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Testing your values at 
work and on the gridiron 

 

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
Staying true to values is never 
easy, especially when there is      
strong pressure to cut corners to 
be more competitive. For a real-
life example, let us look at what 
is happening at Notre Dame's 
vaunted football program. 
   For decades, the Fighting Irish 
symbolized excellence on the 
gridiron because Notre Dame 
didn't sacrifice academic 
standards for athletic 
superiority. Although other 
schools would take the most 
talented player available, Notre 
Dame only selected those who 
were willing to work hard in their 
studies and on the field. You 
might think this would eliminate 
a small school in South Bend, 
Indiana from contention. But out 
of that tradition came 13 
national championships, 
Heisman trophy winners like 
Tim Brown, outstanding NFL 
quarterbacks like Joe Montana 
and Joe Theisman, movies like 
Knute Rockne: All-American 
and Rudy, nation-wide adoration 
and a recruitment program that 
attracted the best young 
athletes/scholars. To this day, 
Notre Dame's football team is 
the only sports team in any 
league, pro or amateur, with 
nation-wide television coverage 
of all its games. 
   Then came hard times. Notre 
Dame started to struggle on the 

field, and many wondered 
whether its tough academic 
standards were to blame. The 
best players weren't always the 
brightest or most academically 
motivated. Many would rather 
go to schools that let them 
concentrate exclusively on 
football, improving their chances 
to become a high draft choice - 
and big money earner - in the 
NFL. Did this make Notre 
Dame's potential talent pool too 
shallow? 
    As the years between 
championships stretched on, the 
pressure began to build. Finally, 
Notre Dame did something it 
had never done before: it fired a 
coach in the middle of his five-
year contract and blamed him 
for the poor performance of the 
team. 
   Sooner or later every 
organization encounters a 
defining moment, one of those 
gut-wrenching decisions that 
touch on values. The firing of 
Tyrone Willingham unleashed a 
wave of questions about the 
future of Notre Dame’s football 
program. Students, faculty, 
alumni, former players and fans 
around the nation weighed in. 
Why did they feel so 
passionately? Because an 
organization with a clear value-
brand will make like-minded 
people identify with it and care 
for its fate. Ask the employees 
and customers of Apple, Intel, 
Coke, McDonald’s, or 
Southwest Airlines and you will 
see the same fervor. 

    Coach Willingham had been 
Notre Dame's second choice.  
(The first choice resigned within 
a week when it was discovered 
he had lied on his resume.) In 
his first season, Willingham had 
a terrific record. But the next two 
seasons were only average. 
Winning at Notre Dame is more 
than a tradition; it's an ideology. 
In that spirit, the Board of 
Directors confronted the new 
President with the need to 
"restore the glory of the past." 
    The firing of Willingham 
divided people into two camps.  
Was it Willingham’s fault that 
Notre Dame was having 
difficulty recruiting the best 
football players? Many insist 
that Notre Dame needs to lower 
its academic standards to 
compete in the real world. 
Others argue, just as 
passionately, that Notre Dame 
must stick with its values or it 
will cease to be a special place. 
    Businesses and leaders 
experience such pressures all 
the time.  Organizations are not 
the output of any one person. 
They outlive   their creators and 
all those leaders   who follow. 
Maintaining a strong   tradition is 
all about being true to   values, 
from generation to generation. 
The crisis at Notre Dame is   no 
different than what occurs 
during a merger or acquisition, 
when a   new CEO doesn't fit 
the culture, or   when a star 
employee gets promoted 
despite violating the 
organizations values along the 
way. Such   threats to culture 
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provide clear   choices: the 
organization can take one path 
or the other, but a decision to 
disregard its own tradition will 
have harmful ramifications. 
    Values are not something that 
an organization can choose to 
adhere to when times are good; 
they must be followed especially 
closely when times are bad. As 
Reverend Theodore Hesburgh,  
the school's president emeritus 
has  said, "If you're in the 
limelight,  there are always 
going to be ups  and downs 
because nobody's perfect." At a 
recent luncheon, he spoke 
about the organization’s 
standard of academic 
excellence with as much pride 
as its athletic record. Indeed, 
during his 35 years as 
president, Rev. Hesburgh made 
a point of asking his football 
coaches to never allow players 
to “miss more than six days of 
classes a year, despite Bowl 
Games and all the potential 
revenue that winning 
represented. 
    The newly hired replacement 
coach is Notre Dame alum.  
Hopes are high that he can 
restore the winning tradition of 
Knute  Rockne, Ara Paseghian 
and Lou  Holtz. But worries 
abound that Notre Dame's 
academic standards will be 
sacrificed so that the team can 
be successful on the field. 
Throughout its history, Notre 
Dame has prided itself on being 
"an environment of teaching and 
learning which fosters the 
development in its students of 
those disciplined habits of mind, 
body and spirit which 
characterize educated, skilled 
and free human beings." If the 
new coach has permission to 
violate that tradition and push 
aside Notre Dame's values, it 
doesn't matter how many 

games his team wins. The 
Fighting Irish will have lost 
before they even step onto the 
field.  
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