
Wells Fargo Case
Study

American financial institution Wells Fargo was beating the odds in a bad economy. During the financial crisis
in 2008, the bank acquired Wachovia to become the third-largest bank by assets in the United States. A few
years later, its growing revenue and soaring stock brought the company’s value to nearly $300 billion. But
behind this success was a company culture that drove employees to open fraudulent accounts in attempt to
reach lofty sales goals. Between 2011 and 2015, company employees opened more than 1.5 million bank
accounts and applied for over 565,000 credit cards in customers’ names that may not have been authorized.

Many former employees reported that company sales goals were impossible to meet, and incentives for
compensation and ongoing employment encouraged gaming the system. Wells Fargo pressured employees
to cross-sell, offering customers with one type of product, such as checking or savings accounts, to also buy
other types of products, such as credit cards and loans. One former employee described it as a “grind-
house,” with co-workers “cracking under pressure.” Another former employee reported, “If you don’t meet
your solutions you’re not a team player. If you’re bringing down the team then you will be fired and it will be
on your permanent record.” 

In mid-2014, Well Fargo attempted to curb fraudulent activity with an ethics workshop that warned
employees not to create fake accounts in customers’ names. Wells Fargo also modified its compensation
structure to place less emphasis on sales goals. But in the following years these efforts were not enough.
The company continued to fire employees over fraudulent accounts. Wells Fargo spokesperson Mary Eshet
stated, “The steps we have been taking have been effective…[and] we are continuing to do more.” Their own
analysis showed a decline in fake accounts by 2015, but many were still being created.

One former employee described his brief time at Wells Fargo as “the lowest point of my life.” He encouraged
an elderly woman to sign up for a credit card she did not want by telling her “it was confirmation that she
stopped by to update her address.” This made him sick to his stomach. He reported, “But it was a tough
economy, and I was worried, if I lost this job, I would be in a tough financial situation.” Deceptive practices
such as this were widespread across the company, and many former employees reported that their
managers knew about them. Jonathan Delshad, a lawyer working on behalf of former employees, said, “The
better they did at sales, the more they advanced, so it got spread across the company. An entire generation
of managers thrived in the culture, got rewarded for it, and are now in positions of power.” One former
employee said she could not meet sales goals in any ethical way and called the Wells Fargo’s ethics hotline.
She was eventually fired. In 2016, Well Fargo was fined a combined total $185 million for fraudulent activity,
and CEO John Stumpf resigned. Between 2011 and 2016, approximately 5,300 employees were fired for
fraudulent sales practices. Sales quotas were eliminated effective January 1, 2017. 
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Wells Fargo has a fiduciary duty to treat its customers fairly. The bank offered many different services to its
customers. But the bank’s management set unrealistically high sales goals for its employees, encouraging
many employees to game the system. If a customer bought one service, employees were urged to “cross-
sell” several more. “Eight is great” was the company mantra. The only way that Wells Fargo employees could
meet their unrealistic sales targets, and thereby keep their jobs, was to make up accounts that customers
had not requested and often didn’t even know they were being charged for. Employees fabricated millions
of fraudulent accounts in order to keep their bosses happy and remain employed. It was a classic conflict of
interest.

IN WHAT WAYS DOES THIS CASE STUDY DEMONSTRATE CONFLICT OF INTEREST?

WHAT FACTORS PLAYED THE MOST IMPORTANT ROLE IN LEADING SO MANY WELLS FARGO

EMPLOYEES TO CHEAT THE BANK’S CUSTOMERS?

WAS THE PROBLEM AT WELLS FARGO THE CORPORATE CULTURE OR A FEW THOUSAND “BAD

APPLES?” 

ALTHOUGH WELLS FARGO ATTEMPTED TO CURB FRAUDULENT ACTIVITY WITH AN ETHICS

WORKSHOP AND CHANGE IN COMPENSATION STRUCTURE, THE COMPANY CONTINUED TO FIND

FRAUDULENT ACCOUNTS BEING OPENED BY EMPLOYEES. WHY DO YOU THINK THIS CONTINUED

TO OCCUR? WHAT DO YOU THINK WELLS FARGO COULD HAVE DONE TO BETTER CURB

FRAUDULENT ACTIVITY? 

ARE THE LOW-LEVEL EMPLOYEES MORE TO BLAME, OR THE MANAGERS? WERE BOTH IN A

CONFLICT OF INTEREST SITUATION?

MANY EMPLOYEES ADMITTED THAT THEY KNEW WHAT THEY WERE DOING WAS WRONG BUT

CONTINUED TO OPEN FRAUDULENT ACCOUNTS. DO YOU THINK THEIR ACTIONS WERE IN ANY WAY

ETHICALLY JUSTIFIABLE? WHY OR WHY NOT? IF YOU WERE IN THEIR POSITION, WHAT WOULD

YOU HAVE DONE?


