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When No One Is Looking or Taking Note
No matter the situation, doing the right thing is the right thing to do
By Marianne M. Jennings, JD

A 
nurse shared with me a concern about her 
hospital administrators. She noted that when 
public figures, wealthy donors or regulators of 
some form or fashion are patients under her 

care, hospital administrators demonstrated an uncanny 
ability to show up at her patients’ rooms. The administrators 
inquire about the patient’s care and needs, and whether 
they can be of assistance. The wealthy, famous, and powerful 
get a pop-in visit from the top docs and even CEOs.

The caste system sort of attention bothered her a bit.

The sensitive soul saw an important issue, but one that 
has additional layers. The personal touch with those who 
we believe matter in our professional lives is troublesome 
because the administrators’ behavior changed when 
someone who was important could see that behavior. At 
the heart of this glad-handing exercise are insights into our 
character and ethics:

 • Do we behave the same way toward everyone?

 • Does our behavior change when we know no one is 
looking?

 • Do we do the right thing for a person who has neither 
the resources nor power to have their favorable 
impression make a difference for us?

While no one’s looking
The nurse’s example was but one of many that have crossed 
my path lately. For example, plug in “donuts,” “tray” and 
“dropped” and you will pull up a YouTube video of a Dunkin’ 
Donuts employee who was caught on a security camera 
dropping a tray of donuts on the floor and then quickly 

scooping them back onto the tray and selling them. Hey, no 
one was looking, why not?

I was staying at a Marriott Residence Inn in Washington, 
D.C. There were two more Marriott Hotels in that same 
area, a Courtyard and the Marriott Marquis (the most 
expensive of the three). Marriott runs an airport shuttle to 
all three locations. After boarding the shuttle with others at 
the Residence Inn, we made the rounds to the Courtyard, 
and then picked up a gentleman at the Marriott Marquis.

Arriving at the airport, the Marquis gentleman and I got 
off the shuttle bus last, and he walked alongside me and 
confessed, “I really was not staying at the Marquis. I just 
walked there from my meeting to catch the shuttle. I am just 
too cheap to take a cab.” Who’s to know? Marriott trusts that 
we would be honorable. The shuttle service was intended for 
their guests. With no one checking, it seems some will take 
advantage when no one is looking.

Over the past six months, at three different nuclear plants 
(two in the United States), workers assigned to walk the 
plant as part of their fire watch detail neglected to actually 
walk through the checks. They signed off as if they had 
done the walk-down of the plant, when they had not done 
the rounds. We know this because the doors on the rounds 
record their opening and closing. The records showed the 
doors had not moved.

The fire watch walk-about is required to be sure there are 
no fires around sensitive equipment in the plant. At one 
plant, the logs for the fire watch rounds were falsified for 10 
months. A supervisor who was told of the problem took no 
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action to remedy it or report the behaviors of the contract 
workers hired to do the fire watch work. Who’s to know?  
When no one is watching the watchers, how would anyone 
find out?

A contractor was hired to remove pine needles from the 
gutters, and weeds from the forest-type lawn we have at 
our cabin in Arizona’s White Mountains. The contractor was 
aware when we hired him that we would not be returning 
for a month and he could invoice us when the work was 
completed.

A required trip north found me at the cabin about 10 days 
later. I had received the invoice for the work 5 days earlier 
and already sent a check, so it was surprising to find a full 
winter’s worth of pine needles still in the gutters and a 
month of weed growth right before my eyes. All of this in 
just five miraculous days.

If we had returned as planned in a month, I would not have 
been able to tell when things had been done. The thought 
process the contractor used is the same used when no one is 
around. How would they know if they are not coming back 
for awhile? Who’s to know if we did the work? A quick text 
message found the sheepish contractor willing to send “one 
of my guys over today.”

He was the second contractor to pull the same trick; we had 
fired the last one and hired him. So now it is on to contractor #3.

Disparate treatment
Disappointing examples bring us back to nurses and 
administrators.

The additional issue in the nurse’s concern was that the 
converse was probably not true. She treats all of her patients 
the same, but has witnessed the baseline for administrators 
is not the same. If the administrators’ visits are obviously 
only for those famous, rich and powerful, then the visits 
to those patients who are perhaps suffering more and 
worrying more about medical bills are needed more.

Most hospitals’ announced values include quality care and 
treating patients with dignity. Those values do not know 
fame, riches, or power, because they transcend class and 
classification. Those values apply even when no one is 

looking and even when no one can take note. Those values 
are not dependent upon quids for quos.

Unrewarded kindness
For every experience of bad behavior when no one is 
looking or when you are not getting something in return for 
ceremonial goodness, there are contra behaviors.

I was once stranded in Oklahoma and needed all manner of 
communications help. I went to a copy center and asked to 
use a computer. The man in charge explained the fees. When 
I sat down to use the computer, it was clear it did not have 
connectivity. I explained it to him, and he assured me it was 
not his problem, that I still owed the fees, and that he was 
busy.

Undaunted by the missing milk of human kindness, I 
stopped, on a whim, at a small print shop and explained 
my need for a computer. The small business owner opened 
her computer, her heart, her supplies and anything else I 
needed. I offered to pay and she would have none of it. She 
explained, “If I can’t just be kind once in awhile to someone, 
what kind of person would I be?”

Indeed. She did something for a stranger without expecta-
tion of anything in return, and when no one was looking. I 
would tell you her name and the name of her small business 
as a possible reward, but somehow I understand she would 
not want it that way.

For the hospital administrators, there is a lesson from 
Oklahoma about spending time when no one is looking. 

Values of quality care and treating patients with 
dignity do not know fame, riches or power.
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