Kimray - "A Matter of Survival" 

The company's old 500-page company handbook specifically stated that employees could be fired for standing on the toilet. 
Before Kimray started its Character First initiative several years ago, the "toilet stance" was an important issue because employees were sometimes caught napping in the restrooms. They would avoid detection by raising their feet off the floor, making it appear that the stall was empty. 

Thomas A. Hill III, the 40-year-old Vice President of Manufacturing at Kimray, Inc., cites the archaic bathroom rule as strong signal that there had been a societal value shift and it was time for Kimray to make some changes. According to Hill, "Rules don't work." 

That doesn't mean that there isn't a structure in place at Kimray. Sure enough, this OKC-based manufacturing company with 300 employees has the standard policies on sick leave and vacation time. However, unlike other organizations, Kimray leaders have made a conscious effort to limit the "rules". 

Learning that people, as a general nature are pretty creative and inclined to find ways around the rules, the company decided to concentrate on character instead. At Kimray, character is defined as the inward motivation to do what is right - even when no one is watching. 

And, the character initiative has paid off for the company that has been providing equipment to the oil and gas industry ever since it's founding by Hill's grandfather, Garman Kimmell in 1948. Now, employees are expected to make their own decisions about what is right or wrong based on the company's "boundary stones" and desired character traits. 

Every month, Hill and other company leaders host a meeting that recognizes employees for demonstrating good character. Attentiveness defined as "showing the worth of the person or task by giving my undivided concentration" is among the 49 character qualities valued at Kimray. 

The emphasis on that character quality, along with other related traits such as alertness and cautiousness, might have something to do with Kimray's success in reducing safety problems and workers' comp costs. 

Many companies struggle with challenging workers comp costs, employee turnover and decreased profitability. In contrast, after only two years of the character emphasis, Kimray's workers comp costs decreased 80% while they enjoyed a 25% increase in profits. 

Not only that, but Kimray successfully collects all invoices owed to them within 30 days. "I can count on one hand, the number of customers who are not current.", says Hill. Likewise, it's good for vendors to do business with Kimray because they pay their bills promptly - in fact, every week. 

Kimray may do things a little different than most companies, but Hill thinks that it is a matter of survival. Hill summed it up - "If you are in manufacturing in the U.S. today, you are in a fight for your life. The only way to survive is to apply all resources to value-added processes." At Kimray, they don't waste time and resources on problems that might have been prevented. It makes for good ethical behavior - and strong profits. 

Thomas Hill, COO of Kimray, will be the featured speaker at the Oklahoma Business Ethics Consortium held at the Character First Institute on Wednesday, January 12. Visit the www.okethics.org website to register or, for more information about Character First, visit their website at www.characterfirst.com.

