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D
ictionary.com's 2017 Word of the Year was 
complicit. That is the technical name for the 
phrase, “We all knew.” That phrase was uttered, 
printed and broadcast during 2017 more than 

“Russian collusion.”

The phrase, at least during 2017, was made possible by the 
revealed conduct of Hollywood stars, actors, producers and 
directors, members of Congress and their staffs, gymnasts, 
casino employees, fund managers, television anchors, opera 
musicians and others too many to mention. The harassment 
reports of 2017 were ubiquitous, knowing no industry 
bounds. The same was true of those who reacted with “we 
all knew” when the truth about some of the country's most 
powerful household names appeared.

Interestingly, the phrase we all knew is not new. That phrase 
is also ubiquitous when financial frauds emerge. At Enron, 
WorldCom, Tyco and HealthSouth, the frauds of the turn of 
the century, the knowledge of employees was documented 
in the litigation, emails, auditor work papers and trials that 
followed. In addition, external analysts knew—voices crying 
in the wilderness that were not heeded.

In the lead-up to the 2008 financial market collapse, 
the editorial pages of the Wall Street Journal expressed 
continuing concern about Fannie Mae and its mortgages. 
The prescient paper was dismissed on political grounds. 
Even the SEC suspected Bernie Madoff's shop, having its 
own internal whistleblower as well as three onsite visits to 
the nonexistent Bernie trading shop.

Those who worked in the Florida CVS pharmacy had their 
doubts when 58 percent of all prescriptions for painkillers 
were paid for in cash. And the pharmacy's prescription 

rate for oxycodone was five times the amount for the area 
population.

So, if we all knew, why do we end up in systemic problems? 
The dominoes then fall to the chant of “we all knew.” Who is 
“we” and how can we tap into those “we's” before the media 
revelations and deluge? Revisiting some of the current crises 
as well as those in the past, we find some detection patterns 
on finding those “we's” and tapping into what “we” know.

Calendars and expenses
One of the many interesting aspects of the harassment cases 
is the “we” who knew are those responsible for logistical 
tasks. For example, Harvey Weinstein was not fired for all his 
alleged behaviors with starlets and hopefuls. He was fired 
under a provision of the company's code of ethics for misuse 
of company funds. Those hotel rooms of seduction added 
up over time.

Two types of staff track those expenses—those who book 
the rooms and those who review the expenses. Why did 
Mr. Weinstein need regular hotel rooms for himself in 
Hollywood when he had both an office and a home there? 
Media interviews of those who served as assistants to Mr. 
Weinstein disclosed their awareness of his conduct. The 
activities of Mr. Weinstein were obvious to his administrative 
staff.

Mark Hurd, the former CEO of Hewlett-Packard, resigned as 
CEO after revelations of his ongoing meetings with a vendor. 
His calendar of dinners and refusals to have his security 
with him during those dinners were red flags. A look at his 
calendar, the dinner tab explanations and the justifications 
for the breach in security protocol would have revealed a 
pattern.
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Previous problems
Douglas E. Greenberg, a rainmaker at Morgan Stanley, was 
kept on as a rainmaker despite a 1984 charge of theft by 
check, a 2001 charge of criminal mischief, a regulatory 
penalty, and four restraining orders against him obtained 
by four women in the Lake Oswego area. As a result, the 
Financial Industry Regulatory Authority had five red dots 
by Mr. Greenberg's name on its website.1 When one of 
Mr. Greenberg's ex-wives described on Facebook how he 
abused her, a Morgan Stanley manager “liked” and replied.

Morgan Stanley took no action following any of these events 
despite internal awareness and public documentation. Mr. 
Greenberg remained at the firm for 15 years. Mr. Greenberg 
was in the firm's top two percent of brokers, and in February 
2018, Mr. Greenberg was named by Forbes as one of 
Oregon's top wealth managers. Any number of “we's” can 
check public records, websites and social media for clues. 
When Mr. Greenberg was finally terminated, Morgan Stanley 
employees told the New York Times, “Everybody knew.”

The humor in truth
When everybody knows, we may not speak out, but we will 
laugh aloud. Those wry comments are a bit of a red flag.

In the Greenberg case, co-workers shared texts of the mug 
shot of Mr. Greenberg following one of his arrests in Oregon. 
In the Harvey Weinstein case, Gwyneth Paltrow joked with 
David Letterman on his show about Mr. Weinstein. The 
jokes about Mr. Weinstein's casting couch made their way 
to the Oscar podium in 2013 when Seth McFarlane hosted. 
Entourage had a creepy character named “Harvey Weingard.”

Over the course of my career, I have been privy to many wry 
comments about the teaching habits of colleagues, or in 
some cases, the lack thereof. Canceled classes, group work 
days, independent study days and travel were all used to 
avoid holding class.

On one occasion, in looking for a fellow professor who 
was infamous for being MC (missing class) I asked another 
colleague where he was. The response? “Haven't seen him, 
but you can bet that he's not in class.” That was a standard 

1 http://brokercheck.finra.org/individual/summary/2298830#
disclosuresSection

line about the elusive professor: “We all knew.” In fact, we 
made jokes that we all enjoyed because at the heart of 
humor is truth. Yet, no one said anything to the elusive 
professor or his department chair. Not a single student 
reported the problem.

Too afraid to speak up, the humor is offered by the fearful as 
a clue, with the hope that someone will notice. The follow-
up question to humorous asides should be, “Why do you say 
that?” Getting to the bottom of the “we all knew” humor is 
an investigative tool.

Incredible reports that go nowhere
The complaints about Dr. Lawrence Nassar, a Michigan State 
University sports doctor, began coming in the late 1990s.
Young female gymnasts of the U.S. Olympic Team and their 
parents were concerned about Dr. Nassar's tactics and 
behaviors. The “we” who knew were those young gymnasts 
and their parents.

Dr. William Strampel, Dean of the Michigan State College 
of Osteopathic Medicine and Dr. Nassar's superior, was 
later arrested for alleged sexual proposition, assault and 
harassment, which explains why he did nothing when he 
received early reports about Dr. Nassar's conduct. Dr. Nassar 
has since been sentenced to hundreds of years in prison 
because of his crimes against the 265 victims.

Investigators looking into why no one responded to the 
allegations may have found an answer. Upon receiving 
the reports about Dr. Nassar, Dr. Strampel did not enforce 
or monitor the school's protocols of having other staff 
members present during exams and treatment.

Evidence found in Dr. Strampel's office by state investigators 
included a video of Dr. Nassar performing his “treatment” 

The phrase we all knew is not new.

A transformative moment 
occurs upon receipt of a 

report of wrongdoing.
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on one of the young gymnasts. The investigators also found 
several female medical students who provided information 
about alleged incidents of groping and propositions by 
Dr. Strampel. One of the former medical students, now a 
physician, explained that she shared her experiences and 
concerns about Dr. Strampel with a staff member in 2010. 
The staff member responded, “Everyone knows about his 
behavior and nothing changes.”

From the Sandusky child abuse at Penn State to the Veterans 
Administration issues that have now spanned three 
administrators, the reports come in and no action is taken. 
The “we” who knew includes those who received the reports 
and either dismissed them or did not open an investigation.

A transformative moment occurs upon receipt of a report 
of wrongdoing. The recipient can continue along the path 
of “ignore this and maybe it will go away” into “we knew,” or 
the recipient can simply investigate. If the report is wrong, 
the problem is solved. If the report is correct, the action and 
investigation have prevented further harms and wrongs and 
saved the institution from the disgrace of inaction.

Resignation of the “we knews”
In the Steve Wynn case, many of the women reported 
the conduct of Mr. Wynn to other leaders in the Wynn 
organization. The responses varied from “Keep your mouth 
shut,” to “Check her personnel file,” to “I'm working on it,” 
when the women followed up with those they had trusted 
to act.

In those three responses we see rejection, retaliation 
and resignation. In other words, the lack of a response, a 
negative response or a stringing-along response left the 

women resigned to accepting the behavior or finding 
other jobs. When employees try to report behavior and the 
response is negative, accusatory or not prompt, resignation 
sets in and they remain as “we knews.” The lesson for those 
receiving the reports is that none of the three responses 
is right. Going to the board (as was eventually done 
with Mr. Wynn) is an option to take the resistance out of 
management of listening to the “we knews.”

Historical thoughts
Following a speech, a member of the audience asked me: 
“Why couldn't Michigan State officials see that they were 
another Penn State?” Excellent question. “We” repeat the 
same mistakes when we do not study the missteps of other 
organizations. The year of complicity has brought us this 
opportunity to study and find the “we knews.” They are 
a too-secret weapon in halting the otherwise inexorable 
march to the front page and the accompanying reputational 
damage. 
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In responses we see rejection, retaliation and resignation.

Only someone who is well-prepared has the oppor tunity to improvise. ~  Ingmar Bergman
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