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Learning how to challenge status quo

Posted by the Asbury Park Press on 10/31/05

BEFORE ENRON CORP. crashed and burned, the management was fond of saying that they wanted people to challenge the status quo, to voice their opinions if they thought something was wrong.

Now, after its collapse with allegations of mismanagement and other misdeeds, those words not only ring hollow, they seem laughable. The question remains whether other employees, post-Enron, are getting their voices heard at the upper levels of their organizations.

According to a recent survey of 900,000 employees at 68 companies between 1991 and mid-2005, it was found that some employees still feel their reports of problems don't reach the top brass. While 65 percent of employees currently think it's OK to give bosses bad news, up from 51 percent a decade ago, employees aren't naive enough to believe such news is always welcome.

Specifically, the survey by Sirota Survey Intelligence found that 35 percent of employees believe that top management doesn't encourage reporting important information to the bosses, even if it is bad news.

"This means a significant number of both managers and nonmanagers tend to feel their observations of problems such as faulty processes, missed financial numbers and even a lack of compliance with standards and moral practices, may not reach the executive suites of their organizations," says Jeffrey Saltzman, Sirota's chief executive officer. "In some companies, a fear of retribution may be at work."

That doesn't surprise Marshall Goldsmith, an executive coach to some of the top company leaders in this country.

"We have to get out of this idea that you may have thought something was wrong, but you were just following orders and your boss told you to do it. It's the Nuremberg defense — Hitler made me do it," he says. "There should be no conditions. If you're unethical, you're fired. If you lie, you're fired. If you cheat, you're fired. Employees must be allowed to speak and executives must listen."

Goldsmith says that in order for changes to take place in the workplace today, there must be some rules in place:

If an employee is ever asked to do anything that he or she believes may be unethical, it is not a right, but a responsibility, to express concern.

Employees that are not satisfied with their manager's response to any ethical challenge should have the responsibility to continue this challenge to the next level of management. While some ethical concerns may simply be misunderstandings, Goldsmith contends that employees must agree that the decision by the manager is the right thing to do.

Any manager that threatens concerned employees or knowingly discourages upward challenge should be fired. "Honest communication cannot be treated as an option," he says. "It needs to be a requirement."

Integrity violations should be conditions of employment and have nothing to do with job performance. "Many of the well-publicized corporate scandals happened not merely because of one event," he says. "They happened because of creeping dishonesty that can occur when small violations are ignored."
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