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C h a p t e r  1

A Tale of Two
Business Cultures

In August of  2001, two companies did a deal. The deal itself  
wasn’t remarkable, but the companies were. On the surface, these 
companies had many things in common. Both were successful, 

respected, and famous—one for its excellent and beloved products, 
the other for its zeal and visionary innovation. Each company prized 
and empowered smart, forward-thinking, hard-working leaders. 
Each had been founded by philanthropic Christian men who wanted 
to build enterprises that would make a positive impact in the world. 
And each had become a major player in the global economy, with 
revenue in the billions of  dollars.

Beyond these similarities, however, these companies were vastly 
different. One obvious difference was that the first company, though 
smaller revenue-wise, was much older. It had been founded sixteen years 
before the United States declared independence from England, whereas 
the second company was barely sixteen years old (and incidentally, was 
ranked 16th on the Fortune Global 500 list in 2001). This meant the 
first company had weathered innumerable obstacles—wars, famines, 
plagues, depressions, recessions, and many other economic and social 
upheavals—and had kept its products in demand for over two hundred 
years. The second company, on the other hand, had only survived one 
significant economic setback—the stock market crash of  1987—when 
it was two. Though its revenues dwarfed the first company in 2001, it 
had yet to definitively prove its resilience and longevity. 
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At the time this deal was struck, almost no one knew (or was 
willing to admit) that the second company was on the verge of  the 
greatest crisis it had ever faced—a perfect storm created primarily 
by its own deeply flawed business decisions, and exacerbated by the 
bursting dot-com bubble and the imminent September 11th attacks. 
And in the final quarter of  2001, the world watched as the truth about 
this company came out. It was not prepared to weather the storm—in 
fact, it was compromised so thoroughly that it went down like the 
Titanic. By the beginning of  December, it had declared bankruptcy. 
Its deal with the first company turned out to be one of  the last it ever 
made. 

The name of  this second company was Enron—a name that 
today endures as a byword for corporate scandal, the fall of  the 
mighty, and the catastrophic style of  debt-based growth, deceptively 
structured securities, and fraudulent accounting that would spread 
like a cancer through the corporate and financial world in the first 
decade of  this millennium, giving rise to the global financial crisis of  
2008. As Bethany McClean and Peter Elkind argue in their definitive 
account of  Enron’s collapse, The Smartest Guys in the Room: 

Enron remains the defining scandal of  the 21st century. None 
of  those other scandals had the staying power—or the canary-
in-the-coal-mine quality—of  Enron. This was partly because no 
other modern-day company, prior to the financial crisis of  2008, 
had Enron’s vaunted reputation. But it is also because almost 
everything we later found out about how Enron operated was a 
harbinger of  scandals yet to come.1   

Many companies, employees, investors, and shareholders suffered 
serious collateral damage from Enron’s downfall. The first company, 
however, was not one of  them. They smoothly transferred their 
fifteen-year deal with Enron to another energy broker, RWE Solutions, 
who began providing multi-utility outsourcing for their three largest 

1 Bethany McClean and Peter Elkind, The Smartest Guys in the Room, (New York: 
Penguin Group, 2013), Kindle Edition, 97-100.
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facilities in the UK—the Park Royal brewery in London, and the 
Dundalk and St. James Gate breweries in Dublin, Ireland. Today, the 
first company, Guinness, remains one of  the most popular and beloved 
brands in the world, and seems unlikely to disappear anytime soon. 

A Study in Contrasts
 
When I discovered that Enron and Guinness had made this deal 

that was never to be (McClean and Elkind refer to it briefly in their 
book), I couldn’t help finding it fascinating, simply because the stories 
of  these two companies had already come together to form a morality 
tale in my mind about business culture. Months before reading The 
Smartest Guys in the Room, I had read Stephen Mansfield’s The Search 
for God and Guinness, and been deeply inspired by his account of  
the Guinness company’s remarkable history and legacy. The sharp 
differences between that account and McLean and Elkin’s history of  
Enron naturally formed a study in contrasts—not so much as a study 
of  what to do and not to do in business, but a study of  who and who 
not to be in business, and of  how who you are influences and forms 
business culture. It didn’t take me too long to realize that this study 
might be an effective way to introduce the subject of  this book—
honor in business—and to paint a picture of  what’s ultimately at stake 
in our becoming honoring people who can build honoring businesses 
and business culture. 

In case you are unfamiliar with them, I’m going to summarize 
the stories of  Guinness and Enron told in these excellent books—
starting with the company that’s still around today.  

 

Guinness: Building a Family Legacy Over AS 
Centuries

The story of  the Guinness company is the story of  a family. 
Though the company passed out of  the hands of  Guinness family 
members in the 1990s, the Guinness dynasty is responsible for 
building it into the enduring global brand it is today. Not only did 
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each generation of  Guinness sons manage to carry on a tradition of  
brewing great beer and growing the company; they also preserved 
the values of  generosity, integrity, and social responsibility held by 
their patriarch and founder, Arthur Guinness. Few companies today 
can boast of  such a legacy. 

The father-to-son tradition of  brewing in the Guinness family 
(whose motto was Spes mea in Deo—“My hope is in God”) began with 
Arthur and his father, Richard, who managed the estate of  an archbishop 
in the Church of  Ireland. The archbishop, who was godfather to Arthur, 
bequeathed him with £100 (about four years’ wages) in 1755, which 
he promptly invested in a small brewing venture. Four years later, he 
moved to Dublin and secured a 9,000-year lease for the brewery at St. 
James Gate. By the end of  the Arthur’s life, the Guinness brewery had 
become “the biggest business enterprise in Ireland.”2 

As every business owner knows, building a successful enterprise 
from the ground up requires great dedication and lots of  hard work, 
which must be motivated by a compelling “why.” The evidence 
of  Arthur Guinness’s business pursuits suggests that his “why” 
had everything to do with his spiritual and moral beliefs. First and 
foremost, there was the fact that at this time in history, brewing beer 
was considered a social and moral good. People generally viewed 
beer as one of  the healthiest things to drink. At this time in Ireland’s 
history, water was full of  disease-carrying pollutants. Beer was purer 
than water, for the brewing process and alcohol killed water-born 
pollutants, while also being less intoxicating than hard liquor. Both 
England and Ireland saw the “Gin Craze” wreak havoc throughout 
society in the 1700s, and it’s likely that Guinness “felt a moral mandate”3 
in dedicating his life to brewing beer as the better alternative. To 
the end of  his life, he never stopped experimenting, innovating, and 
perfecting what would become “the oldest continuously brewed beer 
in the world.”4

Arthur’s other endeavors were also directed at improving the 
material and spiritual conditions of  his city. One of  his spiritual 

2  Stephen Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 
2009), Kindle Edition, 59. 
3 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 51.
4 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 71.
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influences was John Wesley, who “preached both the virtues and the 
responsibilities of  wealth. ‘We must exhort all Christians to gain all 
they can and to save all they can; that is, in effect to grow rich,’ Wesley 
insisted . . . to allow the Christian man to ‘give all he can to those in 
need.’”5 Arthur Guinness certainly pursued both objectives by doing 
his utmost to make his brewery profitable, and using those profits to 
benefit his city. He served on hospital boards, social welfare reform 
agencies, and an organization to end the practice of  dueling. He also 
personally funded and launched the first Sunday schools in Dublin, 
which provided education for Protestant and Catholic children.

Upon his death in 1803, Arthur’s son and namesake, Arthur 
Guinness the Second, who had served as Arthur’s apprentice for a 
decade, succeeded him as proprietor of  the brewery. (All the Guinness 
brewers apprenticed under their fathers, sometimes for more years 
than they actually ran the business.) Though he would only remain in 
charge seventeen years before passing the baton to his son Benjamin, 
the second Arthur engineered the company’s massive expansion into 
markets throughout the UK, Europe, the West Indies, and Africa. 
After retiring from brewing, he continued to serve a wide array of  
national charities and galvanized the family’s efforts to alleviate the 
suffering caused by the potato famine in 1848. 

Benjamin Lee Guinness continued to expand the company’s 
production and distribution, particularly at home in Ireland. It was he 
who chose the Irish harp as the company’s emblem, turning Guinness 
beer into a symbol of  national pride and prompting a 400-percent 
increase in the company’s market share within the nation. He further 
endeared himself  to his homeland by funding and overseeing the 
restoration of  St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin. Despite Benjamin’s 
increased wealth and prominence—he became Lord Mayor of  
Dublin, a Member of  Parliament, and a Knight of  the Realm—he 
also maintained a close connection with the daily operations of  the 
brewery and his employees. A book written in Benjamin’s day claimed: 

He was no hard taskmaster . . . for he believed in ruling by kindness 
rather than sternness, knowing full well that the way to get the 

5 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 63.
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best service out of  a man is to let him feel that he is appreciated 
and cared for. It is said of  him that there was not a workman 
connected with the brewery, no matter how humbled his duties 
were, that he did not know and maintain friendly relations with . . . 

He was not only recognized as the most eminent man of  business 
at the time connected with the city of  his birth, but he was also 
a man of  large public spirit, to whom doing good to his fellow 
men was a pleasure—one almost might say a passion—and in 
the service he so willingly rendered to the public he was not 
less devoted and enthusiastic than in the conduct of  his colossal 
business.6

Upon Benjamin’s death, ownership of  the company passed to 
his son, Edward Cecil, who took the family firm public in 1886 and 
captained it to even greater heights of  success, wealth, and influence 
as it passed into the twentieth century. Given the size and scope of  the 
company’s operations at this stage, Edward Cecil’s management style 
was less connected to the daily activities at the brewery, but he put 
leaders in place there who carried the company’s values for excellence 
and benevolence. Most notable of  these leaders was Guinness’s chief  
medical officer, Dr. John Lumsden, who was zealously driven by duty 
and compassion to address the appalling conditions in which most of  
the poor and working class—including many Guinness employees—
lived at the time. 

Due to overcrowding, contaminated drinking water, and 
unhygienic living quarters, infectious disease and death were rampant 
in Dublin. With the support of  the Guinness board of  directors, 
Dr. Lumsden rolled out an aggressive, comprehensive program to 
reform the living conditions and lifestyles of  over 3,000 Guinness 
employees—all of  whom he personally visited in their homes. This 
program included:

6 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 103-104.
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1. Technical education for the younger generation 
2. Popular lectures of  educational value 
3. A program of  athletics and exercise 
4. Literature encouraging hygiene and the prevention of  

disease 
5. Courses in cooking for mothers and young women 
6. Education regarding the feeding of  infants 
7. Recreational opportunities in the form of  concerts or socials 
8. Opportunities for management and laborers to meet and 

socialize 
9. Housing7

Following the implementation of  Dr. Lumsden’s reforms, every 
Guinness employee came to enjoy benefits unparalleled by other large 
corporations at the time, and by most corporations and companies 
today. A 1928 company report tells us that the medical and dental 
needs of  employees and their families were fully served by an onsite 
clinic staffed by doctors, nurses, dentists, pharmacists, and a masseuse. 
Pensions, funeral expenses, banking services, educational benefits, 
sports facilities, free concerts, lectures, libraries, entertainment, 
sponsored competitions, and tuition for professional development 
were also provided by the company. On top of  all of  this, Guinness 
employees received wages that were ten to twenty percent higher 
than the average in Ireland. Edward Cecil, who once said, “You cannot 
make money from people unless you are willing for people to make 
money from you,”8 put his money where his mouth was. 

Last but not least in the great line of  Guinness brewers came 
Rupert, Edward Cecil’s son, who carried on the Guinness values of  
benevolence and public service. Upon receiving £5 million from his 
father as a wedding present, Rupert and his bride bought a home in 
the London slums in order to work with the poor. He then served as 
a Member of  Parliament for nearly twenty years before taking over 
the family business, where he faced the difficult task of  steering the 
company through the Great Depression and World War II. Despite the 

7  Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 141.
8 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 259.
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devastation caused by these events, Guinness continued to grow and 
thrive as Rupert adopted new marketing and diversification strategies. 

Though the Guinness dynasty ceased to run the company soon 
after Rupert’s tenure, the story and legacy of  the Guinness family, and 
the business culture they fostered, remains. Stephen Mansfield writes: 

In the minds of  most of  the people in the world, Guinness is beer 
and that is all there is to the story. But this is far from true. Guinness 
the beer is magnificent, yes, but it is the Guinness culture that 
for nearly two centuries changed the lives of  Guinness workers, 
transformed poverty in Dublin, and inspired other companies to 
understand that care for their employees was their most important 
work. It was the Guinness culture of  faith and kindness and 
generosity that moved men to seek out ways to serve their fellow 
men, to mend what the harshness of  life had torn.9

Enron: Deception Fueled by Greed 

Significantly, if  we were to have asked Ken Lay, the former CEO 
and chairman of  Enron, if  “faith and kindness and generosity” were 
important to him, he likely would have said yes. According to McLean 
and Elkind: 

In the public face he presented, Lay seemed to care deeply about 
bettering the world. He spent much of  his time on philanthropy: 
in Houston, he was the go-to man for charitable works, raising and 
giving away millions. He spoke often about corporate values. And 
he was openly religious. “Everyone knows that I personally have a 
very strict code of  personal conduct that I live by,” he once told an 
interviewer for a religious magazine called The Door. “This code 
is based on Christian values.”10

9 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 121.
10 McClean and Elkind, The Smartest Guys in the Room, Kindle Edition, 519.
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A section of  Enron’s 1998 annual report entitled “Our Values,” 
reads: 

RESPECT: We treat others as we would like to be treated 
ourselves. We do not tolerate abusive or disrespectful treatment. 
Ruthlessness, callousness, and arrogance don’t belong here. 
INTEGRITY: We work with customers and prospects openly, 
honestly, and sincerely. When we say we will do something, we 
will do it; when we say we cannot or will not do something, then 
we won’t do it. 
COMMUNICATION: We have an obligation to communicate. 
Here, we take the time to talk with one another . . . and to listen. 
We believe that information is meant to move and that information 
moves people. 
EXCELLENCE: We are satisfied with nothing less than the very 
best in everything we do. We will continue to raise the bar for 
everyone. The great fun here will be for all of  us to discover just 
how good we can really be.11

Yet despite his charitable acts and professed values, Ken Lay 
was different from the Guinnesses in some important ways, and the 
culture he engendered at Enron reflected these differences. 

First, Lay’s journey into business, and the kind of  business he 
chose to pursue, bore few similarities to the Guinnesses’. Lay never 
built a company of  his own from the ground up, nor did he inherit a 
legacy of  hard work and success from his forefathers. Though also 
raised with a strong religious influence—Lay’s father was a Baptist 
preacher—neither his upbringing nor his personal interests and 
talents led him toward a career in a skilled craft or trade with an 
honorable tradition. From college on, his interests lay in economics, 
public policy, and the possibility of  becoming wealthy in an era of  
increased deregulation. According to McLean and Elkind:

Lay usually expressed his preference for deregulation in ideological 
terms; his training as an economist had taught him that free 

11 McClean and Elkind, The Smartest Guys in the Room, Kindle Edition, 357.
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markets simply worked better than markets controlled by the 
government, he liked to say. But he also believed that deregulation 
would create opportunities to make money—lots of  money. And 
making money was terribly important to Ken Lay.12

Lay spent the early years of  his career in Washington, largely 
thanks to a well-connected mentor who opened doors for him at the 
Pentagon and the Nixon Administration. When an energy crisis 
developed in the early seventies, however, he quickly opted out 
of  policy-making and sought a job with a natural gas company in 
Florida, apparently eager to test some of  his economic theories as 
deregulation progressed. He ended up working at several natural gas 
companies over the next ten years and built a reputation as a brilliant 
strategist. In 1984, he became chairman and CEO of  Houston Natural 
Gas, which a year later merged with another pipeline company, 
InterNorth, to form Enron. 

Lay’s position at the top of  Enron finally allowed the weaknesses 
of  his character and leadership style to manifest. He showed a 
preference for installing personal friends, rather than the most 
qualified candidates, on the board and in executive positions in the 
company. He consistently turned a blind eye when his staff  brought 
up concerns over questionable trading deals or accounting matters. 
He also treated the company like a personal bank account, and the 
company’s assets like family possessions. 

Lastly, it became clear that Lay’s “why” for Enron to revolutionize 
the energy market was tied not so much to the common good or 
service to God as to the classic rewards of  conquest—money, power, 
and prestige. He wanted to prove that his deregulation ideology was 
the way of  the future, to create a company that didn’t just question 
the rules, but made the rules. Enron’s motto, “Ask Why,” expresses 
this value for questioning the authority and wisdom of  traditional 
business culture and practices. 

In order to establish this culture of  revolution at Enron, Ken 
Lay brought in a consultant from the blue-chip firm McKinsey and 

12 McClean and Elkind, The Smartest Guys in the Room, Kindle Edition, 515.
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Company, Jeffrey Skilling. Skilling was a Darwinist13 and imported 
the McKinsey values and culture to Enron: 

[Skilling] had very clear ideas about how to build an organization, 
what to look for in people, and how those people should be 
rewarded. At McKinsey, Skilling had always felt that he’d been 
part of  a true intellectual meritocracy, and that’s what he strove 
to instill at Enron Finance. He wanted to create a place where raw 
brains and creativity mattered more than management skills and 
real-world experience, where young MBAs were free to chase a 
pipe dream with company millions (even behind their boss’s back), 
where generating profits was rewarded not just handsomely but 
fabulously, and where those who failed to measure up would be 
quickly cut from the herd . . . Skilling believed that greed was the 
greatest motivator, and he was only too happy to feed it.14

The toxic aspects of  Enron’s culture, which produced the 
unethical actions that eventually led to the company’s collapse, can 
easily be traced back to Skilling’s (and by tacit permission, Lay’s) 
leadership as Enron’s COO. Skilling hired people solely on the basis of  
whether they had a talent he wanted, with no regard for the person’s 
character, moral compass, or ability to work with a team. He also 
instituted a cutthroat semiannual review system—known informally 
within the company as “rank and yank”—which rewarded employees 
according to how much money they were making the company and 
fueled a dynamic of  vicious competition and political manipulation 
among the ranks. The executives and traders who became “stars” 
in the company all bought into the priorities of  money and power, 
and exploited every possible opportunity and loophole to make the 
company, and themselves, rich. 

Unfortunately, Skilling’s advocacy for aggressive, fast-paced 
deal-making with little value for risk management, along with his 
insistence on adopting mark-to-market accounting (in which a 
company books the full profits for long-term deals using their own 

13 That is, he believed in “survival of  the fittest”—and for him, the fittest were the 
intellectually superior, rather than the emotionally, socially, or relationally superior. 
14 McClean and Elkind, The Smartest Guys in the Room, Kindle Edition, 1652.



The Business of  Honor

12

models, rather than relying on real profits coming in), also allowed 
these “stars” to put the company in astronomical debt. Rather 
than reining in his deal-makers, however, Skilling turned to his 
fixer, Enron’s CFO, Andrew Fastow, who engineered the elaborate 
accounting fraud that concealed Enron’s true financial troubles from 
investors—and pocketed millions for himself  in the process. (Ken 
Lay also approved of  Fastow’s methods and petitioned the board to 
waive the company’s conflict-of-interest criteria in order to allow him 
to carry them out.) Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Fastow 
was not his success at devising an incredibly complex web of  special-
purpose entities (limited companies or partnerships) to hide Enron’s 
debt and worthless assets, but his ability to convince an entire group 
of  accountants, analysts, and investment bankers to lavish their 
approval and massive sums of  money on these schemes. The entire 
investment community colluded in the company’s greed.

As long as Enron’s stock price continued to rise, the financial 
house of  cards Fastow had constructed to maintain the illusion of  
Enron’s health remained standing. In 2000, the stock price hit a high 
of  $90.56 per share. In 2001, Enron reached #7 on the Fortune 500 list 
and reported annual revenue of  $138.7 billion, outpacing companies 
such as IBM, AT&T, Verizon, Chase, and Bank of  America. Ken Lay 
continued to spin Enron’s greatness by famously announcing that the 
company’s ambition was no longer merely to be “the world’s leading 
energy company” but “the world’s leading company.” 

When the price began to fall in early 2001, however, whistleblowers 
within the company and savvy market watchdogs began calling 
attention to ominous signs—stonewalling around the company’s 
impenetrable “black box” of  financials, Skilling’s sudden resignation, 
and top execs selling off  their stock (including Lay and Skilling)—
prompting internal investigations, downgrades in Enron’s investment 
ratings, and finally, a total collapse in their investors’ trust. 

By the time Enron declared bankruptcy on December 2nd, the 
stock price had plummeted to less than a dollar. Over 20,000 of  
the company’s employees not only lost their jobs, but also their 
retirement and pension funds, which had largely been invested in 
Enron stock, became all but worthless. Lay, Skilling, and Fastow 
were indicted on multiple charges by the SEC, including conspiracy, 
fraud, insider trading, and money laundering. Their accounting firm, 
Arthur Anderson, was also convicted of  obstruction of  justice for 
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shredding Enron documents and participating in the deception, and 
though the conviction was later overturned, the scandal forced this 
once-venerable $9 billion business with over 100,000 employees, one 
of  the five largest accounting firms in America, to close its doors for 
good. While Andrew Fastow and Jeffrey Skilling both went to jail, 
Ken Lay suffered a fatal heart attack before he could serve his prison 
sentence.

Today, most business schools use Enron as one of  the most 
important case studies of  greed-driven management and financial 
crime in the twenty-first century. McLean and Elkind conclude: 

The tale of  Enron is a story of  human weakness, of  hubris and 
greed and rampant self-delusion; of  ambition run amok; of  a 
grand experiment in the deregulated world; of  a business model 
that didn’t work; and of  smart people who believed their next 
gamble would cover their last disaster—and who couldn’t admit 
they were wrong.15 

Two Hearts, Two Relational Cultures 

It’s not hard to identify the stark differences between the 
corporate practices and cultures of  Guinness and Enron. 

Guinness sought to keep a tradition of  excellence and generosity 
alive through each generation, while Enron sought to reject tradition 
and make their own rules. 

Guinness cared about long-term, sustainable growth, while 
Enron cared about massive growth (or at least the appearance of  it) 
in the short term.16 

15 McClean and Elkind, The Smartest Guys in the Room, Kindle Edition, 465-467.
16 It’s interesting to look at these companies as a comparison of  long-term vs. short-
term value. Arthur Guinness started his brewery with four years of  profits he had been 
able to collect from his original £100 inheritance. The firm grew to £9 billion by the 
time it went public, was worth $15.6 billion when it merged with Grand Metropolitan 
in 1997 to form Diageo, and its shares today are worth $48 billion, with $15 billion in 
dividends paid. Enron was worth $2.67 billion when it was founded by the merger of  
Houston Natural Gas and InterNorth in 1985, and grew to $70 billion in 2000, the year 
before it declared bankruptcy.
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Guinness promoted leaders who carried a vision of  raising the 
quality of  life for everyone in the business, while Enron promoted 
leaders who rewarded those willing to step on the necks of  others to 
get ahead. 

Guinness acted to relieve suffering and address social injustices, 
while Enron maintained a veneer of  benevolence but ignored the 
negative consequences of  their corporate actions in favor of  lining 
their own pockets. 

Guinness had a company policy of  “considering long and acting 
quickly”—taking all the time necessary to gather relevant facts and 
test the soundness of  a decision so they could implement it with 
reality-based wisdom and foresight—and was willing to adjust course 
when something wasn’t working anymore.17 Enron encouraged 
reckless decision-making with low accountability, and covered up 
mistakes rather than admitting them.  

After reading their stories, I wrote out the following list of  
behavioral and cultural traits demonstrated by these two companies:18 

Guinness             Enron

17 Mansfield, The Search for God and Guinness, 258.
18 These are obviously generalizations that don’t apply to every person to the same 
degree in these companies, but were visible patterns of  behavior and cultural practice, 
especially among those in leadership.

Generous
Serving others
Long-term vision/plan
Cultivate team players

Reward faithful service
Powerful in confronting 
problems and making hard 
decisions
Accountable to team
Willing to look at hard truth
Seeking to please God 
Humility 
Willingness to change course 
 
 

Greedy
Self-serving 
Short-term vision/plan
Cultivate unhealthy 
competition 
Reward selfishness 
Powerless about 
confrontation and decision 
making 
Isolation and independence
Self-deception 
Man-pleasing/political 
Pride and arrogance
Inability to admit mistakes
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Such opposite behaviors must be driven by opposite values and 
motives—by different hearts. There are many terms we might use to 
describe these hearts, but the best and clearest, I believe (thank you, 
Danny Silk), are honor and dishonor. 

Honor and dishonor are two totally different sets of  core values 
that produce opposite behaviors, relational dynamics, and relational 
cultures. In short, the heart of  honor is to steward relationships well—
that is, to build, nourish, and protect healthy connections between people. 
This value for relationships is itself  rooted in a high view of  and 
value for people, which inform a certain understanding of  what causes 
them to flourish. The heart of  dishonor, in contrast, has a deficient 
view of, value for, and understanding of  people and relationships, and 
therefore leads us to violate them. 

In the language of  honor, here’s how I would describe the 
fundamental difference between Guinness and Enron. The heart 
of  honor at the core of  the Guinness culture led them to steward 
relationships so well that they built, sustained, and protected a legacy 
of  successful growth and beneficence that has lasted over three 
centuries. The dishonor at the core of  Enron’s culture led them to 
so violate relationships that they imploded in less than two decades. 

While not every honoring business will become a global 
brand that lasts for centuries and has significant social impact like 
Guinness, and not every dishonoring business will crash and burn so 
spectacularly like Enron, it is the case that honoring businesses create 
healthy relational cultures that encourage people to produce positive 
results, while dishonoring businesses foster unhealthy relational 
cultures that ultimately hurt people and produce toxic, destructive 
results. As in anything, however, it takes time for these results to 
manifest. The reason I opened this chapter with the story of  the deal 
between Enron and Guinness is because at that moment in history, 
both companies looked productive and successful. In fact, public 
opinion at the time would have judged Enron as the more exciting, 
sexy, and innovative company, and one likely to become a bigger 
global powerhouse. Among business community leaders, Houston 
city fathers, and Enron employees, Ken Lay had a reputation for 
integrity, philanthropy, a fatherly manner, and visionary leadership 
before his company crashed. It’s easy to see dishonor in a person, 
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relationship, or company when they publically fall apart. It’s much 
harder to see them when they’re still “working.” 

The truth is that many seemingly successful businesses today 
could be diagnosed with many of  the same problematic features 
McClean and Elkind noted in Enron’s story, though they may not 
be as rampant or extreme. These businesses have leaders who are 
unaware of  their weaknesses or how severely they are infecting their 
team. They are being cowardly about confronting problems. Their 
decisions betray signs of  hubris, greed, ambition, and self-delusion. 
They are unwilling to admit when they make a mistake or when their 
plan is not working. They have surrounded themselves with “yes 
men” who are also protecting themselves more than the company. 
Left unaddressed, these dishonoring behaviors are on track to create 
serious trouble.  

At the same time, I believe that many of  these leaders actually 
want to build companies that have great durability, excellence, 
integrity, and legacy like Guinness. They want their companies to be 
loved by their employees, trusted by their customers and partners in 
business, and valued by their communities. They want to do good in 
the world and make life better for a lot of  people. They want honor 
in business. 

The story of  Guinness reveals the potential an honoring 
business has to impact a city, market, nation, and the globe. I can’t 
help wondering, “What if  a critical percentage of  the businesses 
in a city, market, nation, or the globe had a Guinness-like culture—
enough to create a tipping point for widespread impact?” I feel sure 
that almost any problem or injustice we see today—unemployment, 
inflation, debt, poverty, illness, inadequate healthcare, overpriced 
education, crime, etc.—could be resolved, mitigated, or prevented 
through honoring companies and an honoring business economy. 

More than warning leaders in business about the cost of  dishonor, 
therefore, I want to invite them to discover the incredible value and 
prize of  honor in business. However, pursuing honor in business is 
not simply a matter of  following a playbook of  honoring business 
practices. As we learn from Enron, it’s not enough to plaster good 
values on our walls and company documents, hold inspirational staff  
meetings, make generous donations to good causes, or tell ourselves 
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that everything we’re doing will work out for the greater good. We—
especially those of  us who are leaders—must be willing to look past 
the surface of  what we say and do and shine a light on the core values, 
motives, and beliefs of  our hearts. And what we usually find when we 
do that is that our core values, motives, and beliefs are not as clear and 
unified as we might have thought. In every one of  us, there is a battle 
over who we are, what we really want, and who we will choose to be. 

If  we hope to cultivate a heart of  honor in business, and in life, we 
must start with this inner battle—the battle over our identity. In the 
first section of  this book, we will explore two different identities—
one that encourages and shapes a heart of  honor, and the other a 
heart of  dishonor—and show how they directly influence the choices 
we make to protect or violate relationships in business. In the second 
section of  the book, we will dive deeper into the healthy relational 
behaviors and dynamics that honor produces. In the final section, we 
will examine the guiding priorities and habits of  honoring leaders 
and how they shape healthy relational culture in their organizations. 

As I hope will be apparent in the coming pages, neither Danny nor 
I pretend that we have somehow arrived at perfection in these three 
dimensions of  life and business. We are both still on the journey of  
learning to walk in our true identities, steward our relationships well, 
and foster honoring culture in our teams and organizations. However, 
we are passionate in our pursuit of  honor and in our conviction that 
there is nothing more worthy than helping people build honoring 
lives, relationships, and culture in life and business. We dream of  a 
world in which companies like Guinness aren’t the exception, but the 
norm. And we consider it a great honor to be able to show you what 
we’ve learned about what it takes to build an honoring legacy in the 
chapters ahead. 


