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Accountability: If It Happens on Your 
Watch…
Understanding the importance of those faint signals
By Marianne M. Jennings, JD

T
he goal at an industry meeting of executives 
from around the country was to develop a list 
of recognition tools for detecting ethical lapses. 
Their objective was to develop what I call a list 

of faint signals for determining whether there are activities, 
habits, practices and sometimes even organization policies 
that can lead you into headline territory.

Interestingly, their discussion began with the majority 
concluding with great fervor that there was no way 
you could know everything that was going on in your 
organization and that sometimes things happen. Their 
conclusion was that they could state unequivocally that they 
did not know and that what happened was not attributable 
to anything they did. The leaders wanted to distance 
themselves from problems under the guise of, “But, we 
didn’t know! And how could we know?”

One very wise and even more successful executive turned 
the discussion to introspection when he said, “I have news 
for you. If it happens while you are in charge of a company, it 
IS your fault.” The points he went on to make was how much 
of a manager’s, an executive’s and a leader’s job should 
be devoted to figuring exactly what IS going on in the 
organization.

Sometimes meeting demands, sometimes delegation, 
and sometimes distance simply get in the way of placing a 
thumb on the pulse of the organization. By the end of the 
two-day meeting, the executives had developed a list of 
faint signals, the kinds of events that seem inconsequential 
and easily dismissed as anomalies. However, with the 
backdrop of business ethics history, there are things we 

learn from those signals that provide us with the tools to 
avoid future ethical and compliance problems.

A physical health analogy is helpful in understanding the 
importance of faint signals. The flu is not a sudden thing. 
You notice being tired. Then you notice a few aches here and 
there. Nevertheless, you trudge on, thinking that this too shall 
pass. Then comes the sore throat. Soon the fever sets in, and 
you are now so ill that you are confined to bed rest and fluids.

So it is with organizations when it comes to ethical lapses. 
You notice some little things at first, but you are not willing 
to pull together what is developing to come to a realization 
that an ethical cliff lies ahead. Before you know it, you are 
slapped with a corporate integrity agreement with all of 
its restrictive terms—a sort of confined bed rest for the 
unethical.

What are those faint signals that tell you that your organi-
zation is headed into treacherous waters? If you learn to 
spot them and address them, you gain the advantage of 
time to halt the little things before they come together for 
their inexorable march to the confinement and cost that 
compliance and ethical missteps bring.

Faint signal #1 – You only hear good news
Negative information struggles to make its way to the top of 
organizations. A colleague once observed, “The first whale to 
the surface always gets harpooned.” Leaders are in isolated 
positions in the company; most everything that gets to them 
comes through a filter. And that filter has been developed by 
experts—experts with minds that understand that bearers 
of bad news are those who may not get to keep their jobs.
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How do you get the bad news coming your way? Well, there 
are ways. First, send the signal by offering positive responses 
to those who tell the truth.

Alan Mulally, the recently retired CEO of the now-revitalized 
Ford Motor Company, observed that when he first took the 
job at Ford, staff who reported directly to him always had 
very cheery reports about their projects and progress. Mr. 
Mulally also understood from his time at Boeing that this 
could indicate that employees were afraid to disclose issues, 
hoping to fix them without leadership finding out, and 
believing they are only small setbacks to be addressed.

Mulally began his quest for bad news by asking his direct 
reports to share with him their worries, concerns and issues 
that kept them up at night. He gave the signal that he 
truly did want to hear bad news. He rewarded those who 
brought problems forward and punished those who hid 
their problems.1

Negative information struggles 
to make its way to the top of 
organizations.

There is that awkward first time when negative information 
is laid bare in a meeting. Mr. Mulally applauded, as a room of 
executives sat silently, when one of their own betrayed the 
code of silence by revealing problems with his product line. 

He became known for his famous mantra that “warm 
and fuzzy” news was not welcome. And Mr. Mulally 
rewarded that brave soul who brought up bad news 
by promoting him. That man, Mark Fields, recently 
assumed the CEO position at Ford, following Mr. 
Mulally’s retirement.

1 Chris Woodyard and James R. Healy, “Mulally Helped Ford Fly,” USA Today, April 
22, 2014, p. 1B.

Another fix for getting bad news to you is to get out and 
about and have that informal interaction with the people 
who are working to prevent the rise of the bad news to 
the top.

For example, the recent issues that emerged in the Veterans 
Health Administration system about the misinformation on 
queues for patient treatments is a case study in bad news 
lying low.

At the top, administrators were being given reports 
that indicated the time lag between when a patient 
first entered the system to actual treatment was going 
downward, and those same reports even offered success 
stories on patient care.

One or two site visits to VA hospitals and facilities would 
have offered a different picture. Watching patients struggle 
to be seen or listening to schedulers deal with irate callers 
would have offered the clues that something was amiss. 
The administrators made the mistake of assuming that all 
good news was no bad news at all. Actually, news that’s all 
good means you do not have the information you need to 
understand what is really happening in the organization.

The examples of companies that experienced bad news 
concealed through good-news-only reporting could be a list 
of who’s who in business. At General Motors, the fact that 
the company had gone for over a decade with so many new 
models being introduced without issues, recalls, or customer 
complaints defied logic and the track record of other auto 
manufacturers. 

Is it possible that you are better than your competitors who 
seem to have their share of struggles? No, probably not. The 
lack of troubles should have been a signal to senior leaders 
that they were operating under the faulty assumption that 
good news means that there is no bad news. All-good news 
walks hand in hand with bad news concealed.

Faint signal #2 – You are outperforming everyone else
Good news that comes leadership’s way often deals 
with the financial performance results. Perhaps in lieu 
of basking in the results, leaders should be asking the 

News that’s all good means you do not have the information you need to 
understand what is really happening in the organization.
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question: “How have we managed to do so well when 
others are struggling?”

Double-digit growth in earnings and other performance 
metrics are generally taken as signs of good leadership 
and effective strategy. Good performance numbers are too 
often the result of creative minds finding their way to the 
numbers in creative fashions because they understand the 
risks of not reaching goals and delivering results.

Banishment of employees as 
rogues cannot solve culture and 
compliance issues.

Schools achieve phenomenal test-score improvements 
only to discover later that the test scores were ginned-up to 
meet bonus-level performance. From Atlanta to El Paso, the 
headlines are riddled with tales of phenomenal increases in 
children’s tests scores followed by headlines of the leaders 
of those school districts, along with teachers, principals and 
superintendents, being indicted for falsifying the scores.

The key question for leaders to ask when this faint signal 
appears is, “How were we able to get to these reported 
numbers?” That answer can come through a look at 
accounting and financial reporting decisions as well as an 
exploration of what is happening around the industry.

Faint signal #3 – Treating ethical lapses as rogue 
problems
Leaders often look at ethical missteps as occurring in 
isolation. When they learn an employee falsified readings, 
misled a customer or patient, or crossed the line on conflicts 
of interest with vendors or in research projects, they are 
inclined to treat the issue not as an organizational symptom, 
but rather as an individual’s choice.

Treating the conduct as that of an individual flying solo as 
the rogue that he or she may be is the easy way to dispose 
of the ugliness. Fire the individual. Troubles are over.

The solo actor is more often than not a faint signal. However, 
the conduct of just one employee that shocks the leadership 
and the organization itself should result in an introspective 
question, “What would make this employee think that this 
behavior is acceptable in this organization?” With all the 
training and dedication to ethics and compliance, how did 
someone go so rogue here?

Explore what really happened with the “rogue” and you will 
find some attitudes and deeper issues.

For example, at SAC Capital, a hedge fund that no longer 
exists as a public entity, the firm’s treatment of the first 
employee charged with insider trading as a rogue was a 
mistake. When nine more former employees were later 
indicted, treating them all as rogues was an inexplicable 
mistake. The question should have been, “Where in our 
culture did these traders get the idea that using inside 
information was appropriate behavior?”

Digging deeper. they would have found what former SEC 
chairman Harvey Pitt called “a check-the-box mentality, not 
a serious commitment” within the company to rooting out 
compliance issues.2

In addition, and most telling for purposes of a faint-signals 
discussion, the number of internal investigations conducted on 
possible insider trading at SAC was low and the consequences 
minimal. The internal investigations did not result in 
terminations, nor were there any referrals or disclosures to 
federal authorities as a result of those investigations.

“What would make this employee 
think that this behavior is 

acceptable in this organization?”

Is this a rogue, really? That question means that the 
leadership has to wait and work before closing the case. 
The zeal to isolate and close the case interferes with the 
faint-signal work of wondering whether rogues are being 
produced by the culture.

Conclusions
While there are other faint signals, these three cover the 
headline cases of the past few months.

As this piece goes to press, we have assurances from GM 
that those responsible for withholding information about 
the defective switches in the company’s cars have been 
terminated and that what happened did not reflect GM’s 
culture.

With so many involved from the company for so many years 
with so much resulting harm to the company in terms of 

2 James B. Stewart, “At SAC, Rules Compliance with an Edge,” New York Times, 
July 27, 2011, p. A1.
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reputation, cost, and trust, the not-so-faint signal here is, 
“Why would they think that this behavior is acceptable 
at GM?” Answering that question will require a review of 
the good news that percolated up for so long as well as a 
look at the sales performance that seemed to outpace the 
competition.

In short, those faint signals were ignored for at least a 
decade. Reconstructing that decade and what happened is 
more important than the terminations. Faint signals require 
an analysis of a culture that produced the rogues and the 
too-cheery results. Banishment of employees as rogues 
cannot solve culture and compliance issues. The hard work 
of signal spotting and exploration remains. NP
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Leaders are inclined to treat an ethical misstep as an isolated incident—
not as an organizational symptom, but rather as an individual’s choice.
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