Robert H. Smith School of Business

Commencement Speech, May 22, 2006

Joel Willcher

Being a business major is “cool” – sort of.  From movies like Office Space and Boiler Room to cultural phenomena like Dilbert and the Apprentice, we are surrounded by entertaining yet often unflattering images of the business world.  Many of the characters portrayed are arrogant, manipulative, and greedy with a myopic focus on wealth and power.  In fact everyone’s favorite cutthroat capitalist, Donald Trump, once said, “I have made the tough decisions, always with an eye toward the bottom line. Perhaps it's time America was run like a business.”  I know it’s a frightening proposition, but what if the Donald is right?  Consider that in 2004 alone, a group of 71 companies including 30 in the Fortune 100 companies gave a total of $7.6 BILLION to charity.  UPS set the record for giving to the United Way for the sixth year in a row with a donation of $57 million in 2005.  And just this past March, General Motors donated a fleet of 72 vehicles and pleged an additional $600,000 to the Red Cross.  If America were run like these businesses, we’d have a fighting chance of polishing up the reputation that caricatures like Omarosa and Bill Lumberg have tarnished. 

The reality, we know, lies somewhere in the middle.  I’m sure Warren Buffet’s fan club is here today and icons like Jack Welch are not without their admirers.  But, when we see public figures like Martha Stuart hauled off to jail, we know our “rep” has just taken a body blow.  I’m sure every single graduate here today has heard the word “Enron” almost weekly since we first set foot in Van Munching Hall.  And while we poke fun, the lessons of these ethical failures are not lost on us.  The stakes of our jobs are higher than ever and the consequences for our mistakes are more drastic.  We know from recent history that when business leaders fail people’s lives and livelihoods hang in the balance.  Don’t these sound like the makings of a great blockbuster movie?     

In the Smith School we have we have already set the stage for the adventure that is to come.  Apart from a mastery of PowerPoint presentations, our professors have challenged us to be decisive in our thinking, to consider the ramifications of our actions, and to conduct ourselves in a way that we will be a credit, or in the case of the accounting majors a debit, to our institution.  The most important complement to our classroom education, though, was the chance to apply our understanding of business and management in student organizations, internship experiences, and even halfway around the world talking to business leaders in Hong Kong.    

So here we are at graduation with a choice.  Our education can be a vehicle for personal wealth accumulation and it can be an engine for positive change through economic opportunity.  How we use that education will not only shape public perception of our professions but, as evidenced by the tremendous generosity of some of the world’s most successful corporations, impact lives throughout the nation and around the world.  We have all decided how we want to make our mark.  The challenge now and for the rest of our lives is to determine what legacy we want to leave.  Congratulations class of 2006!

