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February 3, 2009, 1:02 PM ET Gary Hamel Blog Management 2.0 

Farmers’ Values vs. Bankers’ Values 
Last week my mother-in-law passed away. She spent most of her 85 years working with her husband 

on their family farm. Starting with a leased tractor and a rented parcel of land, the pair ultimately 

grew their ranch into a 1,000 acre spread of debt-free farmland in California’s fertile San Joaquin 

valley. How did they accomplish this feat? By working 14-hour days six days out of seven. By taking 

few vacations and forgoing most luxuries. By building up cash reserves in good years so they could 

survive bad ones. By diversifying crops in order to reduce their exposure to fluctuating prices. And by 

paying themselves modestly while investing everything they could in land and equipment. 

Like many of their generation, Ferne and Eldon Findley hated being in hock. To them, being in debt 

was being indentured. While working capital loans were unavoidable, given farming’s lumpy cash 

flows, the couple worked tirelessly to reduce their long-term debt and gain clear title to their land. A 

goal they achieved after 30 years of marriage. 

My in-laws were happiest when they were elbow deep in the muck of farming—a joy they shared 

with all who subscribe to the “Farmer’s Creed:”  

“I believe a man’s greatest possession is his dignity and that no calling bestows this more abundantly 

than farming. I believe hard work and honest sweat are the building blocs of a person’s character. I 

believe that farming, despite its hardships and disappointments, is the most honest and honorable 

way a man can spend his days on this earth . . .” 

The Findleys’ pay-as-you-go approach to life enabled them to buy a starter house for my wife and I, 

to fund church-building projects around the world, and to pass on a thriving farm to their son. 

Yeah, more leverage might have allowed them to grow their business faster, or to live higher on the 

hog, but the lessons learned in their Depression-era childhoods inoculated them, and millions of their 

generation, against those temptations. 

You can probably see where I’m going with this. The virtues that built the Findley farm—prudence, 

thrift, self-discipline and sacrifice—are the same virtues that built America. Sadly, they seem to have 

been conspicuously absent in the run-up to the current banking crisis. 

Although I’ve searched, I can find no documentary evidence of a “Banker’s Creed,” no pithy 

celebration of bankerly virtues. Yet recent events suggest that many bankers (though not a majority, 

I’m sure) did in fact subscribe whole-heartedly to a few common tenets . . . 

I will build an ever-bigger empire by buying out my competitors and creating an institution that is 

“too big too fail,” thereby ensuring that the taxpayers will have no choice but to provide liquidity in a 

crunch.  
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I will make loans to any and all borrowers, irrespective of their ability to pay, confident in the 

knowledge that these “assets” can be bundled into products of such mind-bending complexity that no 

one will be able to calculate their real value. 

I will resist all attempts to create a transparent and well-regulated market for derivatives, since this 

might put a damper on revenue growth or compress margins. 

I will ignore all the evidence that my colleagues and I are building a financial house of cards, and will 

dismiss my bank’s critics as unsophisticated doom-mongers. 

I will take unprecedented risks with my bank’s balance sheet and ignore the interests of my 

shareholders in hopes of achieving a seven- or eight-figure bonus. 

I will blame the consequences of my avarice and recklessness on defects in the “global financial 

system” thus side-stepping any personal responsibility. 

I will continue to demand the compensation to which I’ve become accustomed even after a public 

bailout, and will retain the right to redecorate my office in a style that befits my status. 

Call this the Banker’s Creed of Irresponsibility. It’s never been written down, but it’s the only sort of 

creed that would explain the behaviors recently witnessed in some of America’s leading financial 

institutions. 

Today’s bankers are not the first to embrace the mercenary creed I described in my last post. 

Seventy-six years ago, in the depths of the Great Depression, President Roosevelt proclaimed that . . . 

“there must be an end to a conduct in banking and in business which too often has given to a sacred 

trust the likeness of callous and selfish wrongdoing. Small wonder that confidence languishes, for it 

thrives only on honesty, on honor, on the sacredness of obligations, on faithful protection, and on 

unselfish performance; without them it cannot live.” 

Recognizing that the banking crisis was the product of lax moral standards (and not merely a lax 

regulatory regime), FDR used his presidential pulpit to deliver a short and pointed sermon: 

“Yes, the money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may 

now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of that restoration lies in the extent to 

which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit. 

Happiness lies not in the mere possession of money; it lies in the joy of achievement, in the thrill of 

creative effort. The joy, the moral stimulation of work no longer must be forgotten in the mad chase 

of evanescent profits.” 

Many observers have drawn parallels between the challenges that faced America’s 32nd president, 

and the crisis that now confronts its 44th chief executive. Yet I find it worrying that so few of today’s 

analysts and pundits are giving voice to FDR’s fundamental point: The confidence individuals have in 

their country’s banking system depends ultimately on the confidence they have in the virtues of 

those who run it.  

Today, as in 1933, bankers are easy targets. But there are a lot of non-bankers who should swallow 

their indignation and fess up to their own responsibility for the current maelstrom. After all, it wasn’t 
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just bankers who greedily over-reached, but millions of consumers as well. Consider this: In the early 

1950s, when the baby boomers were still toddlers (and their parents were working hard to pay down 

their mortgages), the ratio of debt to income for the average American household was less than 0.4. 

From the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s the ratio hovered around 0.7. Yet by 2008, this crucial 

barometer had zoomed up to 1.4. Over this time span, the income-adjusted indebtedness of the 

average American household ballooned by more than 350%—and it increased more in the last seven 

years than in the previous 39. Today, the typical American family spends more money servicing its 

debt than it does buying food. And in recent decades, it’s the bankers, not the farmers, who’ve been 

making hay. 

Now, we’re all grown-ups. And we’ve been awake through all of this. So how did we expect it to end, 

if not with mass foreclosures, multi-billion dollar write-downs and a devastating economic pull-back? 

Even with the Chinese bankrolling us, we should have known that at some point we’d have to pay the 

piper. 

Policy-makers around the world are now working feverishly to reflate the global economy—to pump 

more liquidity into the system and open up the lending taps. Like the rest of us, they don’t want to 

face the inevitable consequences of unprecedented profligacy. But however it happens, whether 

quickly and traumatically or slowly and tortuously, de-leveraging is going to hurt. Millions of us have 

been addicted to debt—and we must now go off to rehab—not the celebrity sort with foo-foo salads, 

comfy pillows and empathetic counselors, but the court-ordered sort, with institutional food, cold 

showers, and burned out staff members.  

Can any good come of this? Sure. The first benefit should be a renewed appreciation for the timeless 

virtues that engender real wealth creation and spawn lasting prosperity. If farmer values wax and 

banker values wane, we’ll all be better off—and so will the economy.  

A second plus: Our kids may avoid becoming debtoholics. Having watched their parents overextend 

themselves and pay the price, we can only hope they’ll resolve to live financially prudent lives. (My 

son’s suggestion: Require every high school senior to take a course in personal financial 

management). If the Millennials learn some essential lessons about thrift, hard work, and fiscal 

discipline, then this crisis will not have been in vain. Because in the end, what really matters is not 

whether your kids get into Ivy League schools or join prestigious companies, but whether they 

internalize the values of Grandma Ferne.  

It’s the humble farmers, not the super-smart bankers who have something to teach us and our 

children. 

Readers, do you believe Americans lost sight of some fundamental virtues over the past decade or 

two? If so, which ones—and how might we reclaim these virtues in our families and our 

organizations? 
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