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Tone in the trenches

Is leadership solely responsible for tone? 
Shouldn’t everyone have the proper tone 
when it comes to compliance and ethics? 

The latest catch phrase is, “Tone in the 
middle.” It got me to thinking about tone. 
I am going to coin a new phrase, “Tone in 

the trenches.” It may not catch on, 
but I need it for this article.

I have seen leadership blamed 
for pretty much everything bad that 
ever happens in a company. I see 
people putting all the responsibility 
on leadership. It’s like open season 
on business leadership. The thought 
police will not allow us to discuss 

any alternative explanation for wrongdoing 
other than, “It’s leaderships fault.” I agree 
that leadership needs to own everything that 
goes on in a company. And leadership has 
to set the tone. But I just can’t agree that it’s 
always “only their fault,” and they are the 
only ones who should have “tone.”

Let me give you an example. Businesses 
have goals, quotas, and bonuses that reward 
the hardest workers. Not everyone who 
ever said, “I don’t care what it takes, we are 
going to hit our goals,” meant the people 
in the trenches should break the law. In 
fact, I believe most everyone who ever said 
that didn’t intend to have people interpret 
it as, “Go break the law.” But every time I 

see someone get caught doing something 
wrong, they blame someone else for their 
behavior or blame it on quotas, goals, 
bonuses, and leadership.

I get frustrated every time someone 
“in the trenches” behaves unethically and 
gets to play the “blame leadership” card. 
I think that we ought to have tone in the 
trenches. We should expect everyone to 
have the proper tone. We expect the mature 
people in the trenches to be examples for 
the younger people. We expect the company 
veterans in the trenches to be examples for 
the new employees. We should expect tone 
in the trenches. The more the thought police 
convince society that leadership is always 
the problem, the more problems we will 
have, because they are giving everyone an 
excuse. We need tone at the top, we need 
tone in the middle, and we need tone in the 
trenches or none of our efforts to fix ethical 
and regulatory problems is ever going 
to work. 
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