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Ethics at Work

By Marianne M. Jennings

Not All Employees Are Equal When It 
Comes to Moral Development

The experts in organizational behavior 
tell us that when it comes to incentive 
plans not all employees are created 
equal. That is, their literature says to 
tailor those incentive plans individually 
because what motivates one employee 
may be a ho-hum for another. For 
example, those who have just entered 
the work force will probably jump at 
an extra $10,000 per year even though 
the promotion and salary bump will 
require longer hours. More seasoned 
employees or employees with family 
demands might respond, “No thanks. 
I’d rather have the time at home.” Some 
employees want fl exibility while others 
just want the cash. Some employees 
work for benefi ts while others just want 
the benefi ts of work. Good managers 
respond with appropriate incentives for 
these different types of employees.

So it is with employees and their moral 
development. They are not all created 
equal. Ethics training may be enough 
for one type. Ethics training for others 
may be like water off a duck’s back. The 
need to begin a process of evaluating 
employees for their moral development 
came to mind as the latest insider 
trading ring was made public in the fi nal 
days of October 2009. The allegations 
are that Galleon, one of the country’s 
largest hedge funds, was a longstanding 
benefi ciary of inside information from 
employees, traders, brokers, and others, 
and that this inside information was 
then used to create the legendary and 
unusually consistent returns for which 
Galleon was famous. Identifi ed in the 
Galleon-related indictments is the 
notorious “Tipper A.” The tipper is the 

one providing the inside information, i.e., 
stock tips, to the tippees; the outsiders 
who use the inside information to 
position themselves for market gains 
in advance of the information’s public 
disclosure.

Who is Tipper A? Well, the Wall Street 
Journal indicates she is Roomy Khan. 
Yes, right out of a Grisham novel comes 
a character named Roomy Khan, a 
former Intel employee who, ironically, 
was under house arrest for six months in 
2002 for passing along proprietary inside 
information about Intel to those who 
then profi ted in the market. Mind you, 
Roomy Khan does not pass along inside 
info out of the goodness of her heart or a 
profound belief in the market’s need for 
asymmetrical information. Roomy Khan 
had to pay back her gains as part of the 
2002 case. One cannot help but wonder:  
Why would someone who has already 
experienced legal diffi culties return to 
the same behaviors? More relevantly 
for ethics and compliance offi cers, 
why would a publicly traded company 
hire someone who has a history of 
passing along inside information? 
Most importantly, why would any 
company that hired Roomy Khan not 
keep a close watch on her activities? 
And keeping an eye on any stock trades 
that seem to occur in advance of public 
announcements would also be a good 
idea. Ethics training will not have much 
effect on our Roomy Khans because 
there is a different psychology at work 
in her behavior. Understanding that 
different employees require different 
compliance techniques is a concept in 
its infancy stages of development and 

application. But there is a framework to 
consider. 

Years of study and interaction with 
organizations and their employees 
have yielded the following categories 
of employees when it comes to moral 
development. Herewith is a list with 
a brief explanation and an example. 
Coming issues will examine what can and 
should be done about our merry moral 
categories.

Morally clueless•	 . These folks do not 
seem to be aware of rules. They 
function in their own world and have 
little or no sensitivity to the impact 
of their conduct on others or even 
the impropriety of that conduct. 
The character George Costanza in 
the Seinfeld TV series was a classic 
example. In one episode, Mr. 
Costanza was caught in the act of 
having an affair with a member of 
the janitorial staff on the desk of a 
colleague. When caught his response 
was, “What? Is there something 
wrong with this? Who knew?” 

Morally superior/moral egotist.•	  The 
moral egotist believes that the rules 
are for others who are less gifted. 
Rules were developed for the 
plodders, not the stars. During the 
era of the dot-com boom, we had 
many morally superior characters. 
For example, Sanjay Kumar, the 
former CEO of Computer Associates, 
often explained his creative 
accounting on his company’s results 
as follows, “Standard accounting 
rules [are] not the best way to 

1 Alex Berenson, “Computer Associates Offi cials Stand By Their Accounting Methods,”  New York Times, May 1, 2001, C1, C7. 
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measure [CA’s] results because it had 
changed to a new business model 
offering its clients more flexibility.”1 
Dullards follow rules. Moral egotists 
soar. At least until they run into the 
SEC. Mr. Kumar is doing 12 years for 
securities fraud. Computer Associates 
became known as the company 
whose earnings were reported on the 
basis of a new calendar innovation: 
the 35-day month. With super-star 
docs and researchers, we often see the 
moral egotist syndrome. They cannot 
be bothered with all the regulation 
and the concerns about conflicts of 
interest. Moral egotists believe it is 
impossible for them to experience a 
conflict of interest because they can 
process influences better than others 
who must follow such rules.

Inherently moral.•	  Ah, the ethics 
officer’s dream. These are the folks 
who, if you put them in a room and 
said, “Don’t move from this chair,” 
would not move from the chair, with 
or without a surveillance camera 
observing them. They will always do 
the right thing because they have a 
strong moral code that they live by. 
Mother Teresa comes to mind. In the 
secular world there is Ed Begley, Jr. 
He worries about the environment 
but everything from his house to his 
mode of transportation demonstrates 
commitment to his concerns. No 
hypocrisy among the inherently 
moral—only commitment to values 
and a life that reflects those values. 

Amoral technician•	 . This character 
makes no determinations about right 
or wrong. The amoral technician 
does not violate rules. The amoral 
technician simply finds out what the 
rules are, what the law is, and then 
functions within those parameters, 
right down to the line/wire. They 
work, and often game, the system 
with personal feelings and ethics 
being irrelevant. Andrew Fastow 
was an amoral technician, brilliant 
in his use of FASB and accounting 
loopholes and absolutely unaffected 
by the impact this loophole approach 
had on those who had invested in his 
company.

Moral schizophrenic.•	  This type of 
moral development means that the 
employee has one set of ethics at 
work and another in personal life, 
and vice versa, one set of ethics in 
personal life and another at work. 
The NBA referee Tim Donaghey 
who was betting on NBA games 
even as he called them was known 
in his personal life for a phenomenal 
summer basketball camp for children 
with developmental disabilities and 
issues. The moral schizophrenic is 
capable of saying, “Okay, so I threw 
a few NBA games for gambling. But 
look what I did with the money!” 
Donaghey entered a guilty plea and 
did 15 months. 

Moral procrastinator/postponer•	 . This 
category of employee is fully aware 
of ethical issues and the rules and 

laws but has made a conscious 
decision to worry about the “ethics 
stuff” and morality at some time in 
the future. That time in the future 
is after they have made enough 
money. Andrew Carnegie is the 
classic example. Mr. Carnegie made 
a fortune as an industrialist, an 
industrialist with some moments in 
labor management that saw fatalities. 
Mr. Carnegie gave his fortune away. 
If you have been in a public library 
in the United States you were a 
beneficiary of his noblesse oblige. But 
it was an oblige born of postponing 
ethics until a time when the income 
was not in jeopardy. 

Moral compartmentalizer or rationalizer.•	  
You hear these phrases from 
the moral compartmentalizer: 
“Everybody does this.” “That’s the 
way we have always done things.” 
“I only do this in certain situations.” 
“I would never allow my kids to 
do this.” This is the Willy Loman 
syndrome: A man has to sell, sell, 
sell, no matter what. Ethics apply 
sometimes, but when you are 
involved in sales, those lines do have 
to bend just a bit.

Morally desensitized.•	  These are the 
souls who should provide the 
motivation for working at ethical 
culture. These employees were 
once keenly aware of ethical lines 
and issues but have been beaten 
down in their objections and have 
given up raising those concerns. 
They cope with the cognitive 
dissonance in their value system by 
no longer being affected by them. 
Indeed, they may just join in on 
the unethical festivities. During 
the Watergate scandal in the Nixon 
administration, Charles Colson 
was a classic example of a morally 
desensitized soul. He was an 
experienced and respected lawyer, 
but because no one was making any 
headway in stopping the cascading 
consequences of the Watergate 
burglary, he just joined in with the 
group and found himself in prison. 
Mr. Colson has taken the lessons 
of his experience and used them to 
help business people. However, he 
has also founded a program that 
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focuses on teaching inmates about 
morality and faith.

Morally detached.•	  Herein is another 
group that should find us striving 
to improve organizational culture. 
The morally detached are still 
acutely aware of ethical issues but 
the rules of the sandbox have worn 
them down so that they simply go 
along in a depressed manner. They 
will not join in, but they do stop 
objecting. These folks are sometimes 
called the morally disengaged or the 
morally disillusioned. The former 
ethics officer and associate counsel 
at Hewlett-Packard at the time of 
the board’s great pretexting plan 
(i.e., the company using private 
investigators to spy on board 
members) fell into this category. He 
was worried about the pretexting, 
asked security about the pretexting, 

and inquired as to whether they 
were crossing legal lines. However, 
he was unable to make any headway 
because the directive was coming 
from the very top of the company. 
He simply distanced himself from 
the activities. He did not participate, 
but he also did not leave nor report 
the conduct. 

Moral chameleon•	 . This frightening 
character adapts to ethics of those 
he/she is working with at the time. 
One’s ethics depend. Those ethics 
can change depending upon which 
industry you are in and which 
company has hired you. They adapt 
as high-schoolers do with their 
cliques. If one group is making 
fun of the math club and they are 
in that group, they join in on the 
math ridicule. For example, in the 
Marsh McLennan collusion case, 

one broker was worried about the 
issue of price fixing. He prefaced his 
note expressing his concerns with, 
“I’m not some goody two-shoes . . .” 
He wanted his colleagues to know 
he was one of them even though he 
was worried about their practices. 
A recent Ford truck ad was a moral 
chameleon’s dream, if they are part 
of the pick-up driving group. The ad 
boasted about the trucks, “Made by 
the guys we used to cheat-off in high 
school.”

Moral sycophant•	 . Present far too 
often in organizations, this character 
adopts the ethics of those who are 
in charge. They will be whatever 
kind of sycophant the leaders 
want them to be. In October 2009, 
the New York Times ran a lengthy 
story about the former employees 
in Lehman and their involvement 
in the largely worthless mortgage 
instrument markets. “I was just 
following orders,” was the common 
explanation. One brave broker also 
added, “I have blood on my hands.”2 
But, as all sycophants explain, and 
ethical issues aside, he too was just 
following orders. 

The good news is that for each category 
there are checks, balances, and respectable 
treatments. Sometimes we even find 
a cure. Those fixes will arrive in 
forthcoming discussions. NP

Marianne M. Jennings is a professor of Legal 
and Ethical Studies at the W. P. Carey School 
of Business, Arizona State University, where 
she teaches graduate courses in the MBA 
program. Professor Jennings has authored 
hundreds of articles in academic, professional, 
and trade journals. Her latest book ‘Business 
Ethics:  Case Studies and Readings,” was 
published in January 2009. Her book, the ‘The 
Seven Signs of Ethical Collapse’ (St. Mar-
tin’s Press), published in 2006, has received 
several book awards, including recognition 
from Library Journal. She may be reached at 
Marianne.Jennings@asu.edu.

2 Louise Story and Landon Thomas, Jr., “Tales From Lehman’s Crypt,” New York Times, September 9, 2009, SB, p. 1.

It takes less time to do things right than to explain why you did it wrong.
~Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


