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new products and services, but that’s the wrong place to start. The 
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will give readers a simple three-step process (called FIT) to unleash 
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This book is for business owners who will learn:

• How to set strategy in less than a day.

• Where the term “strategic planning” goes wrong.

•  How to use self-identified strengths to unleash hidden sales 
talent.

•  Ways to overcome resistance from employees not used to 
thinking “revenue is my business.”

•  A profitable approach to using technology in sales and 
marketing.

Readers of The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth will  benefit 
from this book because it shows them how to use the FIT process to 
stimulate their company’s growth. 
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Abstract

Every business owner looking for growth begins by thinking about new 
products and services, but that’s the wrong place to start. The place to start 
is inside their company. Specifically, the seeds of growth take root every 
time an employee thinks about and takes responsibility for a  customer, 
regardless of their role in the company. Those seeds sprout to life when 
employees think, “revenue is my business.” This book will give readers 
a simple three-step process (called FIT) that unleashes the power that 
comes from every employee taking responsibility for revenue.

This book is for business owners who will learn:

• How to set strategic direction in less than a day.
• The difference between strategy and planning and where the 

term “strategic planning” goes wrong.
• The power of self-identified strengths applied to plans and 

how it unleashes the hidden sales talent of everyone at the 
company.

• How to overcome resistance from leadership, managers, and 
front-line employees not used to developing new business 
opportunities.

• The proper role of technology in helping your company create 
more opportunities.

• How other businesses have used these principles to find more 
business.

Readers of The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth will  benefit 
from this book because it gives them a guide on how to implement 
the FIT process into their team’s daily activities. A human approach to 
 positive change.

Keywords

business strategy, CPA marketing, firm development, grow a company, 
grow a firm fast, grow business, growth examples, growth strategy, law firm 
marketing, market strategy, marketing ideas, marketing plans,  product 
strategy, sales strategy, sales training, selling services, small  business, small 
firm growth
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INTRODUCTION

A Tale of Two Companies

Early in my career, I worked for a big, century-old bank. The bank’s build-
ing, an architectural jewel with gleaming marble floors and glittering, 
gold elevators, was a thing of beauty and the pride of Omaha, Nebraska. 
Every working day, I put on my banker’s uniform; white shirt, dark suit, 
modest tie, black socks, wing-tips, and, avoiding eye contact with my 
coworkers, I walked those marble floors, rode those gold elevators, and 
closed the door to my office until it was time to go. Almost convinced if 
I didn’t show up that day, no one would notice.

Friends told me this sounds like their dream job, but for me, it would 
be as close I would ever get to life in prison. Ten years ago, I made my 
prison break.

I had fallen in love with a little company that sold wildly funky tropi-
cal shirts, each a work of art ablaze with colorful beach scenes, palm trees, 
and ocean sunsets. Think Jimmy Buffett. This company, Mad Gringo, 
had a tag line, “Apparel for the tropically impaired.” It struck a chord in 
my landlocked, banker’s soul. Every month I bought another shirt, add-
ing to my ever-growing collection. I began sending the owners little notes 
of appreciation and, in short order, we became pen pals and I became an 
honorary mad gringo.

I loved the company so much I bought it. In my hands, it continued 
to build a following, enjoying steady boutique and online sales, and I 
began to dream of even greater growth opportunities. The company could 
be worth a lot more, I rationalized, if I could get it to $50 million in sales. 
So, I raised capital and hired a highly regarded consultant who had grown 
a similar-sized golf sportswear company to $200 million. Following my 
consultant’s advice, we toned down the tropical vibe, changed the name 
on the hangtags from Mad Gringo to MG so as not to offend buyers, and 
transitioned to a sportswear look and feel.
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What happened? First, the largest volume customers of our business, 
the boutique men’s stores, hated the “new” company. Why, they said, 
would they want to sell the same shirt you could buy in every major 
department store in every mall in the country? Our online customers felt 
the same. We began losing sales faster than we could add them. On top 
of that, my once passionate employees, having lost their enthusiasm, were 
now just going through the motions. Soon we were all working twice as 
hard for half the revenue, and none of the profit. Finally, the strain on 
cash forced me to go back to my investors to beg for more capital, but the 
investors had lost their enthusiasm too. The company was no longer the 
funky up-and-coming brand in which they had so eagerly invested. Even 
I hated the once lovable Mad Gringo.

I didn’t know it then, but I had frittered away my company’s core 
advantage. I had forced my team to engage in growth practices that, while 
the industry’s best, didn’t fit them and never would. My biggest failure 
was burying the strengths of my people, inserting best practices between 
them and their natural customer-focused behaviors based in their belief 
in Mad Gringo’s purpose. This in turn cut the enthusiasm of the retail-
ers who were energized by my employees and translated that enthusiasm 
directly to their customers. All this happened because I had squeezed the 
feet of my funky little company into a pair of tight leather wingtips, like 
the ones from my banking days, when all they wanted to wear were flip-
flops. Nothing fit, neither shoes nor strategy.

Ultimately, these cascading failures forced me to walk away from my 
beloved little company. But it didn’t have to be that way. Had I focused 
my energy on taking advantage of “FIT” business practices I would have 
had a longer, stronger run.

I know this because after leaving Mad Gringo I became a  consultant. 
My first client, ironically, was in the apparel industry too. This new 
 customer, Old Guys Rule, was chasing the same markets we did, but get-
ting remarkable results in record time. I realized on my first visit to their 
facility, in their bustling Ventura, CA office, that while they were going to 
get something useful from me there was something profound I was going 
to learn from them. Over time I watched the CEO, Thom Hill, naturally 
empower his managers to develop and grow the business. In his way, he 
had a very human approach to revenue, making it everybody’s business 
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by encouraging them to sell using individual strengths. In other words, 
by getting everyone involved in revenue in ways that fit their perceived 
strengths, regardless of their role in the company, Thom was unleashing 
the power of his people for growth.

While I worked, I watched management follow his lead, trying to 
encourage everyone to try sales and marketing ideas, regardless of their 
effectiveness. It was like management encouraged employees to do what 
was comfortable because they intuitively knew that would get them to 
try something new. To use my previous metaphor, they let their people 
choose the right pair of shoes for the job. Management encouraged them 
to try new ideas, especially if those ideas originated with the customer. 
 Contrasted with the final days of Mad Gringo, it was “A Tale of Two 
Companies.” A pattern was being revealed to me. I would watch Hill 
deliberate on the future until he could clearly describe his desired outcome 
(F—Focus), then he’d describe it to his managers and let them  figure out 
how to get there, in their own way, using their people’s strengths (I—
Individual Strengths). The part he was asking me to help with was using 
technology to lock in their activity (T—Technology).

This book is about that business phenomenon. I describe this simple, 
but not easy, process with the acronym “FIT.” No one can get all that 
excited about an acronym, but we can get excited about having a sim-
ple way to describe a complex process. Those three little letters help me 
explain why two businesses with very similar personnel, resources, and 
opportunities set out on similar paths for growth, but get wildly different 
results. FIT is a simple process that can be applied by any business leader 
to grow a business. It’s a pattern any human being can learn.

With focused effort, leaders who capitalize on this pattern will 
get the best results from their people, with the least amount of effort. 
And by getting everybody in the organization to make revenue their 
business, they will double results. The key is designing sales and mar-
keting practices that everyone on your team can live with. Using FIT, 
you will unleash the power of your people in a way that makes revenue 
everybody’s business and meshes perfectly into your company’s unique 
disposition. You will generate growth, which attracts talent, gives your 
company strategic options, and generates the funds needed to pursue 
new opportunities.
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The goal of this book is not only to expose you to this pattern, it’s 
to serve as your guide for how to put this pattern to work inside your 
business to compete with organizations that have more opportunities, 
more personnel, and more resources. The Human Being’s Guide to  Business 
Growth will show you the advantage of getting your people to focus their 
self-identified strengths to benefit the customer, and then commit to 
doing those activities in a reasonable amount of time with a reasonable 
amount of effort.

I am not positioning this book as a competitor to other sales and mar-
keting solutions, because this pattern exists outside of any recommended 
tactic. This pattern starts with a different point of view, namely, the point 
of view that when you make everyone in the company responsible for 
 revenue, no matter what their position, you unleash their power. You 
unlock your company’s natural growth.

That said, I recognize that part of being human is that even when 
we know what to do and how to do it, we don’t always follow-through. 
The stories in The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth take this into 
 consideration and show you patterns that successful companies put in 
place to ensure that FIT works for their organizations. Stories ranging 
from a big consumer brand such as Butterball Turkey, to a small local 
healthcare firm like First Care Companies. Their stories will show you 
how to apply these lessons in a way that everybody gets excited about and 
will enjoy doing.



PART I

Defining Terms





CHAPTER 1

The Terms: Getting on the 
Same Page

The Challenge of Communication

The first step in unleashing the power of your Human Beings is getting 
everyone on the same page. Sounds simple, right? “Just communicate 
with them” doesn’t sound like much of a challenge, but let’s dig a  little 
deeper. Communication is defined as: “the imparting or exchanging of 
information and news.” Simple. However, the test happens once that 
information and news is exchanged. Take this story about a judge inter-
viewing a woman about her pending divorce, who said, “What are the 
grounds for this divorce?”

She said, “About four acres and a nice little home in the middle of the 
property with a stream running by.”

“No,” he said, “I mean what is the foundation of this case?”
“Well, I think it’s made of brick. And concrete and mortar of course,” 

she said.
He shifts in his robes. “What I mean,” he says, “is what are your rela-

tions like?”
“Oh, I have an aunt and uncle living here in town, and we have my 

husband’s parents nearby.”
He leans forward and looks at her over his glasses, “Do you have a 

real grudge?”
“No,” she replied, “We have a two-car carport but I tell my husband 

that I don’t think we ever really needed one.”
“Please,” he tried again, “is there any infidelity in your marriage?”
“Oh yes,” she said and the judge felt a smile creep into the corner of 

his mouth.
“Both my son and daughter have stereo sets,” she said. “We don’t nec-

essarily like the music, but the answer to your questions is yes.”
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The judge rubbed his temples. “Ma’am, does your husband ever beat 
you up?”

“Yes,” she said, “about twice a week he gets up earlier than I do.”
He threw up his hands. “Lady, why do you want a divorce?”
“Oh, I don’t want a divorce,” she said. “I’ve never wanted a divorce. 

It’s my husband’s idea. He said we don’t communicate.”
We’ll resist the temptation to fill this book with communication 

jokes, but this story reflects the main challenge in communication. If 
we’re going to get everyone in your organization and everyone affiliated 
with your organization to promote your company, it starts with getting 
everyone on the same page.

Brian Braudis of The Braudis Group in Philadelphia tells this story 
to illustrate the dark side of not having everyone in your organization on 
the same page.

Field Notes

I go to the same local coffee shop every morning. Most baristas 
are cheerful and conversation flows easily in a relaxed atmo-
sphere. However, this is not the case when Sally is working.

Sally is curt and prickly and it affects all the patrons (we’re reg-
ulars and know each other well) but it seems to especially affect 
me in the morning. I’m probably fragile before having my first 
coffee. It’s gotten to the point where I’ll tell patrons while I’m 
going out and they are coming in, “Get ready, Sally’s working.”

More than once, after hearing Sally is working the counter, 
customers will turn around and head to the competition … 
Starbucks.

Clearly Sally’s behavior affects external sales. After thinking 
about it, I’m confident in saying bad behavior and rudeness 
are as contagious as the common cold, smiling or yawning. If 
being around a happy, positive person makes you happy and 
positive … being around a curt, prickly person makes you curt 
and prickly.
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People like Sally not only hurt immediate sales but, like a 
bad infection, they spread unpleasantness through everyone 
they touch … which compounds their prickly demeanor and 
reduces value everywhere.

—Brian Braudis

The image of Brian warning friends that their least favorite barista is 
working and turning them to another shop is chilling. And that’s for a 
three-dollar cup of coffee. One of my clients works with high net worth 
families and charges over $20,000 a month for their services. What if 
Sally worked for them?

If it’s true that new business can come from anyone in your organi-
zation then conversely, business can be lost by anyone in the company. 
This is why it’s so important to get everyone in your organization on the 
same page.

Start With Definitions

At its most basic level, getting on the same page requires us to double 
check our words and actions have the same meaning to us as they do to 
the humans we’re communicating with. Just writing this reminds me of a 
favorite story about an injured hunter.

Two hunters are out in the woods when one of them collapses. He 
doesn’t seem to be breathing and his eyes are glazed. The other hunter 
pulls out his phone, scrambles to a clearing, and panting hard, calls the 
emergency line. He says, “M-my friend is dead! What do I do?”

The operator says, “Calm down. I can help. First, let’s make sure he’s 
dead.”

There is a silence; then a gunshot is heard.
Back on the phone, the hunter says, “OK, now what?”
Effective communication is a challenge. Probably the biggest chal-

lenge in business. It’s made better when both sides are using words and 
concepts that both sides agree on.

The concept is ancient. “The beginning of wisdom is the definition 
of terms,” said Socrates. And its use in communication can be found 
throughout history, like in this quote attributed to Einstein, “If I had only 
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one hour to solve a problem, I would spend up to two-thirds of that hour 
in attempting to define what the problem is.”

As you move through this book, you will find ideas that are exciting 
enough to communicate to your employees and peers. The speed at which 
new exciting ideas are accepted, internalized, and put into action will be 
dependent on how well they are communicated. And that, like our oper-
ator talking to our hunter, will depend on the definition of terms.

The Iceberg Effect of Language

Look at Figure 1.1, the iceberg effect of communication.
Do you remember that Barbie incident from the 1990s where the 

talking Barbie said, “Math class is tough?” Figure 1.1 represents interper-
sonal communication, and every time this is sketched out, I hear a little 
Barbie voice chiming in with “communicating is tough!”

Those two big triangles are icebergs. Think of those posters of icebergs 
that show the view from both above and below the water. We’re using it to 
illustrate the challenge of communication. The exposed tip of the iceberg 
represents the words and actions we use to communicate with one another, 
but underneath the surface are a lifetime of experiences that color what 
we get and internalize. The underwater portion is where communication 
breakdowns occur. It’s where the words you hear and gestures you see are 
processed through your own uniquely human iceberg before you respond.

Figure 1.1 The iceberg effect in communication
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Add in any distractions from the communication medium (such as 
phone, e-mail, text) or the environment (in a boardroom, tradeshow, or 
with intimidating professional titles) and it’s a wonder we can commu-
nicate at all.

The graphic starts on the left with one of my bubble people  starting 
the conversation with “what I mean.” That’s my bubble person’s idea 
he’s trying to communicate. It was filtered through his iceberg of values, 
 attitudes, experiences, beliefs, and education before coming out as words 
and gestures. Bubble girl hears, sees, and experiences what he says, shows, 
or does and runs that communication through her own unique set of 
values, attitudes, experiences, beliefs, and education before “getting it.” 
Reverse it for the response sequence.

There’s Barbie’s voice again: “Communication is hard!”
The closer the two parties are in values, friends, experiences, beliefs, 

and education before the process starts, the easier it is to communicate. 
That’s represented by the overlap under the water’s surface, what linguists 
call the Common Underlying Proficiency. The larger that overlap, the 
easier our communication. The faster your ideas get across and the faster 
your team moves into the future.

Common Underlying Proficiency is the nerd way of saying that great 
communication starts with getting on the same page. Taking time to 
insure we’re all talking about the same thing.

“The beginning of wisdom is the definition of terms.” Well said, 
Socrates.

The extra time spent insuring you’re working from a common defini-
tion, pays off in fewer re-explanations and less re-work. Less failure work 
as Alan Weiss, PhD, would say. The Common Underlying Proficiency 
is intuitively how humans structure sales presentations, it’s how we plan 
marketing content, and in IT it’s how we insure we understand the prob-
lem we’re trying to solve. Get on the same page.

Effort and Results

One of the promises we’re making in The Human Being’s Guide to Business 
Growth is that your people will expend half the effort and get twice their 
current results with this process. To illustrate what I mean, let me tell 
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you a story about one of my early experiences with gambling. For years, I 
traveled to Las Vegas for trade shows. I’ve wandered through the casinos 
and played the games and have lost money like it was my job. I’m pretty 
good at that.

On my first extended trip to Vegas, a week-long training conference, 
we were at a hotel a mile or so off the strip. Each morning, someone in 
our training class would start the day by bringing up their big wins from 
the night before. It wasn’t long before I noticed a pattern. The winning 
people were different each day, but they all had one thing in common. It 
wasn’t that they were playing the same game. It wasn’t that they had large 
sums of cash to blow. Half the time, they weren’t even in the same groups.

What they had in common was that they were going to this little 
casino across the street with an island theme. As you can guess, by the 
evening of day four, I find myself in a smoky, rundown, 1980s Miami 
Vice set turned casino looking for a table or machine to win big on. I 
settle into a row of slot machines and put in a crisp $20 bill, watching it 
get sucked up into the green-lit opening.

I punch the button, watch the wheels spinning and lights flashing, 
and the first wheel comes to a stop. BAR. The second wheel comes to a 
stop. BAR. My hands start to sweat as the third wheel comes to a stop. 
BAR. I’m not sure what it means but there are three matching BAR things 
right in front of me. All in a row.

Lights go off, bells sound, the theme from Rocky starts playing and I 
can feel people coming up behind me to share in my good fortune. “None 
for you,” I think, “This is all for daddy.”

I scan the legend on top of the machine to figure out what I’m win-
ning. Is this going to be a taxable event? Will they give it to me in cash?

It’s big. I see $2,500 in big print and get a little lightheaded.
Behind me a raspy voice says, “Too bad you didn’t play all your cred-

its, hon.”
Wait, what?
“I didn’t win $2,500?” I say, looking around.
“Oh no, sweetie,” says the rough-looking woman about my mother’s 

age. “You have the flat BARs, not the double BARs. And you played 
one credit instead of three,” she’s now almost in my lap pointing at the 
machine. “So,” she does some calculating, “it looks like you won eighty 
dollars. Not bad!”
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“And if I would have played all three credits?”
“Two-hundred fifty dollars. Plus, you would have hit the progres-

sive…” her voice trails off as she explains the real big bucks I am missing 
out on.

The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth Has That Same 
Multiplier Effect

That story is a microcosm of what happens when your entire team isn’t 
engaged in the selling process. You can still win, but when you win, the 
gains aren’t as big as they are when you have all your resources working 
together on one focused outcome.

That’s what this book is about. Showing you how to utilize a pattern 
that consistently gets all your resources aligned and maximizes your payout.

With practice and focused effort, using this pattern will get the best 
results from your people, and here’s the best part. These results come with 
the least amount of effort. It sounds crazy, but it works because you’re 
going to help them design sales and marketing practices that they can live 
with. You, dear leader, will construct business practices that are a natural 
fit for your company’s resources and disposition.

Results/Effort/Time and FIT

Why is this important? It’s important because while engineers are increas-
ingly convinced that human behavior can be broken down into bits and 
bytes, your people are not robots. They’re unique human beings with 
their own unique set of experiences and skills. The more we can tap into 
that uniqueness, tap their essential humanity, the more likely The Human 
Being’s Guide to Business Growth will unleash a rich vein of power and 
productivity.

Look at the graph in Figure 1.2, the results/effort/time FIT graph.
To orient you to the graph, your people’s effort is plotted on the x-axis 

from low to high. Their results, or outcomes, are on the y-axis. Along 
the bottom of the graph, their results and effort are impacted by time, a 
nonrenewable resource.

At the far left, when you have low-effort you get low results. If your 
people aren’t trying, they aren’t getting the outcomes you want.
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On the far right, you are reaching maximum effort, but there’s a law 
of diminishing returns over time. You can’t run the race at full sprint, all 
the time, and expect results to stay high.

Optimizing

Assuming those two extremes, results over time will follow a standard 
normal bell-curve distribution. At points 1 and 2, we find entitlement. 
Think of the employee who is along for the ride, arrogant and labeled a 
“taker” because they aren’t putting forth the effort nor are they generating 
results. At points 6 and 7, the employee is putting in huge effort, but 
over time they show signs of slipping. They feel overworked and stressed, 
maybe even fearful. We label them “compliant” because they’re compelled 
to put in the effort despite diminishing returns.

Somewhere in the middle of the effort/results/time graph is where 
we find optimal performance. That’s where I’ve observed the power of 
The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth. When an employee is opti-
mized, working for their rational self-interest and consistently energized 
by applying their strengths, work doesn’t feel like work. That’s what we’re 
after. Our Golden Fleece.

My Core Assumptions

Before I take you further down the rabbit hole that explains how you get 
everyone in your company doing their part for business development, 

Figure 1.2 Results/Effort/Time and FIT
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let’s talk about that place in my heart where the principles in this book 
come from. Not a blow-by-blow history of the concept, the Mad Gringo 
story illustrates that well enough, but a few of my assumptions that drive 
this topic. It’s part of defining terms and getting on the same page before 
proceeding.

After decades spent growing businesses, particular experiences and 
beliefs have taken root. Four principles influence this book and I’m happy 
to share them at the outset, because if you’re diametrically opposed to 
them, you can skip the bulk of its contents and hand this book to the next 
person. No sense in wasting time. No harm, no foul. The core principles 
are passion, abundance, luck, and mindset.

#1 Passion

Let’s start with the concept of passion. Specifically, the advice to workers 
to “find your passion” or advice to leaders to “find people with pas-
sion” for your workplace. It’s a misdirected concept. You don’t need 
 people with passion to accomplish your goals. As a matter of fact, 
based on 20 years of exposure to various jobs and companies, I’d run 
from anyone proclaiming, “I’m the right person for this seat on the bus 
because it’s my passion!” Really? What if I told you that you have to 
sit right there and do it 40+ hours a week for 50+ weeks a year? Are 
you still the right person for this seat? Exactly. Grinding away at your 
passion is the fastest way to kill it. Employees say they have passion 
because they want the job. Employers say they want passionate people 
because they don’t like managing. The whole passion argument is like 
telling someone to find a needle in a haystack. It’s possible, but not  
probable.

I will buy into this however; you need your people to feel like they can 
apply some part of themselves to their work, where it makes sense. And if 
we want to call that “passion,” I’m okay with it.

I used to sell marketing lists to a telemarketing company based out 
of Los Angeles. They acted as a lead generator for technology companies, 
and when I say acted, I mean it. The owner actively searched for strug-
gling actors and actresses to fill his positions because he could train them 
to “act” like the world’s most successful lead generators. He asked them to 
bring some of their passion to his business. For instance, he wouldn’t just 
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give them a script to use on call, he’d ask them to learn it and bring it to 
life. He wasn’t just teaching them closing questions, he was asking them 
to go into character and ask themselves, “What would my character, the 
successful sales person, do now?”

That sounds like the right way to apply passion to a job. Human 
beings are fast learners and adapt to any environment, but it’s hard work. 
So, anything that makes it easier for our people to learn, I’m all for. I’m 
not calling it finding your passion, but I won’t get all medieval if someone 
suggests bringing passion to the work to be done.

#2 The World Is Getting Better

The second big concept: by all measures, the world is getting better. There 
are problems and places in the world where evil lurks, but if you’re lucky 
enough to be reading this book in my target markets, you live in a first 
world country and your life is getting better year after year, decade after 
decade.

When I think about growing up in the 1970s and compare it to today, 
in 2017, I’m gob-smacked at how much better things are. Gone are the 
small houses and big inefficient cars with fast food as an occasional treat. 
Everyone I knew wore at least one t-shirt sewn by their mother, and we 
were in a nice middle-class neighborhood. Even when I consider the 
1990s watching my daughter growing up, things have been moving at 
an incredible pace. Access to information, access to education, access to 
things that were previously unimagined.1

My point is that the world is progressing, but many of our jobs are 
not. We are cursed with the knowledge of how things are done and how 
we were managed early in our careers, and those memories cloud the 
fact that work today, especially—healthcare, professional services, and 
finance—is pregnant with possibilities as to what we should be expecting 
from the work and the workplace.

1 I picked up an old Range Rover that looked brand new. Inspecting the truck, 
my son asked where the iPhone jack was. I explained that in 2008, the iPhone 
was new, so no jack. “Ok,” he said, “what about wi-fi?”
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The next generation is coming into the marketplace and asking you 
the right question. Why? Why is it done this way? Why so rigid? Why 
won’t you tell me what I’m working toward? Why am I listening to this 
manager just because they got here before I did and happen to be more 
familiar with processes and politics?

It’s annoying, I know, but without the pressure to answer those 
 questions, your workplace isn’t going to get any better. No tree grows 
strong without battering from the wind. Steel is strengthened in fire. 
 Muscles are built with resistance. So, welcome the questions. We should be 
questioning how we do things all the time. The answers may not change. 
The policies, procedures, and rewarding seniority may not change, but 
everyone gets better when we ask questions. It’s a by-product of the world 
changing so fast.

The world is progressing. Humans are progressing. That should make 
us stop and ask ourselves, so what? What’s it going to mean to my work-
place and me?

#3 Luck and Circumstance

The third concept is we underestimate the role of luck and circumstance 
in successful business development. This isn’t a commentary or judgment 
on where you are in life, or a suggestion that your future business growth 
is all up to chance. I’m just saying, luck and circumstance are going to 
play a role in your future growth. You will do well to welcome that idea, 
take control of it, and put it into your people’s heads. Every day.

“Gang, I know we’re going to need some luck to grow this business. 
I understand that, at times, we’ll need circumstances to break in our favor. 
And that’s okay.”

It’s a refreshing point of view. It surrenders to the fact that your future 
growth is going to be dependent on someone outside of your organiza-
tion, deciding in your favor. That decision, your future  largest-ever-win, 
is going to be made by a flawed and emotional creature that we call a 
human. Robots won’t decide to let you help them on a new project; it’s 
going to be a human being, just like us. Or worse, it’s going to be a group 
of humans, hiding under the moniker of a committee. Yikes!
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Your people must recognize that even if they do everything right, 
the other side may still say “no,—not for us,—not today.” They should 
hear that, and know deep down to stay on the lookout because luck and 
 circumstances will change.

Embrace the unknown and believe your team’s hard work and sacri-
fice will only insure one thing—that you get a chance to play the game. 
You can’t win if you don’t play.

#4 MVP vs. Weakest Link Mindset

As you apply the concepts in The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth, 
you’ll run into one of two mindsets. Specifically, people are either inclined 
to believe in Most Valuable Players (MVPs) or they think that you’re only 
as strong as your weakest link, see Figure 1.3.

The MVP mindset is best described as the belief that one person can 
have an outsized effect on your organization. Let me give you an exam-
ple. In the world of sports, there are endeavors that are MVP oriented 
and others that are weakest link oriented. The 2011–2017’s NBA finals 
showed us that the game of basketball is MVP oriented. As a team owner, 
you can bring in a LeBron James and he can almost single-handedly get 
you to the finals, and most of the time, win the championship. There are 
only five players on the floor at once, and one player can have an outsized 
impact. That’s a sport with an MVP orientation.

On the other hand, the 2016 MLB World Series suggests that any 
single superstar player will only have so much impact. The Los Angeles 
Dodgers and San Francisco Giants may have had the top pitchers in the 
game, but the Chicago Cubs were tougher top-to-bottom, night after 
night. Especially the bottom of their batting order. They had a better 
chance at winning because baseball puts nine players on the field and 

Figure 1.3 MVP vs. Weakest link minds
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plays 162 games in six months. It makes sense that you’re only as good as 
your weakest link. That’s a weakest-link orientation.

As you roll out The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth to your 
leadership, you’re going to hear some of them buy-in right away. Espe-
cially the leadership of your marketing department. They tend to sell 
one message to many recipients, so they’re biased to weakest link think-
ing. Contrast that with your sales leadership. They have been exposed 
to incredible producers before, the kind of sales talent that can carry an 
entire company. They’ll be biased toward an MVP mindset.

How will that impact your rollout? The MVP oriented will hear it 
like, “Unleashing the power of everyone in the company? Well, maybe… 
I’ll say almost everyone.” The weakest link oriented will hear it like “The 
power of everyone? Well, of course. That’s what I’ve been saying.”

You’d think that means the weakest-link-oriented people are easier to 
work with on this idea, but that’s not necessarily true. The MVPs have 
a point about not everyone being able to grow a business. It’s true and 
we’ll address that in Chapters 7 and 8. Sometimes it’s easier to find a new 
person to put on the bus.

On the other hand, the weakest links are optimistic enough that they 
can’t imagine anyone pushing back or not participating at some level. 
We’ll need to prepare them for dealing with the “I don’t care, selling’s not 
my job” people of the world and that will happen in Chapters 5 and 6.

There is no right or wrong mindset and we move fluidly from one 
to the other as it suits our needs. It’s a spectrum ranging from “we need 
everyone” to “I can do this by myself.”

Those Are the Core Beliefs

This book is built on these beliefs. You don’t need specially selected pas-
sionate people who live for the work you do. You must believe that things 
are getting better all the time and people want to work in an environ-
ment that takes advantage of change. Acknowledge that even when you 
put forth your best effort, whether you are successful or wildly successful 
depends on things beyond your control, and that’s okay. Finally, there 
are two dominant mindsets related to what you’re about to learn, some 
people will be top down, others bottom up, and you can work with both.
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Years ago, I was in charge of a large computer training company that 
did everything from desktop application training like how to use Excel 
and Word, to advanced programming and networking training for the 
U.S. Air Force. In that time, I sat in on curriculum meetings and course 
development and learned a lot about what went into adult learning.

After one of these events, I came back brimming with insights and 
shared them at the dinner table. My wife, a college instructor, listened for 
a minute and then said, “Sure, tell, show, do, review. That’s how adults 
learn. If they can teach it to others, that’s where the magic really happens.”

I’m so dumb sometimes. How could I not remember a professor does 
this day in and day out? Why didn’t I talk to her about this before? My 
training center improved dramatically from that day forward.

With her mnemonic device in mind—tell, show, do, review—this 
guide is written so you can get the most from it. Like most business 
books, it’s built on a single idea and this one is: if every single person in 
your company increases their business development activity, your com-
pany will grow faster without capital investment or adding headcount. 
To make it happen in your company, you’ll need to be on the same page 
with me, you’ll need to express your vision clearly, you’ll need to get your 
people on the bus, you’ll need to have a talent pool available, and you’ll 
need to lock down small advances with technology. Those incremental 
changes will add up to unleashing a powerful force for growth.

Remember

• Check that what you’re saying is what people are hearing.
• Focus on the highest results from the least effort.
• Focus on strengths, not passion.



CHAPTER 2

The Concepts: Let’s Frame 
This

For FIT to wiggle into the day-to-day business of your organization, there 
are concepts we need to define to ease the transition. Five concepts that 
frame the rest of the tactics in this book.

To Speed Up, Go Slow

Speed up by slowing down is the idea that contrary to what our gut 
tells us, the fastest way to growth isn’t as effective as a more deliberate 
approach to growth. This is baked into FIT because it prevents burnout, 
creates momentum, and prevents inaction. Go Slow comes from the Mad 
Gringo tropical shirt company, it was our slogan. One of the investors 
owned a beachfront resort in Belize that served as inspiration for us as 
we toiled away in the basement of an old grocery store in Nebraska. That 
resort was near a small island called Caye Caulker, one of the favorite 
daily excursions for resort goers. The motto of that island is “Go Slow,” 
and once we heard it, we adopted it for Mad Gringo. At first it was a 
joke to keep us in the spirit of the beach holiday, but over time I noticed 
something. The go slow motto began to creep into our day-to-day busi-
ness dealings. It wasn’t a cautious slowing down, it was closer to a pause 
before acting.

It was a lesson I heard years before, but never acted on. My wise old 
boss, Mr. Carl, said, “Gregory,” (he was very formal), “the thing that makes 
humans great, besides these thumbs here,” (he’d give me the thumbs up 
sign), “we can pause. Your cat, you see, is all stimulus, response, but you 
and I, we’re not like that. We can insert a pause. Stimulus, pause, response. 
I need you to stop and think before jumping into things.”

The lesson I learned was that going slow avoids re-work. As an excited 
young sales person, I was always in a hurry, and created twice as much 
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work as necessary. By slowing down, Mr. Carl was telling me, I would get 
more done.

In Mad Gringo, the Go Slow motto reinforced that same idea and 
we put it in practice once I started working with companies like Old 
Guys Rule. We’d sit in a conference room and dream up a vision worth 
pursuing, describe a course of action, get everyone excited, and people 
were ready to act. “Let’s do this.” Instinctively, I’d look at my thumbs, 
be reminded of stimulus/pause/response, and say, “before we jump into 
action, let’s take a minute and consider some alternate endings and how 
we’ll react.” The future is unknown, but there are things that we have seen 
before which we can prevent, and there are some things we have never 
seen before which we can decide how we’ll approach before we get there.

With Old Guys Rule, we sped up by going slow on the first  project I 
was brought in on. The conversation started with the idea that we needed 
to bring the online store up to modern standards. The website looked 
dated, the shopping experience was rough, pictures weren’t big enough, 
and that had to be why it was no longer giving consistent double- 
digit  revenue increases. The fast response would have been to jump in, 
start  redesigning, and take a big beautiful site to the market, watching 
orders roll in.

Enter the thumbs.
We paused and considered some alternate endings. What if it didn’t 

work? As a matter of fact, how would we know it’s working? Were all 
orders equal? The site was clunky, but did the customers think that or was 
that just an internal idea. Instead of assuming we knew the answers, we 
did surveys, dug into site usage analytics, and shopped around. That’s 
when we found something we didn’t expect.

In the years since Old Guys Rule started selling online, their main 
source of revenue, Google, had gone through some changes. In 2008, 
the number of ads on a search results page were a fraction of the  number 
on a results page in 2012. They were still in the number one slot on 
their searches, but the number one spot was now near the bottom of the 
screen. With this new information, we regrouped and set a new plan 
that placed ads in the spots their old organic search results used to own, 
watched growth return to its previous level, but now faced a new reality, 
ad costs—which had never been a part of the equation—were now eating 
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into margin. By slowing down, we found the cause of the problem, and 
were asking a new set of questions going forward. We no longer thought 
the site redesign would bring sales back, but wondered if a redesign would 
increase average order size or allow for higher prices or increase conver-
sion rates.

To speed up, go slow.

Make Sure They Think Like You Think They Think

The second concept is to make sure your customers think like you think 
they think. Put simply, know your buyer’s decision process. The tendency 
is to make assumptions about how customer decisions are made based 
on how you make decisions. Invest the time in confirming that your 
 customers think like you think they think. Learn how your customers 
make buying decisions.

This lesson was brought to life when I worked at a bicycle shop close 
to a hospital. The shop carried Specialized and Miyata bicycles that ranged 
from $300 to over $7,500 (it was the early 1990s). For the clear majority 
of our customers, middle-aged doctors and lawyers, the bicycles that met 
their needs were in the $700 range. Beyond entry level, but not at the 
racing level of the expensive bikes. However, like moths to a flame, the 
doctors headed straight to the most expensive models. These bicycles were 
handcrafted frames with advanced suspensions that forced the rider into 
hunched-over positions that their paunchy bellies weren’t made for. These 
bikes were made for a single season of hard-core racing and meant to be 
ridden by a crazed 20-year-old professional. It was the wrong solution, a 
waste of money, according to me, the salesperson.

Overhearing me talk to one of these doctors, the owner pulled me 
aside and said, “Greg, they’re not spending your money, they are spending 
their money.” Years later, I translated that comment into this  concept: 
make sure they think like you think they think. With each passing year, 
I’m reminded of how my bicycle store guy was right. Don’t assume 
 customers are making decisions in the same way you are. The concept of 
riding bicycles was an emotional decision to the customers who came into 
our shop. They worked 80+ hours a week and saw these racing bikes as 
evidence of their success. I had no right to impose my thinking on their 
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decision process, but I had every right to understand where they were 
coming from to help them make a good decision.

For the clients I work with today, we spend a significant amount of 
effort asking customers, prospects, and past customers what they were 
thinking before they started working with us. If there is a trick to this, 
it’s in the time-period that we’re asking about. We want them to place 
themselves right before they chose or didn’t choose us and we want them 
to work backward from that point. Who else did you consider? How did 
you narrow your choices? Who else did you consult?

This does a few things for us. First, it reinforces the idea that most 
decisions are not made logically, but are justified with logic. Second, it 
illustrates the role of emotion in decisions, especially feelings of trust.

If we had to summarize this concept in two words, no assumptions. 
Or as the bumper sticker on Mr. Carl’s desk said, “In God we trust, all 
others pay cash,” based on W. Edwards Deming’s saying, “In God we 
trust, all others bring data.” That’s concept two.

The Three Reasons Why They Try

The third concept as you work to unleash your team’s hidden selling 
power: not everyone will buy into your strategic vision for the same 
 reasons. When we talk to business owners and managers, the idea we hear 
is that their people are either on board, or need to get on board with the 
strategic direction. However, over the years we’ve found that being on 
board with strategy is more nuanced than that. There are three reasons 
your people are on board with strategy:

1. They are bought into the strategy as promoted by management.
2. They see their peers bought in and they want to support them.
3. They have an affinity for your customers.

What we’ve found is that expanding the reasons why an employee is 
on board with your strategy—going from one to three reasons why they 
try—does two things for management. One, it increases the manager’s 
empathy toward their employees while deepening their understanding of 
the employee’s point of view. Two, it moves the needle on employee trust 
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of management. Both do wonders in opening communication between 
managers and employees, which The Human Being’s Guide to Business 
Growth relies on for results. You’re going to ask many employees to step 
out of their comfort zone for the good of the company, and they’ll want 
to know they can trust you when they take those first, wobbly steps into 
the future.

To make this happen, we don’t suggest walking up and asking, “Which 
one of these three reasons sounds more like you?” and marking it in their 
file. This question of why they try changes over time, and if our managers 
are open to multiple reasons for buy in, they are more effective, which 
we’ll cover in Chapter 7. Until then, a small nonprofit that I volunteer for 
is an example of this topic. Wear Yellow Nebraska raises funds for cancer 
patients through an annual bicycle ride. The funds are primarily used 
for a single purpose, to pay for cab rides transporting cancer patients to 
and from their treatments when needed. It’s a noble cause and provides a 
necessary service to the community. One would think that to volunteer 
time or money, you need to be on board with the specific mission, getting 
patients in need to and from their treatments. A cursory survey of the 20+ 
volunteers doesn’t quite match up with that.

There are some members who are volunteering because they have 
direct experience with cancer, know what it does to families, and see the 
need for a service that shoulders some of the burden on the patient’s sup-
port system. There are some members who volunteer because they have 
friends or family on the board or involved with the ride. When asked, 
they will answer that’s it’s because of the mission of the organization, but 
their actions suggest that they are involved because of their relationships 
with their riding group, their coworkers on the board, or their family 
members on the board. Still others are bought in because they will buy 
into any service related to cancer. Their affinity with people who have 
been touched by this dreadful disease is strong enough that they may not 
even know what a bicycle is or care where the money goes, they will give 
time because it’s related to cancer.

When your managers go deeper than the binary “on the bus, off 
the bus” and consider multiple reasons why a great employee does what 
they do for the company, they open up a flood of new opportunities for 
engagement.
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The Power of Self-Identified Strengths

Do you remember the first time you took a personality test? When you 
get the results, and read the descriptions, the blood rushes into your 
face, and a magical sense of wonderment settles over you as you think, 
“How do they know?” This next concept is tied directly to that feeling. 
The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth uses strengths tests to help 
your manager’s effectiveness because when their people get to use their 
strengths in the work they do, regardless of what that work is, they’re 
happier doing it.

There’s a hang-up that some of our clients run into when this con-
cept comes up and we’ll try to work through it on this page. The word 
strengths, just like the word passion, suggest that there is an ideal. It 
sounds like, “If I can find a job that takes advantage of my strengths, 
I’ll be unstoppable.” A manager thinks, “I just need to put the right 
person in the right job.” Both are putting the onus on the job, but what 
we’re talking about is focused solely on the strength applied to the job. 
The reason this works so well is that even when we are doing tasks that 
we find distasteful or boring, the studies show that if we’re allowed to 
use our self-identified strengths on those tasks, we tend to stick with 
it longer, and get better results. The key to getting all of this to work 
is strengths must be self-identified. They must come directly from the 
employee and the employee needs to say, out loud, “Yes, that sounds 
like me.”

Remember that feeling at the beginning of this section? The one 
you had the first time you took a strengths test? The reason you read the 
descriptions and thought, “How did they know?” is because, hold on for 
it, you answered the questions. In case you haven’t taken one of these 
tests, the range of choices are on a scale of “Always like me” to “Never 
like me,” in relation to a series of statements such as, “I am the life of the 
party.” After answering one-hundred of these questions, your answers will 
rank a series of strengths from highest to lowest. Think of this ranking as 
“Most like how I see myself ” at the top and “least like I see myself ” at the 
bottom. It’s fun and useful as a management tool, when used the right 
way. Let me show you.
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Exercise: The Accomplishment Story

Let’s end this section with an exercise. It’s in two parts and will take 20 
minutes to complete. The best part is the results will give you something 
to implement in your workplace immediately. Not only will it be imple-
mentable, it will produce measurable results in less than a month. I’ve yet 
to experience anything different.

Part One

Think back to your early career. Imagine yourself at the time when you 
were young, headstrong, bright, but not yet experienced. In that time, 
you performed a job you were rewarded for. It may have been a reward 
from a direct boss, or maybe a company award, or maybe a weekly award. 
For this exercise, the only requirement is that it must be something you’re 
proud of. No one other than you will read this, so make it your story. It 
needs to be in written form for the exercise to work. You can use the space 
provided or a sheet of paper.

As you tell your story, answer these questions along the way:

• What were you asked to do?
• How did you get it done?
• What was unique about how you got it done?
• Why was that worth rewarding?

Take no more than 8 minutes to write about it in the space provided. 
Don’t edit, write freely. Grab a pencil, set the timer on your phone, and go.

I thought of a story. One time, I was rewarded for an accomplishment 
when …
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Time’s up. You’ve written some ideas down and the exercise should 
have been easy because we are looking for a single accomplishment with 
any type of reward. If you managed to answer the four questions along the 
way, you’re excellent at following instructions.

In the spirit of sharing, here is one I did. Unedited and rough … but 
real. 

I thought of a story. One time, I was rewarded for an accomplishment 
when …
“I remember te time at my third or fourth job where we were having 
a drawing because the company was celebrating it’ s 25th anniversary. 
This was going to be a giant party and they were bringing in the Pointer 
Sisters to sing. Each \division - I think there were 30 - was going to get 
one person in the drawing for the \thing - or maybe it was a highest 
over gaol\ for the week thing that would put two salespeople in position 
to get a backstage visit for and with the poointer sisters. If you remem-
ber their number one song is or was I’m So Excited. I told everyone I 
knew about this prize and said I was going to get a it and get a picture of 
me and my wife with those ladies and put a caption on it for  Christmas 
saying “We’re so excited … to be wishing you a merry chirstmas” - it 
was really funny. And you konw what? i won. and it was awesoem. 
Me and this other woman from another division were at the party and 
brought to the side andtold that we were going to be announced and 
in front of the crowd ans then we were goingt o watch teh show and 
then go backstage. We got up, got our accolades - thhen sat rhgout an 
amazing show for the 1500 empo,yees and their dates - it was like a 
silicon valley tech party blowout … and then it was time to gather. We 
met at the assigned door, then the person came out and said “sorry - the 
pointer sisters don’t have time” - well, it turns out that the ladies were 
pretty much enemiesand couldn’t stand to be around one another - so 
- that’s my story. I won the big award.”

I shared the rough, rough draft because it doesn’t need to be readable 
prose, it just needs a semblance of a story. It needs to move from your 
head on to the paper. Just get it out.

Now that we have a story that will be used in part two of the exercise.
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Part Two

Dr. Martin Seligman at the University of Pennsylvania has a project called 
Authentic Happiness. As part of his work, he has a questionnaire that was 
developed by Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman called the VIA 
Survey of Character Strengths.1

It’s a series of questions you answer on a scale of “Very Much Like Me” 
to “Very Much Unlike Me.” The questionnaire has 120 questions and 
takes about 15 minutes to complete if you really stop and think about all 
the questions. I suggest reading the question and going with your instinct. 
There are no right or wrong answers. You can take the test multiple times, 
and your results are private.

https://viacharacter.org/survey/account/register
Go take the test now (the free download on the left side of the page is 

all you need for this exercise).
When you have your results, you’re ready to finish the exercise, which 

will illustrate the importance of using self-identified personal strengths in 
your work.

Take your top three strengths from the Character Strengths test, which 
should ring true to you because you answered the questions. These are 
self-identified strengths that aren’t ranked against a population and pass 
no judgment on which strengths are better than others. The test simply 
ranks your 24 character strengths based on your answers to the questions.

Take your top strength and go back to the story from Part 1. Where 
do you find examples of that strength in your story? It’s not surprising 
to see your top strength mentioned directly. Now, do the same with 
strengths two and three. You will see multiple places where your strengths 
helped you achieve your accomplishment. Let me go back to my example.

My Example

My top three strengths from March 2015: Creativity, Ingenuity, and 
Originality; Humor and Playfulness; Capacity to Love and be Loved.

1 VIA©Copyright 2004–2017, VIA Institute on Character. Used with permis-
sion. All rights reserved. www.viacharacter.org

https://viacharacter.org/survey/account/register
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The first strength doesn’t show up in my written story directly, but 
I can see where it helped me. I remember working hard to get the busi-
ness to win that contest. Specifically, I remember telling every one of my 
customers that I wanted to win and sharing the reason why: my Pointer 
Sister’s “So Excited” Christmas card idea. Bringing my customers into 
the contest with the promise of getting a copy of the card was creative 
and original. It was a natural path for me, maybe not to everyone else, 
but natural to me and I took it. Just thinking about it right now makes 
me laugh, which happens to be my second strength. The thought of me 
at a company party with my CEO and the Pointer Sisters is funny. It’s 
ridiculous. I loved every second of it and look forward to telling the 
story again.

My third strength shows up in what happened backstage at that event. 
It showed up in two ways. First, my lovely wife, who happens to be a 
shade under 5′2″ tall, was not thrilled about being in a photo with those 
women. If you don’t know it, the Pointer Sisters are about six feet tall and 
known for wearing giant heels. I remember the expression on her face 
when the photo opportunity was cancelled. I was secretly happy that she 
didn’t have to be dwarfed in a picture just for my entertainment.

Second, I remember the other woman who won the contest being 
heartbroken. She was a super fan of the Pointer Sisters and worked long 
hours to win that spot. She was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. 
I remember giving her a hug and cajoling the backstage bouncer into 
letting her backstage. “Please! Can’t you help her meet just one Sister?” 
I said. It didn’t happen, I felt bad, but it’s an example of my capacity to 
love and be loved.

If you’re a no-nonsense manager, this exercise sounds corny, but I 
can tell you that after administering this exercise hundreds of times, your 
people will experience a powerful moment when they realize that their 
strengths—their perceived strengths that they identified—and their best 
results are tied together.

Results/Effort/Time and FIT

Why is this important? Let’s go back to the FIT graphic from Chapter 1, 
Figure 2.1.
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Getting every human being in your company selling requires your 
employees to use their self-identified strengths to accomplish the compa-
ny’s outcomes. When they can apply their self-identified strengths to the 
task of business development, the magic happens. And it takes less time, 
and less effort, than you think.

Figure 2.1 Results/Effort/Time and FIT

Field Notes

Before talking to Greg about the concept of FIT, I was annoyed with 
some of my junior associates. Specifically, I was annoyed with what 
I saw as lip service to the partnership path I was advising them on. 
We hire the best attorneys from the best schools but they don’t seem to 
understand the work ethic they need to be successful. Seeing the word 
“entitled” on the effort/results/time graph, I remember thinking, “Yes. 
That sounds familiar.”

As we continued talking about applying self-identified strengths to 
work, it reminded me of the effort I had to put into making my high 
school basketball team. I wasn’t blessed with height, but I had speed, 
and I understood one thing better than anyone in my school. If you 
wanted to be on the court at the end of the game, you needed to make 
free-throws. I put in hours and hours of work and used my shooting 
to get a spot in the rotation and earned the starting guard position for 
my junior and senior year.
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With that insight, and the battery analogy Greg uses to describe 
when pressing employees out of their comfort zone, I feel like I’m 
looking at my people through new eyes. Now, not only am I describ-
ing the path they need to get to partner, I’m advising them on ways to 
use their strengths to move in the right direction. We’re getting on the 
same page and I see how it will help.

—Michael K. Bydalek, Partner, Kutak Rock, LLP

Technology Will Set You Free

The last concept is the idea behind robots: machines are made to help us 
do our work. They make it easier and improve our lives through automa-
tion. This book shows you how to use technology to lock in your people’s 
gains and it’s the last concept we need to cover before jumping into the 
nuts and bolts of FIT. So far, we’ve talked about speeding up by slowing 
down, we’ve covered the importance of a deep understanding of your 
buyer’s decision process, we’ve talked about the reasons your people buy 
into your vision, and we’ve looked at unleashing the power of self-iden-
tified strengths. As you make incremental gains in each of those areas, 
technology can help us build momentum using automation.

Studies show that in individual coaching sessions, half of the insights 
that are unleashed are lost within 24 hours unless they are acted on. The 
number climbs to over 80 percent of insights being lost in 72 hours. 
You’ve experienced this if you’ve attended a powerful presentation at 
a conference breakout session. Before you leave the session, you take 
detailed notes about how you’re going to implement your insight when 
you get back to the office. At the social gathering after the session, you 
begin to lose enthusiasm as you hear others share similar insights and talk 
about similar plans. On the plane ride home the next morning, you make 
some initial notes to relay to your team on Monday because it’s the week-
end. Every conference seems to end on a Friday or Saturday, right? By 
Monday, the impetus is lost. Sure, we try to re-tell the stories and relate 
them to our managers, but I guess you had to be there, in the end. At that 
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moment, if you’re lucky, you will communicate 20 percent of the ideas 
that the conference sparked. If your people go right to work, they will put 
50 percent of your 20 percent into action.

The way to think of technology is that as you unleash ideas in your 
people, the clock starts ticking. They need to take immediate action 
to lock that idea in. As we said in the first chapter, adults learn in the 
sequence, tell–show–do–review. That “do” part is important in locking in 
new ideas. If there is a robot there to help your people repeat their initial 
actions, their retention goes up, your effort to rebuild the moment goes 
down, and your progress increases exponentially over time.

When I was a new sales rep, one of my tasks was to send hand-writ-
ten thank you notes to customers and prospects at various times in the 
year. Their birthday, their anniversary with the company, and on the half 
anniversary. At first, this was easy because I didn’t have any customers and 
few prospects where a hand-written note made sense. After a few months, 
however, when asked if I had any notes to send that week, I generally for-
got. After a few weeks of doing the head-slap and promising that I’d get 
them out before leaving for the weekend, Mr. Carl said, “Mr. Chambers, 
if you can’t get this down, I’m going to let you go.” That was shocking. He 
followed that with, “But there’s no reasons for that, because all you need 
is a trigger. Something that reminds you to remind yourself to write the 
notes each week, and it can’t be me.” That’s what it took. From then on 
and to this day when I think Friday, I think Fired.

Technology can be that trigger. Sometimes you will be asking it to 
automatically do the activity that needs to be done—send notes, print 
correspondence, prompt phone calls—but many other times, you will 
be asking the technology to simply trigger a reminder to try the new 
task again. In The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth, technology 
is the thing that turns nonsales people into competent marketers. Just 
like another of Mr. Carl’s sayings, “In sales, the only things you have 
are  follow-up and follow through.” Technology is the secret weapon that 
helps the nonsalesy staff member generate opportunities. We’ll use the 
robots to make things easier, versus using them to complicate our team’s 
lives.
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Remember

• Speed up by slowing down
• Put your people’s self-identified strengths to use every day
• Lock in small gains with technology



PART II

Strategy and Leadership





CHAPTER 3

The Vision—Strategy and 
Planning Are Not the 

Same Thing

Strategy Isn’t Planning

Strategic planning is an oxymoron, says Alan Weiss, PhD. In his book 
Best Laid Plans,1 he tells us:

The failure of strategies is most often—yes, most often—not the 
result of poorly conceived strategies but rather the result of poor 
implementation. Or to be more precise, it is the result of a weak 
connection between the strategic vision—the “what” the organi-
zation is trying to become—and the implementation—the “how” 
of the organization’s approach to attain the vision.

I will go further and suggest that in most small- to mid-sized busi-
nesses, there isn’t a “what” the organization is trying to become, just a lot 
of loosely aligned “how’s” being implemented, often with vigor. Compa-
nies need to communicate what they are trying to become. The blame for 
this, as Dr. Weiss says, is that the oxymoron “strategic planning” muddies 
waters that are already opaque for many leaders. Strategy is top down and 
gives people their goals, but planning is bottom up and strangles senior 
management.

The F in FIT is all about focus, which is establishing what your orga-
nization is trying to become and how you plan to approach that vision. 

1 Weiss, A. 1994. Best-Laid Plans: Turning Strategy into Action Throughout Your 
Organization, xi. Las Brisas Research Press.
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The first step in unleashing your people’s hidden business development 
 powers is communicating what your company is trying to become. This 
goes beyond getting their heads to nod in agreement because what we 
need is for them to take the next step and communicate what your 
company is becoming to prospects, customers, and vendors. For that to 
 happen, you must start with where you want to go.

Peter Fink is the owner of Certified Transmission headquartered in 
Omaha, NE. They own and operate 13 retail locations in four states and 
are one of the largest suppliers of remanufactured transmissions in the 
world. It’s an impressive operation that started with a two-bay gas station, 
Peter’s tool box, and one-thousand dollars. The first time I met Peter, 
I asked him what his vision for the company is.

“To dominate our market,” he said.
Fair enough, I thought. “And how will you know if you’re dominating 

your market?” I said, “Is there some metric or measurement you’re using?”
He looked at me like I didn’t hear him the first time. “I want all of the 

business. All of it.”
Now I looked confused because I couldn’t tell if he was pulling my leg.
“And as long as I see other transmission places,” he continued, “I 

know we’re not there.”
I’ve replayed that conversation in my mind over the years because 

at first, I thought he was just giving me a rah-rah, we must win, coach 
pitch. I’ve concluded that he wasn’t. What he was giving me was the same 
message he gives to each and every one of his people. Their vision is to 
be the only place you would ever need to go for your vehicle’s transmis-
sion problems. They want to dominate the market by being the best-in-
formed, most courteous, trustworthy, and dependable repair shop in each 
city they operate in. They want the remanufactured transmissions they 
sell to hundreds of other retailers to reflect that same attention to quality. 
If I sound like I’m gushing, it’s because I have learned that the simplicity 
of his message, his vision of being the only place anyone would ever need 
to go to for transmission problems, is the best example of a crystal clear 
strategic vision that I’ve experienced.

That’s what the Focus in FIT requires you to do. To be as clear in your 
vision as Peter Fink is in his. To get there, we have a set of exercises that 
will help your leadership team. Before we explore those exercises, a quick 
word on leadership teams.
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The leadership team setting the strategic vision is small. In most cases, 
smaller than your current leadership team. For most mid-sized companies 
with fewer than 150 employees, we recommend three. The reason for this 
is because to get a clearly communicated vision, there can be no message 
variance on the leadership team. Once we get beyond the leadership team 
and into the rest of your organization, the vision starts getting watered 
down. The further you are from the leadership team, the more watered 
down it becomes. To combat this entropy, we begin with a small group 
that shares the same strategic vision and can clearly communicate it to 
the next group, which is the planning committee. Refer to Figure 3.1, 
clarity circles.

At the top of the y-axis, at full clarity, and the middle of the x-axis, with 
no variance of message, is the leadership team. Even with a small team of 
three, getting full commitment to one vision of the future organization is 
hard work. Contrast that with what my local chamber of commerce did. 
They invited 200 stakeholders to participate in their strategic planning 
activities. A nonprofit that I volunteer for invited 13 board members to 
a half-day retreat to set a strategic vision. From the outside, both groups 
have a strong mission, vision, values statement. On the inside, multiple 
agendas are pursued, and effectiveness is diminished.

If it helps, imagine a fire hose. I used to work in an oil refinery on the 
safety crew. One of the perks of the job was dressing up like a fireman 
and discharging water through the hoses to make sure everything was in 
working order in case of emergency. The fire hose nozzles were shaped like 

Figure 3.1 Clear Vision, Clear Message
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guns, but instead of a trigger by your finger, one hand holds the pistol 
grip, and the other hand works another handle on top of the nozzle that 
controls the flow of water. Once your flow is set, you turn the front of the 
nozzle to set the spray pattern. The pattern ranges from wide enough to 
drench the full façade of a two-story house with a heavy rain, to a narrow 
pattern powerful enough to punch through a brick wall. The smaller your 
leadership team is, the narrower your stream will be, and the more pow-
erful your message will be.

Clients have pushed back on this idea, pointing out that studies show 
that the more control over an outcome their people have, the more likely 
they are to buy into the vision. That’s not exactly right. As we stated in 
Chapter 2, your people will buy into the vision for any number of reasons 
that are not directly related to the vision. What they need control over, 
what they need buy-in to, is how they get there. That is where the use of 
self-identified strengths, and autonomy come into play.

The size of your leadership team needs to be no more than three. The 
size of your planning committee I leave up to you. That’s where I’ll let 
your leadership team demonstrate their clear message, and do it in crystal 
clear terms, as they ask for input on how to get there. 

Field Notes

Jim Anderson’s career in finance has led him from running multina-
tionals, to running a malting company (yay beer!), to his current career 
in private equity. As we talked about the premise behind The Human 
Being’s Guide to Business Growth, he shared his Butterball Turkey story.

Early in his career, Jim’s company purchased Butterball Turkey 
and he was on the team responsible for integrating them. When he 
arrived, he found a business easy to describe—they grow, kill, and 
package turkeys—but a leadership team that struggled to identify who 
the customer was. There were distributers, food companies, grocers, 
and co-ops creating a complex definition of their “customer,” and it 
resulted in an organization heavy in consultants and key performance 
 indicators (KPIs).

“I saw the need for simplicity because the business is simple at a 
high level,” Jim said, “they sell turkey.”
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Similar to FIT, Jim started with a clear vision of the future which 
started with their definition of a customer. “The customer,” he said, 
“is the consumer of turkeys. Our job, therefore, is to make consuming 
turkeys a great experience.”

If you devour business stories like I do, the Butterball Turkey hotline 
immediately comes to mind. It’s an innovation that comes directly 
from that focus. It bypasses all of Butterball’s business  definitions of 
“customers” and connects staff directly to the consumer, focused on 
making turkey consumption a great experience.

Jim knew business is complex, so he saw his job as simplifying the 
company’s focus and reminding his people to keep the consumer in 
mind each and every day. Jim’s Butterball story speaks to the power 
of Focus.

Strategy in Hours

It’s time for your first strategic vision exercise. The days of 5-year and 
10-year plans are gone. Time and distance, regardless of your industry, is 
compressing and each step you take into the future changes that future. 
To work in this new reality, you need a process for setting a strategic 
vision that doesn’t take a retreat, multiple days offsite, or thick binders 
of materials to be produced. You need a process that lets your leadership 
team—your small, agile leadership team—quickly set a strategic vision 
that your planning committee can work with. Let me show you how we 
do it.

Step one: Start your strategy sessions by framing this concept in 
Figure 3.2, past/future:

Your strategic vision is firmly entrenched in the future and is divorced 
from the past. What I mean is the future is where we want to go without 
the constraints of today. It’s aspirational. The reason for that is because 

Figure 3.2 Strategy looks to the future, planning looks to the past 
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aspirational visions are emotional and it is emotions that drive action. It’s 
emotions that shake the trees and move the mountains. Logic won’t do 
that. Logic is what we use to justify decisions, but emotion is what drives 
action.

Think about your last beach vacation. The idea of sunshine, umbrella 
drinks, and having nothing to do for a week is an emotional idea. The 
idea of sunburns, overpriced buffets, and being stuck in an 11 p.m. 
 layover at Chicago O’Hare on the way back is an emotional idea. One 
drives action to go, the other may drive action to skip the trip. Either 
way, once that decision is made, logic kicks in. If you go, logic says you 
got a great deal, you’re recharged and getting more done, and your team 
became more independent without you there. If you stay and catch up 
with work instead, logic says that you saved a bundle and you were there 
for the team when that emergency happened, because, let’s face it, there 
is always an emergency.

Strategic vision is three parts emotion to one part logic. Planning, on 
the other hand, is three parts logic with a splash of emotion. To get the 
recipe for your strategic vision right, ignore your present constraints in 
your strategy meeting today, because you are going to focus on the future.

Step two: Make the future your own
The future will look a lot more like today than we think. The exercise 

for step two is to make the future your own by putting your small team 
into the right state of mind. To do that we are going to use an exercise that 
the futurists like to call, remembering the future. To get there, we need 
three pieces: A place, a client, and an event.

Get to the flip chart, put your names across the top, and down the 
side, list place, client, and event. To start, go around the room and pick 
a place that you know well. It can be a vacation spot, your kid’s college 
town, or your hometown. The only requirement is that you know it well. 
List each attendee’s place under their name.

The client line is a company that you know well enough to name 
your key contacts, their main business drivers, and a little about their 
 customers. Like “place,” the requirement is that you know the client well. 

The last element of the exercise is to figure out why each of you 
are with your clients in that place at the same time. What is the event 
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bringing you together? Everyone needs to take seven minutes to come up 
with their story. For instance, if I come up with Manzanillo, Mexico as 
a favorite place, and my pharmaceutical consultancy as a client I know 
well, why would we both be in Manzanillo at the same time? Let me take 
a minute and make something up.

One of the only reasons I can think of us being down there is to enter-
tain a large client with a deep-sea fishing excursion and client planning 
session. It’s not out of the realm of possibility, and I can almost feel the 
sun on my face as the boat jumps the waves out to our spot. Past the big 
rocks protecting the bay and out in the open waters where the trophy fish 
are waiting.

Did it ever happen? No. But since I know Dan well, and I know the 
spot well, it’s easy to imagine a reason for being there and it almost feels 
like it’s happened. As a matter of fact, I imagine the movie The Fugitive 
with Harrison Ford. Dan and I are entertaining Devlin McGregor, the 
giant pharma company, and getting our picture taken with a monster fish.

That’s how we center the leadership team to imagine the future. Next 
is the meat of the exercise, imagining our industry three to five years out. 
What are the changes shaping our industry? What are the new challenges 
our customers will be facing? What will the regulatory environment be 
like? What technology is going to re-arrange how we operate?

That leads to answering the smaller questions our people will ask.

• What is our company’s purpose in that future?
• In that future, we’ll know we’re successful when what 

 happens?
• What do our company values force us to act like in this 

future?

What you end up with is a future that your leadership team can fit 
answers into. Most leadership teams light up at this because it feels like 
progress, and it is. This is how we see the future and this is how we’ll fit 
in. This is where our company will provide value in the future.

Step three: Gauge the distance between where you are today, and 
the future you just described.
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On the white board, Figure 3.3, future to today, helps describe the 
process thus far.

It’s here where the joy from step two dissipates. This is the right time 
in the strategy day to look at the limits of today’s organization. Do we 
have the right people? Do we have the right capital structure? Do we have 
the right technology?

We suggest not lingering here except to put in place some of the met-
rics that you’ll be using to steer the company into that future. This is 
where we talk about the market size, the number of customers, the cost 
of operations, the number of employees, and whatever other metrics will 
govern the business. We don’t keep an exhaustive list because our clients 
have very little problem coming up with items to track. This is where you 
are the content expert and you make a list of possible metrics you can give 
to your planning committee.

Step four: Set your markers from the future to today
With a vision of the future and a list of metrics, you’re ready to jump 

back into the future. We start with the date we were using in step two and 
for this example, let’s say it’s five years into the future. Our next exercise 
is going to take us back into that future and we’ll start by asking this 
question:

What do we need in place by year four, to make year five a reality?
The question is important because the gap you’ve identified between 

today and the future is, and needs to be, way too large for you to get to 
right now. A lot of things need happen, most of them good, for your place 
in the future to be secured. Instead of jumping right into that future, 

Figure 3.3 Work from the future to today
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we’re going to go almost into the future. We’re going to its doorstep and 
asking ourselves what the doorstep looks like.

How many customers will we need the year before we realize our 
vision?

What will the product mix look like in the year before our vision 
happens?

Who will be on our team, trained and ready to lead our people into 
that vision?

This process is going to be repeated, as we see in the circles that come 
from the future back to today in Figure 3.4.

Figure 3.4 Identifying the distance from the future to today

We’re going to get our small team on the same page knowing what has 
to happen right before year five? And what must happen right before year 
four? And before year three?

Before we know it, we’re into asking ourselves what needs to happen 
in the coming year, and that is when the strategy meeting ends, because 
what is going to happen next is planning, and that requires the buy-in 
from your next group. You should have a rough outline that looks like 
this in Figure 3.5.

This process takes less than a day to implement and only requires 
quarterly maintenance to be effective. Each quarter, the leadership team 
gathers to answer this question: What, if anything, have we learned in the 
last quarter that will change our vision of the future and how we fit in?
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If we’ve done our job, your leadership team should describe the exact 
same future to anyone who asks. It’s my test. I should be able to stop you 
in the hall, at any moment, and no matter who I ask, the description of 
the future will be the same.

Aligning Decision Making and Strategy

Armed with our clear vision of the future, we’re ready to let our people 
make plans for how to make the strategic vision a reality. This is where 
traditional planning takes place. We’re going to ask the planning team to 
look at the destination and plot a course for how to get there. Specifically, 
we want them to come up with the metrics that will show us that we’re 
either on the right track (green), concerned that we’re off track (yellow), 
or not going the right way (red).

I’ve seen this approach used to great success because it’s a management 
tool that everyone understands. If you’re on the right track results should 
be in line with expectations, if you’re concerned, the management team 
should be helping with ideas on how to fix the direction, and if a man-
ager knows something isn’t working, everyone needs to help troubleshoot 
the problems. I’ve seen this approach fail too. It requires honesty and 

Figure 3.5 Creating a plan to bridge the gap from today to the future
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vulnerability, which we don’t have space to address here, but for managers 
to seek help, they need to trust the people they open themselves to.

This stage of the FIT process is where we introduce using self-identi-
fied strengths in decision making aligned with strategy. That’s a mouthful 
but it’s where our leadership will begin to take ownership of the vision 
and begin to communicate it to their employees, vendors, and customers. 
This is where we lay out the playing field that our people can work on.

The playing field is the best analogy to help your planning team align 
their decision making with strategy because it requires empowerment. 
If I know where the out of bounds is, I can move faster and more accu-
rately with my decisions. We suggest putting a field on the white board 
and using the borders as discussion points for the constraints that your 
organization will use for decision making. It looks like Figure 3.6, the 
playing field.

For your discussion, we suggest you use boundaries that are important 
to you, but in a pinch, there are some go-to boundaries that are sure to 
bring about conversation. Ethics, funding, personnel, customer service, 
and regulatory boundaries will stimulate conversation. The way to get the 
conversation moving is to use a form of problem solving that Kepner–
Tregoe taught in the late 1960s,2 is and is not. As in, “this example is part 

2 Kepner, C., Tregoe, B., 1965. The Rational Manager: A Systematic Approach to 
Problem Solving and Decision Making. McGraw-Hill.

Figure 3.6 Fast decision making on a playing field
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of the playing field, and that means that this example is out of bounds.” 
Let’s use new business development as an example.

One of my clients was making plans for how to work inside of a new 
industry segment. Their business is finance, and this industry segment 
looked promising, but as one of the reps pointed out in the planning 
session, some of the deals “have a little hair on them.” The group nods 
their heads in agreement, which leads the underwriting representative to 
push back asking why they should dedicate any resources to business that 
might be unsavory. The conversation went south as examples of good 
deals and bad deals bubbled up and we drifted from fact to anecdotes 
as debate centered on whether or not a customer was worth pursuing. I 
walked to the front of the room and drew the field of play, putting “good 
prospect?” on the top line, then writing “is” in the middle of the field, and 
“is not” outside the four sides of the field.

“If customer service is defined as the level of service you give to cus-
tomers, someone give me an example of when a deal is not what you 
want, a service that you won’t provide,” I said. The underwriter came up 
with an example of a medical practice with files marked with the wrong 
Medicare codes, requiring more steps to underwrite the asset. “If that’s 
not what we want, a practice that can’t code correctly, the opposite should 
be inside the field of play, right? We should be okay with a medical prac-
tice that only occasionally uses the wrong codes.” I write “wrong coding” 
outside the field, and “correct coding” inside. 

“That’s not true. We can’t accept any wrong codes. If we find one 
instance we need to check all their records, and that’s a lot of work too,” 
he said and debate continued.

The discussion moved away from random anecdotes about the past 
to defining the kind of customers they want in the future, within the 
strategic vision set by the leadership. This order of events, the small group 
setting the vision, the larger group setting the plan, and structuring con-
versation with the playing field metaphor, results in discussions about 
how you want your people to behave going forward. It helps the planning 
team make decisions that fit the strategic vision.

The speed of the planning sessions relies on a clear vision of the future. 
There can be no more debate about where you’re going, however we wel-
come robust discussion about the best way to get there. The best way for 
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your company’s unique size, resources, and disposition. The planning day 
is all about how we make the future happen inside of the constraints of 
our organization, financially, service wise, ethically, and legally.

Speeding Up Decision Making

This is a good place to talk about increasing the speed of decision making 
in your organization. The speed of your people’s decisions is not depen-
dent on a quirk in their personalities. Ted doesn’t make decisions faster 
than Mary because she’s more cautious and he’s more carefree. Their daily 
decisions rely on the interaction of two forces: autonomy and alignment.

Autonomy comes from the leadership team. We’re defining it as 
self-reliance, self-rule, or independence. It’s earned over time. The more 
your people are given the autonomy to make decisions without direction 
from above, the faster decisions will be made.

Alignment also comes from the leadership team. We’re defining it as 
positioned or arranged in line with the strategic vision of the company. 
It’s a communication issue. The more your people are aligned with the 
strategic vision of the company, the better their decisions will be. Let’s 
look at Figure 3.7, autonomy and alignment.

When we bring up the Ted and Mary examples, the first thing most 
people think of is a Ted with high autonomy and low alignment. The prima 

Figure 3.7 Autonomy and Alignment
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donna who asks for forgiveness and not permission. We find him in sales, 
out shaking trees and making things happen. When we think of Mary, we 
put her in high alignment and low autonomy. The bureaucrat that knows 
what the strategic vision is, understands exactly what the playing field is, 
and hides in the middle of it, not wanting to make the wrong call.

The way to speed up decision making is to move both Ted and Mary 
into the upper right quadrant. Mary will make more decisions, faster, 
when she feels that she has the autonomy to make those calls. She ben-
efits the most from understanding her strengths and applying them to 
the tasks at hand. Ted will make better decisions with the same speed 
when he knows the playing field boundaries. He benefits the most from 
understanding the clear vision of where he needs to be and when he has 
stepped over the line.

They are rudimentary examples, for sure, but they illustrate the 
importance of a strong strategic vision. The fewer people who decide the 
vision, the stronger it is, and the clearer it is communicated, especially in 
mid-sized companies.

Reviewing Strategy and Planning

Working at a big bank, one element of their planning that translates well 
into smaller, nimbler organizations is the regular use of re-forecasting. 
Strategy requires a quarterly review with the core leadership team and 
those meetings are controlled with a series of questions couched in the 
future, just like the initial exercise.

• What, if anything, has changed with technology?
• What, if anything, has changed with competitors?
• What, if anything, has changed in our current resources?
• If we had to draw it up again, do we still think our first step 

back from the future is what we’ll need to make the vision 
come true?

These questions are simple starters, and when the leadership team pre-
pares for them ahead of time, the quarterly strategic vision meetings don’t 
take long to complete. Like a golfer on a long par five hole, we need to be 



 THE VISION—STRATEGY AND PLANNING ARE NOT THE SAME THING 47

able to describe what the hole looks like and what the green will look like, 
but its exact pin placement and the slope of the green are fuzzy ideas. I 
like to use Figure 3.8, the black box of ambiguity to illustrate this point.

We know where we are today, we know where we want to be tomor-
row, but the in-between is open. We don’t have the visibility there. Your 
quarterly strategic vision meetings are to check that you still have the 
destination clearly in mind.

The planning checkups are different. To stick with the golfer on a long 
par five analogy a little longer, the planning checkups are as detailed as the 
pre-shot routine before teeing off. We know where the green is and that 
the hole is four-and-half inches in diameter, and right now that golfer is 
concerned with getting a good start on the hole. The wind, the hazards, 
his standing in the foursome’s betting, whether to use a draw or fade, and 
so on. The monthly planning sessions are a place to make adjustments. 
As my banker friends used to call it, re-forecasting. Let’s take what we’ve 
learned in the last 30 days, and think about adjustments that need to be 
made. Let’s think about ways to lock in activity that will result in momen-
tum down the road, and let’s consider if our metrics are still relevant.

The way we do that is by first, not doing what I see happen with most 
strategic plans. I ask to see it in order to ask about progress toward the 
goal, and I’m met with a look of, “Hmm, where did I put that?” It’s gener-
ally in a tabbed, three-ring binder, and it looks like it hasn’t been touched 
since the last time someone was in asking about progress. Here’s the thing 
you know but is worth bringing up right now. Every step you take into 
the future, changes the future.

We use this simple graphic to orient our conversations with clients. 
Figure 3.9—past, present, future.

Figure 3.8 The black box of ambiguity
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The past is perfect in this sense. Our financial team can look back 
and tell us exactly what happened and we can build a story about why 
we think it happened. That’s the beauty of the past, and it should help us 
make decisions in the future. This is why we encourage our finance teams, 
our marketing teams, and our sales teams to collect as much data in a 
usable format as possible. It represents the past and it’s our only perfect 
information.

The present is where we make decisions. Day to day. It’s where the 
past meets the future. It’s the black box of ambiguity. It’s where, my old 
mentor would say, “We simply need you to do the right thing, most the 
time, to get to where we want to go.” When we make the decision, it’s 
informed by the future, but once it’s been put into action, the results are 
part of the past. Planning sessions are all about the decisions we’re making 
today.

For planning and re-forecasting we encourage a simple format, 
repeated every month, because repetition aids communication. We use 
the timeline to stay on track.

• What did we think was going to happen this last month? 
(our old predicted future)

• What happened last month? (our actual results)
• What do we want to happen next month?

The planning team consists of all departments working toward the 
goal, so all areas of the company are represented. This isn’t the place for an 
airing of grievances, it’s the place to talk about what’s happening, framed 
as, here’s what I wanted to happen, here’s what happened, and armed 
with that new information, here’s what I want to happen before the next 
 meeting. Each department should be working on one main objective 
that cannot be completed in a month. If they think it will be completed 
during the month, they get to add a second objective to start on.

Figure 3.9 Timeline to orient conversations
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We do it this way because meetings in small companies can be a drag. 
Everyone kind of knows what everyone else is doing, but the planning 
meetings serve two purposes. It reminds everybody of the big target and 
the steps to get there and it reminds everyone that single, important 
 priorities moving forward a mile, add up faster over time than multiple 
priorities moving inches ahead.

If those are the two big purposes, the side benefit of these meetings 
is that they are places where managers can actively learn how to manage 
their own people. As a new manager sitting in a room of seasoned man-
agers, some making progress, some not, they see firsthand that everyone 
needs to know where the company is going, how to prioritize, and how 
to adjust.

Willa Cather, the great novelist, sums up how important this ability 
to hold a vision of the future is through the voice of one of her characters, 
Captain Forrester, the old road builder, in her novel, A Lost Lady.

“Well, then, my philosophy is that what you think of and plan 
for day by day, in spite of yourself, so to speak—you will get. You 
will get it more or less. That is, unless, you are one of the  people 
who get nothing in this world. There are such people. I  have 
lived too much in mining works and construction camps not to 
know that.”

He paused as if, though this was too dark a chapter to go into, it 
must have its place, its moment of silent recognition. “If you are 
not one of those, you will accomplish what you dream most.”

“And why? That’s the interesting part of it,” his wife prompted 
him.

“Because,” he roused himself from his abstraction and looked 
at the company, “because a thing that is dreamed of in the way 
I mean, is already an accomplished fact.”

Cather captures the essence of strategy and planning in that passage. 
A clear destination, continuously illuminated, will draw you to itself. 
That is the spirit of the old West and that’s the spirit your company needs 
to accomplish your strategic vision.
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My aunt put it another way, she said, “Gregory, all prayers are 
answered, just not in the exact same way or exact same time frame as we 
ask for them.” I always thought that was loose enough to describe any 
result, but I get her point and I want you to keep it in mind for your own 
strategy and planning because it’s the first step in unleashing your people’s 
hidden growth potential.

Show them where you’re going.

Remember

• Strategy and planning are two different things.
• Set your strategy in less than a day.
• Planning is a group activity on how to get there.



CHAPTER 4

The Boss—It Starts at 
the Top

Your company’s culture is how your people behave on a day-to-day basis, 
regardless of what your mission, vision, and values statement says. These 
daily behaviors exist whether or not they align with your strategic vision. 
The best way to unleash your company’s hidden growth potential is to 
model your desired culture at the top. In this chapter, we’ll explore what 
that means and identify some actions you can take today to get your lead-
ership team to behave in concert with your strategic vision.

You Have Too Many Direct Reports

“We’re a flat organization,” the CEO of a growing marketing agency tells 
me. “I don’t want to be management heavy.”

The companies I work with are vocal about their aversion to big 
bloated management structures, but because most of them have fewer 
than 250 employees, it’s not real. I say that because at this size, the com-
pany’s focus is going to be external in nature, and big bloated manage-
ment structures are a feature of large established companies that focus 
internally. Take a look at Figure 4.1, company focus.

Figure 4.1 Small vs. big company focus
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The smaller and nimbler the organization, the more it focuses on 
external issues such as customers, competition, and market forces. The 
larger the organization, the more it focuses on internal issues such as 
employee retention, communication, and compliance.

The reason this idea is important when you’re unleashing your compa-
ny’s business development potential is because smaller organizations have 
too many direct reports. During our talk with the marketing agency CEO 
from the beginning of this section, she shows us her organization chart, 
and as she said, it is very flat. With so many people in the organization 
having a de facto dotted line relationship to her, we ask, from a practi-
cal standpoint, how will she encourage and monitor additional business 
development activity?

She looks at me and I can see the frustration building. “This is the 
problem we have with business development. We don’t have time to get it 
done. It’s too easy to put it aside.”

She’s right. And when it comes to unleashing the power of her people 
for growth, when that black box of ambiguity is too opaque, uncom-
fortable activities such as business development get left behind. My old 
mentor would say, “The reason you don’t change is because you don’t 
know the next step to take,” and over time that’s come to mean to me 
that people don’t fear change, they want the change. What they fear is the 
process to get there. They fear the black box. We know this and to help 
our marketing firm CEO, the first thing we did was remove some of the 
mystery in that black box by encouraging her to model the behavior she 
wants in the organization and by reducing the size of her business devel-
opment direct report list.

We made the change smaller, or as the old saw goes, we asked her to 
eat the elephant one bite at a time.

As we’ve covered to this point, at the top of the organization:

• Your first step is to clearly define the strategic vision of the 
organization.

• The second step is to identify where you are today and 
 measure the gap between now and the future.

• The third step is to create markers to aim for along the way.
• And the fourth step is to allow your planning team to create a 

plan to hit their numbers.



 THE BOSS—IT STARTS AT THE TOP 53

Your job doesn’t end with creating markers because you need to help 
your leaders manage the business development steps required to make the 
plan happen. To do that, you are going to use a simple, repeatable process 
with your people, but you don’t need to do it with all of your people to 
start. You’ll use the one bite at a time approach.

Let’s stick with our CEO. In this example, she has eight functional 
direct reports and few more that have access to her as she walks the halls. 
When we meet, she’s busy enough to hope that she can hire us to take the 
additional burden of business development off her plate. The reason we 
won’t take that role is culture. We need her behaviors to change, because 
if they don’t her team’s behaviors will not change, no matter how much 
work we do. The company’s culture will revert back to its pre-engagement 
state. As Peter Drucker, management guru is credited with saying, culture 
eats strategy for breakfast. As much as she wants to outsource business 
development to us, it has to start with her.

What we recommended for her and will recommend for you is that 
she reject the notion that this change involve every one of her direct 
reports to start. For the purpose of unleashing the power of her people, 
we recommend that she start with one direct report and make progress on 
altering one behavior. The reason for this is because like the overweight 
person that needs to work out more, we need to make reasonable progress 
in a short period of time. To make it work, we need the CEO to reduce 
the number of her direct reports for new business development activity. 
We want her to go from the idea of altering the behavior of eight direct 
reports and a dozen other indirect reports, to simply influencing one.

How does she pick just one? First, don’t worry about making the right 
choice. To start, any choice will do. That said, it’s a good idea to leave 
your sales and marketing reports out of this for now. The idea of business 
growth is part of their job descriptions, and that presents its own chal-
lenge, which we’ll address in Chapter 6. For now, start with one direct 
report and begin the process. The process starts with repetition.

You’re Repeating Yourself

You’re going to be repeating yourself a lot. When I worked with a com-
puter training company, part of the sales process was to call area busi-
nesses and invite them in to our training center for a free course. It was 
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the early 2000s and companies were just beginning to not answer their 
phones, which led to most calls being sent to voicemail. Every new sales-
person wanted to talk to a live prospect, so at first, they would resist the 
idea of leaving a message, opting to call back instead. Our instruction to 
them on this point was simple, always leave a message. As a matter of fact, 
we asked them to always identify themselves and their company on each 
and every call.

As annoying as that process sounds, it served a very specific purpose. 
Our prospects were being bombarded by hundreds, if not thousands of 
commercial messages each day. As an individual salesperson, what were 
the chances of their single message getting through? One in twenty? One 
in a hundred? From the organization’s standpoint however, if there were a 
dozen salespeople leaving hundreds of messages a day in our target mar-
ket, how likely was it that they would know who we were at the end of 
the first year? I know the answer because I lived it. A new training center 
that repeated its name to prospects over and over again, took just over a 
year to gain market dominance.

The reason? Repetition.
Once you have your smaller, focused, business development behavior 

and person chosen, you’re going to sound like a broken record to them 
because, just like the computer training center, you’re going to use repeti-
tion to change behavior. And to repeat the theme of this section, behav-
ior determines culture. To unleash the hidden power of your people, the 
leadership needs to get used to the idea of repetition. You’re going to be 
repeating the same message over and over again, until the vision is crystal 
clear. Then you’re going to model the behavior you want to see.

Let’s go back to that Willa Cather quote in the last chapter, where 
the Captain says, “… what you think of and plan for day by day, in spite 
of yourself, so to speak—you will get. You will get it more or less.” Note 
the “day by day” part. The way a vision gets implanted is that it has to be 
repeated day by day. How will you know you’re on track? When you begin 
to speak, if your target employee starts to roll their eyes and say, “I know, I 
know … [insert your repeated vision here],” then you’re close, very close.

This is the role of your leadership team and one of the many reasons 
I have for keeping the strategic team very small. Repetition is easier when 
there are fewer people involved in creating the vision.
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Case Study

The COO of the database company I worked for was relentless in his 
questioning during our monthly financials. As a new general manager of 
one of our divisions, his glare over the reading glasses perched on his nose 
was enough to make my mouth go dry. He was relentless on one subject, 
new customers. How many new customers? How many did we have last 
month? How many this time last year? How many do I expect to get this 
month? How do I expect it to happen?

The thing that stuck out over years of this questioning was how repet-
itive it was, and no matter how well our division performed on the P&L, 
he never wavered. If the team had a great revenue month, how many 
were new customers? If the team had a low profit month, how many new 
customers?

Here’s what he knew and I did not appreciate until much later, the 
company needed new customers to reach its target of $1 billion in rev-
enue in 10 years. The CEO brought the billion dollar goal up at every 
town hall, the COO asked every month about new customers, the Sr. VP 
would send emails to his division marking progress, my VP would ask 
me about it weekly, and I was focused on … making the P&L look good. 
I really didn’t understand why they weren’t more impressed with the way 
I managed my profitable little $10 million division.

Months into the relentless questioning I changed. First, I knew walk-
ing into the monthly financials that I needed to know my new customer 
numbers and plan. Second, I found myself asking my direct reports 
about new customers. Lastly, I began to think of new ways to attract 
new  customers, which led to combining another division’s niche product 
with mine Frankenstein style, which we added to our mailings and which 
in turn, 12 months into my tenure, led to a rapid rise in new customer 
growth.

It all started with that COO’s repetitive questioning. I went through 
something like the stages of grief every time he asked, starting with why is 
he asking that? Moving to, he keeps asking that, why doesn’t he see what 
I see? Then to, I’m tired of not having an answer to his questions. Finally, 
to an insight, “you know how we could get more customers?” Which, in 
turn, led to providing real value to the company.
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You’re going to repeat yourself. That’s okay because it’s necessary to 
unleash the power of your people.

Your Future Leadership Team

As you embark on this journey, your current leadership team may not be 
your future leadership team. While we know this conceptually, we need 
to investigate this concept further before we talk about the challenges of 
getting your leadership team to embrace your vision. Some will jump on 
board, some will leave, and others will slowly wilt in place.

Your organization of today and your organization of tomorrow 
require different skills. For instance, a small organization with fewer than 
15 employees requires people with broad skill sets because day to day, 
the company needs multiple things to be done. A company with 100 
employees, in contrast, needs more management skill to keep the work in 
order and outcomes in focus. Chances are, in planning for your strategic 
vision, in the fourth step right before your vision comes to life, your com-
pany will require a different set of skills than you have in the organization 
today. I use Figure 4.2, the organization today/tomorrow inspired by Alan 
Weiss, PhD,1 to illustrate the point to my clients.

1 Weiss, A. 2012. “Common Sense Consulting #4, Succession Planning.”

Figure 4.2 Your organization today and tomorrow
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You have some people on your team today who have the skills you 
need for the future. They are ready today, even if the organization isn’t. 
You have other employees who have the capacity to fill roles in the future, 
but they are missing some skills today. We’ll use training to bring them 
up to speed. You have other employees who do not have the skills today 
and won’t have the skills in the future, but they will still be on board, just 
not in leadership positions. And lastly, you’ll have some people who won’t 
make the transition into the future organization. How do you fill those 
gaps? You’ll bring in new talent, right? You’ll hire some who are ready to fill 
roles today and some who will require training, but you’ll fill those gaps.

My point in bringing this up now, is that the first group that needs to 
be unleashed for business growth is your leadership team. They will enjoy 
the strategic vision exercises. They will even enjoy the planning exer-
cises. The part they will struggle with, is changing behaviors and establish-
ing the culture. The daily behaviors you need to put a new plan in action.

You see, the first rings in that strategic vision/planning document are 
going to be easy to reach doing much of what you’re doing right now. 
Most early goals can be reached without changing the culture at all. Your 
job as CEO or leadership member is to focus more on the behaviors that 
produce the results, than the results. What you’re repeating is the “how” 
you want things done, not just “what” you want done.

Let’s dig into how this looks.

Leadership Sales Metrics

It’s probably a good guess to say that your leadership team does not have 
sales metrics. And if your leadership team does have sales metrics, there’s a 
good chance they aren’t hitting them consistently. When I ask leadership 
teams about metrics more often than not, I hear, “We should do more of 
that.” Or “I’m really bad at making time for that, but I know I need to 
do it.”

The reason leadership metrics are important is because of culture. As 
we said at the start of this chapter about culture, we know our people are 
going to look for gaps between what we say and what we do. Culture will 
eat strategy for breakfast. To unleash the hidden power of your people for 
growth, start with the behaviors at the top.



58 THE HUMAN BEING’S GUIDE TO BUSINESS GROWTH

To do this, we have to set metrics that can be hit and make a differ-
ence. Let’s define what leadership metrics look like because they will be 
different than traditional sales or marketing metrics. If we know that as 
human beings we’re happiest when we apply our strengths to tasks, that’s 
where we need to start. Your leadership team needs to know, you need 
to know, what their perceived character strengths are. Then you need to 
apply those strengths to business development activities that can be mea-
sured. It sounds simple because it is, but it’s not going to happen without 
effort.

Work I did with a real estate developer and his small leadership team 
gives us an example of how you can do this. This developer is always look-
ing at new project ideas and when one they like comes along, they have a 
need for funding. Their business development activity, therefore, is con-
tinuously filling the pipeline with potential investors. Work that the entire 
leadership team hated enough that they didn’t work at it until they were 
far enough in a project to be desperate for investors. That led to paying 
third party investment managers and getting creative with deal structure 
to meet deadlines. When we proposed the idea of monthly sales metrics 
for leadership, they balked. The principal said, “We’ve done the lunches 
and they’re uncomfortable because I’m desperate for cash or I don’t have 
anything specific to talk about.” We weren’t suggesting lunches, so our 
first challenge was getting him to open his mind. Just because it’s a sales 
metric, doesn’t mean it has to be a traditional sales metric.

We had them complete the VIA Test of Character Strengths and it 
showed his top three self-identified strengths are Judgment/Critical 
Thinking, Creativity/Originality, and Fairness/Justice. With those ideas 
in mind, we needed to apply those strengths to the task of developing 
future investors. We focused on his top strength because there is a shift in 
how we all consume information, but especially in how buyers consume 
information. It’s gone from the seller having all of the good informa-
tion to the buyer feeling like they have all the information they need at 
their fingertips. Valued sellers in the future will no longer be perceived 
as holding key information but rather perceived as helping clients inter-
pret the flood of information available. That’s where my developer client’s 
strengths were going to be put to use. He consumes real estate trends and 
data like it’s his job, because it is. However, unlike his potential investors 
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who have access to the same information, he has a unique way of inter-
preting it because he’s been in the business for so long. We decided that 
his metric was to put together a bi-monthly article on his thoughts, and 
get it to his list of contacts. Now, when he lunched or had coffee with 
them, his topic of conversation was not going to be investment and proj-
ects, but how to think about the data in the market.

Bi-monthly articles. Weekly touches. Those became the metrics that 
he could commit to, and were easier for him to face because he used his 
strengths to complete the tasks.

That is what your leadership metrics should look like. Yes, this means 
that each member of your leadership team and planning committee will 
have slightly different metrics, but it also means that those metrics are less 
likely to be met with zeroes when you ask how progress is being made. 
You’ll also notice that my developer’s metrics were not onerous. He was 
already having a few lunches a month with regular investors. He just 
needed to lift those numbers. In his case, he doubled the touches each 
month and his last project was oversubscribed after he introduced it. Even 
one percent change can add up over time. Get the leadership team on 
board.

“Not My Job” Objections

This is a good time to bring up the most common objection to the whole 
concept of The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth. “It’s not my job.”

This objection rears its head either overtly when you introduce the 
concept of everyone doing something for business development, or it 
shows up subtly when metrics are reported and instead of getting a new 
business report, you get a report on how well they are doing in their 
primary responsibilities. How you deal with this objection on your lead-
ership team will reflect how they deal with it on their teams, so I suggest 
dealing with it carefully and compassionately.

The main reason we don’t do a task is because we don’t know how it’s 
going to work out, right? It’s the fear of the unknown. Going back to the 
black box of ambiguity, we can buy into the outcome, but we have a hard 
time wandering through the black box to get there. We suggest a three-
step approach to overcoming the objection.
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First, acknowledge it. It’s real. They’re right that you didn’t hire them 
to develop business as their primary job, but you need them to do their 
part. Acknowledge their objection, but don’t change your position. “Gail, 
I know your primary job is HR, you’re right. But that doesn’t change the 
fact that I need every one of us growing the business. You know what our 
big vision is, and everyone needs to help us get there. Does that make 
sense?” Nine times out of 10, Gail understands the objective and doesn’t 
disagree with it. She is struggling with defining her next steps and making 
time for activities that will be uncomfortable.

Second step, let her work through a couple of reasons why it’s espe-
cially important for her, in her specific role, to figure this out. In Gail’s 
case, she’s HR, so you might ask it like this, “In your own words, give 
me one or two reasons why it’s important for HR to do business devel-
opment,” then listen. Gail will have to think about this one for a minute 
before coming up with something you both can agree on. “Well,” she 
might say, “since we’re involved in hiring and training of the staff, and 
since everyone has a responsibility for business development, then I guess 
HR should lead the way.” Perfect, I’ll take it. It’s reasonable and you can 
respond to that with, “That does make sense, doesn’t it?”

Third, get those strengths involved again. Good things happen when 
you put your heads together and try to fit strengths into objectives. Figure 
out a way to measure it, get a commitment, and move on. Small steps on 
the big journey.

To summarize:

• Acknowledge, but stay firm.
• Get your direct reports to express a reason to act that makes 

sense to them.
• Set a measurement and move on.

This approach works well with leaders because they are your highest 
functioning employees and they get it. Plus, we’re not looking to change 
the world, we just want to make progress on getting every employee to tell 
your company’s story to someone new, every day.
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Pain of Performance

Let’s leave this section on getting your leadership on board with one 
 particularly strong sentiment that they can hold on to.

You can choose the pain of performance, or the pain of nonperfor-
mance, but there is no way to escape the pain.

In order for us to reach any goal, we’re going to have to live with 
some amount of discomfort. You would think that means you can avoid 
discomfort if you don’t do anything, but that’s not the case. The pain of 
not doing anything is there too. I heard a CEO interviewed once about 
why there was so much emphasis in business on growth and he replied, 
“if you’re not growing, you’re in a slow-motion liquidation.” It’s true. 
The opposite of the pain of performance is the pain of nonperformance. 
The question isn’t how to get out of the pain, it’s where you want to be 
when the pain stops. Get your team to choose the pain of performance. 
The views from the top are much better.

Remember

• As the boss, your job is to model behavior for your leadership 
team.

• Set sales metrics for leadership the same way you want them 
to set metrics for their direct reports.

• There will be some pushback, be ready to help them 
through it.

• Plan for the future. What has happened, will happen.





PART III

Getting Everyone on the 
Same Page





CHAPTER 5

The Bus Drivers—Let’s Talk 
Management

In the first two sections of the book we focused on getting everyone on 
the same page and the zeroed in on company strategy and getting the 
leadership team on board. For the remainder of the book, we’re going to 
get into the specific challenges that you and your team will face imple-
menting these concepts on a daily basis. In this chapter, we’ll cover the 
unique challenges that small- to mid-sized businesses (SMBs) face in 
management and in the next chapter we’ll go into specific job roles.

Your Managers as Coaches

I listened to an interview with a new CEO of LEGO1 and he was telling 
a story about work-life balance. In it, he mentioned that his spouse was a 
physician and when he went from being a McKinsey consultant to being 
the CEO of a large multinational corporation, she said, let me get this 
straight, to be a physician, I have to go through undergrad, then four 
years of training, then three more years of practicing before I can be a 
doctor, but you just get to be a CEO out of nowhere?

That is the challenge that most managers face. We recognize talented 
leaders in our business who are great at their jobs and exhibit a capac-
ity for handling information and navigating change, so we call them in 
one day and say, “Congratulations. You’re a manager.” No training, no 
instruction, just a hope that it works out in our favor. In order for The 
Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth to trickle down to all areas of 
the organization, we need to overcome this challenge by teaching our 
managers to be coaches.

1 Ashcroft, J. 2014. “The Man Who Rescued Lego–Meettheboss.tv.” https://
youtu.be/JlVyiFqIg0w
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Before we get started, let me define what I mean by coaching. Your 
organization, at this moment, does not have all of your people working 
on business development. Your organization of the future will have all of 
your people doing something with business development. Your manage-
ment team is responsible for bridging that gap and they have a unique 
challenge ahead. They are managers because they have attained expertise 
in their area. Operations managers know how to keep the works in prog-
ress moving, the administration managers know how to best service their 
departments, and so on. Now you are asking them to help their people be 
more aware of business development, but they haven’t done that before. 
This is why we look to coaching for an example.

The best coaches are not required to be the best at implementation. 
They are required, however, to help their people implement change and 
offer correction and guidance along the way. They see situations for what 
they are, know where they want to go, and help their players get there. 
They don’t need to have the exact experiences their people will be going 
through, but they do need to be able to pull from their personal expe-
riences to guide their people. Here’s the secret to business development 
that all of your managers already possess. Great business development is 
at its core, helping clients make good decisions. Sometimes a good deci-
sion means using your company’s products and services, and sometimes 
a good decision means using another company’s products and services. 
Your people have been making decisions for years. Your managers have 
been helping others make decisions for years. They need to tap into that 
rich vein of experience, mix in their people’s strengths, aim at the out-
come, and make measurable progress in a reasonable amount of time.

Sounds simple, right? Again, simple but not easy. Let’s break out some 
differences between how new managers act and how experienced coaches 
act, in Table 5.1.

New manager behaviors Experienced coaching behaviors
Watch me show you how this is done. Let’s figure out how you will get the results 

we need.

I never liked meetings or reports, we’ll 
keep them to a minimum.

Regular meetings and reports save 
us time in the future because we’re 
 communicating. 

Table 5.1 New manager vs. experienced coach behaviors
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New managers tend to rely on what made them successful in their pre-
vious positions. Think about what skills that required. They needed deep 
knowledge of their task. They needed deep knowledge of the  company’s 
written and unwritten rules. Most important, they needed to act inde-
pendently to get things done within those rules. Revisit this double axis 
chart, Figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1 Autonomy and alignment

I may be your boss now, but don’t forget 
I did your job once. I can still hang.

I don’t need you to like me, I need you to 
respect me so we can get things done. 

I need to prove my worth to my boss. My job is to help the company achieve 
its vision.

I can figure this out on my own. I need to delegate in a wise way.

This is what the leadership team wants. 
I don’t set the strategy. Just do it.

We’re heading this direction because the 
future of the company depends on it. 

I need to see short-term evidence that 
I’m on the right path. 

I trust the process to give me long-term 
gratification and recognition. 

We assume that our new managers come from the upper right, where 
ability to act autonomously and alignment with the company’s strategy 
are strong. When we see new managers taking action but unable to act 
in concert with the company’s strategy, we write them off as lone wolves. 
This happens when the strategic direction of the company is not clearly 
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communicated. Chances are your new manager is aligned with the com-
pany’s written and unwritten rules, not the company’s strategic vision.

This means the new manager acts autonomously and you can trust 
them, but without buy in to the big vision, they focus on how the job 
gets done. “I can do my people’s jobs better than they can,” is the new 
manager’s thought. Contrast that with the coach’s thought process. They 
focus on getting a bunch of individual performers to work together for a 
common goal, the vision.

The reason this is important is because to unleash the hidden growth 
potential in your company, your front-line managers need to act autono-
mously but in concert with your strategic vision. They need to get all of 
their direct reports to act autonomously toward the strategic vision. That’s 
what opens up new ideas leading to growth.

The question we get is, “Greg, I see those new manager behaviors in 
some of my most veteran people, but how do I fix it?”

We have two ideas to help your leadership team make this happen.

1. The leadership team takes responsibility for how the leaders lead. 
This starts by recognizing that anointing a high performer into man-
agement does not mean they will act like a manager. Gallup has 
evidence that the reason most employees leave a company is because 
of their immediate supervisor. Anecdotally, my own life confirms 
this. When someone becomes a manager, they won’t magically know 
how to manage. That makes it imperative that the leadership team 
take responsibility for the culture of how your leaders lead. Again, 
the culture of your company are the observable behaviors in your 
company. How your managers lead their teams is your responsibility.

2. Not all managers are high individual performers. The default 
mechanism for choosing management and potential management is 
job performance. The problem with that is when you take a high per-
former and put them in a position they aren’t ready for, you lose their 
production and hurt the team’s production. A double hit. High per-
formance doesn’t equate to coaching ability. Take NBA coaches for 
example. How many professional NBA coaches were top-perform-
ing players? There are some, but the majority of great coaches are 
great at building a team and getting them to work together toward a 
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goal. Your best managers have the same skills. They don’t need to be 
the best at doing the actual work, they need to be the best at getting 
their people to work autonomously in alignment with the company’s 
strategic vision. Look for great managers at all levels.

We will take a giant step toward unleashing the hidden growth engine 
in our companies when we help our managers lead with the company’s 
strategic vision in mind.

Matching Words to Actions

We’ve brought up culture a few times and how the further we move from 
the small leadership team that set our strategic vision, the more your 
employees will be looking for physical evidence that you’re serious about 
achieving the plan. Your people are always on the lookout for actions that 
match your vision.

When Peter Drucker says, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast,” he 
alludes to what most parents know intuitively. If you’ve heard a parent 
say, “Do as I say, not as I do,” they are living this concept. No matter 
how clear your vision is, and no matter how bought in to the steps your 
planning team is, the entire company is watching to see if day-to-day 
decisions are aligned with the plan and the vision.

When I went to work at the big bank, the management team did 
a great job of painting their picture of the future and where I fit in. It 
involved hiring up to 40 remote representatives up and down the west 
coast where they only had two current employees. They talked about the 
training, the targets, and the opportunity that we would be sharing as 
new value was created. After my two-week training period, I settled into 
my office and asked about the recruiting process. The HR department 
told me I needed an open requisition. Never hearing this terminology 
before, I went to my boss and asked what it was. “They’re asking for the 
new hire permissions from the division president,” he said, “we should 
have some for you soon.” How soon? I asked. “Well before year end,” he 
replied.

It was March. What was I going to do for the next nine months? Could 
I at least start prospecting/interviewing for the future open requisitions? 
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“No, that’s not allowed because of [obscure bank rule].” Actions speaking 
louder than words.

That is what culture does to strategy. The vision of a rapidly expand-
ing division taking advantage of a fleeting opportunity gets put on hold 
because of procedure. The words did not match actions, and my enthusi-
asm waned as culture ate strategy for breakfast.

To unlock growth, you need a strong focus, like we’ve been outlining 
in the first chapters of this book. But vision alone isn’t enough. Once 
vision is in place, your people are going to study the leadership to see 
what their actions are. Specifically asking themselves, do the actions 
match the vision? The importance of this is hard to overstate. The number 
of fantastic visions that are dashed against the rocks of company culture 
are countless. It doesn’t have to be that way. Here are seven ways to match 
actions to words.

1. Be open about past attempts that have failed. It’s no secret there 
are unsuccessful initiatives that have been attempted in the past. 
There will be paths to the strategic vision that will turn out to be 
dead ends. If you remember back in Chapter 1, we said that in all 
new business activities, there is an element of luck involved. The past 
is perfectly known and we’re terrible at predicting the future. Don’t 
hide from it, embrace it. That includes being unapologetic about 
past attempts that fell short.

2. Ask your people for their help identifying disconnects. The best 
source for identifying where your leadership team is engaging in 
behaviors that aren’t aligned with the strategic vision is your direct 
reports. The problem is, they have a vested interest in not telling you 
about shortcomings. “Boss, you keep saying that you want the com-
pany to be customer obsessed, but when customer X was unhappy 
with the results of our service, you refused to refund their invest-
ment or take their call.” That’s a hard thing to say to your boss who 
has your paycheck in his hands. If you use this tactic, be aware that 
you’re going to have to be open to critique. It hurts, but it’s effective.

3. Give your people leeway to achieve outcomes. Going back to 
Table 5.1, if your people are aligned with the company’s goals, give 
them the autonomy they need to get there. The best employees will 
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embrace this opportunity. When training new managers, one of the 
first lessons learned is that it’s hard to get people to complete tasks in 
exactly the same way the manager does it. Focus first on the results, 
then work backward to fix process. One of the main drivers that 
unleashes the power of your people for business growth is that a 
suboptimal idea executed with vigor is more likely to succeed than 
a best practice that struggles to get implemented. Give everyone the 
leeway to achieve outcomes the organization needs within expected 
boundaries.

4. Eliminate fear with self-identified strengths applied to new 
behaviors. New goals and new activities are tough on your people 
and cause them to look for fault in their leaders. To overcome fear, 
we focus on changing behaviors. Doing that can be tricky because 
while molding behaviors is necessary, it can feel like coercion. 
A slightly better way to eliminate fear is to change their attitude, but 
like changing behaviors, trying to change attitudes can easily come 
across as a peer pressure tactic and falls short of real change. The 
best way to eliminate fears is to get to the beliefs that are behind the 
behaviors. And the easiest way to get to your people’s true beliefs is to 
use their self-identified strengths. What is a self-identified strength 
if not a belief? Start with what your people know best, their own 
self-identified strengths, and show them how those strengths can 
overcome the fears that keep them from developing new behaviors.

5. Admit the path is going to be rocky and failure is permitted. The 
black box of ambiguity is one of my most popular concepts because 
it recognizes that we’re fallible humans on an unpredictable jour-
ney. But like Will Cather’s Captain Forrester knew, if you keep the 
vision of your future clear in your head, you’ll get close to where 
you’re going. That message is one your people need to hear and if it 
becomes ingrained in the culture, it’s infectious. New employees pick 
up on the difference right away.

6. Flush out doubt when it shows up. Just as you can expose yourself 
and your leadership team to criticism when behaviors don’t match 
the vision, you can empower your leadership team to flush out any 
cynicism they suspect, and get to the root of it. That attitude of, 
“this is just another phase and it will go away soon,” is a weed in the 
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garden and if it’s not addressed, it takes over. Each spring the gardens 
are planted with visions of the fall bounty, but too often August rolls 
around and the gardener looks at the weeds covering their raised 
beds saying, “I didn’t want this to happen.” Cynicism from your 
people is that weed. Don’t let it fester.

7. Be true to yourself. It’s a process, not an event. Your vision won’t be 
completed in a day. The first part of your plan won’t be completed 
in a day. It’s a process and the journey is the best part of it. When 
your team unleashes their growth potential and every employee is 
excited to tell your story, when every vendor tells tales about your 
progress, and when word on the street is your company is a great 
place to work, that didn’t happen overnight. It took a strong vision 
and focus on culture.

Refer to those seven tactics to start, but filter them through your 
self-identified strengths to find one or two that feel like the right way to 
match your behaviors to culture. Your managers are watching.

Using Continuous Reviews for Change

Regular feedback is required to stay on your strategic vision’s path. Like 
a boat on the open ocean, your journey will not be a straight line and 
requires a constant trimming of the sails to stay on course. With the 
leadership teams I work with, the question on feedback is how often is 
enough? We break feedback into three buckets and put a time frame on 
each as a guide.

Bucket 1 is human feedback. We’re lumping in most daily human 
contacts here. You know the saying, absence makes the heart grow fonder? 
In the case of your direct reports and your peers, it’s more like absence 
makes the heart wonder what’s going on. Left to its own imagination, 
the heart will conjure up worst case scenarios, so in the human feedback 
bucket we’re looking for frequent contact.

These are pleasantries, the how are you today questions, the how was 
the game you were going to, the happy birthdays. My brother-in-law has 
a brewery in Green Bay, Wisconsin (the Hinterland, if you’re ever there) 
and in that brewery are a dozen giant tanks of his amber colored liquid 
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delights. He’s explained what’s happening in each of these tanks to me 
over and over again, but all I notice are the little liquid level gauges with 
the clipboards attached. As he explains what’s in where, he always stops 
and takes a peek at the liquid level and the clipboard. Like he’s a doctor 
doing rounds with his patients. Just checking in to see if things look good 
or if anything needs to be investigated further. That’s what bucket one 
human feedback contact is like. If you go too long between them, the 
ship can get off course in a hurry. Bucket one is human contacts that keep 
us in touch.

Bucket 2, on the other hand, are work project feedback items. The 
best way to describe this bucket is the phrase, task to goal feedback. What 
are you working on this week is a common question here. In the idea of 
FIT where “I” is individual strengths, this is where your leadership uses 
self-identified strengths. In bucket one it’s weird to say something like, 
“I’m happy to hear you had fun at the game last night, Greg, I’ll bet with 
your self-identified humor strength, you had a few laughs.” That doesn’t 
work. It does work in bucket two where I’m working on a particular  project 
and my boss wants to help. “Greg, as you work on that this week, is there 
any way to mix in your sense of humor?” is a perfect use of self-identified 
strengths. And where bucket one, human feedback, can happen several 
times a day, bucket two feedback is best left to weekly input.

Bucket 3 feedback is the formal review process. Inside of most 
companies, this is the HR whole person work review. We carve out an 
hour to review the behaviors that have been exhibited and realign them 
to the strategic plan. Formal and tense, this bucket serves a purpose. It 
requires the leader to have put some thought into how the direct report 
has been doing, come up with specific good and bad behavior examples, 
and communicate them. Unlike the human contact that happens every 
day, which reminds us that we’re all on this big rock hurtling through 
space together and no one gets out alive, the formal review is all about 
what are you doing here in this job and is it meeting expectations, exceed-
ing expectations, or coming up short of expectations. Annual reviews are 
too infrequent to help anyone, quarterly reviews may be too frequent for 
senior leadership but perfect for managers and front-line people.

Using those three buckets, go back to the question, how often do we 
give feedback?
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Let’s turn that question on its side one more time. How often do you 
want to give feedback? How often do you want your leaders to give feed-
back? How often do you want your front-line employees communicating 
with your customers and vendors and affiliates? Communication is a stra-
tegic advantage in SMBs because it’s simply easier to communicate with 
fewer people. It doesn’t mean we do it, but it should be easier to schedule.

Jeff Huber, CEO of Home Instead Senior Care, a 1,000-franchise 
healthcare company has the dual challenge of leading a corporate office 
and leading a group of entrepreneurs. I’ve told him that he’s a CEO and a 
management consultant wrapped in one. He addressed the communica-
tion challenge question to me by jumping up on his soapbox and saying:

Lots to say on that topic. How many times have you heard: “it’s 
a communication issue.” Well, then fix the issue! With a strat-
egy. People don’t think strategy applies to communication. They 
think tactics: “We need a newsletter; send an e-mail; let’s  create 
an intranet.” But they don’t have a comprehensive, holistic 
 strategy on how those work together; what messages need to be 
communicated, how, when, in what channels—and then stick to 
those channels to train people on where to go for what infor-
mation at which time. Instead, they are frustrated that they have 
“communicated” but no one seems to have gotten the message. 
 Communication strategy should serve to advance the business 
goals; they are inextricably linked. And the communication strat-
egy, like the marketing or finance or technology strategy should 
serve to advance business goals.

He’s right, the answer to the question, “How often?” starts with the 
strategic vision of the future. What is your ideal? Use the strategy ques-
tions from Chapter 3. Get to the “Why bother?” core of the activity. 
What will better feedback in each of the three buckets do for your com-
pany? Then go back to where you are today. How often is it happening 
today? How close is that to the ideal? How will we bridge that gap?

The second common question asked about communication comes 
after frequency is addressed. It’s about quality of communication. Increas-
ing frequency is the first step because when asking “is it better to be good 
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or be there?” the answer is being there. Increasing frequency of feedback 
is “being there,” it’s quantity. Once quantity is where you need it, make 
those communications better. As my sister who has a senior HR position 
in a giant multinational says, improve the crucial conversations.

Strengths Training for Improved Communication

The fastest way to make your leaders more effective in their jobs is to 
teach them how to brainstorm with their direct reports about integrat-
ing self-identified strengths into their work. We’ve alluded to this topic 
starting in Chapter 1, and now we’re ready to put the rubber to the road.

Let’s revisit the FIT graphic, Figure 5.2.
The fastest way for this concept to be adopted by your people is for 

you to adopt it yourself. If you haven’t taken the VIA Test of Character 
Strengths yet, this is a perfect time. The first time I took the test was 
after hearing Dr. Martin Seligman explain his PERMA framework. I sat 
at the airport, pulled the test up on my phone, and it took 15 minutes 
to complete. Looking at my top three character strengths, I realized that 
when Seligman talked about positive psychology, he was tapping into 
something that happy people do without much thought. Eighty-seven-
year-old Warren Buffett was interviewed on PBS News Hour with Judy 

Figure 5.2 Results/Effort/Time and FIT
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Woodruff in June 2017, and she asked him what his secret to a long 
happy life was. She added that he admits to eating like a six-year-old, 
drinking too much Cherry Coke, and sleeping at least eight hours a night, 
were any of those his secret? His answer was that he attributed his long life 
to finding the place he can apply his interests every day. His stress was low, 
that allowed him to sleep, and he moves from task to task with enthusi-
asm. My insight is he attributes his happiness to applying his strengths to 
his work every day, regardless of what the actual work is. Some tasks he 
hates, some he loves, but he does each one in his own way, applying his 
self-identified strengths.

Print out your top three strengths, the ones you identified, and post 
them in your work space where you can glance at them. With every 
task that you find yourself having trouble completing, ask the question, 
“How can I do this with [strength 1], [strength 2], or [strength 3]?” or 
“What is the best way for me to integrate [strength 1], [strength 2], or 
[strength 3]?”

How you phrase those questions in your self-talk are the key to mini-
mizing your effort and maximizing the results you get from it. “How” and 
“what” questions do something very specific to your brain. We humans 
have these wonderful machines in our heads, our brains. And most of the 
work that your brain does is in the background. From looking for snakes, 
regulating effort, or solving complex problems as you sleep, everyone has 
felt the power of their brain making life easier. When we ask our brain 
“How do I” or “What do I have to do” questions, it goes to work on the 
answer. In contrast, when we ask our brain “Why do they” or “when will 
they” questions, it stops working on that problem. That contrast hap-
pens because of how the question is phrased. “How” and “what” are open 
questions that when coupled with the personal pronoun “I,” unleash the 
brain’s problem-solving prowess. Take those same open questions and put 
them with a third-party pronoun, “they,” and the brain stops working on 
a solution because we haven’t asked it for an answer. We’ve asked the out-
side world to solve our problem. “When will my people start using their 
self-identified strengths to get more done in less time?” is nothing your 
brain will stew over in your sleep. “How can I get my people to start using 
their self-identified strengths to get more done in less time?” is something 
your brain will stew over, see Figure 5.3.
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Your leadership team, once it’s nailed the focus part of FIT, can start 
working on individual strengths. To be clear, this is step two because 
focusing on applying self-identified strengths to start is like applying 
motivation without direction. I think it was Zig Ziglar who said, you can 
motivate an idiot, but then all you have is a motivated idiot. The focus 
comes first, then we apply individual strengths to that vision.

For your leadership team and management team to use individual 
character strengths from VIA, they need one more idea that we touched 
on in Chapter 1. Finding the most passionate person for a job is a fool’s 
errand. Like when my high school coach sent me out to get a bucket of 
steam. Instead, find a competent person and teach them how to apply 
their strengths to the tasks at hand. Especially in a small company where 
there are more tasks to be done than there are people. If we let our people 
just work on the things they love to do, they won’t work on top priority 
activities that help us get to the strategic vision unless they happen to 
love them. Instead, we ask our managers help them prioritize tasks, then 
follow and ask how they will be applying their strengths to get the work 
done their own way.

The pushback here is always on process because it sounds like I am 
saying, let them do things the way they see fit. Let’s take the most pro-
cess-oriented company I can think of, McDonalds, and my top strengths, 
Creativity, Ingenuity, and Originality; Humor and Playfulness; Capac-
ity to Love and be Loved. Greg, you say, keep the fries hot and fresh. I 
may hate the tasks in the process, but when I’m bought into Focus, for 
 example, this franchise’s vision of being “highest in customer satisfaction 

Figure 5.3 Internal vs. external control
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in the Midwest,” I get to figure out where hot, fresh fries fit in. To get 
over the repetitive nature of making that happen, you ask me to apply my 
creativity, humor, and loving nature to get those results. That makes me 
think about customer expressions of satisfaction. That makes me think of 
laughter. That makes me think of making someone happy today. With 
little effort, I can now make a show of fresh, hot fries. I can serve them up 
with a flourish, a fake stumble, and a smile that makes the customer’s day. 
I do what I can to get customers leaving the store to smile when asked, 
“Were those fries the best or what?!?”

You get the point. It’s not the task that you need to have passion 
about, it’s being passionate about finding a way to apply your strengths 
to the task. Here are some ways for your leadership team to get managers 
thinking about this.

1. Start by telling your own strength story. The exercise we did in 
Chapter 2. Take the VIA Test of Character Strengths and imagine 
a time in your work life where you were rewarded for achievement. 
Look for ways that you applied your strengths to make that happen. 
This is the perfect story to tell your people. It reveals how manage-
ment can introduce the concept to their people. It becomes part of 
the culture.

2. Ask high performers how they are applying their self-identified 
strengths. The daily grind doesn’t allow for much introspection, so 
encourage it in face-to-face behavior reviews. You’re vitally interested 
in why they are effective. They are among your most autonomous 
employees, self-starters and aggressive, how do they get things done 
and still stay aligned with the company’s strategic vision?

3. Tell stories about your team using self-identified strengths to get 
more done in less time. That is the ultimate goal with the I in FIT. 
Once we are crystal clear on where we are aiming, we want to get 
there on the easiest path. We want the trade winds to be in our favor. 
Self-identified strengths are our trade winds. Encourage your man-
agers to catch their people doing the right thing. Once the examples 
are made public, your people will see examples everywhere.

There are some serious practitioners of the art of using strengths, but 
for most of us, simply buying into the idea that using strengths gets tasks 
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done faster with better results is enough to make a measurable difference 
in management.

Having Critical Conversations with Facts

Before this section ends, there is one more way you can help your man-
agers increase their effectiveness. In conversations with their people, 
 especially corrective conversations, focus on observed behaviors. Teach 
them to get a firm grip on defining facts versus results.

Studies show that when you are specific in praise or corrections, the 
behaviors you need will show up over time. Let’s look at corrections with 
a customer service agent. “Your phone calls are taking too long,” sounds 
specific, but it’s not a fact-based feedback item. As a consultant, a com-
ment like that is begging to be followed up with these questions:

• What is it now?
• What would you like it to be?
• What’s the value of the difference?
• What’s the impact on results over time?

There aren’t many customer service agents that will ask their manager 
those questions, but just by reading through them, can you hear how a 
fact-based corrective feedback comment might sound?

Your phone calls are taking too long. You’re averaging 20  minutes 
with customers, and we’d like that to be closer to 15 minutes 
because that will allow you to help another 2 or 3 customers a day 
and give you some down time between calls.

Specific, fact-based, feedback forces your managers to take the next 
step. It forces them to identify the problem, give the parameters for the 
fixed problem, and a reason for why it’s in their people’s best interest to 
find a way to fix it. It leads to managers asking the questions, “What are 
some of your ideas about why calls are long?” and, “What are some ways 
you can shorten the calls that work for you?”

It’s powerful, but most conversations don’t happen in this format 
because it’s time-consuming. The manager already knows the answer. The 
shortest path is a straight line.
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With regular reminders from the leadership team, you can start them 
on the right path. Remember, we’re after success, not perfection. In 
the next chapter, we’ll go from this broad idea of management into the 
 specific roles in your company and ideas on managing growth.

Remember

• Coaches coach, players play. Teach management to coach.
• Your team will look for behavior evidence to match your 

words. The old saw, actions speak louder than words, is true.
• Focus on behaviors and strengths to minimize personality 

distractions.



CHAPTER 6

The Front Lines—Tactics to 
Help Everyone Sell

Everybody sells. From the time we’re old enough to want something, 
every one of us has been fine-tuning our ability to persuade others. How-
ever, once we are asked to do “sales” all of those skills are suddenly lost 
to the wind. We conjure up an image of Herb Tarlick from WKRP in 
 Cincinnatti or Alec Baldwin’s character in Glengarry, Glenross, our heart 
starts racing, our palms get sweaty, and we freeze up. What is it about the 
term “sales” that causes such a visceral reaction?

The issue is talking someone into buying something that no one needs.
If your job is selling a product or service to someone who doesn’t need 

it, you have to resort to behaviors and tactics that are unsavory at best and 
manipulative at worst. The good news is that we’re not talking about that 
kind of selling in this book. Instead, we are going to adopt this mantra: 
Selling is helping our customers make good decisions, whether it’s using 
our products and services or someone else’s. It’s a lofty goal, but one we 
can aspire to and one that studies have shown our people can buy into.

To get there, we start with determining the best time for demanding 
new activities from our front line, non-sales people.

Harnessing Energy Levels for Change

The best time to try something new is when things are going well. When 
energy levels are low and nothing seems to be going your way, the effort 
to try a new activity is going to be met with resistance and doubt. On 
the other hand, when your energy levels are high and things seem to be 
going your way, the effort to try a new activity is made easier by enthusi-
asm and optimism. It’s human nature. It’s also one of the main concepts 
behind FIT and designing sales and marketing practices your people can 
live with. If there is a trick to getting your entire workforce to engage in 
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selling activities, it’s monitoring your people’s battery levels. Take a look 
at Figure 6.1.

This is what we refer to as the big box of what you should do. Psychol-
ogists have been telling us that attaching the word “should” to activities 
results in feelings of despair because if we self-talk about an activity we 
should be doing, chances are we aren’t doing it. In this case, we use it to 
identify the despair felt when we think of all of the sales, marketing, and 
promotional activities our people should be engaging in. For instance, 
after solving a particularly hairy problem for clients, our customer service 
people should be asking the client for testimonials and referrals. Those are 
two activities that may or may not happen for a number of reasons, but 
they both belong in the big box of activities our people should do.

The big box of should, holds smaller circles that indicate the activities 
your people actually engage in. There is a big circle that indicates activities 
your people are confident and competent in. There is a smaller circle of 
activities your people have tried before but don’t feel confident in. There is 
an even smaller circle of activities your people have tried and failed at, and 
the rest of the space is filled with activities that they’ve never tried before.

Daniel Kahneman, in his book, Thinking Fast and Slow,1 splits 
our cognitive processes into two systems, System 1 and System 2. My 

1 Kahneman, D. 2011. Thinking, Fast and Slow, 13–14. New York, NY: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux.

Figure 6.1 Everything you “should” do
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 oversimplified definition of these systems is System 1 represents reflexive 
thinking, and System 2 is deliberate thinking. For instance, System 1 is 
when our brains, seemingly without thought, see an expensive item we’re 
not familiar with, such as a beautiful, gold, Seagull watch, and notice 
that the price is $20,000, we say to ourselves, that must be a really good 
watch, comparable to a high-end Rolex or Breitling. System 2 thinking 
on the other hand, is when our brains engage in deeper analysis, like the 
question, what is 3,465 multiplied by 54,312? We can sit with pen and 
paper and figure the answer out, but in contrast to System 1 thinking, the 
process is slower and more deliberate. His book illustrates the instances 
where our brains make mistakes and why it happens, but the interesting 
point we want to illustrate is that Kahneman and others have proved that 
System 2 thinking, our deliberate thought processes, takes real effort and 
is physically draining. When we engage in System 2 thinking, it takes 
more energy, what we call, higher battery levels.

Going back to the graphic, we label the activities your people are 
competent and confident in, System 1 activities. They are easier for your 
people, and don’t drain energy levels because they don’t require much 
thought. On the opposite end of the energy spectrum are the activities 
your people have never tried before. Like the mental energy required for 
the math problem in the previous paragraph, new activities require more 
deliberate System 2 thinking and drains your people’s energy levels.

What does all this have to do with designing sales and marketing 
practices your people can live with?

We start with the assumption that unless you are in sales, any new 
sales activity is going to be energy draining. If someone has never thought 
about a sales activity, asking them to complete it will drain their energy so 
much that if you require them to do it all day, every day, you’ll lose them, 
permanently. We have seen instances where the mere suggestion of adding 
sales activities to a job role results in an immediate two-week notice given 
by the employee. It’s perceived as requiring too much energy with little 
to no payoff.

However, that reaction is extreme. The majority of people on your 
team are happy and talented and because of that they will be willing to try 
some new selling activities. These may be simple activities, but it doesn’t 
matter. What matters is two things.
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• First, your managers are going to have them apply self- 
identified strengths to the tasks to make them more palatable. 
It makes the activity less draining. As a matter of fact, if your 
people aren’t allowed to apply their strengths, they are less 
likely to even try new activities.

• Second, your managers are going to actively monitor their 
people’s energy levels to find high energy times to encourage 
new selling activity.

Going back to the big box of “should,” managers will monitor 
energy levels by splitting selling activities into three buckets. The big 
circle, tactics the employees have tried before and experienced some 
success with, are the least draining. We want direct reports to work 
on familiar activities 75 percent of the time. In the middle circle are 
activities that our people have tried more than once but haven’t expe-
rienced success with. We recommend that 20 percent of their time is 
spent there. The smallest circle in the graphic represents the remaining 
5   percent of their time where your manager asks them to try selling 
activities they’ve tried and failed at, or never tried before. These will be 
the most energy-draining.

What does this look like for a typical non-sales role? Let’s assume that 
the role requires zero hours of selling activity a week right now, and your 
managers are trying to build up to one hour a week of sales and market-
ing activity. In those 60 minutes a week, you’re looking at 45 minutes 
a week spent on activities your people are comfortable with and have 
tried before. Twelve minutes a week on activities they have tried before 
but haven’t seen results with. And on the real energy-draining activities, 
the newest, strangest, selling activities, we recommend three minutes a 
week. Just enough time spent on it to move the activity from unknown 
to known.

They’ll fail. They’ll hate it. But they’ll have tried it under your manag-
er’s supervision with feedback. Over weeks it will go from being a brand-
new activity, to being an imperfect activity, to being an activity they can 
live with. This process is how we want managers to optimize their people’s 
battery levels. A powerful concept. Let’s put this to work in some general 
organizational roles.



 THE FRONT LINES—TACTICS TO HELP EVERYONE SELL 85

Field Notes

Tim Manion from First Care Companies told me this story when I 
asked him to react to the statement, sales can come from anywhere and 
anyone in your company. 

That’s true, but the opposite happens too. Anyone can lose busi-
ness for a company. I went to my local Land Rover dealer to order their 
latest truck.

I told the dealership what to order and six months later when the 
vehicle came in, I checked the invoice against my order. The order had 
a discrepancy in it. A six-hundred and fifty-dollar protection package 
I didn’t request. When I pointed it out to them and asked to have the 
charge removed, they refused.

I was surprised. This was the second Range Rover purchased in less 
than two years, a $100,000 plus truck, and the sales manager was going 
to make me pay for a six-hundred-dollar mistake that they made?

“Listen,” the manager said, “I can put this truck on the lot today 
and it will be gone this weekend. Take it or leave it. Your choice.”

It’s only a car and I have principles, so I walked away and found a 
comparable vehicle for $20,000 less. More importantly, the new deal-
ership delivered the exact vehicle I ordered. When friends asked why I 
switched brands, I never bad mouthed the dealership, never threw the 
sales manager under the bus, just said it was time for a change.

All of the enthusiasm and goodwill that the Land Rover brand 
worked so hard to generate, all the years of regular purchases and 
upgrades, brought down by one interaction. An interaction that the 
owner of the dealership probably never knew about. That sale and 
others lost because one employee wasn’t thinking long term.

Tactics for Managing Non-sales Staff

There is a good chance that your non-sales staff is not engaged in sales and 
marketing activities. Using Figure 6.1 again, their competent and confi-
dent circle is nonexistent, their tried before circle is nonexistent, leaving 
us only the energy-draining activities. In other words, in this group of 
employees, we’re starting from zero. Knowing that, where do we start?



86 THE HUMAN BEING’S GUIDE TO BUSINESS GROWTH

We start, to borrow a phrase popularized by Stephen Covey, with the 
end in mind. If we look at your strategic vision, how do you see your 
non-sales staff helping with sales? In the future, what will it look like at 
that time? If I gave you a big list of marketing activities, which ones would 
your non-selling staff engage in?

• Volunteering
• Networking events
• Writing about the work you do
• Commenting on online content
• Trade association leadership
• Mining contacts for referrals
• Looking for endorsements from clients and vendors
• Sharing company content with their network
• Writing cards and thank you notes
• Asking service providers for links from their websites
• Sharing their work best practices in a webinar
• Asking for introductions to other businesses
• Teaching vendors and customers how to promote your  services

In your idealized future, how many of those activities are your non-
sales people doing? If you look at the list and get distracted thinking “no 
one is doing that now,” go back and revisit how to ignore the present when 
thinking about the future in Chapter 3, as in Figure 6.2. For this step in 
the process, it doesn’t matter what your current state is, it only matters 

Figure 6.2 Starting with the future and working back to today
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what you want your future state to look like. Your clear description of 
an organization engaged in selling activities, the vision of  having your 
people’s latent selling power unleashed for growth, is the most important 
thing to start with.

A Modest Proposal

Let’s move from strategy into practice. As we learned in Chapter 3, we 
start with the vision, then quantify the gap between vision and where 
you are today. For instance, in your idealized future, you want 10 percent 
of your future revenue opportunities to come from your non-sales staff’s 
activities. If that happens it will “inflation proof” your business because 
your official sales and marketing team can focus on bigger opportunities. 
To get to that, you estimate that you need your people engaged in one 
activity from our list each month. Fifty non-selling people engaged in an 
effective selling activity each month is 600 new, good touches each year in 
that vision. The good news about starting at zero is everything attempted 
is progress, regardless of the results. This year’s progress is going from zero 
attempts to 50. Moving from energy-draining activities to activities that 
have been attempted at least once before next year. Not just any activities, 
these will be sales activities for non-sales people that you ask them to 
apply their self-identified strengths to.

As your management team makes the plans for how to achieve your 
vision, here are some helpful hints on how to get there and deal with 
blowback from the traditionally non-sales staff.

1. Start small. As you take steps into the future, don’t try to bring 
everyone along all at once. In each manager’s team, there is one 
person receptive to new ideas and willing to take a step into the 
future. The manager needs to describe a clear vision of where the 
company is going and why it’s going there (the big company strate-
gic vision) and then describe the non-sales staff’s role in that vision 
(the smaller, focused, everyone sells vision). In both cases, the “why 
bother” question is the one managers need to answer. It’s the north 
star, it’s the guiding light. “We’re asking you to do something new 
because … [insert the big “why should I bother to do this”]” is a 
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powerful request lead-in before asking them to try anything new. In 
the first steps, if the manager gets pushback from one person, they 
need to try another. Someone is going to be receptive. If the manager 
cannot find a single person to work with, check the manager before 
coming down harder on staff. There’s a phenomenon that happens 
between leadership and management that we’ll call deflection. If you 
can picture the earth as your front-line people, your managers are 
the atmosphere surrounding them. Your vision of the future comes 
in from the heavens and passes through the atmosphere, but as you 
know, there’s a chance that it gets deflected along the way. Manage-
ment buy-in to the idea has to happen before staff buy-in. Starting 
small happens there too.

2. Focus on how your staff tells the company’s story. Think of this 
scenario when describing what you want when your people unleash 
their inner sales power. It’s a family reunion and your employee has 
not seen their cousin for years. As they stand at the picnic buffet 
loading up the potato salad and fried chicken, the small talk turns to 
work. “What is it you do now and who are you doing it for?” asks the 
cousin. How your people answer that question is vitally interesting 
to us. Will they gloss over their role and sell the company? Will they 
get into the details of their day and gloss over describing the com-
pany? What happens if they discover the cousin works for a company 
that could be your next biggest customer? We did a customer survey 
for a mid-sized accounting firm and found something interesting. 
Nearly all of their large customers came from referrals, which is not 
surprising. The surprising part is most of those referrals came from 
accountants who used to work for the firm. We dug into why this 
happens and found evidence that it’s because the ex-accountants 
knew the old firm’s story. How your people tell your story is import-
ant. We find that the more they know about what the company is 
working toward and why it’s important to get there, the more likely 
they are to tell the story in a way that intrigues the listener. The more 
intriguing the story, the more likely it gets retold. Going back to the 
picnic, the greater chance your employee got their cousin thinking 
about how your two companies can work together.
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3. Tell success stories internally. What are your best practices? Inside 
most organizations there are business units that get better results 
than other units. There are people in roles outperforming others in 
the same role. Capturing the reasons why becomes your internal best 
practice. Spread the word on those internal best practices through 
the stories you tell. FedEx is famous for getting their packages deliv-
ered on time, no matter what. One of their delivery drivers had his 
truck break down in a remote area during bad weather. While the 
truck was being towed, he rented a van, transferred the packages 
from the FedEx truck to the van and continued his delivery. That is 
a story, told about a best practice from one of their business units, 
that illustrates how a FedEx employee behaves. When you start to 
unleash your people’s hidden sales talents, some of them are going to 
have immediate success. Even blind squirrels find nuts. When that 
happens, how you tell that story internally makes all the difference 
in how quickly your company adopts the idea that sales is everyone’s 
job. It’s part of being in your company. Look for early success stories 
to establish your sales culture.

4. Start anywhere, regardless of perceived effectiveness. When you 
reviewed the list of tactics earlier in this chapter, one of those activi-
ties appealed to you more than the others. Other activities you men-
tally assigned to some of your employees. “Carol would be good at 
that,” you thought. Here’s where we create our own conflict between 
leadership, management, and front-line employees. Don’t choose for 
your people. If Carol looks at the list and thinks, “I’d like to write 
about what I do here,” and you think, no, Carol, I don’t want you 
to write, that’s a conflict. Remember, sales and marketing activities 
are new for Carol. She’s already doing a great job in her current posi-
tion. You’re asking her to open up and take on some new activities 
an hour a week. To do that, let her start anywhere, just make sure 
she’s applying her self-identified strengths to the tasks involved. In 
the question, is it better to be good or to be there? We are defaulting 
to it being better for the entire staff to be there, regardless of how 
good they are. You may not let Carol write ad copy for the company, 
but you can let her craft a post for social media about a day in her 
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life at your company. Let them start anywhere, regardless of how you 
perceive the effectiveness.

5. Plan two steps ahead. What has happened, will happen. You know 
when you bring up the idea of doing anything “extra,” you’re going 
to get two responses. One is “That isn’t my job,” and the other is 
“I don’t have time.” By having a vision about where you want to 
go, and identifying some markers on the journey to get there, you 
can anticipate what some of the smaller roadblocks are going to be. 
Encourage your managers to think of the next two scenarios they 
will encounter. First is the objection to trying something new and 
how they’ll overcome it. Second is the objection to continuing the 
activity after their team member tries and fails. What are they going 
to do? Planning two steps ahead helps build momentum.

6. Practice in safe spaces. Say you are blessed with a truly ambitious 
employee who looks at the list of activities and picks something bold 
like offering to take on a leadership position in a trade organiza-
tion or nonprofit. It’s wonderful, but if they’ve never done it before, 
encourage them to practice before making calls. In this example, it 
would be worthwhile to invent a scenario and walk through the call 
with them, inviting them to practice how they approach the orga-
nization’s leadership, previewing what they’ll say and how they’ll say 
it. We find that even the simplest role-play yields dramatically better 
results. The halls of your organization should be safe spaces where 
your people can practice what they take to the real world. It speeds 
up the time it takes for your people to try new activities and it helps 
them succeed.

7. Don’t fix everything at once. Looking back at Figure 6.1, inside that 
big box of all the things your people should be doing, is the unwrit-
ten “and this is how they should be doing it,” undertone. The first 
step is going to be doing the activities on a regular basis. Then your 
leadership team and your managers will offer advice to help them 
get better. As Harvey Pennick, the great golf coach at the University 
of Texas would say, don’t try to fix everything at once. Prioritize and 
focus on one element until it’s ingrained. Small improvements add 
up to incredible results. You have a vision, work toward it.
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Like the story of Michelangelo carving the statue of David, you can 
see what you’re trying to accomplish. When asked how he took that giant 
slab of stone and came up with David, Michelangelo reportedly said, “I 
took away everything that wasn’t David.” That’s what you’re doing. You 
have your vision, as your people make the journey toward it, remove any-
thing you don’t want to be there in the end.

Tactics for Managing Marketing and Sales

We need to cover what to do with your sales and marketing staff. They 
are the experts in developing new business and naturally  resistant to 
any encroachment into their turf. The day you walk in and announce 
that everyone sells, their eyes will roll. It’s natural. They are the 
 professionals, no one can do what they do. In this section, we’re going 
to discuss how to smooth the transition from an organization with 
siloed sales staff to a company where everyone looks for opportunities. 
To start, we define marketing qualified leads (MQL) and sales qualified 
leads (SQL).

Leads are individuals or organizations that are in the market for, or 
have expressed an interest in your goods and services. We break leads 
down into two types, the MQL and SQL. The easiest way to understand 
the difference is using Figure 6.3.

Figure 6.3 Marketing qualified leads vs. sales qualified leads
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It’s based on the answers to two questions. Is the individual or com-
pany aware of the problem you solve or the result you provide? And is 
your solution perceived as valuable to them? Their awareness we describe 
in simple terms, yes or no. Their perception of the value we use three 
grades ranging from minor, to significant, to game changing, which we 
interpret as “has to have it.”

The job of your marketing staff is to raise awareness of your products 
and services. They are actively moving individuals and companies to the 
upper right-hand areas of the grid. For instance, if the prospect isn’t aware 
of the problem, the marketer can work on increasing awareness. If the 
prospect is aware of the solution but sees the outcome as minor, the mar-
keter can work on increasing the perceived value. Once the individual or 
company is aware of the problem and considers the solution to be a game 
changer, sales gets involved. The first step in getting your sales and mar-
keting people on board with The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth 
program is giving them this map and defining the sequence. Your regular 
staff doesn’t need to know difference between an MQL and an SQL, just 
that they need to help your company uncover some new opportunities. 
Your sales and marketing team needs to know that at best, your staff, ven-
dors, and customers are going to increase the number of MQLs and move 
some prospects from no awareness to being aware. That’s all.

I was listening to bestselling author John Grisham’s agent, David Ger-
nert, describe how they met and their first blockbuster book and movie 
deal.2 In describing the process behind where a best-selling book comes 
from, Gernert says that it isn’t the blockbuster deals and new unsigned 
authors that end up at the top of the sales charts. It’s more likely the third- 
or fourth-time author who gets their agent, their editor, the publishing 
staff, the book representatives, the independent booksellers, the big book-
sellers, and the author’s audience all working together to create a buzz. 
As he said, the best-sellers just seem to find their own way. That’s a great 
way to describe to your sales team what changes they can expect to see in 
how they do their work. In time, they should see an increased awareness 
of your company in the marketplace. More MQLs.

2 Grisham, J. 2017. Book Tour with John Grisham, First Stop. iTunes podcast.
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Your marketers, on the other hand, may not appreciate Gernert’s 
story. Their job, after all, is to produce more MQLs. If you’re asking your 
entire staff to help with the effort in securing more MQLs, they must 
not be doing their jobs, right? Part of being human is not wanting to 
let anyone down, so your first job is to let them know they haven’t done 
anything wrong. Your second job is to ask for their help with branding, 
language, and follow up. Here are three areas where your marketers add 
the most value to the process.

1. Branding. We define branding as the consistent representation of 
your company’s service promise. When you see McDonald’s golden 
arches, you know what to expect in terms of service and product, 
regardless of where you are in the world. When we traveled to China, 
after four days of native cuisine, my boys made a beeline straight to 
the McDonald’s counter for some fries. They knew what to expect 
and were not disappointed. Your branding should accomplish the 
same outcome and your marketing team is responsible for provid-
ing that consistency. However, we don’t advocate that they become 
the brand police, judge, and jury. Teach them a simple process for 
dealing with brand issues such as: the first brand infringement is no 
one’s fault, the second one is marketing’s fault for not being clear on 
how to fix the first infringement, and the third is a real problem and 
needs to be escalated.

2. Language. Marketers love communicating. Some lean toward 
 visuals, but many consider their strength to be persuading with the 
written word. That makes language the perfect place for your market-
ing talent to help the entire company. They are naturally persuasive 
communicators. Encourage them to go through the list of tactics at 
the start of this chapter and brainstorm how they can help commu-
nicate in each instance. What should the networker say? How much 
information is too much information about what you do? What’s the 
best way to ask for permission to stay in touch? Those are all areas 
where marketing can get on board to help develop more MQLs.

3. Follow up. Follow up is where marketing shines. A good marketer 
wants to know of everyone who has heard of the company. As a 
matter of fact, the difference between sales and marketing can be 
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summed up as marketing is one-to-many persuasive communication, 
and sales is one-to-one persuasive communication, see Figure 6.4.

That one-to-many communication is how most new leads from the 
company should be followed up on. Most MQLs will be barely aware 
of the products and services you offer or how they apply to problems or 
results the prospect is dealing with. They aren’t ready for sales to  persuade, 
so your marketing staff’s follow up is preferred. Here’s a short list of 
 follow-up vehicles marketing can help with:

(a) Email introductions to key personnel
(b) Brochures mailed
(c) Relevant case studies
(d) LinkedIn and other social media connections
(e) Articles of note
(f ) Upcoming events where your company is exhibiting
(g) Invitations to subscribe to newsletters or periodicals

Take social media for instance, letter (d) above. Your controller has 
volunteered to help the company by taking a leadership position in her 
favorite charity. She becomes the treasurer and is recognized for the 
effort at your monthly all-hands-on-deck meeting. The marketing staff 

Figure 6.4 Marketing is one-to-many, sales is one-to-one
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recognizes this as an opportunity and offers to help her connect with the 
board members on LinkedIn. They readily connect with her, and your 
team can now have her re-post company articles and blog posts to her 
network, raising the awareness of your company and solutions.

It doesn’t take much more than that, but it does take consistency. 
Help your marketing staff see that everyone raising awareness, combined 
with their skill sets, will increase the odds that your prospects discover the 
value your company offers.

Tactics for Managing Customer Service Roles

“Customer service doesn’t sell,” says the customer service manager. “We 
tried that before and the team didn’t like it. The customers didn’t like it. 
I didn’t like it. Our job is to make customers happy with our products and 
services, not to sell them more products and services.”

We get it, but as you know, the employees with the best customer rela-
tionships are found in customer service. We define customer service roles 
as any role that is concerned with making the customer happy. Account 
management, client services, help desks, front desk personnel, and sup-
port staff are all included. Once a customer is officially on-boarded and 
called a client, they deal with someone in a customer service role. That 
is an advantage when it comes to identifying new opportunities within 
clients and with your client’s clients. However, just as the customer service 
manager noted in the first paragraph, customer service is bad at selling, so 
ask leadership to get better at identifying opportunities by teaching them 
to sell. Let’s get into this further.

There is a good chance the primary work your customer service team 
does is not with your sales person’s decision maker. We’ve found that 
once most products and services are procured, they are implemented by 
someone other than the purchaser. This is why we don’t advocate  giving 
customer service sales directives. That said, the person your client  services 
team is talking to is part of your client’s organization and can help  identify 
opportunities to pass along to marketing. Help your team by teaching 
them to identify indicators of change inside of a client’s company. There 
are a few ways to do this.
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Listening for Change

Your service team spends most of their day thinking about your clients, 
so it only makes sense that they should be the first to identify potential 
opportunities with existing clients. Teach them to listen for indicators 
that tell us a company is growing or dealing with change. These include:

• New hires or new hiring activity
• New contacts in the client’s company
• Job changes or role changes in the client’s company
• Reductions in staff or reallocation of staff resources

Since they are clients, reaching out to the decision maker to provide 
new information or start a different conversation will be easier. (It should 
go without saying, but just in case, remind the service representative not 
to start the conversation with any assumptions, “So I heard you are letting 
some people go. What gives?” isn’t going to open up a new opportunity. “I 
was just thinking about you because we have a couple new success stories 
you might find interesting,” is better.)

Asking for Opportunities

How much information does your database have on your clients? Data 
elements we are interested in include departments your product or  service 
is deployed in, the size of the organization, the titles of the decision 
makers, influencers, and historical growth of the company. Your client 
 services people will find it easy to toss in a question here and there that 
lead to opportunities. We’ll get into technology in Chapter 9, but having 
marketing data elements in your customer database is a powerful asset. 
Encourage your people to connect with their contacts in LinkedIn. We 
see enough movement in this economy, people changing jobs inside and 
outside the company, that LinkedIn has become an invaluable way for 
your marketing staff to find new MQLs. Teach customer service staff how 
to ask information-gathering questions in a nice way.

“Jim, before we get off the phone, exactly how many people are in 
your department?”
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“Chris, I’ll have that revised usage report to you in the morning. By 
the way, what is your job title these days? I just want to make sure our 
database is correct.”

“Tal, last time we talked you said there were 2,500 people there. That 
stuck with me. It sounds like you’re growing. How many were there, say, 
5 years ago?”

Your people won’t get answers every time they ask, but if you can show 
them that each record in your database has an average of 10 marketing 
elements on each client now, and if we ask a few questions each week, 
you can get up to 15 by next year, you can show them how that translates 
into more chances to add value to the customer and more opportunities 
for everyone down the road. It all starts with asking a few more questions 
outside of solving service issues or making them happy, then marking their 
answers into a database and letting your marketing team work their magic.

Researching

Your client services team should be excellent at online research on their 
clients. If they don’t want to ask questions, they can find out plenty via 
Google and LinkedIn. Teach them a few tricks to improve their research 
ability and they’ll find new information each week. Here are some of our 
favorites:

• Google alerts. Every client your team works with should have 
a Google Alert on the company’s name, in quotes. It’s easy to 
find, just Google “google alerts” and follow the instructions. 
Every news article or other new entry into Google’s vast 
archive will show up and you’ll be among the first to know. 
Expand that to the names of their contacts and they’ll see 
things such as 5K race results and volunteering mentions. 
Nothing makes a client rep feel better than having a reason to 
call or e-mail a client that isn’t business related.

• Google. Since we’re online, we might as well do regular 
background research on our clients. We encourage the use 
of quotes to narrow results when using the search tools. 
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Once you get search results, under the search bar on the far 
right as I write this, is a small link called Tools. It allows you 
to narrow results by time, and we suggest using “Past Year” 
to start, then “Past Month.” This will remove older Google 
results that aren’t helpful for our purposes and lets you see 
the latest mentions. After they dial a client and the phone is 
ringing, a rep can execute this search and be on top of any 
new hires, new news, or competitive mentions before leaving 
a voice mail. You don’t have to stalk a client, but anything 
beats not being interested enough.

• Receptionists and administrative staff. Often, when getting 
to the person we’re used to talking to, we skip right over 
people that can give us good information. Remind your 
Customer Service reps to stop, ask questions, and get to 
know more than one person in the company. When we see 
client records of companies with over one hundred employ-
ees and there is only one contact listed, we get concerned. 
Ask around. Hit zero on the main switchboard and see who’s 
there. Teach your people the perfect call outline for making 
calls to people they don’t know by answering four simple 
questions:

 Who are you?
 Why are you calling?
 What does that have to do with me?
 What do you want me to do now?
 It sounds like this, “Hi David, my name is Greg Chambers 

with Chambers Pivot Industries and we provide advisory 
services for your company. I was trying to reach Carol but it 
looks like she’s out for the week—maybe you can help me. 
Will you answer a few quick questions?”

 This script answers all the questions in David’s brain when he 
picked up the phone, and it lets me ask him about employee 
size, or hiring plans, or changes in the company org chart. 
A fantastic research tactic.

• LinkedIn. We use LinkedIn a lot these days. When you look 
up your contact’s name, you can click on the company name 
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and learn about how many of their employees are on Linke-
dIn. You can see how many people share the title of your con-
tact. You can see their latest articles and research papers. You 
can see groups they belong to. All items that your marketing 
staff would love to search on at some point in the future. They 
just need the information to be collected and put in your 
database. Bit by bit, day by day.

Sales Follow Up

Let’s face it. The sales team is great at following up on SQLs, but they 
have a less than reliable track record with MQLs that still need work 
before becoming SQLs. That said, someone should be following up with 
clients about the regular marketing material you send out, if only to ask, 
“is it helpful?” Your client services team is great for that. Have them add it 
to their workflow. Or have marketing add it to their workflow to remind 
client services to bring up the latest broadcast communication.

We were working with a client using webinars on topics that they think 
clients will find interesting. The average webinar gets 70 registrations and 
half of those registered attend. Following up on registrants wasn’t happen-
ing. The sales team skipped the leads because they were still MQLs, and 
the client services team had no idea that clients registered or attended. We 
helped them put a process in place that ensured follow up with at least a 
short voice mail, just for client registrants at first, not the cold prospects. 
A small change to start. The result was that out of every seven calls made, 
one new opportunity was uncovered. Those SQLs were passed to the sales 
team and $144,000 of new revenue resulted in the first 60 days.

Those leads came from client services. Encourage your customer 
 service team members to be curious about clients. They don’t need to sell, 
they just need to listen to what’s going on and recognize opportunities 
where your company might be able to help.

Getting Your Vendors and Customers to Help

This topic is what the Internet refers to as a pro-tip. Your vendors and 
customers are uniquely qualified to contribute to your business growth. 
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Vendors rely on you for business, so they have a vested interest in helping 
you succeed. Your customers benefit from your products and services, 
and their word of mouth promotion is the gold standard for marketing 
because if you sing your praises, no one believes you, but if your  customers 
sing your praises, it must be true. That idea alone makes it worthwhile to 
explore a few ideas for how to involve vendors and customers to unleash 
the hidden power of your people for business growth.

We want to focus on the discussion your vendors and customers have 
with your prospects. Imagine a vendor talking to a contact in a company 
that is in your target market, what do you want them to say about you? 
Answer that question and the plan to get there is easier to plot. (Establish-
ing a vision, sound familiar?)

We have considered what we’d like a vendor or customer to say about 
you in that situation, and we’ve come up with a very scientific three-part 
formula to describe it.

1. We want them to know about one solution you provide to your 
clients.

2. We want them to know the name of one customer you do it for.
3. We want them to have an easy way to get in touch with you.

The catalyst for that formula is a trigger, an event, or circumstance 
that reminds our vendor or client that this would be a good time for them 
to talk about your company. Before we get into planting a trigger, let’s 
make sure the other elements of the formula are in place.

We Want Them to Know About One Solution We Provide for Our 
Clients

The key to this phrase is the word one, we only want our vendors and 
customers to know of one single service that we provide. Our people 
have the benefit of working inside of our company and know of many 
services and solutions we provide, but we want to avoid dumping a pile 
of information on vendors. Your vendor needs to classify you, and we 
don’t want them to classify you under, “they do a lot of things,” so pick a 
single product or service you’re proud of, and focus on helping vendors 
understand it.
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A few words about my generalized definition of “vendor” and 
 “customer.” Companies are made up of individuals. Some of those indi-
viduals have no external contact with the world, while others have a 
lot of external contact. When I refer to vendors and customers, I am 
thinking about the individuals who have a lot of contact with the outside 
world. For vendors, it’s probably the sales representative that sold you 
their  product. For customers, it may be the buyer who is on the board 
of a charitable organization. What it isn’t is the individual working in 
the billing department, the help desk, or end user of your products. The 
qualifying question for this group is, “do you talk to other companies as 
part of your day?” If they answer in the affirmative, you’re close to who 
you want to use the formula with.

Back to the formula. We want our vendors and customers to know 
about one solution we provide for clients. Customers have it easy here 
because they are probably using one solution we provide. Vendors are the 
ones we need to educate. In both cases, we use this question outline to 
describe the one service we offer.

“At [company], our clients hire us to [solution or result], and we do 
that in a specific way. We [unique selling proposition]. The reason they 
need that is because [one reason they need you].”

Using that with a current customer, we insert a few “as you know,” 
phrases in there.

“As you know, at [company], our clients hire us to [solution or result], 
and as you’ve found, we do that in a specific way.”

The outline answers the vendor and customer’s internal questions in 
a logical way. What do you do? What’s different about that? Why would 
someone need it? For your team members that are interested in working 
with vendors and customers for identifying new MQLs, this phrasing is 
helpful in teaching vendors and clients about the one service or product 
you provide. It’s uncluttered, it has a “because” in it, and it teaches an 
answer to the question, “if someone you know asked about us, how would 
you describe what we do here?”

We Want Them to Know the Name of One Customer We Do It For

Besides understanding what we do, our vendors and clients need to know 
about a company we do it for. The customer is easy, they should say, “and 
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they provide this service for us.” The vendor, on the other hand, needs 
a company name. It helps if the company is well known, but even if 
the company is small and local, as long as their name indicates the kind 
of company they are, it will work. The key isn’t the exact company, but 
that there is a company that can be pointed to after they describe what it 
is you do. “… and they work with companies like Intel.” That brings us 
to the last step in the formula.

We Want Them to Have an Easy Way to Get in Touch With Us

This one sounds obvious because it is, but whenever a vendor or customer 
is referring a company to you, they want to know how to do it in a way 
they get credit for. Referencing Dr. Robert Cialdini’s work on persuasion, 
it’s the Law of Reciprocity. If someone gives you something, you want to 
give them something in return. Humans know this intuitively and they 
want credit for giving you something. A generic instruction such as, “just 
have them call us,” doesn’t suggest that they’ll get credit for reciprocity. 
Instead, teach your people to use language such as, “make sure you have 
them call me directly.” It’s a small change, but it makes a big impact. 
Again, customers have a built-in contact system with their account man-
ager or original sales person, but vendors need more instruction and both 
benefit from hearing the language, “make sure you have them call me 
directly.”

Once the formula is in place, your vendors and customers are ready to 
accept the important part of this section, the trigger.

The Trigger

For referrals and prospects to be identified by your vendors and custom-
ers, they need to recognize a trigger. You hear examples of triggers in 
networking meetings across the metro area every lunch hour. Someone 
stands up at a banquet table and says, “A good client for me is one that 
needs … [trigger].” We’ll cover what makes a good trigger later, but first 
we need you to understand that your job is to help your people identify 
and promote a single trigger to your customers and vendors. For  example, 
we worked with a financial planning firm that relied on referrals. Their 
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product offerings and services are wide and deep, but despite their best 
efforts, prospects didn’t call them. This made them sad because they 
focused exclusively on third-party relationships, and yet received no ven-
dor help and no client help. In talking to them about their current trig-
gers, we made a list of the triggers they promoted and asked if there was 
a single event that stood out more than others. “Job change,” said one of 
the financial planners. The others agreed.

“What would you like your customer to say to someone that had 
recently changed jobs?” we said.

“We would want them to say…,” followed by a laundry list of  services, 
they said.

“So, you want them to do your job?” I asked.
Of course not, they reply. We just want to know who they are and 

to get an introduction, if possible. That’s the same thing you want. You 
want your vendor or client to recognize the trigger, and then you want to 
contact the prospect. For that transition to happen, your vendor or client 
needs the formula above—one solution you provide, one customer you 
provide it for, one way to get in touch.

What makes a good trigger is that it’s an event or situation that is 
specific enough to pull your company’s name up from the dredges of the 
vendor or client’s memory, and interesting enough to the prospect to elicit 
an, “Interesting. Yes, I should talk to them,” response. To find one, we’re 
going to take cues from an old memory trick that humans have used since 
ancient times. If you’ve ever seen someone memorize the order of a deck 
of cards in under a minute, you’ve seen this trick in use. We don’t need 
the whole thing, we just need to know what they do to lock a memory in 
place. Make it visual, and make it funny or sexy. The first part usually gets 
a head nod, the second part of that sentence usually gets an eyebrow raise.

It turns out that humans are very good at imaging a situation, and 
very good at remembering humorous and sexual themes. For the financial 
services group, we took their trigger, a job change, and worked with them 
on taking it from their current, “A good client for me is someone going 
through a job change,” and made it more visual.

Have you ever been through a job change? It’s stressful. Routines 
are hard to break. There are stories of people who changed jobs 
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months before, still finding themselves driving 2/3 of the way to 
their old office before turning back to the new office. We help 
manage that change. If you hear of any job changers, we want to 
talk to them. Preferably before they start wandering around.

We made it more visual by asking if the vendor or client has been 
through a job change themselves, which helps them imagine what it 
would be like. We gave them a small anecdote about one of the minor 
challenges a job changer faces with the story of routines being broken. 
Then we wrapped it up by suggesting that the client can help so if they 
hear of any job changers, refer them. (Yes, we skipped sexy and tried for 
slight humor. It is finance.)

The results were impressive. The firm went from zero vendor and cli-
ent referrals, to 11 a month. This was in addition to their regular busi-
ness development efforts and happened despite serious pushback on our 
suggestion from most of the staff. Their marketers had a new group of 
prospects to follow up with, and the general manager saw an uptick in 
total dollars under management, one of his key metrics.

To summarize, give your vendors and customers the tools to bring 
referrals to your door, and provide them a memorable trigger they can 
keep in the back of their heads. And next time you hear of someone 
changing jobs, imagine the look on their face when they realize they are 
going to be late because they drove to their old place of work. It never 
gets old.

Remember

• Monitor staff energy levels to introduce dangerous new 
 activities.

• Non-sales staff don’t need to become sales superstars, but they 
do need to develop basic marketing tools and use them.

• Get your external employees—vendors and clients—to find 
new opportunities by giving them triggers to look for.



PART IV

Getting the Right People in 
the Right Places





CHAPTER 7

The Blowback—Dealing 
With Staff Resistance

There’s a great quote paraphrased from the author, Antoine Saint-Exupéry:
“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the people to gather 

wood, divide the work, and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for 
the vast and endless sea.”

The core concepts in this book are simple. Spend time on Focus and 
narrow your strategic vision, teaching your team “to yearn for the vast 
and endless sea,” and get your leadership team to promote that vision. 
Embrace managing by Individual Strengths and teach it to your managers 
and front lines so everyone is aligned with the vision and acts autono-
mously toward the goal. Simple, right? Business is booming, right? Yes, 
you say, thank you, Greg. We have realized a 10,000 percent return on the 
investment in your book.

Wait, it’s not happening? Not everyone is on board? All of your people 
aren’t yearning for the vast and endless sea?

In the book Good to Great, Jim Collins gives us the visual of a bus. It’s 
going to the destination, but sometimes the passengers on the bus don’t 
want to make the journey. He makes a point of how critical it is to have 
everyone on the bus in the right positions and bought into where the bus 
is going. His examples were of giant multinationals, but the visual works 
well for small- to mid-sized businesses (SMBs) too. Big companies can get 
by with a simple majority of their people on the bus. SMBs, on the other 
hand, need everyone on the bus.

In this chapter, we’re going to talk about the inevitable staff pushback 
that comes from change, and we’re going to expand the definition of what 
it means to be on the bus. As my colleague is fond of saying, “Don’t get 
rid of people just because you can, have a plan.”
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Recognizing Buy-in to the Concept that 
Everybody Sells

In Chapter 2, we touched on the three reasons your staff buys into your 
strategic vision. They are a belief in the vision you are promoting, a belief 
in the people they work with, or a belief in the customers you provide 
value to. Often, we find that simply labeling buy-in at a deeper level is 
all our managers need to re-orient what they expect from their team and 
how they will contribute to the goal. There are times, however, when we 
need to go deeper into the second and third types of buy-in—peer buy-in 
and customer buy-in—to help our managers. This is especially true if 
the manager is wholeheartedly bought into your vision. If they have the 
religion, they want to be surrounded by the faithful. Our job is to help 
them see buy-in along a spectrum and, in a way, to remind them that we 
call it “work” and not “life” for a reason. Work is only part of who your 
people are. For many of them, it’s a means to an end, a way to provide for 
their true passions. We need to give our managers the tools to make that 
attitude work in their favor and generate the results required.

At the risk of being redundant, the beginning of all buy-in is an 
 emotional attachment to the vision of your company. Back when I strug-
gled with Mad Gringo, I determined that there are a few forces driving 
 business and contrary to popular belief, number one is not profit. For 
most businesses profit is a by-product of serving the driving force. Let’s 
list some driving forces in business:

• Products and services: What you offer is what drives your 
business. Think the big car companies. Their products dictate 
where their companies are headed.

• Market segment: The segment you market to drives your 
business. Think of Dove soap’s gentle cleansing products for 
women. They morphed into Dove lotion, into Dove deodor-
ant, and so on. If their market wants it, they make it.

• Natural resources: You have access to a natural resource that 
drives your business. Think of the oil and gas industry and 
their search for more resources.
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• Sales channels: The distribution network drives the business. 
Think of McDonalds, my favorite food example. If their 
 customers want it, will it fit their distribution channel?

• Size: The drive to get big pushes the business. A recent 
 example is Amazon. They sacrifice margin to gobble up 
 market share.

• Profit: There are some companies that are driven by profit. 
In my hometown, Berkshire Hathaway looks for gross margin 
to feed investments, regardless of industry.

My point is that your business’s driving force is rarely profit alone. 
This is a good thing because you will find that most of your employees, 
since they don’t get to share directly in the profit, do not get motivated by 
a vision of more profit for the owner. It’s not an emotional driver for most 
people. Our list of drivers, however, are emotional. We encourage you to 
identify the driver that fits your business, and make sure your Focus, your 
vision, is based on that driver.

Bad things can happen if your rank and file have a different vision 
than your leadership of what your company’s driving force is. In 2016, 
one of our local nonprofits was enveloped in a scandal about executive 
pay that illustrates this point. Goodwill Industries of Omaha’s mission 
is to “train and employ people with disabilities and others who may be 
at a competitive disadvantage in the job market, such as at-risk youth.” 
The community and employees of Goodwill Omaha saw that mission as 
their market driver. Whatever people at a competitive disadvantage need, 
Goodwill provides. When it was revealed that the CEO of the nonprofit 
was pulling in a seven-figure compensation package, the fur started flying. 
While the compensation was not out of line with for-profit corporations 
the size of Goodwill, it was unusually large for nonprofits of any size. 
The argument against such a pay package went right to the driving force 
behind the organization—if his pay package were 75 percent lower, how 
many more people with disabilities could be helped?

I’m not making a judgment on compensation, I am pointing out that 
your driving force influences your strategic vision, which influences your 
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plan, which your front-line people need to buy into. It’s the emotional 
reason for getting the work done.

The tactics and techniques I’m about to lay out are helpful in working 
with employees, but no technique overrides intent. It has been said that 
humans are exceptional at determining intent. So much so that it doesn’t 
matter how effective the technique is if it isn’t aligned with intent. With 
that in mind, think through these techniques and use them as guidelines 
knowing that no technique will overcome challenges from people that 
think you’re not being true to your driving force. 

Field Notes

Dan Rehal from Vision2Voice, a consulting company that supports 
pharmaceutical company’s messaging to physicians, tells a story that 
reminds us that business can be won or lost by anyone, at any time.

There’s an element of serendipity in business development and 
the line between success and failure is fuzzy and business can 
be lost by anyone, even the owner of the company.

One of the services we offer is connecting our pharmaceutical 
companies with key opinion leaders (KOL) in the medical field. 
We set up a video shoot with one of our KOLs and, because 
these individuals are extremely busy, we had a short window to 
get the interview done. Our client arrived the morning of the 
shoot with a list of changes that resulted in our KOL drifting 
off topic and sounding like an absent-minded genius.

When the initial cut of the video was presented, our client was 
not happy and wanted to get back in front of the KOL, which 
was not going to happen. I jumped in, stuck up for my team 
and put the blame where it belonged, on the client’s changes. 
The client was not happy and to this day our relationship is 
strained.

Business can be won or lost by anyone in the company, even 
the owner.
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Individual Strengths and Soft Skills

We’ve talked about the I in FIT in a broad sense, and right now I want 
to go into more detail on how you can harness the power that comes 
from your people putting their unique, human touch on the work your 
company does. It goes without saying that your people are already using 
their strengths in their daily lives. Using them to cope, defaulting to them 
when under duress, feeling disconnected when asked to do things in ways 
that oppose them. So, why do we need to dedicate so much time to this 
topic? There is an interesting thing that happens when you ask someone 
to take on a new task, like asking a non-seller to sell something. Your 
people will try to act like someone they are not, they will subvert their 
natural strengths and try to mimic a standard that isn’t theirs. Take a peek 
at Figure 7.1.

Inside each new activity, there are elements of old activities present. 
We think of learning as being along a continuum from unconscious 
incompetence to unconscious competence, like riding a bike. At first it 
looks easy, then we try it and it’s overwhelming; however, once we pick 
up the skill we stop thinking and just doing. However, the experts tell us 
learning is more complicated than that. Before we ride a bike we must be 
able to stay in balance and have the strength to work the machine, two 
things we are unconsciously competent in. Then we learn new things 
like how to steer, brake, and pedal. Adding other concepts we didn’t even 

Figure 7.1 New tasks and competence



112 THE HUMAN BEING’S GUIDE TO BUSINESS GROWTH

know we should know, like to beware of slippery gravel on pavement. In 
that same way, your people have innate talents and strengths that apply 
to any new task, your job and your management’s job is to help them 
understand what they already know because they’ll learn what they don’t 
know over time. It’s a process.

Mr. Carl used to see me reading sales and marketing books and say 
something about “not having to teach a dog physics in order for him to 
catch a Frisbee.” The thing is that you’re not asking the dog to learn how 
to catch a Frisbee. The same way a dog will never have to know about 
lift and wind speed to catch that disc helps you know why knowing your 
people’s perceived strengths is integral in building momentum for new 
tasks you want them to take on. Know what your people think they’re 
good at and use that knowledge to get them working toward your goal. 
Make it part of company culture. When the leadership thinks in terms of 
applying strengths to tasks, the results are nothing short of amazing. Start 
with aligning strengths to the company’s vision and watch your people 
rise to the occasion.

Belief in the Company

Let’s start with the easiest group: the employees who buy into your com-
pany’s vision. It’s the easiest group because they know what they are work-
ing toward, but it’s also the hardest group because everyone tells you that 
they are bought into your vision. Why would they do that if they weren’t 
really bought in? A few reasons:

• Because they want your approval.
• Because they want to keep their jobs.
• Because they fear the unknown—namely, what happens if 

they don’t express a belief in the vision.
• Lastly, because they don’t see any other alternatives.

As a successful entrepreneur, you have a particular set of skills. 
Chances are your employees and junior partners do not. The reason 
I say that is because at some point, academics believe it’s around 50 
employees, your company needs more administrators than impresa-
rios. Fewer entrepreneurs, more employees. Employees have a different 
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mindset and different set of values. For instance, I had the privilege of 
working with one of the most talented saleswomen I’ve ever met early 
in her career. Our sales commission structure rewarded top producers 
with a 50 percent bump in commission, with the caveat that they go 
on full commission. There were others in the office who had success-
fully made the transition to full commission, and hundreds of others 
around the country in other regions. Yet she refused to make the leap. 
It confounded me until I told my wife about the issue. She pointed out 
that maybe she worked better with the comfort of a small base salary. 
As obvious as that may be to you, dear reader, it was eye opening to me. 
That this woman, more talented than her peers, easily able to produce 
in excess, would have a different view of commission and money than 
me and most of my sales people. It was shocking. I felt like I was in one 
of those spaghetti sauce commercials, “what other bad decisions have I 
made?”

My point is this; she knew she had a choice that allowed her to express 
a preference that in the long run benefitted my agency and the company. 
If there was only one path, if full commission was the only choice, the 
company would have missed out on her production for two years plus 
because she would have looked for a new job. When you make multiple 
avenues open, communication opens.

Sounds easy, right? We have found that at first, options are viewed 
with suspicion when presented. Your company may be different but it’s 
best to proceed along this path.

1. Describe in detail the company’s vision for the future and invite your 
employees to imagine their place in it.

2. Describe the immediate plan for the next year, quarter, month, and 
week, asking them to complete tasks in the plan, making decisions 
with the company’s future in mind.

3. If they are having trouble with a task, encourage them to use their 
self-identified strengths to complete their tasks.

4. Then, after steps one through three have been attempted, introduce 
the concept of multiple reasons for buy-in to the company’s vision. 
Besides belief in the company’s vision, buy-in can be enjoyment of 
their peer’s pursuit of the vision or buy-in can be a love of consumers 
benefitting from the value the company creates.
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Let’s dig into the best ways to uncover your employees who are bought 
into peers or customers, and what to do with that information to unleash 
their power for growth.

Belief in Coworkers

My daughter’s friend works for one of Silicon Valley’s marquee compa-
nies. When I ask what she loves about her job, she thinks for a moment 
and talks about her teammates. The more she talks about her work and 
what gets her going in the morning, the less I hear about the company’s 
vision for the future. The less I hear about the company, really. It was all 
about her peers and coworkers. Gallup had a study from years ago that 
listed the top reasons for job satisfaction. Right at the top was “a good 
friend at work.”

This is what I want you to do with this information. Knowing that 
a portion of your staff is getting the most enjoyment out of your com-
pany because of their relationships with peers, your leadership needs to 
learn this language, “at our workplace no one has the right to bring your 
co-workers down.”

Most of your people show up each day without any particular bias 
toward happy or sad. Some of your people are always up, some can’t seem 
to smile if their life depended on it, but most of your people are simply 
hoping to get to work and make some progress on the day. If we express 
this on a line graph in Figure 7.2, most people come into the day lumped 
in the middle.

You don’t have the right to bring your coworker’s down acknowledges 
that 80 percent of your people are not biased positive or negative, but if 

Figure 7.2 How employees arrive at work
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they interact with a very happy or very sad coworker it sends them in that 
direction. For example, I was brought in to help a company unleash their 
employees’ potential, and after my third visit to the office, I went from the 
front desk to the CEO’s office and asked what was wrong with the front 
desk person. It was not a retail business, there were no regular visitors, but 
everyone in the company had to walk in through the front doors where 
they were met with a bitter, cranky attitude at best, or a hostile, angry 
attitude at worst.

“She’s had a tough time,” the owner explained. She was one of his 
first, best, and most valued employees according to him, and everyone 
knew it was just “Jane being Jane.” Here’s the thing, his office was filled 
with personalities that I’d put on that line graph at about 5 or 6 out of 
10 on their best days. When they walked in each day, they were knocked 
down at least one peg by their brief interaction with Jane. To me, a happy 
outsider, she knocked me down almost two pegs.

I understood his allegiance to her, and from a results perspective, he 
had evidence that she was making more progress toward his vision than 
most, but there’s a reason Sam Walton started everyone in his store with 
the Wal-Mart cheer. What she wasn’t doing was honoring her peers. Our 
suggestion was to give her the language suggested previously, to tell her 
that her work was exemplary, but she didn’t have the right to bring her 
coworkers down. What happened next was interesting. I expected him 
to get some pushback, but I didn’t expect to see him to shrink when she 
derided the concept. “I am not a rah-rah person and I am not their baby 
sitter,” she said. “If you want that, you are not getting that from me. My 
work is better than anyone you have here, so it’s up to you. Do you want 
me to stay or leave?”

Ouch. She was hostile. This is where strengths management came in 
handy because we reframed the concept and involve her in the solution. 
“Jane, your strengths are Honesty, Fairness, and Industry. How can we 
take advantage of those strengths in this situation?”

If you haven’t been exposed to the concept of men having an anger 
half-life of women, that meeting would have illustrated it perfectly. She 
was mad, and although we were able to recover, it took her twice as long 
to cool down and rejoin the conversation than her boss. To her credit, 
once she did, and once she engaged with her strengths to the task at 



116 THE HUMAN BEING’S GUIDE TO BUSINESS GROWTH

hand, she came up with a few solutions. The simplest of which was to let 
her do her work in an office, away from the others for the first half of the 
day. This was a building with an open office plan, so that wasn’t an easy 
solution, but there was an open conference room where we could test the 
concept.

It would have been easy to give her an ultimatum and get her off the 
bus, but she had earned the right to be given a chance, to face her behav-
iors, and make an effort to contribute more than just bottom-line results. 
Once she started thinking of ways to apply her strengths to the task of not 
bringing her peer’s attitudes down, that problem was alleviated.

Belief in Customers

Some of your employees will feel driven by a belief in your customers. It’s 
easy to recognize because if you talk to this group about selling more to 
achieve the company’s vision, their pushback is going to be, the customer 
comes first. “I will never break the sacred bond that exists between my 
customer and myself by selling them something they don’t want.” We 
work with healthcare companies and in that industry the care providers 
and their management are driven to deliver what’s best for the patient. 
That isn’t in conflict with the strategic visions of the leadership teams, 
but when push comes to shove to do more marketing for those visions, 
namely, to make the patient aware of all of the services they offer, the 
patient’s well-being is thrown up like a shield in front of the management. 
“If they need something, they’ll ask,” isn’t a great strategy. In this section, 
we’ll give you two tactics to work with this belief system learned from 
challenging industries such as healthcare.

1. Demonstrate how the strategic vision will be good for the cus-
tomer. When we’re describing how the future will be good for the 
company, we need to apply as much effort to describing and demon-
strating why the future state will be better for the customer. I say 
describe and demonstrate because descriptions won’t be enough for 
the customer-focused employee. I have the privilege of working with 
a nonprofit that works with prisoners, teaching them how to “change 
their hustle,” and build legitimate businesses when they get out. It’s 



 THE BLOWBACK—DEALING WITH STAFF RESISTANCE 117

called Defy Ventures, and the ultimate goal, the big strategic vision, 
is to reduce the recidivism rate of our prison systems. The estimated 
rate of recidivism, the prisoners that return to prison, within five 
years is nearly 75 percent. Scary high. In contrast, the graduates of 
Defy have a recidivism rate of only 3 percent. The program does 
this not only with volunteers from the business community, but also 
attracts a fair share of social justice people who have zero interest 
in business, only a deep interest in humanizing prisoners. The way 
Defy gets those nonbusiness volunteers to participate is by promot-
ing that improved recidivism rate. The volunteers agree on doing 
what Defy needs because they agree on the outcome, an outcome 
that has a demonstrable impact on the prisoner (customer). You 
get the same impact by describing the emotional impact on your 
 customers when your vision is realized. If it were a drink recipe, we’d 
be using three parts emotion to one part logic. For instance, using 
logic your company may save customer’s money on services they are 
already purchasing. Emotionally, your company gives customers the 
opportunity to reinvest dollars into their customers and their com-
munities, creating new jobs and new opportunities where they live. 
Same demonstrated outcome, different descriptions.

2. Ask for employees help in building a bridge between care for 
the customer and realizing the vision. It’s been said that we don’t 
believe anything we see, only half of what we hear, and 100 percent 
of everything that comes out of our mouths. If you’re not finding the 
right words or examples, and if emotional impact isn’t your forte, 
get help directly from the people who care the most about the cus-
tomer. Ask them for ideas on how the future vision will benefit their 
customer. This is a tactic that can feel manipulative if not used with 
the best intentions—remember that your intent matters more than 
your technique—so my advice is to only use it if you’re really having 
a hard time coming up with words that your people buy into. To 
use it, describe the vision of the future, then ask your most custom-
er-centered people to help you come up with a few reasons why cus-
tomers may value this future state. Ask them what words customers 
may use when describing the future version of your company. These 
are not formal, conference room conversations. They are hallway, 
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checking in, wandering through the cubicles types of conversations. 
Instead of inventing descriptions that attract customer caring indi-
viduals to the surface, let them show you the way.

3. Double check the language and the vision to be sure it’s best for 
the customer. We work with some organizations that struggle with 
the concept of customer focused buy-in. One financial services firm 
that makes its money using big-brained people and advanced analyt-
ics to lend money against hard-to-value assets was particularly unim-
pressed with this concept. As a matter of fact, in their personality 
profiles, their most consistent trait wasn’t something they were good 
at, it was something all 40 of their employees were particularly bad 
at—empathy. Get this, they described themselves as propeller heads. 
They were not bought into the idea that one or more of them would 
be interested in their customers beyond a cold hard return on assets. 
That led to a vision that was only inspiring to themselves, and often 
disparaging to their customers who they viewed as financial illiter-
ates. Our challenge was showing them that their business develop-
ment efforts could use more customer empathy. My point in telling 
you about them is that if you are having a hard time coming up with 
language that explains why your customers will be better off in the 
future, check that your vision of the future is what’s best for your 
customer. What’s best for your shareholders and your principals may 
mean your customers are only an afterthought.

I am biased toward sales and selling, so I know how much easier it 
is to grow when you can describe why working with you is best for your 
customers. If your company’s vision appeals to your customer it can be 
used in marketing. It will attract them. However, it’s not a necessity. Your 
people can work with customers and provide value without a vision of 
the future to promote. We’ve done it ourselves, many times. Just be aware 
that without it, not all your people will come along for the ride.

Building Bench Strength

As you can imagine, conversations about change, and their confronta-
tional nature, aren’t the easiest issues to work through. As you demand 
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accountability to your company’s strategic vision, it shouldn’t come as a 
surprise that some very talented people, including the ones that you have 
identified as future ready right now, may not buy in. The solution to this 
problem falls into two buckets.

One is to ignore the lack of buy-in and let it work its way out. Don’t 
press too hard but keep the vision in front of your people because over 
time, like dripping water on a stone, you’ll make progress. One of my 
managers used to tell me, “Take the route to work that drives you through 
the nicest neighborhoods because you’ll see yourself there and pretty soon 
you’ll be doing the things you need to get there.” I get what he was saying, 
which is that whatever you’re around the most, being human you tend to 
mimic it. That is a strategy that will work here. You can keep preaching 
to the congregation and eventually the pews will be filled with believers.

The second approach is to be proactive. My advice here is rooted 
in Mr. Carl’s wisdom. From day one of my work with him, he encour-
aged me to keep six months of expenses in my bank account. I was poor 
enough to think he was crazy but he was telling me if I feel like I’m close 
to the edge, I’ll tread softly. However, if I have a safety net, I could be 
bolder. I took a group of community college students to China a year 
ago and for most of them, this was their first trip abroad. Their biggest 
fears weren’t the food, the culture, or the travel arrangements. It was the 
unknown nature of what everything would cost. How much money did 
they need to bring, exactly? It didn’t help on day two when I took a 
group of them wandering through Shanghai and we became hopelessly 
lost. Their panic was palpable. Later, it occurred to me that most of these 
kids were from families that would not be able to help them out of a jam, 
let alone one that occurred half way around the world. There is a value 
in having resources to fall back on. It makes you bolder. We apply that 
same concept here to having human resource reserves, or bench strength 
as we’ll call it. It lets you pressure your personnel to perform.

The next chapter will focus on tactics you can use to build your bench 
strength, which will let your leadership push more forcefully for change 
because if your talented people leave, your managers have a pipeline of 
talented people who can come in and take their place. As ruthless as it 
sounds, it has the effect of speeding up results, reducing turnover, and 
building momentum toward your vision.
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Remember

• Your staff buy-in to your strategic vision will come in multiple 
forms, train your managers to use language that appeals to 
each of them.

• As you press for change, resort to your employees self- 
identified strengths to overcome resistance.

• Be ready for turnover, either by attrition or by invitation.



CHAPTER 8

The Recruiting—Not 
Everyone Will Come With 

You, Be Ready

When we work with companies, my ideas on turnover are met with resis-
tance because for as all-inclusive-anyone-can-do-this as my language is, 
it’s couched in the reality that you’re going to have turnover, and turnover 
is okay. I tend to pull the trigger quickly but that’s because I’ve done a 
few things before the employee has arrived. I actively try to avoid a logical 
fallacy that we humans engage in, called the sunk cost fallacy.

In weighing decisions, we give too much heft to what we’ve invested 
in the past. To combat that tendency, I recommend working through 
three scenarios before a new hire ever hits the ground running. First, 
imagine what success looks like and put some hard and soft measure-
ments around it. Second, imagine what “meh” looks like, that middle 
ground where most employees live and breathe, whether we want them 
to or not. Third, imagine what the minimum acceptable standard is. The 
minimum measures that, if not met, you can objectively say would be 
grounds for dismissal. It’s that third scenario that results in quick turn-
over because that parameter is set long before the employee arrives. Long 
before I know their quirky sense of humor, the name of their pet rabbit, 
and their amazing back story. That becomes the non-negotiable standard 
they are going to be measured against, and it unleashes the power of your 
people to grow your business because part of your non-negotiable stan-
dard is that every employee does their part to help the business grow by 
uncovering new opportunities.

This technique may be easier to understand with an example outside 
of your company. For example, you can use it with vendors selling new 
marketing programs. Say you’re considering a program that says it’s going 



122 THE HUMAN BEING’S GUIDE TO BUSINESS GROWTH

to produce 100 new leads a month for the sales team. That’s the best-case 
scenario, first in our list of three scenarios to consider. If we left expecta-
tions there, after four months of hard work by the vendor and our staff, 
what will happen if it’s producing 60 leads a month? We probably keep 
it, right? Sixty is better than zero. But what if it’s producing 40 leads a 
month? We still keep it because it’s better than a sharp stick in the eye, 
right? Plus, maybe we were just being too aggressive, I mean, everyone is 
working really hard and it’s painful to start a new program.

Without the second and third scenario, the “I can live with this” and 
the “if it’s below this point we need to stop,” scenarios, the project is 
hard to manage because we will be more invested, our sunk costs will 
be higher, than we planned for upfront. These 3 markers become our 
guidelines moving forward. This quick process works well unless you set 
the minimum acceptable standard too high. It needs to be the minimum. 
Check it against this metric. If your current results are currently below the 
minimum standard you’re considering, it’s too high. Your reality is already 
lower. Be honest with yourself and what little production you’re willing 
to put up with.

With that in mind, let’s talk about what happens when you set 
standards across the organization that includes a business development 
component.

Not Everyone Comes Along—Plan for It

Let’s revisit this graphic from Alan Weiss, PhD in Figure 8.1 when think-
ing about your strategic vision and considering the personnel that are 
going to make the journey with you.

On the left is your organization today. On the right is your vision of 
the future. Some employees in your organization today have the exact 
skill sets and capabilities you need in the future. They’re ready right now 
and their arrow goes right into the future. We want to do what we can to 
keep them with you for the journey. Think of the last recession where we 
saw a number of executives take on roles they were overqualified for, but 
once the organization caught up to them, they excelled.
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There are others in today’s organization who don’t have the skills you 
need in the future, but they have the capacity to learn. You’ll be investing 
in them to come along with you on the journey to your idealized future. 
The easy example is a talented 20-something employee who comes into 
your organization with enthusiasm and work ethic, but no management 
experience. You’ll invest in them to be there for you in the future version 
of your company.

There are others in the organization who don’t have a future skill set, 
don’t have much capacity, but you’ll keep them because the work still 
needs to be done. At most, you’ll look for people with complimentary skill 
sets to help bridge the gap to the future. I think of a graphic artist who 
may report directly to the director of business development today, but 
once you have half-dozen marketers on staff, they become staff members 
separated from their old boss by two layers of management. They hold 
organizational knowledge you treasure, so you layer talent in to help them.

And finally, there are some in today’s organization who do great work 
for you now, but won’t be making the transition into the future organiza-
tion because their skill set is best suited for today’s work. While it’s easy 
to imagine a shift worker in this position, we see many senior executives 

Figure 8.1 Your organization today and tomorrow
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who are well suited for a small organization of 50 employees, but suffer in 
the organization when it grows to 250 people.

In the last two scenarios, you’re going to be looking for new talent 
to fill in the gaps. Some of them will be people who come with the skills 
you need in the future, and some will have the capacity to grow but you’ll 
need to invest in them to bring them up to speed.

What’s not on the chart is employee attrition. Especially as you tran-
sition from accepting what you have today to your aspirational, fully 
unleashed staff focused on growth. Just by describing that future, there 
will be people on staff who see this as a wakeup call to look for other 
opportunities. Your people will have life changes, marriages, babies, 
spouse job changes, sick parents, or sick kids. Welcome attrition, but plan 
for it.

What Happens If They All Stay

When I bring up attrition in workshops, there will be one CEO who 
says, “Greg, but what if we have the opposite problem? What if no one 
wants to leave? Our turnover is so low, I almost have to kick people out.” 
This isn’t normal, but it does happen. There are businesses that I work 
with where it’s hard to find 5 percent of their 500 employees who will 
admit to wanting a change. Going back to the previous graphic, these 
companies are staffed with an abundance of the third group of employees. 
Loyal, effective, and content, like the graphic artist I referred to. I tend 
to agree with the business owners who bring it up, there is no need for 
these employees to be encouraged out if you need them for the future 
organization.

What those CEO’s still struggle with is the vision of the future. In 
general, for that vision to happen, they’ll need to bring in new talent, 
some of which will be prepared to execute the strategic vision, others that 
have the capacity but need to be invested in to get there. As we discussed 
in Chapter 3, it’s hard to keep our present out of our possible future. 
Today’s realities tend to creep in whenever we imagine what the future is 
going to look like. Here’s an exercise when you can’t imagine your future 
organization requiring personnel changes.
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1. Make a list of everyone who has access to you on a daily basis. This 
can be your assistant, your leadership team, your managers and your 
front-line people. For some of you in companies with less than 50 
people, it may be everyone. The key is to make the list comprehen-
sive and consider everyone who can reach out to you and expect to 
get a response from you that day.

2. Imagine how comforting it is for those people to have that access. 
The ability to bring up a concern, to discuss a decision, to check 
your temperature on an issue. It’s nice to have access to the big idea 
person.

3. Imagine how they would react if that access were suddenly restricted. 
To get access to you now, they need to submit a request that will be 
evaluated and prioritized. How do they deal about being delegated? 
Does their job satisfaction go up or down?

4. Finally, consider an additional layer of management and imagine 
that your direct report has to limit access to themselves to get work 
done. How will they deal with having to be the delegator? Will their 
job satisfaction go up or down?

Picturing dramatic change helps you imagine a future where all of 
your people don’t want to come on the journey. I was talking to the man-
ager who led Ameritrade’s online trading division in the 1990s, when the 
Internet was new and his project was nothing more than a skunkworks 
inside of a larger organization. He said that he loved the camaraderie 
developed in the parking lot on Friday afternoons when the group would 
gather around someone’s trunk to drink beer from a cooler. Everyone had 
access to him and they all worked toward the goal of growing an online 
trading platform. As the division grew, that informal setup changed. Lay-
ers of management were added and the division grew larger than the par-
ent company. Hundreds of new employees came into the fold. My friend 
was transformed from a project leader into a senior executive.

Years after that time, but before the manager told me that story, I 
hired someone who had worked for his group. This was long after the 
beer in the trunk days, when the company was a darling of the NASDAQ 
and millions of dollars were being made. “He’s a suit,” this person said. 
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“I used to be able to talk to him but now the only time you see him is 
on stage at the company events.” The inference was that the manager had 
changed, especially from the perspective of a past employee who used to 
have direct access. As your company grows, while it may not be as dra-
matic as Ameritrade’s, staff gets disrupted. That disruption will lead to 
perceptions changing. “This isn’t the same place it was when I started,” is 
a sentiment that can affect all levels of the organization. Let’s talk about 
the single best way I’ve found for dealing with it. 

Field Notes

Dean Robinson, The Family Business Transformer, http://deanrobin-
son.com.au tells this story about the importance of everyone selling.

Most people in family businesses tend to think the role of the sales-
person belongs to a dedicated person. I’m going to smash that myth 
and prove to you that everyone in your family business is a salesperson 
for your business.

An Electrical Contracting business focused on Industrial Projects, 
also undertook shift cover—essentially, the provision of day labor in a 
Production Environment. It enabled them to fill the peaks and troughs 
in their project work, and also provided an “in” whenever clients had a 
project on the horizon and day labor was already on site.

This business’ day labor resource included a disengaged employee. 
He worked inside the client’s premises for weeks on end. In addition 
to his regular duties, the client made a request of the employee to make 
some small repairs outside the scope of their duties? “Sure,” came the 
response, but then proceeded to do nothing about it. On two further 
occasions over the space of 10 days, the client repeated the request—
and the employee proceeded to do nothing. By this time, the small 
repair was becoming a significant issue.

As happens, that employee needed to be switched to another 
project. When the owner contacted the client to advise them of staff 
change, the client offered that not only were they disappointed in the 
poor response to their request for additional assistance, but they’d also 
lost an opportunity for a six-figure project that would otherwise have 

http://deanrobinson.com.au
http://deanrobinson.com.au
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come their way. All because someone failed to understand that by 
being the face of the business on the client site, they were also the lead 
salesman on site and for that client.

Everyone, bar no one, is a salesperson in your business. From how 
your front desk person answers the phone, to how your customer care 
team respond to customer complaints to the way management own up 
to the mistakes of the business, everyone sells.

Building Confidence with a Strong Bench

The best way to deal with change is bench strength. When you have suf-
ficient resources, when your battery is full and you are confident, you 
make better decisions. A mediocre sales professional with a full pipeline 
of opportunities handles prospects with more confidence than a superior 
sales professional with a thin pipeline. Likewise, you and your leader-
ship team will manage better with a strong pipeline of qualified hires. In 
other words, you’re more confident with your employees when you have 
a strong bench of possible replacements.

The reason a strong bench works to help us manage more confi-
dently, goes back to the challenges of communication. As we covered in 
 Chapter 2, we should be checking what we perceive against what others 
mean. Let’s go back to the Iceberg Effect of Communication, Figure 8.2.

Figure 8.2 The iceberg effect of communication
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Most of what we understand is an interpretation of what others say, 
show, and do. When we perceive something to be off, when something 
doesn’t feel right in our gut, we make an assumption and move on to the 
next issue or priority. If we make too many assumptions, we look up one 
day to find that we’ve been caught flat-footed and the race has begun. A 
key employee exits, a valued employee is distracted by events at home, or 
we win new business and staff feels overworked and stressed.

We can’t ignore the small things when our organization is growing. 
We need to ask hard questions in nice ways. We need to check for under-
standing as we describe the future. We have to demand participation from 
every one of our employees. The problem is we can’t do that if we think 
we’re dealing with precious resources.

When I put in my notice at the bank to start Mad Gringo, my man-
ager was caught flat-footed. He was dealing with other issues, and didn’t 
want to be asked about a vacancy in one of his four regions in addition 
to dealing with a new boss, a hiring freeze, no potential replacement in 
mind, and having to do my job if I left. And those are just the reasons 
he confided in me when telling me why my notice was not good timing. 
Operating from that mindset, he made a decision that alleviated those 
problems, but created unintended consequences.

“Greg, I need you to stay for six months.”
I couldn’t. I had bought a company and spring was coming. I didn’t 

know much about tropical shirts, but I knew that once the Labor Day 
sales were in the books, no one was going to be buying brightly colored 
shirts until the following spring. “I can’t,” I said shaking my head.

“What do we have to do?” he said.
“It’s impossible. I’d have to cut my travel to zero. I’d have to work two 

hours a day. The comp plan would get all screwed up. It just wouldn’t 
work.”

He considered it for a minute and made the decision. “Let’s make 
that work.”

On one hand, it was a generous decision. Any startup would love 
to have an arrangement like that. Full salary, bonus, and benefits for six 
months. It’s like a second funding source. On the other hand, it was a 
decision made because he didn’t have bench strength. It wasn’t just him; 
the entire bank had outsourced the idea of bench strength to the HR 
department. They were tasked with keeping a list of candidates, but the 
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reality was that they were reacting to hiring requests from all over the 
5,000-employee company, there was no bench building happening, the 
task was too large.

So how do you build a bench without having job openings to fill? 
Great question. Here are five ideas that will help with bench strength, 
even for the most introverted of organizations.

1. Describe who you’re looking for in your strategic vision, but do it 
with short descriptions of the outcomes you want instead of job titles 
or job descriptions. You may have a need for a project manager, but 
that won’t engage the storytelling and problem-solving part of our 
brains. We covered a memory trick in Chapter 6 under triggers, and 
talking in outcomes is a similar tactic. “We’re looking for someone 
to join our team that will give us stronger, better, and more efficient 
business processes.” Anyone hearing that will have a tiny switch set 
off in their brain. “Do they need an operations manager? A proj-
ect manager? An administrative assistant? What?” With these small 
descriptions, the next time they are in front of someone who may 
be able to deliver that outcome, you want them to say, “You know 
what? I need to introduce you to someone I know. They need help 
with business processes and it may be a good conversation.”

2. Ask. The second way to build a strong bench is to let everyone know 
that you’re growing. How can you do that in a nice way? Start by ask-
ing everyone a couple of questions. Do you know which companies 
in your area are hiring? How about the companies that are always on 
the lookout for new talent? As they consider their answer, tell them 
that you want to know because you’re growing and you’re on the 
lookout for new talent. One of the hidden benefits of a clearly com-
municated strategic vision from Chapter 3 is that you can start look-
ing for new people without making today’s staff concerned about 
their jobs. You can talk to other business owners about your future 
without having a need to meet right now.

3. Start with your vendors and customers. The easiest place to start 
asking is to get your people to talk to your vendors and customers 
about it. Vendors are the easiest to start with because they rely on you 
for revenue. Your bankers, your insurance brokers, your account-
ing firm, your marketing providers, your office supply  people, and 
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your technology support providers are more than happy to hear that 
you’re growing and have an ongoing need for talent. Plus, they know 
a lot of good people who are currently employed. I have a future 
section of this chapter dedicated to why talent employed by other 
companies on your bench is so important, but for now, just know 
that your vendors and customers are the best place to start practicing 
your bench-building skills. Customers are second to vendors on this 
list only because you’re relying on them for revenue instead of the 
other way around. When we look for referrals, always start by swim-
ming with the same current as money is flowing. Your customers 
will be happy to help, but your vendors will feel compelled to help. 
It’s human nature.

4. Attract your next best employees. Who are the best companies to 
work for in your metro area? Is there a list? Getting on a list like 
that, my friend, is a bench-builder’s dream. The way to attract people 
to your company is to have people start saying that you’re a great 
company to work for. I was listening to an interview with Google’s 
director of talent development and she was giving a long list of do’s 
and don’ts to listeners for identifying talent. It was interesting, but 
early in the interview she alluded to a problem most companies don’t 
have. They get thousands of unsolicited resumes every single day. 
Everyone would consider a job offer from Google/Alphabet. At the 
beginning, Google had to chase people and convince them to take 
a chance, just like you will, but that equation changed as their fame 
grew. Now, their bench strength is legendary and they don’t even 
need to  advertise positions before turning people down. You can get 
the same results. Get that PR machine moving.

5. Keep in touch. As you’ve built your company, you’ve had a long line 
of people who have applied for your positions, people who you’ve 
had coffee or lunch with, and a number of people who you’ve met 
and thought, “someday I need someone like that.” Starting today, 
encourage your people to keep in touch. The recruiter who invited 
me to join the bank in 2004, still checks in on me 13 years later. 
He hasn’t had any particular reason to do this, hasn’t offered me any 
positions or even alluded to an open position. He never asks if I’m 
looking or open to looking, he simply checks in. I’ve sent over doz-
ens of referrals to him and in a pinch, he’d be one of the first people 
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I would check in with if I needed employment. You can do the same 
thing. We use annual reminders, a newsletter list, and Customer 
Relationship Manager (CRM) tools to help automate the task. (Part 
5 of this book will cover using technology in more detail). It doesn’t 
take much effort and every little touch helps.

A strong bench gives you the confidence to ask more from your 
employees today. It lets you operate with tough love, working toward a 
better future and keeps communication lines open. Traits that are espe-
cially important to the richest vein of talent available today, millennials.

Millennials and Building for the Future

What modern book would be complete without touching on the gener-
ational divide between millennials and their managers? As the parent of 
millennials and part of generation X with strong memories of hearing, 
“the problem with your generation,” I can offer a few insights based in 
work with clients.

First, if you notice the differences, you can find the similarities. The 
idea that this giant, digitally native, socially connected, debt burdened, 
group has completely different priorities than you is not true. When 
solving problems, one of our exercises is Kepner-Tregoe’s “is/is not” box 
where we define what something is by giving equal thought to what it is 
not. We used a version of it with our fast decision playing field for plan-
ning. It looks like Figure 8.3.

Figure 8.3 Is/is not
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Let’s apply is/is not logic to millennials in four parts. Most young 
adults don’t have money and historically have not had money. Most 
young adults communicate with their peers in different ways than with 
adults. Most young adults are interested in figuring out where they fit in 
the world and less concerned with preserving what they have gained. Your 
company, your strategic vision of the future depends on the next genera-
tion contributing their talents to your customers in a way that produces 
value to be shared. I have yet to meet a millennial that doesn’t understand 
that. Focus on what you have in common, not on the differences.

Second, young adults want to apply their talents. Your job is to let 
them apply their talents to the outcomes your company is after. If this 
sounds familiar, it’s the focus of I in FIT, Individual Strengths. Train your 
people in applying their strengths to the tasks at hand. The idea that your 
young employees need to bring passion to their jobs is not a winning 
formula for you. Break them of that thought, and have them apply their 
strengths to their jobs instead. “This is the outcome we need because this 
is the vision we’re after, now apply your strengths to the tasks that need to 
take place in order for us to get there,” is what the language sounds like. 
When my daughter went to work in her first job out of college, every 
time she complained about her work or her supervisor, her grandparents 
would start in on the “kids these days,” commentary. That isn’t what I 
heard. I heard her manager struggling with giving her permission to apply 
her strengths to the work to be done. She called it micro-managing, but 
it sounded a lot like a manager who was less interested in outcomes than 
she was in how the work got done or in giving a reason behind why the 
work needed to be done. That is an easily remedied communication issue, 
it is not generational divide.

Third, along the same lines as applying talents, is describing the vision. 
The companies that are listed as millennial friendly tend to have this one 
thing in common, they can describe an emotional vision of the future. 
The strategic vision of your future will help cross generational lines, but it 
won’t do it alone. As we learned in the previous chapter, there are multiple 
reasons why your people will buy into your vision of the future. It may 
be the vision itself, it may be a buy-in to the people you have on staff, or 
it may be buy-in to the customers you serve. Make all three parts of your 
business and your appeal to millennials will go up.
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Fourth, get bought-in to technology making life at work easier. We’ll 
go into more depth about approaching technology in the last section of 
the book, but your millennials and future digital natives will want to lead 
with technology. You need to acknowledge that technology is the answer 
to challenges or you’ll lose the tech savvy, but help them understand that 
technology only solves issues once you know where you want to go, and 
once you have applied your strengths to the tasks involved in getting 
there. It does not solve problems by itself. Another way of saying it is 
technology should make us more human in our quest to build value, not 
less human.

My point here is that if you’re applying the process we’re outlining in 
The Human Being’s Guide to Business Growth, you’re going to have success 
with future generations of tech-savvy young adults. Just as I cringe when 
I hear myself say something my Dad would say, the youngsters are going 
to be last to know that they are more like us than they want to admit. Our 
job is to gently usher them along that path. 

Field Notes

Tony Bedard is CEO of Frontier Co-op, a member-owned coopera-
tive supporting natural living since 1976. Frontier Co-op began as a 
two-person operation in 1976 in a river cabin in Eastern Iowa becom-
ing a major supplier of herbs, spices, and aromatherapy products.

Frontier Co-op is driven by our sense of purpose—to do the right thing 
in the communities in which we work. It may sound like something a 
lot of companies just put up on a board and walk by, but it drives our 
operations at all levels and our business success. Once someone buys into 
our purpose, they buy into our brand—whether it’s as an employee, 
supplier, or customer.

For a long time, this seemed like fringe and fluff for a business to 
spend time its time on. How can you drive ROI on a sense of purpose? 
But our efforts have paid of 10-fold. Today, we’re finding a business 
environment and workforce that’s yearning to do more than produce 
a widget. They want meaningful work, they want meaningful busi-
ness partners and to go home each night knowing that what they’ve 
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done has value. We’re well positioned with a reputation for quality and 
social responsibility that attracts the right kind of employees, suppli-
ers, and customers.

I recently visited one of our vetiver suppliers in Haiti. Last year, we 
donated money to help them build a library for their community. Our 
intermediary told me that they want to work with us—not because of 
the volume we buy from them (which certainly isn’t as much as other 
companies) but because they believe in the work we do with them. 
This is just one of many stories any one at Frontier Co-op could tell—
from Customer Service to our Vice President of Sourcing. The way we 
work drives our business and our 40 years of success.

Our focus has never been as much on selling the product, but 
about operating as the kind of company you want to do business with. 
This approach has attracted better people and also allows us to retain 
better people. And, at the end of the day makes us a better company. 
When someone understands our approach, they want work with us 
and for us to be part of the positive change we’re making in the world.

Developing Talent on Someone Else’s Dime

We’re going to end this section with a few thoughts on one advantage that 
SMBs rarely take advantage of. Earlier, I had mentioned that we should 
keep in touch with past applicants and other talented people we meet 
along our business journey, in order to build a strong bench. When you 
keep in touch, we recommend you do it with the idea that you’re develop-
ing talent on someone else’s dime. Train them for your future needs while 
they work for someone else.

Let’s go back to the sketch of today’s organization and your future 
organization, Figure 8.4.

Those future people you bring into the organization will either come 
with the skills and mindsets you need for your vision, or they’ll come in 
with the capacity to become the people you need with the right training 
and experience.

Why not encourage talented people you meet along the way to get the 
training and experience you’ll need in the future?
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The clients hearing this concept have reactions fall into one of two 
broad buckets. On one end of the spectrum, we have businesses that view 
the world’s resources as relatively finite, and you’re competing with others 
for your share of those resources. On the other end of the spectrum, we 
have businesses that view the world’s resources as relatively infinite, and 
as capitalism produces more, you can claim a share. Neither one of these 
perspectives is bad, per se, but when it comes to developing future hires 
on someone else’s dime, I need to explain the benefits in two ways for it 
to make sense.

If your predominant view is that the world’s resources are finite, train-
ing your future people on someone else’s dime is one way of maximizing 
resources. Training is expensive and experience is hard-won. Encouraging 
your past contacts to engage in activities where they will learn the skills 
and behaviors you need is simply the best use of available resources.

If your predominant view is that the world’s resources are expand-
ing, training your future people on someone else’s dime is a shortcut to 
uncovering new opportunities at a faster rate than if you did everything 
in-house. An expanded network of people who think like you and see the 
future in the same way your leadership does, results in a give and take 
that helps with the serendipity you’ll need to be in the right place when 
opportunity knocks.

The objections of this approach to both groups is that it’s a com-
plex idea to execute, and like a Christopher Nolan screenplay (think of 
the movie Inception or the Joker’s master plan in the Batman movie, The 

Figure 8.4 Your organization today and tomorrow
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Dark Knight), it requires so many things to happen in the right sequence 
that it can’t be done. To help you with that, here is my simple three-step 
approach to developing your future hires on someone else’s dime. This 
approach is to be rolled out company wide, and these instructions are 
executable by everyone with hiring authority. You should expect it to take 
no more than one hour a month to execute. (We’ll cover how not to bury 
and lose track of tiny time commitments in the next section, technology.)

1. Identify high potential prospects
  First, keep in touch with your highest potential prospects. Your lead-

ers should recognize high potential prospects because from a broad 
behavior standpoint, they are similar to your current leadership team. 
High potential prospects, to begin with, are people that you have on 
the short list for hiring at any level. Encourage your people to be on 
the lookout for candidates with the intellectual capacity to move eas-
ily from idea to idea in conversation. Encourage your people to be on 
the lookout for candidates who have a grasp of what the future might 
hold, especially a version of the future that matches your company’s 
idea of the future. And finally, encourage your  people to be on the 
lookout for those candidates who show an interest in your business.

   Your people are already looking for these people because they meet 
them while recruiting and interviewing. It’s the short list. Job offers 
are made to the best candidates, accepted by a select few, and the rest 
are usually discarded. In that discarding process, ask your people to 
identify one or two of those candidates who are worth keeping in 
touch with. The language they should use to transition from “Sorry, 
you didn’t get the job,” is, “would you be open to keeping in touch?” 
It puts the ball in the candidate’s court and even if they are lukewarm 
at the time it’s said, it gives your people a reason behind future com-
munication.

 2. Share pertinent information
  Share anything you would share internally, externally. Most com-

panies we work with share reading material, TED talks, and news 
stories that mean something to the work you’re doing. When these 
forwarded materials make their way to or originate from your team 
members who are involved in hiring, it should trigger the thought, 
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“which of my high potential people can I share this with?” Those 
documents and videos are part of an internal conversation your com-
pany is having, and by including high potential candidates in the 
list, you’re doing two things. You’re exposing them to how you do 
business, how your company thinks, and you’re giving them mate-
rial they can share and impress their employers and coworkers with. 
You’re giving them a chance to shine for the company currently foot-
ing their bill.

   The notes your people should send are simple two-part commu-
nications. They follow this format, “I think you’ll find this interest-
ing,” followed by, “because … [your reason].” That’s all it takes. The 
most important part of that communication is the reason behind 
sending it. Why is your company sharing it? Is it because it  features a 
company? A competitor? A workplace issue you’re dealing with? An 
industry opportunity? Your people need to be clear about why they’re 
sharing it with the high potential person. Give them the shortcut to 
the answer. It’s not a quiz, you’re just touching base.

 3. Let them hear your voice
  The last part of this simple three-step process is to have your people 

check in with them once every six months with a voicemail or phone 
conversation. These are not long conversations, as a matter of fact, 
most of the time they aren’t even conversations. They are check-ins. 
We recommend that you keep these check-ins focused on a single 
subject that your people should know a lot about, the company’s 
vision of the future. The first part of this book is all about being 
relentless in communicating your strategic vision for the company 
in order to keep everyone moving in the right direction. In doing 
so, you are giving your people a subject they should be talking to 
high potential people about at least twice a year. “I’m checking in 
to see how you’re doing, and to share a little bit about what we see 
in the future.” That message in a voice mail doesn’t look like much, 
but in this world where your highest potential people are going to 
be changing jobs in three to five years as they mature, it’s signal that 
your company is nothing like the other companies they know.

   The pushback we get on the third step, and most of the pushback 
we get on the second step of this process is that it takes so little time 
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that it can’t possibly make a difference. And since it can’t possibly 
make a difference, it’s hard to remember to do it. This is the most 
human of responses. How in the world do you keep track of all these 
things?

   First, let’s remember that we’re after a successful outcome, not per-
fect process execution. If we can make small improvements to our 
company’s current ability to develop business, we’re making prog-
ress. This tactic of reaching out to high potential people is grouped in 
recruiting, but it’s part of business development. Your high potential 
people that you don’t hire will go on to be contributors to compa-
nies that you will want to do business with. They should be able to 
describe what you do and how you do it. It’s a process, not an event 
and in this next section, we’re going to talk about using technology 
to help us make progress.

Remember

• Your staff buy in to your strategic vision will come in multiple 
forms, train your managers to use language that appeals to 
each of them.

• As you press for change, resort to your employees self-identi-
fied strengths to overcome resistance.

• Be ready for turnover, either by attrition or by invitation.



PART V

Locking It in With 
Technology





CHAPTER 9

The Tools—Lock in Small 
Gains With Technology

When I’m asked about the impetus behind this book, it’s because for the 
first five years of consulting, I was brought into companies looking for 
technological help implementing growth solutions. “Greg, what do you 
know about programmatic advertising?” and “Greg, I’ve heard you know 
a lot about getting websites and CRM’s talking to each other and we need 
help,” were (and are) typical inquiries. When using the FIT acronym for 
growth, technology is the last step because in this approach, it’s the least 
important piece of the puzzle to grow your business. Although that makes 
it sound like you can make do without technology, and that’s obviously 
not true, you don’t lead with the technology. You lead with Focus on your 
strategic vision, you get your team to execute on that vision using their 
Individual Strengths, and then, only then, can you get the most from 
Technology, even if you’re a technology company. I know, it’s a funny 
thought, “Hey, technology companies. Put down the technology. You’re 
not ready yet.”

In this section, we’ll talk about when to look for help from tools and 
technology, how to unleash insights from the reams of data your com-
pany generates every day, how to know what to invest in, the importance 
of tracking small gains, and getting the most from tools that are lying 
around the office. I can talk about technology and selling tools until the 
cows come home, but you’ll find this section to be void of technology 
recommendations. This is because things change quickly and it’s rare 
to unleash 100 percent of the potential of any technology product. At 
this point in our journey, you’ve got your focus in place, you know how 
to communicate the importance of individual strengths, and now we’re 
going to lock in small gains with technology.
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When to Use Tools and Technology

Technology solutions that promise growth, by themselves, are rarely the 
answer to a growth problem. Let me tell you the story of an up and 
coming finance company. As part of their growth, they invested in a 
website redesign that was getting bogged down, so they asked for my 
help. Although the principles of the firm were experts in intricate finan-
cial matters, they weren’t strong marketers. However, that wasn’t stopping 
them from expressing strong opinions and holding up the progress of the 
branding firm they hired. I met with the executive team, had them catch 
me up on progress, and then met with the branding firm to get their 
opinion. Neither side was all that interested in having me around but 
agreed to include me on the project because progress was slow.

On the first day, I needed to catch up on exactly why they were doing 
this redesign. There was a new logo, a new tagline, and a focus on the stra-
tegic vision of the firm, which was easy to see, but when I looked at the 
old site, outside of switching out the logo, tagline, and copy, what was the 
problem? I talked to each of the principles who repeated a version of, “the 
old site isn’t working. It didn’t look good. It didn’t work well. Updates are 
hard.” I could see how the case for a new site was made, but the reasons 
were really just variations of, “I don’t like the old site anymore.” That led 
me to ask a question you’re probably thinking right now, “assume it’s a 
year from now, and the site is exactly what you want it to be, how will 
you know it’s working? Where will the growth show up?” It’s a stumper, 
I know, and just like the questions about what they hated on the old site, 
there weren’t any good answers. No wonder the branding firm was strug-
gling to make progress.

Later that week, while asking questions and watching a partner 
click around one of the proposed site designs, I brought up an obvious 
statement. They conducted approximately zero percent of their business 
online, so why prioritize this project? Why dedicate so much time? With 
a roll of his eyes and condescension in his voice, he said something like, 
“Duh, because when we go meet the companies we want to finance, they 
need to see that we’re real. Image is super important.” Agreed. So, I asked 
him to put the shoe on the other foot. How does he make sure a company 
he wants to work with is legitimate? He paused and said, “I look at their 
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site, see who they work with, check out the bio and background of the 
person I met,” and as he talked, we looked at each of those elements in the 
new site. Check, check, and check. The branding agency was providing 
everything and to me, the site looked perfect. “Man,” he muttered under 
his breath and clicked off a page.

What was that, I asked him. What was wrong with that page?
“We all look so serious. A bunch of Midwestern white guys with ties.” 

I gave him the eyebrow raise asking, “and that’s bad because…?” He said, 
“it makes everyone in our business look so boring and stiff.”

Then it occurred to me, was this all about their pictures? I mean, it 
ended up being a little more involved than that, but ultimately, the stiff 
nonsmiling, you-can-trust-us-with-your-money look, was holding this 
project up. After a long back and forth with the branding agency, we 
brought the photographer back in, took a series of relaxed headshots, 
swapped those in on the site, and the project leapt forward.

My point in telling you this story is that what we think of as technol-
ogy, in this case, the overall function of the website, depended on whether 
or not everyone liked their photo. About as nontechnical a solution as 
there is.

Most vendors sell new technologies as a solution in search of a  problem 
instead of the opposite. When we teach technology companies selling 
complex solutions how to improve their sales cycles, we call it “enlighten 
me.” The first step is to get in front of buyers, the ones that can prioritize 
budget, and then enlighten them as to what the world can be. It’s a very 
effective selling style, but it’s not the best buying style.

The best buying styles, especially for a business of your size, is to know 
your process and set out to improve it using technology. That’s closer to a 
problem in search of a solution sequence. You may read that and think, of 
course, we do that with everything around here. We decide what we want 
and go looking for it. If so, you’re one of the few. Technology has a spe-
cial, shiny, eye-catching quality to it that leads us to ignore our sequence 
and go looking for problems to solve. It has a don’t-be-left-behind quality 
to it that makes us feel like our non-artificial-intelligence-informed-out-
bound-lead-generation efforts are the cause of our slow growth. “If we 
just had a predictive algorithm that optimized our calling schedule, we’d 
have better results, faster.”
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Don’t fall for it. If you put that technology in the hands of a sales 
person that has no idea where your company is going, doesn’t apply their 
strengths to their job, and has to trust that the robot is doing a better 
job of organizing their calling schedule than they are, it’s going to fail. 
On the other hand, if your rep can see where your company is going, 
enjoys the opportunity to apply their strengths to their job, and then you 
place this technology in their hands, you’re going to turbo boost results.

The time to look for tools and technology is once you have your stra-
tegic vision in place, your managers are taking advantage of their people’s 
self-identified strengths, and trying new growth tactics. Let’s go through 
the list of business development ideas from Chapter 6.

• Volunteering—what technology will free up an extra hour or 
two a month for your staff that has started volunteering and 
making new contacts?

• Networking events—as your people connect with new people 
and companies, what software will automate the follow up 
and Marketing Qualified Lead process?

• Writing about the work you do—for staff that takes on blog-
ging or submitting articles to trade magazines, what tools will 
help them brainstorm new ideas?

• Commenting on online content—there are reasons for man-
agers to be concerned with this kind of outreach, but what 
tools will improve targeting?

• Trade association leadership—time constraints and resource 
allocation are challenges for association leaders, and organiza-
tion tools can keep your people sane.

• Mining contacts for referrals—armed with target profiles and 
triggering events, your people are prospecting and predictive 
agent tools can extend their efforts.

• Looking for endorsements from clients and vendors—as 
requests are made, follow up and follow through become 
important and justify automation technology.

• Sharing company content with their network—posting com-
pany content across social media channels, especially re-post-
ing content over time on multiple channels can be automated.
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• Writing cards and thank you notes—the challenge with writ-
ing notes is remembering to do it consistently but not being 
robot like. Funny thing is, artificial intelligence tools can help.

• Asking service providers for links from their websites—it’s 
a multistep process to ask, follow up, get links, track, and 
thanking providers. A process made easier with the right 
software.

• Sharing their best practices in a webinar—early attempts 
at most of these tactics will results in screams of, “this isn’t 
scalable!” but it can be once the process is noted and there is 
some success. We have the technology.

• Asking for introductions to other businesses—like thank you 
notes or sharing company content, tracking what you did and 
how you did it can be automated.

• Teaching vendors and customers how to promote your 
 services—before affiliate programs are put in place, the 
final program needs to be tested and measured. Once it’s 
 established, invest in software to simplify the process from 
introduction, to contracting, to accounting.

Obviously, investing in every single one of these tools is not economi-
cally prudent, and that’s the main reason we recommend that technology 
be the last step in the process, not the first. The right time to introduce 
the technology is once you know what you’re going to improve, which 
requires data.

Be Data-Informed, Not Data-Driven

In Chapter 2 we brought up one of Mr. Carl’s favorite sayings, “In God 
we trust, all others bring data,” a gentle reminder to ground our decisions 
in facts whenever possible.

• What is it now?
• What do you want it to be?
• What’s the value of the difference?
• What’s the impact on results over time?
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When we talk about being data-driven, it appeals to that organized, 
structured part of the brain that makes us write down detailed plans for 
our New Year’s resolutions. Just as most of those resolutions go unful-
filled—regardless of the amount of detail in our plans—the more data 
we use to drive our business does not equate to better outcomes. So we 
make a subtle shift and say that we want to be data-informed in our 
business decisions. We’ll cover why that’s important and how it works in 
this section.

As a young sales representative, I was subjected to a data-driven 
decision maker. My sales manager was a great fan of spreadsheets, call 
reports, and system activity reports. After working with him for a couple 
of months, he pulled me into his office. My numbers were okay, not spec-
tacular for a new rep. He pulled out pages and pages of print reports and 
laid it in front of me. The stats were showing that I was rewarded with 
a sale for every 100 calls I made. Knowing that, the way to double sales, 
reasoned my manager, is simple. Greg, double your calls.

On the surface that made complete sense. Twice as many calls would 
mean twice as many conversations, twice as many presentations, twice as 
many proposals, and twice as many sales. In practice, however, it didn’t 
work that way. I worked hard to increase the number of calls I made 
and sales started to creep up. My manager was ecstatic. “Keep it up,” he 
said, “and soon you’ll be at the top of the board.” The thing was, after 
one month of good results, my sales went down. After two months of 
increased activity, I was getting depressed because sales continued to go 
down.

Why would that happen?
I’ll tell you what happened in a minute, but here’s the main lesson I 

learned about being data-informed versus data-driven. As you manage 
a number and it becomes public, the value derived from managing that 
measurement begins to degrade. Look at Figure 9.1.

Once you have a data element that you manage, your people will 
learn that number is important, and they’ll begin gaming the number. It’s 
like the old saying, once you’ve seen the bright lights of Paris, you can’t 
go back to the farm. It’s true. Once you and your people see the value 
in managing a metric up or down, it begins to lose its effectiveness and 
you plateau. We’ve been big proponents in the past of what I’ll call the 
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“magic metric” but found that in small- to mid-sized businesses, unless it’s 
a secret magic metric, it loses value over time.

Back to my story, when I started expressing doubt about the number 
of calls I made having a direct impact on sales, my manager held fast 
to the numbers. I however, stared at the dull green screen of my IBM 
mainframe terminal and, dreading the calls I needed to make, scrolled 
through the callbacks scheduled for the day. Mindlessly clicking F6 to 
advance from one record to the next. At the bottom of the screen were 
the first five lines of notes on the account and a pattern started to emerge. 
LVM, LVM, LVM, LVM, my notes for left voice mail. As I went from 
one record to the next it became apparent that the metric my boss and I 
were focused on was the wrong one. It wasn’t calls, it was conversations. 
I began tracking those and it reversed the sales decline to the point where 
I was promoted.

Naturally, I promoted tracking conversations, not calls, to my peers. It 
was the magic metric in my opinion and I can still build a case for track-
ing conversations today. At first, my peers enjoyed some success in  the 
switch from tracking calls to actual conversations, but that plateaued over 
time. We switched to tracking presentations and proposals that made a 
difference, at first, then it faded. This happened over and over again, we 

Figure 9.1 The S curve of growth 
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would dig into the data, find a metric that impacted results, manage it, 
see success, and then watch its effectiveness pleateau. That’s where the 
definition of “data informed” came from. If we use the “bring data” quote 
and couple it with the term data-driven, our managers and employees 
imagine a perfectly functioning world where data tells us everything we 
need to know about the future.

As my kids say, “That’s not how this works. That’s not how any of 
this works.” Remember, as we have discussed, only the past is perfect 
and guess where data resides? Yes, in the past. The future is fluid and the 
decisions we make today impact it. That’s when we started using the term 
“data informed” coupled with Mr. Carl’s favorite quote. It reminded us 
to couch our decisions in data, not opinion, but it kept us from thinking 
we’ve uncovered a universal truth that manages growth, forever.

What does this have to do with unleashing your people’s growth 
potential? As you get them to try new activities, you’re going to  collect 
data on their efforts. That data will show you and show the team which 
levers to tweak and where to expect results. Each time you build by 
 managing those metrics, your results will trend up, and then begin to 
level out. We use the S-curve of growth, Figure 9.1 to remind us of this 
phenomenon. Measure—build—plateau—new measure.

Our advice is to make a big list of metrics that seem to impact results. 
Measure them all, but pick one at a time to promote heavily. Here’s the 
scary part, you can pick any metric and it will have an impact for a while. 
If my manager would have told me to focus on putting in fewer hours of 
actual calling time, and more hours of research, it would have bumped 
sales. If he would have told me to focus on my talk time, stressing quality 
over quantity, it would have bumped sales. How do I know? Because I 
tried them all. And they all worked, for a time. What I learned was when 
to recognize when a change was needed, and having a plan for where to 
go next. I learned how to be data-informed, a more strategic approach to 
being data-driven.

Buy Technology With the End in Mind

Selling technology has taught me one thing you’ll find helpful as you 
invest in its promises over the coming years: buy technology with the end 
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in mind. As I mentioned, I sold bicycles in a little shop nestled near the 
foothills west of Denver, Colorado. This was the early 1990s and moun-
tain biking was taking hold. It was a great time to be selling bicycles 
because there was a new reason to upgrade from your 1970s Nishiki 10 
speed that wouldn’t die. As a shop manager, I had access to every 20-year 
old male’s golden fleece, the pro-deal. The pro-deal, in case you aren’t 
aware of such things, is what every wrench in the bike shop works for, 
below wholesale pricing. The manufacturers would let you buy the equip-
ment at near cost because if the shop manager used it, people bought 
more of it. It’s a retail promotion staple and it works, even for my old 
Mad Gringo brightly colored tropical shirts.

Anyway, I was the manager and one of our vendors, Diamond Back, 
was touting a new technology that promised to revolutionize mountain 
and trail biking—the 700cc wheel. It seems silly, but all the mountain 
bikes were fat tired 26inch wheels and physics will tell you that a larger 
diameter wheel rolls over obstacles easier, so a 700cc, or 27inch wheel, 
will deal with obstacles better than a 26inch wheel. Is it true? I don’t 
know, but I bought into it and when I left the bike shop to sell insurance 
for a living, I took a 700cc mountain bike with me.

Here’s the thing, it was a new idea and Diamond Back was among the 
first to promote it, but it didn’t catch on for a decade or so. In the mean-
time, every time I needed a new part, especially a wheel part, say a tire, 
there weren’t any. I owned the Beta-max, the Zune, or the equivalent of 
100,000 MySpace fans of mountain bikes. It’s colored my view of shiny, 
new things ever since.

When you invest in technology for your team, you have no idea if it 
will be the market dominating force of the future, or Greg’s mountain 
bike, so buy technology with the end in mind. Here are four rules for 
future proofing your technology purchases:

1. Control. This one is as much a pet peeve about how technology is 
sold as it is a directive on what to do. You’re investing in the technol-
ogy to help your business, and whether or not you understand how 
it works or do the work yourself, you need to have the option for 
taking control of it if necessary. The way some value-added resellers 
and even the technology companies themselves sell their wares is a 
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lot like  ransomware. You use the technology, building value in the 
data that resides in the technology, and then one day when you want 
to access it you’re told that you have to basically pay a ransom. It’s 
my opinion that this comes from the idea that if you’re locked in, 
you’ll find a way to make it work. That’s true, but if you love the 
technology you won’t leave, so they’re just being lazy. Get control 
of the technology or understand what the investment is to own the 
data outright.

2. Export into text files. One of my favorite newsletters from the first 
dot com era was from Mark Hurst, and he called it Creative Good. 
I think of it as a newsletter about usability, but Mark may label it 
differently. His focus is on the customer, making a great customer 
experience a competitive advantage. I bring him up because he 
wrote a book about managing your e-mail called Bit Literacy, which 
I recommend for anyone using their e-mail inbox as a to-do list. In 
that  book, he recommends managing files by saving them as text 
files, the basic version of text such as notepad or text editor and the 
reason is because it’s a file format that can be read by any program. 
You want your technology, no matter how advanced, to do the same 
thing. There’s a reason why LinkedIn lets you download your full file 
in .csv. If they will let you do it, don’t let any provider tell you they 
will only export in their native format. That’s not future proof.

3. Take it in and out. When I worked at the big bank, there were some 
technology decisions that we derided as being short-sighted, but now 
I see them differently. The bank had a habit of alternately bringing 
technology in-house, outsourcing that same technology years later, 
then buying it back in-house. When it was in-house, I poked fun 
at them because the technology wasn’t current and took too long to 
improve. Alternately, when they used a vendor, I poked fun because 
they were paying too much for what they got. When my two-faced 
arguments were pointed out to me, I had to sit back and think about 
which approach I should continue making fun of and came to the 
conclusion that my premise was wrong. I could see the issues with 
both approaches, but as you move into the future, there are times 
where it’s best for you to outsource and there are times when you’ll 
want to have a team on staff to manage your investment. How do 
you know which time is which in business development technology? 
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Start with owning the database, then renting anything that you will 
layer on top of the database.

4. Off the rack is better than bespoke. With the existence of the cloud 
and the popularity of Software as a Service (SaaS) as tools, this last 
idea may be the industry norm as you read this. Custom software is 
any software that is created specifically for you. Like a bespoke suit, it 
will fit perfectly, only have the features that you want, and elegantly 
accomplish the tasks it sets out to do. Off the rack software, on the 
other hand, will be close to what you want, but not exact. Its advan-
tage is price because it’s often much cheaper than custom develop-
ment. For that reason, I have become an advocate for off-the-shelf 
software that is tailored as much as is reasonable, and living with 
shortcomings. It saves money and offers flexibility. I have some rules 
of thumb when looking at off-the-shelf software: 
• Broad user base. The more users, the more stable the 

 software and the more features that you didn’t know 
you’d want will be there. 

• Development kit. My old indicator was the existence of a 
SDK or software development kit, my current indicator is 
the existence of a robust API with a lot of documentation.

• Portable. Going back to #2 above, can you take it with you 
in some form? If yes, then proceed.

  Get positive responses on those three rules of thumb and you’ll be 
safe because these rules tell you how much tailoring is possible. The 
more flexible your solution, the more likely your tech will get you to 
your future destination.

This approach to keeping the end in mind when buying technol-
ogy won’t keep you from avoiding my bicycle purchase, but it will save 
you some money, giving you flexibility, and it will provide you with an 
approach that can be altered as you learn more about what works and 
what doesn’t. The goal is to lock in small improvements using technology.

Locking in Small Gains for Giant Results

I can remember my friendly teller explaining “the miracle of compound 
interest” when I opened up my first savings account as a schoolboy, and 
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its lessons are the basis for this section. The explanation stuck with me 
because while I’ve always understood it intellectually, in practice the time 
part of the equation throws me off. Selling insurance, we used a quick math 
meme, the Rule of 70, to quickly figure out how many years it takes for a 
rate of return to double your money, which is to divide the rate of interest 
into 70, what you have left is the number of years it will take to double 
your investment. For instance, a 10 percent rate of return will double your 
money in seven years. That means that my savings account is going to take 
over 50 years to double? That’s what I mean by time throwing me off.

Later, I found that removing money from the equation and replacing it 
with an abstract such as improving sales ability, I had an easy way to explain 
how incremental improvement adds up over time. My mental stumbling 
block slips away because time is compressed. A bank says, “we pay one 
percent” but it’s really only 1 percent divided by 365 days in a year that 
compounds, right? In the small- to mid-sized business world, on the other 
hand, you really can have 1 percent improvement every working day. That 
means, you’re 100 percent better every 70 working days, so, just by trying 
to improve a tiny bit every day, even if you’re in the bottom 5 percent of 
selling ability, you can make giant leaps over time, like in Figure 9.2.

You’re not here for a rudimentary math lesson, but you are here for 
shortcuts on how to unleash your people’s potential, and that’s what this 
is. A shortcut, a pithy statement you can use, a meme you can share that 
will help you get to your goal faster.

One percent improvement every working day is something your 
 people can commit to. Now, unlike the fable of the chessboard and the 

Figure 9.2 Sales improvement compounding over time
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Indian prince’s wheat, “please sir, all I ask for is a single kernel of wheat 
on the first square, and for you to double it on each subsequent square” 
led to the bankruptcy of the prince, there is a limit to the improvement 
of your people. The first 14 weeks is easy, the last 14 weeks is hard. Our 
advice is to focus on the every-day part of the story, not the actual math. 
When “one percent improvement” becomes part of your lexicon, your 
people refocus their effort and look for ways to get better.

Let’s talk about how to start by going back to our evidence questions:

• What is it now?
• What do you want it to be?
• What’s the value of the difference?
• What’s the impact on results over time?

That first question, what is it now, is always the place to start. To be 
one percent better, we need to know the answer to the second half of this 
statement—one percent better than we are right now. Where does that 
measurement of current ability come from? Anywhere. Put a stake in the 
ground. Start wherever you are and go from there. If your managers need 
help, get them to use a number line as an aid.

“On a scale of one to ten,” is how it starts, with your manager describ-
ing what 1 is and what 10 is. The key is to get the employee to actively 
engage with where they are on the scale.

Ted, I’m not asking for perfection. Just an effort to improve 
because our company needs your help to get where we’re going. 
Why don’t we start by doing this: on a scale of one to ten, with 
one being the worst at sales ever, and ten being the best, where 
would you put yourself on that scale?

Ted will have to consider many angles to that answer and your man-
ager will have to remind him that it’s not a test, but eventually he’ll land 
on a number. “I’d say I’m a three.”

“Good. Let’s just focus on getting one percent better there. From a 
three to a three point zero one today. Let’s brainstorm a few ideas on what 
we can do to make that happen.”
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It’s rooted in the idea of incremental improvement, and by reducing it 
to the ridiculous, your employees can commit and get better. A little bit 
each day. Across the entire organization. If you have 100 people and at 
least one of them gets a little better at business development today, you’re 
going to have eight times the number of opportunities at the end of this 
year as you did all of last year.

Simple, just not easy.

Maximize What You Have, Add What You Need

Let’s talk about the timing around when to apply technology or upgrade 
technology, the last of the common issues that we consult with clients on. 
Have you heard the radio show or podcast Radiolab? It’s a show where 
they tell stories about technology, science, and the human experience. 
One day I was in my car listening to an episode that included scientists 
from Columbia University studying how rat mothers pass their parenting 
skills down from one generation to the next [episode Inheritance, section 
1, 17:30]. It seems that the good rat mothers lick their babies more fre-
quently than bad rat mothers. In describing how they study the 40 rat 
mothers and their 16 to 20 babies, the host jumps in and asks, “How do 
you count this?” She describes the process that involves someone looking 
at the cages for five hours a day for six days in a row to get the count.

Thirty hours of standing in front of rat cages counting licks. The host 
describes it as “the mind crushing tedium” of science.

The reason I bring this up is because until you know you have a 
process that will work for you, there isn’t a reason to automate or scale 
your activities. Sure, the technology is there and I’m sure the scientists at 
Columbia could use Amazon’s mechanical turk or something to put in 
less effort on the front end, but it’s the effort, the mind crushing tedium 
of doing an activity manually, that yields insights.

I find this happens when I start on a new project. The temptation 
is to jump in and retrofit a solution that worked well for another client 
and I’ll admit to taking shortcuts here and there in the work, but I have 
learned time and time again, it’s the tedious process that reveals insights. 
That gives the unique results we’re looking for. So, this is a plea to you, 
dear reader, to live with the tedium of the process before worrying about 
whether or not the process can scale and be automated with technology.
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As you learn what your people are willing to do for business devel-
opment and it shows us what works and what doesn’t, you’ll still need to 
make the choice about whether to keep the technology you use now or to 
whether you should invest in new technology. Table 9.1 is a chart we use 
to stimulate the discussion. Score each section by choosing the statement 
closest to your current situation.

Looking at the chart, you’ll notice the difference between keeping and 
upgrading, the two sections. The first question is always about whether or 

How do we know if we should keep our current technology?

Score
It’s hard to get reports from our 
tech

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 Our tech lets us track the steps in 
our process

We have to remind our people to 
use our tech

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 Our people use our tech every day

Our tech doesn’t track average 
time in each step of our process

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 Our tech lets us track average 
time spent in each step of our 
process

Our tech exports into a propri-
etary file format

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 Our tech exports into a flat text 
file

When your score is over 30, there is a case to be made for keeping your current technol-
ogy. You know how it works, your people are using it and it’s exportable when it comes 
time to upgrade to something more robust. 

How do we know if we should upgrade our working technology?

Score
We have a hunch that business 
results will be better

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 We can quantify where the 
upgrade will show up in our 
 business results

We have a feeling an upgrade will 
save time and effort

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 We can attach a value to that 
measurement

We don’t have the skills to main-
tain the technology in house

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 We have internal resources to 
maintain our new technology

Our people will use the technol-
ogy because we instruct them to

1 – 3 – 6 – 10 We have dedicated resources to 
ensure our people will use the 
technology

Once again, when your score is over 30, we’re looking at a good case for upgrading 
because you know where you expect improved results to appear, you have a way of 
 measuring the results, and you can put a value to it, tangible or intangible. 

Table 9.1 Should we keep our current technology or upgrade?
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not to keep the technology you have and to maximize its usefulness—as 
long as it allows for upgrading down the road. On the other hand, if your 
current tech doesn’t allow for upgrading, the rebuilding process when you 
finally upgrade is painful enough that I recommend upgrading right away 
to avoid the pain of dealing with proprietary file formats in the future. We 
refer to this internally as “black box” technologies. The black box tech-
nology providers hide behind a slick user interface and impressive lists 
of options, but in the end, if you leave the technology for a competitor 
in the future, you will be penalized. It’s like the ransomware in the news 
from time to time with corporate computers hijacked by some nefarious 
group that holds your data hostage for Bitcoins. The way some technol-
ogy providers work is similar in that as long as you pay them, you get your 
data, but as soon as you leave, your data is gone, your website is shuttered, 
or your customer information is only made available via a special project 
run by the technology provider. Save yourself a lot of headache and get 
out of those agreements now before you need to upgrade your technology.

The last thoughts on technology are about the most common chal-
lenges your company will face as you invest or consider investing in new 
technology. They are buying technology with the expectation that you’ll 
grow into it, getting your people to use the technology, and trying to 
implement someone else’s vision.

• Buying a size too big and expecting to grow into it. One 
of my clients was so excited about the outcomes an enter-
prise resource planning (ERP) system consultant promised 
to provide. This ERP could do anything, but required a lot 
of resources and, the big challenge, a lot of planning. The 
business was growing at such a pace that their processes were 
in a constant state of flux. The software was going to reduce 
the amount of time they spent on data entry and analysis, 
but their business didn’t have the resources for a dedicated 
technology team to build during the daily press of business. 
That meant their current team had to do double time to edu-
cate the consultants and continue with daily operations. That 
worked for a while, but as the technology was introduced and 
needed troubleshooting, things bogged down. They agreed 
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that they would have been better off double timing their reg-
ular business efforts and noting their processes before adding 
technology. With the shoes too big, they couldn’t run the race.

• Overcoming resistance to increased data entry. In order 
to be more data-informed, your people will need to generate 
more data. As my brother-in-law, a database administrator, 
will tell you, “GIGO, garbage in, garbage out.” To get the best 
information from your database, it needs to have the best data 
going in. Recently, I attended a growing technology provider’s 
conference and when my nametag printed out it said, “Greg 
Chambers, CPI-OUT OF BUSINESS,” which embarrassed 
the vendor’s employee but made me smile. Some rep must 
have called, not gotten through and added a note into the 
company name field to remind himself not to call again. It’s 
an effort to get your people to input their knowledge into the 
database, and another effort to get them to adhere to your 
database’s field integrity requirements. Your people will resist 
the additional work required to make the database a compet-
itive advantage. That said, knowing the company’s focus and 
encouraging them to use their strengths to get the job done 
will help, and you’ll need all the help you can get to overcome 
the resistance to data entry, which is equated to “more work.” 
Always tie requests to the future. It won’t remove all resis-
tance, but it will help.

• Implementing the technology company’s vision, not 
improving your own internal processes. The Patton quote 
we use to express this idea is, “A good plan violently executed 
now is better than a perfect plan executed next week.” It’s 
sometimes used to exhort a client to take action and not wait, 
but we can also apply it to industry best practices that are 
pushed down from consultants and technology providers. The 
best companies are doing X, so you should do X, only works 
if your people will actually do X. Otherwise, you’ll get better 
results from Y, even if it’s suboptimal. We encourage our 
clients to focus on what their people are willing to do and use 
technology to help them do it. When you force a best practice 
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on your people which didn’t bubble up from your daily 
operations, they’ll try it for a while and when it doesn’t work, 
it will turn into a “we tried that, it didn’t work for us,” excuse 
for not trying again.

Technology isn’t going to lead to growth without strong focus and 
strong management. That said, with a strong, clear focus and a man-
agement team in place that knows how to unleash your people’s hidden 
selling power, technology will act as a catalyst that provides consistency 
to your people, which leads to momentum, which propels your company 
through obstacles. Look at Figure 9.3.

We’ve been discussing the reasons to use the FIT framework and this 
is a good time to look at what happens when your business is out of 
 balance with FIT.

In Figure 9.3, position 1, you have Focus and you’re teaching your 
people to manage by Individual Strengths. When this happens growth 
comes in fits and starts. If you looked at growth on a graph, it has big 
peaks and valleys. The reason for that is because your people are human. 
The goal that was new and exciting becomes old and tired in a short time, 
and if new business activity isn’t consistent, momentum never gets built. 
That brings a feast or famine result and sustained growth is impossible. 

Figure 9.3 How the elements of FIT work together
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To continue the analogy, your people own a suit that they know makes 
them look great and feels fantastic, but they forget that it’s in the closet 
and only pull it out for special occasions. Balancing Focus and Individual 
strengths with Technology levels results.

In position 2, you are managing by Individual Strengths and using Tools 
and technology to increase activity. This is the most common scenario we 
bump into in our consulting practice. The problem with not being in bal-
ance with Focus is your people start wandering off aimlessly. They make 
progress and even gain momentum to overcome obstacles to growth, but 
they aren’t moving in the same direction. It seems basic to say that your 
company needs a strong, clear strategic direction, but we see it every day, 
and as Mr. Carl used to tell me, “Greg, every port looks good in storm.” 
Your people need Focus, a strategic direction to create the tension needed 
to press for the next level. They need to recognize that the closest port may 
be the wrong port, so even though it requires more work, they need to con-
tinue fighting the storm and stretch to get to the right destination.

In position 3, you have Focus and you’re using Tools built to help your 
people get more done in less time, but your managers are not managing 
by Individual Strengths. When that happens, companies still experience 
slow growth or no growth because your people are not bought in, they are 
noncompliant. Without Individual strengths as part of your program, the 
business practices you’re asking them to complete just don’t feel right, no 
matter how clear the goal and how impressive the tech stack. You’re asking 
your people to wear a suit that pinches and pulls and it prevents growth.

Balance in all three areas of FIT, getting each part working in har-
mony, gives your company growth with momentum, and helps your team 
work in flow, unleashing growth.

Remember

• Technology helps when there is a process in place that you 
want to improve upon, it doesn’t help design a process.

• Strive to be data-informed, not data-driven.
• View your sales and marketing tech stack through a lens 

focused on locking in small gains that will lead to giant 
results.





CHAPTER 10

Unique Situations—
Small Local Companies, 
Franchises, Nonprofits, 

Startups

In this last chapter, I am going to give some examples of how the FIT 
framework will help nonhierarchical, nontraditional, not top-down man-
agement companies. One of our first clients is a small, personal injury 
law firm. Their firm was founded over 60 years ago and its two partners 
have lived through the up and down cash flow challenges that come from 
working for contingent fees. In case you’re not familiar with contingent 
fees, it’s like full commission, if they win, they get paid, but if they lose, 
no one gets paid. Their expenses remain constant.

They came to me about breaking into a lucrative new market by 
increasing search engine traffic to their website, a technology question like 
Chapter 9 discusses. As we talk, they share the challenges of the ups and 
downs of their case settlements and its effect on cash flow. The problem 
with unpredictable cash flow is that investment in marketing fluctuates, 
magnifying their slow times. We all agree that if traffic is steady, case flow 
will be steady, and cash flow may level out. Their firm is a small stand-
alone professional service business. It isn’t a traditional CEO/Manager/
Front Line organization. How did The Human Being’s Guide to Business 
Growth work in their business?

The first thing we did was get clear on why we’re doing the work in 
the first place, what their Focus is. We talked about the mix of cases, 
the desire of one partner to retire, and the need for another partner to 
take his place. Once we were clear on focus, we met with the team to 
uncover their self-identified individual strengths that applied to business 
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development. Their firm has 12 employees. After we outline the Focus, 
I throw out a list of tactics to consider and lock in staff commitments 
to what can only be described as minor efforts to help with marketing. 
A  paralegal offered to help with blogging, a few others promised to 
update their social media profiles, one promised to get more active in his 
Rotary club, and so on. Like I said, minor efforts to help. We put mea-
surements in place, set a follow-up time, and after a few months of activ-
ity, found some simple technology tools to help increase the frequency 
of the efforts. Each month at the staff meeting, the previous month’s 
marketing activities and results are discussed and plans are made for the 
coming month. From the partner’s point of view, the pace of change is 
almost glacial, but it’s consistent. Within six months, our lead-flow mea-
surements begin to inch up.

At a staff meeting 10 months into the program, not only do they note 
a sizable increase in case-flow, but the partners tell the group that in addi-
tion to cases in their old sweet spots, they are discussing and uncovering 
cases in lucrative class action and mass torts, one of their strategic focuses. 
One year after we start, the ups and downs of cases are gone. “Greg, this 
is the most consistent our case flow has ever been.” Two years in, the com-
ment is, “Greg, we’ve signed more cases year-to-date than we ever have.” 
Their financials are notably better, a new partner is brought in, and the 
firm’s namesake happily goes “of counsel,” lawyer-speak for retired. Faster 
than the five-year target, but just in time for everyone involved.

There is not one tactic or technique that made this happen, but a 
complex combination of activities tied to Focus, Individual Strengths, 
and Technology. In this chapter, we’ll go into some other examples of how 
this framework can be adopted to your unique business.

The Established Local Business

Let’s start by defining what I mean by an established local business. If 
your business has more than 80 percent of its customers and 80 percent 
of its revenue from consumers or businesses within a 30-mile radius and 
you have been in business for more than five years, you are an established 
local business. We talk to a lot of businesses just like yours when we speak 
on FIT topics across the country. The burning question, the one that 
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business owners and investors are dying to ask but they never lead with 
is, will this work with our business because our prospects and customers 
already know who we are and what we do, our revenues are flat.

One of my first clients was an investor that manages a group of these 
established local businesses. As often happens, he was referred to me about 
building a new website, but the discussion turned to whether or not his 
business in question was at its peak revenue or did it have more growth 
possible. Basically, he was asking if he should invest more in growth or 
if it was best to manage the business at the revenue it was proven to gen-
erate. It’s a complex question and one without an easy answer. He had 
been investing in various sales and marketing tactics for years and nothing 
moved the needle.

The path we took with him, and the path I recommend if this is 
your situation, is to check on Focus with your team. His team included 
five full-time employees and dozens of contractors and in interviews I 
asked two questions, “What will the competitive landscape look like in 
the next three to five years and where will your company fit in?” In ask-
ing these questions, I am not listening for an insight or a clever answer, 
I listen for how close the answers are to one another. Years ago, I went to 
my first professional golf event, the US Senior Open, and sat along one 
of the fairways on the front nine holes, right where most of the first shots, 
the player’s drives, were landing. Our spot was 250 or so yards from the 
tee box and out of the 50 or so golfers who we saw, their shots landed in 
roughly the same spot on the course. My companion marveled at their 
skill and said “Greg, I bet if I took a large picnic blanket and laid it across 
where the shots landed, it will cover eighty percent of their shots.” That 
visual sticks with me. Fifty or so shots from over 200 yards away that all 
landed in roughly the same area. That’s what I listen for in your people. 
They should be able to describe the company’s competitive landscape and 
where your company will fit in it with the same general accuracy as those 
US Senior Open golfers. I should be able to throw my friend’s hypothet-
ical blanket on their descriptions and it should cover 80 percent of what 
they say.

When we did this exercise with my client’s company, the results were 
far from that ideal. The most interesting part of our findings was that the 
furthest distance between descriptions of the future and the company’s 



164 THE HUMAN BEING’S GUIDE TO BUSINESS GROWTH

place in it were between the investor/owners and the general manager/
partner. Right at the top. It wasn’t clear at the time, but until that issue 
could be resolved, nothing we worked on was going to work. It sounds 
minor, but to go back to that golf course analogy, they weren’t playing the 
same hole. In this case, they weren’t even playing the same course.

For your established local business, nothing is more important than 
the F in FIT. Is your Focus, your strategic vision, being communicated 
clearly to your entire team? Without that in place, every attempt at growth 
will be a struggle. For my client, his attempts at getting his general man-
ager on the same page were met with a passive/aggressive resistance. She 
would agree to the vision in meetings, but acted as a deflector with the 
rest of the staff. The more pressure we put on implementing the process, 
the more obvious it became.

In hindsight, my client would have been better off with a change 
at the top at the first signs of her disconnect. After a year and a half, 
the change was made and she was replaced. Unfortunately, the damage 
had been done and the company’s brand name had taken on a poison-
ous taste, not with their clients, but with their contractors. When we 
tried to re-engage with the independent contractors, they were unwilling 
to listen. We rebranded the company at great expense, but stuck to the 
process and like magic, growth shows up. The employees started apply-
ing their individual strengths to implement the vision, their contractors 
re-engaged, their customers continued to receive excellent service and we 
are answering the investor’s initial question, “Should I invest more?” with 
a resounding “yes.”

Focus is important for all companies implementing The Human 
Being’s Guide to Business Growth, but for established, local businesses, it’s 
the most critical piece of the puzzle. In some of the following examples, 
it’s important, but for different reasons.

The Franchise Owner

Franchises are different than local established businesses in that for the 
most part, the Focus is put in place for you. The franchise owners set 
their own financial targets and establish their own business culture, but 
the five-year vision of the competitive landscape and where the franchise 
will fit into that vision is managed by the corporate office, the franchisor.
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Knowing that, the franchise owners we work with need to double 
check that they can “throw a blanket” on their team’s descriptions of who 
you are and where you fit in the world, but they don’t need to spend 
as much time focusing on Focus. Instead, and in contrast to the local 
established business, we find they need to shift their attention to the job 
descriptions. One of the wonderful features of a franchise is that jobs and 
roles are spelled out in the system that you’re investing in. Job descrip-
tions, management check lists, daily duties, and other management tools 
are spelled out in detail. What’s missing is the maximizing power of your 
people applying their self-identified strengths to the tasks at hand. Part of 
investing in this franchise is that you don’t need to design or develop the 
business; you have to execute it to its potential.

That’s a management issue.
I had the opportunity to run a couple of franchise training centers for 

an investment group out of Memphis, TN. This group is impressive. They 
operate as a master franchisor, buying up the rights to franchise ideas for 
entire geographic areas. The strategic vision of the company was handed 
down based on the size of our market, the mix of business sizes, and the 
established competition. We could see how other franchises our size were 
performing, the challenges they faced, and where the growth opportuni-
ties were. The Focus simply needed to be communicated clearly to every 
employee.

The issue that our franchise and others experienced is that even with 
all of the proof that doing what the franchisor said we should do resulted 
in success, we struggled to stick to the script. In some cases that meant lit-
erally sticking to the telephone script that our sales team used, in others, 
it was having an instructor stick to the confines of the class outline. It was 
here where I experienced the power of applying self-identified Individual 
Strengths to a task. At the time, we didn’t have a VIA Test of  Character 
Strengths, so we relied on teaching the managers how to make sure 
the spirit of the job description was being adhered to, but they needed to 
let the employee put their own spin—apply their own strengths—to how 
it got done. It was effective because it forced the leadership to establish 
the nonnegotiable parts of the process, but gave the employees room to 
personalize the work in order to avoid feeling like a robot.

This experience is what I teach to clients who have invested in franchise 
systems because it surprises me when a franchise owner sinks $250,000 
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into a business and then insists on “doing it my own way.” The exercise 
in Chapter 2—where your employee remembers a story where they had 
success and were rewarded at work, then takes the VIA Test of Character 
Strengths, and describes how their top three strengths created the success-
ful event—is the easiest way for your managers to start the conversation 
about “this is what I need you to do, but it works best when you apply 
your unique strengths. Let’s talk about how to do that.”

Franchises benefit from the Focus being in place, but want to put 
their stamp on their own business. Individual Strengths allow franchise 
owners to maximize their results within the confines of their franchisor’s 
system.

The Nonprofit

Nonprofits have growth aspirations just like their for-profit brethren, and 
tend to have board members and volunteers from the for-profit sector, so 
it only makes sense that they find a way to grow by unleashing the power 
of their people. The challenge I see with most nonprofit organizations 
is in the Focus section. Their mission is clear, but the description of the 
organization and its place in the future is not. After attending half a dozen 
strategic planning meetings, I see two main reasons for the challenges 
with Focus.

First, the leadership groups are too big. I watched a facilitator work 
her rear off trying to wrestle 200 executives through a strategy retreat. Two 
hundred executives. Let that sink in. Using the law of large numbers, the 
best she can hope for is a bland consensus, and to her credit, that’s what 
she was after. The reason everyone is invited is what we covered in Chap-
ter 3, because you’re after that consensus. “I want everyone to be bought 
into the vision,” says the CEO, and if you remember, I disagree with that. 
I want everyone bought into finding a way to achieve the vision, not 
designing the vision. The way to make that happen is to use a small team 
to establish the vision, and then involve everyone in the planning. Split 
the strategy and planning into separate events during strategic planning.

A small group I volunteer for illustrates what happens when strategy 
and planning aren’t split. I participated on a board that engaged in a strat-
egy session and two of the members of this group of 15 were advocating 
for a new addition to the nonprofit’s vision. The other members were not 
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bought into that vision, so these two reluctantly agreed to go with the 
group. I know compliance when I see it, and their agreeing to move on 
with the group was classic peer-pressure compliance. Over the next year 
I watched these two put their own strategic vision in place in addition to 
working on the big vision. I know that you’re thinking it’s a management 
issue, but these are volunteers. Like most nonprofits, the group was happy 
to have hands on deck, even if they were doing their own thing. This can 
be avoided, just limit the number of leaders participating in the initial 
strategic vision session.

Second, keep board role term limits short. Most small nonprofits are 
in a constant search for new board members, so this advice may seem 
counterintuitive, but if your board experiences very little change, the 
board members will not engage. This is a lot like funding for nonprofits 
in that most gifts made to support a nonprofit aren’t made in perpetuity, 
they have an end date that may or may not be stated publicly. A benefit of 
a board that changes, coupled with a small strategic vision group, is that 
you’ll reap the benefits of different approaches to reaching the goal. Each 
board member will bring their own contacts, their own approach to fund 
raising, and their own approach to operational excellence. The constant 
retooling of approaches creates enthusiasm, but only if the strategic vision 
is constant. If the strategic vision has to be reformulated every time there 
is change in the board or leadership team, things go nowhere.

Use a small team to formulate strategic vision, and take advantage 
of regular board member turnover to update the planning. It’s what I 
recommend my clients look for when considering a board membership—
What’s the board turnover like? How long will you serve?—and I recom-
mend that your managers take the same approach to their team members 
that want to use board membership as a business development vehicle. 
There’s nothing worse than joining a board with no turnover, it’s a recipe 
for being bored. Yes, I just did that.

The Smallest of Startups

The final group I want to address is startup businesses. We serve as  mentors 
for a couple of local startups and their biggest challenge in implementing 
FIT is that the focus, the strategic vision, changes frequently. A business 
goes through a predictable set of growth stages as noted by Alan Weiss, 
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PhD. The first is survive, the second is alive, the third is arrive, the last is 
thrive. Startups are in survival mode. FIT isn’t built for survival, but there 
are elements that will help any startup.

Fast strategy is the key. We help our mentees get good at setting clear 
strategic visions, fast. For most SMBs, we recommend a day to set the 
strategic vision. Five hours is the perfect time period—start at 8 a.m. 
and end at 1 p.m., after lunch. For startups, it shouldn’t take more than 
two hours, the reason is because you’re only focused on one area, which 
is product-service/market fit. Each pivot that you make on your strategic 
vision is right at that junction, otherwise it’s not a change in strategic 
vision, it’s a change in planning. I used to tell my field reps, “I don’t care 
if you change your direction, just do it on purpose.” Over time I’ve taken 
that as the definition of a pivot—a change in direction made without 
crisis. In other words, as a startup we learn more about what the market 
wants or needs, we change our product or service to fit those wants and 
needs, but we do it on purpose, not because we’re dying or being forced 
at gunpoint.

To help our startups set fast strategy, we spend a lot of time on this 
graphic (Figure 10.1).

Our founders speed up the process of setting strategic vision by check-
ing their business’ driving force, seeing the future, putting themselves 

Figure 10.1 Identifying the distance from the future to today
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in that future, and then describing in colorful terms what it will look 
like when they get there. When pivots are made, the idealized future is 
changed because of direct feedback from clients and prospects. Having 
a quick process for describing the new strategic vision speeds up results. 
It speeds results because we separate planning sessions from strategy 
 sessions. Another way to say it is, get good at navigating the black box of 
ambiguity by clearly defining the outcome you’re after. 

Once your company grows to the point where you need managers, 
FIT helps the first managers by teaching them how to use their employees’ 
self-identified strengths. And when it comes to Technology, the  company 
isn’t bogged down in legacy systems so FIT doesn’t help as much there, 
but those elements of FIT are minor compared to the ability to quickly 
determine if a startup needs a strategic pivot or a simply a change in 
plans on how to get there. Plans change, they aren’t pivots. Teaching your 
team the difference helps with the inevitable changes every startup goes 
through. Changes to strategic vision, on the other hand, are pivots that 
should only come from interacting with customers and hearing new ways 
to add value to the relationship.

If you’re a startup, get good at separating strategy from planning, and 
setting a new strategic visions fast. If you listen carefully, you can hear me 
say, “describe how you’re doing it on purpose, amigo, make sure whatever 
you’re doing, you doing it on purpose.”

Remember

• Organizations without traditional hierarchy need a strong 
Focus, a clear strategic vision for the team to work toward.

• Franchise companies get the most from encouraging their 
team to use self-identified strengths to implement the 
 franchisor’s process.

• Nonprofits should concentrate on Focus and do it with small 
strategy teams, large planning teams, and ever-changing board 
membership.

• Startups make regular changes to their plans but when it 
comes time to pivot their strategic vision, learning how to set 
it quickly and get on with planning is best.





CONCLUSION

Back to a Tale of Two 
Companies

One last story for you as we conclude The Human Being’s Guide to  Business 
Growth. It’s a story about momentum. At various places in the book I 
have referred to the importance of building momentum. If there is a 
magic potion, momentum is it. Early in my sales career, I took a new 
position with a growing company, hired because of my sales background. 
My dirty secret was that I was a terrible sales person. As a matter of fact, 
when I worked for Mr. Carl, the man who taught me more about busi-
ness than anyone, I rarely made quota. If he had me on a draw against 
commission, I would have been upside down with him two years into our 
working together. When I left with his blessing to go to a larger company, 
I had an opportunity to start over, to act like the salesperson I never was. 
He knew this and said, “Greg, start this new opportunity and don’t look 
up for 180 days.”

Six months. It doesn’t sound like much, but when you’re in it, it’s a 
long time. It comes down to 130 working days, just over 1,000 hours. 
I was desperate enough to not question anyone’s advice and before that 
job started, I wrote out a version of what I hoped to accomplish in the 
new job. Then I put my head down and worked. The market was good, 
the product we sold was needed, and I experienced the magic of what 
happens when you build momentum.

Obstacles melt away.
The reason is the same as what sold me on my special bicycle with the 

large wheels in Chapter 9, when you have some momentum, you can roll 
over obstacles easier than you can without momentum.

As you work to implement FIT in your company, think about build-
ing momentum. Since that first job away from Mr. Carl, I have used and 
taught his momentum philosophy to countless friends, acquaintances, 
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and employees. It’s not like he discovered it, it’s ancient wisdom, but it 
works. Things get easier when you repeat them day after day. Author John 
Steinbeck said, “I’ll get the book done if I just set one day’s work in front 
of the last day’s work. That’s the way it comes out. And that’s the only way 
it does.” Going back even further, Plato said, “Actions give strength to 
ourselves.” It’s ancient wisdom and you already know it.

Start with Focus. Spend a day learning how to describe it and the first 
week making sure your leadership team isn’t harboring some unexpressed 
resistance to the vision. Then don’t let a day go by without asking about 
the plan to get there, asking each person on the team how they’re going 
to help.

I’ll leave you with one last Mr. Carl statement. “The problem with 
most sales books is that they focus on the last 20 percent of the success-
ful sales cycle—the close. Eighty percent of the sale is prospecting.” His 
words run through this entire book. When everyone in your company 
and everyone attached to your company are helping you with prospect-
ing, you’re going to get more chances at making the sale, and growing 
your business. It’s simple, but not easy.

Revel in using this simple process for unleashing the power of your 
people for growth. Good luck.
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luck, 13–14
mindset, 14–15
passion, 11–12

products and services, driving force, 
108

profit, driving force, 109
project feedback, 73. See also feedback

receptionists and administrative staff, 
researching, 98

reciprocity, 102
recruiting process, 121–122

bench strength, 127–131
millennials and managers, 131–134
personnel changes, 124–126
planning, 122–124
talent, 134–138

reflexive thinking, 83
relentless, 55–56
repetition, 53–54
researching, customer service, 97–99
review process, feedback, 73–75

sales, 81. See also marketing and sales
activitiy, 83–84
cognitive processes, 82–83
commission structure, 113
energy levels, 81–85
improvement, 151–154
non-sales staff, 85–87
technology (see technology)

sales channels, driving force, 109
sales follow up, 99
sales metrics, 57–59
sales qualified leads (SQL), 91–92
S curve of growth, 146–147
service providers, business 

development, 145
sharing company content, business 

development, 144
size, driving force, 109
small- to mid-sized businesses (SMBs)

company culture, visions of, 70–72
conversations, 79–80
feedback, 72–75
FIT, 75–76
managers, 65–69
new manager vs. experienced coach, 

66–67
strengths training, 75–79

Software as a Service (SaaS), 151
speed up by slowing down, 17–19
staff resistance

belief (see belief system)
bench strength, 118–119
buy-in, 108–110
driving forces, 108–109
strengths and soft skills, 111–112

startup businesses, 167–169
strategic planning, 33–37
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strategic vision, 35
bench strength, 129
distance, 40–41
future to today, 40
gap, bridging, 41–42
past/future, 37–38
remembering the future, 38–39

strategy, 46
decision making and, 42–45
and planning, 46–50

strategy, board with, 20–21
strengths, 26
strengths tests, 22
strengths training, 75–79

talent, recruiting process,  
134–138

technology, 28–29. See also tools and 
technology

buying, 156–157
control, 149–150
current/upgrade, 154–156
FIT, 158–159
implemention, 157–158
investing, 156–158
off the rack software, 151
in and out, 150–151
overcoming resistance, 157
text files, 150

text files, technology, 150

think like you think they think, 
19–20

tools and technology, 142–145. 
See also technology

trade association leadership, business 
development, 144

trigger, vendors and customers, 
102–104

vendors and customers, 99–100. 
See also customer service

bench strength, 129–130
company name, 101–102
individuals, 101
Law of Reciprocity, 102
trigger, 102–104

vendors and customers, business 
development, 145

VIA Survey of Character Strengths, 
25, 58–59

VIA Test of Character Strengths, 75
vision, 35
visions of company culture, 70–72
volunteering, business development, 

144

weakest link mindset, 14–15
webinar, business development, 145
work-life balance, 65
writing, business development, 144
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