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His concerns were dismissed out of hand, and Scowcroft was brought
back into the line of silence that consumed the culture, even extending
to outsiders.

A particularly dangerous combination involves an iconic leader who
does not allow or listen to dissent, often leading to compliant behavior
of a controlled officer team.  When such a situation is aggravated by
conflicts of interest and board members having compromising ties to
the key company officials, approving loans for executives, receiving
high amounts of compensation either in cash or in shares of common
stock, having no financial and accounting expertise, and other factors,
the deteriorating health of the company often was virtually unde-
tectable by those who should have known.  Arthur Andersen served as
both auditor and consultant to Enron.  Enron even hired the son of the
CEO as a consultant, and booked more than $10 million in travel from a
travel agency co-owned by the sister of Enron’s CEO (pp. 178-194).  In
this web of conflicting interests integrity is an easy victim. 

The CEOs of collapsed companies often faced challenges to their
visionary ideas.  While they may not have started out with the intent to
deceive, they gradually “slid there as hubris consumed them, and they
did whatever it took to maintain their unique and revered status in the
marketplace” (p. 205).  Unfortunately, the development of corporate
leaders by universities and colleges and their emphasis on skills is not
helpful here either.  When there are no moral absolutes, even well-
honed skills are of little help in matters that require ethical judgment
(p. 218). 

A strength of the book is that it offers practical antidotes to each of the
signs of ethical collapse.  For instance, Jennings recommends dealing
with the temptations of deceptive innovation and growth impressions
(Sign #6) by recognizing limits and economic cycles, using honesty and
candor at all times, and developing a resilience to pressure (p. 236).

One of the most troubling signs of ethical collapse is probably Sign
#7, when philanthropy and social responsibility are used as a cover for
a troubled soul and even more troubled books.  Many of the collapsed
companies’ CEOs were very generous to the communities surrounding
their base of operations.  Over his 10-year tenure at Tyco, CEO
Kozlowski gave $35 million to charities (p. 242).  When their empire 
collapsed, their beneficiaries also suffered. 

In the final chapter Jennings offers a parting warning:  Catch the
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a surprise to students of leadership that “in view of the ethical corpo-
rate meltdowns of recent years, the spotlight has shifted to leader
authenticity, ethicality, morality, and integrity” (Gardner, Avolio, &
Walumbwa, 2005, p. 282).

In conclusion, The Seven Signs of Ethical Collapse is informative and
thought provoking.  It is recommended to all leaders wondering about
how to strengthen the ethical fiber of their organizations. 
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