understanding these dynamics. At U4, we will continue to explore and advance this
critical area, ensuring that the collective understanding of how social norms and
behavioural change influence integrity reforms is expanded and applied effectively.
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The U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre works to reduce the
harmful impact of corruption on society. U4 is a permanent centre at
Chr. Michelsen Institute in Norway.
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