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A diamond develops from raw coal into a beautiful, valuable and useful gem after years of heat and pressure.

People and organizations can develop into “diamonds” by planning and persisting toward their highest purposes. 

Ethical Fitness Develops Personal Leadership

By Dr. David Dyson

[The Birmingham Business Journal published an abridged version of “Ethical Fitness Develops Personal Leadership,” in the October 18, 2002 issue, page 23.  Thanks to Chuck Evans, Special Sections Editor, for inviting David to share these ideas and for his efforts to present the best ideas for readers in the space available. Thanks also to Stretch Dunn for his editorial ideas. And, thanks to Dwight Wiggins for sharing at the Personal Leadership Association seminar on Ethical Fitness an example of how a person with good intent can do something unethical without knowing it, which inspired addition of one of the paragraphs. The article submitted follows.]
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“Ethical fitness” means the awareness, development and habits of behavior that help people do the “harder right” even under stressful pressure. Ethical fitness is an advanced concept of ethics awareness and personal leadership that comes from preparation to internalize beliefs and values, decision-making ability, plus action. “Personal leadership” means understanding and acting on principles and practices of doing our best.

We have too many examples in the news today about ethics violations that have led to extensive harm to individuals, families, organizations, and society. Good news: we can improve if we “prepare” and “act” to develop stronger ethical fitness and personal leadership that helps us achieve better decisions and action.

Break the Cycles of Temporary Motivation

Many people in the holiday season get outside their fitness comfort zones with weight, diet, and finances, then react by setting resolutions. They are inspired to do better by the end of the holidays though by the end of one month of effort most lose motivation because the situation gets back to where it was before the holidays. 

The same pattern occurs regarding ethics. News stories, town meetings, and conversations about ethical violations create lots of energy. When the current motivation subsides, expect another wave of similar behavior once ethics is off the “scope” of society again—unless we improve our ethical fitness and systems to support personal leadership. We can be the kinds of people and a society that fulfills our best-selves by going to the next level to prepare for the way we think, act and react.

How can we develop ethical fitness?  

Past thinking for many seems to suggest the key to developing self is based primarily on observing right and wrong behavior, reading, talking, or gaining experience. All of these have merit, though development at deeper levels requires deeper preparation and action--unless you are willing to take a lifetime of trial and error to develop to a level that is possible years sooner. 
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Most of the mass of an iceberg is below the surface of water--out of sight.  Similarly, much of the human mind operates below the surface--in the subconscious.  Development of instincts that help us do the right things automatically occurs below the surface of quick fix reaction--through awareness, practice and correction.  The LEAD (Leadership Ethics And Decisions) guide builds on knowledge that beliefs and values, plans and habits, systems and processes support development of Ethical Fitness and Personal Leadership, which lead to better decision-making capacity.

Much of the literature on ethics or decision-making seems to focus in one or two directions: 

· Offer knowledge about ethical considerations at an academic level without offering tools or a significant call for action; 

· Offer steps for “quick fix” action.
Suggested Actions

Think deeper to get below the surface to the sources of problems and of improvement.

Individuals:

· Identify and internalize your desired beliefs and values of the persons you are called to be in a Plan for Life, including a Constitution and Legacy, proven to help inspire and set priorities.

· Develop goals, plans and time priorities that help you focus and create habits, proven to help make better, faster decisions.

· Help children and other people who look to you for guidance to understand the significance of internalizing desired beliefs, values, and habits.
Organizations:
· Develop systems and processes that guide and motivate people to do our best at the individual, team and organizational levels. Include tools for attracting and hiring, performance evaluations, professional plans, best practices in critical areas, and training to help people understand results and behavior get rewarded. 

· Include “ethical fitness and decision-making” in your program. Decision-making guides help us make tough decisions, especially ethical dilemmas. Many people feel they have not been taught decision-making; therefore, many perpetually operate out of instinct. University research attests that an ethics program increases probability of ethical behavior. 
Summary of the 7 Steps to Ethically-defensible Decisions

1.
Prepare

2.
Clarify

3.
Consider

4.
Plan

5.
Test

6.
Decide
7.
Act

The basics of steps 2-6 are often found in decision-making models. The two that prove distinctive in producing better decisions plus systems to support them are “Prepare” and “Act” when implemented at advanced levels. 
Work Ethic and Productivity

Granted, some people intentionally do unethical things—getting away with whatever they can. Most, I believe, have good intent though make excessive mistakes because they have not prepared for the temptations and justifications increasingly prevalent as success and authority increase or as security and well-being decrease. The probability of noble behavior increases as people prepare for ethical fitness and personal leadership. 

Many people who value ethics do unethical things without knowing. A member in the Personal Leadership Association gave a great example at our seminar on Ethical Fitness illustrating how a person with good values can unintentially adopt bad behavior. He was driving his teenage daughter to work when she mentioned that the “girls,” including the “boss,” put their make-up on at work because the business is not busy for the first half-hour of operation. This became a teaching moment. Dad explained that it was not right to get paid for doing personal things even if other employees inferred it was okay. She listened, considered, understood, and started putting on her make-up before getting to work. This 10-15 minutes daily will boost productivity by over 40 hours in one year.

A common complaint by managers: some workers finish a task and “take breaks to do personal things instead of look for something good to do.” In one organization, I learned the people he questioned valued “doing a good job,” though they had internalized the instinctive belief that when “I finish a task I should be able to do what I want until the boss gives me more to do.” They had not considered that their productivity was less than promised. Once they replaced that belief with “I believe in good stewardship of my talents and time” and learned that the new performance criteria encouraged work ethic, they started looking for ways to add value. 

Examples of Bad Beliefs that Lead to Unethical Behavior Internalized by Good People

Beliefs that Negatively affect Integrity and the Golden Rule

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Sure, I exaggerated about the service, but everybody knows that is part of sales.

Negative Beliefs about Stewardship

 FORMCHECKBOX 

I will work hard when I find a job I like.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  I can “call in sick” even when I am not sick because I have “sick days” available.

Beliefs That Lead to Ethical Decisions and Behavior

Beliefs that Positively Affect Integrity and The Golden Rule

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Even if I pay a price for my honesty in this decision, my integrity is worth it.

 FORMCHECKBOX 

I make important decisions as if my mom/my child…is watching.

Beliefs that Positively Affect Stewardship

 FORMCHECKBOX 

I am a good steward of my time, talents, responsibilities, and resources entrusted to me.

 FORMCHECKBOX 

I demonstrate the same work ethic when I am alone as well as when observed.

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Stewardship includes identifying, developing, and fulfilling my callings, gifts, and talents.

Beliefs about Natural Law that Positively Affect Ethics and Decisions

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What we sow, we shall reap….

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  God helps those who help themselves, so I act on my callings.
The Next Generation of Leadership

The next generation of leadership will focus more on design of desired results and rewards, plus servant leadership to coach those motivated to succeed, and less on directive supervision. If your organization does not understand this and have systems in place, expect less than optimal results. When you do, you will be prepared for better results.

Ethical fitness develops like physical fitness—through preparation and action. A few decades ago the United States instituted “physical fitness” programs nationwide in schools to improve the health of us citizens. Now, it's time to add better personal leadership and ethical fitness programs in our homes, schools, and other organizations. We can help people identify and internalize their highest callings, beliefs and values, plus strategies for fulfilling them. 

_______

Dr. David Dyson serves as president of Dyson Institute, which supports faculty, staff and affiliates who provide Leadership Education and Plan for Life services. This article was written based on the new workbook and seminar, Ethical Fitness and Decision-making, co-authored by Stretch Dunn and David.  To receive a free preview of the book and seminar, you may write to David@DysonInstitute.org or call 205/979-5433.
www.DysonInstitute.org / 205.979.LIFE (5433); 800.790.LEAD (5323) / www.LeadershipEducation.org
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