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Ethics in managerial hierarchies are often pursued like zo§logical
specimens. We pursue them as individual entities noting their absence or
presence, the variety among them, the clarity with which they are stated,
and how widely they are dispersed throughout an organization. Thus, we
isalate the individual standard of behavior: Malways be honest™ or "zeeting
the shipping schedule is more important than‘meeting tﬁé séfety standard."
Wé note who has heard the standard and who holds to it. Such knowledge
about fhe contents, demography and commitment to ethics in 2 business or-
ganizétion is obvidusly iméortant, But this mode of advance ignores the
consequénces of ethics or behavioral standards on organization life. What
can be missed is that standards of behavior, each “good" i;.its o&n right,
when acting in'céncert with'others can lead to consequences both wmanti-
cipated and lamented by those who first promulgated them. it is the thesis
of this inﬁroductpry comrent that: (1) we have to be concerned not only
with the contené of.an ethical position but the fumction that those ethics
or standards of behavior will actually have in an organizgd setting, and
(2) we camnot 1ook at ethics or standards of proper conduct indiviﬂuélly
but must look at the synergis£ic effect of them in combination.

My'commengs grow ffom a paradox encountered on a.conéulting project.
The firm is very succagsful and one which espouses and attempts to practicé
many ethical beliefs that I, at least, find very attractive. Many in the
organization say these béliéfs make the firm one of the most exciting places

to work they have ever encountered. The president,'a charlsmatic figure of
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powerful influence, has articulated éhe belief that work should be fun and
fulfilling. Further, that individuals, if given challenge and freedom,

will reach out to accomplish amazing things. Individuals should not be

held back by education, birth, or many of the other socizal hindrances, buﬁ

be allowed to rise as far as their natural zbilities will take them. These
general propositions have been translated into a series of norms or codess

of behavior that; while not written dowi, are frequently articulated through-
out the organization, used to guide decisioné, and to explain why acticn was
or was nbt taken. Among these are:

The Less Structure the Better. Repeatedly as proposals are made to create

new systems of work, contrels -— or further div}sions of woxrk -- the
explanation given for not adopting the suggestion is that structure

of any type is bad in that it limits people, hinders the flow of com-
munication, ecreates wmnacessary hurdles and divisions among indifiduals,
and serves the minimum ¢f detailed reporting systems. Written reports
are frowned upon in favor of oral and face-to—-face co@munication.
Creating specialized positions proceeds very slowly and only when ab-—

solutely unavoidable.

; : . . /
The Fewer Status Differences the Better. A close derivative of the formar

is the anathema of status differentiation. Going from one office to
another; it is extraordinarily difficult to deduce the occupa§t's
actual position in the organizétion. A key vice president has an of~
fice which looks very mu;h like that of a plant manager, which in turn
loqks very much like that of a middle level plant supervisor. They
are all extrerely-simpla, sparse and, for the most part, unattractiva.
Desks are of metal, tables are almost all identical. Rarely do the

walls go to the ceiling, instead an cffice consists of a partitioned
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area of a larger office or production floor. Among the tales

company raconteurs regale the visitor with are the blistering notes

the
offi

The Right

president has sent out to managers wha mistakenly thought their
ces should have a little class.

Person Can Make It Happen. Supporting the idea that individuals

freed of constraint and given challenges will be highly motivated and

able
make

call

It is also

to be hired into this

to accomplish great things is the slogen, the right person can

it happen. This is used and reflected in two ways. It is a

of encouragement to the individual given a demanding assignment.

a reminder

of how important it is to carefully select people

firm to fill a managerial or professicnal position.

A job candidate will commonly interview 20 different pecple and 3G is

not wncommon. From these extensive interviews, gradually a consensus

is formad that someone will or will not fit.

Go Do the

Right Thing. Consistent with the belief in the individual's capa-
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rget, and then to be told, "Go do the right thing;"_

s of accomplishing things and the other belief that structure

restraints should be kept to a minimum, instructions to individuals

given a new challenge are usually minimal, oftenilittle moxe than

VN

system of -beliefs has been in effect for some years and there

evidence of-their success., \Key execﬁtives are often very.youﬁé
with minimal teéhnicai educatiog in a firm deéling with a very
ated technology. Walking through the plants, people do seem ex—
their.work, taking pride in the company and that.they are members

zpeatedly one hears in different ways that the BLANK company is

lace to work.
in all of this, I gradually detected that a sizable number'of people

unhappy and often almost being ground up in the process. Exactly




how wide this condition is, I do not know. ‘However, it ;s far more wide-
Spread than I originally would have suspected. For one thing, I come across
these people one at a time who, only after they've known me for a little while,
5egin to open up about how wretched they feel. At first, I concluded that
they were a collection of people any organization ¢f this size is likely
to have who have their own individual personality problems comnected with
work. Only when gathering information about their coﬁditiop and hearing
the same structure of conditions 2gain and again did I begin to realize that
the way they felt aﬁd what Ehey ware expériencing was the result of them
being in the organization and, in particular, the resuit of them being ex-
posed to the etﬁics of this pa&ticular.organizaticn. |

In ieviawing many of the incidents that came to my attention, I found
a ccmmon series of steps:

1) Failure in z new managerial assigament, Many of the individuals

had previous track records of success, either within the firm or in other
firms. They had recently failed in a new assigament that was looked upon
as a real challenge and copportunity. Looked at more closely, the new assign- -

ment could frequently be seen as one in which it was impossible to succeed.

P— -

The company was growing rapidly. Middle level managerial personne% '
wére ccntinualily charging jobs. It was rare that_aﬁ individual would be
more than two years in one position and often a year waé all Fhe experience
a person would have in oné place. Consequently, while.in a position, a
nanager would find him/herself working with a constantly changing c;terie
of colleégues. ‘Information about alwost anything was slow in coming to
a large.extent because of the under&eveloped systems of reports, controls

and accounting procedures, concomitant with the philosophy of the less

structure the better. In addition, the new pésition was usually only vaguely
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'// defined, again in line with the philosophy of the less structure the better,

.
£ .

and the person often told to go "do the right thing," with inadequate in-

formaticn in a2 rapidly changing context, working on a poorly defined task
which often required far more resources and time than anyone, including the
incumbent initially appreciated. The fact that there were not more failures

is perhaps the most remarkable thing about the situation.

2) Personalizing failure. When failure occurred the common pattern
was for the individual to blame him/herself. They remembered too viﬁidly
the phrase, "the right person can make it happen." The‘feeling often was,
"I was not the right person'; "I was not adequate'; "I ﬁas not zble to mzke

this great challenge into a success."

3) Reinforcement of a sense of personal failure and isolation from

corrective feedback. A not uncommon thing when a person meets failure and |

is’hurt is .to call out for help or to try to explain or justify or even
excuse onasélf from what haépened. Attempts to do this were met. with several
soclal mechzniswms which frustrateq;any opportunity to interact with-others
and allevizte the feeiing.of personal féilu;e. Firsf, if the iﬁdiviﬁual

was aware that there was more than a personal failure, that there was a
failure in the assignment and an inadequacy in the organizatiocn, he or/shé
woﬁld have to start pointiﬁg a finger at the orgenization and saying, "it
contributed or set me up for failure." This sort of'statemeng would m-
rmaediately run counter.to the prevailing value that one only says positive

things about this organization. '"The BLANK corporation is a fine place

to work." '"There is a real opportunity there for amyone who wants to work
and make it." This was the common, prevailing attitude. Many people

seered to respond as 1f it were disloyal to hear bad statements about

the organization.



The second factor which occurred grew from the sense of heady excite- -

menﬁ of challenge and advancement which permeated the organization. People
were continually moving, often upward. It was a place of winners. Being
recognized as a winner was ve;y important. Consequently, tﬁere was a quick,
almost ins;antaneous,-reacéion to identify and tumm away from‘;hoselwha
were seen as. losers. An individual's reputation could change almost over—
night from being a winmer to a loser as soon és there was any indication of
an impending defeat or failure. One personnel manager, obsexrving this phe-—
nomenén, referred to it as the "“jackal syndrome." Hepce the rest of the
organization personalized failure and socially separated themselves from
the loser.

Looking. at the way the values and norms of this organization operateé;
éhere is no denylng that they fostered a particular climate, one of heady
suécess and excitement. And yet, interesting enough, in combination in

. more cases than were ever recoguized, they worked in combipation to be a
crusl system. Failure is seen in intensely personal terms. One effect
o? this was that the orgamnization and higher management are absolved of
ény responsibility. When a person did not succeed, he or she had oaly
their own inadequacies as an explanation — an attitude and interpre£ation
which is curlocusly reinforced by the way the system operates. !

This is but one illustration. There are ﬁany. And this is but one
company. I feel sure the same processes exist.in other companies which

. would bring out the two points introduced at the beginning. The fi;st of
these is that we are ail too inclined io look at a wvalue or ethic in an
organiz;tion and examine it for its intrinsic worth. In short, we ask, is

that a good or positive statement? Is that a desirable thing to waat? Ve

rarely ask the question, what will happen if we behaved in accordance with
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that ethié or standard. of behavior? ’Would we in truth get the good intent
that the statement conveys?. | l A
Secondly, we, to my knowledge, néver have examined how different
values or ethical propositiomns work iniconcert. What happens when standards
of: as little structure as possible, enhanCLng individual growth aﬂd poten~
tial and a2 nom like, this is a fine place to- work are comblned? The re~ |
sults are sometimes, as we have seen, quite different than the attractive
picture the intent contained in the individual statements would cbnvéy;

There is a third point. The need%to face the basic paradox managers

always enécunter, namely; that every attion they take,‘every value or

ethic they éspouse will have bgth positive.and negative aspects, This

leads to 2 painfully personal decision for which there is never any easy

or obviously right answer. It ié, I would hold, unethical to allow cneself
to be umaware of the nega ive consequences that accrue to positively souading
value and. n_h.cal statements. But that only opens up the more serious, more
difficult problem that a choice still has to be made as to whether or not
the desirable things whi;h.accrue outweigh‘or are more important éhan the.
undesirable, ‘Bacause of these complexities,ll pexsonally conclude that the
ethlcal issues faced by members of managerial hlerarchles are among, if:not

tﬁe, most perplexing and challenging of all.



