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If you are cynically laughing at the title of this piece, then you probably hold a negative, stereotypical view of the corporate attorney .  Right now, you might be picturing a workaholic bully who ruthlessly annihilates the happy life of any poor soul who has the misfortune of getting  in his way.

Could be that this ugly stereotype has been reinforced by headlines? I’m thinking of the Westar attorneys who were recently accused of “ridding the board of directors of their critics.” 
            
A New Paradigm
With a few notable exceptions over the years, my personal experience with corporate attorneys has been mostly positive.  In fact, a couple of the most ethical people I know are attorneys who serve the corporate sector:   Myrna Latham, our “go to” person at McAfee Taft and Jim Priest of  Whitten Nelson & McGuire.    Much can be learned from these attorneys, who consistently model values and integrity.  

Recently, I’ve had the distinct pleasure of crossing paths with a couple of others in the legal arena who do not fit the negative stereotypical model and tend to follow a “different drummer.”  

The Bama Companies
What would you say about one of the largest, most successful companies in Oklahoma whose Legal Services Department is NOT run by an attorney?  Rob Martinek of Bama Companies is one of a kind.  He’s big on Covey’s Seven Habits and not real fond of litigation.  Apparently, that has figured heavily into Bama’s success.  It appears that they would much rather spend their time on “Helping People Be Successful” (their corporate mantra) – than on fighting with other companies.  I asked him about the basis of his approach:

“Bama’s principled centered culture drives our company to respond to potential litigious matters based upon our core values rather than a desire to simply “win”.  These values include integrity, fairness, kindness, patience, forgiveness, respect, and humility.  Treating persons and corporations as we would want to be treated, and recognizing that we do, in fact, “reap what we sow” compels Bama to seek win-win solutions to real world issues.  In the end this principled centered approach results in highly loyal customers, suppliers and employees.  The natural result of this principled centered approach is bottom line success.”
Hobby Lobby
Another dynamic approach is taken by Peter Dobelbower, Vice President and General Counsel for Hobby Lobby.  He challenged a group convened last month for a meeting of the Oklahoma Business Ethics Consortium at the new Moore-Norman Technology Center.  After emphasizing that the “legal approach is not always the ethical approach,” he began asking some tough questions:  “Do you apologize when your company has wronged a person?” or “If your company’s product was responsible for accidentally killing another human being, would you send a representative to the funeral?”

Dobelbower believes that we need to put a greater emphasis on the “human touch” rather than on the hammer of a courtroom gavel.  When asked what compelling reasons might persuade others to follow this pattern, he responded:

“Doing the next right thing allows me to sleep with myself, to wake up the next morning and to look at myself in the mirror without shame or guilt. By no means am I suggesting that a company be a door mat for every litigant that serves you papers, but reducing those costs can only be done one way, and that's by not only listening to your employees and customers, but convincing them through sincere actions that you're hearing them. Hearing them does not mean you need to agree with them. All people have an inate sense of fair play, cater to that and it will pay huge dividends.”

 
You Don’t Have to Be Nasty to Get Ahead
So, if it works well for these two highly successful Oklahoma-based companies, why not for others?  Clearly, organizations don’t need a contentious approach to get ahead.  Maybe it is time to change the stereotype?

Expand your paradigm about the role of the corporate counsel. The OKC chapter of the Oklahoma Business Ethics Consortium will be hosting a CLE-credit ethics program with speaker Dan Murdock on December 14.  Register at www.okethics.org.
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