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    Advance Praise for What an MBA Taught Me…But My Kids Made Me Learn


    “With humor and wisdom, What an MBA Taught Me… shows us how family and work life actually benefit each other, and how to truly embrace resilience, risk, and authenticity.”


    —Dorie Clark, author of Reinventing You, executive education faculty, Duke University Fuqua School of Business


    “As a working mother and HBS alum, I loved Bea’s insightful take on the value of parenting skills in the business world. Lots of laugh out loud stories mixed in with proven, practical advice.”


    —Lynn Vojvodich, Member, Board of Directors, Ford Motor Company


    “Bea Wray is an incredible storyteller and excellent source of inspiration. So much of What an MBA Taught Me… resonated deeply with me: embracing the imposter syndrome, reframing ‘I haven’t done that yet,’ not letting parenting be a smudge on your resume…just to name a few.”


    —Sameera Bazaz, Chief Strategy Officer, The Hot Mommas Project


    “Bea Wray’s story-telling technique is gripping. Being 700k in debt, moving to an island with a few hundred residents, raising three kids on her own, moving to Australia…are just a few stories of risk-taking that show what resilience looks like, and why LOVE makes it work. In Bea’s book, she empowers readers to take risks and live authentically, with love.”


    —Amy C. Edmondson, Professor, Harvard Business School, author of The Fearless Organization


    “With raw wit, Bea Wray shares how it’s possible to Go Big AND Go Home. What an MBA Taught Me… humorously shatters the myth of work-life balance and gives us all the confidence to embrace our true value. Highly recommended!”


    —Linda Rottenberg, Co-Founder & CEO, Endeavor; author of NYT bestseller Crazy Is a Compliment


    “I’ve always been a passionate believer in work-life integration so I figured I would nod my head throughout the book, relating. Instead I found myself experiencing refreshing insights and inspirational nuggets that I can easily apply, all made more real by the shared laughs and humility. A great read for any business leader and parent (or even if you’re just one of them!).”


    —Tara Walpert Levy, VP of Agency and Brand Solutions, Google


    “Bea’s uplifting words encourage me to continue to integrate all areas of my life. I believe more business executives should follow Bea’s raw and meaningful leadership advice. This book reminds us of the power of Authenticity and helps a leader develop from a good leader into a great one.”


    —Carolin Archibald, President & CEO, Ameda, Inc.

  


  [image: ]


  
    



    



    



    POST HILL PRESS BOOK


    ISBN: 978-1-64293-707-7


    ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-708-4


     


    What an MBA Taught Me…


    But My Kids Made Me Learn


    © 2020 by Bea Wray


    All Rights Reserved


     


    Cover photo and author photos by Keith Morgan (photographer) and Juwan Platt (producer)


    Illustrations by Jess Telmanik


     


    Although every effort has been made to ensure that the personal and professional advice present within this book is useful and appropriate, the author and publisher do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability to any person, business, or organization choosing to employ the guidance offered in this book.


     


    No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.


     


     


    [image: ]


     


    Post Hill Press


    New York • Nashville


    posthillpress.com


     


    Published in the United States of America

  


  
    Table of Contents


    Foreword by Renai Albaugh


    Introduction


    Part 1: Purpose Equals People: Turns Out “Soft” Skills Are Pretty Hard


    Chapter 1 Go for It!



    Chapter 2 Things Aren’t Always As They Seem



    Chapter 3 Embracing Failure, Failure Can Be Fabulous



    Part 2: Primary Success Skills


    Chapter 4 Your Attitude Determines Your Altitude: The Power of Staying Positive


    Chapter 5 Going for Great with Gratitude


    Chapter 6 Resilience, Grit, Tenacity: Whatever You Call It, You’re Gonna Need It!


    Chapter 7 Communication Can Be Complex


    Chapter 8 They May Not Remember What You Said, But They’ll Never Forget That You Listened


    Part 3: Practical Business Success Skills


    Chapter 9 Taking the Ego Out of Negotiation



    Chapter 10 Focus Makes You Unique in Today’s Scattered World



    Chapter 11 Collaboration and Delegation: Knowing When to Team Up and Knowing When to Lead!



    Chapter 12 Margin, Which Is a Fancy Way of Saying “Grace Under Pressure”



    Chapter 13: Breaking the Mold on Business Travel



    Part 4: Go Forth and Prosper!


    Chapter 14 You’ve Got the Tools, So What’s Your Vision?


    Chapter 15 Circle the Wagons


    Chapter 16 Write Your Ticket: Because You Can!


    Chapter 17 Lagniappe: A Little Bit Extra, for You and Those Around You


    Acknowledgments


    Endnotes

  


  
    Foreword



    by Renai Albaugh


    Bea and I moved to a remote bridgeless island on the same day. That experience shaped my life in delightful and unimaginable ways. So, I get the honor of writing this book’s foreword because your life is about to change in delightful and unimaginable ways too!


    I sat in a near meditative state as the boat rocked slowly, gliding across the Calibogue Sound. Out of the blue, a beautiful lady in athletic clothing bounded towards me. “Hi, I’m Bea, I’m moving to Daufuskie today and we are going to be great friends.”


    Meditation over…a new life begins!


    Bea and I raised our children together, reveling in the brief but spectacular opportunity to immerse them in wildlife, Gullah history, and unique island culture. Bea was different. A different kind of woman and a different kind of mom. Where I might exercise early in the morning and “get cleaned up for the day,” Bea moved all day long. In one day, she would play tennis, set up crab traps off the dock, ride bikes to the school and back, teach German to the seventeen island students, conduct a few meetings, and love her husband. It was exhausting to watch and yet inspiring.


    Previously, my professional career had included time on AirForce Two amongst world leaders. Yet, surprisingly, it was on a remote island where I was learning and growing even moreso.


    From Bea, I learned incredible business insights that she gleaned during her time owning a high-tech company and attending Harvard Business School. She had an uncanny ability to effectively use the skills for managing teams to manage her life. For example, her children baked their own cupcakes for the school party, instead of buying them as I did. Those kids had ownership over their lives from an early age.


    Bea also knew how to make anything happen. I recall when she received an invitation for a wedding in Austria. At that time, Bea was a stay at home mom and was living very modestly. Her husband said, “There is no way we can go to this wedding.” Bea’s response, which slayed me, was “Honey, there’s no way we can’t go.” She bartered flight mileage points, exchanged homes, and who knows what else. She and her children enjoyed a splendid month in Austria. Bea looked like Maria Von Trapp as she rambled across mountains in her green dirndl with three children and a tuba.


    However, things got hard. I watched her go back to a failing marriage four times while financial devastation ensued. Life got real so Bea got writing.


    That writing planted the seeds of this book. Bea dug deep to expose the underpinnings of her superpowers. Mastering things like gratitude, resilience, efficiency, and a positive attitude allowed her to thrive, turning trials into triumph. These lessons and more come to life in What an MBA Taught Me…But My Kids Made Me Learn. I relish in re-learning them while reading Bea’s beautifully written stories. So will you!


    Your professional and personal lives are about to journey to new heights. This book is Bea, bounding up to you to say, “We’re going to be great friends!”


    


    —Renai Albaugh

  


  
    Introduction



    “I’m from wherever you are.” Honest…well, sorta. The two common questions people tend to ask when introducing one another other are “What’s your name?” and “Where are you from?” So, they seem like logical kick-off questions as you and I stand in this bookstore aisle deciding whether we are going to take this relationship to the next level.


    To be fair, you are the one standing. I am just sitting. Over here…in the coffee shop. The one with an almond milk latte motioning for you to bring along the book and come join me.


    I can barely wait to hear your answers to the questions. To the first I answer, “Bea Wray,” which sounds like Bee-Ray. You can call me Bea, Dee, Bee-A, or Bay. I don’t really care as long as you call me. More than one giggle has erupted when my pals text me and spellcheck converts my name to “Bra,” so in certain contexts that is acceptable too. The W in Wray is silent, but I am called “Ms. Wary” way more often than I am called “Ms. Ray.”


    Siri has her own version too. Siri is in the business of AI (artificial intelligence). I am a motivational speaker. Yet lately I wonder if she is encroaching on my turf. She calls me Be-A-Ray. Like she wants me to be a ray of sunshine. So that is what I am committed to doing for you. If you will join me on this adventure, I promise to brighten your day.


    So where are you from, anyway? My standard answer: “I am from wherever you are!” I grew up in thirteen homes across America as my father climbed the Ford Motor Company ladder throughout various manufacturing plants (yes, those existed in the US in the seventies and eighties).


    When I turned eighteen, I inquired with a local official, “Hi, in which state should I register to vote?”


    “Wherc as if my question were absurd.


    “Well, my parents live here in South Carolina, but I attend college in Georgia.”
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    “Oh, in which state is your driver’s license?” she continued, believing the answer will break the tie.


    “New Jersey,” I responded, “that is where I had graduated high school.”


    “Uh, okay,” she slowed down a bit as if to validate my confusion. “Well, where will you be during the election?”


    I breathed in, happy she hadn’t given up on me (yet). “England,” I muttered, barely able to look up at her, “I am taking a year abroad.”


    That situation made me realize that I am really not like everyone else. My entire life has been a constant crash course in people skills. As a result, I feel “at home” in many places. My stories and encouragement will feel “at home” swaying in your hammock or as you multitask on your stationary bicycle. Won’t you please take them there?


    Due to selling a company, I was afforded the privilege of taking six years off from the corporate grind in order to be at home with my children. When it was time to return to the workforce, I felt intimidated and lacked confidence. I wondered what expertise I could bring to the table, and I worried it would be difficult to secure and succeed in meaningful and financially rewarding assignments.


    To my delight, my career took off. I was happier, more impactful, and more successful than I ever had been. I constantly heard, “Wow, thank you! You have changed my business.” The role was to direct community non-profit economic development and support hundreds of entrepreneurs. I wondered, what skill do I have that is helping these people achieve their goals? The second question was more important. Where did I get those skills?


    Amazingly, the answer wasn’t mostly from attending a prestigious business school. Further, it wasn’t mostly because I had been an entrepreneur for nearly twenty years. Rather, upon reflection, I realized that the competence fueling my success (expertise in collaboration, focus, strategic planning, communication, and so on) were all skills I honed predominantly through motherhood.


    Simply put, business is done with people, so people skills matter. That’s the real differentiator in the business world—how well are you able to get along with others, motivate them, serve with them, team up with them, support them, lead them, and above all, bring out the best in them? For me, a great place to master people skills is to try to raise some people in the home, where the stakes are high!


    I don’t want to shortchange Harvard, quite the opposite. Harvard Business School does a phenomenal job of creating environments which encourage students to improve their all-important people savvy. Emphasizing relationship building early in the application process, assigning a workload that requires the formation of study groups, and an intense and active classroom inspiring impeccable listening skills are only a few examples of how the school organizes the educational experience specifically to teach incredible people ingenuity. In this book, you and I will journey together through the MBA experience. We will dive into the most significant lessons taught there.


    Harvard is renowned for its commitment to the case study method. There are no lectures or scripted lessons. Rather, professors are required to be facilitators, devil’s advocates, listeners, moderators, and hosts. They manage discussions around real-life protagonists and challenges so that classmates can analyze, compare, and grow from experiences as if they have lived it themselves.


    You have heard of OPM—Other People’s Money—and I am guessing if you have ever taken out a loan or had a mortgage, you are grateful to have been able to tap some OPM. Similarly, I love the method of teaching OPM—Other People’s Mistakes. I want you to achieve great things and fulfill your dreams. You don’t have to slog through your full lifespan to gain a lifetime’s worth of experience. In the spirit of the case method, this book is chock full of real-life professional stories from personal experiences as an entrepreneur combined with my twenty years as a leader, mentor, and investor to over three hundred startup companies.


    Similarly, dividing the class into sections was a hallmark of my MBA experience. For example, I was in Section J, the best one (wink—we all think ours was best). Thus, for the first year, we had all our classes, and much of our social lives, with only our section. Eighty people started to feel more like an intimate gathering of our closest friends.


    If you are not yet convinced you need this book for you and your dreams, how about giving it a go for those around you? In 2013, Sheryl Sandberg rejected the notion that careers are linear corporate ladders. She introduced the concept that careers are more akin to jungle gyms and thus benefit from a wider variety of experiences. It breaks my heart that often parenting is treated like a black smudge, something to be hidden from—not highlighted on—a LinkedIn profile or resume. Will you help me with one specific goal of this book? That is to secure parenting as a valid position upon the career jungle gym.


    I know the power of declaring the truth…even before it happens…especially before it happens. So, here I go. This book will equip you with a full range of people skills that will transform your career and make you more effective, successful, and yes, happier in your workplaces. Moms, you will read this book and discover a newfound sense of respect for the laborious tasks parenting entails and the positive outcomes you are creating in your children.


    Dads, if you picked up this book for your wife or daughter—great! Thanks for caring about her in such a profound way. Now, please read on. Not for her but for yourself. The wisdom in these pages is relevant to your career too. This book gives you the best of what you might be taught in a top business program, and it helps you understand the aspects of parenting that can be applied in other settings.


    Mostly, this book is for you if you are ready to succeed. Are you tired of feeling pulled in too many directions? Annoyed that your energies seem to spin uselessly? Are your dreams buried rather than blossoming?


    Then it is time for you and I to laugh together. We might cry together too. We will certainly grow into better versions of ourselves.


    I have carefully selected and perfected my best stories, tips, tricks, and advice for extraordinary leaders and parents. They now fill the pages of the book in your hands, ready to help your goals rise like the morning sun into realities.


    If you are committed to hanging on tight to your mommy guilt, then this book is not for you. Please slip it back on the shelf and trade it in for some impossible craft manual or complicated recipe book designed to make you (and me) feel like we are not good enough.


    Alternatively, if you are ready to let go of self-limiting habits and what Rachel Hollis correctly deems “a special kind of oppression,” then do it. Hand in your victim card and stomp out your mommy guilt. Start recognizing that your job raising children is jam packed with experiences, lessons, and stories that are improving your abilities to direct and guide.


    So, if you are the expert (and you are), then why read a book by me? Good question. Perhaps this is where I am supposed to tell you how I graduated at the top of my class from Harvard, sold a company for millions of dollars, and raised perfect children. Not so fast. I promise, I will share those stories in detailed (and surprising) ways through the pages of this book. For now, however, as I vie for this book to earn its rightful spot on your nightstand, I want to speak about two things: love and children.


    My greatest pet peeve is when someone calls me “smart.” It is not that I think I am dumb. I just don’t want anyone to minimize my oversized heart. I have a true and deep desire for you to succeed. Any intellect I have is the direct result of my devotion to figuratively and literally stand too close to ledges, roll down hills, and climb mountains in hopes that I am helping someone else. Think Labrador Retriever.


    Don’t believe me? I make my living as a keynote and motivational speaker. Being an author and a speaker is in itself an oxymoron. One requires me to be an introvert, thriving in alone time. The other requires me to be an extravert, eager to welcome the warm embrace of strangers. I wonder how many trapeze artists are afraid of heights.


    Children motivate. Mine tease, “Harvard is probably some small town in rural Georgia.” Thus, it is logical that I went there at some point. They are not being disrespectful, just real.


    I was hired once to help a company raise revenue from roughly $10 million in annual sales to $100 million annually. We expected growth to take a few years. The company was located two hours away. Right away, I made a decision for my children to stay with my sister for a few weeks until we could move to Charleston as a family. The first week, I toiled for eleven hours each day at the office. In the evenings, I explored neighborhoods, schools, and rental homes. Friday afternoon, I drove the two-hour commute to see my children. Boy, I was spent! My daughter Savannah had recently received her driver’s license, so luckily, she was eager to drive me the final hour to our resting place for the evening. I stretched back in the car and my eyelids slowly shut. I felt the car slide back in reverse. Ahhh, peace. All of a sudden, the car jerked into park. I looked up, thinking, “What’s happening here?”


    Savannah turned to me and said, “Mom, you were hired to take the company from ten million to one hundred million over a three-year period. You’ve been there for a week. Did you get to eleven yet?”


    Children! They teach us. They challenge us. This book isn’t about lying back in the passenger seat. Hold on to your copy, strap on your seat belt, and let’s go for a powerful ride.

  


  
     


     


    Note:


    I like games, expanding our minds, and sharing my life with my kids. For example, if I were in the process of purchasing a home you might find me scribbling down a word search for my kids. It would include terms like mortgage, interest rate, down payment, etc.


     


    So, please consider the illustrations at the beginning of each section as an invitation to play along. Enjoy!
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    Chapter 1



    Go for It!



    This first chapter is called “Go for It!” for a reason.


    Let’s do this thing.


    Your thing.


    The dream, idea, new product, or venture you have been putting off. Let’s do it! Let’s go for it.


    Are you ready?


    As you read this paragraph, pause and close your eyes for just a minute. See yourself as you purchased this book. You may have been at one of my workshops and were inspired by my story. You may have heard about it from a friend or seen it on Amazon. Think about why you purchased this book and what you want to take from it. You’ve got a desire to go further in your life. So, let’s go! You picked up the book for a reason, so let’s get started.


    Let’s talk about stretching our comfort zones. What lofty ambitions are you considering? I want them in your heart and mind now, right now, right here. Please hold open these decisions (if you are like me that is literally, at least for a moment, holding out your hands, palms up) and let the pages of this book fill you with encouragement, advice, stories, laughter, and an impetus to take…this…step!


    To get the ball rolling I am offering you three stories of big risks I took. The stories foreshadow the contextual map of this book. I view them from the three essential lenses of my life: business school, “real world” professional experience, and parenting.


    Risk One: Applying to Harvard Business School


    Initially, B-school was the farthest thing from my mind. In my early years, I intended to study psychology and was singularly driven towards a lifetime of analysis and experimentation in this realm. I woke up early every Saturday morning, and instead of watching cartoons like a normal child, I enthusiastically watched Dr. Brazelton talk about child behavior. I attended Emory University and intended on applying to psychology graduate school. Lucky me, I connected with a great advisor early on and had excellent grades, so I was invited to do an honors thesis. The idea of the thesis research excited me, but I found I immensely disliked the experience. I detested how inconclusive it was. I despised how I needed more and more data to ensure that my control group was large enough or that my conclusions were reliable. I abhorred how hard I had to work for six months to only conclude nothing at all or “the evidence is not sufficient.”


    I studied the cross-modality theory of dyslexia, which in itself was kind of cool. The theory was (and is) that normal readers hear themselves as they read. Envision that the words “cross” from the visual mode to the auditory mode. This theory purports that it is in this crossing of modalities that many dyslexics struggle. The Stroop test is a color and word test basically measuring cognitive interference of a second stimulus. For my study, I gave a control group of normal readers and a test group of dyslexic readers three timed tests. The first was hundreds of colored ovals which the subject had to identify (“red, blue, red, yellow,” and so on). The second was words of the names of colors written out in black ink which the subjects had to read (again, something like: “red, yellow, blue, blue”). Finally, each person was timed identifying the color of the ink which was spelling the name of a different color (for example for the word “blue” written in red ink, the subject would say “red”). When normal readers take these three tests the results are basically fast, fast, slow. When hearing-impaired individuals take these three tests the results are basically fast, fast, fast. I theorized that dyslexics might (like the hearing impaired) test fast, fast, fast. If that were true, then we would have more insight as to specifically teaching them how to read.


    I loved the questions and potential impact, but I really hated that so many had to be this age or that, left-handed or not, on and on. I realized I could have studied anything and been similarly frustrated as I failed to deliver conclusive evidence. Initially, I thought, “I flunked at this level, but grad school will be great.”


    So, tail between my legs, I strode into my honors thesis defense presentation and faced the four intimidating advisors. I presented my study and results (or lack thereof) for nearly two hours. I gave up any hope of graduating with high or highest honors and just wanted some acknowledgement of all the work. I concluded my presentation and answered their questions before I waited for them to ponder the results and deliver what I was certain would be bad news.


    Much to my surprise, my thesis earned a summa cum laude grade, the highest honors! Thrilling! At first. I later reflected on it all, and I had an unexpected reaction. I thought, If this inconclusive work is a success, then I don’t want it. I cancelled my arrangements to spend a year in my advisor’s research laboratory.


    That same week, I was invited to have lunch with an entrepreneur, and before lunch ended, he offered me a sales position in his company. It was graduation weekend. In four hours, I would be having a celebratory dinner with my parents and extended family. I envisioned hugging them and thanking them profusely for the gobs of money they had poured into my tuition the past four years and the endless encouragement and support they had offered for the late-night studying. Then I imagined telling them, I don’t know what it was all for, and I have no plan.


    I accepted the offer even though I had no clue about the field, sales, or office environments. I simply knew dinner would taste better if I had a post-graduation plan.


    I quickly found I loved business! I loved that our goals were clearly set, and we knew when we succeeded or failed. I thrived working closely with other people. The fast-paced entrepreneurial environment and the autonomy of sales energized me.


    Looking back, I should have known entrepreneurship was in my genes. As an eight-year-old, I delivered newspapers, babysat, walked dogs, and mowed lawns. By twelve, I started a newsletter business, and by fourteen, I was paid to iron men’s dress shirts. I did not think of those activities as work or innovation, or commerce, but they were. I wasn’t even terribly motivated to earn money; I just sort of did the next thing. One day, I got scolded by my mom. “Bea,” she said, “you have got to stop all these odd jobs. The neighbors are bringing bags of apples because they think dad has been fired and we must be hard up for cash.” I didn’t stop.


    Selling allowed me to see the intricacies of companies. I often peered into a new company each day. I met new impressive professionals. Mostly, I relished setting specific goals and achieving them. One product I sold sparked the creation of new products which lead to the establishment of a whole new division, a West Coast office, and eventually two new companies. By age twenty-seven, I became a CEO of a Silicon Valley high tech company with more than thirty employees. Yes, I liked business! As all of this happened, I started to think about going to business school. I frequently met people who had MBAs, and I was impressed with how articulate and confident they were.


    I decided to apply. Here is the lesson. If you asked me whether I thought it was likely I would get accepted, I would have said not only “no” but “hell no!” Often the secret to making a big stride is to not think about the likely outcome, just make the move anyway. For me it was just one more “sales” call. As any decent salesperson, I was strategic, and I made two decisions.


    First, I chose Harvard. Sure, it has a stellar reputation and powerful network, but many schools have that. When I chose to apply to Harvard Business School, it was the only school I applied to because it was the only school in the country that did not require the GMAT (Graduate Management Admission Test). I was afraid of the GMAT. So, that was one hurdle I didn’t have to face.


    Second, I read the brochure, which highlighted teams and building relationships. I grew up in thirteen homes across five states, so I knew a thing or two about making friends and building relationships. Additionally, the admissions team was clear that they sought people who specifically targeted their MBA program. I even read (or dreamed up) that if you apply the second year in a row (after getting rejected the previous year), you will increase your likelihood of being accepted.


    So, I threw in an application a year earlier than I hoped to really apply, sort of just to “prime the pump.” Do you know what Delta Dash is? That’s when you not only wait till the last day, but the last minute. Delta Dash was for those of us who missed the 5:00 p.m. FedEx pickup. I was attending a ski vacation/conference in Utah, which luckily is a Delta hub. I had until 9:30 PM to rush this “primer” application to the airport and still have it arrive by the morning deadline in Boston. I call it a “primer” application because I didn’t care if anyone even read it and it never crossed my mind that I might get admitted. I just wanted to check the box that I had submitted an application which I believed would help me the following year. Crazy thing. I got accepted.


    Risk Two: Selling a Company


    In 2005, I was running a small company that was (after a very slow start) doing reasonably well. We were barely profitable, finally making payroll consistently, and we were expanding. We had an excellent reputation and dominant brand recognition in the teensy niche market of software escrow. Our company, SourceHarbor, helped corporations license software by serving as a neutral third party that held onto the source code, the recipe of the software. In the event the software developer defaulted on support or went out of business, we would operate under specific and strict contractual language to release the source code to the licensee so that they could continue to utilize the software. So we were insurance for large software purchasers, and we were marketing and sales assistance for software developers. It was in facilitating the growth of these cutting-edge companies that I caught the start-up bug and cut my teeth with innovative industries.


    Fortunately, we also served huge companies like Abbott Laboratories and Coca-Cola, who licensed tons of software from a variety of vendors. So we invested heavily in acquiring those key customers and then worked for the business to catch up with that investment. We were steady, but we were nowhere near a position to think about an exit.


    On November 1, I received a phone call from an investment banker. At this point, I had two young children and a third one on the way. The baby was due at Thanksgiving. On the call, the investment banker informed me about a competitor out in California. I’d never heard of this company because it didn’t have a great market presence. They stopped investing any money into marketing, which meant their growth slowed, yet their profitability soared to 90 percent. Wow! The investment banker informed me that the deal had to close by December 31.


    As he spoke, I glanced at photographs of my toddlers and thought, They’re expecting stockings, Christmas, Santa…you know, the works. I didn’t know anything about buying an existing company, but I knew one thing for sure: this fella was not a parent. If he were, there is no logical way he would continue barking up my tree and bother to ask as he did, “Do you want to buy the company?”


    I heard, “Sure!”


    I looked around my tiny office wondering who had just spoken. To my horror, I realized it was me!


    Of course it was me. I was going to go for it! We were barely making it…but we were making it. So I attempted to buy the company.


    I circled back with some of my original investors, who were now super happy with our progress. They brought on some partners and we put together a few-million-dollar bid for this company. I knew exactly what it was worth because I’d been in this industry and knew exactly what every contract was worth. We had two United States rivals. Similarly, they put together their bids. And what was super interesting was all of us were submitting almost the exact same amount.


    But I’m supposed to tell you a story about selling, not a story about purchasing a company.


    The bids went in, and we lost. None of the three leading companies won because our amounts were too low. Our presentation told a convincing narrative about how we had the most respectable brand and the most impressive and widespread customer base. My submission described how the marriage between our reputation and expansion combined with their solid client roster and profit was sure to succeed. I worked hard to paint the vision because some aspect of our proposal was a performance-based buyout, and I needed the narrative to illustrate how the payout would be secure.


    However, again, we did not win the bid. A fourth unanticipated contestant from the UK won. This was 2005 and the pound sterling was very strong at that time. In fact, it had just spiked, so it was as if they were playing with Monopoly money. They came in at about a 40 percent increase from the three other bids. Clearly, it was a no-brainer.


    Here is a great lesson: it’s important to know not only where you are and where you’re going, but what’s around you, like dollar value versus another currency. Correspondingly, as I mentor young adults, we attempt to examine the atmosphere around their decisions. For example, some have lamented to me that it must be a difficult time to find employment. Their evidence for this was that they had submitted two resumes to no avail. Then we researched together that the current unemployment rate was only 2 percent, and I recounted memories of living through unemployment rates that were 20 percent. So, if this heft feels like pressure now, imagine it ten times worse. They made the wise decision of working a bit harder to secure a position.
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