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(Modified version of Dan Moon’s MBA Oath Ceremony Guide 

for Harvard Business School) 
Purposes for the Oath Ceremony

Public & Personal Dedication

While individuals may sign the Oath online (http://www.theoathproject.org/oath/sign.html), the Oath Ceremony reinforces one's commitment in a personal and direct manner. The solemnity and significance of publicly swearing an oath is widely recognized. Whether swearing to tell nothing but the truth, promising to love and cherish, or vowing to treat all patients selflessly, the spoken oath is particularly imbued with meaning for the one who takes it and for those who observe.

At the Oath Ceremony, both future and practicing professionals dedicate themselves to abiding by the ideals of the business oath in a setting that promotes introspection and aspiration. Reciting the words aloud deepens one's conviction and sense of responsibility to uphold the Oath in the future.

Celebration

It is a good thing to dedicate oneself to excellence, integrity, and professionalism, and so the Oath Ceremony should be a happy moment to celebrate this decision to abide by the Oath’s principles. As with graduation, family and friends should have an opportunity to share in the event. While celebrating this milestone and having fun, keep in mind that the most difficult work lies ahead in actually practicing our ideals in the workplace.

Support and Accountability

Taking a stand is easer with friends fighting at your side, and accountability is one of the most powerful and efficient tools available to promote the business Oath. The Oath Ceremony brings us side by side with peers who share our vision of raising business standards and being true professionals. Classmates and friends dedicate themselves together and sense their importance in this movement. Many students' school friendships become lifelong professional relationships, providing an organic accountability and support network. The shared Oath Ceremony experience strengthens those links.

Organization

The Oath Ceremony helps grow the Oath Community, adding to the movement's momentum and to the Oath’s influence. Moreover, the ceremony can be an opportunity to gather alumni and professionals at all stages of their career to share in the new class's dedication by reaffirming their own commitment to the Oath. As a fledgling event, the Oath Ceremony still holds many possibilities with respect to how it can be used to further the Oath Community.

Origin and Parallels

The Oath is partially modeled after the Hippocratic Oath of the medical profession. Today, over 90% of medical students take the Hippocratic Oath or a similar oath in ceremonies across the nation. Many a physician believes that the Hippocratic Oath’s tenets as well as the maxim “Do no harm” are their professional and personal obligation.

In contrast, 150 years ago one’s ‘doctor’ could as easily be a well-educated physician or an untrained charlatan; it was caveat emptor for patients. Increasingly, conscientious practitioners called for higher standards of care and ethics, eventually transforming medicine into the profession as we know

it today.

The notion of Medicine as a profession governed by ethical obligations seems obvious to us today. Yet, much of today’s criticism of a business oath mirrors the arguments leveled against the early attempts to professionalize Medicine. In 19th century England, attempts to establish a written set of standards for physicians were criticized as only being necessary for the morally bereft: what doctor of good character needed a written code of ethics? Two centuries later, the value of setting an explicit, high bar for medical professionals is widely recognized. Who among us today would want to see a doctor who refused to ascribe to the tenets of the Hippocratic Oath?

The Oath has the potential to transform the world of business management for the better, just like the medical field has risen to professional standards. Yet the Oath’s potential is possibly greater: hospitals minister to a small percentage of us who are ill, but businesses impact nearly everyone’s lives everyday.

The Oath is in its infancy and is fighting to gain acceptance. It will take more work and demonstrated value before it becomes the assumed modus operandi for Management as the Hippocratic Oath is for Medicine. The Oath Ceremony helps unlock this potential and we hope to see the ceremony spread to MBAs worldwide.

Recommended Oath Ceremony Agenda

Introduction - 7 min.

An Oath Project leader/ambassador welcomes the group and briefly explains the Oath, its origin, and its mission. They will introduce the following speaker.

Opening Speaker(s) - 10 min.

This is an opportunity to have an inspirational speaker or speakers motivate the students and help commemorate the Oath Ceremony. The speaker should be a strong supporter/signee of the Oath.

For example, they could be an experienced MBA alumnus with a reputation for leadership integrity in an influential position or perhaps an academic professor who can speak to the need for the Oath and provide historical context.

Signing the Oath - 4 min.

Take a moment and instruct the students to sign their Oath hard copies (pens ought to be distributed beforehand), witness their neighbor’s, and to pass one of the copies to ushers waiting in the aisles.

Declaring the Oath - 6 min.

The collective declaration of the Oath is the key moment of the Oath Ceremony. All those taking the Oath should stand. The Short Form of the Oath is used.

Designated readers should stand by the podium, ready to lead in the Declaration. A lead Reader will explain the Declaration process:

The Preamble is read in unison by the students and the lead Reader. Each of the 'I Will' clauses (e.g. “I will act with utmost integrity and pursue my work in an ethical manner”) is read by an individual

Reader first, and then the students will repeat it.

The final words “This oath I make freely, and upon my honor” is read separately from the final promise but is also led by the final promise Reader.

Thus, there will be nine Readers needed if the Preamble and each promise is led by a distinct Reader.

Closing Remarks & Charge – 3 min.

An Oath Project leader congratulates the group (cheering is appropriate!), thanks the students, their family & friends, Oath alumni, and the speakers, concluding with a charge to the Oath Community to support one another and keep each other accountable as they re-enter the working world.

Free Choice

The decision to take the Oath should be founded on personal conviction. The plan for the Oath Ceremony (including venue, timing, and promotion) should be organized such that is only taken by those who really want to, and that nobody who disagrees with taking the Oath is compelled to do so, either directly or indirectly (e.g. guilt tactics, peer/family pressure). Quality > Quantity.

For example, the initial Oath Ceremony was held in an area separate from official Class Day events while remaining accessible in a central campus location. The timing was set to follow Class Day events but with enough delay such that there wouldn't be pressure to follow the crowd to the Oath Ceremony.

Public Venue

The Oath Ceremony should take place in a setting that allows those taking the Oath to witness each other and to be observed by other. As with graduate ceremonies, those taking the oath should be seated together as a body close to the podium/speaker. Ideally, there should separate space for both family and friends in the audience. If space is insufficient a live A/V live feed to other spaces/room where family and friends can observe the ceremony is recommended.

Convenient/Efficient

Business school graduates and students are busy, particularly around graduation. The schedule for the Oath Ceremony should highlight the recitation of the Oath itself. While a keynote or two is certainly appropriate, the overall ceremony is not meant to be cumbersome.

Just the Beginning…

As Nitin Nohria commented in the first Oath Ceremony, the Oath Ceremony is just the beginning of a decision to be a professional manager. Undoubtedly, there will be challenges ahead in everyone’s career. Take advantage of this gathering of similarly-dedicated professionals to plant seeds of support and accountability.

For example, at the inaugural Oath Ceremony, there was an opportunity to create physical reminders of the decision to follow the Oath. Two copies of the Oath on heavy paper were distributed to each student, who signed and dated them; the student kept one copy and the other was collected by the campus’ Oath Project leaders. In addition, wallet-size cards of the Oath were distributed for handy reference. Finally, half-sheet cards with the Oath were distributed for carrying into the graduation ceremony the next day.

There are surely many more possibilities for how the Oath Ceremony can be used to mark a momentous occasion and also prepare the Oath community for future trials and exploits. We encourage student leaders to think creatively about how to make the most of this special event, and we look forward to learning from each other.

Appendix A: Some Ideas for Future Oath Ceremonies

Midterm Ceremonies

While the inaugural Oath Ceremony was positioned around graduation from business school, there may also be reasons to consider an Oath ceremony held during the year to allow students (e.g. students after the 1st term or 1st year) the opportunity to affirm their support of the Oath before they graduate. There is not necessarily an inconsistency in students repeating the Oath Ceremony. For example, many medical students will take the Hippocratic Oath several times during their education; at the beginning of their 1st year, prior to their first clinical (in-hospital) rotations dealing with patients, and at graduation. These repeated events reinforce the message and importance of the Hippocratic Oath rather than diluting it.

Accountability Programs

A constant challenge for the Oath community will be demonstrating that the Oath impacts professionals’ thinking and decisions for the better. Accountability programs and practices must continue to develop to
facilitate this impact, and the Oath Ceremony may be a great time to kick-off some of these programs.

Alumni Participation

Every year, the Oath community grows larger, and the Oath Ceremony is an excellent time to invite Oath Alumni to participate. Perhaps as speakers, special audience members, volunteers, etc. Often

Alumni reunions are coordinated with graduation, providing an opportunity to spread the Oath to large numbers of experienced Alumni as well.

Multi-school/Regional Ceremonies

While the Oath hopes to establish ceremonies on many campuses, there may not be opportunities for students at some schools to attend a ceremony on their own campus. Oath Ceremonies open to multiple schools’ graduates or specifically designed regional Oath Ceremonies to include schools may be helpful to building the Oath community.

Appendix B: Logistics Example – HBS

Working Relationship with HBS

In planning the Oath Ceremony, the MBA Oath Organizing Team worked directly with different parts of the HBS administration. We received approval for using the venue from the Dean’s office (e.g. Dean Light, J. Badaracco, and W. Kester). We worked with the HBS Class Day contacts (R. Peracchio & K. Diamond), Facilities (A. Falzone), and Media Services (E. Moss) on the logistics.

While the Student Association Presidents were supportive, their approval was never an explicit condition of the conducting the Oath Ceremony. Regardless of whether a majority of the class attended or not, we believed that the Oath Ceremony was worthwhile for its attendees and would also reflect positively on the school.

Burden Auditorium

Burden Auditorium was an ideal location for the Oath Ceremony because it was familiar to students, central to campus while separate from the Class Day exercises (on Baker Lawn), A/V ready, and provided flexible seating options.

• Seating Configuration

Burden Auditorium has moveable partition walls which can be deployed in advance to accommodate different size audiences. The stage right section holds ~170, the center section holds ~265, and

the stage left section holds ~360. Thus, the potential seating combinations are 170, 265, 360, 435, 625, or 795. (Chairs must be placed in the front area for additional seating, if the whole class is

coming)

The choice of partitions was important because we did not want the venue to appear poorly attended nor be uncomfortably overflowing. In the end, we selected a two-partition configuration. The center section was seated first, and the side section was taped off and held in reserve.

• Access for Students Only

With hundreds of potential student attendees, no non-students were allowed into Burden, and separate viewing rooms for family/friends were setup and advertised. Assume each student had two parents/friends who wanted to attend, if even a minority of students (e.g. 350 of the 900 in the class) attended, the total seating required would jump by 3x (e.g. 1050), creating a space shortage.

We needed to avoid any scenario where some parents/friends could not fit into Burden despite being told they could attend. Apparently during graduation times, frustrated parents denied admission have become quite irate and even mob-like, according to facilities’ personnel experience.

Burden’s outside doors were locked such that they only opened from the inside. Only 3-4 doors were kept open such that ushers could ensure appropriate access.

• Preparing the space

There were two microphones: one on the podium, and one wireless microphone (handed off between Readers during the Declaration of the Oath).

All rows except the first four in the center section were taped off at the ends (with masking tape) such that students would fill the space closest to the stage first. This was preferable to students picking seats at their leisure, which would take significantly longer. Simple signs explicitly asking students not to cross/move tape on their own were placed on the tape lines (yes, you need to spell it out!).

A slide with basic instructions for entering students was projected onto the screen behind the podium.

Light/fun music was played from an iPod hooked into the A/V system while people were finding their seats before the ceremony began. Choose your songs/playlist appropriately… (e.g. not a death metal moment)

A final check of the lighting, sound, slide projection, simulcast, and doors was performed with Media Services and Facilities ~40 minutes in advance of the ceremony.

Interest Poll

We used an online poll to help project the number of Oath Ceremony attendees. However, the utility/reliability of the poll may depend on how early the poll is distributed as many graduates are traveling in the days/weeks prior to graduation.

Class Day

While we explicitly kept the Oath Ceremony separate from the official Class Day program, we carefully promoted the Oath Ceremony. We emailed the entire class the details of the Oath Ceremony event and also handed out Oath cards at the Class Day event (with the permission of the HBS administration and the Student Association). Both the Class Day student and alumni (Jamie Dimon) speakers mentioned the Oath in their speeches.

We received permission from the Class Day planners for a final announcement. At the conclusion of the Class Day program, a student reminded the audience of the upcoming Oath Ceremony for those who chose to participate; the reminder wording was deliberately neutral, to avoid pressuring students who did not want to join.

For example, “For those who have signed or would like to sign the business Oath, there will be a 30-minute ceremony at Burden Auditorium taking place in 15 minutes. Parents, family and friends are invited to watch the ceremony in Aldrich 112.”

The Oath Ceremony was scheduled to begin approximately 30 minutes after the conclusion of the Class Day events (long enough to allow for nonparticipants to go home without getting pressured, but soon enough for people to make their way over and not waste too much time.

Ushers

Ushers were recruited for multiple jobs:

• Entry/Exit

Standing at the doors and ensuring only students (& specifically invited faculty, speakers, and administration) entered the auditorium. They directed family/friends/observers/etc. to the viewing rooms in the Aldrich building. Once the ceremony started, the doors were closed/locked, though an usher could remain to let in stragglers as appropriate.

• Greeting/Distribution

At tables in the foyer, handed out copies of the Oath, pens, Oath wallet cards, and “The MBA Oath” commencement cards to students as they entered.

• Seating

In every aisle of the auditorium, directed students to sit in rows beginning with the front, to move all the way to the center of their rows, and to take theirs seats instead of milling around at the top of the auditorium and blocking entry (people really like to chat). As the seating filled, they would ‘release’ rows from front to back by removing tape/signs at the ends of rows.

The center section was seated first before any rows on the reserve section were opened. This proved helpful for the photographer, as shots of the audience showed a full crowd (he naturally focused on

the full section only).

• Viewing Rooms

Ushers were positioned in the primary Aldrich viewing room to verify the simulcast, to welcome family/friends, to direct seating, and to manage overflow by directing people to adjacent rooms and notifying Media Services to activate the simulcast in those rooms. Since many of the ushers were busy during the ceremony, we tried to find non-graduate ushers. For example, many partners were recruited to help, which was terrific since they were familiar with many of the students already. In addition, combined degree students and 1st-year students participation was sought as an excellent way for non-graduating students to get involved and prepare to lead next year. However, prior vacation/work plans prevented many 1st years from helping, despite avid interest. Thus, we recommend reaching out to potential ushers early.

Video & Viewing Rooms

We coordinated with HBS Media Services to have a live video feed of the Burden ceremony (on stage) sent to multiple rooms in Aldrich as well as Spangler Auditorium. Signs had been posted throughout Aldrich which directed family to the viewing rooms.

Working with Media Services, the plan was for Aldrich 112 to be the first room for simulcast, and all family/friends directed there first. If we needed more rooms, additional Aldrich rooms would be added one by one from Aldrich 111 and progressively through the first floor. Spangler Auditorium was prepared and held in reserve but not mentioned to family/friends initially out of concern that too many locations might confuse new visitors to campus.

We requested that the video feed be recorded, and we obtained a copy from HBS Media Services afterward.

Press

Both the MBA Oath Organizing Team and HBS were concerned about managing press coverage appropriately. Reporters were vetted with the HBS Communications Officer, and only a specific few reporters were admitted to Burden itself. Only one professional photographer for a magazine was admitted.

A press release should be prepared for release regarding the ceremony, and The Oath Project leaders should be prepared with key talking points to engage the press before and after the ceremony.

Photographer/Videographer

HBS hired the photographer, but it's important for the Oath Project group to either 1) find their own additional photographer (there are likely lots of serious photo enthusiasts among the student body), or 2) convince HBS to add the Oath organization to their license/rights agreement. It may be useful to have a separate videographer for the ceremony on behalf of the Oath Project leadership team.

Supplies

Paper copies of the Oath for signing, Oath wallet cards, “The MBA Oath” cards for commencement procession, Pens, Signs (e.g.directions to the ceremony, directions to viewing areas for family, “do not

cross” seating signs, etc.), Masking Tape (for ushers), Lists of invited guests and emergency contact #’s (for Entry/Exit ushers)

Ceremony Guide: Description and Planning Template
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