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Has Corporate America learned anything about the pitfalls of corporate greed and misconduct in 2006?   Let’s review some of the events:
There was the “example” of Jeff Skilling, former CEO of Enron, whose reputed arrogance in the courtroom landed him an extra-lengthy sentence of 24 years in prison, while former WorldCom executive Bernard Ebbers quietly reported to a medium-security facility last fall.  We saw a Wal-Mart executive plead guilty to astonishing acts of fraud.  His alleged purchases of outrageous items like custom-made alligator boots and fancy dog pens, taught us the more grandiose dimensions of “padding” an expense report.  
There were the latest lessons delivered via the Hewlett-Packard pretexting scandal that not only abruptly ended several promising careers, but has also prompted criminal investigations.  Thanks to the perpetrators of this corporate saga of political intrigue, Congress may be inspired to create more legislation - aimed at those who ought to know better anyway.  
Despite all this, I was feeling optimistic about lessons learned - until reading Fast Company’s recent report that  “2006 is already a banner year for CEO turnover, according to Challenger, Gray & Christmas, a New York-based outplacement firm.”

What’s behind the exodus?  According to the article,  “since the start of the year, more than 100 companies have undergone federal investigations into backdating, a way of boosting the value of options grants used as compensation by issuing them retroactively on days when company stocks were trading low.”  

“Challenger, Gray & Christmas has tracked 54 executive departures related to backdating, including 17 CEO’s 11 CFO’s and 8 general counsels.”  It is an interesting development in light of so many employer-lead initiatives to promote ethical behavior in the workplace. 
Instead of more rules, legislation, fancy hotlines and elaborate training programs, maybe we just need to refocus on the basics of good management.  Some reminders of that notion are prominently featured in the Ethics Resource Center’s recently published findings from the 2005 National Business Ethics Survey.  In summary, they found the “tone at the top” makes the difference between a really solid company with a culture of integrity – or the absence thereof.
We’ll spare you the 16 pages of graphs, methods and definitions.  The Ethics Survey boils down to three basic practices for promoting integrity at work.  In a nutshell, the ERC concludes that in order to have an effective ethics program, employees actually have to see their bosses doing the right thing.  It is the old adage that “actions speak louder than words.”  

In line with that, another key traditional value held by highly ethical organizations has to do with “honoring promises and commitments.”   Last, but not least, the third key driver of an ethical culture was tangible “support of people who adhere to ethical standards.”
No big surprise that the findings indicated if management “walks the talk”, employees are less likely to witness misconduct in the workplace – and that makes everyone much happier.  The survey goes on to reveal that employees’ satisfaction scores increase by about 10% if they perceive management is setting a good example.  Other countless studies consistently confirm a strong correlation between happy workers and increases in productivity.
Looks like it is back to “Management 101” for Corporate America.  Another year like this and the executive class may find itself in the remedial program – or detention.
