Preparing for Corporate Trauma

Sometime in the life of every business there will be an incident, or perhaps several incidents, of corporate trauma.  Corporate trauma is anything that stresses the organizational system and impacts the effectiveness and profitability of the business.  The possibilities for corporate trauma are numerous - a product or person causes harm to others, embezzlement is discovered, a major account is lost, workplace violence occurs, illegal or unethical behavior by top executives is alleged.  Human issues, such as affairs or sexual harassment or diversity incidents, are also included under the corporate trauma umbrella.  

A quick review of current news reports finds a corporate executive involved in a fight for his career over art, a tugboat captain’s health problem resulting in over a dozen people being killed, and a female icon known by the phrase “It’s a good thing” coping with allegations of insider stock trading.  These particular situations are headline news, but there are literally hundreds of incidents that affect businesses each month that we never hear about.

So how do companies protect themselves as much as possible against these and other types of problems?  First is to recognize that when there are people, there are likely to be problems, at some point in time.  This requires the organization to take their collective head out of the sand and look clearly at what their cultural foundation consists of.  Not an easy task, but one that is necessary.

The next steps involve the leadership of the organization.  There has to be a mandate that ethical behavior will be the guiding force of the organization and that no possibility of a double standard will exist between the executive level and other employees.  In more companies than it would seem possible, executives engage in extramarital affairs with subordinate staff.  While this sets the organization up for potential lawsuits, the message sent to employees and the culture is even more significant when the executive is promoted while the affair is ongoing.            

Within an ethical business culture, there must exist boundaries and accountability.  This means that leadership must have individuals who are free to question behavior, theirs and others, without repercussion.  Known “secrets” have to be exposed and dealt with, and strategic planning with an eye toward consequences of all types has to occur.  Employees must be empowered to prevent accidents and corporate transgressions wherever they might occur.  Most importantly each employee has to know that this is something that its leadership is serious about and committed to.   In short, the organization’s culture has to promote ethical and proactive behavior at all levels and across all situations.

Is this tough to achieve?  That depends on the existing expectations and messages that employees have historically received from the organization.  For some businesses, protecting themselves against corporate trauma will require a huge paradigm shift.  For others, this will be a formalization of existing unwritten policies.  While focusing on an ethical business culture will not protect against all forms of corporate trauma, it will minimize much of what could occur.     

Gail A. Chester Ph.D. is an expert in corporate trauma, specializing in workplace violence prevention.  She can be reached at gailchester@tgcpinc.com
