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by Joe Murphy, CCEP, CCEP-I

Those who steal for you will 
also steal from you

THE LAST WORD

There was an interesting article in 
the November/December 2013 issue 
of ethikos about websites used to 

report bribery: “Kenyan Website the Latest 
in a New Breed of Electronic Whistleblower 
Initiatives.” One insightful example is about 

a company employee who posted a 
note on a public, “tell-all” website 
admitting that he paid a bribe. His 
boss gave him $100 cash to bribe 
an official in city hall to obtain a 
license. The employee pocketed half 
the bribe money himself, but got the 
license issued with the remaining 
amount! Lesson to remember: Those 

who steal for you will also steal from you. 
When companies pay bribes, they also invite 
their own employees to steal from them 
and commit other dishonest acts that hurt 
the company. The cost of corruption is even 
greater than companies think it is.

Of course, those who deal with corruption 
also know another, related pattern: For those 
who pay bribes, word gets around and they 
can become locked into the cycle of paying 
bribes, even when bribes were completely 
unnecessary. In some cases, the intermediary 
or government official solicits a bribe and 
then does nothing to help the company. Last 
I checked, even in corrupt countries, you 
can’t bring a breach-of-contract action when 
your bribe payment does not work out. Doing 
corrupt and dishonest things has many costs.

When I see lists of benefits from 
compliance programs, often this element is 

not included. When companies are dishonest, 
it is very likely the employees know. 
Certainly when an employee is asked to pay 
a bribe for the company, that employee gets 
the message. But it can be broader than this. 
What message do companies think they send 
to employees and others who work for them 
when they cheat?

This is not limited to bribery. Any 
company that engages in trickery or 
shady practices can expect to pay a price. 
Consider, for example, companies that 
engage in deceptive practices in selling to 
their customers. Do companies think their 
employees are too stupid to notice? Do they 
think they are so clever that this passes 
without anyone seeing the dishonesty in their 
practices? Then, in their Codes, they brag 
to their employees about their commitment 
to the “highest level” of ethics and doing 
things right. Afterward, in the words from 
the movie Casablanca, they are “shocked, 
shocked” when an employee steals from 
them, cheats them, or shows disloyalty 
to them. Hey, if you bribe people to win 
business, or even just try to cheat your 
customers, expect your employees to see what 
your true values are. Illegal and unethical 
practices can cost a company in many 
ways beyond the obvious cost of fines and 
other penalties. ✵
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