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I once worked for a company that made me face tough questions about how to innovate within the constraints of a rigid system. The story is one that still informs and inspires my business practices to this day, and the lesson is one that could allow us to fix what is broken about our deficit of morality in corporate citizenship today.
At this particular corporation, a seed was planted within the organization. A fever swept the rank and file members of their workforce. For a few brief moments, they truly believed they could change and innovate. And in thinking so, they made those results material in a rigid, traditional manufacturing setting. A setting where corporations like to keep "soft spots" in the workforce. Workers who were expendable were kept in unfair and unpopular silos so as not to overwhelm the dominant company culture. The profit share and company benefits overwhelmingly favored those at the top. The ethics of how they managed their employee relations was guided by strong arm tactics and building paper trails instead of trust. How much top down ethics would they try before testing something new?
The forces tugging at the inner workings of this company were unique and yet universal. The internal strife was representative of every power struggle between working class and their college-educated employers going back through history, in one microcosmic dish. And as sometimes happens with a stale and tired design - one day a mutation occurs. An unexpected event so unlikely that it has the potential to change everything. A moment so fragile that it has a much greater chance of failure than success. 
It all happened in this one American corporation, that shall not be named. This was not a bad company by any stretch. They did billions of dollars in business every year all over the world. They had locations spanning the globe. Their workforce was highly skilled. But in many ways, they exemplified the traits of most American businesses that produced finished goods. American manufacturing has always been big business but ugly business as well. And this company was typical in that sense. My part in the story started much like our own history. With a spark. An ape trolling the ground on all fours suddenly decides to stand and peer into a full night sky - and BOOM.
In this subsidy and contract dependent US multinational corporation, the structure was predictable. Floor workers were the first cog. They assembled systems that were built on the massive work floors, that were designed by engineers, who were hired and vetted by managers, who had been appointed by various senior vice presidents, who were overseen by CEOs and COOs, who, in turn, had their stock in this company paid out by major investors and shareholders. This is Corporate America 101. Tired but reliable and most importantly, predictable. But just like the first fish that crawled out of the water to see what the big deal was, innovation came in a moment of experimentation. My experiment to be exact. The innovation was in fact, mine.
Because of the sterile, hands off management practices, workers didn't feel particularly loyal or indebted to the company. Despite being paid fair wages, some employees felt they were due more than what management was willing to give them. And some of them needed to fix the back deck this weekend because the in-laws are bringing their cousins and he told his wife he'd have it fixed last weekend, so he just needs to borrow this one tool and he swears he'll probably bring it back to work on Monday. That was a problem.
My manager at this time seemed like an enthusiastic, if unremarkable leader, who blended in with the engineering grad student crowd. He could hold a conversation and lead meetings. In his normal interactions with a few trusted workers, he became the change conduit. He wasn't the change agent, but he was the unpredictable environmental element that's required for any such event to occur. And in that sense, the change conduit is as important as the change agent.
What was his motivation? He wanted to be a good corporate manager. He believed all the company literature. He read the Code of Ethics power point twice and took notes. He raised his hands in all the 'Meet your CEO' events and asked the "tough" questions. Not so tough that they might think him obstinate or a troublemaker - but just enough for them to know he was savvy. The funny thing about engineers is they read the book and take it literally, until they see how the machine runs. And as my manager began to see our processes and how our people administrated them, he realized that the duct tape, zip ties, and bubble gum holding it all together were messes that needed to be fixed. So he tapped a team and me to help him fix it. His first order of business - find out who's stealing from the work floor...
When you work on both sides of an organization’s divide, you learn quickly where the fault lines are. If I was going to figure out who was taking things or "borrowing" them, I needed to understand who these people were. I thought I understood them before, spending years as a specialist on the work floors. They came from all walks of life. Most had sensible motivations for working hard and prided themselves on putting out great products. These people would help if you asked, laugh at a good joke, and chat with you over a cup of coffee. Most had never attempted college or were never able to finish. They got in this same business and stuck with it. This was a big company. Good benefits. We generate billions. Last month the governor walked right down that hall and shook hands with everyone on the floor.
Well actually, I was at the handshaking ceremony, and the governor only met with a selected group of staff. And when we were shaking his hand he only asked us all one question - What college did you go to? The regular workers were still at their workstations, heads down. They didn't get a handshake. They got a tepid hello or in most cases, a glimpse of the recognition they deserved. Ultimately, a handful of these underappreciated and disrespected workers had decided two company names ago, that the managers were not out for them and they would get their due one way or the other. Some people fixed their timecards, some took long breaks, and a whole lot of them took things. 
So by the time my manager had taken up this problem, distrust and theft were at an all-time high. Our product efficiency ratings were in the toilet. A manager in a different group had been fired and warnings issued when a few million dollars of shortfalls hit them in the previous quarter. That could be a disaster for my blend-in-with-the-wallpaper manager. He would not be made an example of. But when we showed him the data he also chose not to make examples of people himself. He did something in this corporate structure that I had not seen yet. He allowed room for mercy on these poor souls, whose greatest fault was deciding not to go to the right college or not having the family to help them pay for it. It was his first management job, and he believed in these people. He believed they could be better.
So he asked me to help him fix it. Stop the workers from stealing our stuff. So I and my team of three thought about it long and hard. And then we were down to a team of two trying to figure it out. And then there was only one. I thought of broad sweeping ideas, but I knew I had a budget of about $500, so what could I do? This is the critical moment that I had in resolving this issue and opening the door to something bigger. I told myself, "There must be a way to do this with what we have here. That option is somewhere." So during a long weekend, I came up with two simple ideas.
First, we set up a simple accountability scheme. I drew a blueprint for a magical box. It would allow people to place an item or tool into it without them being able to retrieve it. I worked with some engineers who happened to be bored out of their minds and thought a side project could be amusing, so we worked together to complete this magical item.
See the box didn't retrieve a tool that much better than the wire baskets we used before. The back of the box could easily be opened and that was readily apparent. People figured out fast that if you wanted to steal from it, you could. And boy was I watching all the people who explained how exactly they would do it. They were my number one suspects!
I announced a week of amnesty for any missing items placed in the box. When they walked up to put any and everything into that box, it became almost like a ritual. It became hallowed ground. The box represented forgiveness. It represented a desire to give and earn trust. The box brought with it a simple agreement. You bring back what was taken and when it goes in the box we won’t question how or why. We just want these items back. 
And voilà. 		
Our magical amnesty box started mysteriously filling up. Anytime a missing item "magically" reappeared in the box, we had always been around the corner or getting coffee. We never met eyes with the culprits.
So after this amazing turn of events, I went back to my manager, happy to report in fact that very little had been "stolen" at all. I said, "Sir, we have the missing things back. What should we do now?" And he thought for a long moment. It was the moment where the pathway opened. He replied, "You were out there with them. What's the best approach to keep them honest?" So I replied, "Let's ask them." Three simple words. But so powerful.
So, I personally went around to every single worker on the floor to ask them how they thought we could improve our workflow conditions so that people didn't feel the need to hoard or keep things away from their co-workers. And the results were astounding. Not because of all the bombshell moments of inspiration. But because of the simple and sometimes mundane reasons people gave me for cutting a corner here or there. They always gave me the corporate ready answer initially. But upon a little further earnest conversation, the truth would come out. These people weren't the faceless droves of lever pullers management had assumed they were. These were skilled people, with a passion for their work, and they knew the whole setup was a raw deal. They knew the truth. And all it took to win half of them over was an extra coffee machine. Still well under my budget on that. Thank goodness for hardworking folks. People who didn’t ask for much but to be listened to and afforded an opportunity to feel some investment in the company, even if they weren't able to own an actual stake.
We started asking people about other issues on the floor. What needed to be fixed? What needed to be improved? Who should run this project? Just by asking, we could see an immediate impact on people's productivity and efficiency. It was like day and night. People weren't just working, they were engaged. The effects on our KPIs was so dramatic that it spurred review by managers in other areas. What was my group doing so differently? Everyone asked me what the fuss was about. They noticed our energy. It was vibrating in the walls. The fever was spreading. 
Suddenly, for the first time ever, they asked us to send a person from our area to discuss what we had figured out. Once again, my manager put his faith in me to explain what everyone was missing. I sat in a room of managers and engineers and explained our findings. People's eyes were lighting up. Their heads nodded yes before I finished my sentences. They wanted a change. The mutation was getting out of control....
I remember my feelings that weekend. We had set up a system of innovation, with the help of many hardworking people and with the support of a good manager. It wasn't overly difficult. It wasn't even expensive. We were getting these amazing results. What could stop us now?
I went to bed that Sunday feeling very confident in our next string of meetings. I woke up on Monday buzzing. I would state my case and put our little experiment on the map. Today was going to be a good day. When I arrived at work in the morning, it was still dark. The wind was strong and icy. As I was rushing into the entrance, I saw our Vice President walking a retirement age lady out of a side door. I made my way inside to find people in a nervous daze. I rushed to talk to some of the floor workers and when I saw their faces I knew it was over. Our company had announced a string of layoffs after a bad quarter. Not only was the project dead but I would be clearing out the workstations of the very same people who had helped me create this newfound success. I had spent years working with these people, and now despite some of them being painfully close to a good retirement, they were let go without any notice or time to prepare for the blow.
I was crushed. My team was crushed. And so was my manager. I went back and forth with him in his office. They couldn't do this. This is a disgrace. Our project was turning things around. However, it wasn't enough. He told me that I should just be glad to have a job. He had never talked that way before. Like he was defeated. What was happening?
I left the company shortly after that. It felt callous to take the items and tools left behind by these people who I had grown to care for and strip their names off them for the next batch of workers. But as a friend who had worked at the company for over 30 years told me, "That's the business." And she was right. And that was exactly the whole problem.
So what is innovation? Did we achieve it? I believe we were on the cusp of a sea change, but it couldn't work. At least not for this company. Maybe it really was a terrible quarter that led us down that path. Or maybe an engaged and conscious workforce was a threat to be stamped out fiercely. Now we'll never know. But if the men and women who made that fateful decision would have walked out onto our floor to shake hands with those men and women, they could have seen that those people were the solution all along. 
Innovation is a spark. An ember glowing against a windy and dark night. It must be fed and sacrificed for but it’s fire means life. Innovation is only understood by the language of inclusivity, democracy, and heartfelt engagement. Most importantly, innovation is fleeting. We live in a moment where it's very tempting to fall back on tired systems and values of old. This is the environment where innovation goes to die. A system crippled by its backwardness and cold calculus. Everyone has an opinion on what happened to American manufacturing. But if you spend one week in a typical, modern manufacturing corporation, you will see that our systems of corporate citizenship lack a strong moral core for its workers and that is by design. Let’s change the design.
I spoke with some co-workers years after leaving the company. I asked how this or that person had been since my departure. Then I asked about my old manager. Was he still a conduit? Was he still looking after his people? Sadly, the events that unfolded had stripped him of his previous desire to innovate. Long gone were his goals to make things better. His kinship with his employees was lost as well. He had told them they were safe before the layoffs and now they couldn't trust his word anymore. That wasn't his fault. It was the companies fault for stamping that moment out. They had smothered the ember until the fire gave its final gasp. 
I hope this story inspires you to consider how you can be a conduit or change agent. Innovation is our only hope of survival. Its flame brings life, but an errant wind can end its warmth for good – and in doing so, it would certainly be the end of ours as well. If it is not carefully stewarded and encouraged, it will die before it has a chance to transform. And that transformation is what we now need in the business ethics world, more than ever before. 
Best regards,
Rasool Hakeem
