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Ethics at Work

“We Don’t Need Another Hero.”  
Yes, Actually We Could Use More
By Marianne M. Jennings, J.D.

While doing a literature review for 
an upcoming panel discussion, 

I discovered a Harvard Business Review 
article entitled, “We Don’t Need Another 
Hero.”1 The article had this thesis: 
The heroic model of moral leadership 
usually doesn’t work in the corporate 
environment. The author offered the four 
basic rules that successful moral leaders 
follow. Both the title of the article and the 
rules are misleading. The four rules are 
fairly typical rationalizations used too 
often by leaders for ill-advised actions, 
which create continuing employment for 
auditors and ethics officers. 

Rule # 1 Put things off until 
tomorrow

Professor Badaracco is correct; sometimes 
you need some time and distance between 
when issues surface and their resolution. 
The quick trigger finger, used with the 
intent of getting the issues resolved and 
behind us, is typical when organizations 
find problems. However, instantaneous 
terminations for misconduct can give a 
false sense of security. The rogue is out, 
and, ergo, the problem is no longer. But, 
you may not know who knew what, when 
they knew, and who else might have been 
involved. From an HR perspective, the 
marches to the gallows emerging in dribs 
and drabs are unnerving for employees, 
to wit, “Am I next?” 

There are times when swift and decisive 
action is required. When customers, 
patients, or employees are in danger, time 
works against the organization because 
trust dissipates as damage accrues from 
inaction. If there are ongoing violations 
of the law, swift action is the essence 
of leadership. For example, when 
the security guards were discovered 

1  Badaracco, Joseph L., Jr., “We Don’t Need Another 
Hero,” 79 Harvard Business Review 120 (2001).

slumbering on the job at the Peach 
Bottom nuclear plant, the leaders there 
had no choice. The guards must go to 
preserve regulatory relations and calm 
the public. Inaction would have damaged 
both plant owner and its leaders. Swift 
action by healthcare organization leaders 
is important when employees alter 
records or conceal information. In these 
situations, the effective moral leader is the 
one who demonstrates the organization’s 
commitment to inviolate principles.

Rule #2 Pick your battles

There is wisdom in this rule if Professor 
Badaracco means to encourage leaders to 
show temperance in how they raise issues 
with employees and what tools they use 
to resolve them. When an employee utters 
a politically incorrect thought or loses 
his or her temper in an isolated incident, 
there is time and room for coaching 
moments. Such deference is not the 
solution for the chronic offender; one who 
has had those coaching moments offered 
and ignored them. 

A “pick your battles” rule will be 
misunderstood and becomes a 
justification for leaders to “not sweat 
the small stuff.” For example, many 
employees resent discussing whether 
they would take a pencil or pen home 
from work. They feel they have bigger 
and more important issues to resolve. 

But, there is the sage wisdom, “If you 
won’t take a pencil from work, you 
won’t rob a bank.” The small stuff is 
often the precursor to the front-page-of-
the-newspaper stuff. Responses that are 
appropriate for the violation are in order, 
but no response when the conduct is 
problematic, is not the stuff of leadership 
or an ethical culture. 

Rule #3 Bend the rules,  
don’t break them

If I had a dime for every business leader 
who has uttered these words and ended 
up with fines and/or imprisonment, 
well, I would be a wealthy woman. 
Professor Badarraco engages in moral 
equivalency by beginning this discussion 
with the example of Germans lying to 
the Nazis in order to protect the Jews 
they were hiding. There is a difference 
between the philosophical debates 
on lying to save lives vs. the practical 
and applied ethical questions business 
leaders face. 

To endorse the notion of bending rules 
in an organizational context is akin to 
permitting a leader to wink cheerfully as 
an employee uses a clever interpretation 
of a regulation to get a desired result. 
Ironically, one highlighted example 
features a pharma rep who “talked about 
unapproved uses of [his company’s] 
drug only if doctors asked him. But as 
more and more of his sales came from 
those uses, he became increasingly 
troubled and decided to stop answering 
questions about unapproved uses… 
Then he went a step further: He told 
his manager and a few other sales reps 
what he was doing and why, in part to 
protect himself against future liability.” 
However, the rep disclosed nothing to the 
company because, as Professor Badaracco 
concluded, “All too often, whistle-
blowing is political suicide.” 

Instantaneous 
terminations for 

misconduct can give a 
false sense of security.
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Yes, true, but so is ongoing off-label 
marketing. In the past year, there have 
been three companies that have paid 
half-billion-dollar fines for this offense; 
something that is rooted in the behaviors 
of the sales reps. One company is now 
under a corporate integrity agreement, 
as a result of continuing off-label issues. 
These enforcement events lead to internal 
investigations on who was doing what, 
followed by terminations of sales reps 
and their managers, and finally followed 
by the layoffs that result from the 
financial and reputational damage to the 
company. Short-term bending—long-term 
consequences. 

The facile advice to “bend the rules” in 
order to be a moral leader ignores the 
importance of the need for leaders to 
emphasize compliance with clarity on 
the “whys” behind the rules. Off-label 
marketing rules exist because of the risks 
to patients from doses that are too high 
and uses that go beyond the imprimatur 
science provided in the clinical trials.

Rule #4 Find a compromise

The example for this rule deals with a 
sales rep who wants to sell a customer a 
server, but cannot because his company is 
limiting sales of the new server to premier 
customers. The sales rep thought of faking 
documents to get the server for the client, 
but instead proposed having the customer 

be a test site—a solution his managers 
supported. There is no compromise 
of principle in this example; there is a 
solution consistent with the sales program 
parameters. In addition, the example 
is not a true ethical dilemma for the 
company. The company was dealing with 
a self-imposed restraint on customer sales.

An example that involves ethical issues 
found the Swedish company, IKEA, 
faced with being asked to pay bribes to 
Russian utility officials in order to obtain 
electricity for the grand opening of a 
store. IKEA does not pay bribes; it is their 
clearly stated ethical principle. However, 
IKEA honored their commitment to not 
paying bribes by leasing generators and 
not using the government utility. IKEA 
kept their promise to open the store and 
pay employees and suppliers without 
paying bribes. “Compromise” carries the 
baggage of “compromising principles.” 
The compromise is not on principle; the 
compromise lays the solution to a dilemma 
that is consistent with all the ethical values 
and principles of the organization. Thus, 
this rule would be an important one for 
moral leadership if rephrased, “Is there a 
way to solve the ethical dilemma you face, 
without compromising the values you 
have espoused?” 

Recommendations and conclusions

One of the interesting aspects of the “No 
Heroes” piece is that most of the examples 
deal with employees, not leaders. That 

void is important, because leaders do not 
have the flexibility the thesis proposes. 
Leaders who hold fast to the principles 
they establish, do not see themselves 
as heroes for making tough decisions 
and taking swift action. Indeed, they 
would see themselves as managers who 
understand that the long-term success 
and reputation of their organizations 
depends upon their willingness to hold 
firm to ethical principles that are clearly 
stated and consistently honored. 

We do indeed need heroes—the quiet 
ones who act quickly and with clarity, 
because they do understand, with the 
temperance advised here, the dangers 
of delaying resolutions, ignoring issues, 
bending rules, and compromising 
principles. NP
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A clear conscience is usually the sign of a bad memory
~Anonymous




