Direct Selling Education Foundation Co-Host Business Ethics Forum

with The University of Texas at Arlington.
On October 15 and 16, 2009, eight visitors arrived at the University of Texas at Arlington to participate in the first Business Ethics Forum held in the College of Business.  The Fall 2009 Ethics Forum featured business executives from the Direct Selling industry and consumer advocates who have worked in conjunction with direct sellers to promote ethical practice in the marketplace.  The Direct Selling Education Foundation, as a co-creator of this program, was instrumental in developing the program and very generous in its support of the Fall 2009 Business Ethics Forum.  
The Ethics Forum speakers recruited by DSEF included a wonderful set of folks with varying backgrounds and expertise:  
· Janine Avila, Vice President, Training & Distributor Services, Oxyfresh

· Laura Beitler, Chief Counsel, U.S., Mary Kay Inc.

· Stephen D. Hannan, Esq., Managing Executive, Maryland Money Team

· Gary D. Kennedy, Senior Attorney, Federal Trade Commission

· Clement Osimetha, VP & Associate General Counsel, Mary Kay Inc.

· Elizabeth Owen, Executive Director of the National Association of Consumer Agency Administrators

These DSEF guests provided many highlights as they presented and dialogued with the folks from UT Arlington.   One unsought highlight of the classroom program is described in the following e-mail from a student in one of the classes.  

“I just wanted to thank you for bringing all the speakers with all their wonderful experience. I had great time today, with ‘Janine’. It just happened last night that I was telling myself that school is not for me anymore since I have a lot going on especially with my newborn, and Janine came in the right time to give me the push that I need and inspire me to think positively and try to deal with what I have.”

Dr. Larry Chonko, The Chair of the Department of Marketing and Thomas McMahon Professor in Business Ethics, observed, “When you bring people who are passionate about other people and about what they do, great things can happen.”  

 A new program in the College of Business at The University of Texas at Arlington, the Ethics Forum emphasizes to our students the importance of ethics in business.  The Ethics Forum provides an opportunity to bring the many in UT Arlington community together in a conversation about this important topic. Our featured DSEF guests provided a wealth of expertise on current issues facing leaders in Direct selling and in the business world every day.  

According to Dr. Chonko, “The Ethics Forum provides an ongoing venue to identify and understand critical ethics, corporate social responsibility, and sustainability issues, reviews of changing public policy, and assessments of public expectations that contribute to the students’ preparation for effective ethical decision making and community involvement.” Participation by UT Arlington’s DSEF guests engaged students, faculty and staff  in  discussions with a focus on questions such as:
· What are the most critical, emerging ethical challenges occurring in the area of  business ethics and corporate community involvement?
· What are the key opportunities for organizations seeking to increase their footprint in these key challenge areas?
· What are the key drivers of these issues for society and for business?
· How can companies prioritize and focus ethics in business decision making efforts around these issues? 
The Ethics Forum consisted of three events. The first included DSEF folks speaking in about 15 different classes to an estimated 700 students.  Speakers covered topics such as ethics in sales, ethical decisions made in global venues, the role of agencies such as the Federal Trade Commission in dealing with ethics issues, as well as a myriad of ethics issues related to product, pricing, promotion, and distribution decisions.  For example, Gary Kennedy spoke about “cross-border” fraud and the FTC’s attempts to prevent it, e-commerce issues being addressed by the FTC and the collection and protection of personal information. Steve Hannan spoke on the subject of ethics and the power of ethical behavior in efforts to minimize government inroads into the free marketplace.  Janine Avila emphasized the importance of ethics for sales representatives, focusing on development of long-term customer relationships as the key to success.  
Our guests also enjoyed a dinner event with UT Arlington faculty and representatives of the Dallas-Fort Worth business community.  The evening was intended to provide networking opportunities for all.

On Friday, our guest speakers all participated in a panel discussion with members of the UT Arlington faculty, staff, and graduate students.  Panelists provided a few anecdotes and insights that sparked a spirited conversation for about two hours.  Topics presented and questions asked varied.  Both Clement Osimetha and Laura Beitler provided valuable insights into the role that corporate culture and leadership can play in maintaining high ethical standards in an organization.  Janine Avila echoed some of these sentiments with specific application to sales force issues.  Steve Hannan addressed some questions that provided  insights into the importance of industry self-regulation.  Gary Kennedy also addressed some questions concerning companies that pay fines for various violations but do not admit guilt.   Elizabeth Owens summed up the panel discussion by saying that “They [faculty and staff and graduate students] asked many insightful questions which created a great dialogue between the panelists and the audience.  Not only did I thoroughly enjoy hearing the questions and the comments from the faculty, I found the information and thoughts presented by my fellow panelists to be interesting and educational.”
Perhaps the best way to provide a capsule of the event is the following from Clement Osimetha, “I just wanted to take this opportunity to express my sincere gratitude and appreciation to all of you, and everyone who had anything to do with putting together the UTA Ethics Forum, for the opportunity to go back to my alma mater to share professional experiences with students on the subject of ethics in direct selling.  I got such a kick out of seeing this generation of students at UTA, knowing I once sat where they sit now, and sharing some real experiences in my work at Mary Kay.  As current and prospective consumers, the questions they asked were relevant and timely. The ensuing discussions, especially the contributions of the students, were very insightful.  In some cases the discussions became spirited, which,  in a way, showed the level of engagement the students had with the topic.  

Tamara Ingram, Program Manager for DSEF and Bettie Smith, Senior Program Director, Consumer Program spearheaded this pilot of the Ethics program.  Their goal is to learn from their UT Arlington experience and take this program to other campuses around the country in the future.  
