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BENTLEY UNIVERSITY is a leader 
in business education. Centered 
on education and research in 
business and related professions, 
Bentley blends the breadth and 
technological strength of a university 
with the values and student focus of 
a small college. Our undergraduate 
curriculum combines business study 
with a strong foundation in the arts 
and sciences. A broad array of 
offerings at the Graduate School of 
Business emphasize the impact of 
technology on business practice. 
They include MBA and Master of 
Science programs, PhD programs 
in accountancy and business and 
selected executive programs. The 
university is located in Waltham, 
Mass., minutes west of Boston. It 
enrolls approximately 4,200 full-time 
and 140 part-time undergraduate 
students and 1,400 graduate and 40 
doctoral students. 

On July 25th, 2016, the CENTER 
FOR BUSINESS ETHICS at Bentley 
University was renamed the W. 
MICHAEL HOFFMAN CENTER FOR 
BUSINESS ETHICS in honor of the 
pioneering work and four decades 
of accomplishments of the center’s 
founder and current executive 
director, W. Michael Hoffman.  The 
center is a nonprofit educational and 
consulting organization whose vision 
is a world in which all businesses 
contribute positively to society 
through their ethically sound and 
responsible operations. The center’s 
mission is to provide leadership 
in the creation of organizational 
cultures that align effective business 
performance with ethical business 
conduct. It endeavors to do so by 
applying expertise, research, and 
education and taking a collaborative 
approach to disseminating best 
practices. With a vast network of 
practitioners and scholars and an 

extensive multimedia library, the 
center offers an international forum 
for benchmarking and research in 
business ethics. 

Through educational programs 
such as the Raytheon Lectureship 
in Business Ethics, the center is 
helping to educate a new generation 
of business leaders who understand 
from the start of their careers the 
importance of ethics in developing 
strong business and organizational 
cultures.
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In today’s society, we are not lacking in solid information on how to build 
strong businesses. Every year, thousands of business books are published 
and business schools across the country turn out thousands of graduates. 
Nevertheless, it is widely reported that about nine out of ten business 
startups will fail during their first year.

Why? Whatever the specifics, those seeking to succeed in business would do well to heed 
the experiences of SC Johnson, a company that started back in 1886, just 5 years after the 
first business school in the US opened its doors. That’s when Samuel Curtis Johnson founded 
the company that today bears his name. Despite terrible odds, today — over 131 years after 
its founding — SC Johnson, is one of the most successful household and personal product 
companies in the world, with operations in more than 70 countries. 

We were honored to have SC Johnson’s current Chairman and CEO, H. Fisk Johnson, share with 
us his insights into his company’s success and longevity. What has been their secret? The 
quick answer is that this company was built on goodwill and trust.  They learned that when 
customers trust the company, they come back. That simple idea, however, masks a mountain of 
risk and complexity. For example, when Fisk’s father was leading SC Johnson, he became aware 
of growing evidence suggesting that chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) from aerosol products might be 
damaging the planet’s ozone layer. His father shocked the industry by pre-emptively banning all 
CFCs from their products. This could have killed the business, but instead, it spurred innovation. 
Today, SC Johnson is one of the largest manufacturers of aerosols in the world. 

If there was a thread weaving itself across the five generations of leadership at SC Johnson and 
throughout Fisk’s talk, it was that long-term success requires integrity as hard as nails. If trust 
and goodwill cement the relationship between a company and its stakeholders, they are also the 
energy that keeps it dynamic and responsive. Moreover, when a company belongs to a family, 
something more important than profits is the legacy to be inherited by future generations. 
Rather than obsessing on next quarter’s profits or garnering a personal fortune, Fisk’s concern 
seems more focused on the next 131 years of the company for which he is the current steward.
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(From left) Tim Schultz, Vice President, Ethics and Business 
Conduct, the Raytheon Company; H. Fisk Johnson, Chairman 
and CEO of SC Johnson; and W. Michael Hoffman, Founder and 
Executive Director of the Hoffman Center for Business Ethics and 
Hieken Professor of Business and Professional Ethics at Bentley 
University. 

The Raytheon  
Lectureship in  
Business Ethics  
at Bentley University  
is made possible 
through the generous 
support of the  
Raytheon Company.

Raytheon is a technology and innovation leader specializing 
in defense, homeland security and other government markets 
throughout the world. With a history of innovation since its 
founding in 1922, Raytheon provides state-of-the-art electronics, 
mission systems integration, capabilities in C5I (command, 
control, communications, computing, cyber, and intelligence), 
sensing, effects and mission support services. The company 
reported sales of $25 billion in 2017 and employs 64,000 people 
worldwide. It has built a reputation for adhering to the highest 
ethical standards in the industry. The Raytheon Lectureship in 
Business Ethics series aims to illuminate and promote ethical 
values and conduct in business, highlighting best practices in 
corporations throughout the United States. Learn more about 
Raytheon online at raytheon.com.



Earning Goodwill in a Crisis of Consumer Trust   |   3

Thomas A. Kennedy, PhD 

Chairman of the Board and  
Chief Executive Officer 

Raytheon Company

Raytheon believes in a values-based ethics program, and we 
believe in the value of ethics education. We invest in ethics and 
provide employees with robust, award-winning ethics education to 
reinforce how important doing the right thing in business is to our success. We talk about ethics 

so our employees know it is okay to ask questions and raise concerns, to take an “ethics check,” 

if you will. By supporting this process, we build upon a strong ethical foundation and reinforce a 

culture of integrity at the company. A strong ethical culture requires work. We believe that working 

at ethics pays dividends, and that it gives us a competitive advantage.

Raytheon’s support for the Hoffman Center for Business Ethics at Bentley University has a long 

history. The center has provided leadership in this important field for the academic and business 

communities extending now for two generations. Bentley is increasingly recognized for promoting 

ethical business practices and cultures not just in the United States, but internationally as well. 

This is especially significant as our world is increasingly interdependent, and having ethical 

business partners is a global imperative. 

The Raytheon Lectureship in Business Ethics at Bentley has added relevance in this environment. 

Having respected corporate leaders share their insights and commitment to business ethics helps 

show the way for all of us. Promoting further dialogue and discussion about ethical business 

practices enlightens and inspires us to redouble our own commitment. Raytheon is proud to 

partner with Bentley and the Hoffman Center for Business Ethics to give voice to ethical excellence 

in business.
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SC Johnson is a family company 
started in 1886 by Samuel Curtis 
Johnson. Since then, SC Johnson 
has grown from a small parquet 
flooring company in Racine, 
Wisconsin, to a thriving global 
enterprise with operations in more 
than 70 countries and its products 
sold in virtually every country 
on earth. It is one of the world’s 
leading makers of household 
products such as Pledge®, OFF!®, 
Mr Muscle®, Ziploc®, and Glade®. 
It has established a decades-
long legacy of providing great 
places to work and environmental 
responsibility, a commitment that is 
reflected in the company’s record of 
setting, publishing, and surpassing 
environmental goals for more than 
two decades. They believe it’s 
their responsibility as a neighbor 
in communities around the world 
to go beyond what’s required, and 
take care of the planet for future 
generations. The company ranks 
#26 on the Forbes list of America’s 
Largest Private Companies. 

H. Fisk Johnson delivers the Raytheon 
Lectureship in Business Ethics to students, 
faculty, staff, and friends at Bentley University.
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H. Fisk Johnson is Chairman and CEO of SC Johnson. Fisk joined 
the company in 1987 and has served in a variety of management and 
marketing positions, both domestically and internationally. He is the 
fifth generation Johnson family leader of the 131-year-old company. 

He currently also serves on the board of directors of the Consumer Goods Forum and previously 

served on the boards of Energizer Holdings, Johnson Outdoors, the Cornell University board of 

trustees, and Conservation International. He also was a member of the World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development. Under Fisk’s leadership, SC Johnson was awarded the World Environ-

ment Center’s Gold Medal for International Corporate Achievement in Sustainable Development in 

2015.

H. Fisk Johnson, PhD
Chairman of the Board and 

Chief Executive Officer
SC Johnson
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hank you, Dr. Hoffman. I appreciate your generous comments and your 

warm welcome.

This is my first visit to Bentley, but I know 

the school by reputation, and it is an honor to 

be your guest today. It’s also an honor to be a 

part of this lecture series, and I would like to 

commend Raytheon for sponsoring such a great 

initiative.

Dr. Hoffman referenced my several college 

degrees… which actually only proves you can 

get a lot done if you stay a student for an entire 

decade. I do have to admit, I loved college life. 

My father strongly encouraged my graduate 

studies… at least initially. After my fourth 

degree, however, he wasn’t so encouraging 

anymore. He then started telling me I needed to 

stop being a “consumer” and start being a 

“producer.” One time, in front of 2,000 people, 

he said I was living proof you could go through 

10 years of fraternity parties and survive. I 

suppose there was some truth to that.

Bentley University has been a pioneer in 

teaching ethics, and I can’t think of a more 

important topic for any business curriculum, 

particularly since there is a major crisis of trust 

in business today.

According to an annual survey done by 

Edelman, almost half of the country’s 

population distrusts business to do the right 

thing. That means that probably more than half 

of you in this room distrust me to do the right 

thing. That’s a pretty big number, but maybe 

not so surprising when you consider in just the 

last five years close to 5% of the top 2,500 

public company CEOs were pushed out for 

questionable behavior. Five percent... that’s a 

lot!

That level of bad behavior in business is 

incredibly unfortunate. It is bad for business, 

and it results in a lack of faith in our free 

market system. And that is not good for 

America.

Having a strong ethical culture in a company 

is obviously critically important. While I know 

that is typically the subject of this speaker 

series, that’s not what I want to talk about 
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today. Instead, what I want to talk about is 

taking a step beyond just an ethical culture to a 

higher-order purpose of building an 

environment of trust and goodwill.

Let me try to explain that by first giving a 

little background. The company I’m privileged 

to lead started 131 years ago. If our reputation 

today is strong, I can hardly claim credit for 

that. I’ve had the great advantage of standing 

on the shoulders of four generations before me 

who built a strong ethical foundation.

My great-grandfather best defined our values. 

In a speech he made in 1927, he said:

When all is said and done, this business is 

nothing but a symbol. 

And when we translate this, we find that 

it means a great many people think well of 

its products, and that a great multitude has 

faith in the integrity of those who make this 

product.

In a very short time, the machines that are 

now so lively will soon become obsolete. And 

the big buildings, for all their solidity, must 

someday be replaced.

But a business which symbolizes can live 

so long as there are human beings alive… 

for it is not built of such flimsy materials as 

steel and concrete. It is built of human 

opinions, which may be made to live forever.

The goodwill of people is the only enduring 

thing in any business.

It is the sole substance.

The rest is shadow!

That poetic passage has shaped my life and 

career ever since I was a child. It expresses 

exactly how we determine our success as a 

company… by how well we have earned the 

goodwill of the broad group of people our 

company touches — from those who buy and 

use our products, to those who work at our 

company, to those who live in our 

communities. 

When we have done well to earn all these 

groups’ goodwill and trust, that is when we 

know we have succeeded. That is starkly 

different from many public companies, which 

measure success more or less exclusively by 

profits to the company, or increases in 

shareholder value. As a closely held family 

company, we don’t think about shareholder 

value that way. In fact, we don’t really think 

about it at all. As a family, we see ourselves 

simply as stewards… stewarding our company 

from one generation to the next to ensure that 

it continues to thrive as an enterprise that 

enriches the lives of the many people it 

touches.

Now, to be clear, that doesn’t mean financial 

performance and profitability aren’t vitally 

important to us. Profits allow us to invest in our 

brands and the strength of our business, they 

allow us to invest in the quality of our work 

environment, and they allow us to bring the 

company’s many benefits to a broader 

population. Profits are vitally important to us 

and to the livelihoods of everyone who depends 

on our company. However, we see profitability 

as the means for achieving success; it is not the 

success itself.

Therein lies the intellectual and practical 

challenge for us: How do you keep building a 

business that builds goodwill and contributes 

to the greater good, while also ensuring the 

company remains profitable and strong 

competitively? Doing what is necessary to 

remain financially strong doesn’t always bring 

decisions that can engender goodwill.

Let me give an example: What do you do if, 

to remain competitive, you have to close a 

factory? You know if you close it, it will impact 

people’s jobs and lives, yet you also know that, 

if you keep the factory open, it will weaken the 

company and therefore risk the lives and 

livelihood of everyone across the enterprise. 

What do you do? How do you earn goodwill if 

you’re putting people out of a job?

Not too long ago, we had acquired a factory 

in El Salvador that we had to close to remain 

cost competitive. We had a good management 

team that had worked hard to earn the respect 

and trust of everyone in the factory. When the 
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decision came to close, the management team 

went out of their way to help both the people 

losing their jobs and to help the community.

When the final announcement of the closure 

then came, something surprising happened. 

The management team got a standing ovation. 

That’s hard to earn when you’re putting 

everyone out of a job. It was a test of character 

for our company, and I was incredibly proud of 

how it worked out.

I am not telling this story to pat ourselves on 

the back. We have had to shut down a number 

of factories in my career; it’s always an 

unfortunate situation and a standing ovation 

certainly hasn’t happened every time. However, 

it is a great example that shows that if you 

have worked hard along the way to earn 

goodwill — even in very difficult situations, you 

can have a surprisingly positive outcome.

It is moments such as those experienced in 

El Salvador that remind me of one of my 

favorite observations from Edward Deming, 

who was one of the fathers of measurement 

science and continuous improvement. He said, 

“In business, the most important things are 

unknown or unknowable. The factors that can 

have the greatest impact long term can be quite 

surprising.”

At least in part, I think Deming was referring 

to the importance of some of the smallest 

things we do:

• the signs of respect

• the offer of help

• the show of concern

• the off-hand comment recognizing a 

good job

• the admission of a mistake, an 

apology

All the small things that can help earn 

goodwill can sometimes make the biggest 

difference.

And that is what I would like to talk about 

today: How we at SC Johnson try to keep the 

goal of earning goodwill and trust in the 

forefront of what we do every day… especially 

in situations like the closure of a factory when 

trade-offs need to be made and goodwill isn’t 

easily earned. It is those difficult situations 

when the lines that seem to mark the boundary 

of what is the right thing to do become very 

blurry and the true character of a company 

surfaces.

Specifically, I would like to talk about how we 

look at earning goodwill and trust in four areas 

that have been particularly important for our 

business.

1st: A Commitment to Safety and the 
Environment

The first concerns the safety and 

environmental profile of our products. There 

isn’t anything more important to our customers 

or us than this. And yet, doing what is best to 

improve the safety or environmental profile of 

a product may not always be so clear… and 

even if it is clear, it may come at a significant 

cost or competitive disadvantage. 

Consider the following dilemma: Let’s say 

there is emerging but uncertain evidence 

suggesting an ingredient in a product is 

particularly damaging for the environment, and 

you know that if you eliminate the chemical 

and replace it with something else, it will put 

you at a serious competitive disadvantage. 

What level of scientific certainty do you want 

that this chemical is damaging to the 

environment before you are willing to replace it 

and seriously disadvantage your business? Is it 

a 20% chance? A 5% chance? What if it’s only a 

one-in-a-million chance? What is the decision 

point? 

Importantly, if you err on the side of caution 

and eliminate it, and accept the competitive 

disadvantage, how many times can you make 

similar decisions before you really hurt the 

competitiveness of the overall enterprise and 

therefore risk the livelihoods and jobs of 

everyone who works in the company?

Let me share two real-world examples where 

we were faced with just such dilemmas. More 
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than 40 years ago, my father, Sam Johnson, 

made a decision that shocked the chemical 

industry by making SC Johnson the first 

company to ban chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) 

from all our aerosol products worldwide in 

order to protect the Earth’s ozone layer. Our 

company’s pre-emptive and voluntary action 

came more than a decade before the 1987 

Montreal Protocol treaty that limited the use of 

CFCs. 

My father took that step motivated by early, 

but not very widely accepted, scientific 

research that suggested CFCs might harm the 

Earth’s ozone layer. He took that decision at 

great cost to the company. We had the leading 

aerosol antiperspirant in the U.K. at the time, 

and Dad just walked away from that business 

because we couldn’t reformulate it. The 

industry wasn’t very happy with us either. One 

day, my Dad was speaking at a meeting of the 

Business Roundtable. In the middle of his 

remarks, the CEO of a major chemical company 

stood up, shook his finger angrily at him, and 

said, “Sam, you are going to ruin this industry.” 

My father’s decision was an incredibly bold 

thing to do because he made it on very 

uncertain evidence, but he took a very 

precautionary approach and in hindsight, it 

was absolutely the right thing to do. 

Let me give another more recent example. 

Not too long ago, we acquired a brand most of 

you have heard of… Saran® Wrap. When we 

acquired it, there was one problem. Saran® 

Wrap was made from a chlorine-based 

polymer, and if you threw it away and it was 

subsequently incinerated in the waste stream, 

it could possibly release small amounts of 

dioxins, which are known to be very persistent 

in the environment and known to be 

carcinogenic at small exposure levels. We 

worked for a year trying to find a good 

substitute, but no polymer could match the 

clinging properties of the original. 

We knew if we took the chlorine out, we were 

going to put ourselves at a competitive 

disadvantage…, and even though there was 

some uncertainty in the science, we decided to 

err on the side of caution and take it out 

anyway. We thought it was the right thing to do. 

Of course, our competitors did not follow suit, 

and our sales took a dive. However, I feel we 

made the right decision, and I sleep better at 

night as a result of it. 

Of course, these were not the only times we 

had faced situations like this. Over a period of 

decades, we have eliminated numerous 

ingredients from our products because there 

was something we saw in the science that we 

didn’t like, and in many instances, our business 

or costs took a hit. 

Because there are only so many times you 

can make those kinds of decisions before you 

put your entire company at a disadvantage, it is 

easy to default to doing the minimum 

necessary to get by. That is what many if not 

most companies do. Instead, at our company, 

we think carefully about when, where, and how 

we make these decisions. Clearly, if something 

Fisk Johnson’s father, Samuel C. Johnson (pictured 
above), created an industry controversy when the 
company he headed was the first to eliminate CFCs in 
all of its aerosol products.
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is important or just simply the right thing to 

do… we just do it. For the rest, it is important 

to carefully prioritize and do those things that 

are truly most important. 

To be able to better do just that, 17 years ago 

we shifted to a more systematic process to 

select ingredients for our products, which we 

call Greenlist™. We rated the thousands of 

different chemicals we use on a four-point 

scale based on safety and environmental 

criteria, and tracked them all with a highly 

automated system with the aim of 

continuously increasing the percentage of 

higher-rated ingredients in our products. 

I remember when we fi rst introduced this 

program… many of our suppliers either refused 

to meet with us or refused to give us the 

toxicity data we wanted. I heard that one 

supplier said that what we were doing was a 

crunchy environmental idea that only Johnson 

could dream up. Seven years after it was 

launched, it won the Presidential Green 

Chemistry Challenge Award along with several 

other accolades. 

Several years ago, we took another big step 

forward. Fragrances are made up of hundreds 

of different chemical components. We ran every 

single possible component through our safety 

and environmental criteria, and we eliminated 

over 2,400 out of 3,700 because they didn’t meet 

our criteria or there just wasn’t enough data to 

make a judgement. Today, all the fragrance 

suppliers know they cannot use any of those 

ingredients for our products. No other company 

puts this kind of caution and scrutiny into 

selecting what goes into their products. 

Nevertheless, putting all that scrutiny into 

what we do has by no means made us immune 

from controversy. A decade ago, for instance, a 

European consumer group started up a 

campaign against the air care industry. In a 

press release, they said that by using an air 

freshener in your living room, quote, “you are 

probably breathing in more toxic substances 

than you would in the middle of traffi c in 

Brussels.” The scare worked — the media was 

all over it and sales of air fresheners dropped 

by 50% in some countries. Several months later, 

a court in The Hague ordered that group to 

retract their statements, saying their 

accusations had no basis in fact, but the 

damage had already been done. 

That was just one of many false 

controversies we’ve been pulled into over the 

years. The media loves stories driven by fear. 

Chemicals are particularly vulnerable to this 

kind of alarmism because the issue goes right 

to the heart of personal safety, and in the 

absence of better information, people naturally 

tend to fear the worst. 

2nd: Transparency Regarding Product 
Ingredients 

That high level of sensitivity and alarmism in 

the media with regard to chemical safety brings 

me to a second principle that is important to 

our company for earning trust and goodwill 

— that is transparency, particularly around 

disclosing the ingredients that go into our 

products. Disclosing ingredients in household 

products is not required in this country but we 

were the fi rst major company in our industry to 

do it, and you’ll fi nd every last one of them 

listed and described online. 

While you might think this was relatively 

straightforward to do, it actually came at 

signifi cant risk to our business. As I said, 

chemicals go right to the heart of personal 

safety. With the alarmist approach the media 

loves to take, we were deeply worried that this 

information could be spun in a very wrong and 

misleading way, and this would affect our 

Despite the impact on the “clinginess” of the product, 
SC Johnson removed a chemical widely in use for such 
products because of the risks it poses to human health.
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entire business. We already had that happen to 

us in Europe, and we were worried it was going 

to happen again. The easiest and least risky 

approach would have been to do nothing. That, 

of course, has been the approach of most 

companies. However, we felt strongly that was 

the right thing to do, and we pushed ahead 

anyway. While there were several misleading 

articles that came out that tried to denigrate 

our products, fortunately, we were able to 

weather our way through it all. We then took 

several other important steps forward: 

• We were the first company to disclose 

our fragrances right down to the 

component level. 

• We were the first to disclose all the 

possible skin allergens in our 

products. 

Now, all this disclosure adds up to a large 

volume of complex information we are posting 

online — so much so that most people will 

never have the time to pore over the details. 

However, many people appreciate the fact that 

the information is out there for the scrutiny of 

the world and they know we are not trying to 

hide anything. Perhaps even more importantly, 

we give people a choice. If anyone doesn’t want 

to use a product with a particular ingredient… 

because they believe it is not right for them and 

their family for any reason… then they have 

the information needed to make an informed 

choice. 

Our government relations team was out in 

California recently to lobby for greater 

regulation to disclose ingredients on household 

products, and after a conclusion was reached 

on drafting the new regulation, one NGO said, 

“This legislation wouldn’t have been possible 

without SC Johnson’s leadership proving it 

could be done.” One industry member said to 

us cynically, “I guess we are done here… unless 

SC Johnson is going to make another one of 

their disclosure announcements.” 

That made me feel good, although none of 

the steps we took were easy because we took a 

risk doing them, and we faced resistance from 

the industry. We took unilateral action based on 

principle and I believe we are in a better place 

today as a result, and we hope what we are 

doing will help build trust and goodwill. 

3rd: Authenticity in Marketing 

Our third focus for earning goodwill is 

communicating in a transparent, honest, and 

authentic way. For our company that is 

particularly important when it comes to the 

marketing claims we make on our products. I 

never cease to be amazed by the amount of 

misleading or downright untruthful claims in 

the marketplace. Unfortunately, many 

companies fall prey to making false claims 

because it is an effective way to sell products. 

The environmental monitoring group, Terra 

Choice, some years ago did a study of 

greenwashing by American companies. They 

looked at 5,000 home products and found that 

95% — ninety-five percent! — were marketed or 

labeled with exaggerated or misleading claims. 

Now, some of the claims you see in the market 

are just plain absurd. Here are some examples:

I was interested to learn about a “chemical 

free” sunscreen. Of course, that is a scientific 

impossibility as everything is a chemical… and, 

in fact, the labels of this product back that up. 

One of my favorites is a toilet bowl cleaner 

that I saw recently that claimed to be “gluten-

free.” Someone has to explain to me how being 

gluten-free is relevant to a toilet bowl cleaner. 

One very predominant false claim in the 

marketplace is “non-toxic.” A chemical or 

product formulation simply cannot be 

classified in a black-and-white way as 

non-toxic or toxic because literally everything 

is toxic with sufficient exposure. Even water or 

oxygen can kill you at a high enough dose. 

Conversely, literally everything is safe if you are 

exposed to a small enough amount. 

The fact is that dose and exposure matter — 

whether you are exposed to one molecule, or 

thousands, or trillions. Therefore, what is toxic 
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or non-toxic is anyone’s choice, and there is no 

standard defi nition in the marketplace. That, 

however, does not stop anyone from using the 

claim. For our part, we never put “non-toxic” on 

our labels, even when our product might be 

materially safer than those of our competitors. 

One of my favorite examples of the 

“non-toxic” claim comes from The Honest 

Company, started by Jessica Alba. She claimed 

in her book that a type of soap called sodium 

lauryl sulfate is a toxin that should be avoided 

supposedly because it gave her an allergic 

reaction. From a factual scientifi c standpoint, 

this chemical has a very low level of toxicity. In 

fact, it has one of the highest safety ratings 

from the U.S. EPA Safer Choice assessment. 

Aside from labeling it a toxin, The Honest 

Company claimed that what it was using was 

sodium coco sulfate and said it was much 

better because it is derived from coconut oil. 

The irony is that sodium coco sulfate is a 

mixture of sodium lauryl sulfate along with a 

mixture of very closely related surfactants with 

very similar properties. The bottom line is there 

is zero science to back up the claims they 

make. Ignoring the facts and the science is not 

uncommon in this industry. 

To me, some of the most insidious claims in 

the marketplace are those that are true but 

misleading. One example is the use of “natural” 

on household products to imply safety or better 

for the environment. The fact is that nature 

creates some of the most highly toxic, 

carcinogenic, and persistent things out there. 

I can give you many examples of that. There 

is no scientifi c study that I have seen that 

shows there is a correlation between 

something being safe and something being 

natural. In fact, I have seen studies that show 

there is no correlation. So when you pick up a 

product that says natural don’t be so sure it is 

safer or better. 

The point is, many companies fall into the 

trap of making false or misleading claims 

because it sells the product. We as a company 

feel it is important to be honest and authentic 

in our claims. In many cases, this puts us at a 

competitive disadvantage. That makes it hard, 

but it is the right thing to do and our hope is 

that over the long haul this approach will earn 

us trust and goodwill, and work to our 

advantage. 

4th: Leadership in Social and 
Environmental Responsibility

A fourth and fi nal area I would like to 

mention is our commitment to being a leader 

when it comes to social and environmental 

responsibility.

People look to see how you treat people and 

how you treat the natural world around you to 

judge your character as a company and to 

determine whether or not to entrust you with 

their goodwill. From our beginning 131 years 

ago, we have felt an inherent responsibility to 
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be a great place to work, to support our 

communities where we do business and to do 

the right thing for the planet. 

One of the most important ways we do that 

is to be an outstanding employer. This is 

something we are recognized for all over the 

world. 

In addition to being a great employer, we 

believe it is incredibly important to go above 

and beyond what is expected and to do our part 

to be an environmental and social leader. I 

already mentioned that we put great effort into 

improving the environmental profile of the 

ingredients that go into our products. We also 

have undertaken major efforts to reduce energy 

use and greenhouse gas emissions. 

For example, our largest manufacturing plant 

produces all its energy on-site using wind 

power and landfill gas. We also have made 

major efforts in closing the recycling loop and 

increasing post-consumer recycled plastics in 

our packaging. We have numerous initiatives 

around the world to reduce or eliminate 

insect-borne disease like malaria, dengue, Zika, 

and chikungunya. We are working with the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation to get spatial 

repellents authorized by the World Health 

Organization1. We give away 5% of our pre-tax 

profits every year. I don’t think any other 

company our size does that. I could keep 

going… but I will let you read about the many 

things we do in our public report. 

As I close my remarks, let me say the 

following:

• At SC Johnson, our aim is to try to 

keep the goal of earning goodwill and 

trust in the forefront of what we do 

every day… and we view the goodwill 

that we earn as our ultimate measure 

of success. 

• Achieving that success in a highly 

competitive world, where it is an 

imperative to remain financially 

strong, is not always so 

straightforward. 

• Even in the most difficult situations 

where the line between what is right 

and what is wrong gets a bit blurry… if 

you keep goodwill in the forefront and 

do the small things, the important 

things that can make a difference… I 

believe the outcome can be 

surprisingly positive. 

We are not perfect. We make mistakes and 

we can always do better. However, I would like 

to think that if my forefathers could look back 

at what I have done, they would say that I have 

done well to carry on their values, and that our 

company, for all its actions and reach, has 

made the world a better place. 

So, let me say this to all the students that are 

here today: As you think about your own future, 

will you define your life and your success in 

terms of material rewards and how much 

money you accumulate for yourself? Or will 

you measure your success in terms of the 

goodwill you have earned and how much good 

you have brought into the lives of others?

As you go out in life, and as you make your 

own choices between the right and the wrong, 

the permanent and transitory, the substance 

and shadow… I urge you to act on that 

principle of earning goodwill. I urge you to act 

on this not only in your own lives but to look 

for it in the businesses whose products you buy 

and from the governments you elect. Not only 

do I believe that it will be in these choices that 

you make that you will find the most personal 

fulfillment, but if all of us do it, there is no 

doubt in my mind the world will be a better 

place. 

Thank you very much.

1 Spatial repellents can be used to reduce encounters between humans and mosquitoes in a broad area, including a place of 
outdoor seating, a yard, or even inside a home. Unlike a personal repellent, you do not apply area repellents to the skin or 
clothing. Instead, they are used to treat a particular area. scjohnson.com/en/commitment/socialresponsibility/mosquitoes_
expert_spatial_repellent.aspx.



14   |   Raytheon Lectureship in Business Ethics

Below are highlights of Fisk Johnson’s question-and-answer session 
with Bentley University students, faculty, staff, and guests. 

QUESTION: Since you got your PhD in physics, 

how did you end up a businessman?

FISK JOHNSON: I was just very passionate 

about science when I was growing up, and I 

wanted to study it. My father encouraged it, 

at least for a while. It’s just something that I 

wanted to do, probably knowing already that I 

was going to come back to the family business.

QUESTION: Regarding your brand, Ziploc®, 

the idea of a throwaway bag isn’t the most 

environmentally sustainable idea. How have you 

educated consumers in this regard?

FISK JOHNSON: First of all, our biggest issue 

environmentally, in my mind, is all the 

packaging waste that ends up in the waste 

stream. That is something that is a high 

priority for us. We are in the process of making 

Ziploc® usable in the recycling stream. Our 

team is working on that so you’ll be able 

to recycle it. The other thing we’re working 

hard on is closing the recycling loop. We have 

many initiatives in the company to use more 

post-consumer recycled plastic in our bottles. 

For example, today a Windex® bottle is 100% 

recycled PET plastic. We have a number of 

other products that use recycled plastic, but 

we have a lot of opportunity to go further. The 

other thing that we’re doing is making garbage 

bags out of recycled Ziploc® bags. We’re going 

to be selling those online within the next 

couple of months. We have an opportunity to 

do a lot better on packaging waste but we’re 

working at it, and it’s a key priority for us. 

QUESTION: In your sustainability journey, were 

there initiatives that you thought of while seeing 

the business as you grew up or are most of your 

initiatives the outcomes of opportunities that came 

to you in your position of leadership? 

FISK JOHNSON: Our sustainability journey 

has been a long, circuitous path and it 

hasn’t been easy, to be honest. We have had 
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resistance from the industry. We’ve had 

resistance internally within the company. 

We’ve had resistance from our suppliers, but 

we have been pushing forward. We’ve done a 

lot on the chemical front, which has been an 

interesting journey. We’ve eliminated many 

chemicals from our products and typically, 

what we do when we identify something 

we want to eliminate is put an effort into 

replacing it in a cost-neutral way. About 70% 

of the time, we tend to be successful. If we 

can’t find a replacement, then we have to 

decide whether it’s important or not. If it’s 

important or if it’s the right thing to do, we 

do it and take the consequences, whatever 

they might be. If it’s not that important, we 

shelve it for a time when technology might 

become more advanced. There is a similar 

story to many of our sustainability journeys. 

It’s an effort. There’s resistance, and it takes 

a lot of work and a lot of determination from 

senior management in the company. It’s been 

a journey, for sure. 

QUESTION: How did removing the polymer, which 

releases carcinogens when incinerated, from your 

Saran® Wrap affect it?

FISK JOHNSON: Once we replaced that 

polymer, the Saran® Wrap didn’t cling as well. 

It was an inferior product to the competition, 

and our sales started to decline. A lot of the 

competition, and many of the private label 

products out there, still have chlorine-based 

polymer in their wraps, but it is what it is. 

QUESTION: Do you have any program within the 

company to actively solicit ideas from employees 

who may think of things to make products better?

FISK JOHNSON: We have a number of 

companies and consultants on the outside 

that provide us with advice, one of which is 

Exponent, Inc. We also get a lot of unsolicited 

advice from the NGOs out there, on what we 

should or shouldn’t have in our products. 

The NGOs have their own agenda and, quite 

honestly, they don’t pay any more attention 

to the science than just about anybody else 

does. We’ve ended up taking chemicals out 

of our products that meet all our criteria, 

that are absolutely safe and environmentally 

acceptable, but we’ve taken them out because 

of the external and public pressure. That kind 

of thing is truly unfortunate because we have 

a limited palette of things we can use and 

when you start eliminating things for reasons 

that don’t make sense, it hurts everybody. We 

get a lot of unsolicited ideas from the outside, 

we use our own consultants, and we do have 

a great scientific group inside the company 

where we get a lot of our information and 

many of our ideas on what to do. We don’t 

have a formal solicitation program within the 

company, but that doesn’t stop anybody from 

sharing with us, and we look at it. 

QUESTION: What kind of things do you recycle in 

your own home?

FISK JOHNSON: In my house, I generate all of 

my power on-site, through a combination of 

solar, geothermal, and wind. I am a net non-

consumer of energy in my house. Of course, I 

try to recycle everything that I can through the 

waste stream. Unfortunately, with recycling 

municipalities, you go through the effort to 

put them in the recycling bins and it just gets 

thrown in the landfill and is never reused. 

I certainly do what I can from a recycling 

standpoint. Where that ends up, I don’t know. 

I’m very passionate about the environment 

as my father was, and I try very hard on a 

personal basis. I drive around a little Chevrolet 

Volt. I use power from my windmill to charge 

that car every morning to drive into the office. 

QUESTION: Have government regulations 

made it difficult for your company to pursue 

environmentally friendly business practices?
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FISK JOHNSON: Let me give you an example. 

We have our plant in the Netherlands that is 

powered by a windmill, and it took us eight 

years to get approval. Once we got it, we had 

a little celebration party. The mayor of the 

city where the plant is located attended. She 

looked at me sternly and said, “We will never 

have another windmill in our city.” This is the 

Netherlands! It’s fascinating, because in my 

mind, a windmill is a beautiful thing on the 

horizon. However, they don’t want the visual 

“pollution” of a windmill in their city. To me, 

it’s really unfortunate because if we’re going to 

do something about greenhouse gas emissions, 

we have to be willing to live with some of 

that. When I was trying to get my solar panels 

approved on my house in Wisconsin, it was 

rejected by the local community board for 

purely aesthetic reasons because some of the 

solar panels were on the roof of my garage and 

you could see them from the road. Fortunately, 

there’s a law in Wisconsin that you can’t reject 

solar panels for aesthetic reasons, and I was 

able to get them approved.

It amazes me what people are willing or not 

willing to accept in their backyards. We’ve 

had many difficulties managing governmental 

positions. We spend quite a bit of time 

lobbying for regulation. We, as a company, 

really focus on lobbying for regulation in the 

public’s interest. Many of our peer companies 

tend to lobby for what is in their personal 

interest, and they tend to lobby against any 

regulation. In many respects, that’s perplexing 

to me because effectively, all they’re doing 

is kicking the can down the road. If you’re 

working for a public company and you just 

want short-term gains, I suppose that’s 

in your self-interest, but that doesn’t do 

anybody any good long term. We’ve been a 

real proponent of lobbying for regulation, 

including the new TSCA (Toxic Substances 

Control Act) regulations. We worked on that 

for 20 years. Our chemical regulation in this 

country was 30 years old until recently, and 

our team worked for years trying to lobby for 

improved chemical regulation that helps us 

with what we’re trying to do as well. However, 

the industry just resisted it. Along the way, all 

the lobbying they do and the power that they 

have in Washington is pretty incredible. It's a 

bit unfortunate and certainly, in the regulatory 

climate today, nothing is getting done. It takes 

a lot of effort. We tend to act unilaterally, and 

we lobby at the same time. We tend to be way 

ahead of any regulation that would ultimately 

help us or help the public.

QUESTION: As a CEO of a big company with a 

very highly positive brand image, what would you 

say regarding companies that give their CEOs big 

payments after significant mismanagement, such 

as Equifax?

FISK JOHNSON: I am as equally disgusted by 

it as you are. I like to say that I'm in a very 

different situation than a CEO of a typical 

company. When the CEO of Equifax, or any 

other big company, does something wrong 

and ruins the reputation, trust, goodwill, and 

overall good name of that company, they 

tend to get a big golden package, and they 

can move on with their lives. They leave, go 

retire somewhere, and have a wonderful life. 

On the other hand, if I do something to harm 

the reputation of our company, I know I'm not 

going to get any kind of package. Secondly, I 

have to look my family in the eye for the rest 

of my life. That’s a big motivation to ensure 

that our family name continues to maintain 

the goodwill that it has. I do think something 

needs to change along those lines. However, 

I believe there’s not enough motivation for 

the CEO of a public company to ensure that 

the goodwill remains in those companies’ 

names when they can walk out the door with 

a big package and go on with their lives after 

leaving a mess behind. I don't have a solution 

to it, but I agree with you. 
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QUESTION: Could you comment on how you 

see the role of science in your company, which is 

terribly dependent upon science, and its role in 

formulating policies?

FISK JOHNSON: I couldn’t agree more with the 

premise of your question. Science is taking 

more and more of a backseat in policy. This is 

unfortunate because if we’re going to make 

good progress as a company, and as a country, 

it has to be based on good science and 

scientific advancement. I'm disappointed by 

the trend that's happening. Obviously, science 

is very important to us as a company, we pay a 

lot of attention to it in terms of our products. 

We’re constantly battling the forces out there 

that pay no attention to the science. It’s 

unfortunate because it's not very constructive 

for our business. We do try to lobby for 

regulations that are based on science. For 

example, I think the Toxic Substances Control 

Act (TSCA) regulation that was just passed a 

year ago is grounded in good science. I don't 

have a good answer to your question, but the 

trend is going in the wrong way.

Bentley students line up to speak with Fisk Johnson following his lecture. 
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