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It’s an odd dichotomy…..

On the one hand, we are shocked to learn that cheating in school is at an all-time high.  In fact, according to David Callahan in his book, The Cheating Culture, “Business students are among those with the worst attitudes toward cheating, and those most likely to bring lax ethics into their professional lives.”  The book goes on to cite published studies that support this claim.

Yet, on the other hand, there are indications that our youth do indeed have strong moral values.  To evidence this, Callahan cites research conducted by Who’s Who Among American High School Students.  It would appear that fewer youth engage in drinking, smoking or illicit drugs.  Callahan basically infers that they are simply reacting to the messages they receive.  With more emphasis placed on communicating the harmful effects of drugs, teens have changed their behavior over the past twenty-five years.

That begs the question: What kinds of messages are we sending our youth about success in business? Could it be that greed is good?  Anyone watching episodes of The Apprentice might conclude that backstabbing and undermining colleagues is the way to grab that brass ring.  After all, what compelling evidence in modern media tends to counter that belief?

The prospect of youth buying into the myth of get-ahead-at all-costs is upsetting.  Consider this statement by Michael Josephson of the well-respected Josephson Institute:

The evidence is that a willingness to cheat has become the norm and that parents, teachers, coaches and even religious educators have not been able to stem the tide.  The scary thing is that so many kids are entering the workforce to become corporate executives, politicians, airplane mechanics and nuclear inspectors with the dispositions and skills of cheaters and thieves.”
So, is that who we want managing our pension funds?  Our bank accounts?  Running our hospitals?  

It is time for business to take the lead.  Students must see that business leaders value integrity and character in selecting candidates to work in their organizations.  Moreover, they must be made to realize that the overwhelmingly negative headlines that focus on businesses behaving badly are not indicative of the typical organization.  

Recently, members of the Oklahoma Business Ethics Consortium joined forces with professors from several universities in Oklahoma.  It is the start of something good – a Foundation to offer scholarships for youth who demonstrate character and integrity. In addition, the Foundation plans to host several student ethics challenges on various campuses beginning next fall.  By using these additional vehicles to reinforce academic efforts, it is expected that values among students will be strengthened, thereby better preparing them to face ethical dilemmas they may encounter in the workplace.   

It seems that our youth have the greatest appreciation for this need. According to an article published in March 2005 by the University of Alabama at Birmingham, students actually want “to receive more ethics education in the classroom before entering the workforce.”

This interest has been clearly evident in Oklahoma, with the formation of Student Ethics Chapters.  The first was formed under the guiding hand of Dr. David Carmichael with Oklahoma City University.  It was closely followed by the University of Tulsa last fall, when Jim Priest of Whitten Nelson and McGuire attracted an audience of over 130 students and faculty members to the inaugural meeting.  Efforts continue, most recently with attention from educators at the University of Central Oklahoma and Langston.  

It is time for business to join forces with our educators – or face more disturbing headlines such as those relating to Enron, Worldcom and countless others.
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