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Paul Clark has enjoyed photography since his childhood years when he was  
heavily into black and white photography.  Back then, he took a hands-on approach 
to every stage of his craft, including developing his own film and prints.  Later, Paul 
became an avid woodworker for many years.  

In 2004, Paul chose to channel his woodworking commitment into a new pursuit 
of photography.  Even with the changes that digital photography has brought to the 
craft, Paul feels he has become reacquainted with “a familiar friend.”  His work spans 
a variety of subjects with an emphasis on landscape and nature.  

Based in Farmington Hills, Michigan, Paul enjoys living near facilities that  
provide plenty of opportunity for great nature photographs, including Kensington 
Metropark in Milford, Michigan.  He was awarded the 2007 Grand Prize by the  
Detroit Zoo’s Habitat Magazine for a particularly striking photo of two tigers  
sparring over a water hole.  He also makes his work available to local charitable 
organizations.

Paul Clark
Farmington Hills, MI
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As someone who loves working with her hands, Natalie Guess is a natural for the 
rare art form known as batik. She has worked in this medium for more than 30 years 
as one of a small number of American professional fine batik artists.

Originating in the pyramidal tombs of Egypt, batik is currently most popular  
in Indonesia, Africa, and Sri Lanka.  The Indonesian word batik means “wax  
writing.”  It involves the painting of hot clear wax on silk or cotton fabric to resist the 
dyes of color in which the fabric is immersed.  This is done one color at a time.  The 
“crackle” effect is created by hand-crunching the waxed fabric prior to immersing it 
in the dye.  

Natalie holds a Bachelor of Fine Arts from Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa.  
Her artwork has been honored with many awards and can be found in numerous  
private, corporate, and museum collections.  

Natalie’s husband, Phil Fisher, is also an artist who was featured in the 2010 CEO 
Advantage Journal.  Together, they own and operate the Phil Fisher Gallery and 
Guess-Fisher Gallery, Etc. in Naples, Florida.  

Natalie Guess

www.NatalieGuess.com

Naples, FL
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Field of Sunflowers (Natalie Guess)
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A conversation with Bo Burlingham, 

author of Small Giants

small
GIANTS

Growth.  That’s the goal in many businesses.  It’s a word that characterizes the wildest dreams of budding entrepreneurs.  Get 

started, get big, get rich, change the world, and live happily ever after.  For already large companies, it becomes a means of survival as new 

start-ups and foreign competition press margins downward.  

We measure businesses by revenue and stock price.  We recognize them by their Super Bowl ads.  News outlets profile fast-growing  

organizations and flash-in-the-pan ideas.  Popular business books study the histories and strategies of the names we all recognize.  

Bo Burlingham took a different approach when he wrote Small Giants.  He wanted to learn more about companies that chose to be great 

instead of big.  Why did they do it, and what specific actions did they take to ensure that it happened?  What contributes to the “mojo” that 

allows them to be so successful?  It’s a topic worthy of consideration for small and midsize organizations.  There really are a lot of good 

reasons to limit growth on purpose.   

Burlingham is no stranger to entrepreneurs.  Since 1983, he has been an editor of Inc. magazine, including seven years as executive editor.  

Prior to Small Giants, he wrote two books with Jack Stack, cofounder and CEO of SRC holdings: The Great Game of Business and A Stake in 

the Outcome.  In 1983, Stack led a group of employees to save a failing division of International Harvester.  The books detail how they broke  

convention and created a true ownership culture where everybody – from the executive team to the shop floor – knew the real-time  

financial state of the company and managed their roles accordingly.  

The CEO Advantage Journal interviewed Bo Burlingham to glean further insights from his years of observing entrepreneurs – and small  

giants, in particular.  In this edited transcript, Burlingham talks about what has happened since Small Giants was published and elaborates on 

the role of entrepreneurs in today’s economy.  

STILL
Reprinted by permission from The CEO Advantage Journal, a publication of CEO Advisors, LLC.  Visit www.tcajournal.com



31tcajournal.com    The CEO | Advantage™ Journal 2011

I’m sure you stay in touch with some 
of the companies profiled in Small  
Giants.  How are they faring in the  
current economy?  Do you have any 
follow-up lessons to share as you watch 
them through this tough time?  

Most of them have done pretty 
well, though there have been a lot of  
changes.  Norm Brodsky has sold the 
majority stake in CitiStorage.  Fritz 
Maytag recently sold Anchor Brewing.  
Danny Meyer’s company (Union Square 
Hospitality Group) is still on the growth 
path it was on when I wrote the book.  

Reell Precision Manufacturing got 
into a lot of trouble right after the book 
came out.  I was very interested to find 
out what happened, so I wrote an article 
about it for Inc.  That situation made 
me realize that I should have included a 
chapter in Small Giants about the finan-
cial profile of a small giant.  

The company I’ve watched most 
closely and has taught me the most during 
the economic crisis is Jack Stack’s com-
pany, now called SRC Holdings.  They 
have probably done the best job manag-
ing the crisis of any company I know.  
Jack would say they spent the last 30 
years getting ready for the financial crisis  
because they started during the deep  
recession of the early 1980s.  That  
experience taught them to get ready for 
the next big crisis that would inevitably 
come.  Their preparation has enabled 
them to pretty much sail through this  
recession.  They are doing great – grow-
ing like crazy.  

So across the board, the Small  
Giant companies have done pretty 
well with the one exception of Reell  
Precision Manufacturing.  There are a lot of  
important lessons in what happened to 
them.

You say you should have included a 

chapter on the financial profile of a 
small giant.  Elaborate on that.  

Well, let me summarize what hap-
pened to Reell.  They had two CEOs, 
and I first noticed something was wrong 
when I tried to reach one of them shortly 
after the book was published.  I received 
a reply saying he had a different email 
address, and it was obviously a personal 
one.  I called the other one to find out what 
was going on and learned that Steve had 
been fired and was very unhappy about it.  
In fact, he was suing the company.  When 
I asked about the company, he said, “Oh, 
it’s in terrible shape.  People are very  
demoralized.”  This is a company that 
had had a tremendous amount of mojo 
when I researched the book, but they had 
completely lost it.  

In the mid 1990s, they faced a critical 
decision.  Their business had two parts, 
but the largest and most dynamic part 
was that which made the constant torque 
hinges for laptop computers.  They 
were the pioneer in that business and 
set the standard of excellence.  But that 
whole business moved offshore in the 
1990s; American customers like Apple,  
Compaq, Hewlett-Packard, and IBM 
were replaced by companies in Asia, 
Korea, Taiwan, and China.  Going up 
against local suppliers in a very competi-
tive market put them at a disadvantage, 
but they felt that they had to do it in  
order to avoid laying people off.  They 
had never done that and did not ever 
want to do that.  So for the best of  
reasons, they chose to go after this new 
market.  

At first, they did extremely well 
thanks to a patented innovation.  At one 
point, they owned 25% of the global  
market for laptop hinges.  The next year,  
however, their fears were realized.  Asian  
companies duplicated the product and 
undercut them on price, decreasing their 
business by 40%.  The problem was that 

when the sales had gone through the 
roof, they had expanded their factory in 
Minnesota and hired a bunch of people 
to deal with the demand.  Suddenly,  
instead of struggling to keep up with 
demand, they needed more orders to fill 
their capacity.  Consequently, they kept 
getting beat down on price.  When I did 
my follow-up story on them, they were 
having record sales of laptop hinges but 
were losing money on each one.  It’s 
very hard to maintain mojo when you are  
losing that kind of money.  

One way they had avoided layoffs in 
the past was by having everybody take 
a pay cut until they got things squared 
away.  But while it’s one thing to take 
a pay cut for three or four months, it’s 
another thing to take a pay cut for more 
than a year.  Combine that with a poorly 
handled leadership change, and morale 
was terrible.  In a very short period of 
time, this culture of trust which had  
taken 20 years to build was gone.  It’s 
a very sad story.  I wrote about it in an 
article called “Paradise Lost.”  (You can 
find this article by Googling “Paradise 
Lost Bo Burlingham.”)  

This situation opened my eyes to the 
importance of the financial structure 
of small giant companies.  Each small  
giant in my book had a very solid  
business model and protected its gross 
margins.  Reell got into trouble when it 
failed to protect its gross margins.  So 
if I ever do an updated edition of Small  
Giants, I will include a chapter on the  
financial structure of a small giant.

How does a company like SRC  
Holdings avoid situations like Reell’s?  

Jack Stack uses what I call “cre-
ative paranoia.”  He and his colleagues 
built the company on a whole set of  
questions like “what if this went wrong?” 
and “what do we do if that happened?”  
They built these questions into their  

Still Small Giants
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Still Small Giants

annual planning process, creating a 
structure of contingency plans.  They 
meet twice a year for a sales meeting.  
The first one is in June when they as-
sess how the year is going.  The second 
one is in October when they start the  
planning process for the following year.  
Each company under the SRC umbrella 
(I think there are 15 or 16 of them now) 
presents their plan to the others.  The 
plan must include an amount equal to 
15% of projected sales set aside for  
development of new products.  These 
new products must be specifically identi-
fied and graded based on their readiness 
for production.  If something goes wrong 
with one product, they want to be able to 
immediately bring something in to take 
its place.  That’s how they avoid laying 
people off.  

Take their automotive division, for 
example.  General Motors was their big-
gest customer, so you can imagine what 
happened to them in 2008.  They lost 
something like 50% of their business 
overnight, and half of their workforce 
had nothing to do.  However, they were 
prepared.  They could move some to 
other SRC companies and put others on 
shorter schedules. Meanwhile, they im-
mediately began looking for other busi-
ness.  They discovered that one of their 
existing engines could be converted to 
a natural gas pumping engine for which 
there was a market in Canada, so they got 
that business up and running.  The post 
office still needed automotive engines, 
so they worked out a deal there.  In short, 
two months after losing half their busi-
ness, they found themselves shorthand-
ed.  They hired new people, and when 
GM eventually came back, they were 
positioned to take full advantage of the 
situation.  Similar scenarios played out in 
other divisions of the company.

It sounds like SRC Holdings is a prime 

example of how to build a company 
for any situation.  They didn’t have to 
suddenly come up with ideas in a crisis 
situation.  The ideas had already been 
fleshed out and were ready to go.  

Right.  There’s also something to 
say about the mentality you create in 
the work force.  Most of the companies 
in Small Giants practice some form of 
open book management.  Zingerman’s, 
for example, took the ideas of The Great 
Game of Business and adapted them 
to their own culture which was very  
different from SRC’s.  It has cre-
ated strength in the organization that  
allows them to get through tough times 
without laying anybody off and thus  
keeping the spirit of the organization strong.   
Another such company is ECCO in 
Boise, Idaho, the world leader in backup 
alarms and emergency lighting.  Their 
disciplines of weekly meetings to review  
financial numbers with the entire company  
enabled them to come through tough 
times very strongly, although they did 
have to do a layoff.  Reell Precision 
Manufacturing also practiced a form 
of open book management, but they  
obviously weren’t sufficiently paranoid. 

You’ve been around entrepreneurs 
for decades.  How did your interest in  
entrepreneurship develop?  As you talk 
to entrepreneurs, what do you find 
makes them unique?

I wound up studying entrepreneurs by  
accident.  As a child of the ‘60s, I thought 

capitalism was evil and business was the 
agent of evil.  Then I got married, had a 
couple of kids, and found myself in a sit-
uation where I had to get a real job.  I was 
living in Boston and was approached by 
a headhunter from Fidelity Investments.  
They needed someone who could write, 
so I wound up going to work there in 
1982.  It was a tremendously exciting 
time, and it challenged a lot of my ideas 
of what business was all about.  

Then I wound up at Inc., a magazine 
that covered a part of the economy that I 
found absolutely fascinating.  That was 
when the entrepreneurial revolution was 
going on, and I was in a spot where I 
could watch it, write about it, and get to 
know a lot of great companies and their 
leaders when they were still young.  It to-
tally changed everything; I couldn’t be-
lieve how misguided I had been.  These 
were some of the most interesting, ide-
alistic people.  This was where the real 
innovation was going on.  A lot of people 
liked to talk about how to look at society 
and economic development, but it was 
the entrepreneurs who were really creat-
ing new ways of doing things that had a 
tremendous potential for improving the 
lives of people.  That really excited me.

What role do you see entrepreneurs 
playing in the current economic  
situation?

Unfortunately, there is still wide-
spread ignorance of entrepreneurship in 
society, particularly among the political 

A LoT oF peopLe LIked To TALk ABouT How To Look  
AT SoCIeTy ANd eCoNomIC deveLopmeNT, BuT IT wAS THe 
eNTrepreNeurS wHo were reALLy CreATING New wAyS 
oF doING THINGS THAT HAd A TremeNdouS poTeNTIAL For  
ImprovING THe LIveS oF peopLe. 
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elites.  They just don’t understand how 
business works and what it takes to cre-
ate a job.  Creating a job is one of the 
most important social benefits of busi-
ness, but the people in power (most of 
whom are lawyers) have no idea what 
goes into that.  We are facing some big 
questions right now about exactly what 
kind of an economy we’re going to have.  
Are we going to have an entrepreneurial 
economy which I believe will be more 
prosperous, more free, and generally bet-
ter for everybody?  Or are we going to 
have more of a top-down, command and 
control economy?  

My wife and I have a house in France 
where we spend two or three months 
each year.  I’m very fond of France; I 
love the French people and the French 
culture.  But they are dealing with huge 
problems resulting from a corporatist 
economy.  It is very hard to be an entre-
preneur in France due to the extensive 
legal obstacles.  The great irony of Eu-
rope is that they put these things together 
to supposedly protect working people, 
but instead, they have perennially high 
unemployment.  In contrast, India and 
China are discovering entrepreneurship 
and are frankly beating the pants off the 
European countries as a result.  

Small Giants focuses on organizations 
that choose greatness over growth.  If 
entrepreneurs are the ones who create 
jobs by growing businesses, are small 
giants being selfish in choosing to limit 
growth?  

That’s a very good question.  It was 
actually a question that was posed to me 
right after the book came out by Bill Tay-
lor, one of the founders of Fast Company 
magazine.  Nowhere in Small Giants do 
I suggest that there is anything wrong 
with deciding to grow your company as 
large as possible.  People who can do 
that also provide tremendous benefits to 

our society.  There are very few who can 
do it, but if you have the stomach for it, 
the smarts, the access to capital, and the 
ability to put together the right kind of 
management team, more power to you.  

The point of Small Giants is that there 
is nothing wrong with choosing not to do 
that.  Is it selfish?  I don’t think so.  Did 
Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, or Larry Ellison 
build their companies with selflessness 
as a motivating factor?  I don’t think so.  
The questions are what can you do, what 
do you want to do, what kind of a life 
do you want to have, and what kind of 
company do you want to build?  

One thing that small giants can do 
that bigger companies cannot is to be  
intimately involved in their communi-
ties.  Travel around the United States 
and you’ll find that the backbones of 
these communities are small giants.  By 
employing people, participating in the 
chamber of commerce, and providing 
the tax base, they really create the social 
fabric of American society.  

Consider a company like Whole 
Foods, which I greatly admire.  But it’s 
a huge company now and no longer root-
ed in its community.  It can’t afford to  
because it is striving to create a customer  
experience that is the same whether it’s 
in Austin, Boston, San Francisco, or 
Chicago.  I think Whole Foods is a great 
company, but they have traded some 
things away in exchange for growing 
large.  Business leaders need to make 
those decisions with eyes wide open, 
understanding who they are, what they 
want out of business, and why.  

The people at Zingerman’s or SRC 
are some of the hardest working and 
most giving people I know.  They’re  
certainly not selfish.  Zingerman’s could 
have franchised Zingerman’s Deli and 
spread across the United States, but 
would the world be better if they had 
done that?  I doubt it.  

Many times when companies make 
that choice, they lose their uniqueness, 
and in many cases, they aren’t particular-
ly good.  That’s what Starbucks is strug-
gling with.  I have tremendous respect 
for Starbucks.  They employ a lot of  
people.  But they would be the first to  
admit they have lost something.

So the question of “to grow or not to 
grow” includes a choice between the 
ability to create more jobs and the  
relationship with a home community.  

Yes, although companies like SRC  
Holdings and Zingerman’s still have a 
widespread impact by teaching other 
people a different model for doing busi-
ness.  I would argue that their impact 
has been many times greater than a lot 
of companies 10 or 15 times their size.  
Zingerman’s has transformed the whole 
specialty foods business by creating 
a new model for it.  Great companies,  
regardless of size, have an influence that 
goes well beyond the four walls of their 
business.  

That’s a good point.  Both SRC and  
Zingerman’s have broadened their  
impact through intellectual capital.  
They have developed processes, tools, 
and training to help other companies 
learn their business models.  

That’s exactly right.  The real  
management innovations of the last 30 
years have not come from academia 
or from very large companies; they 
come from entrepreneurial companies.   
Running a very large company is a very 
complicated exercise, and I think it gets 
in the way of innovation.  That’s why 
so many large companies scale back 
their own research and development and  
instead buy small companies that have 
done the work already.  

Let’s talk about leadership transition in 
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privately-held companies. 
I’m so glad!  That’s my next book!

Well, it’s clearly a kill point for many 
privately held businesses.  What  
insights do you have for small and  
midsize companies who are preparing 
for a leadership transition?  

You’re asking a question that I’m  
currently trying to work out in my own 
mind.  Whenever I talk about Small  
Giants, someone raises his hands and 
asks, “These companies are all run 
by very charismatic people, so what  
happens when they leave?”  Indeed, 
many of the companies in the book 
have had to deal with that since it was  
published.  The fact is that every entre-
preneur eventually leaves his business 
and every business gets sold or liqui-
dated.  The real question is whether the 
entrepreneur guides the process or it is 
handled by his estate.  

This is going to be a bigger and big-
ger question because we have a genera-
tion of baby boomer entrepreneurs who 
are now trying to figure out what will  
happen to their companies when they’re 
gone.  Others are saying, “I’ve done this 
for 30 years, and I’m ready to do some-
thing else.”  

Interestingly, with all the resourc-
es on entrepreneurship and running a  
business, there is very little on how to 
exit.  So I’ve decided to build my book 
around a simple question: what is the  
difference between a good exit and a 
bad exit?  I’ve met people who have 
gone through the exit process and look 
back on their business with a sense of  
satisfaction and accomplishment.  I’ve 
also met such people who look back 
with despair.  What accounts for the  
difference?  After a lot of interviews, 
I’ve come up with nine things that will 
be presented in the book.  

The one thing I will say for now is 

that I looked for private companies that  
managed to preserve their culture for 
more than two generations of leaders.  
It’s very hard to find outside of fam-
ily businesses.  After much searching, 
I noticed that the companies that were 
able to do it were all employee owned.  
Not every employee owned company is  
successful and able to preserve its  
culture long-term, but the ones that are 
able to preserve their cultures long-term 
are employee owned.  That was really a 
revelation for me.  

Interesting.  When do you expect that 
book to be released?  

Probably the end of 2011.

We will look forward to that.  It’s a big 
topic for CEOs and executive teams.  
Much of the material that is available 
on the topic tends to be more technical 
– the mechanics of evaluation and deal 
structuring.  You are right that there is 
not much on preserving the organiza-
tion’s culture through a transition. 

I’ve also noticed that virtually all 
the literature on this topic is geared  
toward getting the most money out of the  
business.  Obviously, money is an  
important component as far as allowing 
the seller to be financially independent, but  
getting the absolute top dollar for your 
business is not that important.  What 
is important is being able to feel good 
about the process, about what you have 
done, and about what you are doing after-
ward.  One of the struggles with exiting 
is that it is very hard to get excited about  
leaving something.  It’s much easier to 
get excited about going somewhere.  
Many business owners have trouble 
imagining what their lives will be like 
after they sell the business.  

We have found that to be the case 
for a number of CEO Advantage  

advisors.  They have already run their own  
businesses, and they see advising as  
an opportunity to stay engaged with 
business while transitioning to a new 
stage of life.  

I know other people who have made 
a similar transition, and I think it’s  
wonderful.  Experienced entrepreneurs 
can be a tremendous resource for other 
entrepreneurs.

Exactly.  Many entrepreneurs who leave 
their companies have years of produc-
tive life ahead of them.  They want to 
continue to be productive.  

I find that for entrepreneurs who go 
off and play golf, golf becomes a job 
for them!  The very things about their  
nature that made them entrepreneurs 
leaves them highly dissatisfied with 
purely leisure activities.  Some don’t 
fit that profile, but I find them to be a  
distinct minority.

For a complimentary reprint of this article, 
visit tcajournal.com.
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Anyone who knows me or has read my writing 
knows that I am passionate about family 
businesses.  The reason for this is simple: I’m the 
product of a family business.  My father started 

a machining and fabrication business that supported our family 
during my childhood years.  I eventually served as the CEO of 
that business for sixteen years.  In addition to providing our 
livelihood, that business was the source of many treasured 
memories, shared priorities, and mutual rewards for our family.  
It definitely had its unique challenges, but all things considered, 
I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything.

My experience is far from unique.  About 90% of American 
businesses are family owned or operated.1  About half of our 
gross national product is generated by family businesses.  So 
when one talks about family business issues, he is really talking 

about American business issues.  As such, we all have a stake in 
their healthy operation.  

That is why I so enjoy advising family businesses today.  
When I sold Mutual Tool & Die, I realized that I did not want 
to just golf my remaining years away (though I sometimes 
wonder whether that would have been so bad!).  I have years 
of lessons learned – things I found to work well, things I wish I 
would have done differently, and things I know now that I wish 
I would have known a long time ago – to share with today’s 
business leaders, particularly family business leaders.  I enjoy 
sharing those lessons in hopes of helping others do a better job 
than I did.  Besides, business done well is incredibly fulfilling, 
and I still want to be able to contribute to that.  

The best way for me to do this is to engage family business 
leaders at the strategic level.  That is the arena of the CEO, 

Strategic Planning
in the family business

in a family business, both the family and the business are at stake.  
the leader’s challenge is to achieve the vision for both.

by David Dudon

Colorful Street in San Miguel (Natalie Guess)

Reprinted by permission from The CEO Advantage Journal, a publication of CEO Advisors, LLC.  Visit www.tcajournal.com
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Strategic Planning in the Family Business

and that is ultimately where family businesses succeed or 
fail.  Strategic planning is important to all business, but it is 
especially imperative to the family business because there 
are two entities at stake: the family and the business.  Neither 
operates in a vacuum.  Family operations affect the business, 
and business operations affect the family.  

In the early stages (the entrepreneurial phase) of the 
family business, the business and family grow together.  The 
challenge is to grow them together in a way that achieves the 
visions of both.  If the family vision and business vision do 
not complement each other, something will fail.  You certainly 
don’t want that to be the family, and you really don’t want it to 
be the business, either.  The livelihoods of you, your children, 
and future generations (not to mention your employees) depend 
on it.  

Have you thought about the Envisioned Future of your 

family and your business?  Have you written them down?  
This is incredibly important.  Both the family and the business 
should have a clearly worded vivid description of the future.  
Will a family member always be running the business?  If 
not, how will you structure the leadership while maintaining 
ownership?  How will the authoritative roles of the family 
and business leadership work together?  Who in the family 
will be involved, and how will you determine this?  What if 
future family members don’t want to be involved?  How will 
you approach a sale?  What will happen to the profits?  An 
exit strategy is perhaps the most important component of any 
strategic plan.

These plans are not set in stone; you should revisit them 
annually and revise them based on current events and 
understandings.  But write them down.  It will help you focus 
your activities on both the family and business side, and it will 
eliminate surprises and misunderstandings down the road that 
hurt feelings and threaten to tear your family and business 
apart.  

The nice thing about family businesses is that core values 
and passion points tend to be somewhat naturally aligned.  You 
share histories, experiences, memories, and ways of seeing 
things.  Sure, personalities will always vary widely and disputes 

Sunday at the Beach (Natalie Guess)

about 90% of american businesses 
are family owned or operated.  about 
half of our gross national product is 
generated by family businesses. 
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Strategic Planning in the Family Business

will creep up from time to time, but you are still family.  You 
are all in this together, and you all want to see it succeed for 
everyone’s benefit.  

From this standpoint, strategic planning should be an 
enjoyable exercise for business families.  It’s a chance to define 
your legacy for years to come.  The Ford family is a well-known 
example of this.  Despite its size and global reach, you will still 
hear Detroit-area employees talk about “working at Fords.”  It 
still has a bit of that hometown, family-run feel, and Henry 
Ford’s great-grandchildren are now the stewards of that legacy.  

I am a strong believer in the value of the Rockefeller habits: 
priorities, data, and rhythm.  This is another vital component of 
strategic planning that should be present in both the family and 
the business.  Establish a consistent rhythm of family council 
meetings along with the strategic business meetings.  They may 
not be as frequent (annual might be enough, whereas businesses 
should get together quarterly), but they are just as important.  

These habits are the nuts and bolts of alignment, and family 
alignment must parallel business alignment.  If this is not the 
case, bad things happen.  For example, what if one family 
member is pushing for annual dividends while other family 
members want to reinvest in the business?  Such an issue must 
be fleshed out before it becomes a cancer.  

Two illustrative examples come to mind.  The first is that of 
the Miami Dolphins and the Robbie family.  Joe Robbie was 
the original owner of the NFL team beginning in 1966.  His 
family owned the team for more than two decades that included 
a perfect season, two consecutive Super Bowl wins, and 
building the stadium in which the Dolphins still play.  Sadly, it 
all fell apart in 1994 due to a family rift created partly by poor 
succession planning.  Almost 50% of Robbie’s estate was lost 
to federal estate taxes, and the family was forced to sell the 
team at a bargain price in order to pay them.  The strife and 
bitterness within the family over the whole ordeal was widely 
documented.  The worst part is that it all could have been 
avoided had the family’s plan aligned with the business plan.

The second example is also somewhat sad, but not nearly 
as tragic.  Arnold Transit Company is the longest-operating 
tourist and freight ferry service to Michigan’s Mackinac 
Island.  Founded by lumberman George T. Arnold in 1878, it 
has been owned by the family of Prentiss Brown Sr. since the  
mid-1920s.  In 2010, however, the family sold the business 
based on a straight family vote.  Many of the third generation 
family members have branched off into other careers and are 

not as closely attached to the business as their parents.  
I was impressed as I read the account of the Arnold sale2.  

The family was not aligned in their passion for the business, so 
they convened a family meeting, addressed the issue head-on, 
voted on it, and moved forward.  Is it difficult for some family 
members – particularly the older ones – to let it go?  Sure it 
is.  Even those who voted to sell acknowledge how tough it 
is to let go of the family heirloom.  But they have accepted it.  
In reading about it, I detected no bitterness among the family.  
Plus, they had the foresight to make the decision before tax 
changes went into effect that would have drastically increased 
the amount lost to taxes.  All the way around, it appears this 
family handled a tough business situation the right way.  

The bottom line is that strategic planning in the family 
business must align with the family’s planning and include 
succession and estate planning.  If you are the leader of a family 
business, it is your job to make sure this happens.  You must 
prioritize time to paint a picture of the future for your business 
and family and structure a roadmap to get you there.  

Someday, you can advise other family businesses on what 
you have learned.

End Notes:
1. Seen on 8 October 2010 at http://www.

referenceforbusiness.com/small/Eq-Inc/Family-Owned-
Businesses.html

2. Devaney, Tim. (2010, August 14). “Sale of Mackinac 
ferry service splits family.” The Detroit News. Retrieved 
from http://detnews.com/article/20100814/BIZ/8140368/
Sale-of-Mackinac-ferry-service-splits-family
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Growing 
Your People
Two successful CEOs talk about why great talent has no reason to 
leave their organizations.  

Business growth is not something to be taken lightly.  If managed well, it has a lot of positives, but 

there are also many reasons to avoid it.  As discussed elsewhere in this edition of The CEO Advantage 

Journal (see “Still Small Giants” on page 30), some organizations choose to focus on greatness rather 

than growth.  

Sometimes, however, that greatness creates the need to grow, as discovered by Gongos Research and 

Orchard, Hiltz & McCliment, Inc. (OHM).  Both organizations have demonstrated a commitment to 

greatness, and both attribute their greatness to a culture that is built by and continues to attract great 

people.  Yet, the very characteristics that make those people great are what drive them to become 

greater.  In order to be at their best, they need to be continually challenged with new opportunities.  

To provide those new opportunities, their companies need to grow.  If they don’t, the talent that makes 

them great will have little choice but to go somewhere else.   

The CEO Advantage Journal sat down with the CEOs of these companies to further explore this  

dilemma.  John Gongos, John Hiltz, and their respective leadership teams have both chosen to grow 

for the purpose of providing ways for their employees to grow.  In these edited interviews, they talk 

about the pros and cons of growth as well as their efforts to preserve their winning cultures in spite 

of rapid expansion.  

Reprinted by permission from The CEO Advantage Journal, a publication of CEO Advisors, LLC.  Visit www.tcajournal.com
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What did you envision for your  
company at the time of its founding?  

I had previously worked for two 
other market research companies.  One 
was run by a great researcher who 
was not much of a businessman.  The 
other was run by a good businessman 
who was not a researcher, yet he was  
successful.  I figured if I could be a good  
businessman and market researcher, I 
could be successful.  The opportunity 
was there, so I took it.

When we founded the company, 
we had a business plan with a growth  
projection, but it was little more than a 
guess.  At that time, we were thinking in 
terms of weeks and months, not years.  
The focus was on finding customers, 
establishing a bank relationship, finding 
employees – the basics.  We just wanted 
to survive.  We didn’t really have doubts, 
but we weren’t planning on becom-
ing a $50 million company, either.  We 
just wanted to be a successful research  
company, most of which are small to 
midsize.  

At what point did you focus on the  
question of “to grow or not to grow?” 

We enjoyed fairly steady 40% growth 
annually for the first five years, so it 

didn’t take long to realize two things.  
One, we had a really fun culture.  We 
loved our small company culture and  
attracted a lot of smart and fun people 
who enjoyed working here.  Two, we 
were growing quickly – so quickly 
that we began to wonder whether our  
culture could survive.  There are a lot of  
positives with growth, but the prospect 
of losing our culture was a potential  
negative that caused us to question 
whether we wanted to grow.  

So we started asking ourselves each 
year, “How big do we want to be?”  It’s 
funny to remember how when we had 15  
people, we thought we never wanted to 
get bigger than 30 people.  We hit that in 
two years, and the culture felt the same, 
so we decided we never wanted to be 
bigger than 40 people.  We hit that, and 
the culture felt the same.  

At that point, we began to wonder, 
“Do we have a small company culture 
or a strong company culture?”  The CEO 
Advantage™ process helped us answer 
that question by leading us through a  
discovery of our core values.  We be-
gan to realize that our strong company 
culture was built on finding people who 
shared those core values.  That’s what we 
had been doing right.  From that point, 

we were more proactive about maintain-
ing our strong company culture rather 
than a small company culture.  

Once you decided you could grow, 
why did you decide to actually pursue 
growth?  

Once we truly understood what was  
responsible for our strong culture, we 
felt comfortable with our growth rate.  
But then we had a rapid growth spurt in 
2007 when we quickly jumped from 45 
to 75 employees.  Not everyone on the  
leadership team was convinced that this 
was a good thing, so we had another  
serious conversation about the pros and 
cons of growing.  Culture was still our 
primary concern, but we felt we could 
still proactively drive that while we 
grew.  We identified two main reasons to  
pursue continued growth.  First, we  
wanted to continue to get better as a  
company.  Second, we wanted to keep the  
talent we had acquired.  We had all 
these ambitious and talented people that 
we were going to lose if we couldn’t  
provide them with more opportunities and 
more money.  Plus, our leadership team 
was still pretty young, so we wanted the  
opportunity to grow individually, as well.    

So we decided to continue  

gongos research is a custom marketing research company that uses 
qualitative and quantitative methods to help companies make informed decisions in 
the development and marketing of their products and services.  They are based in 
Auburn Hills, Michigan.

John gongos, President 

gongos research, inc. 

www.gongos.com
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growing, albeit at what we consider to be a  
controlled rate.  

I’m sure it’s an interesting challenge for 
a CEO to manage the differing opinions 
on this issue.  

Absolutely.  We have people on the 
team who would love to grow even faster 
and others who are resistant to change.  
Growth means change; some love the  
excitement of that, and some hate the 
complexity of it.  Of course, some 
have minority ownership stakes, so that  
affects their opinion, but I think attitude 
toward change is the primary factor.  

Is there a limit to how much you plan 
to grow?  

I don’t think so.  We have already 
grown larger than we once thought 
we could, and our culture has contin-
ued to thrive.  Now that we have 102  
employees, it’s hard for me to say, “This 
just won’t feel the same at 200 employ-
ees.”  We just don’t know, and I don’t 
think we will know until we reach that 
point.  That’s what makes growth scary.  
Yet, the real questions are whether we 
are driving the culture and operating at a 
high level of quality and innovation.  

I feel good about the discipline with 
which we nurture our culture.  It’s a 
heavy component in our hiring, and 
we’ve also developed a reputation where 
people really want to work for us.  That 
gives us a large pool of candidates from 
which to choose those who will be a fit.  

Can you share any specific examples  
of how your growth has created  
opportunities for talented employees?  

One member of our leadership team 
has always been a really good strategic  
thinker and is very excited about  
technology.  For years, he has worked 
as a project director and moderator, but 
some of those projects didn’t excite 

him as much as the more visionary and  
technology roles he was assigned.  So 
we slowly transitioned him into leading 
the Research Innovation and Technology 
team that is dedicated to developing new 
innovation for research.  So we found a 
role for him that aligned with his passion 
and strengths, and he is much happier.  
He is the perfect person for that job.  

And if you were smaller, you could not 
have done that?

Right.  We would not have been able 
to dedicate a high salary person to that 
full time.  

Any other examples?  
Sure.  We have another guy who has 

been a project director and a very good  
moderator.  We tried to make him an  
account manager, but he was not  
passionate about that.  What he really 
likes is managing people and helping 
them grow.  Thus, we recently dedicat-
ed 50% of his time to on-boarding our 
new hires.  Every entry-level employee  
reports to him for the first six months.  He 
closely manages their on-boarding and 
training processes until they are ready to 
be assigned to a specific team.  The early 
returns have been phenomenal.  The new 
people rave about the job he’s doing, and 
he loves doing it.  

If we were smaller, we could never 
dedicate 50% of someone’s time to  
on-boarding new people.  We would need 
him generating revenue.  We’re now at a 
point that we can afford to have him do 

that, and it has been very helpful to our 
company.  

Those are both good examples.  Do you 
think either of those individuals would 
have left the organization if they could 
not have grown here?  

Actually, both of them did leave, but 
they came back because they really like  
working for our company.  Yet, had we 
not been able to create these specialist 
roles for them, they probably would have 
left again.  

Do you have any other insights you’d 
like to share relative to the decision of 
whether or not to pursue growth?  

There are two additional advantages 
to growth that I haven’t mentioned.  One 
is the diversified client base we now 
have.  We would not have been able to  
weather the 2008 downturn nearly as well 
had we been a smaller, less-diversified  
company.  Second is the brand  
recognition that comes with being a  
larger firm.  Our people have always  
enjoyed working here, but it’s fun when 
others recognize you.    

We have already grown larger than we  
once thought we could, and our culture has 
continued to thrive.  Now that we have 102 
employees, it’s hard for me to say, “This just 
won’t feel the same at 200 employees.”  
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You hit a point where you realized 
that you had to keep providing new  
opportunities for your talent or else 
you were going to lose them.   

That is the reality.  We are a service 
business, and those services come from 
our people, so we are selling ourselves.  
That’s why we work so hard to fill our 
organization with great talent.  Once we 
have that talent, we have to keep giving 
them opportunities to excel and to grow.  
If we don’t, they will move on to another 
opportunity.  We need to grow so they 
can grow.  

Let’s rewind a bit.  Take us back to the 
beginning and walk us through how you 
reached that realization.  

We were founded in 1962 as a  
provider of services to municipalities.  
It was an annuity company where my 
great uncle and his two partners divided  
the earnings at the end of the 
year.  So their focus was not to 
grow, but to maximize yearly  
earnings.  That worked well for a long 
time, and they began to take on more  
private business.  When the 1980s  
recession hit, the private business  
really dropped off, so we shifted back to a  
focus on public customers.  We still were 

not focused on growth; we just wanted 
to be the best in our niche.  Yet as the  
communities who were our customers 
grew, we grew.  

Sometime in the 1990s, we suddenly  
realized that we were not able to 
grow fast enough to keep up with the  
talent pool we were building.  Our  
services were becoming more and more  
specialized, and to keep our experts busy, 
we had to keep increasing our reach.  So 
we decided to pursue growth.    

At first, we based our growth rate 
on head count, then on revenue.  How-
ever, as an annuity company, our focus 
was still on maximizing earnings.  One 
day, someone said to me, “Our growth 
goal doesn’t pass the laugh test,” and he 
was right.  Our actions were not consis-
tent with our goal.  So as recently as 3-4 
years ago, we decided that if were really  
going to be successful at growth, we had 
change our business model to reinvest in 
growth annually.  We had to be willing to 
leave some of our yearly earnings in the 
company.  

That realization was really driven by 
our young shareholders.  They wanted 
to make sure that the value that each of 
us senior shareholders was taking out 
of the company was consistent with the 

market.  Our book value wasn’t work-
ing for us.  They said, “Even though 
that’s great for us to buy in at a lower 
rate, we don’t want you walking away if  
someone offers a big carrot.”  They  
wanted a long-term investment, and 
they were willing to sacrifice if we were 
willing to sacrifice.  So we did that.  We 
changed our business model over to 
growth and reevaluated the firm based 
on economic value for shareholders.  We 
then aligned our goals with that.  We’ve 
had to reassess that decision along the 
way – particularly as the market has 
struggled in recent years – but we have 
recommitted to it each time.  

Was everyone immediately on board 
with that business model change or  
did it take time to get everyone  
committed to growth instead of  
maximizing annual payouts?  

We have a pretty large shareholder 
group, and I didn’t expect that 100% 
would be excited about it.  The junior 
shareholders, of course, were ready to get 
on board, but the senior leadership was  
understandably hesitant. Some were on 
the cusp of retirement, so we structured 
an agreement where their retirement  
benefits would remain close to whole.  

ohm partners with municipal governments and public agencies to meet  
infrastructure development challenges.  Their services include civil engineering,  
architectural and surveying, as well as information technology and municipal  
administration consulting.  They are headquartered in Livonia, Michigan.

John hiltz, President 

ohm engineering Advisors 

www.ohm-advisors.com
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But the rest of us – regardless of how 
many years we had left – believed it was 
the right thing to do.  I still ask probably 
more than I should whether everyone is 
still onboard, but I want to continually 
reinforce that we’re all on the same page.  
We’ve set that direction, and it’s my job 
to get us there.  

What have you found to be some of the 
cons to a focus on growth?  

It ties up capital that might otherwise 
be rewarded to our shareholders.  That’s  
especially tough when we’re trying to 
find new clients in difficult economic 
times.  Right now, I’ve got more business 
development people engaged than ever.  

It also ties up time.  I personally enjoy 
spending time with our clients and staff, 
but when I’m focused on finding new  
opportunities, I can’t do that as 
much.  I’ve had to force myself to step 
away from operations.  I know some  
businesses who have downsized where 
the senior management is digging back 
into operations, but we’ve gone the  
opposite direction.  I have phenomenal 
people overseeing operations, so I’m 
a redundancy there.  My job is to look 
ahead several years and drive business 
development and marketing.  

How have your acquisitions impacted 
the company’s culture?  

It has actually infused a lot of  
energy.  We include the staff in business  
planning, and we encourage employees 
to present new ideas.  Acquiring new 
companies has broadened the talent pool 
from which those ideas come, and that’s 
exciting.    

We also don’t believe that the  
strategic plan should be only for  
executives.  It needs to be distributed to 
everyone.  Everyone needs to know his 
role in the whole – how what he is doing 
now helps us achieve our shared vision.  

When everyone is working together like 
that – no matter where they come from – 
there is a lot of energy in the air.

Would you share some examples of  
opportunities that would not 
have happened had you not been  
committed to growth? 

Our company benefits when our  
employees are sought out by custom-
ers as industry experts.  We have a  
shareholder who is a sewer modeler.  He 
had an idea for a new way of modeling 
sewer flow that is different from what 
anyone else is doing.  In a nutshell, his 
model enables us to more accurately 
identify how big of a fix a particular  
sewer line needs.  In many cases, that 
fix is more economical than what  
is estimated by more traditional  
modeling methods.  Our growth  
objectives have enabled us to keep him on 
board and provide him new opportunities 
across the country.  In fact, we’ve built a  
talented team around him that is helping 
us achieve our corporate vision of being 
nationally recognized.  

That’s a great story.  Any others?  
We acquired a company in north-

ern Michigan with the intent of  
using our expertise to grow their  
engineering.  However, we found that their  
architectural talents filled our needs in 
southeast Michigan faster than our civil 
engineering could help them up north.  

Meanwhile, we had sent a talented 
guy to Nashville to grow our municipal  
engineering there.  He met a guy  
down there who opened our eyes to  
opportunities in the federal market,  
which was something we had never done 
before.  In combining his talents with  
the architectural talent from the north-
ern firm, we soon found ourselves 
growing an architectural business and  
doing eight buildings at Fort Campbell in  

Kentucky.  That is now leading to  
additional design-build opportunities in 
Florida, Mississippi, Alabama, Texas,  
and Washington.  

All that came together by allowing 
one talented person to pursue an op-
portunity he was passionate about and 
putting our expanded resources to work 
with him.  It has generated business that 
we never expected.  

It’s all about keeping your eyes open to 
opportunities, isn’t it?  

That’s right.  We don’t want to be 
rigid about what type of work we’ll do.  I 
just want to focus on the “who.”  Get tal-
ented people in here, give them the tools 
they need, then get out of the way.  Let 
them do what they do best.  

Is there a limit to how large you want 
to grow?  

The only constraint is our core values.  
We don’t want our growth to jeopardize 
who we are.  That’s what made us strong, 
and that’s what will keep us strong.  If 
we find ourselves compromising those, 
we are growing too fast.  

There could come a time when this  
company needs to grow beyond my  
ability to lead it.  The question then  
becomes whether you want to lead 
a company that fits your talent or be 
part of a company that continues to 
grow.  I have committed to growing this  
company, so I have to be willing to let go 
if I am limiting its opportunities.  

We will just remain open to opportu-
nities and see where that takes us – but 
again, only if it doesn’t jeopardize who 
we are.  It’s not just about size.  

Have you ever made a decision to  
purposely slow growth?

Yes.  For example, we recently merged 
with a firm out of Columbus, Ohio.  I 
had my business development people  
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looking for another acquisition  
opportunity when it occurred to me that 
we had work to do integrating this new 
company into our culture before we  
added another.  If we didn’t integrate 
well, we would risk losing everything we 
set out to accomplish with that merger.  
So we slowed down a bit.  We don’t 
want to lose who we are, and we want 
to maximize the existing base before we 
add more.

I’m guessing you have people in your 
organization that think you should 
be slowing down even more in these  
economic times?  

Sure, but that’s where it’s my job to 
help us stay the course.  It’s like we’re  
crossing the Atlantic in the Titanic.  We 
know where we need to go, but there are 
icebergs out there.  We must continually 
recalibrate based on the obstacles we  
encounter, but we can’t take our eyes off 
the final destination.  We’re changing 
course but maintaining direction.  Some 
of the crew members are saying, “Slow 
down so we don’t hit anything!”  But we 
can’t do that.  We need to keep making 
progress.  On the other side, we have 
the hard chargers who want to go full  
throttle, and I’m saying, “Hold on, we 
have to get there safely.”  It’s a balancing 
act.  We don’t want to go so fast that we 
can’t avoid the iceberg when we see it.  

It’s all about balancing pushing and pa-
tience, isn’t it?  

Yes, that’s right.  As stressful as it can 
be, though, it’s fun when you are sur-
rounded by stars.  We’ve got great peo-
ple, and good things are happening.  

I’m amazed at how many companies 
I hear saying, “Let’s just ride this out.”  
Ride this out?  How many years are we 
talking about?  If we don’t move, it’s  
going to mean a slow decline for our 
business.  This is the time for innova-

tion, and that doesn’t come from senior 
management; that comes from everyone 
in our organization.

How do you solicit those ideas for  
innovation?  

We annually put out a call to the  
employees for new ideas.  Our  
leadership team then has a formal  
process for reviewing those ideas and 
moving forward with the ones that hold 
promise.  Most of the ideas have been  
developed over time, and our  
management has been involved, so it’s 
not like we are dealing with concepts that 
we’ve never seen before.  

The guy with the sewer model came 
to us and said, “I’ve got a business part-
ner that would like to take this to the next 
level.  Would this company be interested 
in partnering with us?”  He presented a 
business plan, and we said, “Yes, your 

success will translate into our success, 
so we are willing to join hands with you 
and your partner.”  So he’s a partner in 
this business, but we’ve given him the 
latitude to be a partner in the online  
development of this tool.  Is it exclusive 
to OHM?  No, but that’s okay.  We can’t 
kill it by holding on too tightly.  We just 
want to keep the expertise behind it here.  

Of course, all of these new business 
ideas need to be consistent with our  
overall plan.  We don’t want to get away 
from our core.  It has to move us in the 
right direction, and frankly, there has to 
be a passion for it by more than just a 
single individual.

For a complimentary reprint of this article, 
visit tcajournal.com.

Cafe in Cuomo, Italy (Natalie Guess)
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Picture this: A group of leaders passionately  
debating a strategic direction, creating a  
single set of messages for its shareholders and  
employees, executing the strategy flawlessly, and 

delivering value.  Such is the power of one: one voice, one  
direction, one result.  An aligned team leads swiftly, purpose-
fully, and cohesively, and the results are dramatic.  Yet, how 
many teams truly demonstrate a high level of alignment?  Not 
many.  The reasons include indecision, poor teamwork, low 
trust levels, slowness to act, weak leadership, lack of focus, 
silo mentality and many others.  

As part of a recent research project, I had the pleasure to 
speak to some CEOs about what drives positive results.  Some 
key themes emerged from their thoughts on how to achieve 
alignment.  First, the CEO needs to assume ownership of  
aligning the leadership team and the organization.  It is the 
leader’s role to put the right team in place and relentlessly  
pursue team alignment.  As Jim Collins writes: “first the ‘who,’ 
then the ‘what.’”   Second, the team must work collaboratively 
to create a vision, set objectives, and make strategic decisions.  
Third, a structure must be in place to drive collaboration and 
strategy execution.
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Reprinted by permission from The CEO Advantage Journal, a publi-
cation of CEO Advisors, LLC.  Visit www.tcajournal.com
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When I asked about how to measure alignment, I heard  
“unity of action,” “goal achievement,” and “financial returns.”   
I discerned that enterprise value is the ultimate goal of  
alignment. So how does an organization achieve the  
alignment necessary to improve enterprise value?  It does so by  
committing to a process-driven approach to alignment.   
A pursuit of sustained alignment is driven by three disciplines.   
First, the team must work to develop cohesive functional  
teamwork.  Second, the team must agree on a compelling strategy 
that sets the direction for the future and captures the hearts and 
minds of employees.  Third, the team must execute the strategy  
with disciplined thought and action.  

Sound easy?  It is a journey that requires commitment and 
vigilance.  However, its impact is great.  Think of what you can 
achieve in leveraging the power of an entire organization that 
performs consistently well.  It’s the power of one.  

Developing Functional Teamwork
We have all been captivated by Patrick Lencioni’s illustration 

of a highly functional and cohesive team – one that is founded 
on trust, engaged in conflict, fully committed and accountable, 
and focused on results.   Highly functional teams need highly 
functional leaders – those who probe for insight, engage in  
critical thinking, and listen carefully to those with whom 
they disagree.  Tony Schwartz writes in the Harvard Business  
Review blog: “The best of all leaders – a tiny fraction – have 
the capacity to embrace their own opposites, most notably 
vulnerability alongside strength, and confidence balanced by  
humility.” 

One might ask why a highly functional team is critical to  
business success, especially if the organization has a great 
group of high performing talent.  Doesn’t working together as 
a team just slow things down?  After all, teamwork requires 
boring meetings with endless PowerPoint presentations, right?  
Would we not be better off just letting our people do their own 
thing?   Simply put, no.  Collaboration drives efficiency in an 
organization.  Unless everybody knows their roles and executes 
them well together, it will be difficult to fulfillthe purpose of 
the organization. Moreover, without some synchronicity of 
movement, unproductive conflict and morale issues among 
employees are sure to arise.

Collaboration can only thrive in a culture where employees 
want to work with each other. It is the leader’s job to foster 
this culture by building trust, pursuing thought excellence, and  
allowing everyone’s voice to be heard.  Unless people 
trust one another enough to share ideas without fear of  
retribution or ridicule, the organization will struggle to  

harness the collective intelligence of its employees.  The will-
ingness – indeed, the desire – to engage in constructive debate 
is essential to producing the best and most thoughtful solutions.   
Leaders must model the behaviors they expect from their  
organizations; they must demonstrate openness to new ideas, 
encourage honest feedback, and “walk the talk” by trusting 
their employees.  Of course, none of this is possible unless  
employees and leaders are trustworthy.  A culture of trust  
enables commitment, accountability, and attention to results – 
not to mention higher morale.   

A Strategy that Captures Hearts and Minds
A highly functional team is able to pursue alignment around 

a clear and compelling operating strategy.  This begins with 
a shared vision and purpose, the creation of which a culture 
of collaboration (as described above) readily supports.  Like  
people, organizations need to know who they are and where 
they are going.  This begins with discovering core values,  
stating a purpose, and crafting a shared vision.  None of these 
are static.  The vision feeds and informs the collaboration, and 
the collaboration creates an environment in which necessary 
changes to the values, purpose, and vision will become clear 
over time.  

Communication is the fuel that drives this alignment  
process.  (Lencioni urges us to “over-communicate the vision.”)  
It is the context for collaboration.  Who are we?  Where are we  
going?  What do we need to do to get there?  How is what we are  
doing now moving us toward the shared vision?  What (not 
who) is right?  Such regular communication greases the gears 
in a well-tuned machine.  The whole is indeed greater than the 
sum of its parts.  

In addition to collaboration, there is a (seemingly)  
inconsistent feature of aligned organizations: competition.  A 
healthy collaborative culture needs a catalyst to propel ideas 
forward or in another direction, react to new variables, and  
innovate.  Competition fills that role, though it is  

CollAborAtion CAn only 
thrive in A Culture where  
employees wAnt to work 
with eACh other. it is the 
leAder’s job to foster this 
Culture.
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somewhat paradoxical in that it breeds isolation and  
collaboration simultaneously.  Football is a great illustration.  
Players compete against both their opponents, and against their  
teammates, who want to take their place on the field.  This 
keeps them sharp and improves their performance; yet, 
there is a time when competition becomes secondary to  
collaboration, and to continue to pursue it as a strategy 
will sub-optimize results.  The same goes for business  
organizations.  Without some internal competition, stagnation 
may set in.  However, too much competition can erode trust and 
lead to divisiveness in the organization.

In summary, to have the right balance of collaboration and 
competition, an organization must first provide its employees 
with a reason to want to be present each day. A clear definition 
of “who, where, how, what, and when” provides the framework 
around which to align and a message to spur the organization 
into action.  Capturing this strategy in a simple format – ideally 
on one page – will deepen clarity and capture the hearts and 
minds of everyone in the organization.  

Pursuing Disciplined Execution
With a strategy in place, the leadership team can now begin 

confidently to execute the strategy.  In Good to Great, Collins 
notes that great companies that execute well have disciplined 
people, thought, and action.   How does a functional team align 
around these disciplines?  First, it begins with a commitment 
to a regular meeting rhythm, the hub of the interdependence 
between functional teamwork and a clear strategy.  Solving 
problems, working through conflict, and working together on 
important business issues is how teams practice teamwork 
and build morale.  Moreover, meetings are how organizations 
get work done; they are the vehicles for leveraging the team’s  
collective intelligence, watching trends, confronting ugly 
truths, and monitoring results.  They are the gears that drive 
alignment.  Imagine a team that only comes together to  
debate and discuss business once every four or five months.  It is  
virtually impossible for that team to ensure it works on the right 
things, stays committed to decisions, holds itself accountable, 
and delivers high performance.  Indeed, chaos and silos are the 

Old Cruise Car (Paul Clark) Paul R. Clark, Copyright 2010
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more likely result.  
Second, as Collins writes, the leadership team should  

“preserve the core and stimulate progress.”   This means the 
leadership team must engage in disciplined thought around 
market risks, key business decisions, and opportunities to  
innovate products or processes.  Innovation requires a team to 
collaborate on the current position of the business and what 
needs to be done to achieve the future goal.  Innovation also 
requires high quality debate as well as a careful allocation of 
resources – time, talent, and finances – to pursue the right kind 
of innovation.  

Finally, setting clearly-defined short-term, mid-term, and 
long-term priorities is critical to disciplined execution.  For 
one thing, goal setting provides a clear link to the operating  
strategy and demonstrates progress toward fulfilling the vision.   
For another, setting and achieving goals, especially in a  
collaborative culture, keeps team spirits high and fosters strong 
commitment to future goals.  Most importantly, setting and 
achieving goals is both cause and evidence for the alignment of 
the leadership team.  It is one more way to reach clarity, work 
together, and build a performance mindset.

A Process in Motion:  Alignment to Build Enterprise Value
A highly functional team with a strong leader, a clear 

and compelling strategy, and the discipline to execute that  
strategy is the recipe for creating strong business results.  
And, the research does link great teamwork, strong collabo-
ration, and disciplined execution.  Sustained alignment, once 
achieved, is not guaranteed.  It requires continued diligence in 
the areas of teamwork, strategy, and execution.  The rewards 
include improved business results, increased organizational 
and leadership capabilities, reduction of unnecessary turnover, 
and greater enterprise value. 

One team, one voice, one direction – it’s the power of one.
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Finding Simplicity
in Complexity

by John D. Anderson with Michael Brennan

Business leaders are increasingly overwhelmed by 
complexity.  In this era of information overload,  
every day seems to bring new technology, new  

theories, and new management tools – and thus new  
expectations.  As an advisor to CEOs and executive teams, I 
find many individuals feeling fearful, confused, out of control, 
and frustrated.  

This feeling is not unique to CEOs; it is shared at some  
level by everyone in your organization.  For the sake  
of yourself and your employees, your job is to create  
simplicity from complexity.  It is your responsibility to provide 
direction, confidence, and clarity.  When each individual has a  
roadmap for navigating challenges with confidence, it drives 
his performance, fuels his coworkers’ performance, and  
ultimately satisfies customers (which shows up on the bottom 
line).  Creating simplicity out of complexity is the essence 
of leveraging leadership and a non-negotiable ability for the 
CEO.  Before you can simplify for others, however, you must 
first do it for yourself.  

Start by identifying the fundamental principles that drive 
your success and review those principles on a daily basis.  For 
me, those principles are captured in Stephen Covey’s The 7 
Habits of Highly Effective People.  I have found that both my  
successes and failures over the years can be directly attributed 
to how well I practiced those seven habits.  Therefore, I now 
read Covey’s book for fifteen minutes each morning.  I even 
listen to it in my car.  I find the only way to truly digest a great 
book is to read it, listen to it, and break it down into small 
chunks that I can share with others at work and at home.

An equally important discipline for me is journaling.  Each 
morning, I spend about twenty minutes (enough time to fill up 
one page) recording my thoughts.  This has proved invaluable 
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in fleshing out new ideas, identifying priorities, and sorting 
through challenges.  Those who know me well encourage me 
to complete it each morning because they know how influential 
it is on my performance.  

A couple years ago, a good friend of mine developed his own 
set of simplifying habits and disciplines.  Michael Brennan is 
the CEO of United Way for Southeastern Michigan (UWSEM).  
His CEO Mastery Success Plan was the foundation for a  
formal six-month mentoring program he developed for select  
members of his team.  The Mentor Series consists of a simple 
3-step process:

1. Attain piercing clarity of your unique ability and 
strengths.

2. Define success for your life and criteria by which to  
measure it.  

3. Establish a daily discipline of “deliberate practice” to  
execute your goals.

To date, Mike has nine of UWSEM’s highest performing  
individuals working through this program, which requires each 
of them to make the following commitments:

1. Readiness: Complete a brief application to confirm one’s 
readiness for the six-month Mentor Series.  

2. Learn:  Read the following books:
 a.  Strengthfinders 2.0 by Tom Rath (to discern one’s 

top five areas of strength)
 b.  Unique Ability: Creating the Life You Want by  

Catherine Nomura, Julia Waller, and Shannon 
Waller (to discover one’s unique ability)

 c.  Talent is Overrated by Geoffrey Colvin  
(to understand the value and method of “deliberate 
practice”)

3. Meet: Commit to the following meeting rhythm:
 a.  Monthly two-hour meetings with Mike and other 

participants to learn, plan, and drive accountability.
 b.  At least two one-on-one meetings with Mike for 

one hour.
 c.  A one hour, one-on-one session with a  

Strengthfinders Coach.
4. Goals: Set lifetime goals, two-year targets, and habits for 

the first 100 days.  

5. Deliberate Practice: 
 a.  Walk 10,000 steps each day with a pedometer for 

the entire six months.

 b.  Journal your experience and observations  
throughout the process.

6. Network of Support: Intentionally build your personal 
“help network” to ensure support and guidance through-
out the rigorous journey. 

7. Encourager: Proactively encourage fellow participants 
in the Mentor Series.

This process is designed not to change things external to  
oneself but to increase awareness in each participant of his 
unique gifts.  It also uncovers many inconvenient truths, such 
as toxic relationships, jobs that don’t align to one’s unique  
ability, and long-standing habits that must be replaced by 
daily deliberate practice.  The process is hard work, but so  
rewarding.  One participant said after just one month of the 
mentor series, “I am now 40, and this morning was the first 
time since I was 17 that I have woken up happy about my 
day and my future.”  It reminds me of the words of Roman  
philosopher Seneca: “Make this your business: learn how to 
feel joy…true joy, believe me, is a serious thing.”

Thomas Edison wanted a major invention every six months 
and a minor invention every ten days.  He ended up with 1,093  
patents including the light bulb, phonograph, and motion  
picture camera.  Like Edison, we need to grip our day and  
future like a carpenter holds a hammer: firmly and with our 
eyes fixed on the target.  Once we are able to do that, we must 
lead others to do the same.  Amidst all the complexity of this 
world, it is really that simple.

Finding Simplicity in Complexity
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In my mind, nothing is more critical to successful  
strategy execution than setting priorities.  This  
fundamental discipline proves itself on a weekly basis 
for me.  For years, I have kept a stack of preprinted pri-

ority cards on hand.  I begin each week by listing the most 
important things I need to get done, and I work my way down 
the list.  The difference between a productive week and a  
wasted week can often be attributed to whether I took the few 
minutes to fill out that card.  

Beyond weekly priorities, it is important for organizations 
to set quarterly priorities.  In the CEO Advantage™ process, 
we call these quarterly priorities “rocks.”  The term derives 
from a word picture used by Steven Covey and other time  
management instructors.  Imagine you have a large glass jar 
along with some rocks, pebbles, sand, and water.  To get as 
much of this material as possible into the jar, you first put in the 
rocks followed by the pebbles, sand, and water.  If you reverse 
the order, beginning with the water, then the sand and pebbles, 
the rocks won’t fit.  

In your organization, the jar is your quarter, and the 
rocks are your priorities.  Since they are the most important  
objectives, then only way to ensure they will get done is to do 
them first, giving them your best time, money, and energy.  If 
you put them off at all, they probably won’t get done.  

The quarterly timeframe is itself strategic.  Anything shorter 
will prohibit you from focusing on larger, more strategic tasks; 
you don’t want rocks to be focused on day-to-day tactical  
issues that are handled as part of your normal operation.   
Anything longer will prevent the sense of urgency required to 
get things done.  Furthermore, quarterly recalibrations allow 
you to adjust to a changing market landscape more quickly than 
the more traditional annual goal-setting.

Setting quarterly rocks is a simple process that  
nevertheless requires diligence and commitment from the  
entire leadership team.  First, review the current situation.  What is  
happening in your market and how is your organization  
performing relative to its long-term goals?  Second, surface 
a list of potential rocks for the coming ninety days.  Third, 

Rock Rules

Avoid these five potential pitfalls when setting and executing 
quarterly priorities. 

By Troy Schrock

Canyonlands National Park (Paul Clark) Paul R. Clark Copyright 2010
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Rock Rules

through strategic conversations and  
vigorous debate, select no more than 
five rocks to focus on in the next ninety 
days.  Fourth, assign one individual to  
champion that rock.  The rock champion 
is not expected to do the rock, but he 
is accountable to make sure that it gets 
done.  Finally, broadcast the rocks to the 
entire organization and align everyone 
around the effort to achieve them.  

Much more could 
be said about how to 
develop a strong orga-
nizational discipline 
of quarterly rock set-
ting and execution.  I 
have clients who have 
been honing this skill 
for years.  The longer 
they do it, the better 
they become at setting 
good rocks and – most  
importantly – complet-
ing them.Their experi-
ences, however, have 
opened my eyes to five 
potential pitfalls in  
setting quarterly rocks.  

 1: BAD ROCkS
Teams sometimes 

set bad rocks.  How 
does this happen?  If 
all the information 
wasn’t available.  
Maybe the objec-
tive was not clearly  
defined.  Many times, 
the rock was set without the benefit 
of open debate.  Even the best teams  
occasionally make hasty judgments 
based on emotion, bias, or hubris.  I  
generally find that bad rocks fall into one 
of four categories: non-rocks, mountains, 
pebbles, and amoebas.  

Non-Rocks, as the name implies, 
are not really rocks at all.  This usually  

becomes apparent once the work on 
them begins.  

Some time ago, just prior to a  
quarterly meeting, an executive team 
heard from a “good source” that one of their 
key competitors in a different geographic  
region was reeling.  The situation was 
ripe for striking.  The team believed it had 
an opportunity to pick up salespeople, 
key accounts, and perhaps even acquire 

the company.  The conversations at the  
quarterly meeting were charged with 
excitement, and the #1 rock for the next 
quarter was set to take advantage of this 
unique opportunity.  

Unfortunately, it was a poor deci-
sion made on incomplete information.   
Within days of the meeting, further  
conversation with a few of the  

competitor’s sales staff and key industry 
contacts revealed the situation to be far 
different than assumed.  The opportunity 
really didn’t exist and the #1 rock was 
scratched.  

We all make poor decisions from time 
to time, but complete information and 
constructive debate will help avoid them.  

Mountains are legitimate objectives, 
but they are way too big to be quarterly 

rocks.  You have 
to admire the op-
timism of organi-
zations that think 
they can move 
mountains.  If they 
set a three or one-
year initiative, 
they think they can 
get it all done in a 
quarter.  

I frequently see 
this with quarterly 
rocks set around  
documenting and 
improving key 
processes.  The 
common error is 
to want to cov-
er all processes 
in one quarter.  
When challenged 
about the size 
of the rock, the  
executive team 
sees no reason 
why it can’t be 
done in ninety 

days.  The end of the quarter comes and 
little progress has been made, so they 
carry the rock to the next quarter, saying, 
“We will get it done this time; we have to.”  
Again, they will fall short at the end of the  
quarter.  Eventually, they must come to the  
realization of how large the task is and 
assign more attainable rocks – perhaps 
one or two processes at a time.  

mouNTAINS Are LeGITImATe oBjeCTIveS, BuT THey Are wAy 
Too BIG To Be quArTerLy roCkS.  you HAve To AdmIre 
THe opTImISm oF orGANIzATIoNS THAT THINk THey CAN 
move mouNTAINS. 

The Organ with Reflection (Paul Clark) Paul R. Clark Copyright 2010
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Rock Rules

The best way to get better at setting 
rocks appropriate for the timeframe is by 
doing it over and over.  Rock-setting is a 
skill.  With practice, you will get better 
at it.  

Pebbles are wimpy rocks – the  
opposite of mountains.  It may be  
something that is more appropriate for 
a weekly task than a quarterly priority.   
Rather than set an aggressive goal  
requiring consistent exertion of energy  
and resources, it is easier to fall back 
on a “safe” aspect of the business that 
needs attention.  Or maybe the team just 
struggles to think in terms of quarters as  
opposed to shorter-term activities.  

One executive team was debating 
the merits of various potential rocks.  
One of their annual priorities was to 
build a better lead generation engine 
for their business.  To start, they needed  
a marketing plan to clarify the strategic 
and tactical marketing elements for their  
business.  One of the rocks under  
consideration was: “Define who our  
customers are.”  This was clearly  
important, but it was not worthy of a 
quarter’s worth of work.  In the end, 
they committed to completing the entire 
marketing plan by the end of the quarter.  
This was much more comprehensive, 
impactful, and worthy of a rock.

 Again, the best way to get better  
at setting rocks appropriate for the  
timeframe is by doing it over and over.  
If you find that you set a pebble, why  
did you do it?  How will you keep  
that from happening again?     

Amoebas are squishy rocks.  
These priorities are so nebulous you  
don’t really know how to measure  
their progress, much less recognize  

when they are complete.  You can 
feel good about them at the end of the  
quarter regardless of how you performed 
because no one really knows for sure 
how they should look.  

For example, imagine an execu-
tive team setting “improve morale” as 
a rock.  How do you measure that?  It’s  
really squishy.  The very issue is based 
on perception, and success will be based 
on perception, as well.  Since those who 
will judge success are the same people 
who want to see success, you’re almost 
guaranteed a “completed” rock regard-
less of the actual results.  

To avoid setting squishy rocks, apply 
the SMART filter: Specific, Measurable, 
Attainable, Realistic and Time-bound.  

2: ROCk CHAMPION FLIES SOLO 
When the rock champion tries to do 

everything on his own, things usually do 
not turn out well.  Resources are wasted,  
information is incomplete, and when 
the rock is debriefed at the end of the  
quarter, important questions and  
insights are found to have been missed 
by the rock champion.  You simply can’t 
afford to go it alone.  

One organization had a rock to “im-
prove communication and decrease turn-
over” in a particular department.  Specific 
objectives were defined, and a champion 
(we’ll call him Charlie) was assigned.  At 
the end of the quarter, Charlie’s report on 
his hard work on the rock included:
• An analysis of how bad the turnover 

was in this department
• Some articles on communications 

and employee satisfaction he had 
found online (and was sharing with 
the group for the first time)

• A list of ideas on how the problem 
could be improved

Had Charlie made any progress 
on solving the problem?  No, but no-
body realized that until it was too late  
because Charlie chose to fly solo.  He 
had not taken the time to talk to people,  
involve others, or implement any of the 
actions the executive team specified for  
completion of the rock.  As a result, an 
entire quarter’s work was wasted.

This is definitely a common pitfall.   
Executive team members must hold 
one another accountable to make sure  
nobody tries to fly solo.  One potential 
way to avoid this pitfall is to assign a  
champion from a different functional 
background than what seems “natural” for 
the rock.  If the champion does not have the  
background to do it all on his own, 
he will be forced to pull a solid team  
together to get it done.

3: ROCk CREEP
Rock creep occurs when the scope 

of the rock expands during the course 
of implementation.  As the team fleshes 
out what needs to be accomplished, 
it can quickly grow beyond the initial  
objective.

One fast-growing company des-
perately needed to hire more staff.   
The executive team set the #1 rock to 
implement a fast-track training plan de-
signed to get new employees contributing 
at a high level as quickly as possible.  They  
quickly identified a few specific  
outcomes, but further brainstorming  
added a dozen more “nice things” to  
include.  They also surfaced some prob-
lems that needed fixing in the compen-
sation structure and performance review 

To avoid setting squishy rocks, apply the SMART filter: 
Specific, measurable, Attainable, realistic and Time-bound.  
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process.  All of these things legitimately 
needed attention at some point, but hav-
ing attempted to address all of them at 
once, the team fell short of completing 
the initial rock.  Their energy and re-
sources had been spread too thin for the 
ninety-day timeframe.  

Nobody is immune to this pitfall.  
The best way to avoid it is to clearly  
define the end point up front.   
Prioritization (saying no) also needs to 
happen within the rock.  Keep the to-do 
list limited to those things that will meet 
the stated objective.  Save additional 
items for future work.
4: SELFISH USE OF RESOURCES 

Once rocks are set, individual  
executives might choose to  
withhold some of their resources for 
non-rock purposes.  This “selfishness” is  
actually well-intentioned most of the time;  
executives believe they must  

continue working on what they did  
before, and they don’t want to leave those  
projects undone.  But remember, the rocks 
are what the organization deems most  
important at the time.  That means  
everything else falls by the wayside.  All 
resources must be committed to their 
completion.  

There are times when this  
selfishness is advertent.  Perhaps a  
particular executive does not 
agree with the decision from the  
quarterly meeting, for example, so 
he witholds resources as an act of  
passive resistance.  This is destructive  
behavior for the team and organization and  
indicates a deeper organizational health 
issue that must be addressed.

If you encounter this pitfall, confront 
it.  The conversation may be difficult, 
but it must happen.  The rocks simply  
cannot be subverted by personal agendas.   

Everyone must rally around the rocks; 
their importance overrides that of any 
other projects currently underway. 

5: GREAT MENTAL ExERCISE
Some executive teams enjoy  

setting rocks but not working on them.  
They find the strategic discussions  
invigorating – a form of mental exercise 
– but they shy away from the “mundane” 
work of actually executing the rocks.  

One particular executive team was 
very adept at this.  In fact, two years of 
diligent effort with a business advisor 
was not able to help them through this 
pitfall.  The CEO was the chief culprit.  
He enjoyed the academic conversations 
around different management concepts 
and business models.  Indeed, he enjoyed 
it so much that, even as the team began to 
work on the rock, he would reignite the de-
bate over the exact objective.  This debate 
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would continue throughout the quarter and into the debrief at the 
next quarterly meeting.  After awhile, all work on rocks stopped  
because executives anticipated the constant shift of parameters.

* * * * *

Coaches often say that great practice leads to great  
performance.  In other words, quality of execution depends 
on quality of preparation.  That’s why the effort to set good 
rocks is so critical.  No matter how good the final objective, a  
little-researched and poorly-defined rock is doomed from the 
outset.  Even a well-researched and well-defined rock will fail 
without full commitment from everyone in the organization.  

Like any skill, setting good rocks takes practice.  Work at 
it, and learn from your mistakes.  Your team will get better 
with time.  If you habitually struggle to complete your rocks, 
try setting fewer rocks the next quarter.  A few small victories 
will do wonders for your morale and drive the motivation for 
future progress.  

For a complimentary reprint of this article, visit tcajournal.com.
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