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Dozens of executives in various fields agreed to have their stories told in this book. All these stories are true, but in some cases, at the request of our interviewees, the names of people, organizations, and some accompanying details have been changed to prevent possible embarrassment. We’ve noted in each chapter which names are real and which names have been changed.
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THE ASPECTS OF INTEGRITY


It’s more about who you are than what you do.

         

INTEGRITY IS ONE of those words that rolls easily off the tongue. Like love. Or trust. Or morality. Or ethics. Those words all have one characteristic in common: They don’t mean a thing until they become behavior. Before then, they’re just words representing a feeling or an intention, nothing more.

You can say “I love you” or “I trust you” until the end of time, but until you behave with love or trust, everyone will be better off if you just say nothing.

Integrity is no different. It’s easy to talk about and even easy to feel and to demonstrate, as long as everything is going well and nothing comes along to put your integrity to the test. In other words, your sense of integrity, while admirable, is not made fully real until you have to live it in difficult and challenging circumstances.

Perhaps you think your integrity will not be put to the test. You could be right, but not likely. The authors have spent, cumulatively, almost sixty years in corporate life, plus another eighteen years as consultants, and we have yet to see a manager or leader who has not faced pressures and temptations that threaten to derail the best of intentions.

One of the major misunderstandings about the choices you’ll face is the belief that the really tough ones will be about money. Not true. The choices that will create the most frustration and anxiety, as well as the greatest challenge to your ability to maintain an ethical balance, will be about relationships, not about money. In the scheme of things, money is easy; relationships are hard.

And don’t think those pressures will be only about the big issues so often associated with leadership positions. To the contrary, the challenges come along every day and may seem on the surface to be insignificant, so you have to stay alert because the “little” daily choices are every bit as important, and do as much to shape and to demonstrate your integrity, as the big dilemmas.

Once you recognize that your integrity is on the line every day, then your work life takes on a different meaning. You realize that as you begin to face the choices and make the ones that reflect your true self, then you can have an enormous impact on your workplace, regardless of your position in the organizational hierarchy.

For instance, consider this common situation: Bosses should never criticize one employee to another employee, but they do it, and you may find yourself pulled into a conversation like that one day. Perhaps the boss is trying honestly to get your opinion of the other person, perhaps trying to dig for information, perhaps looking for affirmation of his or her already-held opinion, or perhaps just blowing off frustrations.

The tempting choice is to offer a hearty agreement and hope the boss sees your brilliance. But that could be risky. The easy choice is to nod and be noncommittal, seeming to agree without really saying anything. Then comes the hard choice: not so much to argue with the boss as to honestly express your feeling that you’re not comfortable in this situation. Yes, this can also be risky, and it will take courage.

What about other kinds of negative talk? There’s gossip and loose talk at almost every level in every organization. When it begins, do you join right in or do you refuse to participate? When someone makes a snide remark about a fellow worker or colleague, do you let it slide and walk away, thus implying that you agree with the comment or that you don’t have an opinion? Or do you actively condemn that kind of negative discourse? Listen, it’s easier to walk away; it’s difficult to say, “I really think it’s counterproductive to talk about people that way.”

You may respond, “I can’t defend everyone who’s being talked about.” Of course not, but if you do it even once or twice you will make the point dramatically enough that the gossip will stop—at least around you. And that in itself will have an impact on others, perhaps giving them the courage to follow your example.

Gossip leads to bullying. It’s an old story: If somehow we can define someone else as not worthy, as a lesser person or worker, as someone not to be respected, the next step is to ostracize that person. This leads to a bullying mentality toward the person, who then suffers psychological if not physical damage.

As organizations have pressured their workers to work harder and work longer, they have helped create an atmosphere in which the concepts of civility and cooperation are lost in the hurry-scurry of a high-pressure workplace.

This means you have to be careful with your own language. You must take time to express yourself calmly and carefully, especially when telling people something they may not like to hear. There’s a thin line between being frank or honest and being tactless. There’s also a measure of integrity in how you speak to people, in your body language, in your tone of voice.

The authors visited with one manager who seemed universally thought of as arrogant and overbearing. When asked about this perception, he replied, “I’m just being honest. If people can’t take honesty, tough.” This manager didn’t know the difference between honesty and bluntness; thus, he regularly undermined the importance of his message by the aggressive way he delivered it. This then became an issue of integrity when the manager disregarded the feelings of others and, rather than examining his own behavior, blamed his fellow workers for not being able to “take the truth when they hear it.”

The authors have visited many workplaces in which all the talk about “team effort” is just that: talk.

There are a thousand acts of duplicity and dishonesty every day, some large and some small, some of which undoubtedly take place in your organization. What about even the so-called “trivial stuff,” like stretching the old expense report, doing personal work on the organization’s time and equipment, or appropriating supplies for oneself? Everybody does it, right? And those people in the executive suite get all kinds of perks, so it’s only fair that everybody deserves a little of the action, right?

The question for all of us is, “Are we going to resist or just play along the path of least resistance?” Admittedly, resisting the status quo is difficult, but acquiescing to the daily injustices and dishonesties will take its toll on your very spirit.

The Tao-te-ching says that the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, so a full life of integrity depends on individual acts of courage in living your values every day.

The need to demonstrate this courage just seems to be part of life, and especially of organizational life. The problem is that integrity is a personal matter, and within any organization, it is the people who create the environment of integrity.

To be sure, there are, in any organization, emphases on two aspects of operational behavior: ethicality and legality. What’s ethical and what’s legal? You can find several kinds of organizational resources and guidelines in these areas, and almost every business of any size has a statement of ethics—but so what? Unless the people, in their own sense of integrity, behave ethically in the organization, the statement of ethics is just that: a statement. In fact, you can bet that every one of the now-infamous corporations—Enron, Tyco, World-Com, and others—had perfectly fine statements of ethics, well reasoned and well written, published in employee publications and the annual report, posted on bulletin boards, and so on.

So what happened? Simple. Ethical behavior depends not on policies and guidelines and high-sounding polysyllabic statements, but on individual integrity.

There are plenty of instances in which what is legal may very well not be ethical; thus, an emphasis on what’s legal can get many managers in trouble: “If it’s legal, it must be okay.” This has often become a very convenient hiding place for people who don’t want to use their own integrity to evaluate the ethics of what they’re doing or have done, only the legality.

The reasons for this are obvious enough. We are a nation of laws, we bind virtually every agreement with a contract, we dictate that behavior must be legal.

But ethicality is not about contracts, it’s about covenants. Contracts are written with all sorts of provisions for reparation, damage assessments, and other legal repercussions. On the other hand, covenants are moral understandings and are “enforceable” only by the moral intention of the participants, by their commitment to do what they say they are going to do.

While ethics is an institutional term, the living of an ethical work and management life nonetheless depends absolutely on the moral compasses of the people who must make ethics real by the way they choose to behave.

This is where integrity comes in.

Integrity itself is never institutional, it is always personal. Just as there is no such thing as “business ethics,” only “people ethics,” there is no such thing as a “corporation of integrity.” If a business has such a reputation, it is only because its people live with integrity and exhibit it in all their relationships.

The challenge, of course, is that the values of integrity and morality in organizational life, such as in a business, rarely come packaged in easy-to-apply actions. More often than not, the hard choices that people face in organizational life, particularly those in management and leadership positions, reside somewhere in the gray areas of moral judgment. So the first hard choice a person of integrity must make is to choose to live, both personally and professionally, in a way that embodies the aspects of integrity.

THE ASPECTS OF INTEGRITY

Integrity can be defined in many ways and in ever-increasing levels of complexity, but in researching this book, the authors identified five aspects of integrity that seem most important:

         

1. Doing what you say you’re going to do;

2. Putting other people’s needs first;

3. Behaving courageously;

4. Ensuring the common good above all; and

5. Maintaining your focus on respect, honesty, trust, and fairness.

         

Once again, these are words that roll easily off the tongue and mean nothing unless they translate into behavior. If you are in a leadership position, you must understand that, like it or not, you set the moral and ethical tone for your organization, be it a multinational corporation or a department of three people within a larger organization. You should live these aspects of integrity personally and also make every effort for them to become organizational or institutional behavior.

The authors don’t claim to be perfect in how we’ve lived our professional lives. We made mistakes like everyone else, but somehow we also managed to get to a point that our leadership practices, for the most part (we still don’t claim to be perfect), became consonant with our values and our sense of integrity.

We recall many examples, but in order to make the point that we’ve been there and made the hard choices, you will find two stories from our own experience in chapter 23.

We are not saying that we or the other people in this book always made the right choices. In fact, you may not agree with some of the choices they made. And sometimes even the right choice turns out badly, as in the case of Daniel Thomas (page 121), but their choices are always thoughtful and always made from an attitude of integrity.

To gather the stories in this book, we talked with dozens of executives in various fields, including not only business but also the military, public service, and education. All these stories are true, but in some cases, at the request of our interviewee, the names of people and organizations have been changed to prevent possible embarrassment. This in no way diminishes the lessons they teach or their impact.

We believe that the power of this book comes from the real-life, in-the-workplace experiences that these executives have been so generously willing to share. None had easy choices, but that’s the point: Integrity is not about easy choices, it’s about the courage to make the right choices. And those are the hard choices.



ONE
[image: image]

LOOK THE OTHER WAY OR FACE DOWN THE CORRUPTION?

Is it true that nice guys always finish last?

         

IN 1972, DAVID STEIN was enjoying a terrific career on the East Coast with the largest home-building company in the world. He was so successful at it, in fact, that he wasn’t sure whether he was good or just lucky, so he decided to move to California.

“I liked the company I was with,” David explains, “but frankly, it was the largest home builder in the world because it built houses the way Ford builds cars, mass-produced. I wanted to do something more creative. I chose California because it was, and probably still is, the leader in terms of planned community development and architectural and interior design.”

He went to work as a project manager for ACDI, one of the largest planned community developers in the country. Probably the company’s most important development was in Laguna Beach, a seven-thousand-acre planned community that stretched from the Pacific Ocean to the interstate highway that connects Los Angeles and San Diego. The prospect of working in this area seemed like a dream job for David, but he quickly realized that all was not well.

“Not only was the company not run the way my former company was,” he recalls, “but I felt there was real corruption within the company and it was very disheartening for me.”

David’s concerns had to do with the process of getting projects approved. “It was clear that in order to get a project approved, it required political support, so the company’s overriding concern was getting the support of politicians and not of the community.”

David wanted to manage good projects, but he found that at this company it was less important to manage good projects and more important to manage projects that could get political approval. “The way to do that was support the campaigns of politicians. And what made this corrupt in my opinion was that the decisions were not to be made on the basis of the projects’ merit but purely on political influence.”

David made another uncomfortable discovery. ACDI had a terrible reputation in the community itself. “They used to say that ACDI is a four-letter word,” he laughs. “It was clear to me that my first priority as a project manager was to build bridges with the community.”

David felt, not only as a matter of personal principle but also in the interest of the business, that a company should strive to be a good citizen of the communities in which it operates, and he personally intended to be a good citizen of the community. He could not choose to compromise either his personal or his business principles.

He knew, however, that building bridges was not going to be easy. Before David arrived, the California legislature responded to concerns about development by passing the California Coastal Act, which established the California Coastal Commission to set up criteria for development.

David explains ACDI’s response as the reason for community hostility toward the company: “ACDI had a huge property on the coast, so to beat the clock before the new law took effect, they started grading the property. They moved millions of yards of earth, and they did it in twenty-hour shifts, bringing in big spotlights so they could work night and day. There was also a piece of property on the sea that was a very popular surf spot. They cut off public access to it. They just seemed to do pretty much everything they could to piss off the people in the community.

“Even though I worked for the company, I came to feel that the bad reputation was deserved and that I should try to do something about it.”

His bosses did not think it was necessary. The system was working for them because of the political influence they had garnered. Here’s the process: First the project managers of the various companies presented their projects to a planning commission. Often, representatives of the community would oppose the projects before the commission. If the projects were then not approved by the commission, the companies were allowed to appeal this decision to the county board of supervisors, and, of course, if the companies had made the appropriate campaign contributions, they always won the appeal.

“But,” David says, “there was more and more community resentment being built through these practices. It could not continue, and besides, I felt it was utterly corrupt to game the system in this way.”

David began his own initiatives, meeting with community leaders and laying out his plans. They were suspicious. “First, I was with ACDI, which was bad enough, but there was also my own personal image problem. I came to one of the most conservative counties in the country, Orange County, with a George McGovern sticker on my car; I had long hair and a Fu Manchu mustache. The people I met with either had a flattop or a buzz cut. To say they were skeptical and suspicious is an understatement. But as I got to know them and convince them that I had the best interests of the community at heart, they put up with me.

“I had a lot of problems because my bosses thought I was an idiot. They said, ‘This is not the way it’s done.’ I said yes it is, and eventually this is what will be our survival because the time will come when we’re going to have a lot of problems getting projects approved.”

At about the same time that David was reaching out to the community, a wealthy construction company owner, Ralph Dietrick, decided to run for the county board of supervisors. He invested a lot of his money in the campaign to unseat a longtime supervisor and was elected. He quickly moved to establish his power by donating money to other supervisors’ campaigns and helping them get elected, the result of which was that Dietrick could always produce three votes, a majority, of the supervisors on any issue.

“He became famous,” David says, “for asking, ‘Do you know how to count to three?’”

During this time, David was not sure he would be able to remain with the company. But he did not want to give up on his goal of getting the community support that would convince the planning commission to approve the projects without having to appeal to a corrupt supervisor and his cronies.

He almost lost his job when he accompanied his boss to a meeting with Dietrick, a meeting that in David’s view was not necessary.

“I was working on a project,” David recalls, “where there was a property line that went straight through some hilltops, and really it didn’t make any sense. It was an artificial line. We needed a road to the top of a hill, but putting the road on one side or the other of the property line would mean destroying the hilltops and doing tremendous grading damage. So I had worked out an agreement with the neighbor that we would trade some land back and forth because it really wasn’t buildable land anyway. This way we could snake the road through and not do environmental damage. The deal was a bit complicated and I was proud of having pulled it off.”

But David’s boss, the general manager, was not happy. “You can’t do that,” he said. When David asked why, the boss said, “That son of a bitch [the neighbor] screwed me ten years ago and I’m not doing anything that might help him.”

David was stunned. “But we can’t do the road the other way,” he said. “It will cost a lot of extra money and besides, it’s wrong.”

The boss made him change the road.

“I thought about quitting then and there,” David says, “but it wasn’t the most important thing in a very big project and while it aggravated me, I thought the overall project was more important than that one issue.”

David dutifully took the project to the planning commission, and of course it was not approved because of the road. Then came the appeal to the board of supervisors. David’s boss insisted that David accompany him to a private meeting with Dietrick, who by that time had become chairman of the board of supervisors.

“My boss wanted me to go because he needed me to explain the issue because he didn’t fully understand it. All he knew is that he didn’t want his old enemy to get the road worked out.

“Well, I bristled against it but I went to the meeting, where I sat silently somewhat like a petulant child. It was clear to everyone that I didn’t want to be there.”

This was to be the first time David got to witness the corruption firsthand. When his boss, Don, began to explain the situation, he stopped and said that David would explain it.

“So I told them the truth,” David says. “I told them that the plan was justifiably appealed because the road should not go where Don wants it to go.”

His boss shouted at David, “That’s not the issue,” then turning to Dietrick, said, “I want that road there and that’s it. I don’t want to help this guy.”

Then Dietrick turned to one of his aides and a lobbyist who was in the room and asked, “Has Don bought a table to my dinner party?”

Don said proudly, “Yes, I did.”

“Understand that this was a $1,200 table,” David says, “which is probably equivalent to $10,000 in today’s dollars. So I just kept my mouth shut.”

Then Dietrick looked at Don and at the lobbyist and said, “Boys, this looks like a two-table problem to me.”

At this point, David got up and left the meeting without saying anything. In the car with Don, he asked, “How could you do that? I did what you wanted me to do.”

“Yes,” said Don, “and you didn’t do it right.”

David responded, “No, Don, you’re wrong. I did do it right and damned if I was going to sit there while you negotiated the number of tables you were going to buy to get his vote. Excuse me, his three votes.”

David continued his work with the community leaders even though Don thought it unnecessary. “But I was being successful, really, and I know Don liked me, he just didn’t understand. He was doing it the way everyone always had done it.”

David was determined to change the company and end the corruption. The turning point came when he developed and presented to the planning commission the first project that did not have to be appealed to the board of supervisors.

“There was a very feisty planning commissioner nicknamed ‘Gravel Gertie,’” David recalls, “and the people in the community loved her because she was fighting the development. I remember the first time I had to come up before her. She hated me without knowing me because I was ACDI. She wouldn’t meet with me before the hearing because she thought that I would try to put pressure on her.

“On the day of the hearing I had the support of the community for my project, and I was sandwiched in between two other developers who had unpopular projects. The planning commission room was packed and there were people waiting outside.

“The first developer presented his case, and then the community went on and on about how terrible the plan was. This took so much time, the commission had to delay the decision for two weeks. So when everybody came back after that, they were angry.

“After the first group left, I was up. The county staff made their presentation and recommended approval of my project. Then the chairwoman, Gravel Gertie, growled, ‘Now we’re going to hear from the applicant.’”

David had decided that he would try to lighten up the proceedings with humor. This is not always a good idea because it can seem as if you are not taking the situation seriously, but David felt it was worth the risk.

“I hoped not to sound like an arrogant smart aleck,” he says. “But when the chairwoman said, ‘Now we’re going to hear from the applicant,’ I stepped to the podium and said, ‘Well, my name is David Stein, but actually if it’s okay, I’d like to say I’m the builder because if you say I’m the applicant, it will be really kind of disappointing for my mother. She thinks I’m a builder. I’ve been telling her I’m a builder, and if she finds out I’m only an applicant, it’ll be a problem.’

“The room broke into laughter, but the chairwoman turned red. I mean, she was really angry. But it broke the tension in the room. She slammed her gavel down two or three times and said, ‘Mr. Stein, please continue.’ And I said, ‘Okay, I work for ACDI.’ Then I said, ‘Could I amend that?’ She looked at me like I was crazy. And I said, actually instead of builder, would it be okay if I said I was a doctor because my mother really thinks I’m a doctor.”

Again, everyone in the room laughed, and David wondered if he had gone too far or if he had indeed undercut some of the tension and hostility.

Then he changed the tone. “Look,” he said, “I’m very proud of this project and I think it’s something that’s groundbreaking. The staff has supported it and I think the community, probably to your surprise, is here to support this project, not to protest against it, so I’ll give up the rest of my time and just respond to questions.”

Then the community leaders, one by one, stood to support the project. Afterward, the chairwoman called David back to the podium. “Mr. Stein, oh sorry, I mean Doctor Stein, I want to compliment you. The project is quite amazing, especially coming from ACDI.”

After this success, David began a relationship with the chairwoman that led to a collaboration between the two of them in a program called “Tin Cup” (Time is now to clean up politics).

The timing was perfect for David because the company’s business had slowed, and his boss, Don, was fired. David was named general manager of the division.

And this is where the real story of hard choices begins. The first thing David did was fire the lobbyist. Then he announced that the company would no longer give any political contribution to any politician except for the one supervisor from the company’s own district, and only then if it seemed justified. This was in addition to his Tin Cup activities, through which he and the Orange County Homebuilders Association were promoting a $1,000 campaign contribution limit.

There was also another home builders group composed of the major builders in the area. David, as general manager of his division, attended those meetings as well. He remembers one at which some of the “icons of the industry,” in his words, approached him and said, “David, we have to talk about this thing called Tin Cup because it’s completely unfair and we have to block it. So, David, you need to leave the room.”

David asked why. “So we can discuss it and we don’t want to discuss it in front of you.”

Only one builder supported David and said, “You can’t make David leave. He’s a member of the group.”

When they again asked David to leave, he responded, “Gentlemen, if all of you would like to leave and talk separately, you’re welcome to it. I’m staying.” David was not trying to be obstinate or obstructive, and he was not trying to be the conscience of the group. But he had thought through the situation and felt that all the businesses represented would suffer if they tried to operate outside the concerns of the community rather than with the community. He hoped that his presence would encourage some other members of the group to find the courage to resist a groupthink mentality.

They then continued their discussion in front of David. He was shocked by what he heard. “One of the things they said was that this was undemocratic. I said, ‘Beg your pardon?’ and they said, ‘It’s not fair because if you just go by the votes, then the people really have all the say and the only way we can be even is by giving money. It’s the only way we can have justice.’ I mean, this was their mentality. They thought what I was doing was cheating them out of their inalienable rights.”

What David had done, with his own company policy as well as with Tin Cup, sent shock waves through the political establishment.

“I was summoned, and I do mean summoned, to an 8:00 A.M. meeting with Ralph Dietrick. It was quite an experience. In fact, I’d always thought he was tough, brilliant, and effective, and I would have admired him if he wasn’t also corrupt. He’d made his fortune as a contractor and now he was the most powerful politician in Orange County and was spreading his tentacles into San Diego. He came to the point. It was quite dramatic.

“He said, ‘Look, Stein, I don’t care what you do, but you can’t do this. You can’t fire your lobbyist and you can’t stop giving political contributions. I don’t care about you. I really don’t care about ACDI, but if you get away with this, if I let you get away with this, then you’re going to ruin the game, because once people see they don’t
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