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I would like to thank Dr. Huntington for this honor and opportunity to speak with the graduating class of 2010 at Heidelberg University.  This is an amazing day for you graduating seniors and it is surely an amazing day for all of those people who have helped you reach this key achievement in your lives.  Your parents, family, friends and professors who have helped you grow, learn and become the people you are today, have at this minute, nothing but hope for you and for your future.   This wonderful University has been graduating well-rounded, highly motivated, and principled students for one hundred and fifty seven years.  I can say without a doubt that you will always be proud to say that you graduated from Heidelberg University.
Today, I would like to talk with you about something that is extremely important to me, and I believe is important for the future of the United States of America.  It is something that has been fundamental to our formation as a country and why we have such pride in this nation.   That topic is personal ethics; the ethics that we count on to raise our families and run our government, businesses, universities and communities.
There are three questions that I want to pose to you today:

One:      Has the often used phrase “Winning is not everything, it is the only thing,” become our core commandment that supersedes any other set of values that we live by?

Two:   Have we forgotten what ethics, virtues and values really mean and what can happen when seemingly good people decide not to adhere to those characteristics?

And finally…As grandchildren or great grandchildren of America’s Greatest Generation, those people we see on shows like Saving Private Ryan, Band of Brothers or the current special called the Pacific, what can you as a person do today to start a revolution of instilling ethics in our society and becoming America’s Greatest Ethical Generation?

Vince Lombardi, the great coach of the Green Bay Packers, is often credited with coining the phrase “winning is the only thing,” when in fact he said, “winning is not everything, wanting to win is.” That is a very important difference.  To my generation and the current generation of business leaders, politicians, professional athletes, coaches and countless numbers of parents, this concept of winning at any cost is pervading our daily lives.   If you don’t believe that this is true, just check out the kinds of comments that are made by many coaches at tryouts for competitive youth athletic programs anywhere in the United States.   At these competitive auditions you will hear the kinds of things you might have heard in the board rooms of Enron, WorldCom, and Lehman Brothers.  You are likely to hear a coach or parent say things like:  “We are only in this to win; We play hard and don’t apologize if it gets too rough for the other side; If you don’t like our way of playing the game, you can quit because we don’t want your type on “our team”; and if you are going to do something that might be against the rules, just don’t get caught.”  Too many business executives and political leaders are managing and leading by a “winning at all costs” attitude.  Is it any wonder that we see a lack of core ethics surface in companies or in politics when this kind of example is being set at such an early age? The point is that we are imprinting our children with the wrong values even before we add in the impact of television networks, the media and our politicians to impart their versions of virtue and ethics.  It is a powerful package and I would suggest a destructive package.  It is a toxic ethical value set that reinforces and embeds the wrong kinds of ethical behaviors from an early age.  As a former athlete at the University of Missouri in the 1960s, the mantra was to play hard, play as a team and play to win…..but not at all costs.  Today you have athletes who knowingly, methodically, and deceptively engage in using illegal performance enhancing drugs.   We all know who they are because they continue to be publicly exposed.  And, what have they accomplished?  Not only have they embarrassed themselves, their sport and their families, they have cast suspicions on anyone who honestly sets new records or achieves greatness.   
As potentially America’s Greatest Ethical Generation, I would implore you NOT to do what my generation has done by allowing the wrong core values being role modeled and taught to our children.  I challenge you to become parents, coaches, teachers, business leaders who will simply DO THE RIGHT THING.  You hold in your hands the ability to change the course of our country in this regard.

Now, I would like to share the story of Charles Gile.  This is truly a sad tale of a model husband, father, military officer and business person who did not rise to the occasion when he could have and the awful price he is paying today.  According to an article in Fortune Magazine’s June 9th 2008 issue, Charles could be like any one of you sitting in this audience today.  He was an honor student who attended Vanderbilt and the Wharton School of Business.  He was a decorated pilot in the Desert Storm engagement.  He was a Citicorp commodities trader with a great family.  He has three children and a terrific spouse.  What is remarkable to me is that Charles Gile was working in an environment after the 2001 technology meltdown when there was a tremendous effort to do the right things in corporate America.   In other words, he would have gotten an extremely strong message to play it straight, or face the wrath of regulators and lawyers.  He should have understood beforehand the potential consequences of not playing by the rules.  Unfortunately, even though he was a seemingly good person, he decided to do some very questionable things or he simply disregarded the possibility that he would be caught.  According to the Fortune article, he was investigated by the Department of Justice as a person who participated in a conspiracy to falsify bank records and commit wire fraud in the business he was helping to manage.  In his jury conviction, it was determined that he received bonuses based on his exaggerating the true results of his own performance.  It was judged that he did this for his own financial gain.  What was that gain as determined by the Department of Justice?  $185,819.  Can you imagine ruining your life over $185,000 dollars?!?  In May of 2007, Charles Gile pleaded guilty.   But that is not the sad part of the story.   Can you imagine yourself leading a life as a parent, coach and friend to your children and then trying to explain to them that you are going to have to go to prison because of not doing the right things?  Looking through prison bars to catch a glimpse of your children and not being able to watch them grow is a punishment that would be unimaginable to most.   He sacrificed everything that he loved, represented and worked for because he did not stop doing something that was illegal. So why would he take that risk?  Did he set aside his ethical values because money was more important than the potential impact on his family and himself?  Obviously he did.  Charles Gile is not a household name.  I use this person as an example because he is very much like the hundreds of people who have been convicted in the past ten years because they believe in winning at all costs. Your generation, I am hoping, will lead the way as our Greatest Ethical Generation by doing what is right and not vacating our principles of ethics and integrity.  We need each of you to do the right things in every aspect of your lives. 

Recently Warren Buffett, the enormously successful investor, manager and business leader from Omaha, told a large group of his investors that his answer to getting the big shots in American businesses to change their behavior is to publicly embarrass them.  He suggested that publicizing their outlandish compensation plans would deter many of them from abusing their powers when it comes to pay.  I am not certain that this approach will work.   I worked for a CEO who was convicted of insider trading, and is now serving a multi-year prison term.  After considerable interaction with him, it would be my opinion that he would be a very hard person to embarrass.  Sadly, I think he is the rule and not the exception.  He once stated at an all-employee meeting that he deserved to make more than a major league second baseman.  And, he did.   He earned over $200 million in the three years that he ran the company nearly into the ground.   It is not just him.  After reading responses from the CEOs of companies like Fannie Mae, Washington Mutual, and Lehman Brothers, who nearly destroyed or did destroy the companies they ran and the lives of thousands of investors and employees, I believe one could make a reasonable judgment that they are not remorseful in the least.  And, how do you rationalize the actions and responses by many of our leading politicians at all levels in our government? They certainly are not role models for any generation much less yours and seem to have no understanding of the meaning of ethics.

I am standing here today in front of you as someone who came from a very small town in Missouri....from a blue collar family background of hard working pipefitters.  I was the first in my family to go to college probably like a lot you who are graduating today.   Like everyone, I have had my share of disappointments but have also been blessed with many successes.  I’m lucky to get daily reminders that I’ve had a positive impact on the lives of my family, friends and employees.   I pride myself on being a strong leader and parent who tries to be fair, honest, and highly ethical in everything I do.  Yet, I try to exceed expectations without sacrificing my ethics in order to meet my goals.  Many people have those attributes, so what would make me different with respect to being a role model for individuals I interact with on a consistent basis?  My response would be that as long as I can remember, I have gone about living and leading a life built around doing little things right every day.  Doing things that aren’t always flashy, done for financial reward, or for getting “pats on the back.”  Doing things that are built around objectivity, fairness and empathy for others.  Doing things that benefit individuals, the team or one's family.  And, by choosing to make the right ethical and moral choices when temptation is the greatest.  

Doing those things is not always easy.   For example, as a Chief Executive Officer of a large public corporation, I was offered a “no strings attached” personal incentive of ten million dollars to facilitate a business transaction that I did not believe was in the best interests of our shareholders.  As all of you know, there are never “no strings attached.”  When I firmly rejected the offer and scuttled the deal, I was berated by the business executive who offered me this life changing sum of money, as being a behind-the-times CEO who did not know how things worked in the new economy.   Interestingly, the person who made those statements to me was recently convicted and is now preparing himself for a few years in prison.  And, what about me, the person who was considered too principled to become an instant millionaire?  Well, I am standing before you today, not in an orange prison jumpsuit, but in a Heidelberg cap and gown talking to you about doing things the right way.  He, on the other hand, is talking to his young children about why he will not be seeing them for awhile.  I have no doubt that if he could turn back the clock and do things differently he surely would.  

So what can each of you do to make the changes we need so desperately?  I believe that it begins each day with you consciously making the choice to do the right things.  You must be bold enough to show those around you or those who are in your footsteps that you will not compromise your beliefs like the people we have talked about today.  You need to be willing to turn away from unethical schemes that you may encounter.  You need to realize that the quest for financial gain should not mean so much to you that you will consider changing your views of what is right and what is wrong.  You need to ask yourself the question, “Am I willing to risk personal humiliation and potential incarceration to pursue something for my own gain?”  Too many of our public and private leaders have not had that fortitude.  Make no mistake about it, each one of you will be faced with an ethical dilemma in your lifetime.  You have to choose whether you are going to risk doing something that is wrong but will benefit you, or whether you will make the ethical choice.  What will you do when it is too easy to lie or too easy to make money by forsaking your principles?  In many instances you will have to display your integrity when no one else is around to even notice.  As Abraham Lincoln said when faced with making a highly unpopular decision, “Be sure to put your feet in the right place, and then stand firm.”  This is a simple, but powerful image.  It is your opportunity, this class of 2010, to show by your actions and by your efforts, that we are a country founded on the principles of truth, justice and fairness for all. 

I will leave you with three thoughts regarding the questions I posed earlier: 

Number one:  What is right is right, no matter what the circumstances are.

Number two:  Reputation is what you get when everyone else is watching.  Character comes from what you do when no one else is around to see it.

Number three:  Have the fortitude to sustain your ethical standards with the gratification of knowing that you be will be helping to make your generation America’s Greatest Ethical Generation…a generation that is uncompromising in setting and demanding standards of excellence in behavior by all people. 
I wish you Godspeed in beginning this most important journey. 

Thank you to Heidelberg University, the Board of Trustees and President Huntington for allowing me to speak to you today.  

