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Creating a Civil Treatment Workplace is a process
requiring clear steps and well-thought-out plans.
As with any in-depth project, you can’t meet your
objective alone. You need plans, workers, supervisors,
proper equipment, knowledge of the environment,
and often most importantly, you need someone
to track the plans, hold everyone accountable
for meeting those plans, and keep the project on
schedule.
While this may seem obvious, many organizations
make a fundamental mistake when building their
workplace cultures. The basics are there––words,
policies, mission statements––but the underlying
elements that give it strength are missing. It’s not

surprising that organizations built this way eventually
suffer the consequences of financial losses, damage
to reputation, and the inability to compete effectively
and successfully.
A Civil Treatment Workplace is a civil, inclusive and
productive workplace. It minimizes a range of risks,
including illegal behavior, and does so by focusing
on workplace behavior and culture. Here’s why a
Civil Treatment Workplace is so important: In many
organizations, behavior starts out as legal, but is still
unprofessional or rude. If not managed properly,
it can become condescending, unwelcoming and
ultimately abusive. There may never be a legal claim,
but all along the way the organization suffers –
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including the community of people who work there.
Productivity can decline as well as efficiency and
engagement, safety, brand reputation, retention and
recruitment. So something that may have begun
as a case of “bad” behavior could, in the end, cause
great detriment both culturally and monetarily for an
organization. And the truth is, many such patterns of
conduct ultimately do cross the line into illegality.
Astra USA and Outback Steakhouse are prime
examples of the damage done when poor
organizational practices lead to costly lawsuits and
even costlier negative publicity. In the Astra case, the
former CEO was forced to pay over $6 million to the
company after he sexually harassed Astra employees,
leading to a harassment verdict against the company.1
In the Outback Steakhouse case, the restaurant
agreed to pay $19 million to settle a suit by thousands
of its employees alleging a “glass ceiling” in its hiring
and promotion of female employees.2
What has happened in these and many other
organizations is that the leaders have defined their
mandates and the successful execution of their
duties by only the narrowest criteria. Simply put,
their definition of success was more about meeting
short-term financial objectives and focusing on how
things appear—we issued a policy and posted our
mission statement—rather than how things actually
are: have we built the foundation for a long-lasting
professional, productive, and legal workplace that
fosters excellence and bottom-line results? Without
the underlying foundation—the leadership and
action to give it strength—these organizations are
prone to collapse even when threatened by only
mildly adverse conditions.
___________________________________________

1. The Plans
How people are trained, treated, retained, and utilized
is crucial in virtually all marketplaces. Enterprises
that fail to adequately address these issues are at
a distinct disadvantage. They lose employees and
have to spend time and money to replace them

and train new employees. Talented employees go to
competing companies, while other talent stagnates
and remains under-utilized.
The work environment and the way business
decisions are made must support an ongoing
commitment to building a civil, inclusive and
productive workplace. And this commitment must be
applied equally to everyone. Organizations that focus
on developing and retaining talent and harnessing
internal intellectual capital will have a distinct
competitive edge. Those that don’t will suffer the
consequences.
In light of these business issues, companies must
determine whether their policies and processes have
been developed and supported as a way to build a
more civil, inclusive and productive work environment
or simply as a “necessary evil.” These organizations
must articulate specifically how they will operate their
enterprises, and they must be able to translate their
values into specific day-to-day behaviors. Frequently,
mission statements contain broad phrases like the
following:
• We will treat people with respect.
• We value diversity.
•	We will conduct our business with
complete integrity.
•	We recognize that employees are our
most valuable asset.
Yet when senior executives are asked to explain
what these statements mean in terms of daily
business behaviors, each person may have a
different and sometimes conflicting interpretation.
It’s not surprising then that others throughout the
organization have no consistent understanding of
what those behaviors really mean.
Most companies can recover from human resource
disaster with enormous effort and exorbitant
expenditures to implement new policies, install new
leadership, and rebuild the work culture. Yet prudent
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leaders realize that avoiding the disaster in the first
place makes much better business sense. Why
focus valuable resources and efforts on correcting a
problem when it could have been avoided in the first
place? Leaders must recognize that the vision needs
to be put in place before, rather than after, trouble.
___________________________________________

2. Leadership from the Top
Building a Civil Treatment Workplace always begins
at the top. Organizational leaders must design and
implement a plan for building a civil workplace. Then
they must ensure that all team members understand
the plan and why it is in place. Company leadership
must also demonstrate their seriousness about and
commitment to transforming the work culture. They
are then responsible for choosing a management or
leadership team that is capable and willing to execute
their vision.
Successful leaders use clear, candid language when
communicating their vision, and they back it up with
specific actions for which team leaders, their direct
reports, and others are accountable. To make the
message credible and enduring, they must articulate
it in their own words and at every appropriate
opportunity, including management meetings,
company-wide meetings, and other events.
For example, a CEO at a major apparel manufacturer
wanted to communicate to his employees that he
would not tolerate discrimination and that these
weren’t just words––he meant it. The policies and
mission statements were in place, but he knew that
wasn’t enough. So at a key business meeting, as he
spoke of sales issues and performance issues, he also
spoke of harassment and discrimination issues.
He presented them as a business concern,
no different and no less important than sales
goals or manufacturing processes.

And he didn’t use policies or legal terminology to get
his point across; he simply told his employees, directly
and in his own words, “There is certain conduct I won’t
tolerate, and I don’t want you to, either.” They knew he
meant business.
Under former CEO E. Neville Isdell, the Coca-Cola
Company faced a $192.5 million race discrimination
lawsuit and a great deal of associated bad publicity.
However, by instituting monthly diversity training,
hiring diverse job candidates, and reaching out to
minority vendors, Isdell instead made the company
a paradigm of diversity. Current CEO Muhtar Kent,
who succeeded Isdell, has continued his innovative
approach. As of 2009, the Coca-Cola Company was
ranked #9 on the DiversityInc Top 50 Companies for
Diversity list and was voted America’s Top Corporation
for Women’s Enterprises by the Women Business
Enterprise National Counsel.
Building a Civil Treatment Workplace isn’t necessarily
complex or difficult; the key is doing it. As Charles
Knight, former CEO of the electronics company
Emerson and the prize-winning author of a Harvard
Business Review article about a company’s interworkings, has said, “Management usually knows what
to do, but for some reason it doesn’t do it.”3
It is all too easy to fall into a trap of formulating a
vision without backing it up with action. But words
and plans are not enough.
Enron, for example, had a well-crafted Code of Ethics
that included a section on workplace harmony
(“Ruthlessness, callousness and arrogance don’t
belong here”). Yet when Enron stock prices began to
fall, key leaders sold millions of dollars of their own
shares while advising employees to buy. They were
conducting business in a manner completely at odds
with their stated mission and values. This exemplifies
the type of leadership that, in simplest terms, is all talk,
no action. A leader’s credibility is at stake, and to be
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effective, he or she must not only have the vision, but
tie it to the business, hold others accountable, and
put action behind the words.
Leaders must act to correct problems. Too often,
leaders learn of illegal workplace behavior but fail to
take prompt action to correct the situation. The courts
are generally unsympathetic towards a company with
leadership that doesn’t act promptly and effectively.
In a case against Whirlpool, the company was ordered
to pay over $1 million to a female employee who
suffered sexual harassment at the company’s plant.
Although supervisors received repeated reports of the
harassment, no one took action, leading to continued
harassment and, ultimately, a large verdict against the
company.4
A good manager needs his or her team to be
comfortable bringing forward concerns early on in
order to resolve issues without compromising the
integrity of the organization. But employees will not
report problems if they don’t trust a manager to
address their concerns. True leaders must aggressively
pursue the resolutions of troublesome issues if they
hope to gain their employees’ trust.
Creating a culture where employees are encouraged
to raise their concerns and are protected from
retaliation when they do so is integral to the strength
of the organization. Unfortunately, many companies
do just the opposite by allowing employees who
speak up to be bullied, harassed, or ostracized, thus
discouraging others from coming forward. This is not
only bad business practice, it’s illegal. A jury awarded
a $3.1 million verdict to a woman who complained of
her employer’s failure to promote qualified women.
Her employer only made a superficial investigation
of her complaint and shortly thereafter failed to
renew her contract, resulting in claims of retaliation
and gender discrimination.5 In another case, a school
teacher received a $1.5 million verdict after being
terminated in retaliation for participating in an
investigation of sexual harassment committed by a

school official.6
Beyond the legal ramifications, however, leaders
have a responsibility to build a culture that promotes
speaking up because it helps the organization as a
whole operate fairly and effectively. They must send
and support the message that the company rewards
honesty rather than penalizes it.
___________________________________________

3. Team Leaders: Executives and Senior
Management
Leaders rely on the members of their team to bring
their plans and vision to fruition. Executives and senior
management spread the vision both through their
words and by their example. The most successful
team leaders know it’s not about quoting policies or
legal regulations; it’s about incorporating the policies,
standards, and behaviors into their everyday activities
and decision-making. If a team leader undermines
the organization’s objectives by ignoring them, failing
to learn them, or acting contrary to them, it can
devastate the organization as a whole.
Team leaders often don’t realize the power they have
simply in leading by example.
Employees follow the model and attitudes set by
leaders, whether they are positive or not.
When senior leaders require employees to attend
training on compliance issues but don’t attend
themselves because they’re “too busy,” they send
a message to the staff that the training isn’t really
that important. If they attend the training but joke
about the content or belittle the subject matter, the
employees will not take the training seriously either.
And if they contradict the organization’s standards by
making inappropriate comments or by failing to deal
with others who do so, they’re sending the message
to employees that the organization isn’t serious about
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