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The Work Before the Work: Series Introduction
Why I Build Before I Begin

Most people approach an opportunity by preparing to talk about what they have done.
[ approach it by doing the work.
When I take a company seriously, [ don’t stop at the job description. I build a point of view.

e Sometimes that takes the form of a white paper.
e Sometimes it’s a category assessment.
e Sometimes it’s a full product or brand brief.

[ treat the opportunity like a product.

That means starting with the consumer, not the company. It means studying the current
line, the market, and the community. [t means identifying friction before proposing
solutions. It means understanding what is working before touching what is not.

The goal is not to prove I have all the answers.

The goal is to understand how close I can get from the outside.



The Work Before the Work

This is the foundation of the series.

The Work Before the Work is how [ approach companies, roles, and product problems
before day one.

Each article stands on its own.

Each one is built around a specific company.

Each one is an attempt to understand the real problem behind the role before ever
stepping inside the organization.

Because in most cases, the real problem is not what is written in the job description.

What These Assessments Actually Do

This is the framework I use to get there.

THE WORK ISN'T SIMPLE.
THE APPROACH IS.

A repeatable framework | use to understand the real problem
before proposing a path forward.
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After sharing this work, I always ask some version of the same question:
“How close was this to what you are actually seeing internally?”

The answer is usually high.

Not because [ have access to internal information.

Because the signals are already visible if you take the time to study product, consumer
behavior, and market feedback together.

Sometimes I am told that parts of the solution are already being discussed.
Sometimes [ am told that ideas raised may be implemented later.

That is validating.

But it also raises a fair question:

If the problem was currently visible from within, why had the ideas or solutions I presented
not already implemented?

That question is not an accusation.
Itis the work.

Most of the time, what looks like a product problem is something else.

THE PROBLEM IS RARELY THE PRODUCT. S
IT'S THE SYSTEM AROUND IT

Before proposing solutions, identify the real issue.
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Companies operate within constraints that are not visible externally. Priorities, timelines,
budgets, internal alignment, and existing structures.

A strong outside perspective does not replace internal knowledge.
e [tstress-testsit.
e It highlights where the signal already exists.

That is why these documents matter.
They are not just applications.

They are work samples.

The Real Problem

In most cases, what looks like a product problem is something else.
[t is a clarity problem.

A positioning problem.

e A trust problem.

e A system problem.

Product is usually where the issue shows up.
[t is rarely where it starts.
That is why improving the product alone does not always fix the outcome.

The leverage is in diagnosing the system behind it.

Most teams try to fix the symptom. The impact comes from fixing the system.
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The First Three Assessments

The first set of articles in this series focuses on three different companies and three
different types of problems.

Each one required a different lens.

Altra
A road running category assessment focused on simplification and transition management.

The opportunity was not simply more product, but a clearer system that makes the brand
easier to understand, enter, and trust.

SOREL

A footwear strategy assessment centered on franchise architecture, design language, and
year-round relevance.

The opportunity was not reinvention, but organizing existing strengths into a scalable
system.

Vuori
A brand and creative assessment focused on consistency, experience, and creative structure
at scale.

The opportunity was not product innovation, but alignment across product, storytelling,
retail, and digital.

Different companies.
Different problems.
Same starting point.

Start with the work.



Here’s how the first three break down.

THE WORK BEFORE THE WORK SERIES OVE

THREE COMPANIES. THREE CHALI.ENGES

Different companies. D\fferent problems. Same starting poin

THE FOCUS - THE FOCUS THE FOCUS

Clarify the product system and consumer entry. Organize strengths into a scalable franchise system. Strengthen creative and experience ¢

THE OPPORTUNITY < THE OPPORTUNITY THE OPPORTUNITY
Make the brand easier to understand, enter, and trust. Create year-round relevance with clear design language. Align product, storytelling, retail, and digital.

THE OUTCOME THE OUTCOME [ ) THE OUTCOME
A simplified, connected product line with clear transition. A structured franchise architecture built for growth. A scalable system that elevates the entire brand

START WITH THE WORK.
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The Perspective Behind the Work

THE PERSPECTIVE BEHIND THE WOR
DERIN [
END-TO-END OWNERSHIP. REAL-WORLD COIZJSEQUENCES. COMPLETE SYSTEM THINKING.
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Every decision connects. Every part impacts the whole.
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Understand real needs, Design the right product. Build relationships. Build margin into Create the right Tell a clear story. Deliver value.
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Start with the consumer, Balance innovation, Control quality, cost, Understand true cost Merchandise with Create relevance Drive loyalty.
not the company. function, and feasibility. and timelines. Protect the business. purpose. Train teams. across channels. Build the community.

8. FEEDBACK LOOP
Listen. Learn.

Measure. Adapt.

Make every cycle stronger.
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problem Own the outcome. drive results output.

[ have spent over a decade building independently.

That means owning the entire system end-to-end.
Product.

Brand.

Sourcing.

Retail.

Storytelling.

Margin.

Consequences.

[ also understand why companies value large brand experience.

It brings scale.
Structure.
Process.

Specialization.



Those are real advantages.

But there are tradeoffs.

Independent experience builds a different perspective:

End-to-end ownership instead of function-level responsibility.

Faster decision-making under real constraints.
A direct connection between product decisions and business outcomes.

The ability to see how product, brand, and retail actually connect in practice.
It is not one or the other.
Both paths produce strong operators.

This is simply the perspective I bring.

The “Secret Sauce” Question

[ am often asked why I am willing to share this level of thinking in a hiring process.
Why give away the “secret sauce”?
[ have never believed in gatekeeping information.

As a founder, [ have shared what I have learned with other independent builders. Not
because everyone will execute the same way, but because stronger businesses make the
ecosystem better.

e [ can provide the insight.
e The path.
e The instructions.

But there is nuance to everything.

e Execution is the advantage.
e Judgment is the advantage.
e Timing is the advantage.

My father once told me:
“You can teach a person everything they know. Doesn’t mean you teach them everything
you know.”

That idea has stayed with me my entire professional life.



On “Overqualification” and Experience

At times, I've heard concerns around being “overqualified” or not coming from a large
brand background.

In some cases, those concerns are valid. Certain roles do require very specific experience,
structure, or scale exposure.

But I've learned that “overqualification” is often not the real issue.
The real question is alignment.
[s the candidate aligned with:

e the level of the work
e the pace of the work
e the reality of the role

For me, and for others with similar paths, I don’t rank work by title alone.

[ have led teams.

Built independently.

Worked inside structured organizations.

Operated without infrastructure.

Built product.

Worked with factories.

Opened retail.

Managed SKUs.

Told product stories.

Carried the business consequences when decisions were right or wrong.

That experience can serve an executive role.
It can also serve a role closer to the product calendar.
Neither is better by default.

The question is whether the work is meaningful and whether I can make an impact.



Personally, I prefer to stay close to the work, regardless of title.

Because in many cases, the further removed a role becomes, the further it can move from
the consumer.

And for me, the consumer is always the starting point.

In some cases, companies prioritize hiring from larger brands.

That can bring immediate credibility, signal intent to investors, or reinforce a focus on scale.
Those are real advantages.

But it can also raise an important question:

[s the goal to replicate what another brand has already done?

Or to build something that is specific to your company, your product, your consumer, and
your culture?

There is no single right answer.
Both approaches can be effective.
This is simply the perspective I bring:

To assess the business as a whole, understand how the system connects, and build from
within it, not apply something from the outside.



Why I Do This

I do not build these for every company.
Only for the ones I am serious about.
Because the brief tells the truth.

[t tells the company how I think.
It tells me whether [ understand the work.

And if I am selected, I do not start at zero.

e [ start with context.
e [ start with a point of view.
e [ startready to be useful.

That is the work before the work.

START WIT(H

‘“M

UNDERSTAND BUILD CREATE

CLARITY. STRUCTURE. IMPACT.

DIFFERENT COMPANIES.
\’ DIFEERENT PROBLEMS. THIS IS THE STARTING POINT.

THE BEST OPPORTUNITIES AREN'T FOUND BY TALKING ABOUT THE WORK.




Closing
This is the starting point.

Not the conclusion.

The next three articles in this series apply this same approach to real companies, real
product systems, and real opportunities:

Altra Running a VF Corporation: where clarity and transition define the path forward.
SOREL: where structure and franchise thinking unlock scale.
Vuori: where system alignment becomes the next stage of growth.

Different companies.
Different problems.
Same starting point.

Start with the work.
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