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It’s easy to look at the examples of corruption in the news and paint the fraudsters as completely evil human beings, devoid of any shred of human decency.   But, is that the whole picture?
The son of a Baptist minister, Enron’s Kenneth Lay aspired to be a great philanthropist and made generous donations to several charities, even above the normal tax write-offs for his income level.  Known as a congenial sort, he regularly attended the First United Methodist Church in Houston.  Nonetheless, he was convicted of ten criminal counts and watched his company unravel as a result of his fraud.  What happened to his good intentions?
Then, there was Bernie Madoff who donated millions to charity.  He was actually making an honest living and a pretty good profit before he decided to supplement his income through an elaborate Ponzi scheme. What prompted him to take that path?
The list of bad guys with good intentions goes on.  According to writer Greg Yanke’s research, Richard Scrushy of Health South established a kid’s charity and ministry to feed African children.  Remember the junk bond king, Michael Milken?  Yanke reports that before being brought down for racketeering and securities fraud, Milkin appeared on the cover of Fortune magazine for his notable charitable works.  
It’s easy to attribute their stories to greed gone crazy, but how does one explain all these simultaneous philanthropic actions?

I asked that question of Kevin Barnes.  He was a former police officer who started out as a good kid with a strong willingness to help others.  Things did not go the way he intended.  Tired of the low pay he received as a cop, he entered the banking industry and fell into the wrong crowd.  He was eventually convicted of $124 million in bank fraud.  
Kevin was a high-flying philanthropist, too.  At the height of his dubious financial success, he led a youth group at church and drew attention away from himself by contributing to countless charities.  Nowadays, Kevin spends his time, as he will for OK Ethics next month, explaining his criminal actions and offering suggestions on how to avoid the slippery slope.
First, Kevin makes no apologies for his strong faith in God and focus on loftier priorities.  While he started his philanthropic work out of guilt while committing his crimes, he now gives to others because of the authentic joy it brings him.    
One of Kevin’s biggest regrets is that he never regained the trust of his mother, who died three years ago.  Enticed by the glitzy lifestyle of his criminal buddies, he abandoned his mother’s wise counsel.  Herein lies Kevin’s next piece of advice:  surround yourself with honest, forthright people.   What they say may be difficult to hear, but worthwhile in the long run.
Finally, don’t be fooled by the trappings of success.  The power and popularity that Kevin experienced made him feel invincible.  The longer he got away with it, the more he got away with.  While it’s hard to be humble when you’re riding high, Kevin believes that if someone had just been bold enough to raise a question, he might have stopped to reassess his actions.
These folks indisputably committed some serious wrong doing.  But, to ignore their good intentions is missing an opportunity to understand how easily the most honorable goals can become corrupted.  Sometimes, the people who teach us the most are the ones who have made the most grievous errors.
