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A s Deep worked through the dilemmas facing 
Colossal Pension Fund, he was comfortable with the 
improvements with governance and the Investment 

Committee (IC). The IC retreat cleared up any confusion 
about the corporate financial perspective. Rob Crewe’s work 
helped the team debug the fiasco and identified their key goal 
of maintaining the proper funded ratio. The chief executive 
officer (CEO) stepped up his enthusiasm, and leadership 
was making a big difference. Overall things were stable. Yet, 
before things went south, everyone thought things were fine 
as well. Deep kept reflecting on his previous training at a 
firm where he was a junior analyst. After discovering some 
questionable practices that put his former firm in a bad light, 
the firm implemented a program that focused on core values 
that became the firm’s foundation. Everything at that firm 
focused on living the organization’s culture. They talked 
consistently about what they were doing to align with their 
values platform. 

Colossal’s current state was better but its leaders contin-
ued to miscommunicate. There was no guarantee that they had 
done anything but fix yesterday’s problems. Beyond the focus 
on maintaining a proper fund ratio and some vague talk about 

professionalism and client focus, Deep was not sure the firm 
had a cultural platform—a clear statement of its core values. 
He wondered how Colossal could extend its recent period of 
stabilization and avoid the next inevitable dilemma. He saw 
that somehow Colossal had to move forward to have not only 
fund ratio goals, but cultural and values goals as well. It was 
time to take the next steps. But what would those steps be?

Deep Begins to Plan
I thought Colossal was through the worst of it. And in some 
ways, we were. We had identified our key goal, gotten the 
CEO more engaged, straightened out our consultant situa-
tion, and identified ways to keep our risk management process 
strong using the Stulz model (Stulz 2009). Were we still 
overlooking concealed risks, this time in our organizational 
structure and practices? And were we really communicating 
on a level where we could deal with problem personalities and 
unhelpful organizational dynamics? My lingering concern was 
for the future. Had we done enough? Were we really out of 
the woods or just in a different part of the forest? What did we 
need to do to manage the firm’s organizational risk? It looked 
like we were going to need to do some deeper work. It looked 
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like we needed to align ourselves with some kind of values 
platform, but how would we do this? What would be our core 
set of values? How would we get people engaged and aligned?

The problems we are having at Colossal were all too 
familiar. People with different roles had different ideas about 
what was important. We too often assumed that everyone 
was on the same page. Like many firms in our business, we 
had assumed that compliance was enough to guide behavior. 
It was not so much that we were unethical in some signifi-
cant way, but when it came to operating we let things stand 
that diminished our effectiveness and muted our profession-
alism. Some of these behavioral problems were the result of 
strong personalities in particular roles. Although I had been 
around the firm for a while now, I still felt that some of my 
colleagues wondered about my competency and dedication. 
I heard feedback from one of the IC committee members 
who said, “We know how to run this thing, I just wish Deep 
would get on board and not ask his many questions.” I knew 
I needed to think long and hard about my next step. I knew 
we needed to take a good hard look at our culture. We all 
said we supported the highest level of professionalism and 
performance. Now was the time to build a system to measure 
if this was so.

Gaining Alignment, Gaining Ground 
I realized I did not understand how and when it might be 
possible to raise our alignment issues with the board. I knew 
it would not be easy to have this conversation with the CEO 
until I knew more about how other organizations did this 
work. I remembered our first consultant, Ms. Goode, making 
that cryptic comment about our organization’s “disjointed-
ness.” I decided that the first thing to do was to contact Colos-
sal’s human resources director, Dianna Dean, and ask her 
about resources she had for developing ethical organizational 
alignment. She agreed to a Monday morning meeting and 
suggested that she bring along our new intern, Akbar Mah-
moud, who had worked with the Conference Board1 before 
beginning his MBA.

Dianna and Akbar were well-prepared for our meet-
ing. They walked me through a careful presentation. Akbar 
began the presentation by saying, “In the classroom we talk 
about the one simple question: ‘If the toughest investigative 
journalist in town was writing about what I was doing, what 
would be the headline for that story?’” He presented the fol-
lowing four key elements for strong and ethical alignment in 
our organization:
1. Do all of the stakeholders understand the strategy and 

culture of our firm?
2. Does everyone understand how they fit into this strategy 

and culture? Or to put it more simply, do I know how to 
behave according to what my firm says we believe? 

3. Do I have the tools, resources, and support I need to be 
successful in behaving this way?

4. Are people who are connected to our organization as 
associates, clients, or vendors treated ethically and with 
respect and dignity?

Dianna followed this with an overview of models for 
associate orientation, professional development, and board 
development. What was clear as the presentation unfolded 
was that we had fallen behind and relied too heavily on com-
pliance as our baseline standard for ethics. As they concluded 
their presentation I thought back to a speaker I heard at a 
conference years ago, a former Federal Trade Commission 
enforcement officer, who said, “As investment profession-
als you can either get better at developing ethical standards 
and practices in the industry, or you can leave it up to us and 
we will handle it with regulation.” I asked Dianna and Akbar 
to meet again with me in a few days. The presentation itself 
needed a few touches; still, it seemed to me that I now had a 
framework to use when carrying this work forward.

I already had a meeting scheduled on Wednesday with 
the CEO to talk about the upcoming quarterly board meeting. 
If there was going to be an agreed-upon platform, it needed 
to be sponsored at the firm’s highest level. I decided to phone 
an old classmate who worked for a global compensation and 
benefits firm and pick her brain about alignment, engage-
ment, and ethical behavior. I wanted to be prepared to get the 
CEO thinking about the platform as a necessary enhance-
ment to our strategy. In addition, I hoped there would be a 
way to get the board involved as soon as possible. 

A Different Kind of Contract
“Deep, good to hear from you,” Alicia Steinhoff said when I 
phoned. “I was just saying to my husband the other day that I 
hoped you were coming to our class reunion and then I saw 
that you’re actually on a panel.” Alicia was a member of my 
study cohort in business school and the one person we could 
always count on to keep us math and engineering geeks from 
forgetting that business always involves people and people 
are more complicated than we would like. After catching up 
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TABLE 2: CORE MARKET BY ADVISOR EDUCATION, 2009—IMCA ADVISORS
Core Market

Education <$250K $250K–$1M $1M–$5M $5M–$10M >$10M All Advisors

Both (graduate degree and 
professional designation) 16.7% 17.0% 17.9% 29.2% 16.7% 18.7%

Graduate degree only 0.0% 1.4% 0.9% 0.0% 4.2% 1.1%

Professional designation only 66.7% 76.9% 74.8% 60.4% 70.8% 73.5%

None 16.7% 4.8% 6.4% 10.4% 8.3% 6.7%

Sources: Cerulli Associates,  Cerulli Associates—Investment Management Consultants Association  
Advisor Surveys
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on her family and the new role she had taken six months ago, 
I shifted gears and began to unfold Colossal’s saga. Alicia lis-
tened carefully. Within a matter of a few minutes she had all 
of the players and the situation’s complexity well in hand. In 
the next few minutes, she gave me what she called her “best 
practices brain dump” for developing organizational align-
ment with a particular emphasis on highly ethical organiza-
tional practices. I scribbled as fast as I could and wished that 
somehow I could have recorded our conversation. She was in 
complete agreement with what Dianna and Akbar said, gave 
me a couple of key pieces of research to reference, and closed 
with one additional suggestion: “We are all about showing 
our clients how a lack of alignment can increase risk.” She 
reminded me of Ronald Heifetz’s distinction between techni-
cal leadership and adaptive leadership. Heifetz distinguished 
between situations requiring technical expertise and those 
requiring us to create an adaptation because the situation 
itself is not like the usual ones we face. We had cleaned up 
a number of technical issues. Now we were going to have 
to discover ways to respond to continued and continuous 
change (Heifetz 1998).

She closed by saying: “Did you just clean up your process 
or are you truly adapting to emerging challenges? If I were 
you, I would make sure your board chair and CEO under-
stand that compliance manages the risk we know. The real 
challenge these days is managing the risk we have not yet 
discovered.” 

I rang off thinking, “Once again, Alicia saves the day.”

Building a Platform
I decided that it was probably best to avoid surprising the CEO 
with this added topic so I developed an additional item for the 
agenda and sent him a request to include “ethical organizational 
alignment” on our agenda. He called immediately. “What is this 
ethical organizational alignment?” 

I took a deep breath and said, “I think we need to look at 
what it will take for us to go to the next level.” 

He was calling me from the airport. He would be back 
in town the next evening. “Before we introduce something I 
don’t understand into one of the most important meetings we 
have all year, you and I need to do some serious talking,” he 
said. We set a time to meet first thing in the morning after he 
returned. I now had a day to put together a compelling and 
clear case for developing a program for ethical organizational 
alignment.

Day of Calls
I arrived early the next day to my office and decided that I 
needed to get clearer on the steps it would take for us to get 
the kind of alignment I was proposing. I decided I needed to 
make three phone calls. The first was to the original consul-
tant, Ms. Goode, to make sure I understood her comment 
about disjointedness. The second call was a follow-up on 

Alicia’s suggestion to talk to a new faculty member at our 
alma mater. Finally, I knew that within one of the profes-
sional organizations whose certification I earned there was 
a robust ethics program. I would call someone on the Ethics 
Committee. My hope was that I would luck out and reach 
each of these people in time to get their points of view as I 
was building my alignment proposal.

Two of the three calls left me speaking to voicemail. I did,  
on the first try, however, reach Professor Patrick Butler, who 
taught ethics as a professor of organizational behavior at the 
school where Alicia and I were classmates. I introduced my-
self, told him of my friend’s recommendation, and provided 
a brief version of our recent history and of the challenges I 
faced when raising this issue to the CEO. 

After asking me a couple of questions for the sake of 
clarification he said: “It really is a question of value and val-
ues. A lack of alignment is like a crack in the foundation wall. 
It is easier to fix when the crack is small. My questions for you 
and for your firm’s leadership are the following: 

 � What values are robust enough to use for building a plat-
form? 

 � What are the additional steps you need to take to be 
aligned?

 � What risks do you face from lack of alignment?” 

We talked for a few minutes more before it was time for 
him to head off to a meeting. He ended with: “It’s kind of a 
cobbler’s kids have no shoes problem. Your firm is all about 
assessing risk and yet it has no way to assess your own firm’s 
alignment risk in a serious way.”

The rest of the morning dragged on as I continued to do 
my usual work and waited with an increased sense of impa-
tience for my other two calls to be returned.

When Ms. Goode called back, she was direct and brief. 
“We were left holding the bag because Colossal had gover-
nance and organizational issues,” she said. “I hope that you are 
having a better time with Colossal. My one piece of advice to 
you is to have values that are aspirational as well as action-
able. Otherwise you have just another set of rules.” 

The call from the Ethics Committee member came late in 
the day. It provided the final piece of the puzzle. 

“We shifted our emphasis to two things: standards of 
practice and training,” this fellow told me. “Some firms use 

“ I t  really is  a question of  value 

and values. A lack of  al ignment is 

l ike a crack in the foundation wall . 

I t  is  easier to f ix when the crack is 

small .  ”
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the Golden Rule. Others have historic and legacy platforms. 
The key is that the standards always lift your sights to a 
higher level of performance and that there is ongoing and 
consistent training. A handout on the first day of employment 
or a statement on the website is not enough. A question 
we encourage our members to ask is, ‘How often do we 
talk about our ethical and cultural commitments?’ As one 
member said recently, ‘If you want your child to thrive you 
are constant and consistent.’” 

My third call was finished. I was exhausted. I looked out 
the window and thought about tomorrow’s breakfast meeting 
with the CEO. 

Colossal Ethics Platform
In anticipation of our meeting I put together a four-point 
“Colossal Ethics Platform v1.0” that I hoped would be a 
decent springboard for building our own program for ethical 
organizational alignment. 

Colossal delivers the highest level of service to our clients 
by doing the following: 

Point 1: Serving clients as if they are members of our 
family. We will make recommendations, do analytic work, 
manage investments, and do all of our work with the same 
high standards of care and dedication we show when dealing 
with our family’s money. 

Point 2: Acting in ways that are above and beyond 
compliance. Each week brings a new story of a company 
or individual that complied technically with the appropriate 
rules and laws and yet was not aligned with what was best for 
clients. Compliance is a minimum standard. Our ongoing ef-
forts are to be the most ethically aligned firm in our sector. 

Point 3: Valuing the contribution of each person to 
our integrity and success. Our success in serving clients 
and our commitment to serving with integrity means that 
each team member has a key contribution to make. Through 
regular training, recognition, and shared rewards we show 
that we mean it when we say that we value each member’s 
contribution. 

Point 4: Contributing to the communities we serve. 
Through local involvement, participation in national orga-
nizations, and our core work of helping clients manage their 
wealth, we are committed to being a positive contributor to 
each of our communities and improving the lives of others 
through service. 

Meeting with the CEO
To prepare for the meeting with our CEO, I had the platform 
made into a poster with our company logo. Dianna and Akbar 
had developed a one-page brief and a short PowerPoint 
presentation to cover the concept of an ethics platform and to 
give some examples of work that other companies had done 
in this area. I felt like I was as ready as I was ever going to be 
when the CEO walked in to the meeting. 

“Deep, you have me a little nervous here,” he said. “We 
are just getting past tough times and big changes and now 
you want to add something else to the mix. I am all ears.” 

The next few minutes were spent with the presentation. 
As is usually the case, the CEO took some notes, asked a 
couple of technical questions, and then, as I finished, sat back 
and looked away for a minute. 

“So you are telling me that we need to do this because it 
is the right thing to do and I agree. I can see why it is the logi-
cal next step in making our company a truly great business, 
for our clients, our employees, and our industry. How do I 
sell it to the board? And is this meeting the right time and 
place for introducing it?” 

I exhaled a bit. I knew we had begun the right conver-
sation. Now we needed to work out how to get the board 
engaged as well. 

Rev. Steven W. Lawler is founder of The Lawler Organization, 
which consults on personal ethics, corporate culture, and or-
ganizational values. He is faculty and coordinator of Business 
Studies for University College at Washington University in St. 
Louis and ordained in the Episcopal Church. He earned an 
STM from Yale University, an MBA from Washington Uni-
versity in St. Louis, and is a PhD candidate in organizational 
psychology at Tilburg University, The Netherlands. Contact 
him at swl@lawler.org.

Questions for Study and Discussion
1. How had the lack of organizational alignment hurt 

Colossal Pension Fund’s performance? How were 
individual performance goals impacted by this lack of 
alignment? 

2. Do you agree with the initial steps Deep and his col-
leagues took to improve the firm’s culture and perfor-
mance—hiring a new consultant, improving the gover-
nance structure, identifying the one key goal?

3. In taking on the next stage of Colossal’s development—
gaining ethical organizational alignment—did Deep ask 
the right questions? Did he get the right people involved? 
What else should he consider in proposing the creation of 
a platform for making ethical alignment an integral part 
of the culture? What are the big hurdles Colossal faces in 
developing its platform? 

4. Professional organizations, such as IMCA, place a high 
value on professional members staying current with 
training that supports excellence. How does your organi-
zation support organizational excellence? What do you 
do to build alignment and engagement with your col-
leagues? Do you have a platform that guides the culture 
of your firm? 
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Endnote
1 The Conference Board (http://www.conference-board.org/) advises 
its members on a wide range of corporate leadership issues—strat-
egy and risk oversight, corporate governance and business ethics, 
and corporate sustainability and philanthropy. It is recognized for its 
comprehensive portfolio of benchmarking data; qualitative research, 
including Directors Notes; and educational programs on these issues.
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