Telling the honest truth


 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.wwbsgroup.com/images/dot_cl.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 



BEING TRUE TO YOUR WORDS IS ONE THING, BUT WHAT ABOUT THE BUSINESS ARENA? DOES HONESTY MAKE THE BEST COMPANY POLICY?

Much of what I have learned in business has come through observing and modelling other people whom I have worked with over the years. Some became my role models, and one of the qualities I most respected in these people was the way their actions and words always matched. In other words, they were totally congruent, and I knew I could trust them to do exactly what they promised.
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This fostered great loyalty in me and I began to wonder why people who are congruent are so powerful. Over the years, I have come to realise that this sort of behaviour is usually driven by a very strong set of personal values or moral code, in which keeping your promises to others is of utmost importance, even if it has undesirable personal consequences.
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One of the most interesting challenges we face in life, and particularly business, is how we behave when faced with a choice to act in a way that would be incongruent with who we are, what we believe in and would destroy our ideal notions as to how things should be – often under the guise of ‘having no choice in the matter’.
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The world witnessed this recently, as Tony Blair struggled with his conscience over his stance on Iraq and has stood his ground in the face of fierce opposition, as did Margaret Thatcher and Winston Churchill in previous eras. They all had tough choices to make, and had all made a promise to themselves to ‘do the right thing’ – for everyone concerned.
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There are similar examples in the business arena, ‘horror’ stories, in which people do things that seem completely incongruent with the best interests of themselves, their customers and their organisations.
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In 2000, a Sunday Times journalist obtained and reported on an internal Barclays Bank report marked ‘strictly private and confidential – for executives only’. The report described how Barclays might lose up to a billion pounds if it was forced to compete with cheaper and more efficient European rivals. The report provided some hard evidence of widespread profiteering, which had long been suspected in British banks.
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In 2002, Ryanair was publicly humiliated when its millionth passenger who it had awarded ‘free travel for life status’ in a blaze of publicity in 1988 took it to court. When she tried to make a booking in 1997, she found her privileges had been cut off. She rang Michael O’Leary, the company’s ceo, to complain and he reportedly asked her, "Who do you think you are ringing up demanding flights?" Rather than honour the original promise and concede, the airline decided to take the dispute to court. It lost and was made to pay £43,000 in damages.
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In December of the same year, the Sunday Times reported that hospitals were ‘cheating’ on targets set for admitting patients, by keeping them waiting in ambulances for nine hours at a time. These people are not included in official waiting time statistics – they only ‘count’ once they are in a hospital building, where they have to be treated within four hours.
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And, more recently in February 2003, the Sunday Times carried an article following leaked e-mails from British Gas that revealed salesmen were encourage to overcharge customers for installing boilers and central heating. One e-mail sent by the company’s head of sales stated, ‘we have to be exceptionally careful about anything getting into the public domain which suggested that technical advisers were being actively driven to increase the charge to our customers, as this could seriously damage our brand and reputation.’ No kidding! Another internal memo boasted of the amount of money added to each job in hidden charges.
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You may have seen the BBC’s exposure of the RAC on its Rogue Traders programme. Secret filming showed patrolmen selling spare batteries to customers who did not need them. an RAC employee described how management encouraged this as a way of inflating profits. A spokesman’s denial was far from convincing and left me believing it had been caught re-handed.
[image: image11.png]



And, of course, the Enron fiasco toppled Arthur Andersen like a house of cards and created misery for thousands of people in the process.
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Banks spend millions of pounds on their image (or branding as they call it) rather than fixing the basic service which is harder to do
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You may read these stories and wonder what is the point? Well, first there is the immediate and obvious fact that in these cases reputations were damaged, which ultimately has a financial impact, although this doesn’t seem to have been much of a deterrent.
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These situations outrage me, as a customer and a business leader. For me, the most compelling question is what kind of example are these management teams setting for their people, n perpetrating these sorts of tactics? I mean the good, kind, honest hard-working people that turn up every day to represent them.
[image: image15.png]



How can people act this way? Surely, it must be incongruent with who they are and their ideals? IF truth were told, none of us want to be customers of organisations that behave in this way or work in them. These antics are the source of cynicism, discontent, disloyalty and ultimately departure of staff at the front line of companies I regularly encounter in my work.
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Many people will tolerate it, because there may not appear to be a readily available alternative, but he leakage of bad feeling ultimately surfaces. An example is the phenomenal growth of ‘anti-brand’ websites. This is probably the reason banks spend millions of pounds on their image (or branding as they call it) rather than fixing the basic service, which is harder to do. I still wait 20 minutes to be served in my local branch, by someone who cannot help me, but at least there is a new logo and colour scheme on the walls and a great ad on television to make me feel better!
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If you visit the websites or read the annual reports of any of the organisations mentioned above, you will find well-crafted mission statements, some describing the values they espouse. How many people in these examples were congruent with these? How many hid behind the corporate line while betraying themselves and compromising their colleagues? And how many will be remembered by their staff as role models?
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It is not all bad news. Happily, there are also wonderful people and organisations who are totally congruent with their values and who do make a fantastic difference to staff and customers alike.
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I was inspired to hear about Travel Inns, which has taken the courageous step of being the first hotel if its kind the UK to offer a 100 per cent satisfaction guarantee with the promise of an immediate, unconditional refund for any customer who is not satisfied. It is determined to stand out from the crowd. Its courage has been well rewarded – the scheme has led to a return on investment of 238 per cent that equates to an additional £1.1m in revenues in year one. Labour turnover has reduced by 29 per cent and room occupancy has increased by two per cent since the scheme started. Refunds have come to 0.39 per cent of total room revenue against a forecast budget of 0.5 per cent and there has been a five per cent increase in customer compliments.
[image: image20.png]



Try to be congruent in your own business actions, even when there are tough decisions to be made. Travel Inns is one example where being true to your word and brad values had generated a positive result to its customers, the people who work there and, ultimately, the bottom line.
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