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As a child, did you ever play follow the leader?  It’s a simple game involving a chosen leader that everyone else mimics, no matter how silly the leader’s actions may be.  Failure to do so will force one to sit out the rest of the game.  No fun!  
The game is still played by grown-ups, only in corporate hallways instead of playgrounds.  Witness the contest involving Aaron Beam, HealthSouth’s first CFO.  He helped build the company from a small start-up into a billion dollar enterprise.  All went well for the first twelve years when he amassed a fortune and was enjoying the good life.  However, in 1996, HealthSouth’s earnings fell below expectations.  That’s when the game got dicey.
Beam stated that his boss, CEO Richard Scrushy, ordered the books to be fixed.  Beam followed the leader for an entire year before he attempted to escape the pressure of the illegal hijinks by opting for an early retirement.  After he left, a succession of five other CFO’s followed the leader until the ongoing fraud was uncovered in 2003.  

Here’s the kicker:  At least 17 executives pled guilty to charges, so the fraud was clearly widespread.  All of the former CFO’s testified against Scrushy, who claimed that the crimes were committed without his knowledge.  Incredibly, Scrushy was acquitted of the charges, although he was later required to pay damages for the fraud through civil court and wound up serving time in prison on a different matter.
Left holding the bag early on, Beam was sentenced to prison and lost everything.  Upon release, he started a lawn service company -  a far cry from the cushy esteem of a corporate boardroom.  Today, he cautions others about the pitfalls of blind loyalty.  
Unable to muster the courage to challenge their boss, they accepted the harebrained antics of their CEO as just part of the rules of the game.   They followed their leader right into criminal charges and financial ruin. They were, as former assistant vice president of accounting Virginia Valentine put it, “just following instructions.”  
This may seem like a long time ago, but the game is still being played. In fact, a 2012 Huffington Post report indicated the FBI has had to hire more investigators just to keep up with the ever-increasing number of fraud cases.  It makes one realize a universal truth: some people never grow up.  

