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For all those who fight every day for a world of greater truth, justice, and 
purpose. For your unsung heroism, your silent suffering and sacrifice, and 
your inspiring example, this book is dedicated to honoring your stories so 

that the rest of us might, in some small way, emulate them.

A portion of this book’s proceeds will go to

The Equal Justice Initiative
(www.eji.org)

and

Ethical Systems
(www.ethicalsystems.org)

to support the extraordinary work they do in the world.

A01_CARU0669_01_FM.indd   5 29-12-2020   10:54:05

http://www.eji.org
http://www.ethicalsystems.org


A01_CARU0669_01_FM.indd   6 29-12-2020   10:54:05



CONTENTS

Foreword by Jonathan Haidt  xi

Acknowledgments  xiii

Introduction  1

01	 The Redeeming Power of Honesty  19

Hope From a Bigger Story  19

Your Brain on Honesty  22

Dishonesty’s Carnage  24

Hope Fuels the Fire of Honesty  26

Hope in the Workplace  27

Get Busy: Know your Honesty Story  31

Endnotes  34

PART ONE

Honesty in Identity  37

02	 Be Who You Say You Are  39

Hope From a Bigger Story  39

Closing the Say-Do Gap  43

Living the Words  45

When Actions and Words Don’t Match  48

From Purpose Washing to Purpose Activating  50

Misalignment: Take it Personally  54

Talk Isn’t Cheap  55

Get Busy: Be Who You Say You Are  58

Endnotes  62

A01_CARU0669_01_FM.indd   7 29-12-2020   10:54:05



Contentsviii

03	 Joining a Bigger Story: Connecting My Purpose to Our 
Purpose  65

Hope From a Bigger Story  65

Discovering Your Purpose  68

When Purpose Gets Tested  70

What Fashion Knock-offs Reveal about Self-honesty  73

Inviting Purpose to Thrive  75

Our Brains on Purpose  78

Best Buy Defines “At Our Best”  79

Get Busy: Join Your Purpose to a Bigger Story  82

Endnotes  84

PART TWO

Justice in Accountability  87

04	 Nurturing Dignity in Accountability  89

Hope From a Bigger Story  89

The Grim Accountability Landscape  93

Scaling Sameness Like Fairness  95

Turning the Tide  96

Fairness and Honesty  100

Only a Three!?  101

Your Brain on Dignity  103

Dignity in Action: Restorative Accountability  105

Get Busy: Nurture Dignity  108

Endnotes  110

05	 Everyday Justice  113

Hope From a Bigger Story  113

Rooting out injustice  116

Use Your Power for Justice  119

Equity and Privilege: Leveling the Playing Field  123

Failure as a Vehicle of Justice  125

Get Busy: Bring Justice to Places of Injustice  130

Endnotes  134

A01_CARU0669_01_FM.indd   8 29-12-2020   10:54:05



Contents ix

PART THREE

Transparency in Governance  137

06	 Trustworthy Decision Making  139

Hope From a Bigger Story  139

What Do You Do When You Find Out You’re Poisoning People?  143

Clarity: Know What, Who, and How Much  151

Agility: Synchronize and Flex  153

Empathy: Overcommunicate and Listen  155

Get Busy: Make Your Decision Making Transparent  156

Endnotes  159

07	 Cultivate Spirited Voices and Welcoming Minds  163

Hope From a Bigger Story  163

Cultivating a Culture of Spirited Voice  166

Spirited Voices Are Nurtured in Safety  172

Candor in Action  176

Skilled Voices > Loud, Angry Ones  177

What Happens When Your Voice Isn’t Skilled?  180

Get Busy: Cultivate Spirited Voices and Welcoming Minds  184

Endnotes  189

PART FOUR

Unity Between Groups  193

08	 Stitching Organizational Seams  195

Hope From a Bigger Story  195

Your Brain on Connection  198

Organizational Mitosis  201

Stitching the Seams  203

Collaboration by Design  208

Get Busy: Connect People Across Seams  213

Endnotes  216

A01_CARU0669_01_FM.indd   9 29-12-2020   10:54:05



Contentsx

09	 Turn “They’s” Into “We’s”  219

Hope From a Bigger Story  219

Facing our Tribal Instincts  223

Being Othered  225

The Courageous Act of De-Othering  231

Technological Othering  235

Get Busy: Make Your “They” Part of Your “We”  237

Endnotes  242

Epilogue  244

Appendix: Statement of Research  257

Index  260

A01_CARU0669_01_FM.indd   10 29-12-2020   10:54:05



FOREWORD

I am a social psychologist who moved from a psychology department (at the 
University of Virginia) to a business school (New York University’s Stern 
School of Business) in 2011. The bridge I crossed was business ethics—my 
entire career has been spent studying moral psychology, and in 2011 the 
world was still digging out from the rubble of the global financial crisis, 
which was caused in large part by bad ethics at many financial institutions. 
I therefore thought this would be easy; all I have to do is apply my research, 
and the research of others, to corporate life. I thought, “Surely when busi-
ness leaders see the research on how to promote ethics in their organizations, 
they’ll want to apply it.” I founded a non-profit collaboration of researchers 
at EthicalSystems.org to make the academic research accessible and applica-
ble to anyone trying to improve their organization and its ethical culture.

If you are in the business world, you are probably now laughing at my 
naïveté. It is hard to understand what is really happening inside a company, 
and harder still to change its culture. Furthermore, everyone is busy, they 
don’t have time to read research summaries; they want answers to the prob-
lems they are facing right now.

That is why this book is so important. To Be Honest is the best book I 
have read about corporate culture, and Ron Carucci is the best guide I can 
imagine for anyone who wants to set off on the arduous journey to strengthen 
their culture.

What makes this book so great?

●● First, Ron is charming and disarming. His love for this work shines 
through on every page. You get to know him and trust him as you read 
the book.

●● Second, Ron backs up his claims with hundreds of citations from the 
academic literature. He is building the bridge between behavioral science 
and business that we try to build at EthicalSystems.org.

●● Third, the book distills the lessons gleaned from his own 15-year research 
study comprised of over 3,000 interviews Ron and his firm conducted 
with corporate executives and employees. To understand a company, you 
can’t just gather quantitative data; you have to be something of an 
anthropologist—an expert listener and observer. That’s Ron, and his firm, 
Navalent.
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Forewordxii

●● Fourth, Ron gives you a simple yet powerful framework for thinking 
about ethics: honesty is the goal, but it’s an expanded conception of 
honesty, incorporating truth, justice, and purpose. To be honest, you have 
to say the right thing (truth), do the right thing (justice), and say and do 
the right thing for the right reason (purpose).

●● Fifth, unlike any book that an academic like me could write, Ron gives 
you hundreds of specific ideas for increasing honesty in your organization. 
Each chapter ends with suggestions for how to “get busy,” followed by a 
recap of the most important ideas in the chapter. This is a book designed 
to be turned into practice, to help you address the problems that you face 
right now, as well as heading off the problems you’d otherwise face down 
the road.

In short, To Be Honest is a practical, fun-to-read and backed-by-research 
guidebook for improving your ethical culture. It would be an ideal common 
read for the leadership team at your company—or perhaps for all employees. 
If your team were to read one chapter each week and discuss it each Monday 
morning, I can almost guarantee that in 10 weeks, you’d have a more honest 
company, one better able to gain the trust of all stakeholders, and better able 
to attract and retain the most talented employees.

In our age of social media, anxiety, and political polarization, corporate 
cultures are changing. I can see this change in the MBA students I have 
taught since 2011. With each passing year, students care more about sustain-
ability, ethics, and corporate social responsibility. They expect to have more 
“voice.” So, change is coming to your company. It’s going to involve some 
difficult conversations, and perhaps elevated levels of internal conflict. In the 
last few years, I have heard people in many organizations say they feel like 
they are “walking on eggshells,” or “walking through a minefield.” Anchoring 
your culture and your conversations in a rich and shared conception of 
honesty will help you to navigate these hazards, and guide your company or 
team to a healthier, more cooperative way of working together.

Jonathan Haidt 
Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership 

New York University Stern School of Business
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