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case study

What happens when
departmental decisions

come in conflict with
personal ethics?

some executives and officers as well.
John's immediate superior, the GM-HR & Admin

wanted him to interview a candidate, Anand, for the
position of Officer-Learning & Development. Anand was
a fresh graduate with Bachelor's in English Literature.
His father was very popular in the locality and also a
friend of the GM. The GM wanted John to recommend
Anand for the position, as the Director-HR would decide
the appointment based on John's remarks.

John was not comfortable in conducting the interview
in the absence of Robert, the Manager- L&D, who was
on leave for a week during that time. But the GM urged
him to go ahead, emphasizing that Robert would
appreciate this decision.

John interviewed Anand. To his surprise, he found
that Anand was hopeless for the position. He tried all
possible techniques to elicit a few responses from Anand
to know if he was trainable. But Anand was really dumb.

John was known in the organization for his ethical
practices and excellent selection of people. He was a
person who would call a spade a spade. This habit had
earned him a lot of respect from his colleagues. In line
with his personal approach, John wrote his comments
on the interview form: "After a thorough interview, it is
found that the candidate is not suitable for the post, as
he has neither the skills nor the qualities needed for the
position. Further, he is not trainable." John sent the report
to the GM. He received no immediate communication
from the GM in this regard. Late in the evening, John saw
Anand leaving the office in a huff, giving John am intense
cold look. John assumed that the behavior was a response

J
ohn was competent in conducting competency
based interviews. He was a recruitment manager
with Digitsys, a Software firm with 3300
employees. The HR department had an HR
director, a general manager, and three managers,
one each for HR, L&D recruitment. There were

to being rejected.
John left on a campus recruitment trip the following

day. He was away for ten days. When he returned to the
office, he saw Anand in the office. This was a big surprise
for him. "What's he doing here? An interview for some
other position?" he wondered. Anand walked past him
as if he had did not recognize him. Later John came to
know through a colleague that Anand had reported to
duty the day after he had left for campuses.

This was a shock to John. He could now understand
Anand's cold response when he was leaving on the first
day they had met. He could not stomach it. He wanted
to check the developments with the GM. But the GM
said that he was busy in an important assignment and
would not be able to meet him. John called him later, but
he said he would call back. John became even more
restless. He was now desperate to meet the GM, and the
GM was hell bent on avoiding John.

A couple of days later, John had always wanted to
attend an MDP in a premier B School. He soon got his
chance. The registration fee and the nomination form
were sent. But he wasn't able to get his OD sanctioned.
He was agitated as he did not want to miss the chance
for want of permission. At last, he sent in a memo for
permission. The GM, relieved that John would be away
for a week, relieved him immediately. Before leaving for
the MDP, John decided to have a discussion with the HR
Director regarding Anand's appointment. On second
thoughts, he dropped the idea as he did not have
adequate information.

During the MDP, John's was constantly distracted by
the thoughts of Anand's appointment. He started
suspecting the GM's action. He wondered if the GM had
disclosed his comments about Anand to the Director.
During a break, he called his colleague Robert to get
some information. But Robert's response was almost
negative. "You're attending a training program. Maybe
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T
he case study presents a scenario that show
cases the price that an organization has to
pay when processes are blatantly twisted to
get a personal decision implemented in the
organization. Add to these very poor ethical

standards in an overall Company culture that leaves a lot
to be desired; and you have a perfect recipe for a classic
case of 'recruitment failure' the implications of which
can go well beyond a faulty selection. Let us first examine
the major gap areas of the organization that get

this is not the best time for such a discussion." John
became much involved in the program and forgot the
issue temporarily. But the issue started nagging him once
the program was over.

When he came back to office after the MDP, he was
eager to get some information about the appointment.
When he spoke to Robert about it, Robert expressed his
displeasure. He said, "John, everyone knows and
appreciates you for your selection of people. You also
know my preferences and expectations. I don't know
why you had selected such a lousy person in spite of
knowing the profile. It has been a pain for me for the
past twenty days. I don't even understand how Anand
completed his graduation. Moreover, the GM says he
was strongly recommended by you. It must be your worst
selection ever. There are many other ways to keep people
in good humor. Further, I could not understand why the
interview was conducted when I was on leave. I'm very
upset. See whether you can transfer him somewhere or
send him out."

John smelled a rat. He could not tolerate the suspense.
He could feel his heart heaving heavily. This appointment
had taken a lot away from him. He could feel stress
mounting up. He decided to meet the Director and talk
it out. The Director told him that he would meet him
around 5 pm that day. John waited; it was a very long
wait, as he was not in a mood to do anything. Finally it
was time. He met the Director and they exchanged initial
pleasantries. Though still in a dilemma whether to raise
the issue directly, John finally asked, "The new officer in
Learning and Development…" The Director interrupted
him, "Ah, how's he doing? He was appointed based on
your comments. The GM said that you had strongly
recommended him for the position." Before John could
answer, the phone rang and the Director said, "This is an
important call. I've got to take it. We'll have to discuss
your issue some other time John." John completely
shocked walked out of the office listlessly.

His entire evening was spoiled. After contemplating
for a long time, he decided to meet the Director-HR the
first thing the next day. He kept checking with the
Director's Secretary the entire day for an appointment,
but in vain. He did not turn up. There was no news of his
whereabouts. This continued for three days. The fourth
day John wanted to take up the matter head on with the
GM. It was a surprise to John when the GM accepted to
meet him immediately. He went to him and raised the
issue. The GM said, "John, the Director has resigned. He
won't come back. You know, Anand has almost worked
for a month. Moreover, Robert says he is a good selection.
The boy has a flair for learning. You can attend to other
important assignments. Now you know, the
responsibilities are more on me. "

It was not easy for John to digest the developments.
The consequences he faced were enormous… insults
and humiliations came in heavy doses. The GM had
become all powerful and started overlooking John for
important assignments. Even getting approval and
sanctioning of small bills became a tough task. Small
incidents kept mounting. John's enthusiasm was dying
slowly. A few senior colleagues pointed out to him that it
looked like something was nagging him.

Over two months had passed since the incident took
place. John's wife and kids were preparing for Christmas
celebrations but there was no life in John and no mood
for celebration as well. He had two concerns. The first
was getting leave sanctioned for Christmas. It had
amounted to begging. John disliked it. But the family was
anticipating Christmas. He was finding excuses to avoid
celebrations this time. The other one was his performance
appraisal. It was due that month. John knew for sure,
because of all these developments, the appraisal was not
going to be fair and objective. He would not have anybody
to speak for him in any eventuality. This appraisal meant
a lot to John in terms of his career and other benefits. All
these thoughts made him shudder.
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It is time for John to take a call
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highlighted through this case.

Process rigour
Digitsys being a software company would have processes
in the area of recruitment as it is a critical activity in
building up the capability profile of the company. Its
processes would be under a well accepted and regarded
processes certification methodology - SEI-CMM or
PCMM. It would also be covered by accepted Quality
Certification. These are the basics in a Knowledge Industry
which depends primarily on People to create value and
deliver it to its customers. Let us examine the gross
process failures presented in this case.

- Every position in a company has position
specifications that include the person profile
requirements, usually categorized as 'essential' and
'desirable'. It is against these specifications that any
candidate is assessed for suitability for the position.

- The critical decision maker for a selection of
candidate is the immediate reporting manager and
assessment by the reporting manager is a critical step in
the process. In this case, the reporting manager - Robert
was on leave when the hiring decision was made and
implemented.

- Normally all the relevant documents are checked
to verify and align to the process. Such verification, if
done in this case, should have indicated the rejection of
the candidate based on the interview comments of John
and the non-existence of the assessment of the reporting
manager.

- The order of appointment is prepared and issued
by the recruitment team. In this case, John the
recruitment manager came to know of the candidate's
appointment when he saw him in the office on his return
from campus recruitment initiative.

- If the Director-HR was the final deciding authority,
as is made out in the case, then it is normally expected
that he would go through all the recommendations and
put his approval comments only after having satisfied
himself of the suitability of the candidate for the position.

Ethical standards
The ethical standards of Digitsys are presented in a very
poor light in this case. With the current focus on the
'How' of organizations, it has become imperative for
companies to show case sound ethical standards of
business practice. The ones that stand out as sore thumb
in this case are as follows:

- The GM-HR forcing the recruitment manager, John
to assess a candidate and recommend him for selection.
The candidate was the son of a locally influential person
who also happened to be the friend of GM-HR. John was
not comfortable interviewing the candidate in the
absence of Robert who would be the reporting manager
for the position.

- The candidate being recruited despite being assessed
as 'not suitable' for the position by recruitment manager
due to process deviations and misrepresentation of facts
by the GM-HR.

- The decision being made in the absence of the

reporting manager and the candidate joining before the
manager could come back from leave.

- The GM-HR misrepresenting the assessment of the
candidate by the recruitment manager to the Director-
HR to clear the appointment.

- The behaviour of GM-HR as evidenced in incidences
of approval of 'on duty' and the apprehension of John
about the sanction of his Christmas leave.

- The resignation and sudden departure of Director-
HR of the company without any notice or
communication.

Culture issues
The overall culture as presented in the case showcases
Digitsys as a very hierarchical, command & control, and
person dependent organization, where processes can
be deviated from, to suit a decision that has to be made.
This is definitely not a conducive culture for a software
company if it has to attract the right talent, customer
and compete and succeed in the market place.
Highlighted below are areas of culture that are not
conducive for a company in the knowledge industry.

- The challenges faced by John to have a meeting
with either the Director-HR or the GM-HR and articulate
issues that concern him are not conducive to building
trust among Managers and team members. In fact, the
Director-HR who was the skip level manager of John did
not even think it appropriate to compete his meeting
before rushing off to attend to some urgent matter. His
inability to sense that something was bothering John,
speaks very poorly of a person is a very critical People
responsibility position in the company.

- The ways of working of the GM-HR as highlighted
in the many incidents narrated in the case, show him in
a very poor light. Being the operational leader of HR
puts the onus on him to ensure that the people related
processes are adhered to and capable talent brought
into the company. However, to violate that in the function
he leads, does not exhibit the required leadership
qualities.

- John's inability to insist in not conducting the
interview in the absence of the reporting Manager, shows
an underlying hierarchical behavior in which a superior
could over ride the concerns of the functional Manager.

- The concern's of John with regard to his
forthcoming performance appraisal not being conducted
in a fair and objective manner indicates to the culture
being very person dependent wherein an individual
manager could 'make' or 'break' another's career based
on personal differences. This is definitely not a
component of high performance culture that is required
in today's knowledge industry companies.

- The absence of a healthy and constructive
confrontation process is very evident in the case. This
normally indicates to a culture of compliance with power
and authority even if it means that the interest of the
company is not being served.

John's role as recruitment manager
While the above scenario is definitely not an ideal one,
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let us also examine John's role as the recruiting manager
and what could he have done to change the outcomes of
this particular incident. We cannot assume that we would
always have ideal companies and bosses for us perform
at our best. It is critical that managers have the capability
to deliver, especially when conditions are not favorable.
One of capabilities of a successful manager is to be able
to manage the various contradictions that might be
present in an organizational context and not to allow it
to compromise one's deliverables to the organization.
There are three distinct areas where John could have
benefited from a different approach to what he took.

a) In the first instance when he realized that the GM-
HR wanted to push through the recruitment in the
absence of Manager-L&D, John should have realized that
it was not a normal situation. Hence, even before
interviewing the candidate John should have taken the
time to assess the possible motivations of his boss and
the repercussions that it could have on his performance
and credibility which he had so assiduously built over
the years. He chose not to share his discomfort with the
GM-HR, but go ahead with the interview and assessed
the candidate as not suitable. By this approach he satisfied
himself that he had discharged his responsibilities.

However, if he had chosen to take ownership for the
outcome, then a discussion could have revealed if there
were compulsions to provide employment to the
candidate thereby enabling John to understand the
motivations of the GM-HR. He could have even looked
at the candidate's suitability for some other job with
would have been more administrative in nature which
could have leveraged the candidate's father's influence
in the society. In short, it would have facilitated John to
explore possibilities that might have existed. It would
have also shown the GM-HR that John was sensitive to
his needs, as long as they were ethical.

b) Secondly, from a process point, even if he had no
option but to interview the candidate, he should have
communicated his assessment in a formal
communication to the GM-HR and copied the Manager-
L&D in addition to his comments on the interview
assessment form. Such a step was necessary as a deviation
was sought by GM-HR from the normal process. By not
doing this, John failed in his responsibility to his peer
Manager. Hence, Robert's total surprise to see a candidate
not fit for the position having been recruited by John in
his absence. Such an approach could also have made it a
little more difficult for the GM-HR to have
misrepresented the facts to the Director-HR. It would
have also kept Robert informed about the development
in his absence.

c) Thirdly, John's inability to confront his boss when
he saw the candidate in the office on his return from the
campus recruitment initiative shows a clear gap in John's
capabilities as a Manager in the area of conflict resolution.
Instead he chose to directly meet the Director-HR who
was his skip level manager and hence, he had actually
escalated the issue without first having given the benefit
to his immediate Manager. In fact, if the Director had
seriously pursued the discussions, John would have been
founding wanting. It also compromised his position with

the GM-HR when the Director-HR resigned suddenly
leaving the GM-HR overall responsible for the function.

John should have had a meeting with the GM-HR
and sought clarification on the appointment despite his
assessment to the contrary. By not doing this John behaved
impulsively and the question one would ask is - Whether
he was perturbed because despite his assessment as a
recruiting manager, his decision was over ruled? That
would also explain the high emotions that were being
experienced by John since the incident which had begun
impacting his personal life as well.

The way forward
With the sole objective of maintaining the Professional
image of John and for his own career growth and
development, I see the following steps as one of the
possible ways of moving forward.

1. Seek an immediate meeting with GM-HR and
discuss the issues related to the incident - what he should
have done before going to the Director-HR. In the
meeting, if he senses that the GM-HR is open to resolving
the issue in the best interest of both of them; John should
share with him the perspectives and emotions related to
the incident. He could also share with him what it has
done to not only his professional image, but also to his
personal life. John should work towards resolution with
the GM-HR to ensure that he is not victimized or his
position in the company compromised.

2. If the above approach does not bring the desired
results for John, it is a clear indicator that he has reached
a dead end with regard to his career with Digitsys. It is
time for John to take a call.

Conclusion
Personally, I have gone through such a situation in my
career where I boxed myself into a corner, leaving me
with no option but to exit. In hindsight, I need not have
gone through all the pain and suffering and neither did I
have to put my family through such a situation; if only I
had taken a more collaborative approach that could have
opened up many possibilities. Many a times in our so
called professional zealousness, we do more harm to
ourselves than upholding professional ethics. The only
touch stone that I now adopt is to ensure that I maintain
my 'Integrity' in whatever situation I find myself in and
as long as that is not compromised, be open to work
collaboratively and find win-win outcomes. I have greatly
benefited by this approach both professionally and
personally. I religiously follow the 'Serenity Prayer' of
Reinhold Niebuhr - "God grant me the serenity to accept
the things I cannot change; Courage to change the things
I can; and wisdom to know the difference."
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acted in a manner as depicted in the case? Have these
gentlemen ever heard of McKinsey's report on "War for
Talent"? Isn't the HR function providing critical leadership
needed to drive talent matters?

Bunch of questions these! Twenty odd years ago, HR
was an administrative function with a host of tasks that
needed to be done to recruit, train and deploy workers,
and it did not have a seat on most senior leadership
teams. I however believe that today, in many companies,
especially those that understand the importance of talent
and increasing complexity of global enterprises, which is
no longer true. In fact the future of enterprises in a
fiercely competitive world depends on finding leaders
who can deploy capital, assets and people innovatively.
Just going by what is in the case, the un-named GM does
not belong to this category.

It is quite easy to rationalize this as a "culture" issue.
All of us have heard umpteen times that a certain
company lacks a certain ethics in their culture and so on.
To me the more important question is not so much about
culture and ethics but about surviving in a competitive
market place. Can a business enterprise that has senior
people blatantly violating principles of leadership ever
survive?

Again, reading through the case, I almost thought I
was watching a bollywood blockbuster with its twists
and turns. This may just be fictional but what if it is true?
What do world's best-known enterprises do to avoid such
situations? How do large and matrixed enterprises
manage to have a "compliant" culture when it comes to
selection, purchasing and other similar issues?

Let me talk about GE for a moment; for the simple
reason that I have worked here long enough and
understand how they deal with such issues. About half
the people, about half their business is outside the United
States. And their business outside the U.S. is growing at
twice the rate as business inside the United States. Driving

M
y first reaction after reading through
the case was "Oh my God, what kind
of company is this"? How do they
manage to survive in a competitive
marketplace if key functional leaders

globalization, keeping up with globalization is something
that is really important for the future of the company. If
you look at the top 500 leaders in the company, about a
third have a non-US passport, maybe close to 40% today.
So, the company is globalizing very quickly.

Now, what GE has tried to do over time is incorporate
inside their own culture the new things they have seen
and the new things they have learned about different
cultures and countries. We try to incorporate the things
we have seen and we learned about Europe, about China,
about India, etc. We try to continue to evolve and change
the culture of the company to reflect what it means to be
a global company. And so we have tried to evolve the
company successfully along those lines. At the same time
we have tried to decentralize decision making so that
local teams can develop products, can develop marketing
approaches, pricing, risk management into their local
countries. In the end, I am convinced that business
converges. In the end I think that the culture and values
to run a multinational company, one shouldn't have five
different cultures and seven different sets of values and
18 different processes-we're going to have one.

If there is one thing that is consistent across all these
geographies and businesses it is our culture of
"Compliance", a culture that we have built to protect the
credibility of our company, both internally and externally.
As an example, much as many leading Indian companies
do, we have "whistle blowers" who can escalate issues
such as the one faced by John to an "ombudsperson"
either anonymously or directly. There is also a stated
policy of non-retaliation. There are established processes
to investigate issues and complaints. Most of us, GE
employees know that any compliance or integrity
violation that is proven meets with only one end - it is
almost a one-strike rule.

I am taking pains to just elaborate what a leading
company can do, not so much to elaborate GE's virtues,
that is not my intent.

Coming back to this case, if I were John, irrespective
of which company I worked for, I would just have the
courage to take on issues by their horn rather than squirm
in my mind about the fall-outs of standing up. Whatever
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be my credibility in terms of selecting great people or
coaching young people, my personal favorite will be do
I stand up to injustice? If the HR Director is not
approachable or has quit, isn't there someone above
him that I can go and seek out.

A company that can spend money on sending John
to an MDP in a Premier B-School will certainly have
atleast a few people at the helm who understand ethics
and will not like their company's image going down the
tube. I am somewhat surprised that John chose to suffer
in silence and is almost in a self-pitying mode - this, in
spite of all the credibility he has earned over a period of
time. It looks from the case as though that the GM has
falsified interview documents in order to hire the person
of his choice. Isn't it at all possible for John to go up a few
notches in the enterprise? In the end, he is actually doing
a disservice to the company by not standing up to his
values and principles. It is a pity that he contemplates
not seeking vacation for Christmas or for that matter
scaling down the festivities.

What I do not understand is the dual personality of
the enterprise. On the one-hand, they recruit heavily in
the campus as is evident from John's ten-day trip to
campuses. In addition, they send him to attend an MDP
in a premier school. However, in the end they seem to
have no process to check the inappropriate conduct of
the GM in question. Frankly, I find this paradox quite
peculiar. However, one thing is clear. If they cannot fix
such processes, they have little hope to survive in a fiercely
competitive environment.

Hay Group recently published survey of "Best
Companies for Leaders" which identifies 20 best-in-class
companies that have four key trends known for great
leadership. And the research suggests a number of best
practices aligned with these key trends to help
organizations navigate rapid changes brought on by an
economic downturn as well as technology and
globalization. One of the trends is "Attracting and
retaining future leaders". In this case though it is quite
apparent that the company not just did not attract a
future leader but is also close to losing one of their
credible ones, John.

Hay Group also asked respondents to tell them what
makes the best business leaders of this generation and
why. Respondents said their best leader is a "people
person, someone who is emotionally intelligent who can
attract and develop the best talent, and create an
environment that is motivating and draws out the best
from their employees" Respondents said they respect
these leaders' vision, their force, their integrity and their
ability to get results.

Sadly, the GM does not seem to have any of these
abilities. Now, it is up to the top leaders of this enterprise
to decide what should they do in order to survive. HC


