The Price of the Higher Standard

By Steve Lundin

“The higher standard.”  Politicians strive for it, news people struggle with it, CEO’s attempt to publicly cultivate it and companies deplete marketing budgets trying to engineer it.  The higher standard is the brass ring for public relations strategists.  Successfully executed, the person or company that is construed as practicing the “higher standard” of professionalism will be cited as an example of the doing things the “way they should be done.”  But this lofty position has a price, the inevitable public and private backlash that occurs when the person (or company) behind the curtain is revealed as being as fallible as the rest of us, or worse still, a closet prevaricator. 

Examples of failings are easy to find, and they range across the hierarchy of public life.  The higher standard is that intoxicating.  Does anyone need additional details on former Chicago Tribune columnist’s Bob Greene’s recent evisceration in the national spotlight?  Now, let’s assume for a second that Bob had been a down and dirty police blotter reporter.  Granted, his transgressions would have violated Tribune policy on writing about those with whom you are somehow intertwined, but would the public have been so infuriated?  The fall from the top is a lot harder than the fall from the middle.  Bob managed his own public image into the gutter.  Why?  Because he put himself in a position that demanded constant vigilance, and failed to maintain his promises to the public and, ultimately, himself.

The CEO as media star
Who woulda’ thunk it?  20 years ago anyone outside of a Wall Street trading firm would be hard pressed to name a CEO.  Now we’ve all got our favorites, and they’re so visible and accessible that we know many of them on a first name basis.  Who doesn’t have an opinion on Lee, Jack, Ken or Bernie.  We’re even comfortable enough with our local CEO’s to call them by nicknames:  anybody have an opinion on Flip, Bob and Howard?

The names of local technology luminaries that have fallen from grace is also the stuff of legend.  Without dragging famous skeletons out of the closet, many local tech leaders who have strived for the higher standard and positioned themselves as world beaters and builders have had to literally eat their words.  Maybe those words shouldn’t have been uttered in the first place.  When a CEO “does the circuit,” speaking about how great his or her company is in front of local groups, they set the bar on a higher standard.  They’re publicly stating that their business practices are so much better than others that their company is bound to succeed.  And they will always personally back it up.  Their speeches are typically the work of an in house PR or marketing person who is too intimidated by their boss to pen anything but puffery.  They’re taught to cover up the warts, not showcase them.  

The company as headline maker

How many business school grads from the top MBA mills like Kellog, Wharton, and the University of Chicago would have set their sights on a job at Andersen three years ago?  It’s hard to go wrong with a starting gate experience at the Big Five.  Until last year, that is, this is why we now have the Big Four.  And I’m sure many an investigative reporter and congressman is waiting for the next digit to drop.  Not only did factions within Andersen break the law, they maintained a state of denial to the point of key executives doing the now famous “perp” walk on CNN.  A recent Wall Street Journal article cited many Andersen employees as feeling discriminated against when applying for jobs.  The “higher standard” accounting firm has branded a generation of former employees with a scarlet letter.

Warts can be beautiful

It’s a natural inclination for people (and people run companies) to want to look good in public.  This phenomenon explains why we color our faces with cosmetics, not dirt..  The same applies to the dissemination of public images.  Most PR people direct their companies and CEO’s to paint Pollyannaish images whenever possible.  Why?  Because this is the most pleasing story internally.  It’s scary to develop a policy based on warts. 

The most successful politicians, businesspeople and public figures and companies have shown themselves as multi dimensional human beings, with warts and all.  The same holds true for companies.  Think of some of the thoughts and emotions associated with these names:  Winston Churchill, Mike Royko, Ted Turner and Virginia Wolfe. These people didn’t even attempt to cultivate a “holier than thou” public image.  Their real attitudes and so-called vices as are well documented as their successes.  And they have all gone down in history as leaders and visionaries.  

Imagine one of our local CEO’s standing up in front of a room and discussing the fact that their company’s new software release is delayed because they had to lay off engineers because they didn’t meet their sales estimates because they hired too many developers and not enough salespeople.  Hard to picture, isn’t it?  Imagine if that same CEO followed his disclosure with the statement that his remaining team had been incentivized to finish on a certain date and that they were now hitting their targets?  What has this CEO demonstrated?  Warts and courage.  Warts and planning.  Warts and a goal.  And don’t you think that CEO is going to be treated better by a public that hears the story from the company, instead of reading a private memo in one of the many online company gossip sites? 

And what of Hewlett Packard, Dell, Apple Computer and our local Tribune Company?  Each and every one of these companies has had public troubles, and has survived with reputations intact.  In Apple’s case, the company has lived through stock plummeting, massive changes in the executive suite, eroded market share and still remains a perennial favorite.  Why?  Because the company embraced it’s problems and kept moving forward, kept putting out interesting products, never lost sight of it’s successes as an innovator, and quickly phased unpopular products out of it’s product line.  Apple acts, and reacts to the public.  The company is known for listening, and actually carrying on conversations with it’s audience.  And some of those conversations involve warts. 

Learning to live with warts

Is the image of the sideshow huckster or the boisterous businessman an appealing one?  When your company issues over the top statements or your CEO goes on a public cheerleading tour, your competitors begin grinding their axes.  Why?  Because you’re setting yourself up for a fall.  Communicating the truth does not demonstrate weakness, it demonstrates integrity.  And truth begins within the walls of the company.

Never assume for a second that a company’s “dirty little secrets” will remain within its walls.  There’s no such thing as a secret in the corporate world.  Don’t make any internal declarations, promises or pronouncements that you’re not willing to read about in the newspaper.  If you’re going to cut, make it public, it’ll get there eventually.  No, your internal PR person won’t provide this advice, they’re too fearful of rocking the boat.  A typical PR person is trained to paint rainbows, not direct documentaries. 

Several years ago our team was called on by a local software company to deal with a run of bad news: the CEO left, followed by successive waves of layoffs.  We didn’t attempt to sweep it under the carpet but called every paper in the city AND gave reporters direct access to the outgoing CEO, and later the incoming CEO.  The company earned respect, both internally and externally and is still around today.  The company admitted that it had warts, and wasn’t afraid of showing them in public. 

There is nothing wring with celebrating success.  Every public person and company requires success to maintain a track record of actually doing something.  Success tempered with truth, both internally and externally, are the hallmarks of a healthy public image.  Resist the temptation with whitewash, to issue uber-ambitious statements, to build your reputation around the mantra of the “higher standard.”  We’re talking about thinking honestly about yourself and your company, and listening to what the world thinks about you as well.  It’ll be scary and sometimes uncomfortable, but it beats the hell out of looking for a crisis manager while your PR person stands in front of your desk meekly mouthing the words, “I was just doing my job.” 

