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he whistleblo

he public rightly ex-
pects high standards
from professionals,
although the nature of
their work may expose them to
more ethical dilemmas than
many other people in business.
Professionals employed in se-
nior positions are regularly in-
volved in making important
decisions many of which aren’t
easily made and may result in
stressful situations for those in-
volved.
One of the more difficult si-

tuations is knowledge of a*

wrongdoing or potential
wrongdoing. It is possible to
face such an ethical dilemma
without having been involved
in the decision-making pro-
cess. Merely knowing about a
course of action that may not
be legal, fair or honest can put
someone in a difficult position.

Ethical
dilemmas

' Unfortunately most employ-
ees have few avenues to turn to
for advice when faced with dif-
ficult ethical decisions or di-
lemmas. Often they cannot
turn to their boss for advice be-
cause frequently the request to
do something wrong comes
from their superior.

_ Accountants in general prac-
tice and industry may face difs
ferent ethical dilemmas, yet the
likely downside effect may not
be dissimilar - potentially the
loss of either the client or te-
nure of employment.

Perhaps accountants in

practice have an advantage in
such difficult situations as at*
least they are in a position to
voice their concerns to their cli-
ent. Company accountants, fi-
nancial controllers, finance
directors and chief financial of-
ficers (CFOs) may not have
such a ready forum should they
be faced with an ethical dilem-
ma.

To whom can
they turn?

Given their own seniority in
the organisation, there is every
likelihood that their colleagues
may themselves be implicated
in any wrongdoing or request
to participate in questionable
actions - the very cause of the
ethical dilemma.

When facing an ethical di-
lemma, the choice appears to
be to try and change the situa-
tion, mentally isolate oneself
from whatever is going on, or
resign.

Some are capable of switch-
ing off in such circumstances,
particularly by concentrating
on their day to day responsibil-
ities.

Yet for many the mental tur-
moil of continuing to work in
an uncomfortable business en-
vironment can only have one
outcome - resignation. An ac-
countant who resigned because
he didn’t want to participate in
unethical actions described his
situation in a letter to the CFO
magazine, although the dilem-

. ma he describes could prob-
ably apply to anyone working
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in a responsible position:
“No one can really discuss
thics until he has been asked
to do something that is unethi-
cal. Ethics has a different
meaning to each of us. And I
have never met anyone who
didn’t believe that he or she
had high morals before an ethi-
cal issue forced a certain deci-
sion.

Faced with such a dilemma,
you must weigh loyalty to fa-
mily against loss of employ-
ment and income. You must
also deal with the frustration
and stress of the situation, as
well as eventually face the day
of the dreaded decision. Being
a CFO does not spare you this
anguish. CFOs have to care for
the needs of themselves, their
families, their employees and
professional responsibilities
just like everyone else. This is a
very stressful situation and a
constant balancing act.

“What compounds every-
thing is that we live in a world
of financial survival. Without
money, no one can exist. If you
quit, you could be out of work
for years, The employer will
not give you a favourable refer-
ence, and who is going to hire a
CFO without references? You
could tell a prospective em-
ployer your dilemma, but most
people don’t want to hire pro-
blems.

‘“Once you have been

through this type of ethical di-
lemma, you become more un-
derstanding of the motivating
factors.

“I am a white knight who did
the right thing and was out of
work for 18 months, losing my
self-respect in the process. Was
it worth it? That is a personal
question that I don’t have the
answer to. But, please God,
don’t offer me this choice
again” .

This mdn had the further op-
tion of blowing the whistle but
didn’t, Although he didn’t ac-
cuse anyone of wrongdoing, he
and his family suffered as a re-
sult of his decision to resign,
and could have suffered further
had he chosen to blow the whis-~
tle and expose the unethical be-
haviour. It may be possible to
try to reason with the wrong-
doer and hope a change in di-
rection will result. Yet many
find it difficult to do this or to
report wrong behaviour.

For many it is casier to go
along with a wrong decision or
action than report the wrong-
doer.

Is this because the effect of
whistle blowing can be severe
on the whistleblower, the
wrongdoer, ot both? Or be-
cause society tends not to ap-
prove of people who tell tales
on others?

Maybe people feel hypocriti-
cal reporting someone for

Wwer

something they could have
done themselves.

Does it make a difference if
the effect of the wrongdoing is
minor rather than major? Or if
the wrongdoer is personally
known or not? Would it be ea-
sier to blow the whistle if it were
possible to do so without nam-
ing names?

The dilemma seems to be a
conflict between wanting to be
loyal to someone and wanting
to correct wrongdoing. But to
whom does ultimate loyalty lie?
To boss, company, its owners or
oneself? It seems loyalty to the
person frequently prevails,
even in cases of severe wrong-
doing.

One case where the wrong-
doer was personally known
and the wrongdoing was severe
was the US ‘Unabomber’ who
had been sending bombs ano-
nymously through the mail for
18 years, killing three and in-
juring 23.

Then in 1996 David Kac-
2ynski suspected that his
brother Ted was the Unabom-
ber and reported him. An FBI
agent remarked that David
“was as torn as anyone would
be, between doing what is so-~
crally right and loyalty to his
brother”.

In a Time magazine inter-
view with both brothers, David
says that before discovering Ted
was the Unabomber “ethical
questions weren't that impor-
tant to me. But now I have all
kinds of questions about other
things. Ithought [ knew the dif-
ference between right and
wrong”. R

The difference between the
two is often unclear - David’s
decision to turn in the Una-
bomber may have been the
“right” thing to do, however
“wrong’’ it may feel to have
contributed to his brother’s im-
prisonment.

When asked whether he feels
guilty for turning Ted in, David
says “Guilt suggests a very
clear conviction of wrong-
doing, and certainly I don't feel
that I did wrong. On the other
hand, there are tremendously
complicated feelings not just
about the decision itself, but a
lifetime of a relationship in
which one brother failed to
help protect another”.

In the same interview Ted
was asked what would he have
done had roles been reversed?
He said: “I would have kept it
to myself”, as he believes his
brother should have done.

Ted hasn’t spoken or corre-
sponded with his brother since
David blew the whistle. Proof
indeed that the effect of whis-
tleblowing can be severe on the
whistleblower, the wrongdoer,
and often both. )

It appears that what makes
dilemmas so complex is that
while the initial decision may
be difficult, it may still not be
obvious whether or not the cor-
rect course of action was cho-
sen - even long after the event.
Maybe that uncertainty. to-
gether with the problems posed
because of feelings of loyalty to
the wrongdoer or the company,
differentiates ethical dilemmas
from routine business deci-
sions.

Arock and a
hard place

A dilemma is more than just
having to make a difficult
choice. It is also about the nat-
ure of that choice - often a
trade-off between conflicting
principles such as honesty and
loyalty. As a result it can be dif-
ficult to advise what should be
done when facing a predica-
ment that seemingly defies a
satisfactory solution.

‘While commercial decisions
and dilemmas both require all
the facts, options, outcomes
and consequences to be care-
fully considered, dilemmas
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may also involve complex value
judgements and conflict of
principles.

‘Perhaps that is why dilem-
mas still pose great difficulty
even for experienced decision-
makers.

Nevertheless General ‘Stor-
min Norman’ Schwarzkopf
suggests this difficulty is not in-
surmountable: “The truth of
the matter is that you always
know the right thing to do.The
hard part is doingit.”

Julian Clarke is a chartered
accountant with an interest in
business ethics. He would
welcome comments on this
article to julian.clarke@sme.ie
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