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Are you not ashamed of heaping up the greatest amount of money
and honour and reputation, and caring so little about wisdom and
truth and the greatest improvement of the soul? ~Socrates

The season of giving is upon us. Most , if not all of us,
be receiving a variety of gifts from an equally
varied set of is human nature to enjoy
receiving gifts, some caution and restraint is advised.
Take the case of Robert Burns, a former equity trader
for Fidelity Management and Research Company.

As an equity trader, It was Burns’ job to receive orders
from fund and portfolio managers and then select
brokers to handle the transactions. The more orders
brokers receive from Burns, the more money they
make.

It was however, discovered that Bumns and
the company, were being treated to lavish
gifts from several brokers. The gifts consisted of free
tickets to sporting events and concerts, travel and free
use of resort facilities, and even expensive wine. In
Burs’ case, the total value of the gifts, entertainment
and travel received amounted to $135,281.45.

When questioned by authorities for the gifts he
received, Burns argued that the gifts did not impair his
objectivity in selecting brokers that he
business to. Second, he said that rec
brokers was “common practice” at his employer. In
other words, he was saying that there was no wrong
done since everyone else was doing it anyway.
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Neither argument proved effective, though. Bumns was
held to have been liable simply for accepting the gifts,
whether or not these affected his judgment. Second, his
argument of “common practice” was even damaging to
his case as the administrative law judge found that this
indicated a lack of remorse on his part. He was eventually
ordered to pay $175,281.00, inclusive of interest and a
il money penalty of $40,000.00.*

While his arguments did not work, his attempt to rely on
them are aptly explained by a recent article in the New
York Times2 Citing studies by psychologists, the article
states that wh
often they end up being “persuaded to do something
wrong”. Not only that, the article also says that going
down the ethical slippery slope often happens when
there is a “gradual erosion of moral values and principles
rather than one big leap.” In other words, a slight bending
of the rules every now and then can grow into a serious
breach of polices and procedures in the future.

An important and positive point though, is easily missed -
people actually want to do good and desire to act
ethically. The psychologists themselves say that we can
“create environments where we can act ethically” That
means taking periodic and honest assessments of
ourselves, our actions and decisions. It also means
ing out for each others’ backs and questioning
“groupthink” and “common practice”. The task of creating
and nurturing an ethical culture thus falls on each and
every one of us. True enough, individual and collective
acts of virtue, given freely as a gift to ourselves and
others, and practised as a direct challenge to a wrongful
norm, offer a new and more welcome meaning to the
phrase “everyone else is doing it anyway”.





