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Honest
 Day’s Work

In business, there are two broad categories of temp-
tation – those pressured by the company and those 
of the human heart. When it comes to the heart, for 
the history of humankind, people have done what 
was wrong out of self-gain, deviance, greed, jealou-
sy, or laziness. The majority of unethical behavior is 
self-serving in some way, either as an intentional act or 
to escape an unpleasant outcome. It also reflects on a 
person’s character.

Character is defined as the mental and ethical qual-
ities distinctive to an individual. Good character is 
often something a person builds over time, through 
each decision made in situations that could go either 
way. Ethics or moral principles are a system that de-
fines right and wrong and provides a guiding philos-
ophy for every decision made. Character and ethics 
work together to define a person’s values. 

There are two aspects to ethics: The first involves the 
ability to discern right from wrong, good from evil, 

and propriety from impropriety. The second involves 
the commitment to do what is right, good, and proper. 

Honesty is the Best Policy
So why do we – from the entry level employee to the 

CEO – give in to an unethical temptation and how 
can we reduce this at the workplace?

The first step to toning your ethical muscles is to 
start small. While the occasional white lie in response 
to the question, “How do I look in this dress,” to the 
wife may be acceptable, do you lie in other situations 
because you don’t want to help a friend or look bad? 
Do you fudge a little when it comes to the time clock 
or how long you took a break? Do you make yourself 
look better to other people by slight exaggerations? 
All of these behaviors weaken your ethical or moral 
muscle and leave you unprepared for when an im-
portant ethical challenge does come your way. Un-
ethical behavior also increases when people feel that 

Workplace ethics  
are muscles that  
need exercising.  

By Dr. Eric Dent

ETHICS & INTEGRITY

L ead Us not into Temptation” is the  
plea of the Christian Lord’s Prayer;  
it also works well as good guidance for 
staying ethical at work. When employers 
or employees act dishonestly, unethical-
ly, or with a lack of integrity, it is usually 
because they have given in to a temp-
tation that they know was wrong. They 
have weak ethical muscles. Many people 

workout to keep their physical muscles toned, but allow 
their character muscles to become flabby. 
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their actions will not harm a potential victim and that 
their peers will not condemn their actions.

Build Your Honor Guard
In addition to building a foundation of ethical be-

haviors, you can grow your muscles by surrounding 
yourself with great ethical examples. The easiest way to 
do this is with what you hear, read or watch. Who 
is your mentor? Who are your heroes? Watching 
movies or reading books about people of inspira-
tional character will inspire you and strengthen 
your ethics. If you fill your mind with great ethics, 
you are more likely to exhibit great ethics. 

Another important technique is probably some-
thing your mother told you as a child – choose your 
friends and advisors carefully. If you hang around 
people who routinely tell small (or big) lies and mis-
represent their time or themselves, even in smallest 
ways, you will weaken your ethical muscle and almost 
certainly engage in these behaviors yourself. The way 
my mother put it was, “if you lie down with dogs you 
will wake up with fleas.” I think she got that from Ben-
jamin Franklin. 

your unit is asked to meet an unrealistic quota. This 
demand affects all of your co-workers, so it is prudent 
to form a coalition. A manager has a much more diffi-
cult time dismissing the concerns of five people than 
one. 

Once you have thought about 

Banner Year

When it comes to unveiling the new facility of Nordstrom’s 
Automotive Inc., they leave no detail undone, including the 

mission value statement on the wall. Nordstrom’s 2.0 has been  
in the planning for years and under construction for over 2 years.  

The amazing new building is a physical expansion built upon  
the strong moral foundation of the 49-year-old facility. 

“Here is part of what we do for ethics,” says Shannon 
Nordstrom, owner. “This mission statement (seen above) is on 
the wall of our training room. It is also there for our customers to 
see. It is what we point to for everything going forward. I word-

smithed it to death for our Nordstrom’s 2.0 Next Generation facility.” 
The CANI philosophy (Constant And Never-ending Improvement) 
guides the team, as do other best-in-class practices noted on the wall.

“As owners, we set the tone by acting ethically in our decisions with 
customers as that is our foundation,” he says. “We also have to be 
consistent with the employee dealings treating them with respect and 
consistency. You cannot fake it. It has to be part of your own DNA in 
all your decisions. If you set a pattern of ethical behavior your staff will 
follow. You have to be genuine.”  
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Golden Rule

For Dan Snyder, Snyder’s Certified Auto and Truck Parts and Wrench-A-Part Self-Service and other spinoff 
businesses, managing multiple locations requires a strong company culture. “On August 10, we celebrated 

our 30-year anniversary,” says Snyder. “I remember early on, me and my dad, Ralph Snyder, we were sitting 
around talking about business. Our business was a few months old. I came to the business fresh out of college; 
he came from the construction world. We decided however it worked out, if we just treated people the way we 
wanted to be treated, everything would work out in the end. The ‘Golden Rule.’” 

In fact, their website says, “We run our companies by the ‘Golden Rule’ and treating others the way you 
want to be treated and we believe that doing so is the best way to run yourself, your family, company and your 
life. With this guiding ethic and our wonderful Team Members we are poised to face a bright future indeed.”

“When you are more than one person, two, three, then hundreds in an organization, you have all kinds of 
problems. When you start small and get larger, you have to get diligent. Just because you have a code doesn’t 
mean that anyone will follow it. We have agendas for meetings and a base philosophy, which helps solve some 

problems. That being said, issues still arise,” says Snyder. “We handle situations on an individual basis.”
Overall, Snyder says that in creating an honest and ethical environment, they strive to make the organization 

a good company to work for. In a large organization, you live by good metrics and good people. It also takes good 
training and processes. As for internal accountability measures, “We are very blessed to have our sister as the 
Chief Financial Officer. She is extremely dedicated to making sure things get done.” Where you don’t have a 
family member involved, that is where you have to have a process, advises Snyder. Counted in counted out, all 
the way to the point that it’s not the same person doing all the work and two employees who go to the bank. 

According to the Golden Rule, treat customers well. “Clients don’t accept bad behavior, and they are 
paying for your salary. In reality, the customer needs to be satisfied. The level of service is different for our 
various locations, full-service, used car lot, to self-service. So, we keep up with reviews, and work hard to keep 
customers’ expectations satisfied.” 

ETHICS & INTEGRITY
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“Ethics in business was important … today it is 
imperative,” says Herb Lieberman of the LKQ 

Corporation and an ARA Past President. “I have been 
involved in the motor vehicle dismantling and recycling 
industry since 1952 when my grandfather and father 
established our family business. I came in full-time 
upon the completion of active duty in the U.S. Army 
in 1957. Often in our working together, my father used 
the term, ‘my word is my bond.’”  

“I have seen the evolution of our industry. The 
transitions came in the form of voice parts locating 
systems (hot lines), teletype parts locating, electronic 
inventory systems, that have evolved into today’s 
business management systems. Now, we are in 
the midst of becoming a full-blown electronic and 
automated parts acquisition, valuation, locating, 
ordering and delivery industry for the professional 
repairer as well as the consumer direct, world-wide.”

So what does this all have to do with ethics? 
“All this causes continual disruption in our industry. 

Right now, the issues are that electronics are replacing 
face-to-face and voice-to-voice communications 
with our customers, there are more worldwide public 
companies in our industry, the OEMs keep marching 
toward cradle to grave solutions for the products they 
manufacture, and it is our increasing responsibility to 
protect the environment,” says Lieberman. “With all 
this change and disruption, ethics issues can manifest 
in many different ways, but there is only one-way to be 
ethical in business.”

He suggests:
1.  Establish the Moral Principles that will govern 

every phase of your business.
2. Having a hard time? Refer back to #1
“Certain words governed the ethics that allowed 

our family business to grow from a very small one 

operated by my grandfather, father 
and myself to an operation seeing 
my son, who was born into the business, become the 
fourth generation to manage and continue to grow 
the company, to the point that it was sought by Ford 
Motor Company, and a new upstart, LKQ Corp, to be 
acquired by them.”

“The word basis of our ethics were: Honesty, Truth, 
Trust, and Professionalism,” he says. “Ethics in business 
must start with the owners and managers, and carried 
forward by every single employee, no exceptions 
period. It is up to us to create a team mentality in 
regard to our company ethics. It is an absolute that 
owners and managers follow the company SOPs on 
ethics, as any single deviation, will compromise the 
entire ethical program within your team.”

“Today many of us have encouraged healthy 
competition within our teams for sales, production etc. 
This can become an area that deviation from company 
ethics can become compromised. Owners and 
managers must continue to inspect what we expect, 
and make sure the standards are clearly and completely 
communicated,” he says.

Lieberman suggests to keep the standards simple.  
Reiterate them on a regular basis. Have them posted 
publically. Apply them to everything you do, and 
for everyone we touch in every way – employees, 
customers, our own families and the families of our 
team members. 

“I truly believe going forward, ethics can mean the 
difference between profit and loss, success and failure. 
They will be the roadmap we will establish for our 
company brand in the minds of our team members, 
customers, and potential customers,” says Leiberman. 
“Now is the time, today is the place, and you are the 
one, to make ethics a priority in your business.”

Ethics Stabilize Our Industry

Over time, who surrounds you and what you feed 
your mind with either creates the protection of your 
inner ethical intuition, or the chaos that that drowns 
out the instinct to do the right thing.

Bigger Ethical Picture
Let’s turn now to how you may get tempted by your 

company. These lures come in a few predictable forms. 
First, sometimes your boss will pressure you to do what 
is wrong using the force of her or his authority. Perhaps, 
some completed work doesn’t meet quality standards 
and has to be reworked. What if the boss instructs you 
to rework it in a way that might get past quality control, 
but you know it isn’t the correct procedure? 

What about your co-workers who tempt you to do 
what is wrong, such as lie or cover for them, or take his 
or her side when you don’t completely agree with it. 
An instance where you may be pressured to do wrong 
by company policies: quotas. Wells Fargo Bank was 
in the news because they forced employees to meet 
quotas for new customer accounts by not letting em-
ployees go home until a daily quota was reached. Is 
it a wonder that employees made up fake accounts?

The key to handling these company pressures is to 
anticipate them in advance. I daresay every employee 
has faced one or more of the examples above, often 
frequently. So, don’t be caught off guard. Think ahead 
about what needs to be said or done. Let’s assume 

ETHICS & INTEGRITY
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what to say, practice with others, including at least one 
person who is not involved with the situation. They will 
likely be able to tell you where you can be more diplo-
matic or positive in your language. Come armed with 
statistics or numbers that mean something to manage-
ment, not just feelings. After all, you want to be suc-
cessful and effective in influencing your manager, not 
making them defensive or antagonistic. You can also 
appeal to corporate values and how fudging to meet 
an arbitrary quota is not actually meeting a quota.

Holding the Torch

At Johannes Auto Sales, they take pride in 
their ethics and are a 2016 winner of the 

Better Business Bureau Torch Award given for 
Ethics in Business and Leadership. Owner Donna 
Schuette says, “Ethics is a big part of our company 
policy. We don’t so much have a written policy as 
we have a ‘way of doing things,’ shown by example. My 
father, Jim Johannes, and I always work hard to treat 
our customers honestly and fairly, and our employees 
know that we expect them to do the same.” 

“We have been in business for over 55 years and our 
reputation speaks for itself,” Schuette says. “If there 
is a problem with a part we work with our customer to 
resolve the issue and credit the appropriate amount. 
We have built a reputation for standing behind our 
word, so when we tell a customer we will do something 
they know we will follow through. On the rare occasion 
I find out an employee has not handled a situation in 
the manner in which I would have liked, I will step in and 
give the customer an additional credit.”
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“Quality people, product and process are 
three keys to an ethical business,” says Marty 

Hollingshead owner, Northlake Auto Recyclers, “they 
drive sales. I recently read an article that had an interview with the 
CEO of Southwest Airlines. He was asked what the three most 
important elements of his company were. He said, number 1 are his 
people, number 2 are his customers, and lastly, 3, the shareholders. 
He went on to say that happy employees provide good customer 
service, which results in increased revenue and value for the 
shareholders. A company’s most valuable asset is its people.”

 As far as the product, building customer confidence and 
maintaining credibility counts towards ethics. “We try to provide 
our customers with a quality product at a fair price, and delivery on 
time and as promised,” he says. “We strive to provide a product that 
meets or beats customer expectations.”

 Northlake also values certifications as their ethical process 
standard for business. “We are a gold level Indiana Clean Yard, an 
environmental state program. At first, it was intimidating, but we 
knew this was a great program that we needed to be a part of. It was 
the right thing to do,” he says.

 Another program they participate in is the Indiana Certified 
Automotive Recycler Exemplary Standards (INCARES), serving 
as the environmental compliance program for the Automotive 
Recyclers of Indiana (ARI) Association. “This is a great program 

created by VET Environmental. It is a voluntary program, 
and a proactive approach to be better, safer operators. 
The Certified Automotive Recycler and Gold Seal 

programs for ARA are also great programs that we are a part of.” 
All these programs mean that Northlake is doing its part to be 
environmentally responsible, and upright in business dealings.

 Also in ethics, training is key, especially with the sales team. 
Empowering them to be honest with the customer reduces the 
return rate, and increases confidence in your parts quality. “Know 
your customer, be honest with them, over-deliver and under-
promise, meet or exceed their expectations,” says Hollingshead. 
“The single biggest commonality for recyclers who have high return 
rates is that the customer expects one thing, but gets another.” 
If the part is not as-described, he advises, tell the customer and 
discounts if needed. It’s better to be proactive than to deal with a 
return and an upset or unsatisfied customer. Above all, do not lie by 
omission. 

 “Everything starts at the top,” Hollingshead says. “As an industry, 
we should strive to achieve standard processes that everyone would 
adhere to. We’d all be in better shape with consistency of product 
and process. There is one thing that we all share in common, and 
that is it doesn’t matter who you are, how big or small your business 
is, there is always room for improvement. We all need to work hard 
to erase the negative junkyard perception of our industry,” he notes. 

The Three P’s of Ethics

ETHICS & INTEGRITY
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If these efforts fail, consider asking management to 
put a “suggestion box” in a common area where you 
can anonymously explain an improper practice that 
you feel needs attention.

Nice and Last?
There is another element of anticipating ethical 

temptations and challenges. The dilemma is captured 
in the statement credited to Leo Durocher, a major 
league baseball manager. He once said, “Nice guys fin-
ish last.” Fortunately, the research evidence shows this 
is mostly wrong. There is a wrinkle though. “Nice” guys 

or gals, those who choose to act with ethics and integri-
ty, don’t always win in the short term. The student who 
cheats in a course may get an A. The employee who 
sabotages another employee may get the promotion. 
The person who cheats on taxes may get away with it.

Still, it more often happens that these ethical 
breaches catch up with the cheaters … eventually. 
So, I tell my college students to be prepared twice in 
your career to lose out on something to someone who 
acted unethically. Although they may lose on a short-
term decision, they will likely win out in the long run. 
Even if they don’t though, the virtuous life is the one 
in which acting with integrity has its own value. If, day 
in and day out, you do the right thing, you will have 
lived a life of integrity. 

Remember when I asked you who your heroes are? 
If you live that kind of life, you will be a hero for some-
one else. And that outcome is priceless. n

Dr. Eric Dent serves as Professor and Uncom-
mon Friends Foundation Endowed Chair in Ethics, 
Lutgert College of Business at Florida Gulf Coast 
University in Fort Myers, Florida. He is a consul-
tant to Fortune 500, government, and non-profit 
organizations as well as an invited speaker to na-

tional audiences. Prior to earning his Ph.D., Dr. Dent served 
as a corporate vice president in the financial services indus-
try. He began his career as a computer scientist with IBM.




