
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Testimonials for The People First Effect

			“This superb book provides helpful insights for leaders to identify gaps in both their personal and organization’s leadership. It provides readers practical and powerful ways to invest in and develop their people resulting in a culture of trust, engagement, and sustainable business results.”

			–Mike Hoseus, Co-author of Shingo Award Winning Toyota Culture and Executive Director of The Center for Quality People and Organizations

			 

			“This is an inspiring must-read for anyone who needs to build trust with others to achieve results—no matter what the field. How wonderful it would be if all CEOs were imbued with the People First Effect. And even better, how wonderful if this philosophy infected our politicians.”

			–L. Craig Johnstone, Former US Ambassador, Director for Resources Plans and Policy at the Department of State, Deputy UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Vice President of the Boeing Company, President of Cabot Plastics, and International; Board Executive at Vital Voices Global Partnership, Refugees International, and USA for UNHCR

			 

			“Jack Lannom’s book The People First Effect provides every business leader with a proven roadmap to transform their business with his 7 Keys of Mastering High Trust in a Low Trust World. The reason that I was successful in my career is because I diligently applied these keys of trust to every business that I led. I highly recommend this book for any leader that is serious about creating a trust-based culture.”

			–Gerald Greenwald is the former chairman and CEO of United Airlines, the former Chrysler Corporation vice-chairman, and the Founding Partner of Greenbrier Equity Group

			 

			“Jack Lannom’s empowering philosophy is a joyous affirmation for a way of life in business and personal relationships to grow the human spirit in a positive and productive manner.”

			–Thad Strom, Former Chief Counsel and Staff Director of the US Senate Committee on the Judiciary

			 

			“Unethical, disloyal people of egocentric greed are already mainstream, now suddenly embroidered in a world imploding with post truth, fake news and conspiracy theories. Time magazine covering its entire front page with ‘Is Truth Dead?’

			Jack Lannom’s The People First Effect could not arrive at a more opportune moment, demonstrating how to build Trust both personally and professionally, reinforcing the fundamentals of ethics, loyalty, virtue, and truth. 

			A must and a light read for everybody in a disrupted world; a fast-flowing book weaving pragmatic wisdom into a suspenseful thriller.

			A fascinating self-help book for managers and the general public alike, destined for the bestseller lists. A book I would have put into the Ethics and Worker Relations courses at MIT and every other university.”

			–Dr. Jan Hedberg, PhD ’77 MIT

			 

			“The corporate world has changed significantly in recent years with the implementation of social media into the daily life of a generation of society to the changing world of communication. The reality of the emergence of new technologies and new media is that trust, communication, and integrity are a lost art. Business leaders underestimate the quantity and quality of communication necessary to build a successful team to navigate through an evolving business landscape. Jack Lannom captures the essential elements to successfully communicate, and more importantly, provides the tools needed to master the communications challenge. The seven Cs. Please enjoy and share with everyone you encounter every day.”

			–Jeffrey Dane Oetting, Chief Executive Officer of Featherwood Group of Companies

			 

			“The stories and insights shared behind this cover emphasize the most important facts of the way it should be, but in the real operating world it unfortunately doesn’t happen enough. It isn’t only about money. It is, in fact, all about people. Jack Lannom’s life pursuit jumps out in what is shared in People First. The words resonate in importance. This book is about proselytizing people in the way they think and act and to reorient behavior. This is a must-read if you want to be dimensionally successful and make a difference. Bravo Jack, it is an honor to know you.”

			–Jeffrey Meshel, Author of One Phone Call Away, Secrets of a Master Networker and The Opportunity Magnet; Chairman/Co-Founder of DivorceForce; Chairman of Paradigm Capital Corporation; and Chairman and Founder of The Strategic Forum
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			Dedication

			IT IS WITH GREAT JOY and heartfelt appreciation that I dedicate this book to my good friend and an exemplar of the People First philosophy, Tom Manenti. Even as I was in the process of writing The People First Effect, I knew without any doubt that I wanted to dedicate this book to Tom.

			I met Tom in January 2010 at a retreat that I was conducting for the senior leadership team of Tom’s company, MiTek Industries, Inc. At the end of my day of training, Tom approached me and asked if I would become his personal coach. I was deeply honored that he would consider me to be his trusted advisor and I gladly accepted.

			However, I also told Tom that I wanted to do something very special for him and for MiTek Industries: I explained that I hoped that MiTek would become a People First Certified Organization during the time I was coaching him. I assured Tom that the certification process would fully meet Tom’s personal growth needs and help MiTek to grow and develop as well.

			Tom graciously accepted my offer, and MiTek became a People First Certified Organization in 2012. My relationship with Tom Manenti and his tremendous company has continued for more than seven years. Tom and I have engaged in several one-on-one “deep-dive” sessions, lasting eight hours at a time, and I truly know the depths and virtues of the heart, soul, and mind of this great man. It didn’t take long at all to see how Tom Manenti’s personal and professional life aligns with the timeless and transformational seven keys of trust that I lay out in The People First Effect: Character, Competence, Confidence, Caring, Communication, Consistency, and Commitment.

			Let me briefly explain:

			Character: Tom is a man of the highest integrity. His word is his bond.

			Competence: Tom’s vast knowledge and world-class skills in his industry led Warren Buffett—chairman, president, and CEO of Berkshire Hathaway, which owns MiTek Industries—to promote Tom to the role of MiTek’s Chief Executive Officer in 2011. Mr. Buffett’s trust has been richly rewarded; MiTek has doubled in size under Tom’s competent leadership.

			Confidence: Tom is a bold and determined leader because his life is grounded in his faith, his unshakable values, and his pursuit of personal and professional excellence. However, Tom’s strong, unwavering deportment is characterized by genuine humility, not arrogance.

			Caring: Tom Manenti genuinely loves people. His great care for his Purpose Partners is demonstrated through any number of kind, sincere interactions with them, including sending each one of MiTek’s more than four thousand Purpose Partners a personalized birthday card.

			Communication: Tom truly understands what great communication looks like and sounds like. His communication is always clear, concise, coherent, and compelling. But what really sets Tom apart is that he speaks the truth in love. Moreover, he has mastered the art of inspiring storytelling, which he uses to make his messages that much more engaging.

			Consistency: As long as I’ve known Tom, I’ve seen him to be self-consistent in his words, beliefs, and behaviors. There is no integrity gap with this man; he is as trustworthy as the rising and setting of the sun.

			Commitment: There is one thing that everyone knows about Tom Manenti: whatever he sets out to do, he is 100 percent committed to fulfilling his responsibility to the values, mission, and vision of the MiTek organization. If you are one of those who is blessed to have Tom Manenti lead you, you will witness his unassailable, unconquerable commitment to achieving the best results for MiTek.

			I love Tom, his wife, Kathy, their children, and their grandchildren. Over the last seven years, Tom has become a faithful, caring friend to me and my wife, Debbie. I trust Tom because I know him. And I know that I am dedicating this book to a man who lives every moment of his life in harmony with the seven keys of trust that you will encounter in The People First Effect.

			My life is richer because of my dear, trustworthy friend, Tom Manenti.


		

	
		

			Foreword

			When I heard that Jack Lannom had written a new book advancing the People First philosophy, I couldn’t wait to read it. The reason for this is, now more than ever, the world needs Jack’s People First message. The People First Effect: 7 Keys for Mastering High Trust in a Low Trust World is a life-changing book; I consider it a great honor to have been asked to write this foreword.

			I have read many forewords to a great number of books, and I have always wondered how well the person writing the foreword really knows the author. Therefore, I wanted to assure you that that I have known Jack Lannom for more than ten years, and Jack truly believes and practices the principles of People First. The man walks the walk.

			Jack Lannom is the founder and CEO of People First International, a company that is dedicated to changing organizations all over the world with the People First philosophy. In addition, Jack is my personal mentor, my good friend, and our families have become very close.

			If you liked Jack’s book, People First: Achieving Balance in an Unbalanced World, you will thoroughly enjoy reading The People First Effect. This second book in the People First series brings forward all the original ideas in the first book and adds a provocative dimension around the concept of trust.

			If you are intrigued by the idea of learning everything you need to know about creating high trust in your personal and professional relationships, I highly recommend The People First Effect. I believed that I was really good at establishing trust in all my relationships; however, after reading this book, my ability to create trust-based relationships has increased dramatically. I have read other books on the subject of trust, but no one ever laid out such an easy, user-friendly system as Jack’s 7 Keys for Mastering High Trust in a Low Trust World.

			What I find most intriguing about The People First Effect is that Jack has done something I have never seen another author attempt in a leadership development book. Jack reprised several of the fictional characters from the first People First book and masterfully blended them with seven real-life People First leaders, using their actual words in the story. Jack selected these seven men from companies that have completed his People First Strategic Leadership certification program. Each leader was selected for his exceptional expertise in one of the seven keys of trust.

			Here is the great benefit for you, the reader: you will learn specific strategies for accelerating trust in your organization from seven of the finest People First leaders in America, men who are currently leading multimillion- and multibillion-dollar companies.

			If I were to recommend only one business book for you to read this year, one full of practical advice which you can immediately put to use in your organization today, I would not hesitate to encourage you to read The People First Effect. You are in for an intellectual feast and a personal development deep-dive unlike anything you have ever experienced.

			There is nothing more fundamental and more vitally important to learn than how to create trust by putting other people first and treating everyone with the utmost dignity, respect, and honor. I only wish a course like this had been taught when I studied for my MBA at the Wharton School of Finance. Next time I visit Philadelphia, I plan to personally present a copy to the dean of the business school. I am quite sure he will love it as much as I did.

			 

			Enjoy!

			 

			Sir Olaf Leonard Halvorssen

			Knight Commander to His Majesty King Harald V of Norway

		

	
		

			Introduction

			I HAVE BEEN TELLING AUDIENCES and individual clients for more than forty-five years that the two most important pillars in both our personal and professional relationships are trust and respect. But the load-bearing pillar of those two is trust; without trust, respect is not likely to last long or run very deep.

			In truth, the life-giving taproot of every philosophy, every home, every business, and every community is trust. So no matter what you do during the day—whether you are a student, a job-seeker, someone who works in the home, or the leader of a business enterprise—building strong, trust-based relationships is probably the most important life skill that you can ever develop. But can you identify the seven keys of trust that are found in all credible people? Can you explain how each of those seven keys is lived out in the home, the workplace, and the community?

			The People First Effect is the second book in the People First series. The response to the first book, People First: Achieving Balance in an Unbalanced World, which is now in its fourth printing, has been so overwhelmingly positive that I have been giving serious thought to how I might best serve the tens of thousands of men and women who have derived such great value from the wisdom that Sifu Li imparted to Dan Burton. I retained the main characters in order to maintain continuity of the People First message, but this new book contains all the elements of a great novel, with several new characters added to give the reader greater insight and depth into the common struggles that all of us face. You will see a clear contrast between the healthy outcomes that the People First philosophy produces, as opposed to the crippling outcomes for those who are subjected to living and working in a “People Last” environment.

			I wanted to do something truly distinctive with The People First Effect, so in addition to incorporating all the compelling, fast-paced elements of a great novel, I’m going to introduce you to seven real-life CEOs and senior leaders of seven companies that are People First Certified. In the story, Dan Burton is facing challenges that are greater than any he has encountered, and he turns once again to his old friend Sifu Li for help. Sifu readily agrees to lead Dan into a deeper, more comprehensive understanding of the People First philosophy because of Dan’s deeper need. The two friends embark on a new learning journey as Sifu builds on the foundation laid in People First by introducing Dan to seven business leaders who will mentor Dan in understanding how to create and sustain trust. And here is where a work of fiction steps into fact. Dan’s conversations with these seven leaders are taken directly from extensive interviews conducted with each leader individually.

			I have known all these men for years, and we have established strong, trust-based relationships. I wanted to share these men, whom I am proud to call my good friends, with all my other friends, with all my clients, and with all those who want to advance in the People First philosophy. These seven leaders have all experienced great success practicing the People First philosophy, and they all cheerfully agreed to contribute to this novel about personal and professional excellence. It is one of the greatest honors of my life that men of their caliber have freely given their time to share their insight about building trust in their respective industries.

			 

			·	Tom Manenti—Chairman and CEO of MiTek Industries, Inc., a Berkshire Hathaway company—discusses Character.

			·	James Donnelly—President and CEO of the Castle Group, a full-service property management group—discusses Competence.

			·	Ray Aschenbach—Senior Vice President of North American Operations for Iron Mountain, the world’s largest data storage firm—discusses Confidence.

			·	Keith Guller—CEO of Essex Industries, a leading supplier to the aerospace, defense, first response, and medical markets—discusses Caring.

			·	Noel Fogarty—Former Vice President of Operations for Boston Scientific, a leading innovator of medical solutions—discusses Communication.

			·	Richard Thorne—Leader of North American Business for Kimberly-Clark Professional—discusses Consistency.

			·	Keith Koenig—President of City Furniture, one of South Florida’s leading retailers—discusses Commitment.

			 

			Each one of these business leaders graciously consented to engage in extended interviews for this project, and I have reproduced their comments, using their own words, in The People First Effect. These men have far more than a classroom understanding of the keys to building trust; they have amassed decades of priceless experience successfully applying their knowledge and skills to real-world challenges and creating sustainable success.

			I do not feel that I am exaggerating in the slightest when I say that you could not possibly get a better education in creating trust than the one you will receive from the seven men you will meet in this book. To have the opportunity to sit down with just one of them would be immensely profitable; to read the accumulated wisdom of all seven of these men will be like getting your PhD in building strong, trust-based relationships. I like to think that The People First Effect lifts the priceless diamond that is Trust into the light, and each of these leaders takes that diamond and turns it slightly so that you can see the incredible, intricate beauty of each of the seven facets of that diamond called Trust.

			I am confident that The People First Effect will resonate with millions of leaders at a great many levels. Anyone who is in a leadership position, whether in the business world, the military, or a voluntary association, will greatly benefit from the knowledge that is laid out in a clear, conversational style; they’ll also enjoy a darn good story!

			I further believe this book will grip the hearts of anyone who is looking to increase trust and decrease tension in every aspect of their lives. Most of us have experienced the pain of professional difficulties, marital tension, a loved one’s addiction, or a tragic death. We have felt ourselves shut down emotionally, even as our grief, anger, and confusion threaten to consume us. In that sense, Dan Burton represents every man and every woman who has ever struggled to maintain a relationship that has been damaged by distrust. He is every person who has struggled with doubt and grief and pain and come out of the crucible better for the experience.

			But there are lots of good stories available to read; why should you invest in this one? Let me answer that question with one of my own: Can you teach the people who are most important to you how to assess their level of trustworthiness in all their relationships? And if you are a business leader, here is a second question: How would it improve performance and profitability if everyone in your organization knew how to create and accelerate trust-based relationships?

			I have been studying this subject for more than forty years; I’ve been struck by the fact that all the schools of thought on trust—all the books and scholarly papers—do not come to a common definition of trust. Clearly, there is no consensus on the subject of trust. The People First Effect provides a comprehensive definition of trust, coupled with empirical data from some of the most trusted leaders and organizations in America. The seven keys of trust you will learn in this book—practical, time-tested strategies to establish trustworthiness—have transformed their companies, both in terms of employee engagement and improving sustainable profitability.

			What will reading this book do for you? Learning from Sifu Li, Dan Burton, and these seven business leaders, all of them advancing the People First philosophy, will teach you how to build a home, a workforce, and a leadership team that consistently: (1) cultivates character, (2) develops competence, (3) instills confidence, (4) enhances caring, (5) improves communication, (6) unleashes consistency, and (7) inspires commitment.

			No human being will reach his or her full potential without the ability to build trust-based relationships. Men and women who lack high levels of trustworthiness in their interactions with others live impoverished lives—in both their personal relationships and their careers. And, as you’ll see in this book, the worst aspect of the lives of untrustworthy people is not just how their own lives are negatively impacted, but the devastating consequences on the lives of others.

			I want The People First Effect to be a wake-up call to everyone who reads it. I sincerely hope you will realize that so many of the relational problems that we all experience can be traced back to a trust issue. Trust is not merely “a” factor concerning human connection and human betterment; it is the factor! And unless we all begin to take more responsibility to evaluate our own trustworthiness we will all suffer the outcomes of broken homes, failing businesses, and a dysfunctional society…all because of the trust deficits that you and I have created.

			Now I invite you to turn to the first chapter and join Dan Burton on his learning journey. When you’ve learned how to apply the 7 Keys of Trust in all your relationships, you will begin to reap tremendous benefits from advancing in the People First philosophy. And if we all do this together, we will contribute to creating a safer, happier, and more profitable world for all of us.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Profits First

			DAN BURTON KEEPS HIS FACE carefully expressionless. He has fought in the ring several times, competing in top-level Kung Fu competitions, and has trained himself to keep his face neutral so that an opponent will not see overconfidence or confusion in his eyes. He is not in the arena today, but he can feel eyes on his face, and his insides are churning more violently than they were before his first major tournament. And there is another ugly sensation: despair.

			John Kwan is a small man, Asian, impeccably dressed, and all business. He has been speaking for several minutes, and he has yet to flash even the slightest smile or communicate warmth of any kind. He’s communicating plenty, though, Dan thinks sourly.

			“Tough times demand tough leadership,” Mr. Kwan says in clipped, precise tones. “Your new parent company has directed me to step in and make the difficult decisions these times require.”

			Dan has served as the CEO for Prestigious Products for twenty years and has been with the company almost twice that long. There have been moments of great joy and tremendous stress…but I don’t remember feeling quite so lost as I do right now.

			After enjoying seven consecutive years of growth and prosperity, Prestigious Products struggled mightily in the great recession of the late 2000s. As the name suggests, Prestigious Products’ target market is the upper-middle-class buyer and up. As consumers’ fears about the economy deepened, customers became increasingly cost-conscious; they either cut back on their buying or switched to retailers whose pricing was significantly lower…or both.

			“You struggled to adjust to the economic downturn in the previous decade,” Kwan is saying.

			“While there has been modest improvement in recent years, I will bring a fresh perspective and introduce austerity measures.”

			Dan glances down at his hands, folded in his lap. “Struggling?” The whole country was struggling! Dan muses bitterly. I don’t expect Kwan’s “fresh perspective” will involve hiring more staff. As he raises his eyes back to Kwan, he sees Claudia Barnes, a member of his Executive Committee, staring at him wide-eyed.

			Kwan gestures toward a tanned, silver-haired man who is seated on the stage behind him. “The outgoing chairman of the board, William Newell, has agreed to stay on to help us with this transition.”

			A small spark of hope: Bill Newell is a good man, Dan thinks. Perhaps he’ll be able to give Kwan a clearer idea of what we’ve been doing here.

			Dan did not sit idle when it became clear in 2007 that the recession was deepening. He assembled a committee of executives and middle managers to examine expenses and make every cut possible. Product offerings and inventory were reexamined and cost savings were discovered. Advertising and pricing strategies were reexamined and adjusted. Dan ordered a freeze on all wage increases and canceled all executive bonuses.

			But as quickly as Prestigious Products could cut costs, revenues dipped even faster. Then the really painful moves began. Stores were closed; staffers—or Purpose Partners, as Dan always refers to them—were released. With staff reduced by 30 percent, a severely weakened Prestige Products managed to stem the financial bleeding and even paid dividends for the first time in two years. For the next two years, Dan and his leadership team worked to adjust systems and processes for the organization’s reduced sales force and outlets. Prestigious Products’ share price increased steadily…if unspectacularly. Dan worked hard to communicate to all Purpose Partners what the plans were for the future and to assure them that the company was committed to long-term stability and growth.

			And then, just two weeks ago, it was announced that the retail chain—which in 2006 had been showcased in Businessweek because of the dramatic success of the People First philosophy—had been sold to a large holding company based in China. Dan was instructed to assemble corporate staff and all senior managers at corporate headquarters, where they would meet John Kwan, the American-based representative of the new ownership.

			Over the past five years, Dan has mentally reviewed his actions again and again. He can honestly say he would not have done anything differently. Not that that makes me feel any better about what’s happening here today, he thinks grimly.

			As if reading his mind, Mr. Kwan nods curtly in Dan’s direction. “We know that Dan Burton has been working hard to try to manage the changes here. I’ll be meeting with Mr. Burton this afternoon to outline our plans moving forward.”

			I’ll be most interested to hear what those plans are. Dan can’t seem to curb the sarcastic tone of his thoughts. Other than a curt email from Kwan announcing his appointment as chairman of the board and assuring Dan that “we plan to retain you as Chief Executive Officer,” Dan has no clue what the “plans moving forward” might be. In fact, this public announcement is the first he’s heard about a one-on-one with Mr. Kwan.

			Kwan’s black eyes are opaque. He slows his measured rate of speech even further, giving emphasis to each word. “But do not think that these familiar faces mean that we will be promoting the same old practices; it will not be ‘business as usual.’

			“I have been made aware of a phrase you use here: ‘People First.’ I have seen signs on the walls proclaiming this idea. I do not know what this means, but let me tell you that I am here to maximize profits, and that is what I intend to do.”

			Sounds like it’s going to get ugly quick, Dan thinks, shaking his head inadvertently. Bill Newell and I are here to put a friendly face on the bloodletting. Then, when we’re down to a skeleton crew, Bill will quietly fade away, and I…well, I think I’d better update my resume!

			 

			One-On-One with John Kwan

			Dan leaves the conference room quickly, deliberately avoiding the anxious looks from many of his Purpose Partners. He expects that Kwan will be coming to his office very quickly, and Dan wants to prepare himself to receive the new chairman.

			Dan sits at his desk and automatically opens his email inbox. He clicks on two messages before he realizes that he has not read a single word. His mind is racing. Be courteous; be positive! Dan takes a deep breath and releases it slowly. Kwan is clearly a man who wants to intimidate. Don’t let him get you backpedaling.

			Dan glances at a small, plastic pyramid sitting on his desk and reviews the words stamped into the pyramid:

			 

			Yes

			Thank You

			I Need You

			I Believe in You

			I Am Proud of You

			 

			These words are the outward expression of the People First philosophy that Dan introduced to Prestigious Products. Every business day for twelve years, Dan has used these words with his Purpose Partners and encouraged them to use the words at home and at work.

			Not just to use them, but to use them sincerely, Dan thinks. I can’t think of a single one of them to use with John Kwan…not sincerely.

			“Dan?” His assistant’s voice on the intercom interrupts his thoughts. “Mr. Kwan is here to see you.”

			Dan has not even had a chance to rise from his desk when Kwan appears in his doorway. Clearly, he had not waited to be invited to enter Dan’s office. Dan hopes the smile on his face looks genuine. Inside he feels just as cold as the look in Kwan’s eyes. “Mr. Kwan!” Dan says, trying to put warmth into his voice. “I am very glad to meet you in person!”

			Dan extends his hand to shake. Kwan’s grip is textbook: quick, firm, perfunctory, and quickly released. Dan gestures to a table and chairs at one end of the office. He tries another smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kwan, I don’t know much about your background. Have you just relocated from overseas?”

			If anything, Kwan is even more brusque than in his presentation to the staff. “My specialty is turning around underperforming businesses. I’ve been doing that here in the United States for a number of years.”

			Dan feels his smile slip at the “underperforming” barb. “Oh? That must be a rewarding job. Do you have family here?”

			“Mr. Burton. I am not here to discuss my personal life or make small talk. I am here to inform you of the actions of the board moving forward.”

			Dan’s smile vanishes. “Very well,” he says levelly. “We’ve had no communication here about your plans.”

			“I am tasked with improving the meager dividends that Prestigious Products has been paying its shareholders. We believe that you can do a much better job of reducing costs in order to provide a better ROI. I have reviewed your financials and am prepared to provide direction.”

			“Mr. Kwan, may I give you some ground-level input?”

			“That will not be necessary. I am perfectly capable of reading financial statements and drawing the appropriate conclusions.”

			Dan matches Kwan’s crisp, even tone. “As am I. But your statements in today’s meeting indicate that you have focused exclusively on the financials and not investigated the culture that allowed Prestigious Products to be so successful before the economy turned.”

			Kwan looks bored. “I made no effort to ‘investigate,’ as you say, because I view it as a culture of failure. My focus is on creating financial success.”

			“Mr. Kwan, with respect, if you believe we had a culture of failure here, then you haven’t had a chance to review our financials from 2000-2006. We increased profits and our capital assets as much in those seven years as we had in the previous fifteen.”

			Kwan pushes back from the table. “And it all imploded two years later. Clearly, this culture you speak of was not one that bred success.”

			Dan struggles to maintain a polite tone. “I’d like to explain my thinking on that. This culture is what allowed us to rebound from the recession. We have paid dividends every quarter since the fourth quarter of 2010.”

			“Yes, I’ve seen all that. Frankly, I have no interest in your thoughts.” Kwan rises to his feet. Dan rises also, struggling to conceal his astonishment at the man’s discourtesy. “Mr. Burton, we will meet in one week. Instruct your CFO, Mrs. Lundgren, Mr. Clinton from Sales, and your Human Resources director to attend, prepared to discuss staff cuts and other cost-cutting measures.”

			“Staff cuts?” Dan is aghast. “Mr. Kwan, we’ve cut our staffing by 30 percent!”

			“And we will cut it 15 percent more in one week.”

			Dan’s mind is whirling. “If we’re going to be discussing more staff cuts”—Dan emphasizes the word more—“then you’ll want to talk to Claudia Barnes, our Director of Customer Service. She will have valuable input on the locations that are already struggling due to short staffing.”

			Kwan is already headed for the door. “That will not be necessary. Nine o’clock, one week from today.”

			“Mr. Kwan!” Now Dan’s voice reveals his stress. “I have serious reservations about what you’re planning.”

			Kwan turns and looks coldly at Dan. “How you feel and what you think is not important to me.”

			And he is gone.

			Dan collapses back into his chair and sits motionless for several minutes. Then he sits up abruptly, reaches for his cell phone, and taps the voice dial application. “Bill Newell,” he intones into the phone.

			Dan waits a moment, and then: “Bill, I just had a very short meeting with John Kwan. He’s planning to cut staff an additional 15 percent.”

			Bill Newell is normally a jovial man; now his voice sounds lackluster and distant. “I know. Dan, I’m sorry you had to find out this way. I was hoping to prep you after the meeting today.”

			“Don’t worry about that, Bill. It’s not like it comes as a complete surprise. But he’s unpleasant! This is what the board wants?”

			“It’s what the new board wants, Dan. Seven of our members have resigned. I had written my resignation also, but I decided to stay on and try to slow Kwan down…to reason with him and urge some moderation. After today, I think I’m going to hit the ‘Print’ button on that letter.”

			“Bill, is there nothing you can do to get this man to listen? We’ve adjusted our systems to the last round of layoffs, but our customer satisfaction scores are still low. He wouldn’t listen to a word I had to say, Bill!”

			“Dan, I am truly sorry. I’ve had such great admiration for what you’ve done with the company, particularly in these last few years.” There is a long pause. When Bill Newell speaks again, his voice is so low that Dan strains to hear. “I wish I could help you. My hands are tied.”

			“OK, Bill,” Dan says softly. “You’ve been a great friend over the years.”

			Dan hears a beep; Bill Newell has hung up.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Talking It Through

			DAN DRIVES SLOWLY HOME, mentally replaying the scene in his office. The last few years have been very difficult, but he finds himself searching his memory for the last time he felt so discouraged. I think it was that day I asked Sifu to meet me for breakfast, he muses. Twelve years ago! I thought I was going to lose it all—my marriage, my job…

			He pulls down the lane to where his four-bedroom home stands, and his expression brightens. It’s good to be home, he thinks. I don’t like to dump my problems on Cheryl, but…I need a hug. His lips move in a ghost of a smile.

			Cheryl Burton is fifty-two years old and could easily pass for forty. She is busy making one of Dan’s favorite dinners. Dan had told her this morning what lay ahead of him at the office. She expects her husband may be feeling badly, and she wants to greet him with a bright home and a hot meal. She looks at the clock again and smiles.

			Twelve years ago, Cheryl’s face seemed to be etched into indelible lines of anxiety and doubt, until the marvelous metamorphosis called “People First” began in the Burton home. Throughout the 1990s, Dan Burton had been the model of “the absentee husband.” His executive position had provided plenty of money for their large home, a swimming pool, luxury cars, and exclusive schools for their two children. The Burtons enjoyed all the physical comforts a family could want, but their home had become cold and joyless. Dan worked a grinding schedule, rarely returning home in time for dinner with the family.

			Cheryl had felt like a single mother, raising Marcy and David as best she could, and she could sense that the resentment of her two teenagers was building. Whenever she tried to speak to Dan about his absence from the home, he would harshly interrupt, “Cheryl, this is what it takes to live the way we do. Do you like this house? Do you like having a Saks Fifth Avenue account? Do you want to send Marcy and David to public school? You want me home all the time? Get ready for a major life-change!”

			And before she could retort that she would gladly trade the Saks card for a Sears card if it meant having a husband and father at home at night, Dan would stalk off. Cheryl reluctantly began to consider divorce, an idea that clashed with her spiritual convictions.

			It has been twelve years, but Cheryl’s eyes still widen with wonder when she recalls the day Dan took her to lunch and told her that he had just come from a breakfast with Sifu Li, Dan’s Kung Fu instructor. She chuckles as she recalls her astonishment when Dan said to her, “I feel like I just woke up from a very long, deep sleep. Sifu held up a mirror and made me look at my reflection…and I didn’t like what I saw.”

			Dan promised that he would put her and the children first, and he never wavered from that commitment. Cheryl smiles a soft smile as she reflects on the many ways that Dan has demonstrated to her that he genuinely delights in her. Not that the past twelve years have been free of heartache; Cheryl heaves a deep sigh as she thinks of Marcy.

			At that moment Cheryl hears the front door open and close. She offers a silent prayer that she will provide whatever Dan needs in the next moments. Dan walks slowly into the kitchen; one glance at his face causes Cheryl’s eyes to narrow in sympathy. “It didn’t go well,” she says.

			Dan shakes his head and reaches for her. Cheryl quickly goes to him and he takes her in his arms and holds her for a long minute. Cheryl waits, knowing Dan will speak when he is ready.

			“It…was awful,” Dan says heavily. “I wasn’t expecting some happy pep talks, but that man is so unpleasant, Cheryl!” Dan releases from Cheryl’s embrace but stays very close. He tries to smile.

			“Dinner smells good.”

			They move into the living room and Dan plops down on the sofa with a deep sigh. Cheryl sits close to him and takes his hand. Dan turns to Cheryl, and his eyes are moist. “I think perhaps I should resign. It’s everything I’d feared, and worse! ‘Worse’ because this man Kwan is so incredibly nasty.”

			Cheryl’s eyes are dark with concern. “Nasty to you?”

			“To me especially, but he’s a pretty cold fish in general. But that’s not the half of it, Cheryl. He’s planning an additional 15 percent in staff cuts. Our customer service scores are already down, because our customers are unhappy that they’re not getting the personal attention they’ve always expected from us.”

			“My goodness, Dan! Where will those cuts come from?”

			“He’s scheduled a meeting in one week to discuss it…although I don’t think there will be much ‘discussion’!” Dan’s eyes narrow. “There’s something odd there; I suggested that Claudia Barnes should be there to give her input. He said that wouldn’t be necessary.”

			“He’s not a People First kind of guy, huh?”

			Dan’s grip on Cheryl’s hand tightens. “That was the worst of it. He told us, ‘I don’t know what this People First business is, but we’re here to make a profit.’ Looks like we’re going to focus on profits first and people last.”

			At that memorable, life-changing breakfast twelve years ago, Sifu Li introduced Dan to the People First philosophy that Sifu used to build his vast network of Kung Fu schools. People First stands on the foundation of treating people with the utmost dignity, respect, and honor. Sifu challenged Dan to put people first at home and at work, and the results were nothing short of extraordinary. Prestigious Products enjoyed dramatic expansion for seven years…then the economy turned.

			Dan spreads his hands in a hopeless gesture. “I don’t want any part of what’s about to happen.

			Staff cuts will not make us more profitable. We looked at that long and hard and cut our levels as far as we dared. I’m quite sure that the only reason the new owners haven’t dismissed me is to maintain some appearance of normalcy. And I don’t want to give any appearance that I support this move.”

			“So Bill Newell is out completely?” Cheryl met the outgoing chairman of the board at several social functions. Of all the members of the old Prestigious Products board, Newell had been the most eager to adopt the principles of People First.

			“Not yet,” Dan says slowly. “Bill had agreed to stay on to assist with this transition. But he heard the same speech I did, and I believe he is just as distressed as I am. I spoke to him briefly just before I came home. I think he’s going to resign.”

			Dan releases Cheryl’s hand and stands, moving restlessly into the center of the room. “I believe in the People First philosophy with all my heart. I was totally imbalanced before—although not as badly as this man Kwan seems to be. I was all about profits. Then Sifu woke me up to the importance of people. And that’s why I haven’t resigned. If I really believe in this philosophy, shouldn’t I stay and fight for it?”

			Dan begins to pace. “When Kwan told me he was going to cut staff, my first thought was to say, ‘Let’s cut me right now!’ We don’t need the money, Cheryl. Our investments have taken a beating these last few years, and I’d have to figure out some new way to make money, but we’d be okay for a while.”

			“But I’d feel so disloyal leaving all my Purpose Partners after we’ve just taken this kick in the teeth. It would be like the Titanic hits the iceberg, and whoops! There goes the captain in a lifeboat!”

			Dan looks directly at Cheryl, his eyes clouded with hurt. “If I abandon the people, doesn’t that mean I’ve abandoned the People First philosophy? When we were making all these cuts the past three years, I tried harder than ever to recognize and celebrate all our Purpose Partners.” Dan’s shoulders slump. “But I can’t think of a thing to celebrate today.”

			Cheryl smiles and pats the empty seat on the couch next to her. Dan nods and returns to his seat.

			She takes his hand. “Dan.”

			Dan looks up and his eyes clear. “I’m sorry; it’s just that you’re the only one to tell it to.”

			“There is someone else, Dan.”

			Dan nods slowly. “Sifu? I was thinking about him on the way home. It’s just that…Cheryl, I hate to bother him. I’m sure he’s got his own issues with this economy.”

			Cheryl’s voice can still assume the tone of disapproving mother. “Dan Burton!” she says with mock sternness. “Did Sifu seem like he was ‘bothered’ the last time you asked for help?”

			Dan recognizes the tone. For the first time that evening a real smile flashes across his face. “No, ma’am,” he replies meekly. “I’ll call him in the morning.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Breakfast with a Champion

			DAN HAS KNOWN SIFU LI for sixteen years, yet he still marvels that this remarkable man is his personal friend. Sifu (the name means “teacher” in Chinese and is pronounced “SEE foo”) has earned international recognition as a Kung Fu Grandmaster. For twenty years he maintained an undefeated record as a world champion in international competitions. When knowledgeable devotees of Kung Fu discuss who might be the most accomplished living practitioner of Walu Kung Fu in the world, Sifu’s name is always one of the first mentioned. Now in his sixties, Sifu no longer competes in the ring, but he still trains some of the top international competitors, and he makes four trips every year to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, to train both instructors and recruits for the United States Marine Corps.

			However, Sifu has enjoyed success in many more venues besides the arena. Throughout the 1990s he built a network of more than one hundred Kung Fu schools—Sifu uses the word kwoon, the Chinese word for “school” or “training room”—throughout the United States. At the peak of his prosperity in 2006, tens of thousands of students attended the Sifu Li Walu Kung Fu schools across the nation, plus more than one thousand more at two large facilities in Europe. Over the years, Dan learned that Sifu has made wise investments, purchased commercial property, and Dan and Cheryl have visited Sifu’s palatial, ten thousand-square-foot home on several occasions.

			One might well expect that a man who has met and mastered so many challenges—not the least of these being one of the world’s deadliest forms of hand-to-hand combat—would be reserved and aloof, or perhaps overbearing and harsh. And this, Dan reflects as he drives to a meeting with the Grandmaster, may be the most remarkable thing about Sifu Li: he is the most gracious, kind, and genuinely warm man Dan has ever met. He is a voracious reader, a student of people and of philosophy, and Dan learned long ago that when the Grandmaster talks, Dan should immediately begin taking notes.

			Twelve years ago, Sifu taught Dan his People First philosophy, which completely rejuvenated

			Dan’s marriage and his career. I’m hoping Sifu can catch lightning in a bottle again, Dan admits to himself as he maneuvers his car into the parking lot of his favorite breakfast café. Dan had arrived fifteen minutes early for his breakfast appointment with Sifu. His face splits into a wry grin as he sees his friend and teacher walking across the parking lot toward the door. You gotta get up early in the morning to get ahead of Sifu, he chuckles to himself.

			As Dan walks through the front door of the restaurant, Sifu is shaking hands with a young Hispanic man and saying, “My old ears are getting dim; you pronounce your first name ‘Yo-har-ee’?”

			Dan chuckles again as he sees the quizzical look in the server’s eyes. Clearly, most customers do not express such concern about the correct pronunciation of his name! The young man nods politely. “Yes, sir, that’s correct. My name is Johari.”

			Sifu smiles. “I am very pleased to meet you, Johari. Please call me Sifu. It’s just like ‘seafood,’ without the ‘D.’ I am waiting for a good friend of mine, who should be here any moment.”

			Dan feels a warm flush of pleasure to hear the Grandmaster refer to him as his “good friend.” He takes a step closer to Sifu, and the Grandmaster swings smoothly toward him as he senses someone entering his space. Sifu’s smile grows even wider and his eyes light with pleasure.

			“Ah! My friend!” Sifu says brightly. He turns back to Johari. “I’d like you to meet my very good friend. This is Dan.”

			Dan quickly smiles and reaches out to shake hands with Johari. “I’m happy to meet you, Johari. I don’t believe I’ve seen you before. Have you been working here long?”

			Johari smiles shyly. “Yes, sir, but I was on the afternoon shift until recently.”

			“It’s Dan,” Dan replies warmly. He can see Sifu beaming at him from the corner of his eye. “Is this a better schedule for you, Johari?”

			“Yes, sir—Dan. I take classes at the university, and this does work out for me. May I show you to a table?”

			“A booth please, Johari, if you have one.” Dan gestures to Sifu to proceed ahead of him. “What are you studying?”

			 “I want to be a builder, sir. I’m studying architecture.”

			“Ah, architectural design?” Sifu rejoins the conversation.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“This country was made great by men and women who had a passion to build,” Sifu nods approvingly. “It is exciting to meet someone like yourself.”

			Johari seems to stand a little straighter, and his wide smile matches Sifu’s. “Thank you, sir. Will this be good for you both?” Johari gestures to a spacious booth.

			“Thank you, Johari,” Dan replies, “and we’ll both have coffee.”

			Dan and Sifu sit across from each other. They see each other every week at the Kung Fu classes that Dan attends, but it has been months since they have met socially. Dan automatically bows his head and offers the two-handed salute that all of Sifu’s students give the Grandmaster at the beginning and the end of class.

			Sifu solemnly returns the salute, and then that dazzling smile lights his face. He grabs Dan’s hand and shakes it with a firm grip. “My good friend,” he says warmly. “I am so glad to have this chance to see you!”

			“I’m so grateful to you for making time for me,” Dan says humbly. “I wish I was here to tell you how great my life is going.”

			Sifu’s eyes narrow with concern. “Not troubles at home, I hope?”

			Dan shakes his head. “No, no, Cheryl and I are fine. She’s busier than ever with her volunteer work. In fact, it was Cheryl who suggested that I ask your advice.” 

			“And your children?”

			Dan smiles. “David graduated from UM with his MA in psychology last June. He’s working as a counselor at a rehab facility here in Miami. He’s very happy.”

			Sifu’s voice is very soft. “And Marcy?”

			Dan’s face clouds. “No change,” Dan sighs. “It’s…awful, Sifu. Drugs. Prostitution. David tries to keep track of her. He saw her about six months ago. He said she looked dreadful. I don’t think David tells us how bad it really is. But he did say she was living in a crack house.”

			Sifu winces.

			“David told her, ‘Marcy, you’re my sister, I love you; it kills me to see you like this.’ He told her again that Cheryl and I will pay for her to go into any recovery facility in the country she chooses. She told him to mind his own business.” Dan turns to look out the window and heaves a deep sigh. “David went back a week later and she was gone. We don’t know where she is.”

			“I’m so sorry, Dan.”

			Dan shakes his head as if to clear it and looks at his friend. “I was pretty much of an absentee father when she was young. When you first taught me People First, I thought I had…reinvested in her in time. You know how well Cheryl and David responded. I made every effort with Marcy. I don’t think any of us realized how bad things had gotten with her until it was too late.”

			“She’s still very young, Dan. Twenty-four?”

			“She’ll be twenty-five next month.” Dan’s eyes are narrowed in pain. “Cheryl and I joined a support group. We’ve reached out to two families who are in a similar situation. We hope.” He looks frankly at Sifu. “We pray.”

			Sifu is watching Dan closely. “You go to the meetings with your wife?”

			“Oh, yes. Cheryl and I lean on each other.” Dan tries to grin. “Hopefully not too much on David.”

			Sifu’s warm smile reappears. “So you are still putting People First at home. I was so pleased to see your interaction with Johari.”

			“Thank you, Grandmaster. But that brings me to the reason I asked you to meet me today. Thank you so much for seeing me.”

			Sifu waves a dismissive hand. “Tell me how I may be of service to you, my friend.”

			Johari arrives with coffee. Dan is glad for an opportunity to gather his thoughts while he and Sifu place their breakfast orders. His stomach actually aches whenever he thinks of his daughter, and he wants to describe the situation at Prestige Products without succumbing to the despair he feels about Marcy’s self-destruction. When Johari departs, Dan busies himself with flavoring his coffee. Sifu waits patiently.

			Dan raises his eyes to Sifu. “I haven’t wanted to burden you with what’s going on at work. It’s been pretty bad these past few years. When you taught me the People First philosophy twelve years ago, we really got on a roll. We opened new locations and brought in new product lines. I thought we managed our growth wisely. We were reinvesting profits into expansion and still paying healthy dividends. And I was careful to install managers who believed in People First and would communicate the philosophy throughout their locations. Our debt-to-equity ratios were good, profit margins stayed high, and our customer service scores were steadily improving.”

			Dan sips his coffee. “In early 2007, revenues started to slide. By the end of the year, just about everyone was using the ‘R-word’…recession.” He sighs. “We started closing locations early in 2008. Then we began layoffs at the remaining stores. We’ve had two waves of layoffs. Some really outstanding people were let go.”

			Sifu nods sympathetically. “They were very difficult times.”

			“They just got a lot more difficult for us,” Dan says grimly. “We’ve been purchased by an overseas investor called the Chang Tao Group. A number of our board members have resigned, and we have a new chairman, a man named John Kwan.” Dan shakes his head slowly. “Sifu, I think he may be the most unpleasant man I’ve ever met in my life.”

			Sifu nods. “He is tasked with representing the interests of the investors. Just as your board hired you to maximize profits for the shareholders, so this man Kwan is tasked with doing whatever is necessary to provide the investors with a good return on their purchase.” Sifu stirs his coffee thoughtfully. “I have heard of the Chang Tao Group.”

			“You have?” Dan is surprised.

			Sifu’s eyes sparkle with gentle humor. “I am Chinese, Dan, even if I have lived in the United States for many years.” He is serious again. “I have business interests in China and I still have friends and family there.”

			Dan smiles. “Sifu, is there anything you don’t know?”

			Sifu shakes his head apologetically. “I’m not sure I know how to give you advice that will cause you to walk out of here with a smile. For what it’s worth, Dan, I have never heard a whisper suggesting that the Chang Tao Group is connected to any kind of illegality. They are a legitimate venture capital group. But they do have a reputation for doing whatever it takes to maximize ROI. No one has ever characterized them as a People First organization.”

			“Mr. Kwan made that very clear,” Dan says sourly. “He told the entire corporate staff, ‘I don’t know what this People First business is, but from now on we’re going to be focused on profits.’ I’m to attend a meeting where he will explain his plan to cut 15 percent of our staff. That would amount to about one hundred and twenty jobs. Sifu, that’s going to be disastrous for our organization.”

			Sifu looks at Dan carefully. “I need to ask you a difficult question, my friend.”

			“By all means.”

			“One of the hardest things, Dan, for men like you and me who place such a great premium on the dignity and worth of people is to cut staff. When you say ‘disastrous,’ do you mean it will harm your company’s ability to do business? Or it will hurt morale?”

			“Both,” Dan replies promptly. “It’s a fair question, Sifu, and it’s one I’ve been asking myself for months. I told you we’ve been through two rounds of layoffs in the past two years. I worked on that personally. Yes, it hurt! It hurt me personally, and there’s no question it hurt our morale.

			“We did everything we could to soften the blow for everyone involved. The board was willing to provide generous severance packages for all Purpose Partners who lost a position. I met with every manager, some individually and some in groups, and explained why we’d made the cuts and what the path was for the future. I instructed each manager to meet with his or her Purpose Partners and carefully explain exactly what the situation was at Prestigious Products. We created an intranet site so that any employee could monitor our financial situation and compare costs to revenue.”
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