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"My decision to join this
organization thirteen yearsD

back was probably the best career
move of my life. Today, as the head
of marketing for a leading FMCG in
the country, I have had the
opportunity to achieve milestones I
had never dreamed of. Over the last
thirteen years at Perfection Limited,
I have been involved with the launch
of six new high visibility brands,

which have paved the way
for our organization to
successfully establish a
presence in the world
market."

"It gives me great pride
to be part of a huge
enterprise resting over
40,000 capable shoulders,
where contributions are
rewarded amply. I cannot
recall a single case where we
have lost our sales people
to competition over the
issue of compensation. In
fact, our progressive HR

policies are responsible in a big way
for labeling us as 'an employer of
choice'. Our growing employee
satisfaction surveys reflect a positive
increment every year, and that
surely goes to prove that our people
management efforts are
appreciated."

"Perfection Limited is much
more than an employer for me, and
who would know that better than

A marketing head, whose

direct reportee is accused of

ethical mishap, writes a letter

to the CEO expressing his own

views on the subject.

sponsored
party

look, the vendor

the

you? Do you remember the times
when we used to travel 25 days a
month, sometimes 5-6 months at a
stretch, personally interacting with
distributors, organizing training
sessions, gauging customer
reactions to new launches. My wife
even threatened divorce! But thanks
to those same aggressive market
tactics, we are market leaders today.
It was worth all the grit and grime."

"The recent turn of events has
caused me deep distress. I can only
imagine what you would be going
through. I can't help but feel a sense
of helplessness seeing this news
getting splashed all over the dailies
and TV channels. Its not just
ordinary bad publicity, the
reputation of the organization that
we have carefully built over the
years is in danger.

"Who would have imagined that
the news of Kapil Khandelwal, Om
Pandit and Ramesh Noronha would
make such big headlines? But then,
I suppose it's the events surrounding
this incident that is so shocking."

"What pains me so much is the
fact that I had personally been
involved in their selection as
management trainees three years
back. If only, I had known what was
in store…But to the best of my
knowledge, none of them gave
anyone a reason to complain. They
were excellent performers and I had
even recommended an early
promotion for Om as marketing

By Biju Varkkey
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manager in Nasik last year. He is very bright, intuitive
and by all respect, qualified as a fast-tracker. Kapil and
Ramesh are also capable and aggressive. Kapil had
received the Best Performer Award last year, and Ramesh
has been chasing some extremely hard targets too.

"I have always had strong faith in my intuitive ability
to assess and judge people. In my entire career spanning
seventeen years, I have interviewed hundreds of
candidates, appointed scores of distributors and closed
dozens of client deals. Each time my intuition has guided
me to make the right decision. But this incident seems
to have shaken my confidence in myself. How could I
have made such an erroneous judgment? I have failed
to see the gaping hole in the integrity of these three
employees that I recruited. Somewhere I find myself
responsible. Perhaps, if I had personally mentored Kapil,
Om and Ramesh, during their first year at Perfection,
things would have been different."

"I have been getting sleepless nights on this account
since Friday, and could not help but pour out my
thoughts to you. I know that you are expected back in
town next week, but that's almost one week away from
today."

"I have investigated all the facts pertaining to this
issue myself. Apparently, the three of them were
celebrating Om's promotion with an all-night party at a
hotel in Goa last Friday. The party had been organized
by an event management outfit called Funfare, who has
been associated with us for about a year now. I

understand from the hotel personnel that Kapil, Om
and Ramesh were involved in discussions regarding a
probable business deal involving high visibility and a
budget running into a few crores. Two of Om's colleagues
have gone on record to say that they've seen him
handling the preliminary negotiations with Funfare
executives in the office, though later, the final decision
regarding the award of the assignment was made favour
of another service provider."

Two days back, Smriti Sinha, our customer relations
manager at the head office received a call from Funfare,
enquiring about the decision on the contract. After
checking the status, Smriti informed the caller that
contract had already been signed with another party.
The caller lost his cool, and demanded an explanation,
claiming that the contract had been promised to his
firm, and this was extremely unprofessional.

Today, a courier addressed to corporate manager,
finance & accounts, has been delivered to the head
office. It contains some evidence that raises doubts about
the integrity of Kapil, Om and Ramesh. The packet
encloses a letter on Funfare's letterhead requesting a
reimbursement of some expenses they have incurred
on behalf of Kapil, Om and Ramesh during the party
hosted at Hotel Comfort Plaza at Goa last Friday. The
letter explicitly says that Om Pandit asked Funfare to
host a theme party and in return, promised to award
them the contract they had been negotiating. They say
that in anticipation of the contract, they have made
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"Perfection has always prided itself on its well-
ingrained values and it would be a shame to endanger
such a rich legacy. You have always reinforced the
importance of honesty in business dealings, not just by
preaching it, but by the power of demonstration. I still
recall the time when you cancelled a huge 30 crore
contract, because it had some conditions requiring
underhand dealings. The image of Perfection is at stake
and it is my belief that nothing should be allowed to
mar our organization's reputation."

"We have no evidence, but I have a gut feeling that
the allegations made against Kapil, Om and Ramesh are
true and that they have in fact, wheeled out a bribe
from Funfare, in the form of a weekend celebration at
Goa's Hotel Comfort Plaza. While the traditional
concept of a bribe does include monetary exchanges,
and Funfare has not made any such claims, this too,
qualifies. If we let this incident go unpunished, it is going
to set a precedent for the future. In my opinion, Kapil,
Om and Ramesh should be asked to submit their
resignations."

"I would also like to bring to your notice that the
other members of the internal investigation team do
not share my views. Mahesh Prajapati, our chief of
finance & accounts, has expressed the opinion that the
available evidence is inconclusive. For one, he is feels
that Funfare has no solid reputation to uphold. They
operate from a makeshift office and don't even have
any landlines of their own. Their list of clients includes
one of our competitors, Sunshine Foods. Mahesh
suspects this may could something to do with them
too. Mahesh has even quoted an experience of his own,
when a vendor tried to blackmail him on similar grounds
two years back. But then, Mahesh has been around for
ages. He could never dream of doing something like
this. He respects the values that our organization stands
for."

"Prasad Joshi, head of HR, feels that this is an isolated
case that reflects the immaturity of Kapil, Om and
Ramesh, and does not qualify as a serious integrity issue.
They are hardly 25 years of age, he says. What do they
know about corruption? According to him, the matter
should be dismissed as a case of show-off of authority
over a glass of wine! Everybody is entitled to their own
views. But whether you are 25 or 55, upholding the

some investments, funded by money borrowed at high
interest rates, since they are a small firm and could not
afford to bear such huge expenses. They also claim that
they had booked three luxury suites for overnight stay
of our employees, and footed all hotel expenses."

"The packet contains photocopies of bills, including
luxury suite rentals, charges for food, imported
beverages and other services for three guests. The names
of the guests that have been mentioned on the bills
have no resemblance to anyone employed by the
company, but the party photographs that are included
in the packet, make it is easy to identify Kapil, Om and
Ramesh."

"Our internal investigation team has met Kapil, Om
and Ramesh individually for interrogations. I have
myself been present during all the three interrogations.
Unfortunately, there is no hard evidence either to
substantiate Funfare's claims or to prove the innocence
of these three employees."

"Kapil has always been the most timid among the
trio, and I was not surprised to see his reaction. He was
perspiring heavily and all through the session, he never
looked directly at me, even once. He did admit that he
had attended the party and that Om had invited him.
But despite all his nervousness, he was careful with what
he said. He maintains that he knew nothing about any
deal with Funfare and was simply there to celebrate
Om's promotion. Ramesh and Kapil seem to have
carefully shared their notes before the interrogation.
Their stories are quite identical."

"Om, on the other hand, claims that he had not
thrown the party at all. Rather, he had received a personal
invitation from a client servicing manager at Funfare,
which was celebrating the first birthday of the
grandchild of one of the promoters and was inviting a
few selected clients. Kudos to Om for thinking up such
a story. It seems quite credible… we all know that this is
common practice in the industry. It's a perfect
explanation, which has nothing to do with the contract.
He has even offered to bear all the expenses, if the
incident snowballs into a big issue."

"All three of them deny having made any promise
to any event management company. Interestingly
enough, they all agree that they are aware of Funfare
having footed the bill."

Prof. Biju Varkkey
Professor, Personnel and Industrial Relations, IIM Ahmedabad
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reputation of an organization is no casual affair. I don't
think age is any logical justification for the mess that
Kapil, Om and Ramesh have landed themselves into.
Aren't people expected to get married by the time they
are 25? Now that calls for responsibility."

"As the head of marketing of Perfection, and the
person responsible for inducting these three offenders
into the organization, I feel there is hardly any scope
for making excuses or finding flimsy rationalizations
for a matter of such a serious nature. Personally, my
conscience does not allow me to sit back and ignore

this incident. In fact, I think it would be a reflection on
my ethical principles, if we do not take action against
these three."

"I know you are scheduled to be back only after a
week. But considering the circumstances, it may be a
good idea for you to fly back to India and take matters
into your hands as soon as possible. Prasad and Mahesh
are in agreement with me on this point. Your decision
will serve as a guiding path for all of us and help in
deciding the future, not just for Kapil, Om and Ramesh,
but also for the entire organization.

direction that the organization adopts, and the priorities
that are identified. In essence, values form the anchor
for the way the organization conducts its business and
in the way it interacts with its stakeholders. In today's
scenario, ethical behavior and corporate governance
issues are some of the most hotly debated topics. In an
age where growth, profitability, achievement and
recognition are prime motivators for employees,
organizations need to ensure that the means and
behaviors of the employees are in consonance with the
organizational beliefs. In this setting, organizational
values have become all the more critical and may hold
the key to building and maintaining an institution that is
built to last, and is just to all its stakeholders.

Organizational values are a commonly cherished set
of beliefs that permeate through the organization. At a
very basic level, values draw the line between what the
organization would or would not do in any particular
situation. They lay down some of the underlying
principles that help the organization to answer questions
ranging from its future direction to making decisions at
a day-to-day level. Actions of employees bear evidence
to how deeply the value system of the organization is
embedded. The values of the organization impact the
image that the organization creates for its stakeholders
ranging from employees both present and prospective,
customers, vendors, shareholders and the society at
large. This in turn impacts the way these stakeholders

O rganizational culture and values are part of the
critical pillars of the very existence of an
organization. These have a deep impact on the

respond to the organization, and the level to which they
are engaged.

As is evident, the situation presents a number of
inherent contradictions and dilemmas. While these
dilemmas are what make this situation so sensitive, this
exploration is also the road to understanding these issues
in depth and evolving the best approach.

Are people aware of organization values?
Is enough being done to create awareness about the
values? Are the behaviors that reflect values being
interpreted in a consistent manner across the
organization? The senior team at Perfection Limited
seems to mention that they are ethically and morally
driven. The team has, in the past, turned down a lucrative
business deal but upheld their personal values. The
extensive involvement of the CEO and the marketing
head at the ground level is reflective of the work ethic
within the company, where work and the growth of the
organization were being given precedence over personal
comfort. The fact that the marketing head is taking
ownership of what happened shows the level of
engagement. However, the case does not explicitly talk
of the efforts that the organization has made in the
direction of going beyond and keeping pace with the
growth in geographical spread and size in terms of
imbibing the value system or building common anchors
across the organization.

In the early stages of growth of an organization's
existence, entrepreneurial values form the core of the
way an organization works and develops. Since most
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employees and other stakeholders of the organization
are in close contact with the people whose vision drives
their efforts, inculcating the values and seeing them in
action is not a huge challenge. However, the challenge
typically arises with growth across geographies,
induction of diverse people, and the change in the role
of the startup team from executors to managers.

The important aspect that needs to be highlighted
is: are the values well articulated and cascaded across
the organization to build a common understanding, or
are they principles that reside only with the senior team
and hence come into play only when large scale
decisions are made. This also brings us to an important
issue that while organizational values are long standing,
their implications and manifestations change with the
dynamic environment, and hence they need to be
continuously reinforced and revisited in terms of what
they will mean and manifest as, in the changing context.

Institutionalization of values, creating clarity, making
them relevant to the organization, and creating
ownership and commitment for the organization beliefs,
require supporting systems and processes. In the case
of Perfection, as the case suggests, the recruitment of
talent was more intuition based, and focused on
performance. Focus on alignment of values needs to be
supported by all processes in the organization and at all
stages. While the marketing head expresses his desire to
have mentored these people personally, it is required
that the induction process should create awareness of
and build commitment towards organizational values.
The organization seems to have been more focused
towards target achievement as a measure of
performance, while behaviors that are in alignment with
desired values also need to be reinforced through
recognition, appreciation and linkage to performance
management process.

It is critical to examine as to why Om and his
colleagues thought that this party, whether thrown by
them or the client, would be acceptable. Is the
organization sending out the message that performance
is paramount and whether values are as critical?

Are the right decisions being made?
The seriousness of the situation demands that instant
and the right action are taken. The marketing head also
wants to do the same. Is the solution being proposed
fair to all the stakeholders? Will the same yardstick and
actions be relevant for all three of the perceived
offenders? While on the one hand, the offer from Om to
settle the bill raises suspicion, on the other hand there
is no proved evidence as to the veracity of the claims of
the vendor, especially since his own intentions and links
are under suspicion. The larger question that needs to
be answered is whether I choose to look for evidence in
this situation, or my response is motivated by a betrayal
of faith and the need to create a reference of
interpretation / standards for the organization. The
question further is: do we set an example where a line
has been crossed, at the cost of making some sacrifices.

The response of the committee that has been

constituted to examine the issue is diverse. They seem
to be in a fix as to whether this is a case of ethically
unacceptable behavior, or one of the mistakes made by
young people, which can be overlooked the first time
around. There are also some hints of a conspiracy
against the organization. Different people have different
perspectives on the situation, which is more driven by
their personal context, opinions and preferences. It is
in some ways indicative of how much thought has gone
into understanding and articulating organizational values
and on how these translate into behaviors, and
consequent treatment of the same. It is important for
organizations to keep debating these issues and think
them through to ensure that the organization is able to
respond to such situations based on a common and
joint understanding especially keeping in mind the
sensitivity and the urgency.

One of the important questions that Perfection
Limited needs to ask itself is whether all its stakeholders
including vendors and customers, are aware of what
the organizational values are, and if these values reflect
in every choice and decision that the organization makes.
It is questionable how the given vendor who has been
working with the organization, for about a year, got the
impression that such techniques would work with the
organization. If the values were well defined for each of
the stakeholders then they would never attempt to
adopt such means to get contracts with the organization.
It thus becomes a question of not just formulating values
but translating them into what they mean for each
stakeholder, and thus providing insight into acceptable
and unacceptable behaviors.

What are the actions one can take?
The organization has responded to this crisis by
constituting a committee of the top team, which is now
looking into the issue. One of the fundamental questions
that the organization needs to answer in this moment
of truth is whether it views a breach of ethics as a situation
where the outcome is to establish the guilt or innocence
of the individuals involved, or an instant loss of
confidence in the individuals which will hence merit
appropriate action. In this situation the decision to be
made may require a critical balance between the action
vis-a-vis the individuals and the implication on other
people in the organization.

What can be the implications?
These issues can have tremendous impact within and
outside the organization with respect to the image of
the organization and the relationship with the different
stakeholders. In this scenario, the decision to be made
will need to be a balance between the views of the
employees and the vendor. In a scenario where good
talent is hard to find and groom, it is always tempting to
continue and put the episode behind and move on, but
the implications of this could set the future direction on
such issues. One of the other factors is to what extent a
vendor who has encouraged such a practice, be trusted
for taking any action against people who have valid
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explanations for their behavior.
This scenario would also impact the relations of the

organization with external entities like vendors, who
might become suspicious of the behavior of the
organization and the level of trust that they enjoy. It
may impact customer as well as shareholder confidence,
especially in the light of sensitivities involved with
corporate ethics and governance today. At the same
time, more direct action against the employees may
have an implication for morale. Strong action may make
employees cautious or too careful which may impact
their ability to take risk, with new ideas and approaches
Prospective employees would evaluate their own value
system against that of the organization.

The lurking thought that one is left with is, once
doubt gets embedded, will the organization and the
people be able to stay neutral to the people involved,
even if they remain in the organization. The incident
may be forgotten but will they really be forgiven?

An aspect that draws attention to the case is that
Om and his colleagues do not seem to be very concerned
by the impact that all of this would be having on the
image and working of the company. Does that reflect
the level of engagement with the organization?

The way forward
Such situations do occur in the lifetime of many
organizations, and there are some aspects of how such

situations are handled, that set an organization with
character apart from others. It is critical to find the
balance between a knee jerk reaction and unending state
of inertia. It is critical to address the immediate issues
and at the same time build robustness into the
organizational processes for the future. Perfection
Limited clearly has work to do in the area of aligning its
organization processes to ingrain the organizational
values among employees as well as other stakeholders.

Some of the immediate steps will probably need to
be: identifying a set of commonly espoused values so
that they are not just seen as directives, but are owned
by people, build clarity on these, and translate them
into issues that affect the work lives of employees.

The other balance that needs to be achieved is
between being fair to all stakeholders; while at the same
time creating precedents for the future that reduce room
for misdemeanors arising from lack of clarity. The
organization might want to arrive at a blend of
approaches - it might not find it fit to continue its
association with the people involved, and yet may decide
to help them achieve stability outside the organization
so as to not affect their lives adversely.

Such episodes leave us thinking of how well equipped
we are as a society in terms of providing support and
corrective actions for such behavior. Does our quest
for perfection lead to a negative spiral for so called
offenders, or can societal value systems provide a
foundation for recuperation and growth.

resignation and leave….."  This was a statement repeated
to every new comer in a large Fortune 500 company.
The other quotations that have endured the test of time
are "character is what you wouldn't do when you are
sure you wont be found out" and finally "a man is known
by the company he keeps". To my mind these three
statements form the bedrock of this case. Does the
organization believe in the highest standards of
professional ethics?  Do the employees conform to these
standards?  And finally, does the organization demand
these behaviours from its suppliers and customers alike?

It seems apparent from the letter that the marketing
head of the organization and members of the leadership

“I f you miss your numbers you will be given
another chance, if you violate the integrity
norms, you might as well hand in your

team do lead by example and have over the years
established a reputation for honesty and integrity. It
would appear that by and large the organization has
not had many other cases where employees have
violated these norms. However, from what the finance
head says, it would appear that the event management
agency does not have a reputation for ethical behaviour
and this might be cause for concern.

I can understand and empathize with the marketing
head at his anguish about the behaviour of people that
he hand picked years ago.  It is very appropriate for him
to feel a sense of personal disappointment , but probably
an over-reaction to assume such a degree of  personal
and moral responsibility for these individuals.  Despite
his sense disappointment, he also needs to realise that
as a leader he needs to take a dispassionate view of the
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situation - because his actions and decisions today will
set a precedent for tomorrow.  At that level he needs to
master the fine art of balance - he can’t afford to be
lenient  to avoid the "blue eyed boys" syndrome, neither
can be afford to be a martinet -  meting out a punishment
out of kilter with the nature of the misdemeanour.

Values make or break a company. Professional
conduct and high standards of integrity and ethics not
only make it easy for people to give their best, they
establish the reputation of the organization in the
marketplace. It is my firm belief that people are
motivated, committed to do their best when they are
able to come to work with the knowledge and belief
that the organization will not require them to do
anything unethical in order to accomplish their goals. It
is also important that the organization works with
suppliers and customers who also uphold these values.
However, an organization can establish a reputation
for a positive code of business conduct only when
people within the organization hold each other
accountable for adhering to these values.

What becomes really important to organizations that
uphold the highest norms of integrity and honesty is
that they attract people who intrinsically and
uncompromisingly believe in these values. There are
bound to be errors of judgement by individuals, which
would call for varying degrees of action by the
organization. However, these actions are determined
by how the individuals approach the situation, and their
willingness to own up to these transgressions.  Leadership
in organizations would consider of course the track
record of these individuals, the seriousness of the
misdemeanour and the impact on the rest of the
organization. What is of concern in this case is that the
three individuals, young as they are, did not accept or
acknowledge that their actions may have been an error
of judgement - they do not appear to acknowledge the
fact that their actions could have compromised the
organization's position and ability to take an unbiased
decision.  The Finance head may be right - this might be
a blackmailing ploy by the event management agency -
in which case, should the company continue to do
business with this organization?

Organizations that have clearly articulated the
norms for ethical and professional behaviour find it
easier to be successful in business and attract /retain
talent. It is easy to empathise with the marketing head
of the company and feel his anguish at the behaviour of
the three individuals discussed in the case.  Unethical
dealings irrespective of whether they are initiated by
the organization or the individual to exert influence on
suppliers or customers vitiate a harmonious working
environment and damage the very fabric of the
organization.

The organization needs to take a strong stance and
a set of actions which would be an effective message to
others.  Further consideration needs to be given on
whether all three individuals should be treated in exactly
the same way. The letter makes an interesting point about
the character of each of the three individuals involved.
One person is clearly a follower, one person is clearly

the leader and the third is smart but appears to be aligned
with the leader. Is there a case for further investigation
to decide the level of action against each?   On a related
but separate point, is the company dealing with the right
kind of supplier - it would appear that the event
management agency is using this indiscretion by these
young professionals to exert undue influence on the
organization.

Whatever actions the leadership team decide to take
would have far reaching messages for other employees
and suppliers alike.  It is important for the leadership
team to ensure that they maintain credibility and take
actions that are appropriate for the situation. They
would also have to ensure that there is a consistent
approach in all instances and that there is no ambiguity
in the dos and don'ts.

 In my experience, organizations that make positive
values a way of life - always:
1. Hire people who have values consistent with the
organization values. The behavioural model for
interviewing is a very good tool to use. Also there are
specific psychometric questionnaires like the PIAV and
the DISC which provide useful insights into the values
and behaviour make up of people.
2. Make the values and code of conduct information
an integral part of the induction process. Clearly
articulate the acceptable values and code of conduct.
Find ways through games and exercises to make these
values come alive in behaviour terms so people know
how these values can be demonstrated.
3. Make ongoing values assessment an integral part of
the annual performance management process.
Reiterate and emphasise that both the results/goals
accomplished (the what ) and the values and behaviours
demonstrated to achieve these results (the how) are
equally important. Measure people against these
demonstrated behaviours to ensure that a good culture
is built.
4. Have clear standards for selecting suppliers and
customers. Assess suppliers against the values of your
own organization and reiterate the importance of these
for effective business dealings. Effective due diligence
is really important.
5. Have the courage of conviction to walk away from
business or suppliers however attractive the deal if the
positive values don't match.
6. Have a fanatical zeal to treat people with respect
and dignity. Success in business today is not a matter of
chance. It is assiduously managed and led through
carefully thought out strategies and tactics through all
the key stakeholders. It is my belief that it organizations
which have strong positive values, find it easier to sustain
success than those organizations which don't.  I have
seen that when the going gets tough, organizations which
have strong moral principles find it easier to gain the
commitment and involvement of their employees,
customers and suppliers than do organizations which
encourage employees to resort to unethical means to
get the job done. HC




