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Risk Only Money, Jack DeBoer (2011)  

It was sheer boyish wonder—a fascination with the 
alchemy that turned work and creativity into clinking silver in 
my pocket. I started with selling, then wholesaling pansies and 
then leasing out my lawn mower. It’s probably a good thing 
that entrepreneurs are by nature overly optimistic going into a 
venture. Otherwise we might never pull the trigger. Being an 
entrepreneur means working 16 hours for yourself in order to 
avoid working 8 hours for somebody else. If your reason for 
making money is to feed your inflated sense of who you are 
and to impress others, you can’t be a really effective business-
person. The material things I wanted didn’t outstrip the 
amount of money I was able to make—a new 1950 Chevrolet. 
However, it wasn’t many years later before the “me first” in 
my decision-making would cost me dearly--$95m, to be pre-
cise. (I refused a deal because it was less than my ego-driven 
$100m target).  

Business is about making money, providing jobs, and 
driving the basics of the American dream. Are you a procrasti-
nator? If so, you’d better get a job. You won’t make it as a 
businessperson. In business, good things don’t come to those 
who wait. The starter for the engine of business is sales. 

An entrepreneur is a person who pursues opportuni-
ties beyond his or her resources—and tends to miscalculate 
risks. It was in the military that I really started to feel that I 
had the respect of other people, and I liked it. I was an officer 
and a leader. A liar knows when he’s lying. A chronic blamer, 
on the other hand, doesn’t have as much self-awareness as a 
chronic liar. A blamer begins to believe he’s never wrong. But 
the rewards of taking blame are greater than the rewards of 
passing the blame to someone else. Others are surprisingly 
willing to forgive once you quit trying to cover your own be-
hind. One of my most important strengths that helped me re-
cover was the fact that I blamed myself for my problems, not 
others. Although there are legal risks in being truthful about a 
former employee’s character, there are few laws restricting 
the answers a reference can give about their performance. The 
standard question I always ask a reference: “If you needed the 
skills of this employee, would you rehire him?” 

I would have made the Army a career, but I realized 
that, up through Major, everyone was promoted based not on 
merit, but on time spent in grade, so Marilyn and I went home 
to Kalamazoo and joined my father’s real estate and insurance 
business. I sold a lot of houses with financing under the GI 
Bill. 

One key to successful business is simply being able 
to survive until you get lucky. Holding power (cash, leverage) 
protects you from the stupid things you might do and makes 
you look like a genius. I started building apartment buildings 
and determined to be the biggest apartment builder in the US. 
To ensure a good exit strategy for any deal I use the “Abe Lin-
coln arrangement.” Either partner can set the price to buy or 
sell and the other partner chooses—like 2 kids dividing a 
candy bar. 

I have bought and sold several airplanes in my life, 
and never for a profit. There is no way to justify an airplane. It 
can only be rationalized, which is something I do very well. 
Private airplanes are expensive, but so is time.  

If your sales force is making more money than you 
are, that is a good sign. They are taking more upfront risk than 
any other employee in the company. And risk and return is a 
rule of life. 

Ego causes a businessperson to make decisions based 
on non-business factors. Ego-mania is a disease that is almost 
impossible to self-diagnose. So what are the signals? Ego 
plugged my ears, turning me into a non-listener. It is a self-
contained Peter Principle: It causes you to elevate yourself and 
everyone around you to your and their level of incompetence. 
The irony is that the more you’re satisfied with yourself as the 
object of other people’s respect, the less people respect you. I 
treated a dollar of fixed assets (real estate) as equivalent to a 
dollar of current asses (cash). I treated my hopes and expecta-
tions as if they were reality. I kept taking on more risk in spite 
of facts that now seem obvious. I was making business deci-
sions based on non-business concerns—looking for business 
to give me something that business simply cannot give. My 
self-worth was so enmeshed with the balance sheet that I 
could no longer read it.  

When you are on a roll, the crowd is right there with 
you, but when you roll craps, you will stand alone. When I 
played craps in the apartment business, I first thought I was 
the guy at the table. Lying there in bed after the crash, I imag-
ined everybody wandering off to find some other winner to 
cheer for. But then I began to understand everything I still had. 
I thought of everybody I had treated fairly, everybody for 
whom I had done a favor. Every good deed I had done was an 
asset. I realized that I had banked a lot of good will. When you 
have something to give—whether that’s time, advice, money, 
encouragement—give it. The good news is that the things that 
really build your relationships and reputation are things that 
we all have access to: honesty, fair play, good faith, and good 
will. Think about how you got to the point where you are. 
What did you do right? What did you do wrong? And was that 
just luck? 

Until I dealt with my issues, the crash was inevitable. 
And without the crash, I would have never been able to move 
from ego to humility. My biggest comfort at the bottom was 
that the only thing I had really lost was money, and there was 
a very good chance that I could get that back. The challenge in 
any business or opportunity is to identify on the front-end all 
the things that can go wrong. Business is a matter of risk. Just 
make sure you’re only risking money and not your family, 
health, friendships, reputation, or anything else that is difficult 
or impossible to get back. I zeroed in on 8 non-monetary as-
sets I still had: wife and family; health; old friends; no illegal 
history; energy; a history of treating people with respect; a his-
tory of truthfulness; freedom to change who I was and how I 
would live. Doing business the wrong way could cause me to 
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lose any or all of these assets—the most important assets I 
had. And yet those God-given gifts, if I lost them, could never 
be earned back by way of business. Money I could lose and 
earn back. But my family and these were things I couldn’t af-
ford to risk for any reason. Business was good for one thing: 
making money. From that point on, I would risk only money.  

Finally, I realized the seriousness of being in busi-
ness. When you make a promise, it immediately affects the 
lives and businesses of many others up and down the line. Be-
cause I had kept those non-monetary promises, I was eventu-
ally going to be able to make good on the financial promises. 
The best place to owe money is to where you already owe 
money. You already have a relationship with them. (You prob-
ably can’t avoid having both spouses’ names on your home 
mortgage, but make it your rule not to have your spouse sign 
anything else). My creditors were willing to work with me be-
cause they knew that the only way they would ever get paid 
was if I stayed in business to pay them. In each of the payment 
agreements I made, I was conservative in my estimate of how 
much and how quickly I could pay. Once you break the new 
promise, your credibility starts to erode.  

The guy who owes money is actually in a strong po-
sition. He’s already gotten what he wants; now it’s the other 
guy who wants what the debtor has. When you have the repu-
tation of being fanatical about paying on time, you can negoti-
ate better pricing. Show you can be trusted, deal with people 
you can trust, and life will be less complicated and a lot more 
fun. Businesses that survive are honest. Period. We all know 
about Enron, Global Crossing, MCI, and Countrywide, but 
they’re aberrations. That what makes them newsworthy. 
They’re also no longer in business.  

In my recovery from failure, I was a little surprised at 
how many people wanted to do business with me again. Their 
answer: “You always told the truth.” You’re going to find that 
your forgiveness and second chances come a lot easier when 
you have a reputation for telling the truth, which earns you the 
right to simply say, “I made a mistake and I am sorry.” Small 
pay-ins—telling the truth in little things that don’t seem to 
matter very much—become big payouts as time goes on. 

Arrogance doesn’t build anything or draw anybody 
together. It only pushes people away and says, “I don’t need 
you.” Building a bank of good deeds for others will serve you 
well in times of need. Arrogance draws down your balance 
more quickly than almost anything. I’ve also found that God-
talk in business is often a substitute for character.   

I didn’t think of Residence Inn as a hotel, but as a 
short-term residence. And that, as it turns out, was just what 
the hotel business needed at that moment. My brilliant (really 
just lucky) idea was to combine the lower construction costs 
of an apartment building with the lodging rates of a hotel. We 
were first to offer free breakfast and to skip daily housekeep-
ing unless it was requested. We figured that in small hotels, it 
was cheaper to give food away than to sell it. We were right. 
Free breakfast became the industry standard. The business was 

very good. Residence Inn had grown to more than 100 proper-
ties when we decided to exercise the put-call provision of our 
Holiday Inn partnership using the “Abe Lincoln” arrangement. 
I turned out to be the buyer and then sold it to Marriott. In 
terms of metrics, such as highest returns and highest guest sat-
isfaction, Residence Inn has been Marriott’s best brand. I was 
officially an employee from 8:00 one Monday until lunchtime 
that same day, when I quit. Marilyn told me that she had mar-
ried me for better or for worse, but not for lunch. We had to 
have a plan for how we were going to spend our time.   

One thing we’ve learned is to stay out of the middle: 
There’s money to be made at the high and the low end, but 
midscale hotels are a commodity. Your fortunes will, most 
likely, rise and fall with the economy.  All of the brands had 
the same offerings, and there was little anyone could do to 
separate from the pack.  Somebody else decides what price 
you can charge.  

Then I figured a new angle for a midscale brand. I 
would reduce operating expenses. The average 100+ suite 
Residence Inn had about 20 employees, as did all of the other 
midscale brands. An employee costs at least $25,000/year. Ap-
plying a capitalization rate of 10, each employee reduces the 
value of a property by more than $250,000! So we designed an 
operating model in which we could run a hotel with 10-11 
full-time employees. Shorter front desk hours--keeping the of-
fice open 24 hours required extra employees. We devised a 
late check-in service that worked great and is still in use at all 
of the Candlewood hotels. We put small safes in the open area 
and told late check-in guests to look for the safe with their first 
name. They could punch in the first 3 letters of their last name, 
and the safe would open. There they would find a room key, a 
welcome note, and a quarter for their first drink from the 
Honor Cupboard. A Coke cost us a quarter, so that was all we 
charged. After all, we were in the lodging business, not the 
Coke business. We didn’t attend the Cupboard (another reduc-
tion in employee expenses!). We chose to trust our guests. The 
effort you spend trying to keep the 1% of folks from cheating 
you is much costlier than simply losing once in a while.  

We paid close attention to our guests and their needs. 
They were mostly business travelers who rarely use a pool. So 
pools weren’t part of the equation for Candlewood and the   
Candlewood Cupboard was our solution to travelers eating 
breakfast alone in restaurants. All of our breakfast items were 
priced at or below our cost, and the guests picked up what they 
wanted the night before. In their full kitchen they quickly pre-
pared breakfast and ate it in their underwear. Candlewood is 
still the only national brand that does not give free breakfast. It 
enjoys occupancies at or slightly above the competition—and 
it operates with fewer full-time employees than its competi-
tors.  These huge savings made it possible to keep Candle-
wood in the middle range and yet provide great lodging spaces 
for our customers. Our suites were larger and better arranged, 
more user-friendly, with higher quality case goods and fabrics.  

The development business is quite different from 
most others. You go into and out of business every time you 
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start and finish a development property. That’s why it is so 
sensitive to changes in the economy. Internal pressures divide 
and external pressures unite. Where I have enjoyed success, it 
has been because I kept things simple. Simplify what can be 
simplified. Treat others the way you want to be treated—cus-
tomers, employees, vendors, and competitors. I expect my 
competitors to compete fairly and honestly, so that’s the way I 
compete.  We spend no time or money keeping secrets from 
our competition. Those who try to copy us inevitably tinker 
with the formula of simplicity.  You’ll never have to tell your 
employees how to treat their customers if you model (and re-
mind them of) the Golden Rule. 

We franchise, which always works when the franchi-
see makes money. Everything else is secondary. We have 
never added a fee to services provided to the franchisees. It 
clouds whose side people are on. Providing whatever is re-
quired for the franchisee to be successful is what makes a fran-
chise work.  

I’m a good entrepreneur and a lousy manager and go-
ing public changes the focus of business to short-term think-
ing. You have to succeed every 90 days to keep your stock 
from falling in value. There’s such a thing as too much money 
too early. Scarcity of resources sharpens skills and problem-
solving abilities. Knowing when to cut your losses and stop 
throwing good money after bad is one of the most important 
business skills a person can have.  

When you look at someone else’s business from the 
outside, you tend to know all of the good stuff before you 
make the investment. You find out all of the bad stuff after 
you make the investment. Yet I still invest in outside compa-
nies, but not in businesses. I invest in people. Outside of my 
core businesses, the ones in which I wasn’t closely involved 
were those that made the most money. Stick with what you 
know, and when you venture out, spend more energy deciding 
who your partners or employees are going to be than on the 
business itself. Putting entrepreneurs with entrepreneurs is a 
recipe for disaster. Entrepreneurs need managers as mentors 
and managers need entrepreneurs as mentors.  

Dishonesty is learned and honed with practice. It 
builds as the result of getting away with just a few simple lies. 
The name of the game in business is to only take the monkeys 
(on your back) you can feed. Starving monkeys smell, and 
they ruin your reputation. Superstars show their colors early. 
People around them respect and like them. They listen and are 
thoughtful. They care about people, are decisive, and get the 
job done at all levels. They return calls and email promptly. A 
superstar inspires excellence in others. Let them do their thing, 
and they will make themselves—and you—rich.  

Hiring is like sex. To keep from making mistakes, 
you must “practice safe hiring.” Look for all the reasons you 
don’t want to hire the person sitting across the desk. Set clear 
goals for a new employee and go over them frequently, mak-
ing it clear what you expect. Avoid putting 2 managers or 2 
entrepreneurs together. Mix them. 2 managers will figure, plan 
and calculate, and nothing will happen. 2 entrepreneurs will 

smile, plan, and promote to their own destruction. Managers 
without entrepreneurial input will stagnate a mature business.  

Nearly 10b people have lived on this earth and more 
than half are still alive. Marilyn and I took a 4-month trip in 
1988 to the places throughout the world where civilization be-
gan taking shape 7000 years ago.  Our itinerary included 39 
countries with local guides throughout.  The most important 
need in the world isn’t food or money or even freedom, but 
hope. And yet, we were amazed at the kindness, generosity, 
and resourcefulness of people even in places that seemed 
hopeless.  In South Africa I gave a lecture at the University of 
Cape Town. It was the first time I told my story of ego, col-
lapse, and recovery. Tanzania contains perhaps the oldest con-
tinuously inhabited areas on Earth.  I’m convinced that de-
mocracy didn’t work in post-Soviet Russia simply because de-
mocracy can’t work without basic morality. This book isn’t 
about the trip of a lifetime but a trip through a lifetime and the 
lessons along the way. Jimmy Carter was the ultimate Type-A, 
always busy working on details of all kinds, even now that 
he’s retired. Then I think of Ronald Reagan who was always 
able to focus on a few important things. You tell me who was 
the more effective president. 

Burma was Asia’s rice bowl at the beginning of 
WW2. But the high-profile assassination of Aung San (father 
of pro-democracy activist Aung San Suu Kyi) marked the end 
of Burma’s embrace of the wider world. By the 1980s, half of 
deaths of 45m were children under the age of 5, as they died 
of dysentery and malaria, diseases that can be cured with a trip 
to the corner Walgreens in this country. Amazingly, we were 
allowed into the country’s capital city of Rangoon (later 
changed to Yangon) on the first day of the 8888 Uprising that 
brought Suu Kyi to prominence. We barely escaped with our 
lives and film of the soldiers and protesters. 

On our return from this incredible journey it occurred 
to me that God will ask me, “What did you do for my planet 
and its inhabitants who were in real need?” I had spent 40 
years living for myself and 20 years living for my business. 
But living for other people? I was going to need help with that 
one.  

So I invited 9 couples from various walks of life to a 
7-course dinner at a nice restaurant in Wichita. When we fin-
ished with our travelogue, I told our guests that they were go-
ing to have to pay for their dinner. We got some nervous 
looks: it was a pretty nice dinner! But then I explained that the 
price of the dinner was going to be a letter telling us how they 
thought we ought to make a difference in the wider world with 
the rest of our life. Similarities in those 9 letters were striking: 

• Find a passion. 
• Don’t start something new. 
• Support and get involved with an existing organiza-

tion you believe in. 
 

That led to a connection with Bob Seiple, the President of 
World Vision and the formation of DeBoer Foundation. World 
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Vision looks at the world and says, “We will make a differ-
ence, one child at a time.” World Vision serves as proof to me 
that there is a God. No human being is good, talented, or smart 
enough to run an organization like World Vision without di-
vine help.  

A passion for Burma, now Myanmar, took shape. When 
you find your passion and pursue it, it’s contagious. Between 
1991 and 2009, Marilyn and I made 5 trips to Myanmar with 
World Vision’s growing platform of holistic community de-
velopment programs. Highlights include: 

• Child sponsorship programs have supported over 
40,000 children  

• Drop-in centers for at-risk children 
• Fly-proof latrines at schools 
• A microfinance loan program, which has made nearly 

40,000 loans totaling $7.7m 
• The hiring of Mynanmaran doctors and hundreds of 

midwives, whom we were able to provide with ambu-
lances, drugs, uniforms, and bicycles.  

• 65 tube wells driven through 40 feet of contaminated 
water. 

• More than 40 NGOs now operating in country. In the 
early days, World Vision relied on the DeBoer Foun-
dation to support nearly all work in Burma and paved 
the way for other NGOs. 

 
Principles for Philanthropy.  Start with alignment. Every time 
I tried to collaborate with someone with different objectives 
from me, it went bad.  

• Your giving should be guided by a plan that reflects 
the values that guide your life.  

• Passion meets need: I call it the philanthropy free 
market. 

• Making money was easier than giving it away effec-
tively. Our foundation’s president is Fritz Kling. He 
is a positive multiplier in every one of our granting 
relationships. His background perfectly equips him to 

research and consult. He has practiced law, run a uni-
versity fundraising shop for over a decade and a 
foundation shop for another decade. He knows how 
to deal with facts, organizations, and leaders.  

• Dollars tend to go farther where dollars are scarce. 
• Focus on your passion. 
• Our foundation’s greatest assists are not just money, 

but help develop other people and organizations. 
• Identify good leaders and back them.  
• Bring others along for the ride. 
• Fix “leaky roofs”—those gifts that help people with 

immediate physical needs, today.  
• Commit to loyalty and teamwork. When we get in-

volved with charities, it is always with the possibility 
and hope to develop relationships that will be long 
lasting.  

• Significance looks very different from success. 
• We’re not an ATM. “No university ever became 

great because of big money. But no university ever 
became great without lots of money” (Fritz). 

 
When I say that business is only about money. I’m not 

saying that life is only about money. I’m saying the opposite: 
Life is about far more than money or business. The success 
stage began when my experiences and knowledge turned into 
insights and perspective. Our trip around the world made me 
realize that finding real meaning in life was going to depend 
on my commitment to the good of other people.  

 
[This inspiring story of a businessman’s ego, collapse, 

and recovery is replete with useful insights on managing peo-
ple and life. It also includes the pivotal role played by a dear 
friend, Fritz Kling, who is now repeating through DeBoer Fel-
lowships,www.deboerfellowship.com, for the country of My-
anmar what he did through Richmond Christian Leadership 
Institute, www.rcliweb.org, for the city of Richmond.]

 

 


