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Have you ever found yourself in the thorny position of discovering that your boss is misbehaving?  What if you found yourself in the same position as Betty Vinson and Troy Normand – the two Worldcom accountants who were pressured by their bosses to produce misleading accounting figures?  Would you choose personal virtue over a steady job and benefits?  

Too often, that’s the dilemma that people encounter when uncovering unethical behavior in the workplace, particularly when it is committed by the boss.  Yet, without the help of courageous individuals who bravely step forward, it would be much harder for justice to prevail.  Whistle-blowers are essential to protecting consumers from fraud and prosecuting white-collar criminals.  

The personal cost of justice can be high, so what is one to do?  Since the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, individuals in many large, publicly held organizations have the option of reporting (anonymously) certain types of infractions to an ethics hotline or ethics officer.

But, what about the majority of companies?  Depending on the size of the company, the common response is to go to the Human Resources Department.  But, that can be tricky for everyone - especially the HR Director.

Of course, it is likely that most HR people will tout the company line and tell you that they are not afraid to seek the truth. According to the August issue of HRMagazine, that’s hard to believe.  “You can’t expect reliable information from people in vulnerable positions,” according to a quote in the article from Michael Hoffman, executive director of the Center for Business Ethics at Bentley College.  

The action taken may depend on how much moral courage and political savvy that the person caught in the middle really possesses.  Or, maybe it’s a simple matter of planning ahead.  

The HRMagazine had some excellent points that make sense for a broad scope of situations.  For example, talk with the boss about how to handle complaints in advance and have a plan of action.  Get a consensus from your top leaders.  Educate them on the repercussions that inaction could have on the organization.   That way, everyone will recognize when an investigation may be necessary – and it won’t look like a covert action intended to derail the company or the boss’ career.

Knowing what action will be taken ahead of time makes sense.  In fact, I’ve heard Jim Priest, an attorney with Whitten, Nelson and McGuire and a favorite Ok-Ethics speaker, make this very point in some of his presentations:

“We have to think about and decide what our values are before an ethical crisis hits.  If I’m at an out of town conference and I’m propositioned by an attractive woman in a hotel elevator, it’s too late at that point to ask myself what I think about adultery.  I’d better already know what my stand is before I’m hit with that temptation so I’m prepared to make the right choice.  That’s why we all need to spend time thinking about our ethical values ahead of time—before we face an ethical decision.”

Another point of advice in the article: “document everything.”  This is a good idea, whether you are the HR pro conducting the investigation, or just protecting your own interests.  It will also help ensure that your memory of the events are clear – especially if you wind up in court.

When all is said and done, someone caught in the middle might ask themselves – “Is this job worth the compromise.”  It may not be.  That realization requires another sort of preparation – deciding in advance what is truly important.Attachment 

