Chapter 11

Ethical Dilemma: A Matter of Style at German Software Giant SAP

Is Plattner’s Heavy-handed Management Style an Ethical Issue?

Response #1:
There is no one management style that is appropriate for all people or all situations all the time. At SAP, the CEO leads by being confrontational, but balances his style with a co-CEO who is calm. The CEO should consider whether it is ever necessary to be rude to people for the sake of creativity. Another issue he should be concerned about would be whether his style results in lesser quality decisions due to employees’ desire to avoid confrontation. This would have negative impact on the success of the company. Lastly, as CEO, his confrontational style serves as a model for other’s behavior. While he may be effective using this style, others may not be so successful and end up alienating employees in the process.

Response #2:
We firmly believe a manager’s style is an ethical matter. This connection is especially true for high-level executives who exercise sweeping power over tens or even hundreds of thousands of employees. People who typically spend half their waking lives on the job have a major quality-of-life issue if they work for someone who is arbitrary, unfair, prone to erratic mood swings, mean spirited, or just plain nasty. Plattner, who gave up his co-CEO post in May 2003 to become chairman of the board, is an intense, hard-charging man (he races sailboats for a hobby). Some may question the nature and even the ethics of his management style at SAP, but he took the small German firm he co-founded and made it the world’s number three software company. Moreover, as co-founder, Plattner had the opportunity to surround himself with people who could handle his abrasive style. A newcomer with such a style probably would run into resistance and possibly even a rebellion. As Business Week recently noted, SAP’s biggest problem is not Plattner’s style but rather how to maintain the momentum he established: The question is whether SAP without Plattner will be nimble enough to adjust to changes ahead. Plattner was slow to realize the importance of the Internet, but once he got it, he forced a staid German engineering culture to jump on a Net bandwagon traveling 90 mph. “What he does is, he questions everything. He doesn’t have sacred cows,” says Kevin S. McKay, who was CEO of SAP America Inc. from 1998 to 2000. “But it’s one thing to have a founder who is willing to shake the tree. It’s harder for other people to do that.” As mentioned more than once in the text, there is no single best management or leadership style. The trick is to create a productive and satisfying match between the manager’s style and the circumstances. In his own rough way, Plattner achieved a workable balance. 

