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It’s just plain baffling to me – 

With the spotlight blazing on business ethics these days, you have to wonder if a few folks are just clueless.  Recent reports on company pilfering make us ponder the kind of values that some people are bringing to the workplace.  

The buzz started with a study from Spherion Workplace Snapshot.  They discovered that “nearly one-in-five workers report they have taken office supplies for personal use in the past year.”  Now, here is the kicker:  “workers earning more than $75,000 a year were much more likely to have taken office supplies for personal use than lower–paid categories.”

In other words, the ones who can afford to pay for the supplies are the ones stealing them!  
Okay, so at least they were “honest” enough to admit it.  

Compared to the retail industry, office pilfering is just a drop in the bucket.  According to a 2007 Ernst & Young study on retail loss prevention, “Employee theft is the single biggest contributor to inventory shrinkage even though shoplifters far outpace dishonest employees.  This is because the dollar value of employee theft on a per incident basis is much higher than that of shoplifting.”  

What are they taking?  Another kicker:   it’s not even stuff that they “need”
As reported this month by the National Retail Federation, “Product categories that experience the highest degrees of shrinkage include cards, gifts and novelties; specialty accessories, crafts and hobbies and supermarket and grocery items.”  It estimated that dollar losses from theft and fraud have reached an all-time high.  Most of those losses were due to employee theft, about $19.5 billion.  

Small losses add up for everyone.  The total cost may not be immediately apparent.  In doing research for this column, I ran across a headline in the Seattle Times: “Pilfering food at the workplace often takes a bite out of trust among co-workers.”    Productivity was lost, workers became distracted and morale suffered as employees tried to catch the perp who was taking sample bites out of their sandwiches.  (Instead of sleuthing, wouldn’t a well-disguised cat food snack left in the fridge be a strong deterrent?  Of course, that action might have resulted in a worker’s comp claim, so maybe it is not such a great idea.)

In a quote published in the Post-Gazette, James Weber, director of the Beard Center for Leadership and Ethics at Duquesne University stated, “Attitudes toward the theft of a relatively minor item, such as a No. 2 pencil or a pack of Post-It notes are a textbook case of the difference between looking at ethics from the standpoint of consequences or principles.”

He goes on to say that, from the perspective of consequences, the items taken may be worth only a few pennies and not considered serious.  However, from the standpoint of ethical principles, it’s still theft – and it’s wrong.

According to a Kansas City Star report, “It’s not uncommon to hear workers nationwide say that they have no problem appropriating some company supplies because they work hard and don’t get paid or rewarded enough.  Others argue that their thefts pale compared with other waste or excessive CEO pay.”  
Interesting point.  Wonder what the fraud rate was at Tyco when Dennis Kozlowski threw that million dollar bash for his wife at company expense?   Talk about clueless.  He’s now in jail and his wife has filed for divorce.  
