We CEOs find ourselves pulled in many directions, and faced with many demands. Our shareholders want us to increase the value of their investments. Our employees want us to provide them with security and opportunity. Our customers want us to provide them with quality, low prices and quick delivery. Our communities want us to be benevolent, good citizens.

Those are a lot of diverse interests, and at first glance we often become stressed out over the seeming competition between these interests.

How can we possibly satisfy them all? Which should be our highest priority? What criteria should we use in deciding?

These are perplexing questions, to be sure, but before we allow ourselves to become perplexed about them, we should consider whether we really need to answer these questions at all. Indeed, we would do well to rethink the notion of these priorities as competing with each other.

In the 28 years since the founding of Cascade Engineering, I have learned to be skeptical of either/or propositions. These are the propositions that suggest we either take care of our employees or the bottom line. Or that we either take care of our customers or the community.

We spend so much time wrestling with these choices. Either this or that. But over the years, the more I struggled with these questions, the more I came to find that these are not either/or propositions at all. They are both/and propositions.

We need not make a choice between caring for our employees and caring for the bottom line. Indeed, by doing one, we help achieve the other.

And we do not need to make a choice between the needs of our customers and the needs of the community. A commitment to one better equips us to achieve the other.

This is true because all of these priorities – our customers, our employees, our community, our profits – are part of the package that make us sustainable. Satisfied customers keep coming back. Happy, fulfilled employees give us loyalty and a solid effort. Strong communities give us access to a strong workforce and a healthy customer base. And profits? Yes, we like those, don’t we? And we need them. Whether you answer to 1,000 shareholders or only one – even if you’re the one – you never forget that you’re not making all this investment and all this effort just for something to do. You want and need a return. You want and need to build the value.

All the pieces go together, and they all support each other.

And once we realize that these choices are not really choices – that these competing interests are not really competing – it makes it easier for us to embrace good corporate citizenship for all the right reasons.

To me, the impetus for corporate citizenship is not the often-heard notion of wanting to “give back” to the community. The giving-back notion has never resonated with me, maybe because I don’t like what it implies – that I took something.

Well. We have enjoyed success, but everyone in this room knows that the only way to enjoy prosperity in business is to work hard for it and earn it. It’s to provide something of value in return for the money we receive.

So to suggest a responsibility for companies to “give back” to the community suggests that our success has somehow occurred to the community’s detriment.  That is certainly not the case. Indeed, if the first half of 2001 has taught us anything, it is that communities feel the pinch when the companies that call them home face tough times.

No, we certainly don’t have to “give back” to somehow compensate for our success. Our success is good for everyone.

But I still believe – strongly – that we should use our time, talents and resources to support our communities, even beyond the creation of jobs and tax base.

The thing that calls us to good corporate citizenship is the very fact that we are citizens. In fact, I would dispute the notion that the business community is somehow distinct from the community, as we normally use the term. We are part of the community. We do our part to make it sustainable because we are them and it is us.

So as a part of the community, we need to seek our community role by assessing what we are in a position to do.

As a major employer in the community, Cascade Engineering has found its best opportunity to impact the community has been to get involved in the process of moving people from welfare to careers.

It made sense for us for a number of reasons.

First, we were in a position to make a direct impact. People can have careers here. They have to earn the opportunity, but they can find what they’re looking for here.

Second, it was – and is – a win-win. No labor-intensive organization can do well for long when its access to labor is limited. We have recently experienced times when the availability of good labor was very tight, and I have no doubt that those times will come again. Taking an active role in bridging the gap for welfare recipients to the workforce has benefited them, and it has benefited us because we have enjoyed the fruits of their excellent labors.

In the process, our efforts have yielded us other benefits, often in the area of public relations. Our commitment to our workforce has earned us two trips to the White House for wonderful awards and fantastic photo opportunities.

We love all that. Who wouldn’t?

But I am reminded that one of Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly Effective People is to start with the end in mind. As much as we have enjoyed the plaudits, good publicity was not the end we had in mind when we started. The end we had in mind was twofold. First, a more sustainable community, with our particular contribution being the strengthening and building up of the workforce. Second – and very closely related to the first – we had in mind people moving from generational poverty to positive directions and hope.

And what a neat opportunity, we figured, to have all this happen under our roof.

But that didn’t mean we could do it all ourselves. Communities are complex systems, and solving community problems requires the assemblage of multifaceted, system-wide teams who can work together, amass the necessary resources, share knowledge and get the job done.

One of the first things we learned was that welfare recipients moving into the workforce faced issues that other new employees did not face. And we had neither the resources nor the expertise to deal effectively with all of those issues.

So we looked for community partners, from both the public and private nonprofit sectors. And we found them. Some of the arrangements we formed were a little unconventional. Having a representative from Goodwill Industries on hand during our third shift was definitely out of the ordinary.

But you don’t solve extraordinary problems by doing things in an ordinary way.

Today, six years after we began the effort, we are proud of what we’ve accomplished. Our welfare-to-career employees have stayed with us to the tune of an 83 percent retention rate, and I’m now going to invite two key members of our team – Ron Jimmerson and Dave Barrett – to help share with you the details of how this has worked.

But first, I think we should talk about a line, and which side of that line you want to be on as you embark on this journey.

As you see here (show do-gooder/profit-monger graph), this line represents the center between two extremes. The extreme on this side represents a motive that wants nothing but to help others, and cares nothing for profits or business interests. The extreme on the other side represents a motive that cares nothing for helping others, and looks only to the profit motive.

If you’re over here (do-gooder extreme), you are probably out of business within a few months. And if you’re over here (profit-monger extreme), don’t kid yourself into believing you are helping anyone, because you’re not.

I believe the right point on this continuum is right here. (Just barely on the do-gooder side of the line.) Here, you have pure motives, but you recognize that business imperatives are important. Slip over to this side of the line (just the other side, on the profit-monger side), and you will slide down here (profit-monger extreme) very quickly.

Don’t get me wrong, it is good for business to do this. Don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise. But as soon as you start doing it because it’s good for business, you’ve got the wrong end in mind.

Our welfare-to-career initiative has been wonderfully rewarding for us and for everyone who has enjoyed an opportunity because of it. It has been hard work. It will be for you, too. But so is everything worth doing.

At the end of the day, it’s been a win-win for everyone. We are glad now to share our full presentation with you.

