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Was I more tired than usual?  No, I wouldn’t exactly say that.  Oh sure, it was after 8:00 and I had already put in twelve grueling hours that day, but that was pretty much par for the course.  Even though we’re a large hospital, the “bean counters” are always trying to find ways to cut costs.  The most obvious way to do that is to reduce the number of employees, and work your salaried people harder.  At least that’s my take on how things work around here.  


At 32, I was more than willing to put in those long hours.  A big payoff coming, I hoped.  Just a few more years at this pace, and then the assistant controller’s job was sure to land in my lap. After all, I had already proven myself again and again during the last three years in logistics at Mercy Medical Center. 


Mercy Medical Center, a not-for-profit medical establishment, is one of the region’s largest health care providers, consisting of 25 clinics, three hospitals, and four speciality care facilities.  Mercy provides primary care, speciality medical services, and uses some of the most up-to-date medical technology available.  Just to give you a sense of our size, last year we had 21,976 surgeries, 228,124 office visits, and 78,309 emergency room visits. Our in-patient census averaged 403 each day. There are over 400 physicians at Mercy and more than 6000 non-physicians, like me.  Enough stats!  Suffice it to say that working at Mercy Medical Center is a coveted position in this region and employees are well-rewarded with many opportunities for advancement.  To be honest, that’s what attracted me to this job.  But it can be tiring at times.


No, I guess I wasn’t more tired than usual, but for some reason that night I had a yearning to just be home.  You know, enjoying a relaxing dinner and spending some quality time with my two-year old daughter, Chrissy.  You understand, don’t you?  I’m afraid I hadn’t been spending enough time with Chrissy lately.  Or my wife, for that matter.   But a career is something you just have to spend time at, and there are only so many hours in a day.  Someday I was going to make it all up to them.  My wife, Julie, and I had often talked about that dream trip to Disney World, and it was going to happen.  Soon.


You may be wondering how I usually spend those ten to twelve hour days at work. Like I said before, I’m in logistics.  I’m responsible for the ordering, shipping, receiving, and invoicing of over $100 million worth of supplies and equipment every year at our hospital.


With over 50,000 line-items ordered every single month, it isn’t very often that an individual order piques my interest. But tonight was different.  


I was taking a walk through one of our off-site warehouses, checking on whether an important shipment had arrived.  It hadn’t. I sighed loudly, jotting down a few notes to myself on my clipboard.  The tardy vendor was Feinburg Instruments. 


How should I  deal with Feinburg  on this? I thought to myself.  The Feinburg salesrep was like all the rest:  acted like he really wanted our business, promised  deliveries would always be on time, and on and on.  I had gone out on a limb with this, my first order with the firm, and now I was paying for it.   


I stuck my ink pen in my mouth and chewed on the end as I thought.  A bad habit I had picked up somehow in junior high school.  To clarify: chewing on the ink pen was the bad habit, not the thinking part.


As I thought, I became more aware of the headache that was building.  These are becoming too often, I thought.  I’ve got to do something about the stress I’m under.


And then I did something stupid.  That ink pen dropped out of mouth and went rolling across the floor.  Guess I won’t put that back in my mouth, I thought, as I bent over to retrieve the pen.  It had stopped near a small green and white box.


ADULT SIGNATURE REQUIRED.


That’s what the advising label on the side of the green and white box read.


“Now that’s odd,” I said out loud.  “What have we ordered at the hospital that requires that kind of a signature?”   To be sure, many of the items we purchase have some dangerous element to them, and they come with all kinds of warnings.  I remember the first “Radioactive Warning” label I saw and how it surprised me.


But never had I seen the words “Adult Signature Required” on any incoming package. 


Moving the box with my foot so I see it better in the light, I read the label.  It was being shipped to the Spine and Orthopedic Center at the hospital. That was the department where my good friend, Joe McCoy, worked.   


Joe and I were good friends.  You might even say we were best friends.  Joe and I did lots of things together.  For example, he hunted on my property every deer season.  He was a pretty lousy shot, and that may be one reason I liked him so much.  I also got a bigger buck than he did.  Oh, we had sure had some fun over the years.  


We went water skiing a lot, too, on his boat.  I always joked that he got the raw end of that deal.  He had to buy the boat, the skis, and everything else that goes into skiing.  That eats up tons of cash, I once reminded him, laughing.  He just laughed and said, “Steve, have you ever really calculated what your 40 acres of hunting land cost you?”  I guess he had me there.


But what was this? I read the actual shipping label closely, hardly believing my eyes.  “To the Attention of Sandy McCoy.  Spine and Orthopedic Center.  Mercy Medical Center . . .”


Why was this being shipped to Joe’s wife, Sandy?  She didn’t work at our hospital.  And I still didn’t know why it would read “Adult Signature Required.”  I looked at the other labels on the package and a sick feeling came over me as I reached for a cutter to open the box.


Fourteen bottles of assorted wines were neatly packed inside, cushioned by delicate wood shavings.  I noticed a few bottles of Chateau Cantemerle Haut Medoc Red Bordeaux, some Clos du Caillou Chateauneuf du Pape, and at least one bottle of Delas Freres Cote Rotie la Landonne. This was very good wine.


It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to realize that an employee isn’t supposed to use our distribution channels in this way.  Having personal products shipped to the hospital is against the rules at Mercy Medical Center.  Why?  Because it creates more work for the distribution staff, and we’re supposed to be focusing all our energies on getting patient supplies to the departments.  


Everyone is aware of the rule.  Even Joe.  All our rules are covered extensively during a new employee’s orientation process at Mercy Medical Center.  And since people are prone to forget (aren’t we all!), we have a program in place that systematically and carefully reminds current employees of our policies.  We do the normal sorts of things, like email reminders, pass out web page links to our policies, and post rules on bulletin boards around the hospital campuses.  But our HR folks are clever.  They also have little contests and special events to remind employees of important rules.  


A special “event” about using hospital products or services for personal uses was covered about four months ago.  There was this sort of silly gag that the HR guys put together.  Some guy (I guess he worked in HR, who else could they get to do this?!) walked around the office suites of our hospital wearing a striped prison uniform. He was even carrying around a black ball attached to a chain, like he was some road convict or something.  There was a bright  yellow placard on his back saying something like “My Crimes?” and then he had some bulleted items like this:  taking a box of gel pens home, ordering tickets from Ticketmaster during work, and getting free samples for home use.  It was sort of pathetic. I felt sorry for the poor HR guy, because everyone was looking at him, laughing at him.  But I think everyone got the message.  Don’t “steal” from Mercy Medical Center.  


Heading back to my car, I had two worries on my mind.  That late order from Feinburg was one problem.  But the one most pressing on my mind was the order that wasn’t supposed to come, but did – the bottles of wine.  My headache was getting worse.


What should I do about Joe? I thought as I drove back toward the hospital from our off-site warehouse.  It was raining lightly, the kind of rain we get often in south Florida.  The windshield wipers slowly flipped back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.  It’s kind of what my mind was doing, too.  


Turn Joe in to the auditors.  That was one option. He would be reprimanded, I was sure, but I didn’t know what else might happen to him.  He might even get fired, although I didn’t think that was very likely.  To my knowledge he had never done anything like this before. Or had he?  


Don’t turn Joe in, but talk to him privately.  That was the other option I was considering. But what if someone found out that I knew something and didn’t report it? What might happen to me?  I wanted that promotion in a few years. Wanted it badly.  I certainly didn’t want to have worked hard all these years, even sacrificing my family at times, for nothing.






Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.  The wipers and my mind seemed to be flip-flopping.


What should I do? Were there other options I hadn’t even considered?



Case Questions

1.  Steve has been dealing with issues of work time/home time conflicts.  When and how should Steve let work take precedent over his home time and home life?

2.  How do you decide about using work time/work services/work supplies for personal use?  Where do you draw the line?  How do you make that decision?

3.  It sounds like the fact that Joe is a good friend of Steve might make a difference in what Steve does.  How often does the fact that someone is our friend make a difference in how we respond to things like this?  Should it? What are the ramifications of showing favoritism because someone is our friend?

4.  What should Steve do?  What implications will your decision have for Steve?  For Joe?  For Mercy Medical Center?

5.  Would your answer to number 3 be different if any of the following were the case:


a.  Steve “owes” Joe for getting Steve out of a jam at work a few months ago.  Joe stood up for Steve in an administrative meeting, and made comments which got Steve totally off the hook.


b.  Steve is being courted by a headhunter right now and may be moving to a new job at another hospital in a few months.

6.  What would be the result if everyone made moral decisions the way you did?






