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Nostradamus can step aside.  Clairvoyance is not a talent of mine, but I am predicting another tidal wave of disgraceful ethical breaches will hit the headlines by 2015.  Why?  Because the seeds of worker discontentment are being sown right now and their growth is fostered by a sense of entitlement coupled with corporate belt-tightening.  
There are times when even the best organizations have cut-backs. Often, ethics training simultaneously gets shoved aside, too.  Less time is spent focused on the right way to conduct business because discussions are geared to survival tactics.  However, now is exactly the right time to be focusing on the organization’s core values and promoting ethical behavior.  Otherwise, firms are likely to see a big spike in misconduct.  

According to the recently released Ethics Resource Center survey, Saving the Company Comes at a Cost: The Relationship Between Belt-Tightening Tactics and Increased Employee Misconduct, those most vulnerable to ethical breaches are:

· Younger workers (18 to 29 years old)

· Frontline supervisors

· Small businesses with less than 500 employees

Employees who find themselves either at risk of losing their jobs or a cut in wages may be tempted to balance the scales a bit.  The misconduct may start in subtle ways, but will have a negative impact on productivity. In fact, the ERC study shows that, in companies undergoing comp/benefit reductions, internet abuse jumped by 81% and company resource abuse rocketed to 84%. 

Right now, employers need to be proactively engaged in dialogue with younger workers.  More than 3 out of 4 observe misconduct and a high percentage of those witnesses become disillusioned enough to leave.  It’s important for leaders to equip their emerging workforce with the insights to recognize and deal with unethical conduct.  This requires more than a cliché open door policy.  Instead, leadership must get out of the office, walk the talk and be approachable.  

Since frontline supervisors are the most likely candidates to observe or hear reports about misconduct, management must also strengthen their ability tune into these stressful challenges.  While other areas may suffer compromise, it’s imperative that company leaders make it clear that integrity will not be affected.

Small companies are particularly vulnerable to misconduct during belt-tightening periods.  According to the ERC survey, they suffer a 62% rate of misconduct.  The closer relationships between boss and workers make the cuts feel more personal.  These companies need to be especially diligent in observing and preventing opportunities for misconduct by workers who may be tempted to “get back at” the owners.
Difficult times either bring out the worst or best behavior.  By 2015, headlines will tell us which companies took the wrong path by failing to recognize the signs that are so clearly apparent now.  
