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By Brian C. McGavin

DURING MY TWELVE years of prac-
tice in public accounting, I have developed
a clientele with tremendous diversity. Even
though I am LDS, a majority of my clients are
non-LDS; I am fairly conservative in my
politics, but my clientele reads like the who’s
who of the liberal community; my practice
is located on the Wasatch Front, yet I have
clients throughout the Western United States
and even in foreign countries.

As I travel and carry on commerce outside
Utah, I am increasingly impressed by how
(without exception) people I visit view Mor-
mons as having a standard of integrity higher
than that of the community as a whole. Each
instance seems to be not just a cultural per-
ception but is backed up by personal
experience with a Mormon, usually a neigh-
bor, professional colleague, or schoolmate.

In contrast, within our community there
has been considerable discussion asserting
that in many instances Mormons have levels
of integrity which are lower than the commu-
nity as a whole and that somehow this
propensit), is endemic in the Mormon culture.
I do not s]hare this conclusion. Which is not
to say that I believe the opposite. It is my
opinion that the vast majority of people-LDS
or non-LDS-are basically honest. I have never
met a person who is so maliciously inclined
that he or she is capable of plotting from the
very outset a scheme to defraud the public.
Of course such persons do exist, but I have
never to my knowledge crossed paths with
one.

Why then do we hear about so much
fraud among and by Mormons? One of the
things I have learned is that desperate peo-
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pie do desperate things. When I ponder the
meaning of being honest in one’s dealings
with one’s fellow man, I remember the two-
and-a-half minute Sunday School talk about
the three applicants for the stage-coach driver
position. The prospective employer asks them
how close they can bring the wheels of the
stage-coach to the edge. The first applicant
drives the coach to within six inches of the
ledge. The second very skillfully drives the
coach within two inches. The third
applicant-who gets the job-keeps the pre-
cious cargo as far away as possible. Similarly,
I have found that dealing honestly with one’s
fellow man often means staying as far away
from a potential dishonest act as possible-
certain types of transactions lend themselves
to erosion and compromise more than others.

How does this relate to some of the more
highly publicized "schemes" in the LDS com-
munity, schemes which have victimized a
number of my clients and resulted in prison
terms for the perpetrators? I believe many of
these began as legitimate endeavors which
had the potential for treating investors very
well. These organizations (often real estate
related) then became victims of a circum-
stance beyond their control: the economy. As
the organization started to erode, the officers,
committed to their investors and the success
of the company, began to compromise in
small ways. Little white lies were told for the
greater good of the whole. They often were
told to "buy time" until the company could
orchestrate its redemption. Usually at this
point the management had convinced itself
that it was only a matter of time before the
’Japanese bail-out" came through (or a Repub-
lican was elected president, or the prime rate
dropped, or the real estate market came back)
and the company would be saved. Then,
when the redemption does not occur, the

white lies become securities violations or
other felonious acts which may result in pri-
son terms.

The Wasatch Front is slowly maturing
from a wage-earner to an entrepreneurial
economy. As we go through this maturation
process, there is a lag time until our cultural
assumptions catch up with the change. This
lack of sophistication often manifests itself in
falsely attributing to others criminal-like
behavior when they are really guilty of noth-
ing more than business misfortunes, as in the
following examples:

-If a fellow Mormon is also one of your
debtors and his or her debt to you is past due,
it does not naturally follow that he or she is
dishonest. The reality of the eighties is that
most households have more obligations than
they have resources. Each month prioritizing
occurs which means that some bills go
unpaid. You, of course, are free to pursue
reasonable collection efforts or determine
credit worthiness before credit is extended.

-If two parties are involved in a civil
lawsuit, it does not naturally follow that one
of the parties is a criminal. Modem-day soci-
ety is so complex that disputes are frequent
and often need judges and juries to sort them
out. When a judge hands down a decision
there is a winner and a loser; but that doesn’t
mean there is a right and a wrong.

-In and of itself, the business failure of
a Mormon does not reflect on his or her
standing in the Church. Whenever a business
fails there are victims. In this economy, busi-
ness failures are a regular occurrence. No mat-
ter how disappointing it is to be notified that
a debtor has filed for protection under
bankruptcy laws, it is unsophisticated to
accuse him or her of being a crook.

Sometimes it is easier to identify
individuals likely to be victims than it is to
identify ill-fated investment opportunities.
Victims of business failures usually are unful-
filled by their employment, are under a lot of
stress, and have less than $50,000 to invest
(frequently the money they invest is bor-
rowed). In other words, they drive too close
to the edge.

Our objective must be to find fulfillment
in life’s pursuits, to eliminate stress, and to
be patient with the slow accumulation of sav-
ings. If we can be patient, we will gain more
than the wealth promised by reckless invest-
ment; we will gain peace of mind.

I think the old saying, "people are to, love
and money is to use and not the other way
around," is a good guiding principle for LDS
businessmen and women; it should be the
Golden Rule for all investments.
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