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Do the Right Thing 
                            The First Law of leadership
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Here it is –first line, no beating around the brush—as a leader, you have a moral obligation to your followers.  To the best of knowledge and ability, you and must do the right thing. When you ask others to follow you, you are making an unwritten contract with them. In effect, you are saying, “In return for your loyalty and support, I will work on behalf of our mutual best interests.”
       Once upon a time, not very long ago, most healthcare managers might dismiss a chapter like this one. “Unnecessary,” they would say, “Too obvious.” In the last few years, however, too many executives—like those at Enron, Tyco, WorldCom, and Arthur Anderson—have violated this first law of leadership. And they were not alone.
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In healthcare, the reckless behavior of the leaders of the Allegheny Health Education and Research Foundation (AHERF), Columbia HCA, Health South, and others created huge problems for their organizations and the communities they serve. For the most part, the CEOs and leading executives of these organizations were admired figures even shortly before their falls from grace. The business and healthcare press touted these leaders’ savvy and initiative. 
         What went wrong? How did people apparently at the top of their game detail so spectacularly? Are there any lessons for the rest of us?
 OUR CAPACITY FOR SELF-DECEPTION 
Have you ever dieted? Chances are you lied to yourself more than once: “This cake doesn’t count because it’s Jeff’s birthday.  I would insult him if I didn’t have a piece.” “I’m tired, and I deserve a break; eating chocolate doesn’t count when I’m tired.”
           The human capacity for denial and rationalization is both common and extensive. It is not only possible to hold two mutually exclusive ideas in our heads at one time and feel no discomfort but it is also easy and natural. The allure of power, public recognition, and financial success can lead managers to make bad choices—when really they know better.
            Healthcare Leaders, in particular, can suffer from an innocent-looking form of self-deception. Their belief in the purity and goodness of their community-benefit mission may lead them to accept their own behavior uncritically. Few people are so lacking in insight as those who believe in their own inherent moral goodness. Put such self-righteous people together on a hospital management team—or any team—and you have the ingredients for trouble.
             So, yes, the first law of leadership may be obvious, but it is also necessary.
  KNOWING RIGHT AND DOING RIGHT ARE NOT THE SAME THING 
Sometimes it is easy to know what the right thing is, but not always. And sometimes it is easy to do the right thing, but again, not always.
             A simple 2 X 2 table can help clarify the challenges that the typical healthcare manger faces (Figure 2).     
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If it is easy to know what to o and easy to do it, you have a Type 1 situation. For example, a patient brings to your attention an easily fixable problem. It is not a symptom of an underlying system error, just a simple mistake. You correct it. You just do it.
          If you face a complex problem with multiple variables, you have a Type 2 situation. You may or may not be able to figure out the solution, if there is one, but your action choices can still be easy to implement. Say your inpatient census has risen, and you are temporarily using overtime and agency personnel to cover the units. Will the current increase in demand continue? Should you add extra staff? You may not be sure of the right answer, but if you decide to add the staff, the human resources department can do so according to usual procedures.

HESITATION, DOUBT, AND FEAR

But the challenge becomes much tougher in Type 3 situations. You have a Type 3 problem when you find it difficult to act even when you know the right thing to do. Should you enforce a policy that may alienate a big admitter? This is the realm of hesitation, doubt, or fear. You fail to do what you know you should do.
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           Why? You may face opposing forces or obstacles. You may be pressured by someone else. You may feel tired or afraid. You may lack the will or physical or emotional energy. Perhaps you possess insufficient skill or resources. Possibly, the difficulty comes from competing priorities or conflicts of interest. In any event, when put to the test, you fail to rise to the challenge.
             If Type 3 situations can cause hesitation and inaction, Type 4s can create both paralysis and impulsiveness. Complex dilemmas and conflicts can grip you in an emotional vise because no alternative is clear, and the stakes may be high. For example, should you do battle with an important specialty group because it is investing in a competitive venture while still admitting a large minority of its patients to your facility? Paradoxically, Type 4s can also lead to impulsiveness because of the challenge of accurately calculating all of the variables and possibilities. 
    Good people make mistakes. A short cut here. A compromise there.  A wink and a nod.  A failure to act. Silence where objections should be made. There are things you can do, however, when faced with Type 3 and 4 problems.

AMBITION, COURAGE, AND SELF-AWARENESS

Ambition is the antidote for hesitation and doubt, and courage is the antidote for fear. Self-awareness is the antidote for ambition and courage run amok.
             Ambition has gotten a bad rap. So think of it instead as vision, desire, or purpose. When you are tired or afraid or lack emotional or physical energy, ambition can drive you forward. When Collins (2001) describes “Level 5 Leaders” in Good to Great, he notes that although personally modest, such leaders were also noteworthy for their great and unwavering ambition on behalf of their organizations and their missions.  A sense of purpose and a drive to succeed can help you do the right thing where hesitation and doubt could otherwise lead to failure to act. If you lack sufficient ambition, if you are satisfied with the ordinary, you are likely to withdraw from the fight when the going gets tough. You will fail to obey the first law of leadership, “Do the right thing.”
             Courage, on the other hand, suffers from a different sort of misunderstanding. We can spot Courage (with a “C”) easily when a firefighter runs into a burning building, but we do not other recognize courage (with a small “c”)
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When managers stand up to pressure, deal with opposition, or make unpopular decision. But when you do these things, your actions make the statement that you will not be intimidated and that you have the backbone to do the right thing even when it is not convenient.
         However, every psychologist knows that all virtues have a “shadow side.”  The shadows of ambition and courage are narcissism, self-centeredness, and recklessness. Too much ambition and courage can lead to just as much violation of the first law of leadership as too little.  This is why cultivating self-awareness is so critical for every leader. Leaders act, but good leaders also spend time in reflection. If you do not take time for self-reflection and for listening to others, it will be very difficult for you to maintain your balance on the ambition and courage scales.

LEADERSHIP MAKES DEMANDS ON ALL OF WHO YOU ARE
To do the right thing means that you both have to know what the right thing is and commit yourself to it. Leadership is a “full-body exercise.” You have to use your head, follow your gut, listen to your heart, and engage your soul. You cannot lead just from the neck up—or just the neck down. Leadership takes thought and courage. 
      Leadership is not just about logic; it is also about intuition. It is about facts, but it is also about feelings. To do the right thing means you have to pay as much attention to “why” and “why not?” as you do to “what?” and “how?”
ASK YOURSELF
1. Do you know what is important to you? What are the goals or dreams that drive you?
2. How often do you take at least 30 minutes to reflect on your behavior, your tactics, and your decisions? Once a month? Once a week? Less? More?
3. Since the healthcare world is unpredictable, we all make compromises and take risks. Can you identify compromises you have made or risks you are willing to take?
4. When was the last time you discussed ethics with colleagues in the business setting?
5. What are your “hot buttons, “the challenges that cause you to react with passion, and possibly with defensiveness?
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6. Who do you seek out for feedback? Whose judgment do you trust when it comes to your own behavior?
7.  On which kinds of issues do you most trust your logic? On which do you trust your intuition?

LAST WORD
There is a wonderful concept in the law. Lawyers call it a consideration. A contract is not valid unless there is some benefit (i.e., consideration) for each party. If we sign an agreement the calls for you to give time something and I do not give you anything in return, there is no consideration and, therefore, no contract. In terms of leadership, the first, most important, most fundamental consideration you give your followers is to do the right thing to the best of your knowledge and ability
_________________________________________________________________
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                                                Figure 2, Knowing Versus Doing                                                          
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