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Ethical Scenarios


Fast Food Restaurant
Below is a passage from a newspaper article written by a high‑school senior who worked at a fast‑food establishment. She and several others wrote their reactions to surveillance cameras installed by their employers.

“I remember when I first saw the cameras set up in my place of employment, a food‑service establishment.

Our boss had been threatening the eye in the sky for almost a year, but I never quite believed she would spend that much money to keep us on track. Most of the people I worked with were honest and hardworking. After all, it was a desirable job as far as minimum‑wage positions go.

It had always seemed as if every penny was pinched. We didn’t get a new speaker for more than a year, even though the fuzz was often so bad that neither the customer nor the employee could understand the other, and the machinery seemed in constant need of repair.

Needless to say, when the brand new cameras found their way into our establishment, I was a bit irked by the use of funds. The worst that my fellow workers ever did was to give out a free item of food to a friend or trade with another restaurant establishment for lunch, and neither of these things happened often.

For me personally, the constant oversight gave me much less satisfaction in my work. For one thing, I didn't feel as though the owner trusted us; we were always being spied upon. The cameras’ records were used to critique our work performance, and all the feedback we ever got was negative; we were never commended for doing something right.

I didn’t feel comfortable there anymore. Before the camera’s installation, we could take short breaks during (very rare) lulls in business, but with the cameras, we had to occupy ourselves with some sort of busy work, even if the place was spotless. Without any official respite besides a five‑ to 10‑minute lunch break, not being able to sit down for even a couple of minutes drew even more discomfort to a job that I had once loved.

The camera made me feel self‑conscious, as though everything I did was under close scrutiny, which made me feel like a grunt worker who couldn’t be trusted instead of the independent hard worker I’d always considered myself to be.

Our employer’s decision to install surveillance cameras completely changed the atmosphere of my workplace. I quit my job and found another. I couldn’t work in a place with so little trust or respect.”

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Peter Panda

You are the manager of a local toy store. The hottest Christmas toy of the year is the new "Peter Panda" stuffed animal. The toy is in great demand and almost impossible to find. You have received your one and only shipment of 12, and they are all promised to people who previously stopped in to place a deposit and reserve one. A woman comes by the store and pleads with you, saying that her six-year-old daughter is in the hospital very ill, and that “Peter Panda” is the one toy she has her heart set on. Would you sell her one, knowing that you will then have to break your promise and refund the deposit to one of the other customers? (There is no way you will be able to get an extra toy in time). 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
Manic Depression

You sell corporate financial products, such as pension plans and group health insurance. You are currently negotiating with Paul Scott, treasurer of a Fortune 500 firm, for a sale that could be in the millions of dollars. You feel you are in a strong position to make the sale, but two competitors are also negotiating with Scott, and it could go either way. You have become friendly with Scott, and over lunch one day he confided in you that he has recently been under treatment for manic depression. It so happens that in your office there is a staff psychologist who does employee counseling. The thought has occurred to you that such a trained professional might be able to coach you on how to act with and relate to a personality such as Scott's, so as to persuade and influence him most effectively. Would you consult the psychologist? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
Working Overtime

“An employee worked all weeked on an emergency situation. Our company had a policy saying that overtime would not be compensated (either with time off or pay). I told the employee to take two days off at a later time of his own choosing and to mark down ‘sick-day’ on his time sheet, and I would sing off on it.”

Discussion questions:

1. As a manager, would you be willing to find a way to compensate this employee in violation of company rules?

2. Or, would you feel compellled to adhere to the policy and hope that a sincere expression of gratitude to the employee would be sufficient?

3. Either way, how would you feel?
4. And in the end, which action do you think would produce the greater good for the company?
___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
The Reference Letter

Being asked to write a letter of reference can pose a thorny ethical dilemma. Writing or giving a reference for a competent, well‑liked employee or student is not a problem. Deciding what to do in the case of a marginal or poor performer is a different matter. On the one hand, as a supervisor or professor, you don’t want to exaggerate or lie about the person's qualifications. On the other hand, refusing the request may alienate the person and endanger your relationship. Writing a critical letter could provoke a lawsuit. That’s why many former employers will confirm only the dates that an individual worked for their organization. Further complicating matters is the possibility that writing the letter may help you get rid of a marginal follower, saving you the hassle of having to fire or demote this individual.

Imagine that you are a college professor. What would you do if a marginal (C‑) student asked you for a job reference? For a reference to another university or to another program at your school? Would your response be different if this were a bad (D and F) student?

Imagine that you are a supervisor. What would you do if a marginal employee (one who barely meets minimal work standards) asked you for a letter of reference to seek another position or a transfer to another division of your corporation? What would you say if another employer called and asked you to comment on someone you had fired earlier?

Once you’ve made your decisions, identify the consequences you weighed when making these choices. Describe how the benefits outweighed the costs in each case.
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

Campus Bookstore Protest

You are the bookstore manager on your college or university campus. Although not required to make a profit, your store is to break even, generating enough sales to match expenses. Next to textbooks, clothing items with the school name and logo bring in the most revenue. These items have a high profit margin and are particularly popular among alumni who come to campus for games, Parents Day, graduation, and other public events. Recently, students at the University of Michigan and other campuses around the country have protested the sale of licensed school clothing (sweatshirts, t‑shirts, hats, shorts) made by suppliers who manufacture their garments in deplorable conditions in Third World countries. Your clothing line is manufactured by one of the firms accused of unfair labor practices.
It’s 2 weeks before homecoming (which attracts one of the largest crowds of alumni). A representative from the student government comes to your office to announce that unless you stop selling your current line of licensed apparel, protestors will picket the bookstore during the upcoming festivities. In addition, students will be urged to buy their books through the Internet and from other sources. There is no way you can replace your current clothing stock in time for homecoming. Besides, you will lose thousands of dollars if you do. Your supervisor is out of town but is noted for a “get tough” attitude toward student protests. You, however, are bothered by the idea of selling products produced in sweatshops and are sympathetic to the students’ concerns.

_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

The Sting

Since 1997, the U.S. Department of Agriculture has cross‑listed food stamp recipients with law enforcement records of outstanding felony warrants. Authorities in at least 30 cities have then used the names generated by matching the lists to trap fugitives. Typically, suspects receive letters promising a cash bonus to them if they meet with a “program specialist” at a local courthouse or other facility. Most receiving the letters are wanted for drug use or theft, but a few are wanted for rape and other violent crimes. Once the suspects show up, they are placed under arrest

Department of Agriculture and local law enforcement officials are relieved that police officers don’t have to put themselves in danger to catch offenders. On the other hand, critics view these operations with concern. They note that there is no indication on the food stamp application form that personal information will be shared with law enforcement agencies. Further, sting operations such as these destroy people’s trust in government. No wonder citizens were concerned that information collected during the census would be shared with other federal agencies.

If you were a local law enforcement or a food stamp program manager, would you participate in this type of sting?
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

“Chainsaw” Al Dunlap

During the 1990s, Al Dunlap may have been the most admired and the most hated CEO in America. Dunlap earned the name “Chainsaw” for aggressively cutting costs at troubled companies. He didn’t shy away from tough decisions but would close plants, lay off employees, and sell assets to improve the bottom line. At the Lily‑Tulip disposable cup and plate company, for example, he cut 20% of the staff and half the management team along with 40% of the firm's suppliers. At Scott Paper, Dunlap laid off more than 11,000 workers, deferred maintenance costs, slashed the research budget, and eliminated donations to charity. These cost reductions drove the stock price up 225% and made Scott Paper an attractive takeover candidate. When Kimberly‑Clark bought the firm in 1995, Dunlap pocketed $100 million through the sale of his stock options. Dunlap then moved to the Sunbeam Corporation in 1996 and started another round of cutbacks. He hoped to once again reap millions by boosting the company’s stock value and then selling out.

The media and Wall Street investors loved Al Dunlap. He was readily available to the press, and his forthright style made him a good interview. Chainsaw became the “poster child” of shareholder capitalism. Shareholder capitalists believe that publicly held corporations serve the interests of only one group—stockholders. Other constituencies, such as customers, employees, and local communities, don’t matter. According to Dunlap, “Stakeholders are total rubbish. It’s the shareholders who own the company” (Byrne, 1999, pp. xiv‑xv). He made investors, particularly the large investors who sat on the boards of Scott and Sunbeam, lots of money.

Company insiders had an entirely different opinion of Dunlap. Those who lost their jobs despised him, whereas those who survived the cuts viewed him as a tyrant. Remaining employees had to work long hours to reach impossible production and sales goals. Business Week writer and author John Byrne (1999) offers this description of life under Dunlap.

Working on the front lines of a company run by Albert Dunlap was like
being at war. The pressure was brutal, the hours exhausting, and the casualties
high. Dunlap and his consultants had imposed such unrealistic goals on the company
that virtually everyone understood he was engaged in a short‑term exercise to
pretty up the business for a quick sale.

By sheer brutality, he began putting excruciating pressure on those who
reported to him, who in turn passed that intimidation down the line. It went beyond
the ordinary pressure to do well in a corporation. People were told, explicitly and
implicitly, that either they hit the number or another person would be found to do
it for them. Their livelihood hung on making numbers that were not makeable. At
Sunbeam Dunlap created a culture of misery, an environment of moral ambiguity,
indifferent to everything except the stock price. He did not lead by intellect or by
vision, but by fear and intimidation (pp. 153‑154).
Dunlap’s dream of selling Sunbeam and cashing in began to collapse when the firm’s stock price went too high to interest corporate buyers. Shortly thereafter, the firm began failing short of its income projections. The company inflated 1997 sales figures by convincing dealers to sign up for merchandise that was then stored in Sunbeam warehouses. This maneuver allowed the corporation to count these “sales” as immediate income before customers had even paid for the products. By 1998, large accounts such as Wal-Mart and Costco were glutted with inventory, and this accounting trick no longer worked. Sunbeam couldn’t reverse the slide because Dunlap had fired essential employees, eliminated profitable plants and product lines, and alienated vendors. Share prices then dropped dramatically, and Dunlap was forced out. Following his ouster, the company defaulted on a major loan payment, and the Securities and Exchange Commission began to audit the company’s books.

Chainsaw Al had few of the virtues we associate with high moral character. To his credit, he was decisive, hardworking, and loyal to a few business associates and subordinates. He was, however, also bullying, angry, abusive (to family members as well as employees), egotistical, sensitive to the slightest criticism, vengeful, inconsistent, uncaring, and cowardly (he rarely fired anyone himself).

Working for All could be hell on earth. Why, then, was he so successful, and why did people continue to work for him? As I noted earlier, he appeared to get results (at least in the short term) and got lots of favorable attention in the press. If he hadn’t fallen short of earnings projections, he probably would still be at Sunbeam despite his shabby treatment of employees and other stakeholder groups. High‑level executives continued to work for Sunbeam in hopes of getting rich and out of fear. They would make millions from their stock options if the company succeeded and were afraid to stand up to the boss. Said one vice president who had often considered quitting: “But it was like being in an abusive relationship. You just didn’t know how to get out of it:”
Summing up the career of Chainsaw Al, Byrne concludes,

At Sunbeam, he eluded all the safeguards of a public corporation: a
well‑meaning board of directors, independent, outside auditors, and an army
of honest and talented executives. Every system depends on people, people
who will say no even when faced with the threat of losing a job or a business.
Dunlap worked so hard at creating fear, dependence, and guilt that no one dared
to defy him—until it was too late. It is a lesson no one should ever forget (p. 354).
Discussion Questions
I .
How important are investors compared with other stakeholders?

2.
How do you define success? Was A Dunlap successful according to your definition?

3. 
What responsibility should followers share for the actions of Dunlap? How would you evaluate the character of those who decided to stay and work for him?

4.
How much blame do you place on the company directors who hired Dunlap and were supposed to oversee his activities?

5.
How can we prevent future Al Dunlaps from taking over companies and other organizations?

6.
What leadership lessons do you gain from the rise and fall of Chainsaw Al?

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

The Parable of the Sadhu
The Nepal experience was more rugged than I had anticipated. Most commercial treks last two or three weeks and cover a quarter of the distance we travel.

My friend Stephan, the anthropologist, and I were halfway through the 60-day Himalayan part of the trip when we reached the high point, an 18,000-foot pass over a crest that we’d have to traverse to reach the village of Muklinath, an ancient holy place for pilgrims.

Six years earlier, I had suffered pulmonary edema, an acute form of altitude sickness, at 16,500 feet in the vicinity of Everest base camp—so we were understandably concerned about what would happen at 18,000 feet. Moreover, the Himalayas were having their wettest spring in 20 years, hip-deep powder and ice had already driven us off one ridge. If we failed to cross the pass, I feared that the last half of our once-in-a-lifetime trip would be ruined.

The night before we would try the pass, we camped in a hut at 14,500 feet. In the photos taken at that camp, my face appears wan. The last village we’d passed through was a sturdy two-day walk below us, and I was tired.

During the late afternoon, four backpackers from New Zealand joined us, and we spent most of the night awake, anticipating the climb. Below, we could see the fires of two other parties, which turned out to be two Swiss couples and a Japanese hiking club.

To get over the steep part of the climb before the sun melted the steps cut in the ice, we departed at 3:30 A.M. The New Zealanders left first, followed by Stephen and myself, our porters and Sherpas, and then the Swiss. The Japanese lingered in their camp. The sky was clear, and we were confident that no spring storm would erupt that day to close the pass.

At 15,5000 feet, it looked to me as if Stephen were shuffling and staggering a bit, which are symptoms of altitude sickness. (The initial stage of altitude sickness brings a headache and nausea. As the condition worsens, a climber may encounter difficult breathing, disorientation, aphasia, and paralysis.) I felt strong—my adrenaline was flowing—but I was very concerned about my ultimate ability to get across. A couple of our porters were also suffering from the height, and Pasang, our Sherpa sirdar (leader), was worried.

Just after daybreak, while we rested at 15,500 feet, one of the New Zealanders, who had gone ahead, came staggering down toward us with a body slung across his shoulders. He dumped the almost naked, barefoot body of an Indian holy man--a sadhu--at my feet. he had found the pilgrim lying on the ice, shivering and suffering from hypothermia. I cradled the sadhu's head and laid him out on the rocks. The New Zealander was angry. He wanted to get across the pass before the bright sun melted the snow. He said, “Look, I’ve done what I can. You have porters and Sherpa guides. you care for him. We’re going on!” He turned and went back up the mountain to join his friends.

I took a carotid pulse and found that the sadhu was still alive. We figured he had probably visited the holy shrines at Muklinath and was on his way home. It was fruitless to question why he had chosen this desperately high route instead of.the safe, heavily traveled caravan route through the Kali Gandaki gorge. Or why he was shoeless and almost naked, or how long he had been lying in the pass. The answers weren’t going to solve our problem.

Stephen and the four Swiss began stripping off their outer clothing and opening their packs. The sadhu was soon clothed from head to foot. He was not able to walk, but he was very much alive. I looked down the mountain and spotted the Japanese climbers, marching up with a horse.

Without a great deal of thought, I told Stephen and Pasang that I was concerned about withstanding the heights to come and wanted to get over the pass. I took off after several of our porters who had gone ahead.

On the steep part of the ascent where, if the ice steps had given way, I would have slid down about 3,000 feet, I felt vertigo. I stopped for a breather, allowing the Swiss to catch up with me. I inquired about the sadhu and Stephen. They said that the sadhu was fine and that Stephen was just behind them. I set off again for the summit.

Stephen arrived at the summit an hour after I did. Still exhilarated by victory, I ran down the slope to congratulate him. He was suffering from altitude sickness—walking 15 steps, then stopping, walking 15 steps, then stopping. Pasang accompanied him all the way up. When I reached them, Stephen glared at me and said: “How do you feel about contributing to the death of a fellow man?”
I did not completely comprehend what he meant. “Is the sadhu dead?” I inquired.

“No,” replied Stephen, “but he surely will be!”
After I had gone, followed not long after by the Swiss, Stephen had remained with the sadhu. When the Japanese had arrived, Stephen had asked to use their horse to transport the sadhu down to the hut. They had refused. He had then asked Pasang to have a group of our porters carry the sadhu. Pasang had resisted the idea, saying that the porters would have to exert all their energy to get themselves over the pass. He believed they could not carry a man down 1,000 feet to the hut, reclimb the slope, and get across safely before the snow melted. Pasang had pressed Stephen not to delay any longer.

The Sherpas had carried the sadhu down to a rock in the sun at about 15,000 feet and pointed out the hut another 500 feet below. The Japanese had given him food and drink. When they had last seen him, he was listlessly throwing rocks at the Japanese party’s dog, which had frightened him.

We do not know if the sadhu lived or died.

For many of the following days and evenings, Stephen and I discussed and debated our behavior toward the sadhu. Stephen is a committed Quaker with deep moral vision. He said, “I feel that what happened with the sadhu is a good example of the breakdown between the individual ethic and the corporate ethic. No one person was willing to assume ultimate responsibility for the sadhu. Each was willing to do his bit just so long as it was not too inconvenient. When it got to be a bother, everyone just passed the buck to someone else and took off. Jesus was relevant to a more individualistic stage of society, but how do we interpret his teaching today in a world filled with large, impersonal organizations and groups?”
I defended the larger group, saying, “Look, we all cared. We all gave aid and comfort. Everyone did his bit. The New Zealander carried him down below the snow line. I took his pulse and suggested we treat him for hypothermia. You and the Swiss gave him clothing and got him warmed up. The Japanese gave him food and water. The Sherpas carried him down to the sun and pointed out the easy trail toward the hut. He was well enough to throw rocks at a dog. What more could we do?”
“You have just described the typical affluent Westerner’s response to a problem. Throwing money—in this case, food and sweaters—at it, but not solving the fundamentals!” Stephen retorted.

“What would satisfy you?” I said. “Here we are, a group of New Zealanders, Swiss, Americans, and Japanese who have never met before and who are at the apex of one of the most powerful experiences of our lives. Some years the pass is so bad no one gets over it. What right does an almost naked pilgrim who chooses the wrong trail have to disrupt our lives? Even the Sherpas had no interest in risking the trip to help him beyond a certain point.”
Stephen calmly rebutted, “I wonder what the Sherpas would have done if the sadhu had been a well-dressed Nepali, or what the Japanese would have done if the sadhu had been a well-dressed Asian, or what you would have done, Buzz, if the sadhu had been a well-dressed Western woman?”
“Where, in your opinion,” I asked, “is the limit of our responsibility in a situation like this? We had our own well-being to worry about. Our Sherpa guides were unwilling to jeopardize us or the porters for the sadhu. No one else on the mountain was willing to commit himself beyond certain self-imposed limits.”
Stephen said, “As individual Christians or people with a Western ethical tradition, we can fulfill our obligations in such a situation only if one, the sadhu dies in our care; two, the sadhu demonstrates to us that he can undertake the two-day walk down to the village; or three, we carry the sadhu for two days down to the village and persuade someone there to care for him.”
“Leaving the sadhu in the sun with food and clothing—where he demonstrated hand-eye coordination by throwing a rock at a dog—comes close to fulfilling items one and two,” I answered. “And it wouldn’t have made sense to take him to the village where the people appeared to be far less caring than the Sherpas, so the third condition is impractical. Are you really saying that, no matter what the implications, we should, at the drop of a hat, have changed our entire plan?”
The above case first appeared in the September-October 1983 issue of the Harvard Business Review. It was written by business professor Bowen H. McCoy and is a true story

Questions for “The Parable of the Sadhu’

State you opinion(s) concerning issues associated the question and support your opinion(s) with good reasons.

1.
In your own words, what happened high on the Himalayan pass? Describe all the people who were there. Why is the incident so important and memorable for the author?

2.
What factors may have influenced the various hikers’ decision making?

3.
What excuses did McCoy give for his actions?

4.
Do you think that the hikers acted ethically?

5.
What are the similarities between the ethical decision making in the Parable of The Sadhu and the day to day decisions made in business?
6.
It is clear that the author somehow feels guilty. Do you think he is guilty of ethical misconduct?

7.
What ethical standard did the author of the parable follow? What perspective did Stephen take?

8.
Did McCoy make the right choice? How would you evaluate the responses of the other persons in the story?

9.
How far should we go to help strangers?

10.
What parallels can you draw between the parable of the sadhu and the types of ethical choices made by groups and organizations?

11.
Is there any way to prepare ourselves for an ethical crisis such as this one?

12.
What leadership lessons do you draw from this case?

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

	Will She Fit In? 



Susan's client made a pass at her. If she speaks out, will it destroy her career?
"And then, well, he just lunged at me."

"He did what?" Nancy asked incredulously.

"He lunged at me," Susan replied. "One minute we're sitting on the couch in his hotel room, rehearsing his board presentation, and the next minute he lurches toward me, knocking me over. I just couldn't believe it."

"Wow." There was silence on the phone line.

"Yeah, wow," Susan repeated. "Now what do I do?"

Susan Carter was a partner at the Crowne Group, a strategy consulting firm based in New York. Her good friend Nancy Richfield was an investment banker. In the 12 years since they had graduated from business school, the two women had kept in touch, often seeking advice and support from each other at difficult moments in their careers. Susan and Nancy were among a handful of women who had "joined the club" - attaining the rank of partner at elite, privately held firms in which 95% of the partners still were men. Crowne's New York office had the kind of partner mix typical of most consulting and investment-banking firms: there were 98 partners in all, 4 of them women.

Promotion to partner four years earlier was a goal Susan had worked hard to achieve. And her successes on the Pellmore account had given her a lot of visibility in the firm. In particular, her work with Brian Hanson, a group senior vice president at Pellmore Industries, was responsible for the dramatic turnaround of a troubled business. The turnaround had made Brian look like a hero, and he was so pleased that he had begun to champion Crowne to other executives at Pellmore. Almost overnight, Pellmore became Crowne's largest and most profitable client. Billings mushroomed to $28 million - more than 20% of the New York office's revenue. And Crowne's senior partners were hoping to expand the Pell - more budget even further during the annual account review the following month.

Susan could feel the tension in the back of her neck.

"So then what happened, after he lunged at you?" Nancy asked.

"I pushed him aside, jumped up off the couch, and said, 'This is not a good idea,'" Susan replied. "And - can you believe this? - I'm the one who picked up the slides, which by now were scattered all over the floor. Then I just got the hell out of there. I still can't believe Brian Hanson would pull a stunt like this. I've worked so hard. How am I going to get past this with him? Talk about the things they never teach you in business school!"

Susan's second line began to ring. She paused briefly, hoping her assistant would pick up. No luck. "Nancy, I've got to run now," she said. "Can we have lunch tomorrow? I really need some advice."

"Sure. I'll come by your office around noon."

Susan hit the button for her second line. "Susan Carter."

"Susan, it's Justin." The line was crackling with static. "I'm on a plane to Chicago, but I wanted an update on your meeting last night with Brian Hanson."

Just what I need right now, thought Susan. Justin Peale was the senior partner in charge of the Pellmore relationship. Tall, good-looking, and athletic, Justin was one of Crowne's leading rainmakers. The absolute confidence he projected to clients gave them the sense that no hill was too tough to take. But within Crowne, Justin had a different reputation. His colleagues respected him, however grudgingly, for his effectiveness in selling business. But those who worked for him directly could see that underneath all the bravado, Justin was basically insecure. In fact, none of the junior vice presidents liked working for him. He was good at taking credit for work others did and even better at distancing himself when things went badly.

"Oh, Justin, I'm pressed for time right now," Susan said, stalling. The last thing she wanted at the moment was to talk to Justin. "I'm off to Boston for a recruiting presentation. Then there's the reception and dinner. It'll be a late night."

"Well, when can we talk?" Justin persisted.

"Not until tomorrow afternoon."

"Okay. My office at 2?"

"Okay," Susan replied, relieved to have bought herself at least a day.

"Two o'clock, then!" Justin always had to have the last word.

Hanging up the phone, Susan stared out the window of her thirty-ninth-floor office at the Manhattan skyline. She knew that Justin hadn't been wildly enthusiastic about her being assigned to Pellmore two years earlier. At the time, Linda Bushnell, the administrative vice president responsible for client assignments, had pulled her aside. They had worked well with each other for years, and Linda wanted to give Susan a "heads up."

According to Linda, Justin was careful to tell her that he himself had "enormous respect" for Susan. "But we've got to do what's right for the client," he said. "They're a pretty tough bunch. I just don't know if the guys at Pellmore will be comfortable with her. Will she fit in? Susan doesn't feel like the right choice to me."

In the end, Justin was overruled by John McMullin, the managing director of Crowne's New York office. Susan had been a loyal trouper for Crowne, and John had promised her the next high-potential assignment to come along. He had kept his word.

John's okay, Susan thought now. And Crowne is a great firm. But the truth was that she and Nancy had heard some version of Justin's comments so many times during the years since business school that they had invented a name for it: the Comfort Syndrome. The two friends knew dozens of talented women-in their own firms and in client organizations- who had been passed over for the same reason Justin had tried to use to keep Susan off the Pellmore account: "We're just not comfortable with her." Or "We're not sure it's a good fit."

And it wasn't the first time Susan had encountered the syndrome herself, either. When she first joined Crowne, for instance, there had been some question about whether a client in the steel industry would be "comfortable" with her. The guys at the client were "very rough," the argument went. Would she be able to "bond" with them? Despite this concern, Susan was given the job, and the client ended up being tremendously impressed with the results of the project.

Why is it, Susan wondered, that we're never uncomfortable with him? Not once in her four years on Crowne's promotion committee had she heard that phrase. Comfort was obviously some kind of code, but what exactly did it mean when people said they were "uncomfortable with her"? She's too aggressive? She's not one of us? Or what?

Susan was convinced that most men were totally unconscious of the Comfort Syndrome. Just the previous month, for example, one of her male colleagues, someone she liked a lot, called her for a reference on a woman she had once worked with. "A client of mine is considering her for a senior position. What do you think of her?" he had asked. Susan began to describe the woman's considerable accomplishments, but her colleague stopped her short.

"No," he said. "That's not it. They're nervous about whether they'll like working with her." He paused. "You know," he said, "it rhymes with witch."

Susan had been stunned, but she was careful not to show it. If I try to explain to him why that's offensive, she thought, I'll become one of those women he's uncomfortable with. Susan was reminded of something her father once said. He had been a fighter pilot and a great supporter of Susan and her sister. "To be successful," he advised, "many women in your generation will have to learn to fly underneath the radar-to go undetected-in order to get along." This advice had always bothered Susan: she wanted to believe she could succeed by being herself. But the older she got, the more she came to understand what her father meant.

Returning her thoughts to the incident with Brian, Susan began to play out various scenarios in her mind. Should I try, she wondered, to smooth things over with Brian? I could use Justin's help in thinking this through, but that means I'll have to tell him what happened. And if I do, he'll panic. He might have me taken off the client's account: he'd do anything to avoid putting Pellmore revenue at risk, and he knows Brian is the key contact there right now. If Brian is upset with us, forget about a budget increase. And if I'm "moved" to another client, I can kiss my bonus good-bye - and not just this year's. I've killed myself for the last two years earning credibility at Pellmore. I'm finally at the point where it's starting to pay off.

I know what Justin will think, Susan said to herself: This wouldn't have happened if we'd put Don Finley in instead of Susan. But maybe I'm just being paranoid. Didn't Justin tell me only last week that I deserve a lot of the credit for growing the Pellmore relationship? And hasn't he been kidding me for the last month about the beach house he thinks I should buy with this year's bonus? He couldn't possibly blame me for what happened!

Susan's door opened. It was her assistant. "You'd better get going or you'll miss your flight," she said.

On the shuttle back to New York that night, Susan couldn't stop thinking about the irony of the previous 24 hours: My client makes a pass at me. I don't trust my boss-or the firm- with the truth. And then I spend an evening with a group of eager M.B.A. students telling them what a great place the Crowne Group is for women. What's wrong with this picture?

Susan's presentation at the business school had drawn a packed house. And there were a couple of really impressive candidates at dinner. This was a part of the job that Susan loved: working with talented young people. Crowne measured its recruiting success by the number of bids it won against archrival Spectra Consulting. And in the previous several years, Crowne had been gaining ground, especially among the strongest female candidates. Susan knew she had a lot to do with that success. Whenever there was a woman Crowne didn't want to lose, Susan was trotted out to win her over.

The sad thing, thought Susan wearily, is that Crowne is, in fact, one of the better firms for women. She closed her eyes. It had been a long day.

Susan and Nancy always ate at Café Soleil when they needed a quiet place to talk. After the waitress brought their salads, they picked up their conversation where they had left off the day before.

"Did you see it coming?" Nancy asked. "Had Brian been sort of coming on to you for a while?"

"No-not at all," Susan answered quickly. "I mean, I've been working closely with the guy for almost two years. We've had at least half a dozen meetings like this one in his hotel room to review work. I thought we had great rapport. Part of my job is to get clients to like me, to build relationships. But there was never anything flirtatious on either his part or mine."

"So you had no clue what he was up to?" Nancy asked.

"No," Susan said firmly, but then she paused. "There was one funny thing, though," she suddenly recalled. "I really didn't think any-thing of it at the time. But maybe-"

"What?" Nancy prompted her.

"It happened that night, before Brian and I went back to his room. We were at dinner with a bunch of people from Pellmore, and Brian's planning guy pulled me aside right afterward. He said he was really sorry that he wouldn't be able to sit in on the meeting later in Brian's room. What was odd was what he said next. He asked me, 'Are you okay with that?' I remember being thrown off balance slightly by his question. I mean, I knew the details of the presentation much better than he did, so it struck me as an odd thing to say since there didn't seem to be much reason for him to be there in the first place." Susan looked at Nancy, perplexed.

"Do you suppose the planning guy knew something I didn't know about Brian?" she asked. "Do you think he's got some kind of reputation?"

Nancy shrugged. The comment left her wondering, too.

Susan pushed her plate aside. "It's not as though I haven't been in meetings with clients in their hotel rooms- it happens all the time in this business," she went on. "You're always on the/road, you work crazy hours, and a lot of business gets done over dinner and sometimes late into the night."

"Yeah, but try telling that to Justin," Nancy broke in, "and he'll want to know what you were wearing. And, worse, maybe he'll start to think your success at Pellmore has been based on-"

"Don't even say it," Susan interrupted her friend.

"Okay, but don't be naïve, Susan. You tell Justin, and whether or not he pulls you off Pellmore, you can bet that this will come up every time they evaluate you or think about you for a new assignment. It may never be raised explicitly, but it will always be there at some level."

"I think you're right," said Susan. "The old Comfort Syndrome rears its ugly head. And this time, it's about me."

Susan's thoughts jumped to the upcoming account review. "On the other hand," she continued, "if I don't tell Justin what happened and our budget gets trashed because Brian's mad at me, I'll be blamed." Susan stopped. She was getting ahead of herself.

"You know what?" she said after a moment. "Isn't there a bigger issue here? We both know that most of the men we work with wouldn't do what Brian did. They would think it was wrong. And from everything I know about Pellmore's CEO, this is absolutely not the kind of behavior he'd tolerate.. It goes beyond the fear of lawsuits: he's a decent guy, he has two daughters in college, and he wants to make a difference."

"Finished?" asked the waitress as she began clearing the dishes. Susan and Nancy both signaled that they were done.

"But maybe," Nancy suggested, "Pellmore ought to be more concerned about lawsuits. I'll bet you a million dollars that this isn't the first time Brian has tried something like this. Maybe the CEO really needs to put a stop to this guy."

"Maybe," said Susan. "How can he-how can anyone-be an effective leader when we all maintain this conspiracy of silence? When we pretend everything is fine? Maybe the same goes for Crowne. Maybe John McMullin ought to know, too."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, most of the guys on our executive committee - except Justin - are okay. They just don't always see the connections. I'm not trying to be a saint here, and I can't picture myself ever saying anything about this to John, but I wish there were some way to manage this so that something positive could come out of it."

"Or maybe it's simply too hot to handle," Nancy said. "You're right. Most guys are not like Brian. But a lot of them would say, What's the big deal? Get over it. They don't understand that the easy part is saying no. The hard part is picking up the pieces afterward."

Susan looked at her watch. "It's 1:45," she said. "I'd better run. It's time for my meeting with Justin, and you know how he hates to be kept waiting."

