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INTRODUCTION

A quarter century ago, I had a dream of developing a 
methodology that would a�ordably help privately-
owned businesses around the world with their business 

challenges and opportunities. I also wanted to provide a resource 
to help business owners who lack access to good advice and do not 
know what to do. I envisioned a company that would help busi-
ness decision makers bring about a new, positive culture in their 
businesses with energy created by peer advice and coaching. �ese 
services would be delivered by experienced and highly trained 
professionals who embrace my business philosophy and views of 
life/work balance.

I am proud to say, for the past 25 years �e Alternative Board® 
(TAB) has been doing just that. TAB’s peer advisory boards and 
coaching services have proven to bring about tangible results that 
cannot be achieved any other way.  TAB members are motivated 
by leveraging the advice from their boards to bring about positive 
change in their organizations. �ey are also invigorated by sharing 
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their experiences with other business owners, “paying it forward” 
to other businesses in their community. 

TAB’s belief is grounded upon the foundation that business 
owners need to identify and clarify their personal vision and 
marry it with their company vision to satisfy the unique picture 
they have of their future.  �e TAB system uses an insights-driven 
approach to help business owners clarify their personal and busi-
ness visions and identify where change needs to take place. Put 
simply, TAB helps members to �rst identify their vision for success 
and then provides tools, coaching, advice and support to empower 
members to focus relentlessly and enthusiastically on their vision. 
�ey do this because it means something to them, and they do it 
because their facilitator / coach and board members truly want to 
see them succeed.

So what exactly is the TAB di�erence?  �e key is that we’re 
not doling out theory and platitudes.   We provide advice, based 
on real world experience. �e TAB di�erence involves sharing 
varying perspectives. While we have found most challenges faced 
by business owners are common across industries, the insights 
members gain from members in di�erent industries is invaluable. 
�e results our members receive from their TAB Board makes 
them better business leaders.  �e advice is also o�en life-altering. 
Being a TAB Board member is a powerful leg-up any business can 
have over their competition.

Part of the TAB culture is for our members to accept that 
change is never ending and they must embrace this to get the great-
est results, while minimizing the stress that exists in running their 
businesses. While business owners without a peer support system 
may fear change, our members are excited and energized by change. 

As Founder and Executive Chairman, there is no greater reward 
than hearing from members around the world about how TAB 
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has helped them with annual sales growth and pro�ts. But more 
importantly, how they, as a result from being a TAB member, have 
greater enjoyment in both their work life and home life.  �ey’re 
excited to get back from their TAB Board meetings and imple-
ment advice that can help bring about big things for their compa-
nies and for themselves personally.

Timeless Principles of 
Exceptional Businesses

As we approached our 25th anniversary, we wanted to do some-
thing special to share the insights we’ve learned by working 
with thousands of businesses over the years. Our mission is to 
help business owners everywhere improve their businesses and 
achieve a greater balance in their lives. We, therefore, made the 
decision to pull together the most important and ageless insights 
businesses who aspire to lasting greatness should incorporate. 

We started this process by speaking with members and facilita-
tor / coaches who have been part of TAB for more than 20 years. 
We asked them for their insights on how business has changed 
and the keys to lasting success. We also asked them to peer into 
a crystal ball and describe how they see business changing in the 
future. �ey came up with some pretty amazing insights. One of 
the overriding insights is that while technology, the business envi-
ronment and competition continually change, the foundations of 
a lasting business do not. 

We then worked across our community to shape these insights 
into a set of timeless principles for businesses. Once we had our 
list, we engaged key experts in our facilitator / coach community 
on each insight to put together their thoughts on these principles. 
�ey shared not only the what, but also why it is important along 
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with some steps that any business can take to start on the path to 
achieving lasting success. 

�ese 25 articles are the result of this e�ort. While you may 
want to read the book cover to cover, my recommendation is to 
absorb this content slowly. Read one article per week and take 
time to re�ect on the topic. Next, make the commitment to take 
some tangible action in each area. If all you do is make one single 
change in each area, at the end of this process, you will �nd you 
have made remarkable improvements in your business. 

If you �nd these principles resonate with you, you are ener-
gized by the possibility of what your business can become and you 
want to go further, but you’re not sure how, contact us and we can 
put you in touch with the TAB facilitator / coach in your area. 
We believe privately-held business owners are the most interesting 
people in the world. Our facilitators are pretty special as well and 
would welcome a conversation with you about your business.

I hope you enjoy and bene�t from the 25 principles shared in 
this book.  

Allen E. Fishman
Founder and Chairman, �e Alternative Board®

www.�eAlternativeBoard.com 
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PRINCIPLE ONE

What’s Your Red Rose? 
Di�erentiating Your O�ering

By Ray Brun, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Oakland, California

I recently heard a story about a woman in Florida who discov-
ered palmetto bugs—which are sort of like cockroaches—
crawling out of her drain one morning. She immediately 

Googled an exterminator who quickly came, got rid of the pests, 
and le� a reasonably priced bill for services rendered.

Unfortunately, the bugs returned a few weeks later, but she 
couldn’t remember the name of the exterminator she used. But 
it didn’t really matter, did it? A�er all, one exterminator is the 
same as the next, right? So she searched Google again and called 
someone else.
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�e new exterminator came out, sprayed all the drains and le� 
a fair bill for his service. But this time there was one di�erence. 
A�er the exterminator le�, the woman discovered a red rose on 
her countertop alongside a note thanking her for her business.

Should the woman experience another bug problem, do you 
think she will call the second exterminator? You bet she will. Even 
more importantly, she will likely tell her friends and family about 
the red rose she received. She may even write a review online 
about her experience. In turn, the exterminator will gain new 
customers directly by referrals from this impressed customer. In 
business there is no more cost-e�ective way to acquire a customer 
than through a referral.

�e second exterminator may or may not have been more 
competent at his job than the �rst, but he certainly di�erentiated 
himself from others in his �eld. At TAB, the red rose story is a 
well-known example of why it is important for business owners 
to �nd creative, yet meaningful, ways to di�erentiate themselves 
and their products from their competitors in the eye of their 
customer.

The Importance of Differentiation

When you di�erentiate yourself, people remember you. When 
they remember you, they spread the word about your business to 
their network and the world. One cautionary note: A red rose is 
not a substitute for a great product or service. At its most basic 
level, any sound business must have a strong product or service 
o�ering and it must have talented, committed people working 
in the organization.

�e red rose is an additional twist on the service that makes 
the business special and memorable. Today’s competitive business 
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environment has made di�erentiation more important than ever, 
especially with the impact of the Internet.

Tim Alman, owner of Sierra Western Home Loans in Walnut 
Creek, California and TAB member for 13 years, understands 
high-touch in a high-tech world. Every day, homeowners mess 
around with their biggest asset and perform complex transac-
tions while relying on the Internet and phone. However, Tim is 
a master of the challenging lending process and still makes house 
calls for all his clients’ �nancial ailments (his red rose).

Tim asks, “How can you deliver the best solution without 
genuinely understanding the real purpose of each client’s loan 
and the unique bene�ts to them for the many options applicable? 
You must sit at their kitchen table and experience the emotions 
of both spouses as you learn what they really want, and as you 
explain their options. Only then can you �nd their perfect loan.”

Creating a Unique Selling Proposition

When running any successful business, it’s important to clearly 
di�erentiate the business in the eyes of potential customers and 
continually focus on the uniqueness of a company’s services or 

When you di�erentiate yourself, people 
remember you. When they remember 
you, they spread the word about your 

business to their network and the world. 



Timeless Principles of Exceptional Businesses4

products. �is is called a Unique Selling Proposition, or USP, 
and is the most basic element of every successful company’s 
message. Your “red rose” is encapsulated in your USP.

A well-de�ned USP constructs a memorable message of these 
unique qualities and very clearly answers “Why should I do busi-
ness with you instead of one of your many direct competitors?” 
Many business owners tie their USP to “good customer service.” 
Unfortunately, there is nothing unique about good customer 
service, since all of your competitors probably feel they o�er good 
customer service too.

A good product and good customer service are integral to 
acquiring and retaining your customers. However, a well-written 
USP de�nes how your potential customers choose you over a 
competitor. If you cannot clearly de�ne the uniqueness of your 
product or service and create some enthusiasm for customers to 
buy it, you probably don’t have the basic foundation for a success-
ful company.

A great example of a familiar USP is, “Fresh, hot pizza deliv-
ered in 30 minutes or less. Guaranteed.” Dominos signi�cantly 
changed the pizza delivery market with the implementation of 
this USP, and they didn’t even promise that the pizza would 
taste good.

My other favorite: “Positively, absolutely, delivered the next 
morning by 10:30 am.” Federal Express literally created the market 
for overnight document delivery and became so good at delivering 
on their service that the word FedEx has morphed into our daily 
lexicon as a generic term for all overnight document deliveries.

One of the fastest ways to go out of business is to attempt to 
market a product or service that few consumers want, need, or 
understand. When developing your USP, focus on factors that 
are most important to the buyers and end users of your product 
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or service—especially the ones that are not easily duplicated by 
competitors. Be sure to develop adequate marketing assets to 
communicate your USP, including media advertising, direct mail, 
internet marketing, packaging and sales personnel.

�e simple test of determining whether you’ve developed an 
e�ective USP is whether it sells for you. If it sells your products or 
services, then you know your USP is meaningfully di�erent.

�e simple test of determining whether you’ve 
developed an e�ective USP is whether it sells 

for you. If it sells your products or services, then 
you know your USP is meaningfully di�erent.
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Key Insights

Di�erentiation of your product or service in the marketplace is 
important to the long-term success of your business. �e busi-
ness environment is crowded with competition. Having a strong 
Unique Selling Proposition will help you rise to the top with 
your target customers. So, what is your red rose?

• Di�erentiating your product or service has become 
increasingly important in an ever more competitive busi-
ness environment.

• Di�erentiation starts with developing your Unique Selling 
Proposition (USP).

• De�ne your USP with a memorable message of your o�er-
ing’s unique qualities.

• �e USP must answer the question “Why should I do 
business with you instead of one of your many direct 
competitors?”
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PRINCIPLE TWO

Don’t Just Talk About Company 
Culture – Live It!

By Rusty Smith, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Houston, Texas

E very company has a culture. It may or may not be the 
culture the owner would like, but it is there nonetheless. A 
good analogy for a company culture is the personality of 

a human being. Someone’s personality determines how they com-
municate with others, how they deal with problems, how they 
make decisions, and how they process information. Likewise, the 
culture of a company determines how the members of the orga-
nization communicate, both internally and externally, how prob-
lems are handled, how decisions are made, and how information 
is exchanged and processed.
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But, what actually determines the culture? In my view, it is 
based on a shared vision for the company and the shared values of 
the members of the organization. It is o�en said that the culture 
mirrors the personality of the owner, and in many ways this is true…
especially for small companies. �is makes sense because we tend 
to hire people who share our values and who buy into our vision. 
As the organization grows, we hire more people who share our 
values and our vision and they start to hire people who share their 
values and their vision, so the culture tends to become ingrained.

For most companies, this happens naturally. Sometimes, 
though, things go awry. �ere is an adage in the management world 
that, “We hire people for what they know, and �re them for who 
they are.” If we don’t have a well-de�ned hiring process, or we are 
growing so fast we hire the �rst warm body who has the right expe-
rience or credentials, hiring who is available rather than taking the 
time to �nd the right person, we risk hiring someone who doesn’t �t 
the culture. Someone who doesn’t share our values and/or vision. If 
we are lucky, it will become obvious that the person doesn’t �t and 
either we �re them or they quit. If that doesn’t happen and they 
end up hiring someone else who matches their values and their 
vision, we have begun to slide down a slippery slope.

A better approach is to ensure that the culture of your company 
isn’t le� to chance. As the leader, it’s up to you to set the tone for 

It is o�en said that the culture mirrors the 
personality of the owner, and in many ways 
this is true…especially for small companies. 
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the organization by de�ning the vision and values for the organi-
zation. You must live them every day through your interactions 
and communications with your employees, customers, suppliers 
and partners. You also need to make sure every employee under-
stands the company’s vision and values and they are constantly 
reinforced. Finally, you need to make sure your hiring process is 
designed to hire people who �t the culture.

It takes time, but if you want your culture to truly re�ect your 
vision and values, then you have to be willing to put in the e�ort. 
If le� unattended or unmanaged, the company culture will behave 
like an untrained dog. If a dog is not trained, it does what it wants, 
when it wants. Its behavior is unruly and unpredictable and it may 
attack strangers. However, a well-managed culture, like a well-
trained dog, follows the leader, is likely to be well-behaved, some-
what predictable and socially well-adapted.

Getting started

�e �rst step in de�ning the culture is to de�ne the vision and 
desired values. You, as the owner of the company, must articu-
late a vision for what you want your company to be. How do 
you want customers, employees, and partners to think about your 
company? What niche will you dominate? What word will you 
“own”? What markets will you be in? What promises will you 
make to your customers? What measurements (KPIs) are impor-
tant to you? How will you be di�erent �om every other company in 
the market? If you can clearly answer these questions, your vision 
for the company will start to emerge.

To de�ne your values, think of the employees, past or present, 
you would like to clone. Why would you like to clone them? What 
is it about them that makes (or made) them the model employees 
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for you? How did they behave? How did they communicate? 
How did they treat others? How did they solve problems? How 
did they make decisions? How did they handle company assets? 
What is common among them? What traits do they all possess? 
What traits do they all not possess? �is is a simple, yet power-
ful, exercise that you can go through either by yourself, with your 
TAB Coach, or with your leadership team. A set of descriptors, 
adjectives, or phrases will start to emerge that will evolve into your 
“value words” or “value phrases”.

Jumpstart Your Company’s 
Cultural Evolution

Consider holding a company meeting where you roll out the new 
vision and values. For the vision, you need to paint a picture using 
a lot of visional language. Tell them why it is important for you. 
Tell them why you think it is important for them. Tell them why it 
is important for your customers. For each value, have a story that 
demonstrates that value in action. �e stories might be about a 
customer, an employee, a strategic decision, or anything else that 
clearly demonstrates how the values came into play. �e more 
stories you can tell, the more people will understand the value. 
Finally, provide some examples of how you and your employees 
can implement these values and apply them to processes, such as 
decision-making and communications. Encourage them to come 
up with ideas for how the values can be demonstrated.

How to evolve the culture

�e culture isn’t going to change overnight. It must be consis-
tently reinforced. �e �rst step is to personally live the culture 
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you create—a responsibility that can be challenging and reward-
ing when placed in the proper perspective. If you don’t walk the 
walk, no one else will either.

I once heard a story about a young boy obsessed with eating 
sugar that illustrates living the culture. Despite his mother’s pleas 
and e�orts to get him to stop, he refused. Desperate, the mother 
decided to take him to visit his idol, hoping he could help break 
the boy of his habit. �e mother and son walked for miles in a 
scorching heat to Gandhi’s ashram. When they met the leader the 
mother said, “My son consumes too much sugar, will you please 
tell him it’s bad for his health?” Gandhi thought about her request 
and told them to return in two weeks. Although the mother was 
perplexed that Gandhi didn’t immediately admonish the boy’s 
behavior, she did as she was instructed.

When they returned two weeks later, Gandhi looked directly at 
the boy and said, “Boy, you should stop eating sugar, it’s not good 
for your health.” �e boy nodded and said he would do his best to 
stop. Puzzled, the boy’s mother turned to Gandhi and asked why 
he didn’t tell her son to stop eating sugar two weeks ago, to which 
he smiled and replied, “Two weeks ago I had an obsession with 
sugar and I needed time to cut back myself.”

�e �rst step is to personally live the culture 
you create—a responsibility that can be 
challenging and rewarding when placed 

in the proper perspective.  If you don’t 
walk the walk, no one else will either.
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Another idea to reinforce your values is to make them con-
stantly visible. One TAB member has her company’s vision 
statement stenciled onto the wall of the company lobby so every 
employee, customer, and supplier sees it when they walk through 
the door. �e values are printed on the back of each employee’s 
security badge. At every meeting, one of the �ve core values is 
selected and each employee is asked to share an example as to how 
they have recently applied that value to their work. Additionally, 
there is a section for each value on the performance review tem-
plate, so the employee and the manager can provide examples of 
when the value was applied or violated.

Birds of a feather

When interviewing potential new team members make sure you 
discuss your company’s vision upfront. Engage candidates in a 
thoughtful and open discussion about the company’s vision by 
asking for speci�c examples about how they plan to achieve the 
stated vision and what will drive their day-to-day priorities. Ask 
them to tell you a story about how they have demonstrated a 
particular value in the past.

For example, a TAB member has “company stewardship” as 
a value. �e company has an Employee Stock Ownership Plan 
(ESOP), so the employees have a �nancial stake in the company. 
When interviewing applicants, he asks them to tell him about a 
situation where they saw a co-worker misuse company resources. 
How they handled that situation allows him to gauge their ability 
to handle sticky or di�cult situations.
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Key Insights

Your company culture cannot be le� to chance. As a business 
owner, your vision and values de�ne the culture of your busi-
ness. Hiring employees that share your vision and live the values 
in their daily work activities will ensure that your business has 
a strong culture, and that it is the one that you actually desire.

• A company’s culture or “personality” is a re�ection of its 
leader.

• �e leader must articulate a compelling vision for the 
company and ensure that everyone in the organization 
understands and shares that vision.

• A successful leader lives the values every day and rein-
forces them in every interaction and communication with 
employees and customers.
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PRINCIPLE THREE

�e Moments of Truth:  
�e Importance of the First 90 Days 

By Mark Komen, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota

O n-boarding is a critical factor in establishing successful 
working relationships with new employees and new 
clients in any business. �e �rst 90 days set the param-

eters of the professional relationship over its lifetime. While 
on-boarding new employees and new customers are two very dif-
ferent business activities, the overall idea is very similar.

On-Boarding for New Employees

When looking to add an employee, you’ve probably met with 
a number of candidates and have come to understand their 
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backgrounds, perspectives, competencies and work histories. 
You may have even gotten a sense of their work ethics, personal 
communication styles and career goals. You’ve made your deci-
sion to hire and extended an o�er that the candidate accepted. 
Now, it’s time for them to deliver.

Whether management or sta�, your new employee probably 
had as many, if not more, questions percolating in their mind 
during the hiring process as you. Will this be a good �t for me? Will 
the other sta� members accept me? Will I �t in? Will the organiza-
tion (or owner) help me move towards my professional goals? Do I 
really have the skills and abilities necessary to perform at the level I 
was hired for? Will new ideas that I bring to the table about prod-
ucts, markets, customers, or processes be accepted?

A�er careful consideration, your new hire decides it’s worth 
the risk. �ey’re coming to work for you and now expectations, 
on both sides, are high. But truthfully, you’re the responsible 
party; and it’s incumbent upon you to lay the groundwork for the 
future success of your new hire. If you have the following items in 
place it will help aid in the process.

• A clearly articulated vision and set of core values to let 
the newcomer know where the organization is headed 
and what principles are held in high esteem by the owners 
and sta�.

• A clearly de�ned and supported work culture will estab-
lish the behaviors for how things get done and how sta� is 
expected to �t in and succeed.

• A functional and well-deployed strategic plan will facili-
tate aligning all parts of the organization to achieve its 
goals and objectives, and allows newcomers to see where 
their e�orts connect to the big picture.
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• Well-de�ned roles and responsibilities, coupled with 
robust and documented processes and procedures, will 
help the new sta� member get to know the elements of 
their job, who does what in the organization, where to go 
with questions, who’s relying on them for their work and 
what their role is in getting things done.

• E�ective communication and feedback systems provide 
sta� members with information about what is expected of 
them and how they’re doing.

Steve Gilbertson, a TAB member and owner of a wire harness 
manufacturer, Electramatic, Inc. in Minneapolis, MN, makes 
sure new hires have a clear understanding of the company’s 
values, as well as the new employee’s job responsibilities. New 
hires, whether they work on the shop �oor or in the o�ce, get 
a tour of the facility so they can understand how the company 
operates and what goes into making products for the customer. 
New hire orientation includes everything from where the lunch-
room is located to how to use the computer system. New hires 
are assigned to a supervisor or lead person in their work area and 
shadow them for the �rst few days to learn the nuances of the 
job. �ey are also required to take training classes speci�c to their 
work assignments.

To make the transition easier, many TAB member companies, 
including Steve’s, hold reviews with their new sta� at regular 
intervals, especially during the �rst 30-90 days. �e point of these 
reviews is to see how the relationship is going, assess employee 
performance, and discuss whether up-front expectations are being 
met. Some members also create speci�c plans outlining what 
their new employee needs to accomplish during that �rst 90-day 
period, so both parties can gauge their progress.
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On-Boarding New Customers

Now let’s turn to the on-boarding of new customers. How much 
of what we’ve already discussed applies with regard to attract-
ing new customers to your business? Well, a lot! John Warrillow 
explains in his book �e Automatic Customer that the �rst 90 
days of a new customer’s experience with a product or service 
is critically important to the customer’s long-term value to the 
organization2.

�e �rst 90 days a�er a new account is opened is an especially 
sensitive period characterized by several important customer 
experience factors that include:

• A high level of interaction between the customer and 
business.

• An exchange of personal information.
• An ability to be �exible and open to new o�ers or new 

ideas related to the account.
• A 50-50 likelihood that the customer will defect to another 

business before fully committing to the product or service.

CFO asks CEO: “What happens if we invest 
in developing our people and they leave us?”

CEO: “What happens if we 
don’t and they stay?”

—Peter Baeklund1
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Customers will also have lots of questions about your business, 
such as: Will you deliver as promised, on time? Will you answer 
my questions and address my concerns in a timely and responsible 
manner? Will you be in business next year?

If a new customer experiences the same kind of structured on-
boarding process as a new employee and receives tangible value 
from your product or service in the �rst 90 days, it will prevent 
them from having a dreaded feeling of “buyer’s remorse.”

A New Customer Example

Consider the on-boarding process from your customer’s per-
spective. TAB member Steve Gilbertson brings customers into 
his plant for a tour and detailed explanation of the process 
he uses to build their products, allowing the customer to see 
first-hand what is involved. He also has an extranet on the 
web where customers can login to review open orders and 
shipping information. The customer is also able to change 
pending order requirements, with the information automati-
cally routed to Steve’s people for seamless and documented 
changes. Transparency with customers is the best way to build a 
solid relationship with them. However, not everyone takes this 
approach.

A scene from the movie Tombstone illustrates the potential for 
businesses to take their customers for granted:

Turkey Creek Jack Johnson: “Doc, you oughta be in bed, 
what the hell you doing this for anyway?”

Doc Holliday: “Wyatt Earp is my friend.”

Turkey Creek Jack Johnson: “Hell, I got lots of friends.”

Doc Holliday: “I don’t.3”
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Perhaps you, as the business owner, or your sta� think, “Hell, 
we ‘got’ lots of customers.” If a new client feels like they are “just 
another customer,” this is a sure way for them to be a short-term 
customer.

If you look at the situation from the buyer’s perspective, you 
can see how they may be le� with a sense of vulnerability if their 
�rst experience isn’t exceptional. If each new client feels like they 
are genuinely valued by the business during the �rst 90 days, 
then the relationship will be set on a course that is both long and 
prosperous.

Key Insights

Bringing a new employee or customer into your business has 
many facets organizational leaders must be skillful in addressing. 
In the end, it’s all about setting, meeting, and managing expec-
tations. �e business owner who pays careful attention to the 
needs of his or her employees and customers will likely develop 
the most long-lasting and productive relationships.

• �e �rst 90-days are critically important to your custom-
ers’ and employees’ long-term value to your business.

• Have a clear, written business vision and set of core values 
to share with your employees, clients and potential clients.

• Be able to provide a high level of interaction with new 
employees and new customers during their �rst 90-days. 
�is helps develop the relationship and solidi�es goals and 
expectations.

• Make sure your organization is on-track to deliver on 
promises made to new employees and customers during 
the �rst 90-days and beyond.
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PRINCIPLE FOUR

Get the Right People in the Right  
Seats on Your Company Bus  

(and How It Will Impact  
Your Business if You Don’t)

By Jean Cook, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Tulsa, Oklahoma

W e have all heard it before – to succeed, business 
owners must have “the right people in the right 
seats.” To make that happen, you must have the 

right people, de�ne the right seats and match the people to the 
seats. Business owners know this is not easy. But, rest assured, it 
can be done and it is one of the most important things you can do 
for your business.
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Right People, Right Seats and 
How to Match Them.

Who are the right people? �ey are the ones who agree with, and 
live the company core values.

Your company values must be at the core of how your busi-
ness is run and how all decisions are made. If you haven’t de�ned 
your company’s set of core values, you must do so, now. Don’t hire 
another employee before having your company values de�ned. 
Employees who “get” the values will �t in with the team and 
they (and their co-workers) will be happier and more productive. 
Employees who share your values are employees you can trust 
to make good business decisions, because they are making them 
based on the company’s values.

How to get and keep only the right people? You must hire and 
retain based on values, not just skill set. To hire the right people, 
use the company values in your recruiting e�orts. Include your 
values in your job postings to draw the right candidates. Ask ques-
tions related to your company’s core values during interviews. 
Don’t make the mistake of only asking questions related to the 
skill or technical aspects of the job during an interview. Instead, 

“�e old adage people are your most 
important asset turns out to be wrong. 
People are NOT your most important 

asset. �e right people are.” 

—Jim Collins, Good to Great1
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include situational questions that provide greater insight into a 
candidate’s values and approach to problem solving.

Retention of existing employees is also driven from your 
company values. You need to hire and keep only the right people. 
Communicate and refer to your values o�en. Your employees 
must know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, what the core values 
are and how to live by them. Use value scores and comments 
in your employee review and evaluation forms. It is the respon-
sibility of you and your company leadership to make sure the 
team knows the values and to coach them on applying the values 
at work.

De�ning the right seats. Not just an organization chart, but a 
responsibility ownership de�nition.

�e temptation here is to use the current organization chart. 
Do not succumb to this temptation. Organization charts usually 
re�ect the past. You need a fresh look. In de�ning the seats, look 
not just at the roles you need for today, but at the seats you need 
for the future. Look ahead at the company strategy and goals for 
the next 12+ months and de�ne the roles that will be needed to 
ensure you achieve those goals.

Companies have three broad kinds of seats – Sales/Marketing, 
Operations and Administrative. Depending on industry and size of 
your company, you could have a single or multiple leadership roles 
for each area. You are de�ning the roles key to the company’s success 
and the right seat de�nition must be done independently from 
thinking about who might �ll the seats. Temporarily forget about 
your current team and de�ne the roles and the key responsibilities 
under each role. Build out the leadership seats �rst. Once those are 
de�ned you can build out the seats beneath the leadership team.

What makes a good match? We know what a right person looks 
like and we have de�ned the right seats. Once you have (or are 
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hiring) the right people and you know the seats you need to �ll, 
it is about making that all important match of person to seat. �is 
is about ability. Both the hard/technical skills and the so�/people 
skills come into play. De�ne what abilities are needed to meet the 
responsibilities of each seat and �ll that seat with the right person 
(values match) who has or can quickly get the needed skill set.

Clearly, it takes more e�ort to �nd a good �t. But, if your 
employees are your greatest asset then you should view the e�ort as 
one of your best investments. Taking the time to make a good per-
son-to-seat match is much more preferable than the cost of having 
to replace a bad hire and going through the entire process again.

What happens if you don’t have the 
right people in the right seat?

Wrong Person, Right Seat. �is employee has the abilities 
required to do the job, but doesn’t share the company values. He 
or she is spreading a cancer called dissension: the comment in the 
hallway, the rolling of the eyes in meetings, the blatant unhap-
piness that impacts the rest of the team. �e result is turnover, 
a dampening of morale and decreased productivity, all of which 
are expensive. You know this person must be removed from your 
company, but they likely won’t leave on their own. �at means it’s 
up to you. You can’t a�ord to let the cancer spread, so take action 
to terminate their employment.

Right Person, Wrong Seat. �is employee shares the core values 
of your company but their abilities do not match the requirements 
of the position. �e skill set could be wrong, they might have been 
promoted (or placed) into a seat “too big” for them. �ey may 
have been in the role for some time and outgrown it, making the 
seat “too small”. Although the employee is a “right person,” the 
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mismatch will cause malcontent and their performance will be 
damaged. If there is a right seat for them in your company, move 
them into it immediately. If that is not possible, you will face the 
di�cult task of having to let a right person go. You should look 
for the best way to help them to move on from your business into 
a job that will be a better �t for them. Remember, it is not fair to 
them to keep them in a job that doesn’t �t and you cannot a�ord 
the luxury of keeping them just because you like them.
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Key Insights

Issues surrounding Human Resources are among the most 
common topics discussed at our TAB meetings. One of our 
most common and important pieces of advice is to “Hire slow 
and �re fast”. �e advice o�ered by our board members re�ects 
our own – don’t hire someone who doesn’t �t with your busi-
ness. If you have an employee who isn’t a good �t, don’t delay the 
inevitable: remove the pain.

Take the time to hire the right people and when you have a 
mismatch take action quickly. Once the �x is in place, everybody 
wins–the business does better, the other employees’ work improves 
and the leadership can spend time producing results, instead of 
solving people initiated issues. Even when the �x involves letting 
someone go, that person will be better o�. �ey have been set free 
and now have the opportunity to thrive elsewhere.

• It’s not enough to have the right people on your team. You 
also need to have them in the right seat (position).

• Hire and �re based on company values; and reiterate to 
your employees what those values are.

• Great employees can out-grow their positions in the 
company. Be prepared to move them into a position that 
will allow for continued growth and professional develop-
ment, if possible.

• Employees that are a poor �t will a�ect the culture, mood, 
and productivity of the rest of your organization with det-
rimental (expensive) results.

• No business owner has ever �red too early. If you have an 
employee that is not a �t with your company values, there 
is only one solution to resolve that problem.
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PRINCIPLE FIVE

If You’re the Smartest Person in the 
Room, Maybe You’re In the Wrong Room

By Malcolm Webster, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Vancouver Island, British Columbia

A frican Proverb: “If you want to go quickly, go alone. If you 
want to go farther, go together. “

Years ago, during a graduation address at the 
University of Texas, Michael Dell, founder of Dell computers, 
advised graduating seniors to refrain from being “the smartest 
person in the room.” But, if you are, he continued, “I suggest you 
invite smarter people or �nd a di�erent room.”

One of my great passions is soccer. I recently reminisced with a 
colleague about a player named Kenny Dalglish, who used to play 
for the Liverpool Football Club in England during the late 1970s 
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and ‘80s. Later in his career Dalglish was o�ered the opportunity 
to manage the team while still playing and the club continued to 
experience great success under his leadership. Years later, a�er he’d 
retired, Dalglish was asked what the secret to the team’s success 
had been. He simply replied, “I knew I had the team selection 
right when I couldn’t get on it.”

As a business owner, you are in the unique position of being 
both player and manager. You must be involved in the day-to-day 
operations, applying your energies and passion to serving your 
customers while ensuring employees remain productive. But in 
order to safeguard your business you must plan for the long-term 
and consider what it will take for your company to survive and 
thrive beyond tomorrow—a process that is, undoubtedly, one of 
the toughest aspects of operation for many entrepreneurs who 
don’t know when to be on the �eld and when to stay on the side-
lines strategizing.

In 1993, long-time TAB member and owner of Gastineau Log 
Homes, Lynn Gastineau was at a crossroads with her business. 
“We had been growing like crazy and I really needed mentor-
ing to get it to the next level.” So, she joined a TAB Board to 

“Decisions don’t happen in a vacuum; the 
best ones rarely come �om deep pondering 

in isolation. �ey happen when people learn 
�om and draw on the experiences of others.”

—Harvard Business Review, 
Beyond the Echo Chamber1
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provide additional guidance as she worked to move her company 
forward. It is a decision that Gastineau says paid o� because, 
when you are running a business, “You just don’t know what you 
don’t know.”

Because Lynn recognized she didn’t have all the skills needed 
to make her business successful and was willing to bring in outside 
help, she was able to successfully grow her business. However, 
many entrepreneurs with a viable business plan haven’t been as 
lucky because the owner was reluctant to develop a formalized 
structure where he or she could obtain objective advice about 
critical issues related to their business. 

�e key word here is “formalized.” Most business owners talk 
with family, friends, and colleagues about their business, but 
avoid establishing an unbiased, and trusted, group of advisors 
that can provide expertise and relevant information to the entre-
preneur when it comes time for him or her to make important 
business decisions. A formalized process ensures that input from 
the advisors is taken seriously by the business owner who becomes 
accountable to his board, to implement any agreed upon changes 
to the operation. Without the board, it’s just another conversa-
tion between friends, which is nice, but it won’t drive your busi-
ness forward.

While many large companies have a board of directors, which 
provides governance in the decision-making process of areas 
that signi�cantly impact a business, most small business owners 
decide to forgo an advisory board. Instead, they choose to bear all 
responsibility themselves, because they believe they don’t have the 
resources to support a board. In reality, they can’t a�ord not to 
establish a formalized team of advisors who have experience and 
expertise in all the areas of relevance to their business.
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Some History

Peer advice is not a new concept. It dates back to ancient Greece, 
Proverbs (“plans fail for lack of counsel but with many advisors 
they succeed”) and later to Benjamin Franklin’s “juntos” (a club 
for mutual improvement).

In the 1930s, business guru Napoleon Hill is credited with 
coining the phrase “mastermind.” A business mastermind can be 
de�ned as a group of like-minded individuals who come together 
on a regular basis to help and support one another to grow their 
respective businesses.

When Hill interviewed Andrew Carnegie, inquiring as to the 
secret of his success, Carnegie replied it could be traced to the 
“sum total of the minds” of his business associates. He called this 
combined brain power a “mastermind,” and attributed to it the 
power of his success.

Do Groups Make Better Decisions?

Business owner advisory boards work because they ultimately 
result in the group making better decisions than individu-
als. Professor Stephan Bainbridge of UCLA School of Law 
authored a research paper titled “Why a Board? Group Decision 

“In business, asking questions may 
not save lives, but it can save you 

a lot of time and money.”

—Sir Richard Branson
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Making in Corporate Governance,” which analyzed group deci-
sion-making research going back as far as the 1930s. Bainbridge 
writes “numerous studies have found that group decisions are 
not only superior to those of the average member, but also to 
those made by the very best individual decision maker in the 
group.2” �ere has been a signi�cant amount of research con-
ducted over several decades that points to the e�ectiveness of 
the group decision-making process.

In today’s world we o�en feel meetings are not productive and 
don’t result in e�ective decisions. But a well-managed (facilitated) 
board of advisors will prove to be an invaluable tool in helping 
you achieve your vision and goals for your business. It will aid you 
in being both player and manager of your team with con�dence 
and focused direction.
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Key Insights

�e perfect person who is an expert in all areas of business has 
yet to be born! �e success of your business depends on having 
a team of people you can talk to when big decisions need to be 
made, and who can help you prioritize what is really important 
(versus urgent) and then help ensure you stay on track.

• Accept and identify your weaknesses as a business owner; 
no one can be the best at everything related to their 
business.

• Surround yourself with people who are better than you—
particularly in areas that are not your strengths.

• A formal board of advisors will be able to provide on-
going, unbiased advice on how to take your business to the 
next level and help you make better decisions.
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PRINCIPLE SIX

Are You the Driver of or a 
Passenger in Your Business? 

By Jim Robertson, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
�e Woodlands, Texas

“What you get by achieving your goals is not as important 
as what you become by achieving your goals.” 

–Henry David Thoreau

I f you think back to when you �rst started your business—or 
better yet when you �rst conceived the idea—you may have 
had a great vision about what it would mean to you and how 

you could �ll a need for your customers or community.
�e question now is: Are you realizing those dreams and is your 

vision of success being ful�lled?



Timeless Principles of Exceptional Businesses34

One of the most di�cult things for any of us to do is look out 
beyond our immediate horizon and imagine what can be. It’s even 
harder to paint that picture in such vivid detail and bright colors that 
it becomes a source of daily motivation and constant inspiration.

Most successful people are motivated by their own vision of 
success. Some make great sacri�ces to give the best to their kids, 
others to buy their �rst house. We are moved by the stories of 
ordinary people facing enormous adversity. �e common thread 
among these stories of determination is that people are strongly 
motivated by the clarity of their vision and purpose.

Your Business GPS

Whether you are a winning sports team, a successful business, or 
you plan to land on the moon and return the astronauts safely, 
you share a common thread: having a well-conceived strat-
egy. Any successful business owner will tell you that his or her 
endeavor was a success because they had a plan they assessed and 
adjusted as they were building their business.

Unfortunately, too many business owners I have encountered 
run their business by looking at the past month or quarter results 
and evaluating whether it was a good one or bad one. �is is like 
driving your car by looking in the rear view mirror. A strategic 
plan provides a way to start driving your car using GPS and by 
looking out of the front windshield. �e strategic plan is your 
business GPS. Looking out of the front windshield allows you to 
adjust to the road and tra�c conditions in front of you, rather 
than the ones you have already passed.

TAB member and business owner, Mark Abels, puts it very 
well. “Don’t just sit back and think the business is going to run 
itself,” he advises. “Put time into your plan. Have a strategy, keep it 
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up, live by it and work to it. Step back and focus on it periodically 
and at speci�c times to make sure it’s fresh and right.”

A robust strategic plan provides not only the path to achieve 
your long-term vision, but also the framework for making tactical 
decisions. It will help you answer the following kinds of questions:

• Is hiring a new sales person a key component to achieving 
my short and long-range goals?

• Will purchasing a new machine su�ciently improve pro-
ductivity to support my long-range plan?

• Should I spend my time primarily expanding existing 
accounts or �nding new clients?

Every signi�cant decision a business owner makes should be 
tested against their strategic plan and the tactics they have estab-
lished to achieve their plan.

Your strategic plan guides you to your goal, helps redirect you 
when you get o� course, and can be revised to respond to changes 
in your business environment. A good strategic plan is really a 
very simple document and has three primary components:

• Where do you want to end up?
• When do you want to end up there?
• What the intermediate steps are to reach your goal?

While the resulting plan can be short and simple, cra�ing the 
right strategies so that your plan achieves your goal requires analy-
sis, evaluation of alternatives, and selecting the best path forward. 
Strategy is a vaguely used term in business. As Richard Rumelt 
explains in Good Strategy, Bad Strategy, a strategy involves three 
speci�c elements: a diagnosis that de�nes the challenge, a guiding 
policy for dealing with the challenge, and a set of coherent actions 
designed to carry out that policy.
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Translating your strategic plan to actions and tactics, what you 
should be doing day-to-day in order to reach your goal, can be 
more involved. But, it’s worth doing. As the adage goes, “if you 
don’t know where you’re going, any road will get you there.”

Operating your business from a strategic plan prevents your 
business from the dreaded Tyranny of the Urgent. You can spend 
a little time on the front-end developing a strategic plan that will 
help you run your business more e�ciently to achieve your long-
term personal and business goals. Or, you can spend that time 
in the drudgery of “�ghting �res” in the day-to-day trenches of 
running a business to the ground.

A Plan for the Rest of Us

Many small and medium size business owners cringe at the 
thought of developing a strategic plan. �ey �nd starting strate-
gic planning easy to put o� because they manage their businesses 
by perpetually staying in the “putting-out-�res” mode. We’ve 
heard all the common excuses:

As Richard Rumelt explains in Good 
Strategy, Bad Strategy, a strategy 
involves three speci�c elements: a 

diagnosis that de�nes the challenge, 
a guiding policy for dealing with the 

challenge, and a set of coherent actions 
designed to carry out that policy.
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• I need to focus on a major company challenge right now.
• I am more “hands-on” than strategic by nature.
• I don’t want to be accountable to anyone else.
• My company doesn’t have the resources to allocate the 

time.
• I’ve tried strategic planning and it didn’t work.
• My company is very successful.
• My company is facing tough economic times.

If your vision of a strategic plan is a 4-inch thick binder of 
useless information that takes months to develop, that’s not the 
kind of plan I’m talking about. You are not General Electric 
and you do not need to plan like they do. A strategic plan for a 
privately-owned business needs to be made relatively simple. For 
example:

I intend to be a $5M company in three years. In order 
to do that I need to �nish this year at $1M, next year 
at $3M and year three at $5M. My key strategies to get 
there are to develop two new complementary products, 
increase share of wallet �om existing accounts, create 
di�erentiated marketing messaging and enter two new 
industry verticals.

Congratulations, you have a high level plan!
Now, form your speci�c action plans and tactics to support the 

strategic plan and you are well on your way to running a more 
predictable business. A strategic plan can, and will, help address 
all the excuses listed above. �e direction and clarity that a strate-
gic plan provides will help free-up time, resources and solve major 
challenges in a proactive – rather than reactive – way.
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Key Insights

�e di�erence between successful business owners and those 
who fail to meet their goals is rooted in how they each spend 
their time. Successful business owners are forward looking and 
develop a plan, use their plan to achieve goals and adjust the plan 
when results or circumstances demand it. Owners who struggle 
typically operate in a reactionary mode: reacting to customers, 
employees, cash �ow issues, and ultimately decisions regarding 
the survival of the business. It’s your choice. How do you want 
to operate? How do you want to spend your time?

• Take a moment to consider if your business is allowing you 
to realize your dreams and vision that you had when you 
�rst opened it.

• Whether you are a small or large organization – and 
whether the business is doing well or not – it is imperative 
that you develop a strategic plan to achieve your goals.

• Your strategic plan does not need to be a huge, complicated 
document. Keep it simple by starting with your goal and 
developing strategies that have a high likelihood of getting 
you to your goal.

• Include an action plan to accomplish each strategy, which 
when achieved, will allow you to reach your goal.
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PRINCIPLE SEVEN

A Strong Brand Equals Strong Pro�ts

By Damien Koziol, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Basingstoke, United Kingdom

G one are the days when advertisers were able to control 
the message it delivered to its customers through the 
traditional mediums of radio, television and newspa-

pers. Increasingly, in today’s world, brands are likely to be de�ned 
by customer experience and the conversations your customers 
have about that experience.

Originally, branding was about being able to identify whose 
cattle belonged to whom—an idea that evolved signi�cantly 
when, in the 1880s, Coca-Cola was using brand to “di�erenti-
ate” its cola product from its many competitors. Today, while the 
outcome of branding is based on di�erentiation, the way we think 
about branding has evolved further still. No longer is branding 
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solely about creating a logo. In creating today’s brands, market-
ing directors for a company must also be aware of how services 
and products are perceived by the public and how much value is 
gained or lost as a result of that perception.

When managed e�ectively, consumers attach added value to 
the product or service, which goes far beyond its physical char-
acteristics and tugs at the heart of an individual’s beliefs and feel-
ings, extending our perception of the company itself. Je� Bezos, 
founder of Amazon.com, describes branding as “… what people 
say about (your business) when you’re not in the room.”

The Value of a Strong Brand

Some people perceive branding as having no tangible value. Yet 
a closer look at strong brands reveals signi�cant economic value. 
A simple comparison of assets versus market capitalization will 
show you that much of the value in a business is perceived. More 
speci�cally, products from a strong brand command a higher 
price. A strong brand is easier to sell. Apple is a great example of 
the value of a strong brand. At one point, Apple’s four percent 
market share was yielding 52 percent of the pro�ts of the hand-
held mobile device market, which is more pro�t than all of its 
competitors put together.

Branding is also a more e�cient way to sell things. A strong 
brand “pre-sells” a service to a prospect, resulting in a warmer, less 
skeptical, interaction since most customers are willing to pay for 
a strong brand.

Brand Experience

�e service you o�er your customers and the experience they 
have with you and your business is where consistency and trust 
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are built. �is is the most important factor in creating a suc-
cessful brand. Always keep in mind that what you do matters 
more than what you say. Strong brands make a promise about 
the value of the service they can deliver on and one that their 
customers can believe.

When people’s experiences match their expectations, their 
loyalty increases. �e late author and poet Maya Angelou said, 
“I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will 
forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made 
them feel.”

Anyone can copy what you do—but not they way you do it. 
It’s the little things that matter and every interaction someone 
has with your product or service is an opportunity to create a 
positive or negative experience. Period. As the business owner, 
you and your employees should strive to make each interaction 
positive and memorable because the best brands deliver a solid 
product or service, as well as an incredible experience. Muhtar 
Kent, Chairman and CEO of �e Coca-Cola Company, said, “If 

When people’s experiences match their 
expectations, their loyalty increases. �e late 

author and poet Maya Angelou said, “I’ve 
learned that people will forget what you said, 

people will forget what you did, but people 
will never forget how you made them feel.”
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a brand is a promise then a great brand is a promise kept” and as 
head of the most iconic brand in the world (with an estimated 
brand value worth over $80 billion) it is safe to assume he knows 
something about keeping a brand’s promise.

A strong brand does not have to have a remarkable product, 
although a strong brand cannot be built around a weak product. 
Sometimes a brand may be built from providing a service that is 
better than the competition, one people can’t help but talk about.

Michael Eisner, former CEO of Disney, de�nes brand as:

“...a living entity – and it is enriched or undermined cumu-
latively over time, the product of a thousand small gestures. 
A close examination of great businesses and brands reveal 
they are mastering the little things. �ey not only go above 
and beyond the little things but they put the spotlight on 
every interaction a customer has with them.”

Building a Strong Brand

The Greek philosopher and scientist Aristotle once said, “If we 
are what we repeatedly do, excellence, then, is not an act, but 
a habit.”

Applying that logic to brand creation means an entrepreneur 
must start with clarity and determine what is di�erent about his 
or her service or product and the way they deliver it to a customer. 
If you can articulate this di�erence clearly, at the outset, then you 
can create consistency in the style and appearance of your brand; 
the language used to articulate it; and in the experience your cus-
tomers can expect to receive in every interaction they have with 
your product, service, or company.

A strong brand is built on consistency. And clarifying your 
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brand’s voice empowers your sta� with the tools necessary to 
deliver a consistent customer experience. �is provides the foun-
dation of your brand promise. In turn, your sta� will become 
familiar with delivering service that matches the brand you want 
to portray to your customers.

An important building block in the foundation of your brand 
will be creating trust between the brand you’ve designed and the 
customer you seek to attain. Trust is the ultimate shortcut to a 
buying decision for a customer. When strong brands consistently 
deliver a solid service or experience, a customer rewards them 
by giving the company its repeat business. And if the customer’s 
experience was exceptional, they tell friends and family to try the 
service or product as well.

Or, as Walt Disney more simply puts it:

“Do what you do so well that they’ll want to see it again ... 
and bring their �iends.”.

While it might seem that being a successful brand means being 
all things to all people, the concept is just the opposite. Successful 
brands target their product or service to a narrow audience and 
then create a strong connection with them. Targeting your audi-
ence enables you to o�er your products or services to the cus-
tomers that have the highest propensity to see the value of your 
o�ering and have a positive experience with your brand.

�om Noller, TAB Member and business owner, learned this 
lesson �rst-hand a�er trying to attract a broad customer market, 
which was ultimately detrimental to his long-term growth strat-
egy. A�er a few months in which he lost pro�ts, he decided to 
refocus on the needs of his core customers. He had found that “If 
you try to invest the time and money into serving everyone, you’ll 
end up disappointing everyone.”
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Key Insights

Whether you have a plan to build a strong brand for your busi-
ness, your customers have de�nitive opinions about the services 
or products you o�er. �is means your company has a brand 
image regardless of whether you’ve formally created and imple-
mented any speci�cs. �e broader question is: Do your custom-
ers have the opinions about your service or product that you 
want them to have and do they perceive your business in a posi-
tive or negative light?

• Consistency and trust are the two most important ele-
ments of a strong brand. Make promises to your customers 
that you can keep and consistently deliver on them.

• Contemporary branding goes beyond creating a logo; it’s 
also about the perception of your products and services in 
the marketplace.

• A strong brand image adds value to your o�ering and can 
command a higher price.

• Don’t try to be all things to all people. Identify your target 
audience and deliver on your promise to them.
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PRINCIPLE  EIGHT

Stop Working Below Your Pay Grade

By Steve Davies, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Nassau County, New York

T here are three main resources in business: money, people 
and time. �e only one under our control is time. Yet, no 
matter what you do, it continues to pass. Although there 

is nothing you can do to stop it, what you can manage is how you 
spend your time.

It is always easier to do something yourself than have somebody 
else do it. All too o�en, business owners wear so many hats in their 
business they lose sight of the fact a number of the activities they 
take on are well below the real value of their time. It is too easy 
to get dragged down by the tyranny of the urgent and lose sight 
that you are carrying out tasks that should be handled by someone 
paid considerably less.
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When people hear the phrase “time management,” it conjures 
up a picture of lists and methods of prioritizing what you have to 
do and becomes a tactical exercise amounting to nothing more 
than organizing activities. �at approach ignores the strategic 
implications of managing what gets onto those lists in the �rst 
place. It is essential to attack the time management problem at a 
much earlier stage by taking rigorous control of what you allow 
into your day. Before you spend any of your valuable time organiz-
ing, you must stop working below your pay grade.

�is point was driven home by a TAB board member who told me 
how his partner had decided the value of her time was $450 per hour. 
A few weeks later, she volunteered to pick up some suppliers from 
the airport, taking three hours out of her day. When he pointed out 
that she was “working below her pay grade,” she instead booked a car 
service for $220 and gained valuable time potentially worth $1,350.

�e return on that investment works out at over 600 percent, 
which speaks powerfully to the value of the concept. If you relate 
to the woman in the story, let me show you how you can stop 
working below your pay grade.

Putting a Value on Your Time

�e �rst step in this process is establishing the value of your time 
when you are working on the things that bring the greatest value to 

Before you spend any of your valuable 
time organizing, you must stop 
working below your pay grade.
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your business. I call these Platinum Activities, and it is important 
you take time to identify them properly. �ey will include areas 
such as new clients, products, and markets. You should be sure to 
include all the activities that support your long-term strategic goals.

When you have made a list of your top �ve Platinum Activities, 
identify what your time is worth when you are doing them. �is 
number has nothing to do with what you pay yourself and must 
be calculated based on what value you believe these Platinum 
Activities bring to the company. I suggest business owners value 
their time at no less than $450 per hour, and possibly much more.

Once you determine the value of your time, write it down and 
put it somewhere on your desk where you can see it. �en, use 
that value as a prism through which you review all the activities 
that �ll your day.

Setting a Time Gain Goal and 
Creating a To Don’t List

To change the way you spend your time, you need to know not 
only the value of your time, but also what working below your 
pay grade is costing you. �e best way to give yourself real moti-
vation is to identify how much time you currently spend on 
Platinum Activities and set a goal for how much additional time 
you want to spend working on them.

Most people I meet who go through this exercise identify that 
they spend an alarmingly little amount of time on their Platinum 
Activities, because they are consumed by the tyranny of the urgent 
and working on things that are below their pay grade. For most 
people, there is an opportunity to gain ten hours a week of addi-
tional time to work on Platinum Activities. At a $450 per hour 
rate, that is potentially worth over $200,000 a year.
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�ere is a �nite amount of time available. To realize your time 
value gain you have to �nd those extra hours somewhere. �e �nal 
step of the process is developing your “To Don’t List.” Every time 
you �nd yourself doing something that is below your pay grade, 
put it on the list. You don’t have to take action immediately, but if 
you write it down and identify what it would cost to have some-
body else do it, you will have ample motivation to put together a 
plan to delegate these tasks and gain the time you need.

Maximizing Your Prime Time

�e �nal piece is to rearrange your day to handle Platinum 
Activities during your Prime Time. Each of us has a time in our 
business day when we are at our peak. Some time management 
experts recommend doing strategic things in the morning when 
you are fresh, but plenty of people do their best thinking and 
work in the evening or even late at night. Identify your best time 
of day and start to think of this as your Prime Time.

Make a commitment during your Prime Time to work only 

Most people I meet who go through 
this exercise identify that they spend 
an alarmingly little amount of time 

on their Platinum Activities, because 
they are consumed by the tyranny 

of the urgent and working on things 
that are below their pay grade. 
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on your Platinum Activities. Minimize interruptions during this 
time, including reading emails and taking phone calls. If you can 
reorganize your day around Prime Time and turn it into a habit, 
it will impact your business signi�cantly.
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Key Insights

Most business owners spend way too much time working below 
their pay grade. By determining the value of your time and 
removing activities from your day that are below your pay grade, 
you will be free to work on things that have a signi�cant impact 
on your business. It will also give you a language to de�ne what 
belongs in your day and a technique to identify what to eliminate.

• �ere are three main resources in business: money, people, 
and time. Time is the only resource under your control and 
you can better utilize how you spend your time.

• Create a list of your Platinum Activities–the things that 
bring the greatest value to your business and identify how 
much time you currently spend on them.

• Make an assessment of the monetary value of your time 
when you are working on Platinum Activities.

• Set a goal for the additional hours per week you will spend 
on Platinum Activities.

• Create a “To Don’t List” for those activities that are not 
important to the value of your business and either delegate, 
outsource them, or drop them out of your day altogether.

• Identify your Prime Time and reorganize your day so that 
you can spend this time on Platinum Activities. 
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PRINCIPLE NINE

I Don’t Need An Exit Strategy

By John F. Dini, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
San Antonio, Texas

I don’t need to plan an exit strategy. I’m going to run this busi-
ness until I’m tired and then I’ll sell it to some ambitious 
young person who wants a great opportunity.”

In nearly twenty years as a TAB facilitator and coach, I’ve heard 
this statement countless times. An entrepreneur starts a business 
and grows it into a successful entity that he or she can be proud 
of. It is able to provide �nancial security for their family, and gains 
public recognition from other members of the business commu-
nity, their family and friends, and the community-at-large.

But, as the business owner travels the road to success, he or she 
forgets to map out a plan for exiting their business and underesti-
mates how unrealistic their expectations may be of a young person 

“
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taking over. Allow me to dissect the statement above from back to 
front with some additional analysis.

A Great Opportunity. For whom? Have you taken into con-
sideration the lifestyles of Generation X and Millennials who 
don’t want to work ��y-�ve hours a week and refuse to be trapped 
into �xed hours or customer-responsive business models? Your 
business may not look like a great opportunity to them.

Some Ambitious Young Person. Increasingly, small business 
ownership is in competition with large corporations for talent. 
When baby boomers entered the workforce the number of col-
lege-educated workers grew six-fold in one generation, and entre-
preneurship was the road to success for those who couldn’t �nd a 
place in a large organization.

But now that retiring baby boomers outnumber those reach-
ing age 45 by four thousand people a day, large corporations are 
upping the ante for quali�ed employees. Small businesses will be 
hard pressed to match a Fortune 500 middle manager’s package 
of a six-�gure salary, health care, pension contributions, educa-
tional reimbursement, mentoring, and parental leave. Combine 
those bene�ts with a de�ned career path and it’s easy to see why an 
ambitious young person might see a corporate career as the more 
attractive choice.

I’ll Sell It. �is is easier said than done. Aside from a shortage 
of interested buyers, those who may be attracted to small business 
ownership probably don’t have any money. Both Millennials and 
Generation X are groups that started out in debt and typically 
remain leveraged throughout their lives. �e seller partially or 
wholly �nances most third party sales of businesses with less than 
$3 million in revenue.

Until I’m Tired Of It. �ere is a saying among business 
brokers. When an owner says he or she is burned out, review their 
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�nancial statements. Burnout probably started four or �ve years 
earlier, yet it took the owner that same period of time to recognize 
it. Any buyer wants to see increasing revenues and margins in a 
prospective acquisition and sellers who are at the end of their rope 
seldom produce enviable (or saleable) results.

I’ll Just Run �is Business. �is is one of the biggest prob-
lems. If you are still running the day-to-day operations of your 
business, you might be the biggest obstacle to a sale. A strong 
buyer (one with money) wants a business he or she can own, 
not run. Seasoned management and proven processes demand a 
premium price. Businesses that are completely dependent on the 
owner create big discounts in the sale.

I Don’t Need to Plan My Exit. Oh, yes you do. And not all 
exit plans include the sale of the business to an outsider. �ere are 
four basic exit strategies that are commonly used:

• Selling or leaving the business to family.
• Selling the business to employees.
• Selling the business to outsiders.
• Closing and walking away from the business.

Even if you intend to simply “close up shop” and walk away 
from the business, you need to plan for what that will look like 
for you, your customers, your employees, and your �duciary 
responsibilities. How you exit the business needs to align with the 

Aside �om a shortage of interested buyers, 
those who may be attracted to small business 
ownership probably don’t have any money. 
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long-term vision of your company and your personal life. In order 
to do that, you need to start planning early for your exit.

A Member Story

I had a great conversation with long-time TAB member, Eric 
Aschinger of Aschinger Electric, about his exit plan. He has 
been working toward the planning and execution of his suc-
cession plan for about seven years. From the start, he knew he 
wanted to pass the business on to the next generation of his 
family. But, he didn’t know if any of them had the desire or lead-
ership skills to take on the responsibility. Eric used personality 
and intelligence tests to assess the capabilities of his daughters, 
sons, nephews, and nieces who were interested in possibly taking 
over ownership.

“I was able to take the results of these assessments, along with 
other information, to board meetings to get feedback from my 
fellow board members,” Eric recalls. “Using this feedback and 
bouncing ideas o� the board, I was able to make the decision about 
who would be best to take over, very objectively and con�dently.” 
Eric’s replacement has been in place as president for several years 
and now he says, “ I’m just helping out and having fun.”

Eric did the right thing by starting to plan well in advance so he 
would have ample time to assess, select, and groom his successor 
well before he is ready to exit the business. He has a plan for what 

A strong buyer (one with money) wants 
a business he or she can own, not run.
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he wants his exit strategy to look like and has worked diligently to 
achieve it. Your vision for exiting may look completely di�erent.

Sometimes, the owner really just wants to keep running the 
business. If it’s their personal vision, that’s okay. Allen Fishman 
shares a relevant story in his book Strategic Business Leadership. “At 
a board meeting, Sam Conroy, founder of Conroy Technologies, 
leaned forward on the board room table during a TAB Board 
meeting, splayed his hands out as if grabbing the table and said, 
“Well, I just received an amazing o�er – an unsolicited one – 
to buy out my company.” He then mentioned the price, which 
involved millions of dollars.

Many of his fellow board members eyes widened, thinking, 
how wonderful this was for Sam. “But,” Sam said, leaning back, 
“I’m not going to take it.” One of his fellow TAB members asked 
him why. Sam Conroy answered, “I know it’s an extremely gener-
ous o�er.” He hesitated and then said, “But my business is me and 
I am my business; there is no separating us.” Many of his fellow 
board members nodded their heads in mutual understanding. For 
most business owners, their company is one of the most impor-
tant aspects of their lives and its purpose and emotional value to 
the business owner is very important.1”

Preparing for Your Exit

So, how do you better prepare for the day you will eventually 
leave? In his book Finishing Big, Bo Burlingham identi�ed eight 
characteristics of business owners who exited successfully:

• Have a crystal clear understanding of who you are, what 
you want out of your business and why.

• Learn to look at your business as though you are a poten-
tial buyer or investor.
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• Give yourself plenty of time – measured in years, not 
months – to prepare for an eventual departure; develop 
multiple options.

• Have a succession strategy; leave the company in good 
hands.

• Seek help in the process, not just from exit planning advi-
sors, but also from former owners who have been through 
the process.

• Consider, carefully, the impact of the sale to employees 
and investors and gain peace about your decision before 
moving forward.

• Get a clear understanding of the buyer’s motivations so 
there aren’t unpleasant surprises post-sale.

• Have a vision for your life following the sale of your 
business.2
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Key Insights

It’s never too early to begin to plan a strategy for exiting your 
business. Whether you intend to simply walk away and retire, or 
structure it to sell at a high pro�t to an outside buyer, decisions 
have to be made and implemented. Begin by setting your vision 
for what you want your post-ownership life to look like and start 
structuring your business to support that vision.

• As a business owner you need to plan ahead for your even-
tual exit.

• �e market for business sellers is contracting as baby 
boomers exit entrepreneurial �elds. As the labor force 
shrinks, there is increased competition for the most skilled 
workers.

• Position your business for sale by reducing the amount of 
day-to-day operations you handle.

• Prepare for your exit by clearly de�ning your long-
term vision for the company and your personal life, 
post-ownership.





59

PRINCIPLE TEN

Why Start with Why?

By David Levesque, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Rochester, New York

W ould you like to �nd more customers who are indif-
ferent to cost, quality, or convenience? How about 
clientele who buy repeatedly from you? What 

about customers who voluntarily rave to all their acquaintances 
about your product or service? If you answered yes to any of these 
questions, get ready to take some notes…

Fred Reichheld, founder of Bain & Company’s Loyalty Practice, 
is credited with creating the Net Promoter Score® (NPS)1 – a 
management tool that measures the loyalty of customer relation-
ships for a particular business. For the most successful businesses, 
pro�table, sustainable, organic growth occurs when customers 
(and employees) love doing business with a company and sing 
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its praises to neighbors, friends, and colleagues. Research reveals 
that a simple survey question can be e�ective in identifying highly 
loyal customers who will buy and buy again, regardless of price, 
quality, or convenience—and actively promote a company’s prod-
ucts and services to others.

Let’s look at the simplicity of Reichheld’s measurement tool, 
keeping in mind the world is not fair. �e following question, 
which is the NPS question, may be familiar to you. It is showing 
up on countless company surveys across all industries for good 
reason.

On a scale of 1 – 10, what is the likelihood that you 
would recommend our company to a friend or col-
league?

Customers who reply with scores from 1 to 6 are considered 
Detractors; scores from 7 to 8 are Neutral; and scores of 9 and 
10 are Promoters. As a business owner, your goal is to have sig-
ni�cantly more Promoters than Detractors. Promoters exhibit 
a loyalty and trust in your products and services that transcend 
quality, convenience, and even cost—and they’ll tell everyone 
they know just how good you are.

Start With Why

A theory as to why Promoters are so loyal can be found in Simon 
Sinek’s book Start With Why, which describes the “Golden 
Circle” and its biological connection to how humans feel, 
behave, and decide.2

Every company knows What they do – which is develop and/
or distribute the products or services they sell. Some companies 
can describe How they do what they do—the way in which a 
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company delivers its services – in a way that sets it apart from its 
competitors. But surprisingly, few companies can articulate Why 
they do what they do. �e “Why” is a purpose, cause or belief, 
and provides a clear answer as to why a company exists and why it 
should matter to anyone else.

Most companies communicate from the outside in: What they 
do and How they do it. It’s rare that companies communicate Why 
they do it.

�e problem with how most companies communicate is that 
the What and How do not inspire action. Facts and features make 
rational sense, but biologically our brains don’t actually make 
decisions based on these characteristics. Starting with What 
is what commodities do. Starting with Why is what leaders do. 
Leaders inspire.

Sinek says the correlation to the Golden Circle is grounded in 
human biology. �e neo-cortex was the last part of the human 
brain to develop. It is the portion of our brain we use for complex 
thinking and understanding language. �e limbic system—which 
well-preceded the development of the neo-cortex in human evo-
lution—governs how we feel, behave and decide. But it does not 
support language.

When our Why connects with a prospective customer’s limbic 
system it inspires their own feelings and beliefs, creating trust and 
loyalty based on that trust. �e connection to the limbic system 
inspires behavior and decision making. �ose customers (and 
employees) that identify most closely with our Why will give us a 
score of 9 or 10 on our Net Promoter Score surveys. �ey are our 
Promoters. When our communication connects through a pros-
pect or customer’s neo-cortex (facts, �gures, features, bene�ts) it 
may provide a rationalization for supporting a decision, but it’s 
not the same as inspiring behavior or decision-making.



Timeless Principles of Exceptional Businesses62

How You Can Apply This Approach

An elevator speech is a short sound bite (usually 15-30 seconds) 
that memorably introduces you. Its primary objective is to help 
you �nd people who would value knowing more about your 
company, products, and services. Your elevator speech should be 
interesting and, perhaps, a bit provocative so the prospective cus-
tomer or client will ask you for more information. When more 
information is requested you should then state your Unique 
Value Proposition (UVP), which is longer–but shorter than 3 
minutes. An e�ective UVP has several parts and will cover the 
following areas:3

• Who am I Story: �is tells why you do what you are doing 
today.

• Who I’ve Helped Story: �is tells how you’ve successfully 
helped others with similar challenges.

• Who I Represent Story: �is tells why your company does 
what it does today.

When you express your message as a story (stories resonate 
with the limbic system, whereas facts and �gures target the neo-
cortex), you are addressing and inspiring action and decision-
making, which have a higher likelihood of resonating with the 
listener. Inspiring stories have:

• A Point. What are you looking to clarify for the listener?
• A Setting. Where the story takes place, an explanation 

of who the characters are, and the trigger point that sets 
everything in motion, providing a vital context and inter-
est for the story.

• Obstacles. Internal or external challenges that create 
tension and interest.
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• A Turning Point. A key decision or action that changes 
the trajectory of the story.

• A Resolution. �e wrap-up where you drive home your 
point and show how everything worked out.

In keeping with the principle of connecting with the limbic 
system, be mindful that there are six emotions that may come into 
play when a buyer is deciding to make a purchase.4

1. Fear: “If I don’t make a decision now, I may miss my 
chance.”

2. Generosity: “If I make a decision now, I will be helping 
others.”

3. Greed: “If I make a decision now, I will be rewarded.”
4. Shame: “If I don’t make a decision now, I’ll look foolish.”
5. Pride: “If I make a decision now, I’ll be smart.”
6. Envy: “If I don’t make a decision now, my competition will 

be better than me.”

As you communicate with your customers, keep these emo-
tions in mind as you tell your story. Create an inventory of stories 
you can select from based on the unique circumstances surround-
ing your listener’s situation and emotional frame of reference. �is 
will allow you to customize and make your “Who I’ve Helped 
Story” more relatable to and impactful for your listener.

Some examples

Here are some good examples of why businesses do what they do:

GoldieBlox’s aim is to disrupt the pink aisle and inspire the 
future generation of female engineers.

Uber wants to evolve the way the world moves.
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TOM’s Shoes believes “We can improve people’s lives through 
business.”

Warby Parker believes that buying glasses should be easy and 
fun. It should leave you feeling happy and good-looking, with 
money in your pocket.

None of the aforementioned statements tell you what each 
one does or how they do it. Instead, it tells the why they do what 
they do, providing the basis for customers who think similarly to 
connect with the brand.

Key Insights

You now have an approach to �nd your very own marketplace 
of loyal customers who will not ask you to compete on price. 
Find your Why and communicate it through your Unique Value 
Proposition. You will �nd that more and more of your custom-
ers become Promoters who are less sensitive to price, quality or 
convenience; and will actively promote your company to their 
colleagues.

• E�ectively communicating the Why of your company will 
help bring in loyal customers.

• Develop an elevator pitch and Unique Value Proposition 
that connects to your audience’s emotions.

• Connect with your audience on an emotional level by telling 
a story that connects your business o�ering to the Why.

• Once you’ve enticed a potential customer with your Why 
you can move on to the ‘What’ and ‘How’ of your o�er.
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PRINCIPLE ELEVEN

Know, Respect, and Leverage 
Your Competition

By Phil York, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Chicago, Illinois

T ake a moment to think about your primary competitor. 
What feelings do they invoke? Do you admire, fear, or 
loathe them? Your emotional reaction probably depends 

on whether you are the market leader or a follower. And, if you 
think you don’t have any competition—no matter how comfort-
ing a thought this may be—you are fooling yourself. With the 
pace of technology-based innovation, there are a lot of obsolete 
businesses out there that wish they had been more observant, 
humble and innovative.

While many business owners are quick to disparage their 
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competitors, I believe in doing the exact opposite and would advise 
you to do the same. Our competitors serve as a great resource and 
the best teachers and partners in an expanding market, while also 
providing a benchmark for us to improve our own services and 
products.

Before we dig deeper we must ask ourselves, What do we gain 
�om competition in general? First, competitors open and legiti-
mize the market for a business. When there is only one of you in 
a �eld, you are, well, a little weird. When there are several, you 
are normal. Second, competitors standardize the expectations for 
customer interaction in an industry. �is allows a business owner 
to try new strategies to earn a greater market share. �ird, your 
competitors have interests similar to yours and can in�uence your 
industry’s business climate, which directly bene�ts you.

Benefiting from Competition

Competitors serve a dual role of being both an inspiration and 
a villain. Especially if they are the market leader, they should 
be looked to as a company to emulate. In the role of the villain, 
your competitors are a great way to mobilize your employees to 
achieve more.

Our competitors serve as a great resource 
and the best teachers and partners 

in an expanding market, while also 
providing a benchmark for us to improve 

our own services and products.



Principle Eleven 67

You can learn a great deal from your competition. A com-
petitor provides an alternative business model to yours. If you 
haven’t taken the time to study their operating model carefully, 
you should. What channels do they use? What add-on services do 
they provide? How do they price their services? �ere is a lot to 
be gained from this analysis.

Competitors are also a great source of new product ideas. 
Sometimes, it is okay to let them lead and then follow fast. Apple 
has made a fortune out of learning from and improving on com-
petitors that were �rst in the market. You can also learn from your 
competitors’ business processes. �is may simply mean that they 
have better de�ned processes than you do. Good processes can be 
a competitive advantage, so study them closely.

Competitors can also provide you with a great source of 
potential sales folks and employees, who are trained and proven. 
Examine their suppliers. Perhaps they are better than some of 
your suppliers and you should consider a switch.

You can also cautiously view your competition as coopetition. 
�at is, cooperators and competitors are all the same. In the role 
of cooperators, they may be willing to benchmark key processes 
with you. If you have more to learn from them than they do from 
you, this is a great opportunity. Also, don’t lose site of the fact that 
buying a competitor is a great way to quickly grow your business. 
If you’re starting to think about your exit, a competitor as a buyer 
may be a great option.

Finally, competitors are a great place to send your worst cus-
tomers. Hopefully, you know which customers are pro�table and 
which are not. Give some careful consideration to a clever strategy 
for directing your worst customers to the competition. It will give 
the competitor greater bragging rights and you greater pro�ts.
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Study Your Competition

�e �rst step to capitalizing on your competitors is to study 
them diligently. As the Chinese military strategist and philoso-
pher Sun Tzu wrote, “If you know the enemy and know yourself, 
you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know 
yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also 
su�er a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you 
will succumb in every battle.” Take the following steps to gain 
business intelligence about your competition:

• Ask your customers what products they buy from com-
petitors and why.

• Meet with your competitors’ vendors and suppliers and 
learn about their experiences with them.

• Mystery shop your competition. Carefully evaluate them 
from a client’s perspective.

• Interview their employees at trade shows, industry events, 
and for employment openings within your company.

Most importantly, be honest about your own business. If your 
competitor has a larger market share than you do, you have a lot to 
learn from them. Sure, as you study them, you’ll �nd some things 
that you are better at. Don’t take comfort in this. Instead, delve 
deeply to �nd those areas where they are better and utilize that 
knowledge to your advantage.

Develop a Competitive Strategy

Once you develop signi�cant business intelligence on your com-
petition, you need to create a strategy for how you are going to 
out duel them. “Strategy” is one of the most poorly understood 
terms in business.
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In his book Good Strategy/Bad Strategy, author Richard Rumelt 
de�nes a clear treatment of strategy for businesses incorporating three 
elements: “a diagnosis that de�nes or explains the nature of the chal-
lenge; a guiding-policy for dealing with the challenge; and a set of 
coherent-actions that are designed to carry out the guiding-policy.1”

To illustrate, consider what I believe is the greatest wartime 
strategy of all time. It was conceived and executed by Hannibal 
of Carthage in the Second Punic War (218-201 BC). Realizing 
his country was under threat by Rome, Hannibal went on the 
o�ensive and moved his troops into Italy, where they would be 
safe. �e commander then crossed the Pyrenees with his infantry, 
cavalry, and quite a few elephants.

A�er the Romans learned of Hannibal’s whereabouts they 
positioned themselves on the opposite banks of the river Trebia 
where they planned to prevent his advance and destroy him. 
But Hannibal was a quick thinker. He feigned attack, drew the 
Romans to his side of the river, and attacked them in front, upon 
the �ank, and in the rear. �e Roman army was nearly annihilated 
and the remaining soldiers �ed.

Sun Tzu wrote, “If you know the enemy 
and know yourself, you need not fear the 
result of a hundred battles. If you know 

yourself but not the enemy, for every victory 
gained you will also su�er a defeat. If 

you know neither the enemy nor yourself, 
you will succumb in every battle.”
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In the case of Hannibal, he diagnosed the strengths of the 
Roman army, and designed an approach to leverage his army’s 
strengths to take advantage of his enemy’s weaknesses. He then 
developed and executed a set of actions that led to, perhaps, the 
greatest strategic military success in history.

In the example of Hannibal, it is easy to identify three key 
aspects of a good strategy—premeditation, the anticipation 
of others’ behavior and the purposeful design of coordinated 
actions. A strong strategy, as Rumelt explains, is about applying 
sources of power as leverage to overcome the weaknesses of your 
competition.

If Sun Tzu and Hannibal were running contemporary busi-
nesses, I’d expect they’d be leading their markets. �ey would 
know their competition better than the competition knows them, 
would conceive a well thought out strategy and would execute 
relentlessly.
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Key Insights

As a business owner, it is critical that you understand your com-
petition and develop a speci�c strategy to distinguish yourself 
and create a competitive advantage. Whatever you do, enjoy the 
game, learn from your competition, and remain humble.

• How well do you know your competition? You can learn 
a lot about your business, industry, target market and cus-
tomers by studying and understanding your competition.

• Learn about your competition by surveying your current 
customers and prospects, studying your competitor’s 
website and mystery shopping them.

• Keep an open mind. Competitors may provide opportuni-
ties for collaboration. In fact, your chief competitor may 
provide an option to acquire your business or for you to 
acquire them.

• Once you understand your competition, develop a com-
petitive strategy using Rumelt’s three elements of strategy: 
a diagnosis that de�nes or explains the nature of the chal-
lenge; a guiding-policy for dealing with the challenge; and 
a set of coherent-actions that are designed to carry out the 
guiding-policy.

• Always remain observant and humble when dealing 
with your competitors. Don’t allow your perception and 
assumptions to cloud your judgment.
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PRINCIPLE TWELVE

Add “Chief Evangelist” to 
Your Job Description

By Jason Zickerman, �e Alternative Board,  
CEO, Denver, Colorado

I f you’re like me, you probably don’t remember many televi-
sion commercials from thirty years ago. One commercial 
I don’t think I’ll ever forget is for the Remington electric 

shaver. It features entrepreneur Victor Kiam, who famously looks 
into the TV camera and says, “I liked the shaver so much I bought 
the company.” He then concludes his glowing product endorse-
ment, stating: “It shaves as close as a blade or we’ll give you your 
money back. Guaranteed.”

Do you think more men bought those shavers because Kiam 
owned the company? No question about it. Kiam demonstrated 
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a high degree of passion for his product. He didn’t just say his 
product was great. He demonstrated it by going from customer to 
owner. He also backed it up with a guarantee. Kiam was the Chief 
Evangelizer for Remington.

Would you buy a product from someone who doesn’t actually 
use their own product? Of course not. A friend of mine works 
at Coors Brewing Company. �e Coors brothers realize the 
importance of believing in their own products. All employees are 
required to drink Coors beer and not any other product. Coors 
employees are well aware of the story of the employee who was 
�red because he was caught drinking a Budweiser.

�e Coors approach may make some people uncomfortable. 
�ey may feel employees need freedom of choice to use their 
employer’s product or not. I disagree. As a business owner, you 
probably disagree too. If your employees are not enthusias-
tic promoters of your product or service, you need to get new 
employees.

Becoming an Evangelist

Do you face the challenge other owners have faced, where they 
have a good product, but their sales are �at or declining? One 
common reason for this is you and/or your employees have lost 
passion for the company’s o�ering. It’s not uncommon, if you 
have been o�ering a product or service for a very long time, that 
you may start to get bored and lose the passion for it that you 
once had. �is is especially common for products that don’t have 
a high rate of innovation.

Or, perhaps your con�dence has been shaken by a rash of cus-
tomer defections or poor customer reviews. �is kind of feedback 
causes the owner to sit down and start to wonder if their product 
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or service has lost its edge. �ere are many reasons why your sales 
may be lagging. Whether your sta� has lost their passion or it is 
something else, the following steps can uncover the root cause and 
help you get back into growth mode.

1. Determine your company’s Net Promoter Score ® (NPS). 
You can easily �nd the details online for assessing your 
NPS. If your NPS is low or is negative, you have your work 
cut out for you.

2. Take the time to talk to your raving fan customers, your 
indi�erent customers and customers who have recently 
defected. Find out from your customers what they like and 
dislike, and what your product or service might be missing 
that would �ll a need.

3. Do some external market research, particularly if you 
haven’t in a while. Are there new, similar o�ers that have 
become competitors or replacements for other competi-
tors? Has your target demographic shi�ed?

4. Look in the mirror. Have you lost your passion for your 
o�ering and is this rubbing o� on your employees? If you 
are no longer the chief evangelist for your product, your 
employees won’t be evangelists either. �is will come 
through loud and clear to potential customers.

5. Assess whether your sta� is engaged, energetic and entre-
preneurial. If your team is simply “going through the 
motions,” there is no way your business is positioned for 
growth.

If this process reveals that your employees are not engaged 
and passionate, one of the most important things an owner can 
do is to incorporate transparency. TAB Member Michael Benker, 
of Benker Fire Equipment, explains his approach, “We also have 
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worked to involve key people in the decision making process. By 
sharing more information about sales and pro�t margins, they 
have more of an understanding of what it takes to stay on top, and 
they will also better understand the reasons for our decisions. For 
example, the reason why we can’t hire more people or purchase 
new equipment at a particular time is better understood if they 
know where we are �nancially.”

What If Your Product or 
Service Has Lost Its Edge?

TAB Facilitator / Coach John F. Dini wrote in Hunting in a 
Farmer’s World, “If owning your company is a lousy job, the 
uncomfortable reality is you made it that way.1” �e same holds 
true for your product or service. If you don’t believe that your 
product or service is the best o�ering on the market – if you 
wouldn’t actually use it yourself – then the uncomfortable 
reality is that this is your doing.

Look, there are a lot of tired products out there. You may have 
created an incredible product or service 10 or 20 years ago. But, 
it has not been kept fresh. If your product or service is not fresh 
enough to excite you and your employees, then you will need 

If you don’t believe that your product 
or service is the best o�ering on the 

market – if you wouldn’t actually use 
it yourself – then the uncomfortable 

reality is that this is your doing.
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to think about a re-launch. You will want to start with market 
research to �nd out what elements of your product or service need 
to be improved.
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Key Insights

It is important to your credibility – and to the continued rel-
evancy of your company – that both you and your employees 
use your product or service. If you’re not using your product or 
service, how can you fully understand the value and areas that 
need to be improved? More than just using it, you need to be 
raving fans. As the leader of your company, make sure you add 
“Chief Evangelizer” to your job description and start by spread-
ing your passion throughout your team. All viable products or 
services need to be good. But passion is the X-factor that can be 
the di�erence maker in whether or not a product or service is 
successful.

• If you don’t believe in the value of your product or service, 
no one else will either.

• Use your own product or service, and require your team to 
use it as well, to stay on top of necessary adjustments and 
connect more closely with your customers.

• If your con�dence has taken a hit, take steps to rebound. 
Identify the source – either internal, external, or both – 
and develop a plan to turn things around.

• Add “Chief Evangelizer” to your job description and 
work to spread this evangelization throughout your 
organization.
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PRINCIPLE THIRTEEN

Achieving Business Success through 
Organizational Alignment

By Blair Koch, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Denver, Colorado

I have worked with many successful business owners and facili-
tated hundreds of TAB board meetings for over a decade. Yet, 
it never ceases to amaze me how o�en the challenges faced by 

business owners are tied directly to their employees. In short, the 
goals of the two entities are not organizationally aligned. I have 
observed business owners that have great products, well-designed 
processes, and growing companies that struggle mightily with 
getting the most productivity out of their people.

�roughout this book, my colleagues cover topics ranging 
from getting the right employees into the right positions based on 
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their skill set, to implementing a strong culture, to the importance 
of the on-boarding process for new employees. In this chapter, we 
will look at the structure of organizational alignment in business 
and provide suggestions for achieving and sustaining it in your 
own company.

Take a moment to re�ect on the following statements. Ask 
yourself if you’re able to answer “yes” to each one.

• I have established a written company vision and I have 
communicated it clearly to my employees.

• Employees in management understand my vision, and the 
goals that I have set forth, and are leading their teams in a 
direction that ensures that we will achieve our company 
goals and objectives.

• Our company e�ectively motivates employees to achieve 
goals.

• Most people who work here feel ful�lled.
• Internal procedures are clearly communicated in writing 

and employees are fully aware of what is expected of them 
in their positions with the company.

Now, put yourself in the shoes of your management team. 
Consider the following questions from their perspective:

• Do you consistently bring a high degree of value to the 
company?

• Right now, would you say you are satis�ed with the impact 
you have on your organization?

• Are you using your abilities to the maximum potential on 
behalf of your company?

• Would you say that, on a typical day, there is universal 
clarity about critical work priorities?
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If you believe each of your managers would answer YES to 
the questions, congratulations! You have achieved an aligned 
organization.

Usually, when we ask management teams the alignment ques-
tions, in private, their answers vary between uncertainty, hesita-
tion and a �rm “NO”. �ey tend to think that they bring some 
value to the organization, but they wish they could do more and 
have a greater impact. �ey do not feel they are using their abili-
ties to the absolute fullest.

A lack of alignment between a business owner and his or her 
managers and employees can keep a company from reaching its 
maximum potential. In extreme cases, it may destroy the business 
if the employees are consistently out of step with the vision and 
goals established by the owner.

Challenges Achieving Alignment

Anyone who runs a business knows that trying to get everyone 
on the same page in an organization with any regularity is like 
trying to coax a six-ton elephant into a Volkswagen Beetle. So, it 
should come as no surprise that many business owners have never 
been able to achieve organizational alignment in their business.

Lack of alignment is no one’s fault. �e owner believes he or 
she has made the company vision, critical success factors and goals 

Alignment is the side-by-side e�ective 
working relationship in an organization 

that generates great results.
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crystal clear. Nearly every employee is trying to do a good job and 
play a signi�cant role in making the company successful. Yet, in 
most businesses something breaks down along the way and what 
the owner is trying to achieve is misaligned with what the organi-
zation is doing.

A great deal of time is wasted in non-aligned companies. Why? 
Because people are working on the wrong priorities, wasting time 
on things that are not essential to the success of the company, or 
duplicating tasks that other people are already working on. It’s a 
downward performance cycle. �at cycle only turns around when 
you make a commitment to alignment.

There is a Better Way

�e good news is that a lack of organizational alignment does 
not have to be a way of life for you or your business. �e key to 
an aligned organization is that the owner and management team 
members have a harmonious, constructive business relationship, 
and are working 100% toward common goals.  Ask yourself:

• Would you like to be able to accomplish more each week, 
using the same number of working hours? Would you like 
the whole management team to be able to do that? Aligned 
organizations are crystal clear on roles and priorities and 
are able to achieve more.

• How many times have you found people in your company 
working on something they weren’t supposed to be?  Or 
working on something somebody else was already working 
on? Aligned organizations have common priorities that 
everyone is working on. A high degree of communication 
prevents working on the wrong or duplicate activities.

• How much longer do you want that pattern to continue?



Principle Thirteen 83

Your business really falls into one of two categories—it is either 
moving closer to alignment with the owner’s vision, or moving 
away from alignment. 

Becoming an Aligned Organization

Alignment challenges usually come down to relationships issues 
between the owner and the management team. An alignment 
issue re�ects two sides of the same coin. Neither the owner, nor 
the managers can improve alignment on their own. However, 
if both parties are willing to engage, you can transform these 
relationships for the better.

�ere are two keys to improving alignment:

1. �e �rst is the owner’s commitment to the process, which 
is absolutely essential.

2. �e second is the management team’s willingness and 
ability to tactfully, but assertively, engage for constructive 
change.

Once the commitment is made by both parties, the necessary 
breakthrough can occur using the following best practices:

• Create a communication environment where employees 
are encouraged to contribute ideas and provide construc-
tive feedback. E�ective communication goes both ways. 
Employees need to accept that their input will be consid-
ered, but not always accepted.

• Establish a written company vision statement that aligns 
with your personal vision. Communicate this widely with 
all employees and reinforce it in daily activities.

• Engage with the management team to clarify company 
values and establish the culture which is the embodiment 
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of those values. Do not tolerate employees who do not 
fully buy into your values and culture.

• Work with the management team to conduct an honest 
SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, �reats) 
analysis of the business.

• Develop an organization chart that outlines the speci�c 
responsibilities for each role. �is process will eliminate 
any overlap in tasks and responsibilities.

• Create documented critical success factors, strategic plans 
and prioritized actions that have buy-in from the manage-
ment team.

• Establish weekly meetings to track progress, resolve issues 
and adjust plans.

• Periodically turn the wheel. �at is, take the time to step 
back and assess whether the current strategic plan is still 
the best one and whether you continue to be fully aligned 
with the management team.
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Key Insights

Alignment is more than a way of working with your key sta�. 
It is a way of life. Alignment starts with commitment – from 
the owner and the management team. When both the owner 
and the management team commit to improving organizational 
alignment, the organization will achieve measurably better busi-
ness results—and the business experience will be considerably 
more enjoyable for you and your sta�.

• Make an honest assessment of your organization and espe-
cially whether your relationship with your management 
team is functioning as well as possible.

• If your assessment reveals room for improvement, make a 
commitment to improving organizational alignment.

• Begin a dialogue with your management team on ways in 
which you can work together more e�ectively to improve 
trust and create a respectful working relationship.

• Commit to following a structured process to transform the 
communication, culture and collaboration of your organi-
zation – starting with your management team and extend-
ing throughout your organization.
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PRINCIPLE FOURTEEN

Business Yoga: Flexibility as a 
State of Mind and Practice

By Katie Fritchen, �e Alternative Board, 
Marketing Manager, Denver, Colorado

A tree that is unbending is easily broken.
—Chinese Proverb, Tao Te Ching

W hen most of us in the western hemisphere think 
about the word yoga we associate it with Hatha 
yoga, consisting of a series of poses such as down-

ward dog, warrior, tree, etc. �e practice of yoga, however, is 
really so much more. It includes the practice of separating from 
your lower self – your ego – in order to attain a state of higher 
consciousness and self-awareness. When practicing yoga, you’re 
not simply moving through poses, but using physical exertion to 
enhance mindful intention.
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During a recent class (yes, my mind did wander to work–don’t 
tell my instructor!), it occurred to me that yogic practice, both 
the physical and mental aspects, translates perfectly to business 
�exibility. Let me explain further.

My yoga instructor begins each class with a short meditation 
to clear our minds and set an intention for our practice. It is in this 
moment of intention that one’s path to enlightenment begins. 
Because if you’re not practicing with intention, you’re simply 
going through the motions.

Similarly, if you did not start your business with intention then 
you’re working on someone else’s dream or you’re self-employed 
(or both). When you de�ne the intention of your business—and 
this applies to your personal life, too—then your company has 
purpose. Purpose is what will help you to move your operations 
�uidly in a changing marketplace, laying the groundwork for a 
strategic, but �exible, plan.

Operating at a Frenetic Pace

We live in a fast-paced world where advances in technology 
and globalization cause a whirlwind of change in market condi-
tions. �is pace may impede our decisions related to business 
operations as we work to keep our company relevant in the 
marketplace.

At this pace, it is easy to think of business �exibility and stra-
tegic planning as two elements of business that are at odds, when 
in fact they are complimentary. When used in tandem in your 
business they can provide a competitive advantage in a dynamic 
marketplace as you work to develop long-term strategic goals.

While it’s true smaller start-ups excel at being able to pivot 
with these changes, attributable, by most analysts to having a 
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small sta�, a �at organizational structure and a focus on nurtur-
ing an innovative culture, you don’t have to be a small start-up 
to be successful in being �exible in your organization. You do, 
however, need to make the commitment to thinking di�erently 
and developing a company model that allows for a �exible busi-
ness structure. Ultimately, it is you who will make the decision to 
either break under your own rigidity or �nd new movement in 
the �ow.

Let’s Make it More Concrete

To illustrate how �exibility and strategic planning work together, 
let’s take a look at the teaching of Lama Surya Das, one of the 
most highly trained American lamas, or spiritual leaders, in 
the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Das describes “�e Six R’s of 
Intentional Responsiveness”—a concept of allowing space for 
consciousness to guide you in your decision-making, rather than 
emotional reaction—in his book Make Me One with Everything: 
Buddhist Meditations to Awaken �om the Illusion of Separation.1

Das describes “�e Six R’s of Intentional Responsiveness” as 
an anger management technique, but I believe it can be just as 
impactful in business as well.

1. Recognize

�e �rst R is to recognize the cause of the need for change. �is 
may seem like the simplest of the responses, but in reality it 
can be the toughest. For one thing, your asmita – the aspect of 
ego that is the three-year-old child in your head saying, “Mine. 
Mine.” – can cloud your ability to recognize some change or 
redirection is needed. I guarantee if you have the “�is is my 
business and we’ll do it my way” mentality, you are limiting your 
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ability to e�ectively recognize, and apply change, to your com-
pany’s environment.

2. Recollect

�e sooner you recognize the need to make an adjustment, no 
matter how big or small, the easier it will be for you to move to 
action. If you move to action too quickly, then you have reacted, 
instead of mindfully acted. Yogis suggest practitioners take the 
time to pause and mindfully recollect on past experiences, reac-
tions, and results. While it need not dictate our present and 
future, factoring recollection into course correction will result 
in a more thoughtful response.

3. Reframe

�is refers to the act of “stepping back” and observing a chal-
lenge from a di�erent point of view and is another yogic teach-
ing that has direct implications in the business world. Make sure 
you are looking at each new change from the perspective of your 
stakeholders, which include your customers, employees, target 
market, community, and competitors.

�is is an area where the organizational structure and culture of 
your business will come into play. For example: Have you created 
an internal environment where your team feels comfortable presenting 
new ideas? Are those ideas heard and authentically considered? Is your 
asmita – your ego – limiting your company’s ability to innovate? Is 
your company so stuck on the traditional tiered organizational struc-
ture that you are overlooking the skills and perspectives of younger, less 
experienced, and new talent in your company?

As you approach this step it can o�en reveal truths that are 
not particularly �attering. It’s better to face the truth and work 
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to improve the future, rather than be blissfully running a �awed 
organization.

4. Relinquish

Yogic practice teaches us to accept the natural feelings that arise 
in all of us and then let go of those feelings. It helps us let go of 
those thoughts and feelings that are counterproductive. Instead, 
as the practitioner, you are encouraged to seek to understand your 
feelings, which is a bit more conceptual than the previous three 
Rs, yet still relevant to business �exibility. Remember, change can 
be scary and exciting, overwhelming and enlightening. But if you 
embrace these emotions as part of the process to become a truly 
�exible organization, genuine insight is possible.

5. Recondition

Reconditioning your intention is also a bit conceptual, but 
a very important step in responsiveness. In this step you are 
reconditioning your own thoughts and behaviors to purge your 
business decisions of those emotional reactions that don’t serve 
you. Part of the process involves allowing yourself the time 
and mental space to step back from the day-to-day needs of 
running your business and making decisions as a business owner. 
Reconditioning will help you mindfully dismiss unproductive 
actions by replacing them with intentional responsiveness.

6. Respond

You now have the information and mindfulness necessary to 
respond to changing market conditions proactively and with 
intention. Sometimes your response is to simply do nothing, 
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other times it will be to take drastic action. No matter the level of 
response required, by working through �e Six Rs of Intentional 
Responsiveness with purpose, you can be con�dent knowing your 
response will be aligned with your goals, and not reactionary.

Flexibility Enables Pivoting

Perhaps you are wondering “Why do this? It looks like a lot of 
work.” Flexibility enables you to make a pivot in your business. 
Entrepreneur guru Eric Ries has written extensively about the 
importance of business owners being able to pivot in �e Lean 
Startup. Ries explains that being nimble enough to pivot is critical 
to the success of both start-ups as well as to innovators in estab-
lished companies.

Ries writes “Famous pivot stories are o�en failures but you don’t 
need to fail before you pivot. All a pivot is, is a change in strategy 
without a change in vision. Whenever entrepreneurs see a new 
way to achieve their vision–a way to be more successful–they have to 
remain nimble enough to take it.2”

Ries writes “Famous pivot stories are o�en 
failures but you don’t need to fail before you 
pivot. All a pivot is, is a change in strategy 

without a change in vision. Whenever 
entrepreneurs see a new way to achieve their 

vision–a way to be more successful–they 
have to remain nimble enough to take it.2”
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Key Insights

Con�dence in your vision and strategy is good. Complementing 
your con�dence with �exibility is even better. With a little prac-
tice, application, and discipline you will notice you are more 
comfortable with being �exible in your decision making process. 
By practicing intentional responsiveness, you will awaken the 
ability to move with �uidity in your business environment while 
maintaining your long-term strategic vision.

• Flexibility in your business is required in today’s changing 
business environment.

• Navigate change with purpose and intention by having a 
strategic plan to refer to when making business decisions.

• Use �e Six R’s developed by Lama Surya Das to help 
reduce reactionary decision-making: recognize, recollect, 
reframe, relinquish, recondition, and respond.
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PRINCIPLE FIFTEEN

Lifelong Learning: �e Ticket to Business 
Success and a More Ful�lled Life

By David Halpern, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Denver, Colorado

A daptability is crucial not only for survival in the wild, 
but also for survival in the business world. Any business 
owner who wants to succeed and grow their company 

must be able to adapt to change. However, before adapting to 
change you need to see the change coming.

“I skate where the puck is going to be, not where it has been,” 
said hockey great Wayne Gretzky. �e quote was a favorite of the 
late Steve Jobs, founder of Apple, who believed it represents the 
competitive advantage that his company has always brought to its 
innovative products.
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Jobs took great pride on being attuned to industry, technology, 
and consumer trends that his company and team applied to the 
design, marketing and selling of its products. Essentially, his company 
bet on where the “puck” was going to be in the future and then arrived 
at the goal with a solution to satisfy the needs of their customers.

Jobs also attributed his company’s success to openness. “A lot 
of people in our industry haven’t had very diverse experiences. So 
they don’t have enough dots to connect, and they end up with 
very linear solutions without a broad perspective on the problem. 
�e broader one’s understanding of the human experience, the 
better design we will have.”

Adaptability and perspective require a willingness to explore 
outside one’s known universe while seeking out and absorbing 
knowledge from a variety of sources, and then employing that 
knowledge in service of your business strategy. �e most success-
ful people in business are lifelong learners. If you want to be suc-
cessful in your industry, join the lifelong learners club and you may 
�nd yourself sitting among the top entrepreneurs in your �eld.

Lifelong learning is a commitment by an individual to continue 
to increase their knowledge base, perspective and self-awareness 
throughout their lifetime. For individuals where the status quo is 
never good enough, lifelong learning satis�es the desire they have 
to be better informed and to have a broader perspective.

Lifelong learning is a commitment by an 
individual to continue to increase their 

knowledge base, perspective and self-
awareness throughout their lifetime. 
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Lifelong learning can be achieved in di�erent ways. Some life-
long learners increase their knowledge through books and formal 
classroom training. Other lifelong learners are curious individuals 
who increase their knowledge through insightful questions and 
invigorating conversations with other people. Some learn by teach-
ing and others by doing. Regardless of the method, lifelong learn-
ers tend to be interesting individuals who are continually seeking 
ways of �lling knowledge gaps and doing things di�erently.

Why Aspire to Lifelong Learning?

“Education is not the �lling of a pail, but the lighting of a �re.”–
William Butler Yeats

Lifelong learners are motivated to learn and develop because 
they view the acquisition of knowledge and skills as a deliberate 
and voluntary act that enhances our understanding of the world 
around us while providing us with more and better opportunities 
to improve our quality of life.

For example, lifelong learning keeps your brain healthy. Henry 
Ford said, “Anyone who stops learning is old, whether at twenty or 
eighty. Anyone who keeps learning stays young. �e greatest thing 
in life is to keep your mind young.” Ford’s assertion is backed by 
a number of scienti�c studies that link learning to brain health, 
improved memory, and reduced incidence of disorders such as 
dementia and Alzheimer’s.

From a business perspective, lifelong learning makes you a better 
leader because when you expand your horizons it enables you to meet 
people where they are, resulting in better relationships between you 
and them. Your willingness to learn new things and be open will also 
support your relationships with employees and provide you greater 
in�uence in your business partnerships and negotiations.
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�e greater your knowledge base, the bigger the stockpile of 
solutions you have at your disposal to tackle problems and over-
come challenges. When you learn about subjects outside your 
area of expertise, you reduce the temptation of getting stuck in 
thinking or doing things that are one-sided. You also increase your 
ability to problem solve because learning something new o�en 
requires the same skills—persistence, creativity, and humility.

You may also �nd that lifelong learning brings you greater 
self-ful�llment. �ere is a pride associated with learning a new 
language, mastering a new skill, or exploring a new world you 
were previously unfamiliar with. Additionally, embarking on new 
learning adventures can lead to opportunities that enrich your life, 
such as meeting others with similar interests and an expansion of 
your social circle.

For all these reasons, lifelong learners have a great advantage in 
business and tend to lead more ful�lling lives.

How to Become a Lifelong Learner

So how do you cultivate the habit of lifelong learning? Here are 
a few tips to get you started.

• Establish goals. What do you want to learn? Each year, set 
aside time to set goals regarding speci�c skills and knowl-
edge you want to acquire.

• Find your sources. A�er you establish your learning goals 
take some time to gather your sources.

• Find a group. While many of your learning goals can 
be pursued alone, sometimes it helps to have a group of 
people to learn along with you.

• Ask questions. E�ective learning requires active partici-
pation. You can’t passively consume information. As you 
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read and gather your information seek to engage experts 
in that area.

• Be vulnerable. Sometimes, business owners trap them-
selves. �ey may feel the need to be the smartest person 
in the room—especially in the presence of employees, 
suppliers and customers. �is is a mistake that keeps you 
trapped by what you already know. In today’s world, the 
inner-workings of business are more transparent and the 
people doing business are more authentic. It’s okay not to 
have all the answers or knowledge. When you are open to 
learning from employees, customers, and vendors it helps 
you �ll your knowledge base.

• Learn from your employees. If there is something they 
can teach you, don’t hesitate to ask. For example, if you 
want to learn more about social media then assemble all of 
your employees under 30 once a week and pick their brains 
on the subject. You will quickly become very educated 
on the subject and your employees will feel good about 
helping you and sharing their knowledge.

• Practice, practice, practice. Don’t just read or listen your 
way to knowledge. Find a way to put that knowledge to 
work. As Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Tell me and I forget. 
Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn.”
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Key Insights

Before adapting to change you need to see the change coming, 
which means anticipating where the puck is going to be. Lifelong 
learners have a great advantage in this area and tend to lead more 
ful�lling lives. President John F. Kennedy said, “Leadership and 
learning are indispensable to each other.”

• Lifelong learning is the pursuit of continued educational 
experiences to fully engage the brain, heighten physical 
activity, and maintain healthy social relationships.

• Become a lifelong learner by establishing goals, �nding 
sources, and asking questions.

• Don’t stay trapped in what you already know. Be open 
to learning from your peers, employees, customers and 
vendors.

• Don’t just learn—implement and do!
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PRINCIPLE SIXTEEN

A Little More Life and  
a Little Less Work: Achieving 

a Work-life Balance

By Dave Scarola, �e Alternative Board, 
Vice President, Denver, Colorado

M any entrepreneurs chose to be business owners so they 
could retain more control over their lives, only to �nd 
that instead of controlling their business or their lives, 

their business is actually controlling them.
�ere’s nothing more exciting than breaking free of cubicle 

life and starting your own business, where you can be your own 
boss and make your own rules. You get to decide how to spend 
your time, who you want to surround yourself with and what the 
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priorities are. �e bene�ts to running your own company are, 
indeed, plentiful, but not without compromise.

One drawback of entrepreneurship is having no safety net–
you’re putting most, if not all, of your eggs in the basket labeled, 
“I’m going to start a business and it’s going to be a success.” Other 
drawbacks are stressful decisions to be made on a regular basis 
regarding hiring, �ring, pricing, planning, partnerships, and more. 
As these stresses begin to pile on, the work-life balance scale tends 
to tilt toward the work side, and in some cases, crashes to the �oor.

We decided to sort fact from �ction of what the work-life 
balance structure of a small business owner looks like by survey-
ing hundreds of business owners. Here is a brief snapshot of what 
we found:

• 49 percent work at least 50 hours and 19 percent work 
60-plus hours.

• 79 percent believe they are working too hard.
• 56 percent would like to work less than 40 hours.
• 93 percent of owners sometimes work on weekends, with 

40 percent working always or o�en.
• 56 percent of owners take 15 vacation days or less while 32 

percent take 10 days or less.
• 76 percent report feeling work-related stress in the form of 

impatience, insomnia and forgetfulness.

Achieving a work-life balance means a balance between your 
work and everything else important in your life. Your business 
model should allow you to spend time on the non-business areas 
of your life that give you true ful�llment. Some newer business 
owners try to morph work-life balance into their business by cre-
ating a family-like culture in their business, thinking this will give 
them ful�llment. �is is good to aspire to, but they o�en �nd 
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this is not enough. If you haven’t designed your business in a way 
to enable your personal interests, then you’ve really just created a 
job for yourself.

Why It’s Important

I have found some business owners downplay the importance 
of using their business to enable their desired lifestyle. Some of 
them feel they will be judged by their peers, colleagues and even 
employees, if they use their business to achieve the lifestyle they 
aspire to. �e personal vision of each owner is di�erent. Some 
want to live like royalty and others just want to spend more time 
with their spouse, children or grandkids. As the person who 
took the risk to start the business and has to make all the dif-
�cult decisions, you should embrace your business as the vehicle 
to achieving your desired lifestyle.

�e reality is the lifestyle you create has a great deal to do with 
your personal energy and e�ectiveness as the leader of your busi-
ness. If your lifestyle is not providing the time needed to recharge 
your emotional and intellectual batteries, you will not be able to 
create the energy output required to attain and sustain success in 
your business.

If you haven’t designed your business in a 
way to enable your personal interests, then 
you’ve really just created a job for yourself.
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How to Achieve It

Just as you have a plan for your business, you need to design a 
plan for your lifestyle outside of work. Many people feel their 
lifestyle isn’t what they would like it to be, not recognizing it 
is only because they have not taken the steps to de�ne or create 
one that would satisfy them. For example: How many days of 
vacation would you like each year? What time do you want to 
arrive at and leave your o�ce each day? Do you want a second 
home on the lake?

Once you have listed or mapped out your aspirations, you need 
to de�ne the changes that need to be made in your business to 
support them. For example, you may need to delegate tasks and 
responsibilities to others in your business, so that you’ll have more 
time to enjoy life outside of your business. Or, you may need to 
make the commitment that you are going to take Friday a�er-
noons o�.

Work-Life Balance is Not for Everyone

As a society that has always been known more for its productiv-
ity and less for its leisure, it may surprise you to learn that not 
everyone aspires to creating a work-life balance in their lives. 
Many business owners gain the greatest ful�llment in their lives 
from being very hands-on owners.

Sean Baker, founder of Baker Fabrication, is a prime example 
of someone who remains involved in his business. When the octo-
genarian was asked why he still works so hard, especially given the 
fact that he’s �nancially secure, he said, “It’s not about the money. 
I do it because I live it and love it. I go to bed at night thinking 
about my current and future projects and get up in the morning 
with a purpose.1”
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With Strategic Planning, Work-Life 
Balance for Entrepreneurs is Possible

Some clear trends emerged from our work-life balance survey, 
such as the desire to spend more time with friends and family, 
a belief by many that they are overworked, and a desire to work 
less than forty hours a week. But, we were also pleasantly sur-
prised to �nd how truly eclectic and diverse our entrepreneurs 
revealed themselves to be. For example, there are plenty of 
owners who have �gured out how to successfully run a business 
while working less than 40 hours a week. It’s heartening to know 
that balance is possible.

As a business owner, you will always be faced with the chal-
lenge of trying to achieve a healthy work-life balance, because 
entrepreneurship comes with a list of inherent risks and respon-
sibilities. If it was easy, everyone would do it. But, if you are able 
to align the strategic plan of your business in a way that supports 
your lifestyle, your stress will be reduced and you will be able to 
achieve more balance in your life.

“It’s not about the money. I do it because I 
live it and love it. I go to bed at night thinking 

about my current and future projects and 
get up in the morning with a purpose.”
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Key Insights

You started your business for a reason and chances are it was not 
so you could work 60-plus hours per week. While most business 
owners struggle to achieve a work-life balance, you can avoid 
this trap by identifying your lifestyle goals and creating a plan to 
achieve them by choosing to tip the scale back to its center and 
start living a life that is free from many of the day-to-day tasks of 
running your business.

• Achieving a work-life balance requires the same thought, 
e�ort and focus as creating and building a business.

• Take some time to sit down and write down your lifestyle 
goals that focus on your life outside of your business.

• Create a plan that includes delegating some of your daily 
work tasks to other employees.

• Review the strategic plan for your business with an eye 
towards whether it will support your lifestyle or personal 
vision. If not, make the necessary adjustments to better 
align your personal and company vision of success.
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PRINCIPLE SEVENTEEN

�e 90-Day Challenge: Have Your 
Business Run Without You

By Jeff Whittle, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Dallas, Texas

C lose your eyes and imagine you’ve le� your business for 
an extended vacation— a real vacation. You’ve vowed 
not to read email. �ere will be no scheduling of daily 

status updates or phone calls. You will completely disconnect 
from the business you’ve built, allowing it to run without you as 
you sit back and �nally enjoy the bene�ts of being your own boss. 
No contact, no meddling, no worries.

If you’re like many business owners, you’ve probably broken 
out in hives just thinking about what could happen to your busi-
ness if you actually unplugged for an extended period of time.
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We’ve all heard the adage, “You have to build a business that 
can run without you.” Truth is, precious few business owners actu-
ally pull that o�. Instead, most stay �rmly planted in the tactical 
minutia that can suck the life out of them and the hours from their 
days, as opposed to building businesses that run without them. 
�ey’ve constructed a company in which each spoke of the opera-
tion must connect to them, otherwise everything will fall apart.

�is, of course, is a pity because we started our businesses 
looking for more than that. We had a passion, a mission, and 
things we wanted to accomplish in our lives. We believed entre-
preneurship would free us from the constraints of traditional 
employment so we could actually do those things we enjoy most. 
Rather than punching clocks, we would be our own bosses and 
our business would set us free. But, instead of freeing us it o�en 
feels like we’re imprisoned by them. Do you know why?

Because, most of us simply won’t let go. We clutch desperately 
to the false comfort of making every decision or approving every 
potential deal. We rationalize, “How can I possibly count on 
someone else to do the important work? �ey might screw it up.” 
We surrender to the fear an employee might make a mistake that 
we wouldn’t have made.

We’ve all heard the adage, “You have to 
build a business that can run without 
you.” Truth is, precious few business 

owners actually pull that o�.



Principle Seventeen 109

We treat our businesses like nervous parents who convince 
themselves they’re teaching their child to ride a bicycle. But, in 
our case, we’re never quite willing to remove the training wheels.

�e result? Most owners have created a business doomed to 
wobble along, forever held back by the friction of the training 
wheels they refuse to remove. �e irony is when you build a busi-
ness that you won’t let go of, you’ve built a business that won’t let 
go of you.

�omas Edison said, “If people would do what they are capable 
of they would astound themselves.” �e correlation for TAB is if 
business owners would allow their employees to do what they are 
capable of, the business owner would be astounded.

�e advice from one TAB member on this subject is spot on. 
He advises to, “First, surround yourself with good people and 
then get out of their way. We all hire adults, let them make deci-
sions and don’t be afraid to delegate.”

As business owners, we spend so much time working in our 
businesses that we don’t give ourselves the time to step back and 
really enjoy life. Business ownership is so much more than the 
technical skills needed to perform a job. Owners o�en adopt this 
mindset because they are good at the thing that started the busi-
nesses – for example, they are a good technician – so therefore 
they believe they are also immensely quali�ed to run all aspects 
of the business. Once you become a business owner, you’re also in 

�e irony is when you build a business 
that you won’t let go of, you’ve built a 

business that won’t let go of you.
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the business of running a business. You’re not going to have all the 
answers, and that’s �ne. �e key is to recognize your weaknesses 
and either improve on them or hire someone who is strong in the 
areas in which you are not.

The 90-Day Challenge

One way I’ve seen business owners break out of this doom loop 
is by agreeing to take a 90-Day Challenge where they challenge 
themselves to think di�erently about all aspects of their business. 
�ey question what they think they know about it. �ey chal-
lenge their assumptions and the processes with regard to “the 
way we do things,” which can sometimes limit the true poten-
tial of their businesses, borne by a false sense of security through 
familiarity and what they know is safe. 

For 90 days, I encourage owners to get outside of their comfort 
zones and delegate to others many of the responsibilities they’ve 
tightly clung to over the years. By challenging themselves to use 
this model, they begin to think about their business di�erently 
and establish clearer strategic goals, while learning to chart a 
course, delegate responsibility and take the �rst steps toward 
running their businesses.

And guess what? �ey like it.
Business owner and TAB member, Ben Allen had a dream to 

take an extended volunteer trip with his family to Tanzania. But, 
he was so stuck in his business that he didn’t think it would ever 
be possible. Ben recognized he didn’t have the skills to structure 
his business to run without him, so he made the decision to hire a 
business manager. For eighteen months, they worked together to 
identify the right employees and empower them with the respon-
sibilities that Ben had shouldered himself. Because Ben was able 
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to step back and delegate more of the responsibilities in his busi-
ness, he and his family were able to realize their dream and spend 
seven months in Tanzania helping to build schools.

�e key to Ben’s success was three-fold. First, he identi�ed, 
trained, and empowered employees who would take on the work 
needed to keep the business running while he was away. Second, he 
and his business manager created a state-of-the-art documentation 
system for all the procedures and processes needed to carry out 
the work. (�e system was built so that new people could come in 
and have everything they needed to start working from day one.) 
�ird, and perhaps the most di�cult, he let go. Ben had to let go of 
the “my way or the highway” mentality that many business owners 
are stuck in and allow his team to make big decisions without him.

While Ben was away, his company posted the largest pro�t 
month in its history. Additionally, clients raved about the huge 
improvement in customer service. When Ben returned from his 
overseas trip, he found himself faced with an entirely changed 
company. �e company had purchased an o�ce location and 
moved the team from being remote into the o�ce, and hired new 
sales sta� while he was gone.

“I knew I would be coming home to a very di�erent company 
and had to prepare for that,” Ben recalls. “When you create the 
monster, you have to live with it, and I knew I had to respect the 
decisions my team made. It was tough, but ultimately it was the 
best thing I could’ve done for my business – and myself.”

Do mistakes happen? Of course they do, but the business won’t 
collapse if your employees are prepared; they will learn from those 
mistakes and gain the experience needed to do a better job the next 
time. Owners will gain the con�dence that comes from learning 
there’s more to running a business than just being in charge. It’s 
also about charting a course and then leading.
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Ben puts it very eloquently: “A good leader knows how to del-
egate, but a good, successful company will delegate for the leader.”

So how do you plan to use your next 90 days?

Key Insights

When you get stuck in the minutia of working in your business, 
you will fall into the pit of simply creating a job for yourself – 
rather than being a business owner. Business owners who take 
the time to work on their business can structure it in such a way 
that they could leave it completely in the hands of their employ-
ees for 90 days.

• �ink about what your business would look like if you le� 
it for 90 days. Does this scenario frighten or excite you?

• Make a list of things that you enjoy doing in your business 
and a list of things that you don’t enjoy doing. �en, make 
a plan for delegating or outsourcing things you do not 
enjoy doing.

• Make a list of your strengths and weaknesses as a business 
owner and then make a plan for �lling in the gaps.

• Give your employees leeway to take on more responsibili-
ties, make mistakes, and learn constructively from those 
mistakes.

• Write down your bucket list – the things you want to do 
before you “kick the bucket” – in your personal life, and 
then make a plan to start checking things o�.
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PRINCIPLE EIGHTEEN

Your Business, Your Passion

By Ed Reid, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
York, United Kingdom

Pas-sion [pash-un]
Noun
[1] Any powerful or compelling feeling, such as love or hate.
[2] Strong amorous feeling of love.

Groundhog Day
Noun
[1] In North America on the 2nd of February, when the 
groundhog is said to come out of its hole at the end of 
hibernation. If the animal sees its shadow – if the weather 
is sunny – it goes back into its hole, which portends six 
more weeks of winter weather.
[2] A situation in which a series of unwelcome or tedious 
events appear to be recurring in exactly the same way.



Timeless Principles of Exceptional Businesses114

O n the face of it, passion and Groundhog Day have 
nothing in common. We all know both feelings – and 
they couldn’t be more di�erent. But to me, they’re two 

concepts that sum up exactly what running your own business is 
all about.

I recently came across an article tagged by LinkedIn as a “must-
read.” Like most people, “must read” for me means ‘I would quite 
like to read it, but don’t have the time, so I’ll try and come back to 
it later, but I probably never will.’ �is one was di�erent though – 
the title was “‘Do What You Love’ is Horrible Advice.1” Because 
that title is diametrically opposed to what I believe, I simply had 
to read it immediately.

�e author’s premise is that people will rarely pay you for what 
you’re passionate about. He continues by saying that starting a busi-
ness based on a passion “has probably resulted in more failed busi-
nesses than all the recessions combined.” What you have to do instead, 
is to �nd a business – or a career – that is commercially viable. You 
work at that business, job, or career and as you build competence, 
and ultimately expertise, then the passion will eventually come.

�e article continues: “Passion is not something that you 
follow; passion is something that will follow you as you put in the 
hard work.”

To his basic premise, I say, Nonsense! Allow me to explain why.

The Importance of Passion in Business

One of the things I love most about working with and coaching 
private business owners is spending my days with people who 
are absolutely passionate about what they do. �ey’re passion-
ate about their businesses, and delivering on their promises to 
provide excellent service to their customers.



Principle Eighteen 115

In Hunting in a Farmer’s World2, John Dini tells the story of 
Chaz Neely, owner of a wholesale supplier of steel products. With 
the Savings and Loan crisis in the 1980s, Neely’s business was hit 
very hard. He had to go home one night and inform his wife that the 
only way the business could survive was for them to sell their house 
and move into an apartment. He pulled the company through the 
business downturn and returned again to home ownership. 

He ran a strong business as a result of �ghting his way through 
the recession and returned the business to one of rapid growth and 
strong pro�tability. Neely saw an opportunity to make a big growth 
leap by adding a new product line and expanding his territory. He 
was shocked to �nd that his banker would not give him an additional 
loan. �ey felt that he was growing fast enough and expanding further 
would stretch him too much. Neely went home that night and made 
an announcement: “Honey, we have to sell the house again!”

Chaz could have easily given up on his dream of being a suc-
cessful business owner – if it wasn’t the passion he felt for growing 
it. And entrepreneurs (and, at times, their families) have to make 
these kinds of personal decisions every day. Because when you are 
passionate about what you do, what you’ve created, it’s not just 
business – it’s personal.

Make no mistake, we all have days in which we feel like Bill 
Murray’s character Phil, in Groundhog Day, where we roll out of bed 
in the morning and think: Oh no, another damn meeting with so-
and-so today. Even the most passionate owner has that Groundhog 
Day feeling once in a while. But, when you have passion for your 
work, it will pull you through those Groundhog Days. And that is 
what will di�erentiate you from your competition.3

Start a business or a career without passion and what happens? 
You end up echoing the words of �oreau: “�e mass of men lead 
lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in 
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them.” You end up sitting in a tra�c jam on the wrong road think-
ing to yourself, there has to be something better than this.

Well, there is. It’s running your own business. And it’s your 
passion that will make your business succeed.

What if there is no Passion for your Business?

I don’t �nd many owners who started their own businesses from 
scratch who lack passion for it. �e passion comes from di�er-
ent places for di�erent owners.

• Some owners absolutely love the role they play in the busi-
ness. Whether they are “chief evangelizer” or the top engi-
neer in the �rm, it’s the activities they do on a daily basis 
that drives their passion.

• Some owners love the product or service they o�er. �is 
is common in socially-driven companies, where their busi-
ness exists for a social purpose. �ey always have tremen-
dous passion for the social cause.

• Some owners love the people side of their business. �ey 
have tremendous loyalty to their teams and create a family-
like atmosphere in their business.

Start a business or a career without passion 
and what happens? You end up echoing 

the words of �oreau: “�e mass of men 
lead lives of quiet desperation and go to 

the grave with the song still in them.” 
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• Other owners derive their passion from customers. �ey 
never grow tired of hearing from a customer how delighted 
they were with the product, service or customer service 
they received.

But, there are some owners who just aren’t very passionate 
about their business. �is can sometimes happen with multi-gen-
erational businesses. �e founders – the parents or grandparents 
– had the passion. �e children are now running the business and 
lack this same passion. �at’s a real problem. My advice to them 
is to �nd some area in the business they can derive passion from. 
If they just aren’t able to muster up any real passion, then they 
should think about turning the business over to someone that is 
passionate about it.

What if your Passion is Waning?

Sometimes owners have lost the bounce in their step they once 
had. Have you found yourself sitting in your o�ce feeling bored 
to death? Do you �nd yourself sleeping in, taking your time 
coming to the o�ce or being absent more than normal? If you 
have lost the passion for your business, you can be assured your 
employees have as well.

Fortunately, there are ways to deal with owner burnout. Here 
are some of the most common problems and solutions that can 
keep you from reigniting the �re.3

• You are spending too much time on business minutia or 
tasks you don’t enjoy. Do you �x your own broken toilet 
or do you hire a plumber? Hire the team and then delegate. 
Spend YOUR time improving the business or increasing 
revenues.
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• Perfectionism. Not everything has to be done perfectly. 
No client meeting tomorrow morning? �en your desk 
does not have to be perfect when you leave tonight. If no 
one can see the back side of the display, then it doesn’t need 
to look great. Spend your time where it really counts and 
get some hours back in your day.

• You are the Chief Problem Solver. Inevitably problems 
will arise, but you can minimize them and their impact. 
Establish documented processes. Having everyone do 
everything the same way eliminates rework and recovery 
e�orts.

• Minimize multitasking. Once thought to be a great busi-
ness skill, multitasking can result in ine�ciency. Focus 
and �nish as much as possible. You will get more things 
checked o� your to-do list, which is good for your business 
and provides a sense of satisfaction.

• Realize that YOU need to take care of YOU. Get ade-
quate sleep, eat less junk food, cut back on ca�eine and 
maybe even throw in some exercise. A bedraggled body is 
more susceptible to the ravages of burnout.

• Make time to work ON your business instead of always 
being buried IN it. Find the time–30 minutes before 
leaving home in the morning, a two-hour co�ee shop stop 
once a week or a day away from the o�ce once a month. 
Pick what will work for you and put it on your calendar. 
No other appointments and no cancelling it! Work on 
your business strategy and plans during this time. You will 
be a more satis�ed and productive business owner.

• Have some FUN! Celebrate business successes and recog-
nize achievements. You don’t have to throw big company-
wide parties. A short email celebrating a great sales day 
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adds a smile and some motivation for everyone. Also, give 
yourself a regularly scheduled “day-o� ”–no cheating–get 
totally away from work, no email, no phone calls. �e 
mental separation will really recharge your batteries.

• Support at home. Owning a business is a family a�air. It 
takes a special type of relationship and mindset from those 
who live with you every day. Don’t shelter them from it. 
�at can make things worse. Instead, talk to them about 
your business–solicit and listen to their input. Who knows 
you better than they do? Get ideas on how they can con-
tribute to the business and solutions to your work/life 
balance.
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Key Insights

If you expect your business to succeed you must bring a level 
of passion to the mission and reason behind why you started a 
business in the �rst place.  Otherwise, be prepared to �nd your-
self stuck in a Groundhog Day life and attitude. In order to truly 
run and grow a successful business, you need to have passion.

• Passion is the key for your business to realize its full 
potential.

• Passion can be derived from many di�erent sources includ-
ing your daily work activities, your product or service, your 
employees or your customers.

• If you simply cannot �nd any passion in your business, 
perhaps it is time to consider transitioning it to someone 
who will bring passion to it.

• If you have lost your passion for the business, ways to 
renew that passion include delegating more, focusing on 
the strategic areas of the business, creating some fun in the 
business and seeking support from friends and family.



121

PRINCIPLE NINETEEN

Run Your Business Like a Franchise 

By Martin F. O’Neill, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Baltimore-Washington Corridor

O ne of the truths about business ownership is businesses 
that are less dependent on their owner being involved 
in the day-to-day operations are worth more in the 

marketplace. Yet, most privately-owned businesses are dependent 
on the owner’s involvement and the institutional knowledge of a 
few key employees.

Investors value businesses that can run smoothly with or 
without the owner and a few key employees. In my experi-
ence working with business owners, the best approach toward 
increasing the value of your business is to operate it as an Internal 
Franchise. �is provides a great way to improve the performance 
and value of your business.
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In a franchise system a franchisor licenses a business 
formula—essentially a business operating plan— that provides 
instruction to the franchisee. The franchisee agrees to operate 
the business accordingly, while paying the franchisor a percent-
age of sales as a royalty. Although the franchisee is working 
within a well-defined framework, he or she also has latitude to 
act in the best interest of the business as long as it’s beneficial 
to the franchisee and franchisor.

In an Internal Franchise model a company grants autho-
rization of an operational model to entrepreneurial employ-
ees who are then trained, mentored, and coached to operate 
the business at the highest level of proficiency. In a franchise 
system, the franchise agreement is a binding legal contract. In 
an Internal Franchise, it’s the company’s culture that serves as 
the franchise agreement.

When you turn your business over to your employees and 
teach them how to operate it using an established model, you 
are empowering them to run a business that doesn’t require 
your constant attention. Additionally, it frees up your time 
and increases the value of your business in the eyes of poten-
tial investors and buyers—a vital, and effective framework, 
given today’s competitive and rapidly changing business 
environment.

Establishing the Internal Franchise

Having a solid business design is not enough to operate an 
Internal Franchise. You also need employees who can e�ectively 
execute an operational model that is not so dependent on “what 
you do” but “how you do it” – and why.

The first step to building an Internal Franchise is to 
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document your operating model in language that existing and 
new employees can easily follow. This means you need to take 
time to understand and challenge any fundamental assump-
tions you have about your business, your industry, and your 
customers.

Formalizing the operating procedures in this way is also a 
great way to identify waste, optimize processes and make your 
business model as streamlined as possible. As Albert Einstein 
once said, “Everything should be made as simple as possible, but 
not simpler.”

In order to sufficiently document your operating model, 
you need to make key business decisions along the customer, 
economic, and operational dimensions of your business. You 
can then begin to design and implement processes to accom-
plish your business objectives using your operational model as 
a guide to implement the following :

• Provide a choreographed outline to your employees 
to help them understand their individual roles within 
the larger context of the organization. This helps them 
work together to achieve your vision for the business.

• Create a reward system as an incentive to help motivate 
employees.

• Teach employees about the operational structure of 
your business – how it works and makes money.

• Re-engineer your processes to ensure they produce the 
results you want.

In short, you can ensure the policies, procedures, processes, and 
structures of your business work seamlessly together to achieve 
your business objectives.
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Viewing Your Employees as Entrepreneurs

Engaged entrepreneurial employees are the second component 
of an Internal Franchise. When you hire new employees, do you 
want technicians or entrepreneurs? Rather than hiring people 
primarily with the speci�c skills required for the position, I rec-
ommend looking for entrepreneurs with an aptitude for the job 
they will perform, and who will also be on the lookout for ways 
to do things better.

I believe most people want the opportunity to act like an 
owner, but are rarely given the chance. As a result, they become 
conditioned to think like a technician; viewing themselves as a 
salesperson, engineer, or a manager.

If you want to help your employees avoid this pitfall, start to 
view them like entrepreneurs. A good place to start is with the 
hiring process, where you can explain to prospective candidates 
how they will be given the opportunity to act like an owner—a 
surprise perk that will awaken the entrepreneur in them. You 
hired your employees to do a job, so don’t try to do it for them.

Michael Benker, a TAB member and owner of Banner Fire 
Equipment, said many business owners, including himself, spend 

Rather than hiring people primarily 
with the speci�c skills required for the 

position, I recommend looking for 
entrepreneurs with an aptitude for the 

job they will perform who will also be on 
the lookout for ways to do things better.
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too much time micro-managing. “I feel that I have to have (some) 
knowledge of every phase of our business, from accounting to 
service to sales. But, I have learned that I need to let go. �is goes 
back to the idea of hiring good people you can trust to manage 
things themselves.”

Given the opportunity, most employees will act like stewards 
of their company and, in the most favorable situations, like owners 
of your business. By shi�ing the dynamics between you and your 
employees, you create a culture of ownership and loyalty in which 
all parties reap some bene�ts of being entrepreneurs.

For most business owners letting go of responsibility is o�en 
the most di�cult part of the process. Expectations and account-
ability are a big part of making this step successful for you and 
your employees. “Being explicitly clear about what is expected of 
employees, and then holding people accountable for those expec-
tations is crucially important to the success of your business,” 
advises Bill Vrettos, a long-time TAB Facilitator / Coach.

If you have your operating model in place and hire employees 
that you believe can eventually take on more responsibility them-
selves, you will be well on your way to establishing an Internal 
Franchise.

Internal Franchise Culture

�e �nal step is to nurture the Internal Franchise as the culture 
of your company. As the owner, you can do this by creating a 
corporate culture that enforces shared principles and values, and 
establishes accepted behavior for all members of the organiza-
tion. A successful ownership culture compels everyone to think 
and act like an owner of the business; enforcing the Law of the 
Entrepreneur:
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What’s good for the business is good for the entrepreneur, 
and what’s good for the entrepreneur is good for the business.

An ownership culture is a bond that is cast in trust among the 
constituent members of the organization. Will new employees, 
acting as entrepreneurs, make some mistakes? Of course they will. 
But, they will ultimately become more valuable employees. When 
you create a strong, empowered culture, it compels people to act 
with the best interest of the company in mind. It fosters an envi-
ronment where all the people in the organization feel like they 
own their franchised operation and act accordingly.

Your employees will be looking to you to be the leader in this 
ownership culture. As the leader of your organization, it’s your 
responsibility to ensure that your employees engage in and receive 
continued opportunities for professional development. In return, 

they will become a greater asset to your organization and feel a 
deeper sense of purpose in their professional development and 
loyalty to the company.

Bono, the lead singer of the Irish rock band U2, sums up the 
di�erence between those who develop and nurture entrepre-
neurial cultures and those who don’t this way: “It has been said 
that a�er meeting with the great British Prime Minister William 

What’s good for the business is good for 
the entrepreneur, and what’s good for the 

entrepreneur is good for the business.
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Ewart Gladstone, you are le� feeling he was the smartest person in 
the world, but a�er meeting with his rival Benjamin Disraeli, you 
le� thinking you were the smartest person.1”
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Key Insights

Business ownership comes with perks and pressures. Establishing 
a culture of ownership inside your workforce can relieve some 
of that pressure. Creating an Internal Franchise inside your 
company will improve the operation of your business, resulting 
in a culture where employees thrive and improve the value of 
your business to potential investors.

• Increase the value of your business by developing an 
Internal Franchise that is not dependent on you and a few 
key employees.

• Document all processes and protocols into an operating 
model that is easy for employees to understand and follow.

• Develop an ownership culture with your employees by 
setting expectations and holding people accountable to 
those expectations.
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PRINCIPLE TWENTY

Business by �e Numbers: 
Managing Your Business using 

Key Performance Indicators

By Tom Morton, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Harrogate, United Kingdom

I f you were a pilot, you would never hop into a plane and �y 
blindly, without direction or a chart to help you map out 
your destination and show, in real time, what direction you 

were steering the plane. Well, the same can be said of charting the 
course for your business.

While a pilot uses height, speed, and orientation in his operations, 
a business owner uses Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). KPIs are 
a performance measurement that provides insight into the critical 
metrics of a business. When broken down, the term is simply:
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• Key: �e element of gaining a competitive advantage or a 
make or break component to success or failure.

• Performance: Measurable, quanti�able and easily in�u-
enced by individual behaviour.

• Indicator: Information on past, present, or future 
performance. 

�e right KPIs provide a clear understanding for how a busi-
ness is progressing or is expected to perform in the future. �e 
best KPIs provide a snapshot of success for the business and are 
rooted in the vision of the organization. �ey are de�ned, mea-
surable and tied to key business processes and operational activity 
that supports the company’s overall goals.

Previously in my career when I ran an accounting �rm, 
the �nancial statements that we produced or audited for our 
clients were views into the past. Airplane controls, which are 
real-time and constantly changing, show what’s happening in 
the present. �e good news with KPIs is that you can look not 
only at the past – and the present – but, if you use the right 
tools, you can peer into the future. Getting a peek into the 
future empowers you to alter your course and positively a�ect 
the future outcome.

Key KPIs

What’s most important when de�ning KPIs is that you be as 
speci�c as possible and create realistic targets. For instance, you 
may not want to set a KPI of “popular among a�uent custom-
ers” because measuring a�uence can be unreliable. Similarly, you 
wouldn’t want to design a KPI for increasing customer satisfac-
tion unless you had a way to measure and track that component, 
such as a validated survey system.
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�ere is a range of possibilities to measure a variety of metrics. 
Here are the main types of KPIs for you to consider:

• Pro�tability measures include sales revenue, gross margin, 
overhead, and net pro�t. Measure actual numbers against goals 
and past results, as well as competitors and industry standards.

• E�ciency measures include use of time, use of people, use of 
physical assets (machines, property) and use of �nancial assets 
(inventory turnover, receivables collection, payables credit).

• Capacity measures include the amount of warehouse 
usage or storage tank availability.

• Opportunity measures include the number of inquiries, 
estimates, and orders received by a company. Good oppor-
tunity tracking includes your company’s conversion rates 
at each stage of the sales funnel.

• Liquidity measures include cash �ow forecast, current 
asset ratio, and your quick ratio.

• Trend measures track moving �gures over a 12-month 
period for KPIs such as sales, margin and orders.

KPIs for Your Business

�ere are no “standard” KPIs that apply to all companies. Sales, 
pro�ts and cash are numbers every business tracks, but they only 
tell you the results of your e�orts – and these metrics provide 
a look into the past. If you’re asking yourself what KPIs should 
my business use, the answer, of course, depends on what it is that 
you’re trying to evaluate. I can tell you, from experience, that 
there are some basic ground rules that always apply:

1. Don’t use too many KPIs. Too many lessens the focus on 
the really important KPIs. Keep it simple. Get good at 
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tracking a few, then (if you need to) add more. If you �nd 
that a tracked KPI is adding no value, get rid of it.

2. Create KPIs that are easy to calculate so everyone on your 
team can use them to make timely decisions.

3. Strive to track KPIs that relate to events happening in the 
present...

4. ...while also tracking current indicators that will in�uence 
future outcomes. �ese are known as leading indicators. 
For example, lead �ow is a leading indicator to future sales.

5. Don’t overlook the importance of non-�nancial indica-
tors, such as the number of inquiries from your website or 
number of customer service tickets.

6. A picture tells a thousand words – especially when it 
comes to trends. Your 12-month moving totals for sales 
and margin, if shown in graphical form, will pick up a 
trend far earlier than the �gures themselves.

7. Consider using a dashboard—a display optimization 
tool—to keep your company KPIs organized in one place 
where it is easy to view and analyze the information.

Take your time deciding what your KPIs should be. Once you 
start using KPIs, it’s important to regularly communicate them to 
your employees. While some owners are initially apprehensive, my 
experience is that this helps most employees better align their own 
work activities with the goals and performance of the company. 
You should also incorporate KPIs into your performance man-
agement system, which may be tied to incentives, raises or pro�t 
distributions.
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Key Insights

Key Performance Indicators are very e�ective business manage-
ment tools. Without them, you really have no clear picture of 
how your business is performing or where your performance is 
headed. Take the time to determine what KPIs are important 
for your business success and implement a process to measure 
and update them regularly. �is will be invaluable to the overall 
success of your business, because it is true that we manage what 
we measure!

• Using KPIs to measure your company’s performance can 
help you determine the areas in which your company is 
performing well and those that need attention.

• Take time to determine which KPIs will be most helpful 
to your business performance. Start with a few KPIs and 
then add to them.

• Include leading, lagging, and trend indicators in your KPI 
dashboard.

• Update your employees on performance of your KPIs so 
they can better align their work activities with the priorities 
and performance of the overall business. 
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PRINCIPLE TWENTY-ONE

Your Hidden Strategic Advantage: 
Technology as Your Core Competency

By Kalar Rajendiran, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
San Mateo County, California

A s we re�ect on the 25-year history of TAB, we asked 
facilitators and members who have been part of TAB 
for over two-decades, what they believe is the most 

signi�cant change business has seen since 1990. As you might 
imagine, the resounding universal answer was technology. Here 
are a few of their thoughts on how business was run, and done, in 
the late 20th century.

“It used to take so long to do things that aren’t even part 
of a job description now. International communications 
were a disaster. Does anyone remember Telex? We used 
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Telex to send orders to the UK. It was a little machine 
that punched holes into inch-wide paper. �e holes were 
then transferred as beeps on the phone. �en came the 
fax machine. One of the most fantastic inventions at the 
time!” John F. Dini, TAB Facilitator / Coach and author

“Everything was printed and mailed. Color photography 
for marketing and advertising was very expensive. We’d 
have to spend lots of money on photo shoots, transpar-
encies, design, etc. How it’s done now is a total switch 
from how it used to be done.” Lynn Gastineau, owner of 
Gastineau Log Homes

Probably the most important change in technology in the past 
25 years is that technology is now o�en a competitive advantage 
in many di�erent industries, including some you wouldn’t expect.

A Member Story

I want to share a story about a TAB member company that trans-
formed itself within an industry that the general public does not 
associate with high tech. �e story is of particular signi�cance, 
as it is a mature industry. For purposes of this story I’ll refer to 
the TAB member as Michael. Michael runs a specialty construc-
tion services business.

In the thick of the most recent recession, Michael shared in 
a board meeting that he did not know what he was going to do 
to take his business to the next level. But, he is committed to 
build a competitive edge, transform his company and become 
a leader in his market.

�e ensuing board discussion, based on Michael’s challenge, 
revealed the business demanded Michael’s constant attention. 
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Even basic tasks such as ordering the right materials at the right 
time and delivering them to the correct job site required the 
owner’s involvement. �e successful completion of a project also 
depended on ensuring clear, consistent and timely communication 
between the drywall assembly/�nishing crew, lath/plaster crew, 
carpentry services crew and door and hardware crew working on 
the project. Any mix-ups caused cost-overruns and delays, poten-
tially jeopardizing the project itself.

Using Technology to Create Advantage

Based on the advice of his peer board, Michael launched a stra-
tegic initiative to capture the entire operational process inside 
of a so�ware application to improve the consistency and e�-
ciency of his operations, making it less dependent on his direct 
involvement.

• Management by Exception (MBE) is a principle whereby 
a manager is noti�ed only when actual results signi�cantly 
deviate from set expected results. MBE was adopted as the 
strategic management principle that he used to run the 
business.

• A management so�ware tool was identi�ed as the best way 
to implement MBE and provide Michael with the tools to 
set the expected norms, run a more predictable business and 
have complete control and visibility over all of his projects.

If actual performance on a job deviates signi�cantly from 
the norm, the so�ware noti�es Michael that an “exception has 
occurred.” He then gets involved to rapidly resolve the issue and 
get the project back on track. An additional bene�t of the so�ware 
is that it empowers employees with more authority, increasing 
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their motivation level. With the solution in place, Michael is now 
free to focus his time and energy on the strategic aspects of the 
business. He only needs to get involved when exceptions occur.

Because Michael was willing to trust a new technological solu-
tion, it freed him up to move the business forward. As a result:

1. �e business, initially, achieved a net margin a few per-
centage points above the industry norm; and the margins 
continue to increase as the company enhances the so�ware 
application and on-boards more of its employees.

2. Revenue grew signi�cantly since the company no longer 
has any operational or quality control issues that previ-
ously hurt its pro�tability.

3. �is implementation provides a potential opportunity to 
license this so�ware application to other businesses within 
the construction industry.

Finding Your Technological 
Competitive Advantage

Some readers may �nd Michael’s story interesting, but do not 
see how it applies to them, especially if they are not in the tech-
nology �eld. Given the importance of technology to almost all 
industries these days, there may be an opportunity to identify 
a technological advantage in your business. To start thinking 
about this, here are some questions to ask yourself:

• Big Data: Have you collected, analyzed and made deci-
sions based on all the various data that you have across all 
areas of your business? Have you developed an approach to 
data collection and analysis that allows you to continue to 
innovate your business based on new insights?
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• Communication and Collaboration: Have you inte-
grated social media and collaboration technology into 
your business? Do your employees communicate better 
as a result? Do you collaborate with your customers using 
this technology?

• Workforce Management: Like Michael, have you devel-
oped processes, know-how or leveraged technology to 
manage projects and people?

• Marketing: Do you successfully incorporate digital chan-
nels, such as search engines, display networks, online 
advertising, social media and mobile platforms, into 
growing your brand, managing your reputation and gen-
erating leads?

• Multi-Media: Have you successfully incorporated multi-
media, such as testimonial videos and video blogs, to 
provide transparency into your business?

• Business App: Have you developed a successful app for 
your business that your customers use on a regular basis? 
Can this app be generalized to open up new product lines 
or channels for your business?
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Key Insights

In today’s tech-driven world, we have tools available to us like 
never before. We can either elect to adopt technology and use it 
to create a competitive advantage, or we can ignore it and be le� 
behind. If technology is not a competitive advantage for your 
business, it probably can be. If Michael was able to achieve this 
in the construction business, chances are you can as well.

• Technology has developed dramatically over the last 25 
years, forever changing the way we do business in every 
industry.

• �ere are many ways you can integrate technology into 
running your business, from operations and workforce 
management to marketing communications.

• While appropriately-applied technology can be a strate-
gic advantage in your own business, your innovation may 
also create an opportunity to sell your solution to other 
non-competitive industries, creating a completely new 
revenue stream.

• Especially if you are not tech-savvy, a great way to uncover 
your own technological competitive advantage is to par-
ticipate in a group of business advisors from diverse back-
grounds and industries.
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PRINCIPLE TWENTY-TWO

Why Emotional Decision 
Making is Killing Your Business 

and How to Stop It

By Carol Crawford, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Grand Rapids, Michigan

T he trickiest thing about emotional decision-making is 
that it is very di�cult to recognize. When your business 
is your baby, you are inevitably going to be emotionally 

tied to it. �e real problem comes when you ignore this fact and 
plunge onward without taking a step back and looking at the deci-
sion from an outsider’s perspective. �is is incredibly hard to do, 
but crucial to the long-term success of your business.

As a business grows, an owner will need to add new sta�. An 
inexperienced owner may look to family and friends for help 
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based on existing relationships in which a level of trust already 
exists. �e owner may believe that by hiring friends and family he 
or she is developing a strong “family” bond with their employees, 
leading the owner to feel secure about the team.

A Member Story

Everything may be �ne, initially, but o�en trouble is just around 
the corner. For example, Mary, a TAB member who started her 
business with the �nancial assistance of family members. As 
the business grew she added family and friends to her sta�. But 
rather than treating them like employees, she treated them like 
she would her family and friends.

If someone was a little late to work, le� a little early, or talked 
on their mobile phone a lot she said nothing. In her mind she 
rationalized that same employee would stay a little late or take 
work home during a pinch when asked and without reporting the 
additional time they worked. But over time, Mary realized the 
number of “lost” hours in a workday among her employees was 
excessive and climbing.

Additionally, the employee handbook stated company equip-
ment, such as computers or mobile phones, were not to be used 
for personal use. Yet, there were no consequences when someone 
did. Employees routinely took sel�es in the o�ce, texted exces-
sively and shopped online during the workday.

Over time, Mary found her employees, many of whom were 
�nancial backers, were stuck in “yesterday’s thinking” where they 
believed their informal behavior was acceptable. Mary wanted to 
move the business forward, yet she found the employee culture, 
which she allowed to be established, was a roadblock to prog-
ress and growth. But she also wondered how she could challenge 
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those who had been supportive in helping her start her business. 
Such issues led Mary to rethink whether taking out a bank loan for 
�nancing was preferred over relying on friends and family to fund 
the business – and the baggage that came along with this obligation.

Mary made some initial attempts to gain more control, much 
as a parent would when asking a child to stop misbehaving before 
the parent counted to ten. In employee meetings she casually 
mentioned the need to be more productive, which resulted in no 
change in her employees behavior. Fearful her employees might 
get mad, quit or not like her any more she considered o�ering a 
bonus program for increased productivity and accuracy rather 
than tackling the problem head on.

Making an Objective Decision

Mary �nally decided that the “family” atmosphere had gone too 
far. Her customers were not receiving prompt service, there was 
an increase in quoting and billing errors, and the additional sta� 
were not generating the additional revenue she thought they 
would. She decided to bring her challenge to her board.

Mary’s TAB board convinced her to take control of her company 
and its employees and remove her emotions from the situation. �ey 

Such issues led Mary to rethink whether 
taking out a bank loan for �nancing was 

preferred over relying on �iends and family 
to fund the business – and the baggage 
that came along with this obligation.



Timeless Principles of Exceptional Businesses144

reminded her that she was running a business, not a family and friends 
get-together. If she expected her business to survive and thrive, she 
would need to take control of the organization and run it professionally.

Emboldened by the support of other business owners who had 
been through similar challenges in their own companies, Mary 
followed up with her employees as a group, and individually, to 
review her company’s updated work rules. �e transition wasn’t 
easy at �rst and Mary had trouble addressing infractions as they 
occurred. However, her board supported her each month as she 
built her skills and con�dence in running her company in a more 
e�cient and e�ective manner.

As a result of these changes, Mary’s company has enjoyed a 67 
percent increase in growth, pro�tability has increased, and she 
feels con�dent in her sta� ’s abilities to run the company when she 
takes time o� for herself.

�is story is focused on employee issues, which is one of the most 
common emotional issues we see from business owners at TAB. 
However, it’s easy to slip into making emotional decisions about every 
facet of your business. Financing, growth, exit or succession planning 
all have the potential for being highly emotional for the business owner.

TAB member and owner of Banner Fire Equipment Michael 
Benker advises, “Ensure you are educated and prepared. Business 
decisions need to be based on facts, not emotions. So make sure 
you have the data and you know how to analyze it, so you can 
make the decision.”

The Unique Emotional Challenges 
of Family Businesses

�e key issues of family businesses are similar to those of any 
closely tied organization. However, emotional decision making 
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has the potential to seep into a family-owned business envi-
ronment because they are wholly integrated within the family. 
Family businesses encompass traditional business objectives as 
well as intricate a�airs of family relationships. Family businesses 
are constantly forced to confront the di�erence between deci-
sions that are made in the best interest of the family versus the 
best interest of the business.

When family members work together emotions can inter-
fere with business decisions and issues may arise as relatives see 
the business from di�erent perspectives. �ose engaged in daily 
operations are more likely to be concerned about production 
and output, while family members who are “silent” partners are 
focused on the bottom line. Other challenges are also likely to 
arise when non-family employees enter the picture. Owners must 
be prepared to deal with competition among family members sur-
rounding issues such as adequate compensation and job titles.

Family businesses that place “family �rst” o�en adopt a deci-
sion making process primarily based on emotion. Change is dif-
�cult within this philosophy as decisions are ultimately made to 
ensure relationship stability and con�ict avoidance. In contrast, 
family businesses that operate using a “business �rst” mentality 
tend to be focused on the service and/or product aspects of the 
operation. As a result, these businesses tend to place a great deal of 
emphasis on productivity and competitiveness and decisions are 
usually made based on exploiting new opportunities and embrac-
ing the change that typically accompanies growth and survival.

Which management philosophy yields the best results? Both 
have their pros and cons and there are no sure�re management 
principles or techniques that will guarantee success. �e key is 
to anticipate con�ict knowing it will occur at some point and 
then use it as a learning opportunity to clearly communicate your 
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philosophy to family and non-family employees. If the funda-
mental di�erences between emotions and objectives are properly 
balanced, the potential for con�ict is reduced and can result in a 
positive culture for family and employees alike.

Key Insights

As a business owner, it’s easy to become emotionally involved in 
making key decisions. But making these decisions based on your 
feelings, or those of others, can lead to bad results. It’s important 
you take the time to pause and make sure you’re making a deci-
sion based on facts. Relying on gut instincts will serve you in 
some areas of life, but not when it comes to making important 
business decisions. As Edward Deming advises “in God we trust, 
all others bring data.”

• As business owners we are all, on some level, emotionally 
tied to our businesses. �is exposes us to the possible pit-
falls of emotional decision-making.

• Start by recognizing when a decision is emotionally 
charged and take the time to step back and try to look at it 
from an outsider’s perspective.

• Educate yourself and be prepared with the analysis and 
facts needed to make a sound business decision.

• When con�ict does occur and emotions are high in a busi-
ness decision, use the situation as a learning opportunity 
with family and sta� to improve culture and reduce emo-
tions in future decisions. 
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PRINCIPLE TWENTY-THREE

Achieving Predictable Income Using a 
Subscription Model in Any Industry

By Jacquelyn Gernaey, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Su�olk County, New York

I f you’re anything like me, you enjoy the convenience of 
having movies delivered to your home via the Net�ix sub-
scription service, which founders Reed Hastings and Marc 

Randolph developed in the late 1990s. �e two put a clever spin 
on the model of subscription-based product purchasing that 
emerged during the 18th century when publishers of newspapers, 
magazines, and books began o�ering access to content delivered 
to a customer’s home on a recurring basis. �e key to success of the 
subscription-based model is subscribers make a commitment to 
use your service or product for a speci�c length of time.
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Few readers may remember an era in which ice, milk and other 
dairy products were delivered to consumers’ homes before indi-
vidual refrigeration systems became commonplace. �ese early 
subscription services, however, were invaluable models allowing 
businesses to scale based on committed revenue while also being 
cost e�ective to customers.

Rather than selling products individually, some companies 
choose to sell their products or access to a service on a recurring 
basis–usually monthly. While the subscription model is not new, 
what is new in the subscription economy is the diversity of busi-
nesses that are either launching with a subscription model or con-
verting an existing business to this model.

So�ware packages, for example, used to require a large upfront 
capital cost with a small monthly fee for maintenance. Salesforce.
com changed the entire industry by providing a web-hosted 
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) platform, with 
no upfront investment. Instead, customers commit to a year of 
service and pay a monthly fee for use. �is model presents a lower 
barrier to entry for new customers and is more lucrative for the 
subscription provider.

If you’re thinking, “this will not work with my product or 
service,” try to maintain an open mind. Subscription models are 
working for all kinds of di�erent types of businesses. It may take 
some creativity as well as trial and error to �gure out how you’re able 
to adapt your service or product to the new subscription economy.

How Can You Excel in the New 
Subscription Economy?

In his book �e Automatic Customer 1, John Warrillow advises 
entrepreneurs that anyone from a home contractor to a local 
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�orist can build a subscription service into their business using 
various creative models including:

• Adding a Discovery Element: Most people are not used 
to discovering new products through a subscription model. 
NatureBox is starting to change this by selling healthy 
snacks for kids delivered to their customers’ doors monthly. 
As part of their marketing campaign, they promise to 
introduce customers to a new snack each month.

• Considering a Social Purpose: Savvy subscription busi-
nesses appeal to convenience, but don’t stop there. �ey 
also appeal to their customers’ desire for a company to give 
back to the communities they serve by donating meals, 
clothing, school supplies or other services to local, national 
or global nonpro�t organizations.

• Emphasizing Convenience. Any consumable product 
is ripe for a subscription model. Families with babies, for 
example, welcome having diapers show up at their door. 
�ere is nothing worse than running out of this necessity.

• Emphasizing Variety. �ere are a number of subscription 
models that emphasize the element of surprise. Subscribers 
do not know what they are going to actually receive. �e 
monthly Birchbox package of beauty products is tailored 
to their subscribers’ preferences, and also include a variety 
of product types and brands.

• Emphasizing Simplicity. �is is a key element for any 
business, but especially critical for a subscription service. 
A sure way to receive cancellations is for your subscription 
service to require e�ort by your customers. If your product 
or service does involve an element of complexity, be sure to 
include a “how it works” page on your website.
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Subscription Model Examples

Retail: One of the best examples of a subscription model is 
Amazon.com’s add-on service Amazon Prime. When the Prime 
subscription service was added, the value proposition for cus-
tomers seemed a bit perplexing because the Amazon store is 
open to everyone. �e hook with the Amazon Prime service, 
however, is customers receive their purchases in two days—and 
in our instant grati�cation culture this is huge.

Some analysts estimate Amazon.com has as many as 50 million 
customers worldwide. When the international retailer raised its 
Prime subscription price from $79 per year to $99, there was little 
pushback from subscribers.

�e addition of Prime sounded like a great new o�ering to 
Amazon customers, but the company clearly knew what it was 
doing. Prime turned out to be the Trojan Horse, moving Amazon 
deeper into the homes and wallets of its customers. Experts report 
the average Prime member now spends double the amount a non-
member spends on purchases each year.

Professional Services: Nothing terri�es a professional services 
business owner more than having employees sitting on the bench 
collecting a paycheck while waiting for the next client. When 
business is plentiful, everyone is happy. Employees are productive 
and the owner is generating positive cash �ow. When things slow 
down, however, there is a lot of cash going out, but little coming 
in. �e business cannot survive in this mode for very long. �e 
way to stave o� the highs and lows in professional services is by 
converting to a subscription model.

Professional services organizations have a lot of knowledge 
capital and can potentially use their expertise creatively to add 
or convert to a subscription model. �e professional services 
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subscription model was started by businesses who did market and/
or competitive research in speci�c industries. �eir clients valued 
their information and would subscribe to it. Other models are pos-
sible. For example, a manufacturing business having trouble hiring 
and retaining quali�ed talent might be willing to pay a monthly 
fee for recruiters to locate technical school graduates in their area.

Using a Hybrid Approach

Using a traditional pricing approach with a subscription model 
is a good way to make the transition. If, for example, you install 
alarm systems, build elevators or sell windows, think about how 
you can add a subscription element to the existing service you’re 
providing, such as alarm monitoring, annual inspections or 
o�ering a quarterly window cleaning service. If you’re able to tie 
two services together and make a higher pro�t on the subscrip-
tion end of the business, it will allow you to reduce your prices 
on the transactional portion of your business.

Eric Aschinger, a TAB member and owner of Aschinger 
Electric, uses this model in his business. “We have a lot of day-to-
day contracts and this will likely never change. But, there is a lot of 
opportunity for renewable jobs,” he says, adding, ”We’re looking 
to move more and more customers to a subscription model using 
maintenance contracts. Some will be monthly and others will be 
annual, depending on the product and service package.”
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Key Insights

In today’s go, go, go environment, people are busy and many 
don’t have the time, or desire, to keep up with monthly tasks 
such as remembering to buy dog food or pay the bill for a home 
security system. �is is an opportunity for your business. You 
can help simplify the lives of your customers by providing these 
types of services on a recurring basis. �ey �ll a void and allow 
you to up-sell or cross-sell other products while maintaining a 
predicable income stream. Remember, to stay in business with 
the new changing economy, you need to be creative in your busi-
ness approach. �e owners of Blockbuster Video certainly wish 
they had given more thought to Net�ix when Net�ix entered 
the movie rental business.

• A subscription model will level out the high and low trends 
most business owners experience by developing a model to 
generate consistent monthly revenue.

• Using a little creativity, most any business in any industry 
can convert to the subscription model of business.

• Consider building a specialty model around Discovery, 
Variety, Convenience or Simplicity.

• Focus on the customer �rst and foremost, employing a 
great on-boarding process and emphasizing the speci�c 
di�erentiator that your service provides.

• Best of all, use the subscription model to make lots of 
money!
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PRINCIPLE TWENTY-FOUR

�e Strategic Advantage of 
Market Intelligence

By Bob Dodge, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Denver, Colorado

I f you ask a typical business owner to de�ne “marketing”, it 
will include developing marketing collateral, a website and 
perhaps social media programs. What the typical marketing 

de�nition will rarely include is market intelligence and segmenta-
tion. Businesses with a strong handle on market demographics, 
geography, competitive analysis, preferred distribution channels, 
and buying patterns, have a distinct advantage over businesses that 
don’t intimately know their market.
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Soccer Moms

According to Wikipedia, the phrase soccer mom generally refers 
to a married middle-class North American woman who lives in the 
suburbs and has school age children. She is sometimes portrayed 
in the media as busy or overburdened and driving a minivan or 
SUV. She is also portrayed as putting the interests of her family, 
and most importantly her children, ahead of her own. �e phrase 
derives from the literal, speci�c description of a mother who 
transports and watches her children play soccer. �is term came 
into widespread use during the 1996 US presidential election.

When someone hears the term “soccer mom”, it provides all 
kinds of associations. �e various pro�le characteristics of the 
term don’t need to be described because the term does that itself. 
�is is e�cient. It is valuable. In the presidential elections, candi-
dates built entire campaigns around appealing to soccer moms. 
�ey developed speci�c messages targeted to them.

�e great interest in soccer moms was due to the belief that 
they were the most important swing vote in the 1996 election. 
�ey probably were. Suburban women favored Bill Clinton by a 
wide margin over Bob Dole.

Clinton’s campaign sta� knew the market. �ey ran focus 
groups and polls and segmented the voter base into groups, includ-
ing soccer moms. �ey developed a very thoughtful pro�le of this 
segment. By knowing them so well, they were able to develop cus-
tomized messaging and communicate in the channels they used. 
Clinton won the election comfortably.1

Why Knowing Your Market Is Critical

If you don’t know your market, it doesn’t matter how you sell 
them. �ey won’t buy.  
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Imagine…

• Trying to convince someone to buy a �ight to Chicago 
when they said they wanted to see “Chicago” (the movie).

• Teaching someone to manage people, when they are per-
fectly content being an engineer, sales rep, manufacturing 
worker or nurse.

• Selling a six pack of Coca Cola to someone who has 
expressed a desire to taste the New Coke, by showing it 
to them so they can look at it and describing it so they can 
hear about it.

I recall one TAB member wanted to market to his prospects 
though social media. He felt he was missing an opportunity since 
there was so much buzz about marketing through this channel. 
His board asked him to de�ne his customers by industry and 
demographics. �ey asked him to describe the companies and the 
people who actually buy from him now, and how they �nd him. 
As he did so, the board helped him realize that few of these people 
would likely �nd his company via Twitter because most of them 
don’t use the internet.  �ey barely use computers!

Another TAB member wondered why an employee would not 
obtain a professional certi�cation, and earn the promised promo-
tion and salary increase.  When the employee explained why he 
had worked hard to lose weight, the member learned what moti-
vated him was to be there for the long-run for his family.   His dad 
had died too young because he was overweight.  Being there for 
his family was his source of motivation, not money or a title. �e 
member realized he did not know his other market: his employees. 
His TAB board educated him on the importance of understand-
ing the motivations of his employees and how to uncover them.
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What To Know About Your Market

We miss the boat if we can’t answer the following about our 
markets:

• Who are the companies and the people we are trying to 
reach (size, location, position, motives, etc.)?

• Where would these prospects go to �nd us (trade shows, 
their network, business directory, the internet, etc.)?

• Who is our competition (our prospects’ alternatives, even 
if it means the status quo) and what strengths and weak-
nesses do they have relative to us?

• What would our prospects want to hear, see or get a feel for 
from us in order to move through the buying process (speci-
�cations, features, advantages and bene�ts, stories, etc.)?

• Why would they buy? What would they achieve by buying 
(fear, risk, pride, ful�llment of a vision, personal dream, etc.)?

�e Why is critical to understanding your market. If you under-
stand this then you can present your o�ering in a way that appeals 
to the needs and interests of your target audience.  �is allows you 
to minimize the need for the competitive advantages of features, 
delivery and pricing. Provided you help them to conceptualize 

Provided you help them to conceptualize 
that your product or service satis�es their 
need, your client will now associate you 

with solving their problem, achieving their 
success, and eliminating their pain.
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that your product or service satis�es their need, your client will 
now associate you with solving their problem, achieving their 
success, and eliminating their pain.

How would you �nd out what that need is? Ask, and then 
listen carefully to what they tell you. Ask more questions to really 
understand your market. Everyone else will be trying to sell cheap 
plane tickets and you will be providing a high margin night on the 
town including a great movie!
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Key Insights

Knowing your market and positioning your o�ering to appeal 
to your market is the pathway to real revenue growth in your 
business. If you don’t know the people you are trying to sell to 
– their habits, wants, needs, pain points, and buying behavior – 
chances are you’re missing your target market in a very big way. 
You may think your product or service is great, but if it’s not 
addressing your target market’s Why, then there is very little 
chance of success.

• Get to know your market by de�ning the demographics, 
geography, wants, needs, pain points, and buying patterns, 
as well as developing a thorough competitive analysis.

• Understand what your target market really needs – and 
especially the Why for making a purchasing decision in 
your space.

• Speak to your market directly by developing a message 
speci�cally for your de�ned target market that appeals to 
them and connects with their Why.
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PRINCIPLE TWENTY-FIVE

Growth Strategies Don’t Just 
Happen by Accident

By Diana Gats, TAB Facilitator / Coach,  
Dallas/Fort Worth, Texas 

I f your growth strategy is simply to be cheap, remember, there 
is always someone else out there willing to go broke faster 
than you. A sound business will grow based on o�ering a 

valuable product or service, not a cheap one.
Growth requires:

• �e development of a Strategy
• �e Discipline to plan based on knowledge of the prod-

ucts or services, customer needs, business prospects, and 
competitors

• �e Metrics to assess achievement and success
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A sound business will grow based on o�ering a valuable 
product or service, not a cheap one. Which means you must put 
as much strategic e�ort and thought into the expansion of your 
business as you do into marketing, sales, or operations areas that 
make up its foundation. Regardless of the stage of your business, 
growing your business requires a strategy that involves product 
evaluation, customer segmentation, people and process evalu-
ation and establishing the metrics to track your growth. Growth 
in business doesn’t just happen on its own.

The Business Growth Curve

Businesses typically face di�erent growth-related challenges 
based on how new or established they are.

New Businesses are focused on getting new customers and 
clients and bringing in revenue. O�en, expenses outweigh sales 
and it takes a year or two for pro�ts to be generated. In this phase, 
it is imperative that a sales process be developed and re�ned for 
maximum consistency and e�ectiveness.

At the three to �ve year mark in a new business sales are 
likely on track and, as an entrepreneur, you should focus on 
maximizing pro�ts. It is important to review your business pro-
cesses to con�rm that they can support continued growth. �is 
is an important time to evaluate sta�ng to be certain that your 
company is sta�ed with the right people to continue your growth.

Business owners entering their ��h year or beyond o�en 
become complacent if they see their sales plateau or employees 
become stagnant. Businesses at this stage are susceptible to becom-
ing less innovative and less adaptable to change. �ey should 
evaluate all growth-related areas described below and make the 
necessary changes to return to growth.
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Product Evaluation and Strategy

�e �rst step in creating a growth strategy is to evaluate your 
products and services. Ask yourself the following questions:

• Do you have one product or multiple product o�erings? 
Many businesses �nd that their one product is really 8-10 
product and/or service variations that can be expensive to 
maintain.

• Which of your products provided the highest sales volume? 
�e lowest?

• Which generate the highest pro�ts? �e least, or in fact 
are money losers? You may identify products, services or 
variations that should be discontinued.

• Do you have constraints within some of your product pro-
cesses that limit your sales potential?

• Where in your organization do you have extra capacity 
that can be productively applied?

• Are there areas of the business where outsourcing makes 
sense? Or conversely, is it time to bring a function or 
process in house that was performed externally?

• Perhaps it is time to raise prices and/or cut costs? Owners 
are o�en reluctant to raise prices and while you should 
approach this carefully, if you are o�ering a strong product 
or service, you are entitled to a fair pro�t as a result.

• What new products can you o�er? Can you o�er a sub-
scription service, to generate predictable add-on income, 
that can complement your core products or services?

It is important that you ask these questions regularly and answer 
them objectively. Making adjustments to your product mix along 
the way, and especially at the key points of your business lifecycle, 



Timeless Principles of Exceptional Businesses162

is important to developing a business that continues to grow in 
size and pro�tability.

Customer Segmentation

�e next part of developing an intentional growth strategy is 
evaluating and segmenting your customers. Use the following 
questions and best practices to segment and evaluate your cus-
tomers and prospects:

• Segment your customers into well-de�ned groups based 
on how they consume your product. �e most common 
segments are business vs. consumer, size, geography, indus-
try and demographics. You could also segment them using 
other criteria, such as whether they buy directly or through 
distributors, whether purchasing is centralized or decen-
tralized, etc.

• Once you segment them, assess their needs and usage pat-
terns. How pro�table is each segment, How pro�table is 
each segment? How satis�ed are they with your product 
or service? What additional needs do they have that you 
might be able to �ll? �is information not only feeds back 
into your product line evaluation but it also shapes how 
you market and position yourself with new prospects in 
those segments.

• What new customers and markets could current products 
be sold too? Perhaps you specialize in one industry, but 
there may be other industries where your product would 
serve a need. Similarly, you may be focused geographically 
but have an opportunity to expand.

• Who do your customers buy from or could buy from 
(beyond you) and why? Develop detailed knowledge of 
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your competitors (see “Know, Respect and Leverage Your 
Competition”). Surveying, focus groups and mystery 
shopping are e�ective ways to better understand your cus-
tomers, prospects and competitors.

• As part of this process, consider other distribution chan-
nels for your product or service. Your current or new 
potential distributors may have access to desirable cus-
tomer segments that you’ve not yet tapped.

Going through this process is likely to reveal signi�cant 
untapped customer segments and product opportunities to sig-
ni�cantly contribute to the growth of your business.

People and Processes

As you plan your future growth, the next areas to evaluate are 
your people and your processes. Ask yourself:

• Do you have the right people in the right positions (see 
“Right People, Right Seats”)?

• Is your sales force good at hunting vs. farming? Make sure to 
match hunters with hunting roles (acquiring new customers) 
and farmers with farmer roles (growing existing accounts).

• Do you have sales processes that have the capability to grow 
your business? You may not have needed much process to 
get o� the ground and established, but achieving predict-
able and growing revenue will require a mature sales process.

• Do you have a management team that is capable and 
that work well together? Are you comfortable delegat-
ing important decisions to each of your managers in their 
respective areas?

• Has your business started to form into silos? Do the Sales 
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and Operations team work well with each other or are they 
at odds? �ese types of cultural issues need to be addressed 
before they become the entrenched culture.

• Are the processes documented and robust enough for 
training of new personnel and continuing to generate high 
quality of products?

Your current people and processes may have been su�cient to 
get your business o� the ground and established. But, business 
owners o�en �nd that the people and processes that got them 
started are not always the same people that can take them to the 
next stage of growth. Change in people and process is a necessary 
part to developing a sustainable growth strategy.

Metrics

�e last key component to predictable and sustained growth is 
metrics. If something is not measured, it cannot be improved. 
See “Business by the Numbers” for best practices on Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs). To be successful, your growth 
decisions must be based on actual facts and data not on emo-
tions or what we believe to be facts.

Metrics are measures put in place to assess actual performance 
against goals. When actual results to goal are captured, there will 
be a positive or negative variance. When there is a variance, getting 
to the root cause reveals whether the variance is related to prod-
ucts, customers, people or process. Understanding the root cause 
allows for corrective actions to be developed and implemented.

Member Example

In 2009, a manufacturer TAB member had revenues of $3 
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million, and had plateaued at that level for several years. To 
make matters more concerning, 70% of revenues came from just 
one customer.

By creating their customer-product matrix, using the questions 
listed above, they were able to understand their market at a more 
meaningful level. Using this information, we were able to struc-
ture their business in such a way that they were able to sustainably 
grow by o�ering new products to the market and attracting new 
customers. As a result, growth has come from:

• Selling more current products to existing customers
• Selling new products to existing customers
• Selling current products to new customers
• Selling new products to new customers

�is member’s business has grown to $4.6 million in revenues, 
and the account that represented 70% of revenues is now at 40%.
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Key Insights

I have found that business owners who are the most successful 
are the ones who have discipline in running their business. �e 
discipline to sustain growth includes evaluating and making 
changes to product and service o�erings, customer segments, 
business process and sta�. Disciplined owners evaluate these 
areas and make changes based on well-de�ned metrics/KPIs. 
�ese decisions can be di�cult to make. But those owners that 
have achieved predictable income and sustainable growth, and 
continue to take their businesses to the next growth stage, have 
employed the discipline to develop and follow a strategy to 
achieve long-term growth.

• �ere is no shortage of businesses that are able to compete 
on price. Instead, focus on providing real value to your cus-
tomers using quality and di�erentiation tactics.

• Evaluate your people and processes. �e people and pro-
cesses who got you to the current stage of your business 
may not be the right ones to take you to the next level.

• Use key metrics to understand your product or service and 
your customers. �is knowledge will help you adjust your 
product o�erings and customer segmentation to position 
your o�erings for long-term growth.
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THE NEXT 25 YEARS

T AB’s core culture is the understanding and promoting of 
the fact that business decision makers need to bring their 
team along on the journey with them in order to achieve 

outstanding business results. I’m very proud of the TAB corporate 
team, with its great experience and dedication to our TAB culture.  
�e team is aligned with the mission of being agents of change for 
our members around the world.

It has been an honor to be associated with TAB’s certi�ed 
facilitator / coaches around the world. �eir passion for helping 
business owners is unparalleled.

It is equally rewarding to know we have people who started 
with us within the �rst couple of years of TAB’s humble begin-
nings and are still with us today. �ere is no greater endorsement 
for a company than member loyalty and longevity. To date, tens 
of thousands of business owners around the world have used the 
TAB system to improve their leadership skills and the results in 
their companies. 
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My vision for the next 25 years is for TAB to continue to build 
on our success to date and help an even greater number of busi-
nesses around the world. I want TAB to be viewed as the premier 
organization providing peer-advisory boards and coaching ser-
vices globally.  It would be wonderful if we are all able to celebrate 
TAB helping business leaders in 50 countries or more by our 50th 
anniversary. 

Here’s to the next 25 years of success!

Allen E. Fishman
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