
Business Ethics--Think-Hurt?-Say?

On the second or third day of employment the CEO spoke to us. In the boardroom with him were the executive committee and various VP's, and in the audience were all the recent-grad new-hires like me. I was expecting him to bestow upon us, who were just beginning our careers, the well guarded secrets-of-success for this Fortune 100 firm. Instead, he spoke of business ethics.

I do not recall his exact words after all these years. But, his thesis was that all of us in our hearts believe we are ethical. It is always someone else who makes the news with his or her lack of ethical behavior in business.

I remember thinking at the time, what a waste of time. I wanted his secretes of success, to help me contribute to the firm, make a name for myself, and maybe rise to the top and make some money. 

Looking back, that may have been exactly what he was giving us. He "suggested" that, as we were dashing down our individual paths to glory, we stop and THINK about the consequences of our planned action or inaction: would anyone be HURT by our decision (or act), or by our not making a decision (or our lack of action)? What would people SAY if they knew about what we were about to decide to do, or our lack of a decision (or lack of action)?

I remember his emphasizing how difficult it was to stop and THINK. To help us stop and THINK, he presented each of us
 
with our personal "THINK" sign for our desks. It was plastic, and it folded into a tent. Printed on both sides was the word THINK. 

Since then I have misplaced my "THINK" card, but it has become part of me. By watching others at first, and with practice later, I learned the difficult task of stopping to THINK about the consequences of my, and later our, planned action; then asking "Would anyone be HURT?" and "What would people SAY?" It was a difficult task because I found that it was unnatural in the "heat of the moment" to do THINK-HURT?-SAY? However, in time I learned to THINK-HURT?-SAY? with each alternative. This never reduced the unnaturalness, and sometimes it increased the difficulty of making a decision. However, it elevated business ethics from an afterthought to a place alongside the business decision.

Perhaps that is why the CEO talked about business ethics that day. As Theodore Roosevelt said, "The credit belongs to the (wo)man who...spends (them)self in a worthy cause; who, at the best, knows...the triumph of high achievement; and who, at the worst if (s)he fails, ...fails while daring greatly..."
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