
4.1 Critically Examine the 
Relationship Between Legal 
Obligations and Ethical 
Responsibilities



Learning Outcome
By the end of this session, learners should be able to critically examine the relationship between legal obligations and ethical responsibilities in 
Occupational Health, Safety, Environment, and Sustainability (OHSES). Learners will explore ethical decision-making, the importance of exceeding 
minimum legal requirements, and the role of organisational values and governance in promoting responsible business practices.



Learning Objectives
After completing this topic, learners will be able to:

01

Explain the relationship between legal obligations and ethical 
responsibilities.

02

Apply ethical principles in compliance decision-making.

03

Evaluate the importance of exceeding minimum legal standards.

04

Assess how organisational values and governance influence ethical 
behaviour.



Introduction
Legal compliance establishes the minimum standards that organisations must meet 
to protect workers and comply with statutory requirements. However, ethical 
responsibility extends beyond legal compliance by encouraging organisations to do 
what is morally right, even when the law does not specifically require it. Effective 
OHSES leadership balances legal obligations with ethical decision-making, ensuring 
that organisational decisions protect people, the environment, and stakeholder 
interests while maintaining integrity and public trust.



1. Ethical Principles in Compliance Decision-Making
Ethical decision-making involves choosing actions that are fair, responsible, and transparent. Key ethical principles include:

Integrity Honesty

Accountability Fairness

Respect for people Transparency

These principles help leaders make decisions that are legally compliant and ethically responsible.



1. Exceeding Minimum Legal Standards
Complying with the law does not always guarantee best practice. Many organisations voluntarily exceed legal requirements by:

Introducing higher safety standards.

Investing in employee wellbeing.

Providing additional training.

Reducing environmental impacts.

Adopting internationally recognised standards such as ISO 45001.

Going beyond compliance demonstrates responsible leadership and strengthens organisational reputation.



1. Organisational Values and Governance

Organisational values influence how decisions are 
made and how employees behave. Examples of 
values include:

Safety first.

Respect.

Integrity.

Responsibility.

Sustainability.

Good governance supports these values by:

Promoting ethical leadership.

Defining responsibilities.

Encouraging accountability.

Supporting transparent decision-making.

Monitoring organisational performance.

When ethical values are embedded in governance, organisations are more likely to maintain public trust and achieve sustainable performance.



Practical Example
A company discovers that noise levels in one area are within the legal limit but are 
causing discomfort to employees. Although no legal action is required, management 
installs additional noise-reduction measures and provides enhanced hearing 
protection.

Outcome: The organisation exceeds minimum legal requirements, improves 
employee wellbeing, and demonstrates ethical leadership.



Critical Evaluation
Legal compliance establishes the minimum acceptable standard, whereas ethical responsibility encourages organisations to consider the broader 
impact of their decisions on workers, society, and the environment. Organisations that rely solely on legal compliance may overlook opportunities to 
improve health, safety, and wellbeing. By embedding ethical principles into governance and organisational culture, leaders can make decisions that 
are both legally defensible and socially responsible, strengthening stakeholder confidence and long-term organisational sustainability.



Summary Table
Aspect Focus

Legal Obligations Meeting statutory and regulatory requirements

Ethical Responsibilities Doing what is morally right, even beyond legal compliance

Ethical Decision-Making Applying integrity, fairness, and accountability

Governance Embedding ethics into leadership and organisational culture



Reflective Questions
1

What is the difference between legal compliance and ethical 
responsibility?

2

Why should organisations aim to exceed minimum legal standards?

3

How do organisational values influence ethical decision-making?

4

Why is ethical leadership important for effective OHSES 
governance?



Key Takeaways

Legal obligations establish the minimum 
standards organisations must meet, while 
ethical responsibilities encourage 
organisations to go beyond compliance.

Ethical decision-making is based on 
principles such as integrity, honesty, 
accountability, fairness, and 
transparency.

Organisations that exceed legal 
requirements often improve employee 
wellbeing, stakeholder confidence, and 
organisational reputation.

Strong organisational values and 
governance frameworks promote ethical 
behaviour and responsible decision-
making.

Effective OHSES leaders balance legal 
compliance with ethical responsibility to 
achieve sustainable organisational 
performance and maintain public trust.


