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Sometimes life pro-
vides us with charac-
ter-defining opportu-
nities that remain with
us forever. If we're
lucky, that is. These
events, which occur
in both our profes-
sional and our per-
sonal lives, are sig-
nificant not for their
particulars, but for
what they say about
who we are and who
we are not. It is who
we become as a re-
sult of these experi-
ences-not the experi-
ences themselves-
that is most impor-
tant. This is because
these "choice points™
articulate our values,
clarify our character,
and define our integ-
rity.

| had one such experi-
ence many years ago
when | first relocated
to Seattle. It's an ex-
perience that has
stayed with me be-
cause it was so pro-
found and because,
to this day, | am still
both humbled and
humiliated by it. | had
had business cards
printed, and there
was an error. | called
the owner of the print

shop and she agreed
to reprint them right
away. But | never re-
turned to the printer.
My finances were very
tight and I'd decided it
was "better" to distrib-
ute the "bad" ones
rather than pay the
several hundred dol-
lars | owed her for the
new version.

My tainted integrity
nagged at me for more
than a year before |
finally phoned the
woman to apologize. |
never got that far. Oh,
she remembered me all
right. So clearly, in
fact, that during our
brief conversation she
recounted the entire
ordeal and then con-
cluded by telling me
(with not a trace of an-
ger, | might add): "Now
I'm going to hang up
because I'm not going
to do business with
you again." Click.

| remember putting the
phone back in the cra-
dle and staring at it,
mouth agape, for quite
some time. The sting
of her words was mi-
nor compared to the
swell of respect and
admiration | felt for this
woman who so suc-
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cinctly, so effort-
lessly, demonstrated
who she was and
how she stood in her
business. She had no
reason to prove her-
self. She had no need
for a well-polished
mission statement, a
finely crafted public

relations summary,
or a perfectly re-
hearsed elevator

speech. Her actions
neatly defined her.
When she hung up,
we both knew who
she was.

Author and educator
Benjamin Shield once
said, "We vote with
our actions.” | would
add that it is ulti-
mately our intentions
behind those actions,
not the actions them-
selves, that an-
nounce to the world
whether we are cou-
rageous or cowardly,
whether we are lead-
ers or merely the
boss, and whether we
will make a positive
impact or simply take
up space.

If we're going to "do
the right thing"” in
business, we need to
ask ourselves exactly
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and precisely why we're doing
what we're doing-what our in-
tended outcome is. Is it to win,
to look good, or maybe to deci-
mate the competition? Or is it
to redefine excellence, show-
case exceptional skills, or cre-
ate positive change? Are we
trying to prove who we are, or
demonstrate it? The former
will result in ego-minded ban-
ter while the latter will produce
camaraderie, pride, and out-
standing performance. Doing
the right thing requires that we
permanently disengage the
"autopilot” in our businesses
while recommitting to the core
values of our decision-making
processes.

The ethics scandals that have
peppered the papers for the
past few years have pitted the
"little guy" against the "big,
bad corporations." It's easy for
us to forget that those corpo-
rations are made up of indi-
viduals just like you and me.
Had | not shared my business
card story, then I'd be able to
tell you that I'd never do any-
thing like commit insider trad-
ing, manipulate my accounting
books, or lie to my employees.
Of course now you won't be-
lieve me. If | could avoid pay-
ing a debt, you ask, then what
else am | capable of?

Truth be told, it is likely that
we are all just one little circum-
stance away from doing any-
thing. With money dangling
before us (or a promotion, or a
big break, or adulation), it's
easy to forget who we are, to
discreetly shift the line be-
tween right and wrong, and to
make some shortsighted deci-
sion because the sheer pleas-
ure (joy, greed, ego) of it looks
too delicious to pass up. The
question is, "Is it the right

thing?"

A few weeks ago one of my
coaching clients, a senior ex-
ecutive with one of the coun-
try's premier retailers, told me
that her company, following
an enormously profitable
year, decided to distribute
raises and bonuses to almost
all of its employees. The only
people in her group not to
receive additional cash were
the receptionists-perhaps the
people who needed it most.
The reason? Under a techni-
cality the company didn't
have to give them the funds.
My client loudly protested this
travesty for two reasons: a) it
was the wrong thing to do,
and b) the bonuses would
amount to a whopping total of
$6,000-a mere 0.0024% of the
company's $250 million
budget. But why risk the
wrath of her colleagues? Why
jeopardize the celebratory
climate of the executive of-
fices? Because it's the only
thing this leader could do and
be able to look at herself in
the mirror the next day. Be-
cause it was the right thing to
do and she knew it. And so do
you.

What does doing the right
thing have to do with doing
business, you ask?
"Everything," | answer. Doing
the right thing defies-no, ig-
nores-the status quo. Unless
you have a seriously deterio-
rated character, you know
when you're doing things just
because you can vs. because
they're the right thing to do.

So what does it take to do the
right thing? It takes courage-
the ability to do something
different, something outra-
geous, something that's out-
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standing. It takes self-trust-
the ability to hear and re-
spond to your executive in-
tuition-to lead from the in-
side out because, to date,
your gut reaction has never
led you down the wrong
path. It takes chutzpah-the
ability to jump and earn your
stripes on the way down. It
takes character-the thing
you know you have because
you have never, even once,
questioned whether or not
you do.

So, the choices have been
made, the decisions de-
cided, the outcome awaited.
Now, how do we know if
we've done the right thing?
It's simple. It feels good.
We're proud of ourselves.
Our heads are held a bit
higher, our shoulders a bit
straighter, our step a bit
lighter. When we've done the
right thing, we offer others
explanations, not excuses,
for the decisions we've
made. When we've done the
right thing, we don't get de-
fensive and look for some-
one else to blame. When
we've done the right thing,
our minds are free of embar-
rassment, humiliation,
shame, and regret. When
we've done the right thing,
we don't have to ask our-
selves if we've done the
right thing. We just know it.

By the way, if you know the
printer who taught me that
lesson in Business Ethics
101, please tell her how
grateful | remain and that |
said thank you. Whatever
price | paid wasn't enough.
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