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Propose honest things, follow wholesome counsels,
and leave the event to God.

—FROM AESOP’S LETTER TO HIS ADOPTED SON
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Preface

The idea for this book came to me as I read a modern update of “The Ant and the Grasshopper” fable in a business travel magazine. I thought I was up to speed on the fables, thinking I knew just about all of them and believing them to be primarily short tales for children’s bedtime. After some preliminary research, though, I learned that I didn’t know most of the fables simply because there were more than two hundred of them in the public domain. Moreover,Aesop originally conceived and compiled the fables to instruct adults—not children—in proper and prudent behavior.

As a consultant to businesses and government for twenty-five years, I witnessed a lot of human interaction—good and bad. It seemed a logical step to take a fresh look at the fables, focusing on one or more of the business lessons embedded in each tale. I decided it would be a natural transition to move from Aesop’s original life lessons to modern business lessons.

Why mix business and morals? An overwhelming majority of us believe in God. Can we separate our spiritual beliefs from our conduct at work? Can we suspend our moral codes of behavior once the Sabbath is over? We are obliged to live good lives.We can’t have one set of morals for home and a different set for work.

I believe Aesop’s short morality plays have an important place in today’s business world. One needs only to pick up a newspaper or turn on the news to see how far many corporations have strayed from moral business practices and efficient management. Coca-Cola paid Burger King more than $20 million, admitting it rigged taste tests for its new frozen drink. Sony Pictures agreed to pay $326,000 to settle charges of deceptive advertising as a result of inventing fake critic David Manning and his glowing reviews of Sony films and attributing them to Connecticut’s Ridgefield Press. Mitsubishi ordered an automobile recall, admitting to covering up car defects such as failing brakes, malfunctioning clutches, and fuel tanks prone to falling off. Publishers Clearing House announced an $18 million settlement as part of an agreement to curb allegedly deceptive sweepstakes promotions.

Bridgestone/Firestone Inc. and Ford Motor Company battled hundreds of personal injury lawsuits arising from rollover accidents involving the Ford Explorer and Firestone Wilderness tires. General Motors won a settlement from NBC, which confessed that its Dateline show rigged GM truck explosions in a segment using a hidden remote-control device. Top managers at Enron and WorldCom stand accused of defrauding investors, deceiving employees, and causing two of the largest bankruptcies in the history of American business. Citigroup, WorldCom’s lead banker, agreed to pay $2.65 billion to investors, the second largest payment ever by a bank to settle a securities class-action lawsuit alleging fraud. Cendant Corporation retains the top spot with its payment of $2.85 billion in 2000.

The list goes on. The U.S.Air Force suspended Boeing Aircraft from bidding on future rocket contracts when it found out the company stole twenty-five thousand documents from Lockheed Martin when the two companies competed for a contract in 1998. More recently, Boeing finds itself accused of bypassing federal procurement laws when it struck a deal to lease one hundred Boeing 767s to the air force. Bank One, Bank of America, Alliance Capital, Janus, Putnam Investments, and Strong Mutual Funds are accused of late trading or market timing of their mutual funds to the detriment of common shareholders.

These are not fly-by-night companies in the news, but well-established and well-known firms with millions of stockholders and, in most cases, long-standing track records in business. What goes wrong? In some cases, it’s merely the result of a few bad employees acting irresponsibly. But in others, the deception or fraud is a deliberate corporate decision sanctioned at the very top of a firm.

The world of business has changed enormously since Aesop’s time, but people haven’t. Now more than ever, there is a need for strong, ethical leadership and efficient management at every company level. Now more than ever, good people must step up and reaffirm that integrity, honesty, and goodness are as critical to a business’s survival as a strong bottom line. So what better time than now in this postEnron world to reintroduce the lessons taught by Aesop almost six hundred years before Christ?

 To illuminate the business lessons on management, leadership, marketing, sales, human resources, hiring, firing, mergers, negotiations, and product development, I turned to the experts, men and women in industry and government, both living and dead, who have compiled impressive track records as dynamic leaders and managers in their particular fields of business or governance. I compiled a list of some of the best business books of all time written by or about these experts, realizing that such a list would be subject to debate and that every individual could compile his own list that could and would look different from mine. Nevertheless, I developed my list of best business books using a mix of the following criteria: those books with the greatest sales according to Publishers Weekly, those that have been identified by the business world as seminal or groundbreaking, and those recommended by business schools and BusinessWeek as essential for a complete business library. I graciously concede that the list is not necessarily exhaustive and other books could certainly be added to the mix.

There are many versions of Aesop’s fables in the public domain. I started with Aesop’s Fables (Watermill Press), which was published as a children’s book, and reworded each fable in a manner more appropriate for a business book. I took details of Aesop’s life from two works published more than three hundred years ago: Life of Aesop by M. Claude Gaspard Bachet de Mezeriac, published in 1632 (translated by George Fyler Townsend in 1882); and The Life of Aesop by Sir Roger L’Estrange, published in 1692. Remarkably, there is a general consensus that modern scholars have not been able to add anything substantive to the information on Aesop’s life compiled by these seventeenth- century writers.

Let me explain an important point about the fables and the historical time when Aesop compiled them. The ancient Greeks worshiped many gods. They believed the gods were friendly to mankind and could be angered only by irreverence or impudence. Several of the fables I used mention one or more of the gods from the ancient pantheon. When the Roman culture came in contact with the Greek culture around 500 BC, the Romans began to adopt many of the same gods but called them by different names. Thus, the Greek god Zeus became Jupiter, Hermes became Mercury,Athena became Minerva, and so on. I used the superceding Roman names in those few fables where gods are mentioned. Paul of Tarsus brought Christianity to Greece around AD 51.Theodosius I, the first Christian emperor of Rome, banned all pagan cults in AD 393. In AD 426, Theodosius II ordered all pagan shrines and temples destroyed. Today, 98 percent of Greek citizens are Christians who belong to the Greek Orthodox Church.

Finally, I have integrated tales from some of my experiences in private industry to further illustrate the business lessons. Every story is true, but I have changed the names of some people to protect their privacy.
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Introduction

Aesop’s Life and Fables

Aesop (620–560? BC) was born into slavery most likely in Thrace, a large region of the Balkan Peninsula in what’s known today as Greece, Bulgaria, and Turkey. Slaves toiled hard as miners, plantation workers, or if they were lucky, household servants. It was possible for a slave to earn freedom (called manumission) through diligent work and loyal service. Aesop, a hunchback with a speech impediment, had two masters during his enslavement. His second owner recognized the exceptional intelligence, wit, and tact of his servant, and as a result, he eventually granted Aesop his freedom. Freed slaves were permitted to engage in civic affairs and to travel wherever they wanted, and Aesop eagerly pursued both opportunities. His reputation grew as a wise and noble man. He traveled extensively to learn as much as he could but also, as he grew older, to impart his wisdom to people in other countries.

Aesop’s reputation grew enormously after he arrived in Sardis, the famed capital of Lydia in Asia Minor (now Turkey), which was ruled by King Croesus. Croesus, of “rich as Croesus” fame, was known as a dedicated patron of learning; he allowed Aesop to interact with the great wise men of the day including Solon and Thales, two of the so-called wise men of Greece. Aesop did more than hold his own with these sages, and so impressed Croesus that the king instructed Aesop to make his permanent home in Sardis. During that period, Aesop began to assemble his collection of instructive tales about human behavior. He used the short fables to convey universal truths and lessons about how life should be properly lived. He gave the animals human traits and set them up in various conflicts. The morals were often cautionary. His fables gained wide recognition as people passed them along by word of mouth.

Because of Aesop’s keen mind and tactfulness, Croesus enlisted him for various diplomatic missions, sending him to cities like Athens and Corinth. Aesop used his fables to calm tensions, build consensus, and facilitate governance. It was on one of those diplomatic missions that Aesop met his end.

In a particularly generous gesture to his subjects, Croesus sent Aesop to Delphi, home of the Oracle and the most influential religious sanctuary in ancient Greece, to distribute a large amount of gold among the citizenry. But once there, Aesop became disgusted with the greedy and ungrateful nature of the people in the face of such largesse. His attempts, through his fables, to show the people the error of their ways proved futile. Finally, frustrated and disillusioned with the citizens of Delphi, Aesop sent the gold back to Croesus. The people became enraged when they learned what Aesop had done. They ignored his diplomatic status as well as his reputation as a good and wise man, and executed him as a public criminal by hurling him off a cliff.

Not long afterward, Delphi was hit with a series of catastrophes. Many believed the misfortunes were the result of Aesop’s unjust murder, and the phrase “beset with the blood of Aesop” became a common adage signifying that bad deeds against another would not go unpunished. The people of Delphi eventually atoned and made amends for their crime against Aesop. Lysippus, a famous Greek sculptor, immortalized the fabulist by erecting a statue of him in Athens.

Aesop’s fables continued to be passed along for centuries through oral tradition until around 300 BC when Demetrius Phalereus, an Athenian politician, compiled about two hundred of the fables in the text Assemblies of Aesop’s Tales. Three centuries later, another freed Greek slave named Phaedrus translated the collection of stories into Latin for a much broader audience. About AD 230, a Greek poet named Valerius Babrius combined fables from India with their Greek counterparts and published the entire collection in Greek verse. Babrius’s simple and charming collection of tales is the most widely read set of fables in world literature today and provides the context for the business tales you are about to read.
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Rewards  and Incentives

No person will make a great business who wants to
do it all himself or get all the credit.

—ANDREW CARNEGIE
(U.S. STEEL MANUFACTURER
 AND PHILANTHROPIST, 1835–1919)

Take delight in,
and frequent the company of good people.

—AESOP



The Hound  and the Hare

Ahare was nibbling away at some plants in a field one day when she noticed a hunter she had never seen before patrolling the area with his hound.

Now I have two new predators to outwit, the animal thought, and since that hound is a lot younger than I am, he’s probably a lot faster too. To offset the hound’s speed, I’ll need to know every inch of terrain by heart.

Seizing the initiative, the hare went out to the fields at suppertime when she knew the hunter was not around. She studied every hiding place, every briar, and the path through every bramble.A few days later, the hound spotted the hare and gave chase. The hare darted through the fields, briars, and underbrush, and she easily escaped. Tired and disappointed, the hound returned to the hunter.

A goatherd passing by saw the whole chase and began to berate the hound. “Some hunter you turned out to be! You ought to be ashamed of yourself, letting a hare so much smaller and older get the better of you.” 

“You’re forgetting one thing,” the hound replied. “I was running for my supper, but that hare was running for her life.”

AESOP’S MORAL:

Initiative is the child of necessity.

PERSPECTIVE: Do you think some people, like the hare in the fable, are naturally predisposed to taking the initiative? Do you believe that workers can be taught to take the initiative? Do you suspect that some workers could take the initiative but choose not to because they figure the extra work will go unrecognized? When was the last time you undertook an initiative at work without being asked? Did your extra effort bear fruit? Did others in the organization recognize your initiative? Did it matter to you whether it was recognized or not? Would you take the initiative again?

Organizations are full of intelligent, motivated, and experienced people who lack initiative. I worked with many talented men and women who were ready to do anything the company needed, as long as someone else told them what to do.

Initiative is a fire that burns within an individual. It isn’t waiting to be told what to do. It’s an innate drive to make a process, system, or product better than it was before. People take initiatives to improve themselves by spending off-hours going to school, learning more about the corporation they work for or the industry they work in.

Many people take the initiative not knowing whether their efforts will lead anywhere or benefit anybody. They are driven by the potential for new successes. And many of the same people are pleasantly surprised when their initiative reaps benefits much greater than anybody ever expected. In How to Be a Star at Work, Robert Kelley describes how one person’s initiative resulted in an unprecedented windfall.

For ten years, Kathleen Betts processed Massachusetts’ medical bills on behalf of Medicaid patients. But in 1991, the state’s $460 million budget shortfall threatened not only her job, but also the jobs of hundreds of state workers and various programs for people with low incomes. Governor William Weld refused to raise taxes to cover the gap.

The thirty-eight-year-old Betts had recently cut back her hours so she could spend more time with her two children, then nine and two years old. But the fact that she worked only three days a week didn’t diminish her commitment to her job or impede her initiative. Searching for a way to inject more benefits into the Medicaid system, Betts took home Medicaid manuals and Department of Human Health and Services guidelines. Hour after hour, evening after evening, she scoured the deadly dull documents for a pot of gold.

One day she uncovered a flaw in the way in which state and federal agencies calculated hospital operating costs and income. The upshot? Massachusetts’ Medicaid program was receiving much less reimbursement money than it was entitled to. The federal government kicked in an additional $489 million to correct the glitch. Incredibly, one woman’s initiative eliminated the state’s enormous deficit, saved hundreds of state jobs including her own, and kept fully funded the programs for people with limited financial resources.

Elated, Governor Weld pushed through a bill that provided a $10,000 cash award to Betts and subsequent state employees who make government more productive, stating that “often the best ideas come from the people on the front lines.”

“The bonus was just the frosting on the cake,” Betts later said. “To me, it was great that the state was recognizing our work and it brought to light some of the positive potential for mothers who want to work. There’s so much good that I felt came of it.”

“Betts was featured as the ABC News Person of the Week, landed on the front page of the NewYork Times, and was invited to be on David Letterman,” Kelley says. “So why was she the nation’s darling in the summer of 1991? Why did America fall in love with a state government bureaucrat in, of all places, the public welfare office? Because Kathy Betts had shown initiative.”

BUSINESS MORAL:

Personal initiative can mean the difference
between business failure and success.

SOURCE

Kelley, Robert Earl. How to Be a Star atWork:Nine Breakthrough Strategies You
Need to Succeed, 39–41. New York:Times Business, 1998.



The Donkey Eating Thistles

It was harvesttime, and the master and workers were out in the fields bringing in the crops. The harvest was bountiful, and the master and his family were going to prosper greatly. Lunchtime drew near. To fortify the workers, the servants at the house loaded up a donkey with beverages and good things to eat: breads, cheeses, olives, figs, grapes, and delicious meats.

As the donkey ambled down the path to the workers in the field, he saw a large thistle growing nearby. The animal was hungry and immediately went over to the thistle and began to eat it. As he munched on the prickly plant, the donkey thought, I bet there are many people who’d love to sample the delicious food I’m carrying on my back. But to my taste, this bitter and thorny thistle is more savory and satisfying than the most lavish banquet.

AESOP’S MORAL:

One person’s meat may
be another person’s poison.

PERSPECTIVE: What kinds of rewards do you seek at work? Greater responsibilities? A bigger raise? A bigger bonus? Wider recognition among your peers? More time off? What kinds of rewards do you think the person in the office next to you wants? Do you know what kinds of rewards other employees value?

In fact, the rewards that people seek in the workplace vary significantly and depend on the person. Some managers assume that money—in the form of a raise or a bonus—is the most important motivator. But other things, such as recognition, more freedom, more control, time off, or a piece of the action, can be just as important. According to Mary Kay Ash, founder of Mary Kay Cosmetics, “There are two things people want more than sex and money—recognition and praise.”

Peggy Noonan, speechwriter for the late President Reagan, understands the power of recognition. Noonan had been working for Reagan for four months and had yet to meet him. One day, Reagan sent back one of her speech drafts with the words Very Good written in the margin. This bit of recognition was so exciting to her that she cut out the comment and taped it to her blouse so that everyone could see it for the rest of the day.

In 1001 Ways to Reward Employees, Bob Nelson stresses the need to match the reward to the person: “Few management concepts are as solidly founded as the idea that positive reinforcement . . .works.” He cites Catherine Meek of Meek and Associates for guidelines about what constitutes an effective reward and recognition program:

1. Develop your program so as to reward behavior consistent with the firm’s values and business strategy;

2. Let your employees help develop and implement the program;

3. Vary the rewards. Make them informal and formal, cash and non-cash, individual and team;

4. Publicize the program and the employees who receive the rewards;

5. Change the program frequently; otherwise it will lose its vitality and power to motivate.

Let me offer a personal example of what can happen if you don’t match the reward to the employee. Several years ago, I met with Edgar, a top scientist in our firm, to conduct his annual performance review. He was a brilliant man and a hard worker who had received stellar marks for performance that year. I asked him how the company could best reward him for his hard work over the past twelve months. 

First, he told me what he didn’t want.“Believe it or not,” Edgar said, “I don’t want a big raise. I’m well paid as it is, and if you give me a big raise, you’ll start pricing me out of the market. People will be more reluctant to use me on their projects because my hourly rate will become an even greater burden. I could price myself right out of a job.” 

He then went on to explain what he really wanted: “There is a one-week conference later next year that I would like the company to let me attend. It will help me expand my technical capabilities, make me even more valuable to the firm, and satisfy my need for an intellectual challenge. Instead of money, give me time off to attend the conference.”

I took his request to the regional manager. Incredibly, the manager said,“We can’t give Edgar seven days off for the conference. But we can give him a nice raise.” The manager’s rationale was straightforward: the conference budget was based on four employees attending two-day seminars. Edgar’s request would use up seven of the eight allotted days. The manager subsequently gave him a large raise but denied him permission to attend the conference. The sad fact was that the cost to the company of letting him attend the conference was a lot less than the raise we gave him. As you might expect, a frustrated Edgar left the firm the following year.

People’s motivations will change over time with monetary rewards potentially becoming less of a motivator as they move up the ladder. According to Sumner Redstone, CEO of Viacom, “Most people who succeed in significant areas do not succeed because of a desire for money.”

BUSINESS MORAL:

Pay raises and bonuses may fail to
motivate employees seeking recognition,
praise, or time off.
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The Donkey Carrying Salt

Amerchant decided to take a load of salt to market, so he placed sacks of salt on his donkey and set off for town. The road was close to a slippery ledge. As they passed the ledge, the donkey stumbled and fell into the stream below. The water melted the salt, relieving the beast of his burden. The unhappy merchant returned home and loaded the donkey a second time.

I’m sick of carrying things, especially salt, the donkey thought to himself. If I keep falling into the water, I can keep getting rid of these loads.

The second time the donkey approached the slope, he intentionally lost his footing and fell in. By then, the merchant had caught on to the donkey’s trick. On the next journey, he loaded the animal with sponges. When the donkey fell into the stream, he found himself struggling under a load that had more than doubled in weight.

AESOP’S MORAL:

Counter old tricks with new ones.

PERSPECTIVE: If only the donkey had realized the importance of his work. Salt had religious significance in ancient times. The Hebrews rubbed salt on newborn babies to ensure good health. At one time, salt was so scarce that it was used as money. Caesar’s soldiers received part of their pay in salt. Had it been possible, the merchant might have stopped the animal’s antics by appealing to the natural need to be part of something bigger and more meaningful. The donkey might have hauled the load proudly, knowing the salt was going to be used to protect infants or pay soldiers’ wages to keep the peace.

What do you do for a living? Do you consider your work just a job? Does it give you a sense of mission? Or are you merely biding your time until something better comes along?

I’ve been fortunate in this regard. After I graduated from college, I got a job working to improve the environment as a water resources engineer, but I always considered it more than a job—it was a calling.

My company hired a gang of other like-minded grads at the same time. Brent, Dan, Davey, Joe, John, Ken, and I believed we weren’t just putting in forty hours and receiving paychecks; we were making the environment safer and healthier, acting as good stewards to preserve the natural world and, in some small way, restoring Eden. That belief never left us. Thirty years later, every one of us is still involved in, and committed to, improving the environment. Our work continues to have a higher purpose.

Former U.S. Secretary of Labor Robert Reich once said,

Work has always been more than just an economic transaction. It helps define who we are. It confirms our usefulness. What we do on the job . . . gives meaning and dignity to our lives. Dignity at work is not simply a matter of status and power. Dignity depends in large part, I think, on whether one feels valued. And the sense of being valued at work comes both from appreciation shown by others and from one’s own pride in doing a job well, no matter how humble. In this respect, work is a moral act as well as an economic one.

Every worker can have the power of higher purpose, no matter where she is on the organizational ladder. Consider the case of Shirley, a housekeeper in a 250-bed community hospital. She is just one of 200,000 workers employed by ServiceMaster, a conglomerate serving more than 6 million customers in 31 countries. Companies within the ServiceMaster family include TruGreen, ChemLawn, Terminix, and Merry Maids. C.William Pollard is the former CEO and chairman of ServiceMaster. In The Soul of the Firm, he says that Shirley was merely looking for a job at first. Her attitude changed after she was hired. Her housekeeping job became her cause. “If we don’t clean with a quality effort,” Shirley explained, “we can’t keep the doctors and nurses in business; we can’t accommodate patients. This place would be closed if we didn’t have housekeeping.”

Shirley’s mission is greater: she is part of a team that helps sick people get better. Pollard believes that managers get the best results when they harness the power of purpose: “People want to work for a cause, not just for a living.”

BUSINESS MORAL:

Inspire workers by helping them understand
that their work has a higher purpose.
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