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The Employees Ate Our Culture
Incentives can make things go seriously wrong
By Marianne M. Jennings, JD

F
ollowing the Wells Fargo scandal related to 
employees opening unauthorized accounts, former 
Wells Fargo CEO John Stumpf commented that the 
bank’s employees did not do what Wells’ culture 

required: “Put the customer first.” For not honoring that 
culture, 5,300 Wells Fargo employees were terminated.

These incorrigibles were meeting their quarterly growth 
goals by setting up accounts for themselves, sending credit 
cards to customers who did not request them, and having 
friends and family members open accounts that would be 
closed quickly once the quarter ended.

Lou Gerstner, former CEO of IBM and RJR Nabisco, in a 
Wall Street Journal op-ed piece on Mr. Stumpf’s comment, 
wrote that the CEO allowed the culture to eat the bank’s 
reputation.

Indeed, that was the result, but Mr. Stumpf appears to be 
saying that the employees ate the culture he had worked 
so carefully to establish. Just like when the dog ate our 
homework. Back in our homework days, we found a 
convenient scapedog. However, the problem was always our 
inaction, not the dog’s action.

As the sheer scope of the Wells Fargo activity unfolded, 
Mr. Stumpf seemed as stunned as Volkswagen CEO Martin 
Winterkorn—the first of two CEOs in VW’s rough past year, 
when the falsified emissions scam emerged.

Winterkorn declared that the actions did not represent 
VW’s culture. Likewise, when the GM engine switch issue 
emerged, resulting in a near billion-dollar fine, GM CEO Mary 
Barra quickly proclaimed that such behavior was not GM’s 
culture.

These CEOs might ask, in trying to determine how they 
could have been so wrong about their real cultures, “What 
more could I have done?”

A tragic look of helplessness is seen in leaders of 
organizations that make international headlines for 
pervasive organizational ethical and legal downfalls. Little 
consolation is available during the apparent helplessness 
of these crises. However, for other CEOs who have thus far 
stayed out of the headlines, there are important lessons and 
simple fixes.

Acknowledgement
If it happens at your company, it is your culture.

Indeed, this latest foray into the depths of culture denial 
is a tough sell. If we believe the denial, what we had were 
5,300 wild and corrupt incorrigibles working at Wells Fargo. 
If there were, HR has some serious screening issues to 
address.

Perhaps before the terminations of a substantial portion 
of its workforce, Wells Fargo should have answered this 
question: “Why did so many employees believe that what 
they were doing was acceptable behavior here?” Indeed, 
given the professed commitment to customer service, why 
such betrayals of customer trust?

Be careful what you incentivize
You will get there, but it might not be real.

During the time that Wells Fargo was struggling, there 
were some additional telling pieces about this culture 
stuff. One Wall Street Journal article bemoaned the SEC’s 
record of amassing a great number of small cases even as 
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it missed the big frauds.1 For example, the SEC has gone 
after tricksters such as City of Devils Lake, N.D. after having 
missed the Madoff and Stanford frauds.

The agency has incentivized a fast and furious approach: 
Get as much as you can from as many as you can as quickly 
as you can. Agency employees responded, but are perhaps 
shying away from the cases that require time, patience, 
painstaking work and experience in breaking down the 
clever covers that elude those in North Dakota, although 
these are the stuff of multinational and webbed frauds.

In the same section was an article about Steven A. Cohen 
promising even bigger bonuses to his top traders, as long 
as they beat the market performance with their funds. The 
payout for beating the market will take bonuses from 20 to 
25 percent. Mr. Cohen once owned SAC Capital, a firm that 
he closed to go private after having paid $1.8 billion in fines 
because so many of his traders were charged with insider 
trading.

Mr. Cohen escaped criminal charges because there was no 
proof that he ever knew about his employees’ activities. Of 
course he did not know. Nor did Mr. Stumpf know directly 
about the phony account creation practices of 5,300 
employees. Nor did Mary Barra know that engineers were 
burying the serious problems with the engine switch.

And Mary Jo White is proud of the work of the SEC because 
she does not know what the agency’s investigators and 
lawyers are missing. Except for Ms. Barra, the CEOs here have 
all paid the price for what happened at their organizations.

Realign incentives from numbers to behaviors. If 
management theory is correct, the behaviors should 
generate the numbers. Rolling averages on performance 
numbers are a pressure-relief valve for employees. Learn to 
measure not just by numbers but how those numbers are 
being attained.

HR professionals and their companies are working to find 
ways of measurement that do not undermine the culture 
messages. It does not matter what you say about your 
culture if your incentives countermand the language. 
Employees respond to what causes pain, and missing 

1 Jean Eaglesham, “SEC Tallies Record By Aiming Small,” Wall Street Journal, 
October 12, 2016, p. C1.

bonuses and lower performance evaluations are both 
painful.

What is really going on in the trenches?
No matter how many times you recite, chant, or plaster your 
breakroom walls with posters of “Put the customer first,” you 
do not create a culture. Cultures do not live by words alone.

In the case of Wells Fargo, other things the bank’s leaders 
and managers were doing made the customer-first mantra 
a trite slogan. One to be ignored because of devotion to 
bonus programs, performance evaluations based on new 
account metrics, and promotions for numbers achieved.

If it happens at your 
company, it is your culture.

Employees saw the writing, not the posters, on the wall. 
They knew who moved up and who did not. They witnessed 
those quarterly bonus checks and perhaps witnessed the 
treatment of those who questioned.

As early as 2005 (2007 was the year Mr. Stumpf became 
CEO), an employee had notified HR about what she was 
witnessing: “employees opening sham accounts, forging 
customer signatures, and sending out unsolicited credit 
cards.”2 In 2007, Mr. Stumpf received two similar letters from 
employees. In 2010, the chairman of the Wells Fargo board 
received  a similar letter.

Mr. Stumpf had the sales quality manual updated to remind 
employees to get the customer’s signature before opening 
an account. One of the employees who wrote to corporate 
was fired, but her supervisors remain with the company. 
Congressional hearings and whistleblower lawsuits 
document these percolating events.

If an employee demonstrates either the chutzpah or courage 
to write to corporate, the trenches need some attention. 
One-on-one conversations with employees by culture 
experts from outside the company provide the clearest 
picture of what employees are doing and witnessing.

2 Stacy Cowley, “Fake Accounts At Wells Fargo Raised Alarms Starting in 2005,” 
New York Times, October 12, 2016, p. B1.

Culture surveys, employee satisfaction surveys, and ethics surveys 
will not tell executives what is going on in the trenches.
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Culture surveys, employee satisfaction surveys, and 
ethics surveys will not tell executives what is going on in 
the trenches. As long as there are demographics in the 
questions, fear keeps employees quiet. Even without the 
demographics, employees fear detection. Supervisors were 
measured by survey results, and in some cases, warned 
employees who provided unfavorable responses.

Letters from employees could be complaints from a crank, or 
they could be evidence of culture issues. Assume the latter. My 
eldest son was one of the Wells Fargo letter writers. He had a 
part-time job at a Wells branch during his senior year in college.

The mantra is not the culture, 
the resulting behavior is, no 
matter how good the intentions.

When he began work, he was quite proud of his hourly wage 
as well as the potential for the quarterly bonuses based on new 
accounts and services. In the early days of his employment he 
often reported on how many new accounts and services he had 
set up and how his check for the quarter would be fabulous.

However, a few months into his job he stopped by to 
talk with me about his work. His branch was located in a 
retirement area, but not a wealthy retirement area. He said 
that the customers were coming back in, concerned about 
charges and extra services they did not need. Some even 
closed their accounts. My son said, “I am the one who did 
this to them.”

We talked about how he should discuss his concerns with 
his supervisor. Understanding how anyone in banking could 
believe that what was going one would bring continuing 
growth to the bank was a tall order.

When my son talked with his supervisor, he was told that he 
would be measured by the accounts he landed and the services 
he added to existing customer accounts. If he expected to get 
ahead, he needed to accept these measures of success.

The supervisor also told my son that if he did not meet his 
goals that he would be assigned to the drive-thru all the 
time. No one wants to set up accounts via the drive-thru, so 
my son saw the writing on the wall.

We talked again, and in a proud parenting moment, my 
son decided to resign. He resigned with notice and gave a 
letter to his supervisor explaining why he was quitting. The 
supervisor laughed and crumpled the letter.

When the news of Wells Fargo broke, I texted my son. He 
responded, “I already posted it on Facebook, along with 
the letter I had kept on my computer. I feel so vindicated.” 
My son has been out of college for three years. He had 
attempted to offer leaders frontline insights into their 
culture. He had also sent his resignation/explanation letter 
to corporate headquarters. He never heard from anyone.

News from the trenches does not come in marching-
band format, “Your culture is a problem!!!” There is a slow 
drumbeat, and without attention, the headlines go to the 
marching band.

Mind your mantras
Ironically, cultures are often undermined by the mantras 
or words CEO use. Washington Mutual’s mantra was “Get 
to yes!” Employees were writing mortgages that smelled 
of fraud, lacked proof of income and had appraisals that 
covered different properties. Who writes such mortgages? 
Employees who experienced that omnipresent and oft-
repeated mantra and were evaluated and rewarded by the 
number of times they got to yes.

Going back to our school days, we understood the principles 
of mantras. When we were trained on taking true/false 
tests, we were told that when the statement has “always” or 
“never” in it, to go with false choice because exceptions do 
exist. So, when a company has absolutes for mantras, such 
as “100% results, 100% of the time,” or “On time, every time,” 
why is anyone surprised when the results are fake or the 
pizza delivery person is driving recklessly?

Employees meet incentivized mantras in clever ways. But 
clever sometimes hurts customers, thereby defeating the 
very purpose of the business. The employees don’t eat 
the culture—the culture eats them when leaders do not 
understand that there are influences beyond the mantras. 
The mantra is not the culture, the resulting behavior is, no 
matter how good the intentions. 
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