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It has been the summer of our discontent, 
at least in professional sports. The 
summer of 2007 brought us the National 
Football League (NFL) and its Atlanta 
Falcons player, Michael Vick, Major 
League Baseball (MLB) and its steroids, 
Barry Bonds, and world records, and 
the National Basketball Association 
(NBA) with its alleged betting referee. 
We read about these controversies, feel 
the pain of the administrators grappling 
with them, and breathe a sigh of relief 
that it’s someone else’s trouble. One can 
never underestimate the stimulation to 
discussion that someone else’s ethical 
lapses provide.  
 Stimulating as the discussion may be, 
we often do more tongue-clicking and 
fi nger-wagging than introspection. There 
is nothing more instructive (save it be the 
pain of our own lessons) than learning 
from others’ mistakes. Herewith, the three 
lessons the sporting world offers for ethics 
offi cers from this our summer of sporting 
discontent.  

As Long as Humans are Involved, 
There will be Ethical Mishaps
We want some kind of a spreadsheet 
model with a formula that gives us input 
and results, with numbers plugged in 
ever-so-neatly. We are looking for zero 
incidents when it comes to ethical lapses. 
We measure as if we were grappling 
with OSHA rules on the use of masks. 
Willy Wonka may attain a status of no 
ethical lapses, but we operate in the real 
world where rogues are not screened 
out as effectively through a multi-day 
process. Bad folks can make their ways 
into good and decent organizations. We 
also have a world that can put so much 
pressure on the non-rogues that they 
make roguish choices and decisions. 
When there are mishaps, we look to the 
questions and issues that will probably 
result in new tools, policies, and rules:  

How did this happen? Why didn’t we 
catch it? 

The measure of an organization’s 
ethical culture is not that someone in 
an organization did something illegal 
or unethical. The true measure comes 
from the organization’s response to the 
lapse. Concealment, rationalization, and 
inaction are the responses that poison 
the culture for the non-rogues. With the 
NFL and NBA, the response was fairly 
swift. With MLB, the slow agony of Bonds 
slugging toward the record is a painful 

reminder that moral clarity is missing in 
the leadership. The simple act of a swift 
public declarative, “This was wrong and 
will not be tolerated,” goes a long way as 
a culture signal for the future.  

Good Internal Controls and Keen 
Observation Skills Catch Rogues 
and Mistakes Quite Easily

Hindsight may have its benefi t of being 
20/20, but it is not unfair to take the 
lessons of hindsight and apply them 
for future prevention. For the NBA, 
background checks on referees, a way 
of life in the NFL, must now become 
a way of life in the NBA. And those 
background checks will involve looking 
into connections to sports betting and 
gambling. And if Tim Donaghy was a 
rogue referee, as Commissioner David 
Stern says, then the NBA needs more 
rules like the NFL:  referees can’t go into 
casinos, and even during the off-season 
they need approval to travel to places 
where gambling is legal. The NBA has 

fewer referees so it lacks the game-day 
checks and balances that the NFL’s seven 
referees provide in a cross-checking 
format. Yet, with more power to throw a 
game inherent in its referees, the NBA had 
fewer controls at the time of the referee’s 
lapse. Additional internal controls for the 
NBA will require Excel spreadsheets for 
tracking of who’s refereeing what and the 
patterns of wins and losses.  

 For the NFL and the Vick case, 
disclosure is the obvious lesson. Having 
players disclose their business interests 

and business names allows the NFL 
a quick look for purposes of confl icts, 
legality, and just plain old-fashioned 
trouble. For MLB, when the players’ 
performances and the sizes of their 
bodies peak inexplicably (much the same 
way earnings did at Enron, WorldCom, 
Tyco, and HealthSouth), questions are 
in order. “How is this possible?” may be 
the most effective internal control. And 
when the answers are not forthcoming or 
are inconsistent, more action and more 
queries should be the order of the day.  

Enforcement: Swift and Clear
How did MLB get in this position in the 
fi rst place? Inaction through too many 
years leaves it with the drip-drip agony 
of steroids use and asterisk or no asterisk. 
NFL Commissioner Roger Goddell told 
Mr. Vick, “Don’t bother showing up to 
camp.” The owner of the Atlanta Falcons, 
Arthur Blank, told his $130,000,000 
quarterback that he would not be playing 
until the federal charges of operating a 
dog-fi ghting enterprise are resolved. Nike 
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pulled, swiftly, Mr. Vick’s endorsement 
deal on its fifth shoe with the swift-footed 
quarterback. Adidas suspended sales 
of Vick shirts. The NBA disclosed the 
federal investigation into gambling and 
the exchange of information on NBA 
games, and Mr. Donaghy resigned. All 
three sent clear signals, as it were. None 
of that allowed here. Swift enforcement, 
regardless of status or title, is symbolism 
that signals to the organization that this 
“ethics stuff” really does matter. Other 
Vick shoes remain on the shelves, but 
Adidas and Nike have sent clear signals 
on future endorsement deals for Mr. Vick 
and other athletes:  the morals clauses are 
enforceable.  

Sometimes companies sign a rogue as a 
product spokesperson. But those athletes 
who want to continue with Nike and 
those who aspire to Nike understand 

that misconduct costs in more ways than 
public disclosure and justice system 
actions. Sometimes a rogue referee 
makes his way into the sport. But the 
presence of rogues should not hinder 
the introspection or the refinement of 
processes and controls.  

Perfection is not possible, but coming closer 
to that target is. Take the lessons, even from 
the incidents and organizations that seem 
to be so different from us, and get past 
finding corruption, stupidity, and those 
other issues that fuel our conversations 
about “those other folks.” Professional 
sports are not without their unresolved 
issues. But their imperfections should 
not ignite discussions grounded in moral 
superiority. Rather, explore how what 
happened to them happened. Translate this 
to organizations generally. Think of ways 
it might have been prevented. Then apply 
internally in liberal amounts. NP
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