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Scenario
A home inspector goes out to conduct
a meet-and-greet with a new client
and carry out an inspection to deter-
mine insurance coverage. The
inspector introduces himself and out-
lines the process, explaining that he
will need to explore every room in the
client’s home, identify all belongings
and itemize key property that may
need special consideration. The
homeowner appears uncomfortable
and without explanation abruptly ends
the meeting.

The home inspector returns to his
office to report the aborted mission.
A customer service representative
calls the homeowner, who describes

the inspector’s behaviour as unpro-
fessional and not at all what she
expected. She didn’t anticipate that
the inspector would need to touch
everything, look in every cupboard
and closet, ask so many questions
about her personal possessions, and
cause such disruption or disarray. 

The home inspector has previ-
ously mentioned perceived discom-
fort in a couple of other customer
encounters. Is he perhaps unwit-
tingly conducting himself in a
manner that is proper and appro-
priate from his perspective but
seems impolite, overbearing or
unseemly to the client?

The Institute’s Code of Ethics

states that in all dealings graduates
shall conduct themselves with dignity
and shall avoid conduct that would
discredit the profession of insurance or
the Institute. How should the
inspector proceed: Try to carry on as
best as possible or try to figure out
what is going awry and how difficult
situations can be avoided in the future? 

How can the employer determine
whether the inspector or the client is
at fault? What action should be taken
if the inspector is suspected of being
unwittingly tactless or out of bounds?
What should the employer do if
unprofessional behaviour is found to
be a factor? What if the employer also
has a code of conduct that values cus-
tomer service above all else?

The Challenge
The foregoing scenario reminds us
of the importance of effective com-
munications, particularly in business
encounters. Although it does not
appear that either the homeowner or
the inspector acted with malice or
sinister intentions, it is apparent that
the business relationship is in jeop-
ardy. But what may have happened to
trigger the potential breakdown?

It is incumbent upon the home
inspector and his employer to ascer-
tain the facts and be accountable to
resolve the situation with fairness and
integrity for all parties. If it is ulti-
mately determined that the relation-
ship cannot be salvaged then, at a
minimum, there is a learning oppor-
tunity that should ensure that situa-
tions such as this will not be repeated. 

Communications and Ethics
When we consider the facts in this
particular case it is clear that a com-
munication issue is evident, but is
this truly a matter of ethics? In revis-
iting the definition of ethics we are
reminded that ethics is: “The process
of learning what is right from wrong,
then doing what is right. It involves
applying personal, professional,
social and corporate values and stan-
dards to balance various interests and
make the best possible decision for
all parties concerned.”

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS

Ill
us

tra
tio

n:
 Jo

hn
 F

ra
se

r

With this issue, The CIP Society and Canadian Insurance magazine continue
the ethics discussion started in the May issue. As part of the lifelong learning
required of insurance professionals, it seems prudent to remind us all of the
concepts of ethics, professionalism, fairness, integrity, weighing not only
industry expectations but consumer expectations as well.
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Effective communication
balances the needs of compa-
nies and their customers, as
well as the industry and society.
There exists a moral responsi-
bility to ensure that customers
are providing informed con-
sent for actions similar to those
described in our scenario. Did
you sense that this occurred?

The Employer’s Duty
The inspector’s employer has a
duty and obligation not only to
this new client but also to all
clients. Implicit in this duty is
the reasonable expectation of
supervision and training of
employees. The supervisory
element should suggest that the
client complaint will be taken
seriously and be fully investi-
gated. The training element
imposes a responsibility beyond
the technical aspects of the job.
In addition it includes ongoing
observation and correction of
apparent issues within the
softer skills that are required to
fulfill the function. Within this
realm are the inspector’s requi-
site listening and communica-
tive skills.

In fulfilling its obligation,
the employer should gather
relevant facts and statements
from all appropriate sources,
particularly the client and the
inspector, and including docu-
mentation of previous encoun-
ters involving this employee.
The investigation should aim
to determine:
• Have there been similar

issues in the past? If so, what
steps were taken? 

• What are the company’s poli-
cies and procedures for this
type of home inspection? 

• Was the procedure adhered to? 
It is possible that the

inspector was following a flawed
or deficient set of company pro-
cedures. If done so knowingly,
he/she has a duty to bring it to
the attention of superiors in

order to be rectified. Without
correction, this could bring 
the inspector, company and
industry into disrepute.

Guiding Principles
If uncertainty arises in situations
such as this, the inspector should
reference the code of conduct
that may exist in his place of
employment and/or in his pro-
fessional association. For the
purposes of this discussion, let’s
refer to the “Insurance Institute
Code of Ethics” for guidance as
it governs all CIP Society mem-
bers (graduates of the Institutes’
Chartered Insurance Profes-
sional and Fellow Chartered
Insurance Professional pro-
grams).

We’ll consider the applica-
tion of a few of the relevant
guidelines that are germane to
this case. Take a moment to
reflect upon the scenario and
see if the situation could have
been managed differently. 
• Institute graduates shall, in

exercising their professional
responsibilities, and in all
professional matters, subor-
dinate personal interests to
those of the public, the client
or employer or the Institute
and profession as the case
may be.
Do you think the client was
provided with sufficient
information in order to con-
sent to the complete home
inspection? The client
appeared confused as to its
depth and comprehensive-
ness. Was she informed or
did the inspector feel that
the client ought to have
known? Is this adequate?

• Institute graduates shall treat
as confidential any informa-
tion, documents, or papers
relating to the business
affairs of their employer or
client and shall not disclose
or produce such informa-
tion, documents or papers,

WHAT WOULD
YOU DO?
A senior commercial under-
writer has been working with
a broker on a challenging and
premium-sensitive file. The
broker is an important interme-
diary for the insurer, and the potential
customer is an important client for the broker. The broker is
quite persistent in assuring he secures this customer.

One evening, this underwriter is at a restaurant with a
small group of friends. He recognizes this broker at another
table and they exchange pleasantries. Not much else is said
between them. When underwriters’ group requests the
dinner check, they are advised that it had been looked after
by the gentleman at the other table before he departed the
restaurant. No one else at the underwriter’s table was pre-
viously acquainted with this broker, and for them it was
quite a nice surprise.

What action should this commercial underwriter take?
Did the broker act ethically? Bear in mind some reminders
from an earlier article, specifically (as compiled from Ethics
Considerations for Property & Casualty Insurance Profes-
sional; the Institute of Business Ethics, U.K.,
www.ibe.org.uk; The Business of Insurance, C-16 text,
2002, Insurance Institute of Canada, Toronto, and the Code
of Ethics of the Insurance Institute of Canada, www.insuran-
ceinstitute.ca), can you pass the following ethics test?

Can you honestly say that your decision will be:
• Fair — Will my decision be considered fair by those

affected? Have I considered the effects from their van-
tage point? If I put myself in their shoes, would I do the
same thing?

• Harmless — Who does my decision affect? Does it hurt
anyone? Are there any negative consequences and are
they limited as much as possible? 

• Consistent — Is this a decision in keeping with my 
principles?

• Transparent — Do I mind others knowing what I have
decided?

• Law-abiding — What are my legal duties and contractual
obligations in this situation? Is my decision in keeping
with my company’s code of ethics or conduct?

• Perceived correctly — Is it possible that my decision
might be misconstrued as unethical? How will it look if
it becomes public? How will it be viewed five years
from now?

• Mother-approved — What would my mother think? How
would I feel about my decision being report on the front
page of tomorrow’s newspaper? Could I comfortably
inform my children of my behaviour?
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without the consent of the employer
or client concerned, except as required
to do so by law.
Presumably, the inspector would
follow this precept without question.
But there is an appearance of doubt on
the part of the client. Is this the result
of the encounter having a dubious
start? How would you have prevented
this undercurrent of suspicion? 

• Insurance graduates shall use due dili-
gence to ascertain the needs of their
client or principal and shall not under-
take any assignment if it is apparent
that it cannot be performed by them in
a proper and professional manner.
In fairness to the inspector, he did
immediately report the aborted mis-
sion upon returning to the office. But
was he being deliberately difficult with
the client for some unknown reason
thus causing the process to be halted?
It is uncertain at this stage to deter-
mine if this was the case, but the alle-
gation of unprofessional manner needs
to be investigated. Was it the client’s
perception or was the inspector’s
behaviour really unprofessional?

• Insurance graduates shall not fail to use
their full knowledge and ability to perform
their duties to their client or principal.
Technical knowledge aside, interper-
sonal skills are an absolute necessity
when dealing with clients, suppliers,
fellow employees, etc. A weakness in
this area requires a hasty remedy.
Assessing one’s own abilities and inter-
personal skills can be difficult, but it is a
shared responsibility with an employer
to undertake skills assessment and assist
with personal development. If the
inspector’s abilities in this area are woe-
fully inadequate and no action has been
forthcoming on the part of the
employer, then they have failed in their
ethical duty to the employee, the
industry, and to themselves. 

• In all dealings graduates shall conduct
themselves with dignity and shall avoid
conduct that would discredit the profes-
sion of insurance or the Institute.
This case scenario demonstrates a bla-
tant violation of this section of the
Code of Ethics and likely any code of
conduct. Something happened during
the encounter that was distressing to

the client. Although one single incident
is not presented in the case it appears to
be the culmination of all events leading
up to the inspector’s hastened depar-
ture from the client’s home. The fol-
lowing questions need addressing:
a. Was it because of the inspector’s

manner and conduct? 
b. Did the client receive adequate

notice in advance of the visit?
c. Was the client fully informed of

the nature of the visit and the
requirements?

d. Was this an isolated incident or is
there a pattern of behaviour?

e. Is this complaint unwarranted?

Conclusion 
In the absence of any similar events
occurring previously, it would be conven-
ient to conclude that the client’s com-
plaint against the inspector was unwar-
ranted. However, it would appear that the
client did not receive appropriate or suffi-
cient detail on the nature of the inspec-
tion, or misinterpreted the information.
The client’s perceptions of the process
did not in the end match the reality of the
situation, hence the uncomfortable sur-
prise factor. And that gap between the
perception and reality needed to be
bridged with better corporate standards
and more effective communication. 

In terms of better corporate stan-
dards, the employer has a responsibility
beforehand to ensure that its people are
properly trained and supervised to
ensure that all employees understand the
ethical issues and values of the corpora-
tion. As well, there should be a process
of accountability to ensure proper
delivery of its services (e.g. protocols
regarding notification of clients, feed-
back mechanisms in place such as cus-
tomer surveys, on-site supervision of
employees to ensure proper communica-
tion and delivery of service).

In addition, the employer has an eth-
ical responsibility to follow up (without
blame) on the complaint in an objective
manner to reassure the customer and
make the appropriate “corrections” for
future encounters. The employer has to
demonstrate its higher standard of care
and must bear the greater burden of
responsibility to set a proper example for

its employees before (to mitigate
against), and after such incidents occur. 

In terms of more effective communica-
tion, t he home inspector should have
asked direct questions; assessing the home-
owner’s manner, tone, body language and
questions; and provided further clarifica-
tion as required to increase the home-
owner’s comfort level. Before proceeding,
the inspector should have confirmed that
the homeowner had received advance
information about the appointment and
about the process; that she understood
what the process would involve, and that
she had verified her agreement.

Here’s the test: Professional ethics is
about ensuring that you have considered
the effects of your manner, communica-
tion and decision from the other’s van-
tage point, i.e. “if I was in their shoes
would I feel the same way/do the same
thing? And is it possible that my
manner, communication and decision
may be perceived as unethical or unpro-
fessional?”

If so, it behooves you to be informa-
tive, listen attentively, watch for signs of
discomfort, and promote understanding.
Effective communication is necessary to
build trust, integrity and transparency
among all parties, be they the home
inspector and homeowner in this sce-
nario, or any insurance professional and
client, or any relationship. 

The CIP Society represents 15,000
graduates of the Insurance Institute of
Canada’s Fellow Chartered Insurance
Professional (FCIP) and Chartered
Insurance Professional (CIP) Pro-
grams. As the professionals’ division of
the Institute, the Society offers contin-
uing professional development, infor-
mation services, networking opportu-
nities, and recognition and promotion
of the designations.

This article, written by Paul Griffin,
director, operations & compliance, ING
Canada - ING Wealth Management Inc.
and member of the CIP Society’s Ethics
Advisory Network, is aimed at ensuring the
professionalism and ethical practice of Society
members and the industry in general. This
series of articles are archived on The CIP
Society’s web site at: www.insuranceinsti-
tute.ca/cipsociety.
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