
The lialden Rule 
Is Still lialden 

It's as practical and as necessary 
for success in modern business as a 

typewriter or a set of account books 

Says J. C. Penney 
Illustrations by Luke Doheny 

J. C. PENNEY. Born in Missouri, he launched a na
tion-wide dry-goods business from a Wyoming vil
lage, now lives in New York City, where he has been 
an active member of the Rotary Club since 1942. 

knew the answer
for Father was op
posed to the use of 
i n t o x i c a t i n g li
quors. And was it 
fair to my other 
customers to do for 
one what I would 
not do for them? 
Obviously not-so I 
determined t h e n 
and there that nev
er again would I 
bribe that cook, or 
anyone else, to get 
business. 

That lesson was further im
pressed on my mind when I got 
my first job in a retail store. I 
had an inborn liking for handling 
and selling things, and my father, 
just before he passed on and 
realizing death was near, said, 
"Jim will make it. I like the way 
he has started out." I had occa
sion to think of his words later 
when other salesmen were taking 
customers away from me because 
they could make special prices for 
a favored few-fixed prices to one 
and all were not then the custom. 
I had to deal with men to whom 
thumb-on-the-scale manipulation 
was a fine art, misrepresentation 
of products was cleverness, and 
dishonest advertising and label
ling were "tricks of the trade." 

IT IS my belief that Golden Rule 
principles are just as necessary 
for operating a business profitably 
as are trucks, typewriters or 
twine. Many will deny this and 
will cite examples seeming to 
prove that it doesn't pay out. I 
can do that too. 

When I was in my 20's, I pur
chased a butcher shop in Long
mont, Colorado, for $300, which I 
had saved while going to school 
and while working at my first job 
in a store. The best and most 
profitable customer of the shop 
was the leading hotel of the city. 
My meat cutter advised me, "If 
you want to keep the hotel trade, 
you will have to buy the chef a 
bottle of whisky each week. He 
does the buying." 

I accepted the advice, without 
much thought, and bought the 
customary bottle of liquor. But 
after I had done so, a strange 
feeling came over me. I asked my
self, "Were he living today, what 
would my father say?" Very well I 

I lost the trade of 
the hotel and because of that I also 
lost the butcher shop and the $300 
I had saved penny by penny. Up 
to that point, practicing the Gol
den Rule apparently didn't pay 
out. But I have always been 
thankful that I did not ·yield to 
questionable expediency. Had I 
done so I might have become a 
successful butcher, but I would 
probably never have found my 
lifework in a wider field. 

But I take no credit for that cru
cial decision. My father was re
sponsible for it. He was a farmer 
and a preacher. As a very young 
boy, I had understood that he 
worked at two different callings, 
but only gradually did I come to 
see that my father, in his own 
mind, did not recognize any real 
difference between them. He 
plowed, he planted, he harvested, 
and he applied his industry with 
just the same earnestness that he 
preached his sermon. Thereby he 
impressed me with the fact that 
he had one ministry : to serve. 

, But if "let the buyer beware" 
was the motto practiced by some 
businessmen, it was not character
istic of the majority. In these days 
when so many look to Govern
ment to regulate trade practices, 
we easily forget that businessmen 
themselves led the way. For every 
example of shady or fraudulent 
dealing that has come to my atten
tion in a long career, I can cite 
scores of examples of manufac
turers, wholesalers, and retailers 
who voluntarily put the Golden 
Rule to work in their relations 
with employees, competitors, and 
customers. 

Rotary has reinforced this con
cept, terming it Vocational Serv
ice, but long before Paul Harris 
founded our organization in 1905, 
most businessmen both large and 
small were trying to operate on 
the principle of "he profits most 
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who serves best." They knew that 
the fly-by-night, chiselling, fraud
ulent operators were unfair both 
to legitimate business and to the 
public. That is why businessmen 
have organized into trade groups 
and why they have taken the lead 
in creating protective legislation. 

A typical example of the latter 
is the U. S. Pure Food and Drug 
Act. It was promulgated and 
urged by businessmen more than 
40 years ago. It has had an in
creasing influence as manufac
turers have learned that they 
must establish a reputation for 
consistency of quality in pure and 
unadulterated products, not be
cause it is the law, but because it 
is to their own self-interest to 
serve their customers honestly. 
And they have found the value of 
advertising such products hon
estly. 

We have made great progress in 
business practices. If we are to 
consolidate past gains and to ad
vance, we who are in business 
must give time and effort, which 
are not always immediately pro
ductive of profits, to the training 
of our successors. We have this 
responsibility to the vocation 
which gives us our livelihood
but we should be glad to do it for 
the sake of the young men them
selves. I sincerely believe that we 
who employ should build some
thing into a man instead of con
stantly taking something out of 
him. So I shall offer this advice: 

Do not primarily train men to 
work. Train them to 
serve willingly and in
telligently. 

Do not train men 
merely to obey orders 
th at they may or may 
not fully understand . 
Train them to study the 
job, to develop percep
tion of what is to be 
done, then to turn loose 
upon it their under
standing, initiative, and 
effort. 

Do not t r a i n men 
merely to be as your 
shadow. Train them to 
bring as much of their 
ability into action as 
they can reach, deep 
down in themselve ' . 
Encourage them to be
lieve that there is in 
them s e 1 v es a mine 

pocket full of riches. You can , by 
your careful and thoughtful train
ing of them, make them wealthy 
in developed ability. 

Countless thousands of men are 
stranded in business routine. In 
each one of them may be a latent 
ability which when developed 
would be of immeasurable profit 
to th e employer . There seems to 
be a fatal impression with many 
businessmen that to hire a man as 
he is means to keep the man on as 
he is. But it is wrong to look 
upon any man as being an im
movable, unimprovable human 
being. 

I was fortunate , as a young 
man, in getting employment with 
a retail store that advertised itself 
to be responsible to the customer, 
not in a general way, but in the 
specific spirit of the Golden Rule. 
This was to me inspiring. It gen
erated energies and developed 
talents which I was called upon to 
exercise when, after an appren
ticeship, I was considered worthy 
to take over the managership of a 
store. When I was given the priv
ilege of buying a one-third in-

terest in the store, I discovered 
that managem ent opened respon
sibilities that I welcomed as a 
challenge. I began to take count 
of my new responsibilities, mas
tering them as I could. As a result 
of my study, I reached the convic
tion that I could master them only 
in accordance with Golden Rule 
principles I had seen practiced by 
my father. 

Young men today should have 
similar opportunities to prove and 
improve themselves. Employers 
should train them with a view 
toward partnership participation 
in the business they help to 
create. It is my experience that 
employees will respond to the 
stimulus of fairness and liberality. 
Partnership participation makes a 
man dig into himself to qualify. 
He becomes eager to master the 
technique of a job greater than 
the one he has. 

Developing men brings as much 
-even more-satisfaction as mak
ing profits. H. G. Wells, the late 
distinguished English author, 
puts it this way: 

"Success has absolutely nothing 

.. NEVER again would I bribe that cook, or anyone else, to get business." 



whatever to do with a man's repu
tation, or material possessions, or 
social prominence. 

"True success is the relation be
tween what a man is today ( that 
is what he has finally become) and 
what he could have become had 
he made the most of his ability 
and opportunity through all the 
years of his working life." 

It is an astonishing contrast 
that Mr. Wells makes in the two 
conditions: (1) not what anyone 
of us is in the later years of life, 
but (2) what we could have be
come had we done ·the utmost 
with all our ability, understand
ing, and control directed upon a 
worth-while ultimate purpose. 

This means that a young man 
starting out can so increase and 
direct his effort that it will carry 
him far beyond the usual time of 
men's retirement. Let me say this 
of retirement: No man should live 
a business life of 20 or 30 years 
and then retire into nothing. 
Along the way he should have 
provided for himself something 
into which to retire; something 
worth while as an adventure in 
benefits and service. 

Success in business does not de
pend upon genius. Any young 
man of ordinary intelligence who 
is morally sound and not afraid to 
work should succeed in spite of 
obstacles and handicaps if he 
plays the game fairly and keeps 
everlastingly at it. When I see a 
youngster identifying himself so 
closely with his work that the 
closing hour passes unheeded, 1 
recognize the beginnings of sue-

'OPPORTUNITY PRIVILEGE' 

The Golden Rule is the obvious 
inspiration for Rotary's Second 
Object (page 72). How it applies 
to Vocational Service is described 
in this Board-approved statement · 

As a Rotarian, it is my purpose: 
To regard my business or profession 

as my opportunity to express myself in 
service to society, as well as a means to 
material gain. 

To maintain the dignity and worthi• 
ness of my calling by acceptance and 
promotion of high standards and elimi
nation of questionable practices. 

To value success in my vocation as a 
worthy ambition when achieved as a 
result of service to society; but to ac
cept no profit nor distinction which 
arises from unfair advantage, abuse of 
privilege, or betrayal of trust. 

To recognize that any sound transac
tion must be governed by practices 
which bring satisfaction to all parties 
concerned, and to esteem it a privilege, 
in my profession or business, to serve 
beyond the strict measure of duty or 
obligation. 

cess. He is doing more than is re
quired of him-that is, more than 
his employer requires of him, but 
not more than his conscience re
quires. 

Here are six searching prin
ciples which I believe form the 
essentials of business success. I 
offer them in the hope that they 
will be passed on to young men 
and women just starting their 
business careers: 

1. Be prepared. Know all about 
your business-a little more than 
anyone else knows. You will, as a 

rule, achieve what you are pre
pared for. 

2. Work hard. The only kind_ of 
luck that you are justified in 
banking on is that based on hard 
work. This means sacrifice, per
sistent effort, and dogged deter
mination. Growth is never by 
chance; it is the result of effort. 

. 3. Be honest. By this I mean 
the finer honesty of purpose that 
will not allow you to give less 
than your best; that will make you 
count not your hours, but your 
duties and opportunities; that 
constantly urges you to enlarge 
your information and to increase 
your efficiency. 

4. Have confidence in men. A 
man's value increases when he 
receives responsibility and feels 
that he is being relied upon. One 
must exercise commonsense and 
good busineJs judgment, of 
course, but believing in your self 
and trusting in your fellowman 
pay off. 

5. Appeal to the spirit in man. 
-One of the wisest men who ever 
lived said, "The letter killeth, but 
the spirit giveth life." Every or
ganization in which I have been 
associated has proved that if its 
members are motivated by an in
domitable desire to succeed, the 
organization will succeed. 

6. Practice the Golden Rule. It 
sums up all I have said-and here 
it is as it was enunciated on the 
hillsides of Judea nearly 2,000 
years ago: "Therefore all things 
whatsoever ye would that men 
should do to you, do ye even so to 
them." 

"WHEN I see a youngster identifying himself so closely with work the closing hour passes unheeded, I recognize beginnings of success," 


