
  
    
  


  
    PRAISE FOR
JOHN HEWITT


     


    “John looks at what people can become, not what they are now.”


    —Sandy Raiter, Tax Specialist


     


    “John knows how to help others set and achieve their goals. He knows how to start a business, finance it, and drive it forward every day. Being a survivor is about picking yourself up when you fall, or tragedy strikes.”


    —Greg Carafello, Franchisee and 9-11 Survivor


     


    “John Hewitt has also been a positive influence in my life. Our CEO walks around in shorts and tee shirts. He really does have an open door policy. One day, I walked in to his office and asked him to buy Girl Scout cookies. He bought a box of each!”


    —Patricia Old, Area Development Assistant


     


    “When it’s all said and done, the opportunities created by Liberty, by John Hewitt, have forever changed my life… I have found value in my intelligence, my creativity, and myself. I know my worth and I have John to thank for that.”


    —Heather Smith, Director of Hispanic 


    Programs and Franchisee Family


     


    “While Liberty is on the path to be the top tax service by 2020, John and the rest of the Liberty family stay true to the professed top values of God, family, and business.”


    —Dennis Dercks, Area Developer - WI


     


    “John Hewitt looks out and sees people willing to work hard and follow the Liberty motto of: Set the Standard, Improve Each Day and Have Some Fun.”


    —Todd & Karen Swicegood, Franchisees - NC


     


    “John Hewitt has had a huge influence on my life. John’s advice (is) “First things first, second things—not at all”. I truly believed, and still believe, that John would make a success of any venture in which he invested his time, energy, and leadership capabilities.”


    —Kathleen Curry, Corporate Counsel


     


    “Everybody dreams, but I didn’t know if it was possible. The system that John Hewitt has put in place made the difference. He tells you what needs to be done and when it needs to be done. Timing is very important—if you do things at the right time, then you become successful.”


    —Bablu Shahabuddin, Franchisee and Area Developer 


     


    “John Hewitt is a person of integrity: giving and forgiving.”


    —Margaret Taylor, Franchisee - Virginia Beach, VA


     


    “One thing I have learned is that when John suggests a new venture, he has put a lot of thought into his recommendation. It gives us great pride to help (franchisees) achieve business and life goals and dreams, and this experience would never have been possible without the support of John Hewitt.”


    —Nancy Nelson, Executive Assistant and Area Developer


     


    “I learned more from John about business management, people management and human relations than I ever did in MBA school and in my Fortune 50 corporate career… John is all about helping other people. One thing about John’s desire to help others that really stands out to me is his passion to stop world hunger.”


    —Jack Seal, Franchisee and Former VP of Finance


     


    “The reason I invested with John is that I knew he was totally honest. It’s important to know that one thing you don’t have to worry about is whether the owner is trying to do his best for the company and the stockholders. No matter how good your plans may be, they can go wrong. That’s an unavoidable risk, but it’s compounded if you can’t be sure of the integrity of the owner. With John, this was never an issue.”


    —Jim Davis, Liberty Tax Investor


     


    “I’ve had a lot of support from all the good people at Liberty and John Hewitt himself. I owe a lot to this company, and I am extremely loyal as a result of the opportunity they have given me. What other company would give me a chance to be in business for myself at 19 years old?”


    —Jesus Rivas, Franchisee - Allentown, PA


     


    “I followed John to Liberty in 2005, and continued to learn and to break new boundaries. I feel that God provided the perseverance, which was the key ingredient to achieving my goals. I am thankful for that and He used John to open a door.”


    —Diane Wagner, Area Developer, RI


     


    “John took a chance on me. Liberty has changed my life forever!”


    —Nancy Simonsen, Corporate Office Manager


     


    “I had no idea how to manage or own a business. It happened because a man named John Hewitt believed in me much more than I ever believed in myself. He gave me the opportunity to prove it and to change my life forever. Every step of the journey, through the highs and lows, the good and the bad, he was always there for me and I will be eternally grateful.”


    —Sue Wickham, National Site Selection Director


     


    “My parent’s strong belief in John Hewitt and Liberty fueled my sales success… No amount of money can match how much John and Liberty have changed my life. When I first arrived at Liberty, I didn’t know what the heck I was doing. I didn’t even understand what a franchise was. I never dreamed this would be my life now. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist; you just need the desire to succeed. My life—our daughter’s life—will never be the same.”


    —Sandy Stow, VP of Area Development


     


    “John is a brilliant strategist and hopes to use his business experience and success to create a sustainable model to end hunger around the globe.”


    —Carolyn Castleberry, Director of Special Projects
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    ABOUT JOHN AND 
LIBERTY TAX SERVICE


     


    Liberty Tax Service Founder and CEO, John Hewitt, is fanatical about taxes and unmatched customer service. A nationally recognized name in the tax return preparation and accounting world, Hewitt is a veteran of 47 tax seasons, the founder of three top preparation firms, and a former H&R Block Regional Director. Accounting Today magazine has named Hewitt one of the accounting profession’s Top 100 most influential people eleven times. The International Franchise Association honored Hewitt as its Entrepreneur of the Year in February 2006. In 2015, Hewitt was named winner of Finance Monthly CEO Awards.


    One of the things that makes Liberty Tax unique is how supportive we are of our franchisees and their fanatical commitment to change the world. Culture defines Liberty and it’s time for the world to know the stories of our owners, employees, partners, clients, and friends. Our tax return preparation franchise has consistently been recognized as a leader among all franchises, not just personal income tax based businesses. We have been featured on many international media platforms including FOX News, MSNBC, Forbes and Inc.com. Liberty has also been awarded a top spot among franchises by magazines such as Black Enterprise, Poder/Hispanic Enterprise and Military Times Edge. Accounting Today named Liberty Tax to its “Top Tax Firms” list from 2010 through 2015. Liberty Tax has consistently ranked in the Top 30 franchises of the Top 500 companies to make Entrepreneur’s prestigious Franchise 500 list for more than a decade. 


    As of this writing, there are more than 4,600 Liberty Tax Service offices operating in the United States and Canada, where we operate as Liberty Tax Service Canada. Liberty Tax Service started in Canada on September 1, 1997 when John acquired a Canadian tax franchisor, U&R Tax Depot. In 1998, we became Liberty Tax Service and opened five offices in the United States. Our goal is to become the #1 tax service in the universe by 2020. Culture and giving back drives that vision.

  


  
     


    A SAVIO REPUBLIC BOOK


    Published at Smashwords


    ISBN (hardcover): 978-1-68261-006-0
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    How My Extraordinary Strategy for Winning Can Be Yours


    © 2016 by John Hewitt


    All Rights Reserved


     


    Cover Design by Quincy Alivio


    Cover photograph by Glen McClure


     


    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.


     


    The information in this book is not intended to serve as legal advice related to individual situations. The author has taken reasonable precautions in preparing text and believes the facts presented here are accurate as of the date the book was written. Neither the author nor the publisher assume any responsibility for errors or omissions, and the author and publisher specifically disclaim any liability resulting from the use or application of the information contained in this book.


     


    For information:


    JTH Tax, Inc d/b/a Liberty Tax Service


    1716 Corporate Landing Parkway


    Virginia Beach, VA 23454


    www.libertytax.com

  


  
     


    One of my core beliefs is that you can never give more than you receive in life. Because of my competitive nature, I have a fanatical goal to give to every human being more than they give me, knowing that the only two people you can never catch are your parents—if you have great parents—and I do.


     


    This book is dedicated to my mom and dad who gave me more than I can ever repay.
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    FOREWORD


     


    Imagine dropping out of college and quickly rising through the corporate ranks to manage 250 offices. Imagine risking everything to start out with limited resources as an entrepreneur. Imagine building the first ever tax software program for an Apple computer. Imagine building a legendary company, losing it, and then subsequently starting an even more successful company. Imagine helping over 800 entrepreneurs become millionaires along the way. iCompete: How My Extraordinary Strategy For Winning Can Be Yours tells this story. iCompete shares lessons from the life of John Hewitt as he revolutionized the tax preparation industry. 


    I met John Hewitt back in 2013 while giving a webinar on the Purple Goldfish at Liberty Tax. I quickly learned that he’s fanatical about two things: helping people with their taxes and providing unmatched customer service. We connected immediately over a common belief about the biggest myth in business. The myth is the idea of meeting the expectations of your customers. No one ever just meets expectations. You either exceed expectations or you fall short. It’s similar to being on time. Being on time is a fallacy. You are either early, or you are late. John believes the same principle applies in business. He lives by the mantra that business should be all about the customer. Put your customers first and your shareholders second. Greatness lies within doing the little things to win their hearts. Give your customers a reason to come back and tell their friends about your product or service.


    iCompete follows John’s journey from upstate New York with H&R Block, to Philadelphia with Jackson-Hewitt and ultimately to Virginia Beach with Liberty Tax. Like most entrepreneurs, Hewitt has made his share of mistakes. It hasn’t been smooth sailing as he’s dealt with adversity along the way. iCompete is a tale of relentless perseverance and a steadfast belief in winning. According to John, “Everyone faces their challenges. Winners always get up and keep going.”


    Why should you listen to John Hewitt’s advice? First, John is at the top of his profession. He is one of the most recognized names in the accounting world. Accounting Today magazine has named him one of the accounting profession’s top 100 most influential people eleven times and the International Franchise Association honored Hewitt as its Entrepreneur of the Year. Second, he is a veteran of 47 tax seasons, the founder of two top tax preparation firms and a former H&R Block regional director. Third, Hewitt’s journey to success and wealth in the tax service franchising business is anything but conventional. You’ll learn invaluable lessons on how to start and build a successful business. 


    When you read iCompete, you realize that John Hewitt is not only a keen competitor in business, but that he is also driven by purpose. Purpose is becoming a huge differentiator in both leadership and business. John is a man of faith who understands that we are all put here on earth with the power to be extraordinary. His greater purpose has been stopping hunger. He pays it forward by giving back. Hewitt has dedicated a significant portion of his wealth to eradicate world hunger, one country at a time. He is the co-founder of Stop Hunger Now and Run for Food International.


    One of best parts of iCompete is the vintage Hewitt aphorisms. These are little quotes or sayings that will remain with you long after you put this book down. They will help to guide you in the business world. Here are some of my favorite Hewitt-isms: 


     


    
      	
• Hewitt on the willingness to change: “If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you always got.”


      	
• Hewitt on taking personal responsibility: “Even if you work for somebody else, you work for yourself. Act as if you are the owner.”


      	
• Hewitt on sticking to the fundamentals: “Business is like baseball, the team that best executes the fundamentals of the game—hits, runs, catches, throws—wins. Master the basics and success will follow.” 


      	
• Hewitt on sticking to your beliefs: “Stick by your principles, even when it’s inconvenient.”


      	
• Hewitt on the keys to success: “Find what you like to do, work hard and persevere.”


      	
• Hewitt on being accountable: “Only losers need excuses.”

    


     


    Get ready for an entertaining ride as John navigates his life and business lessons. Learn to compete like a superstar named Julio, manage for results not actions, improve everyday and to never forget that it’s all about the customers.


     


    —Stan Phelps, Experience Architect at 9 INCH Marketing/Best-Selling Author of What’s Your Purple Goldfish - Raleigh, NC

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


     


    I have this crazy, almost compulsive desire to improve everyone I meet. I’ve found that the only way to do that is to be annoying, because if you don’t get people out of their comfort zone, they don’t change. If you do what you always did, you get what you always got.


    Let me let you in on another secret—I’m a huge klutz. Okay, maybe it’s no secret at all since I’ve been known to fall at the most inopportune times. I’m talking about on the ground, dust-yourself-off kind of fall. I have no problem admitting to my weaknesses because I know this: God doesn’t allow anyone to skate through life. I’ve never met another human being, or heard of another human being, who had a completely easy life and didn’t face challenges. 100% of the people I’ve met have faced adversity most, if not all, of the time. You can get knocked down and stay down, you can complain and whine, or you can rise above it. You can choose to compete or you can just quit. It’s how you deal with the adversity that’s important. This is a story of falling and rising again to a new level of success.


    Why should you listen to me? Because I’ve already developed more than 800 millionaires, and I’m the CEO of the fastest growing tax franchise system in the universe, Liberty Tax Service. My career started at H&R Block where I worked hard as a hired hand to become a regional director. From 1969-1981, the company grew from 3,000 to 9,000 offices. I then founded Jackson Hewitt and grew that company from 6 to 1,400 offices between the years of 1982-1997. After splitting with the company that bears my name, I went on to found Liberty Tax Service in 1998, which now operates almost 5,000 offices in the U.S. and Canada. This kind of growth doesn’t just happen by chance.


    Whether or not taxes are your thing or you dream of something else, by following my principles you will learn to set the standards in your own business; to challenge yourself and others to break boundaries. You’ll learn to improve each day though communication, monitoring results, and create raving fans. Finally, why are you interested in succeeding in business at all if you’re not having fun? Liberty’s story can become your own story of giving and receiving loyalty, contributing to a winning team, and enjoying the journey again.


    Why am I writing this book? Mainly, for my 11th principle: The Fortunate Must Give Back. I want what’s best for every human being I meet. Whether or not that means joining me at Liberty, this part of my journey is about improving you—my crazy desire to annoy and challenge you—in any vocation you choose, with the hope that you will achieve all that you are able to achieve and then give back to others.

  


  
    ​PART ONE


     


    Set the Standard
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    He ambled through the course… and won!

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    ​Challenge Ourselves, Challenge 
Each Other, Break Boundaries


     


    As a kid, traditional school bored me. In my opinion, it bores anyone with half a brain. My teachers disliked me because I was so argumentative. I didn’t trust them. I didn’t always believe that they were correct. Even if they were teaching the same thing over and over again, it’s very rare that a teacher would go the whole year without making a mistake. I would mention that mistake in front of everyone. Most teachers don’t like being told by a kid that they are wrong.


    With my peers, I didn’t fully fit in either. I was both a brainy kid (who never took a book home) and an excellent athlete, so neither group completely accepted me. Even though I was an outcast, my teachers and fellow students did respect me and I was regularly picked as the captain of the baseball, basketball, and football teams. I have always been a leader. One of the things people say about me is that I’m cocky. I once asked an old college friend, who I hadn’t seen for 25 years, “What is the one thing you remember about me?” He replied, “Your self-confidence. You are the most self-confident person I’ve ever met.”


    In her book, Let the Magic Begin, Cathy Lee Crosby refers to the Bliss Zone™ as that “inner sanctuary of pure energy and creativity where life just ‘flows’ through to the very core of your heart. It’s living from that place of seemingly no effort, where action is taken because one intuitively knows it’s right.”1 A place we all knew as children where pure energy, creativity, and joy abound. We live in an age of bliss until we’re about seven or eight years old and then everyone just beats us down. Our parents, our enemies, our friends, our teachers. They tell us that we can’t be President of the United States or we can’t go to the moon. They tell us we can’t be a superhero. One of the differences between normal people and me is that they never beat me down. They never got to me. I always thought I would be successful and rich. 


    Would you believe me if I told you that you can be successful and rich? You can find your bliss zone again.


     


    Setting the Standard—My Foundation


    It was Christmas day, I was four years old, and mom knew she had an entrepreneur on her hands. I hadn’t even started kindergarten, but I knew the value of a dime. My parents bought me a sled and before noon on Christmas, I went next door and sold that sled for ten cents. It was my first entrepreneurial venture. Two years later, as a six-year-old, I was fanatical about the game of chess. Dad and I used to play and he commented on my passion for winning the game. That competitive fire was fueled at an early age and unlike many others, I never stopped believing that I could win at any game I chose.


    My father, Dan Hewitt, was a frustrated entrepreneur. He had a desire to run his own business, but had bills that needed to be paid now. My parents married young and had children right away. I was the first, born in 1949 between Dad’s sophomore and junior years of college. Four siblings followed soon after.


    While dad didn’t have enough money to start a business, his main priority was financial independence. He worked full-time in finance in Hamburg, New York, ran a small income tax business on the side, and completed graduate school. Dad was successful by any standard, and for as long as I can remember, he wanted to work for himself and be his own boss. Dad hoped to buy an H&R Block (hereafter known as Block) franchise and I enrolled in a tax school to work with him and make some extra money. I discovered that I had a knack for this. When you find something you like and you are good at, then it doesn’t seem like work at all.


    Unlike regular school, I loved doing taxes because I could argue. People think taxes are just black and white, but they aren’t. There is room for judgment and finding ways to help people. By asking questions and digging for deductions, you can save people money and make a difference in their lives. This was also a time when tax preparers didn’t have computers or even use calculators. I was very good at math and lightening fast at multiplication, so this work came naturally to me.


    The next tax season, with hopes of higher commissions, I went to work at a more established office in Buffalo, New York. Late in January 1971, the district manager of that store fell behind on processing returns, had several panic attacks, and ended up hospitalized. His regional director asked me to take over and run ten locations full-time. This meant leaving college and my parents supported me in making this decision. Even then, Dad somehow sensed that I had found my calling. I believe that his own entrepreneurial spirit kicked in, encouraging me to explore non-traditional paths to success.


     


    From Chess to Checkers—Mastering the Fundamentals


    Management consultant and author, Peter Drucker, is famous for teaching about the importance of execution in business success, focusing on a few activities to produce significant business results. My father also reiterated the importance of mastering the fundamentals for maximum execution. Just like a baseball team practices hitting, running, and pitching, those early years I practiced the fundamentals of the tax business in order to be the best at execution, probing and digging for deductions to get clients the maximum return.


    My family was very poor at the time and my best friend, Gordon D’Angelo, was even poorer. After two years of doing taxes, I recruited him to work with me at Block. I told Gordon that we needed some people called “checkers,” which was basically using an adding machine to check the accuracy of a return. For both of us, it was a great way to earn some extra cash.


    At the time, neither one of us realized that this business would set the foundation for the rest of our lives. Gordon went on to become one of the best salesmen I’ve ever met, an initial investor at Jackson Hewitt, and founder of NEXT Financial. Today, he sits on the Board of Directors for Liberty Tax and while he never learned to love taxes the way I did, he became an extremely successful entrepreneur and visionary. We are still close friends today and I consider Gordon to be one of my most loyal confidants and advisors.


     


    Hired Hands—When You Work for Someone Else, You Work for Yourself


    Like my father, you may be born with an entrepreneurial spirit, but have bills that need to be paid yesterday. Both of us also learned the secret of being a hired hand to generate that immediate income. However we both took a different approach to being an employee in someone else’s business. When you work for someone else, you work for yourself. Act as if you are the owner. Many people are just looking for a nine-to-five job. These are not the partners I am looking for at Liberty Tax today. You will learn how to succeed when you are willing to first work for others and act as if you own the business.


    I must confess that up until the age of 24, I was immature. I didn’t really grow up until then, when my girlfriend (who I had been dating for eight years) and I broke up. I was heartbroken. Until that point, I was a brat. I was a self-proclaimed bum and I just hadn’t matured yet. I worked for Block during the tax season and I taught tax school during the fall. I also played poker at the University of Buffalo to make money. I had a great life being a bum, or so I thought at the time. I collected unemployment from April 16th until I started teaching tax school in the fall. After the break up, however, I became more committed to finding a full-time job. I decided that my life wasn’t going anywhere and God didn’t put us on earth to be ordinary.


     


    Winners Do What Losers Are Unwilling to Do


    Now at Liberty Tax, I teach my franchise owners and employees what it takes to be winners—to be number one. I do my best to inspire my team every day, many times arguing and challenging them to do what others won’t. Winners do what losers are unwilling to do, and that begins with practice and mastering the fundamentals. I compete every day.


    For two seasons at Block, I held down the assistant district manager role overseeing hiring, operations, supervising the staff and becoming an expert at the basics. As a hired hand, I learned how to run a business with a mindset of an owner. Then, for the next three years, I returned to preparing taxes. I worked about 600 hours per season, writing 1,000 returns and teaching tax courses during the fall. As an employee, I learned the fundamentals of the tax business while working with customers every day. This business—any business—is all about the customers. Executives make mistakes when they try to get too fancy focusing on brand extensions, cross marketing and other high-minded strategies. In your business, don’t ever forget that it’s all about the customers.


    In my first five years at Block, I thought about starting my own tax practice several times. I saw potential in the market but this hired hand just wasn’t ready. I talked with some employees and my office supervisor about challenging Block in Buffalo. I saw vast opportunity in this business; clearly the industry was going to grow. However, we never took the steps to open on our own.


     


    Stick by Your Principles, Even When It’s Inconvenient


    While basic tax school was easy to complete, the school of hard knocks was about to kick in on a higher level. I left Block once during those five years. A CPA in Lockport, New York hired me to start a tax preparation business in conjunction with his practice, hoping to attract customers at lower income levels. On my first day as part of the start-up process, I reviewed the returns from the previous year. At the end of the day I was very excited; I discovered six or seven returns with errors. We could save the customers, on average, about $1,000 each; it was a fantastic feeling. I couldn’t wait to tell the CPA.


    “I’ve found some returns with mistakes. I’ll do the amendments. These customers are going to be happy to get extra money back. I bet they’ll refer all their friends.”


    The CPA replied, “Naw, I do most of these returns as a favor to these people, so we don’t really want to make them think we made a mistake.”


    This sounded like regular school all over again. This teacher didn’t like to be called out, but this time it was costing people money. I quit right then and went back to Block. Obviously, he cared more about his reputation than about doing what was best for his customers. I couldn’t work for someone with that attitude. I knew that his customers would have appreciated his honesty, careful review of their returns, and, of course, thousands of dollars of tax refunds.


    Not only did my dad teach me to work hard, he told me that principles only mean something if you have the courage and tenacity to stick by them when things are inconvenient. That day it meant walking away from my job, after just one day, with the dishonest CPA. Today, I tell franchise owners to admit mistakes right up front and take the steps to correct them. Mistakes are a wise man’s education. Customers appreciate honesty and this principle will help you grow your business through referrals and good will.


     


    A “Take-Charge” Attitude Wins the Game


    It was the summer of 1975, and I had long, curly hair to go along with my cocky attitude. While I looked like a hippie, I never smoked marijuana or did any drugs. In the late 1960s, we had experienced the last big series of racial riots in this country. The massacre at Kent State was still fresh in our collective memory, just five years earlier in 1970 (when the Ohio National Guard opened fire on unarmed college students, killing four and wounding nine others). To put this era in perspective, a friend of mine was suspended from high school for having the first Beatles haircut in our town. This was a different time, and you couldn’t even wear long hair or unusual clothes for fear of punishment.


    Lots of my friends also looked like hippies and my long hair didn’t play too well with Block’s regional director, a very conservative man who was known to be a strict and authoritative manager. He didn’t respect me and he hated my hair. Like the CPA, he cared more about policies and procedures than doing what was right for customers. Several district manager positions were available, but I felt that this man wouldn’t hire me regardless of my abilities. I never bothered to apply and went back to doing returns and teaching tax courses.


    Fortunately, Block changed their management and re-districted western New York that summer. The regional director, who detested me, was gone. I met the new regional director, Bill Birchmeier, and Harry Buckley, the divisional director, when they observed me teaching a tax course. Right after that, they asked me to interview for a district manager’s position.


    Bill interviewed me on a Friday. During the conversation, Bill said, “You know, I have this guy in Elmira I’m really thinking of getting rid of.” He mentioned my hair and I agreed to cut it before tax season began, if he hired me. In the middle of the interview he stopped and said, “The heck with it—can you meet me there on Monday?” That Monday, September 25th, 1975, I was the new manager for Elmira.


     


    Linda’s Take on John


     


    “In walks our new district manager who has come from Buffalo. And he has this long hair—fuzzy hair—corduroy pants that were too short, he’s skinny as a rail and he’s young. Most of us are, we think, older and more sophisticated, and here is this hippie-looking thing, and he’s going to be our boss! No one was ready to accept him until he started teaching, talking to us, and working with us. He took over. John was a take-charge kind of person. He doesn’t really worry about whether he’s accepted or not, and he didn’t back then either. We quickly realized he was brilliant. We knew we could learn something from him.” - Linda Hewitt, Jackson Hewitt Executive, Initial Investor, John’s ex-wife


     


    The Parable of the Talents


    There is a well-known story called “The Parable of the Talents.” It’s my favorite story in the Bible about investing “talents”—also known as pieces of silver. It’s masterful in that a “talent” means money, however to me, it means literal talent. Here’s the story:


     


    For it is just like a man about to go on a journey, who called his own slaves and entrusted his possessions to them. To one he gave five talents, to another, two, and to another, one, each according to his own ability; and he went on his journey. Immediately the one who had received the five talents went and traded with them, and gained five more talents. In the same manner the one who had received the two talents gained two more. But he who received the one talent went away, and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money.


     


    Now after a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them.  The one who had received the five talents came up and brought five more talents, saying, ‘Master, you entrusted five talents to me. See, I have gained five more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful slave. You were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’


     


    Also the one who had received the two talents came up and said, ‘Master, you entrusted two talents to me. See, I have gained two more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful slave. You were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’


     


    And the one also who had received the one talent came up and said, ‘Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow and gathering where you scattered no seed. And I was afraid, and went away and hid your talent in the ground. See, you have what is yours.’


     


    But his master answered and said to him, ‘You wicked, lazy slave, you knew that I reap where I did not sow and gather where I scattered no seed. Then you ought to have put my money in the bank, and on my arrival I would have received my money back with interest. Therefore take away the talent from him, and give it to the one who has the ten talents.’


     


    For to everyone who has, more shall be given, and he will have an abundance; but from the one who does not have, even what he does have shall be taken away. (Matthew 25:14-30 NASB)


     


    The first two slaves received promotions and gratitute, and the master addressed them in the same way. For the third guy, it was different. It’s almost as if the master expected him to be a loser, after all, he only gave him one talent in the first place. For me, the goal was to take everything I had been given and win. Win big. The lesson in this parable is that God has put you on this earth for a purpose. To go beyond what’s normal and be everything you were meant to be. You were given your talents—your blessings—for a reason, not just to sit around and let them waste away.


    As a district manager, I knew that to multiply our “talents,” we had to innovate and grow in our service to customers. My biggest challenge did not come from running the stores or supporting franchisees. Instead, it came from fighting with the bureaucracy and inflexibility of Block corporate.


     


    Principles Trump Policies


    The Elmira region spread north to Ithaca, west to Wellsville, and south into Pennsylvania. I ran six company stores and supported five franchise locations, doing a total of 17,000–18,000 tax returns. As the manager, I heard it all. Block’s answer to customer challenges was to come out with a new policy each year, sometimes to the detriment of both employees and customers. Often the policies simply didn’t make sense. One dictated that managers budget just one hour per return. If a store budget called for 300 returns that week, only 300 preparer hours could be scheduled. That’s patently impossible; the policy never took into account the time the office had to be staffed even if there weren’t customers, nor that some of the preparer’s time is spent in other activities like answering phones and researching tax questions. I ignored the policy and sent my realistic schedule to my regional director. He sent it back admonishing me to follow the policy. I wrote on the schedule that it was impossible to staff an office that way and then sent it back to him. I stood up for my principles and even though I could have been fired, I wasn’t let go.


    The next year, Block revised the policy to 1.4 or 1.5 preparer hours per return—a more realistic goal for scheduling. Like this example, many policies were implemented before they were thought out. The company neglected to get input from the offices. I believed that all companies should listen to their employees and franchisees; the people closest to the customer. These principles of communication, loyalty, and contributing to the team would eventually become the foundation of my entrepreneurial successes. In my early years at Block, I learned to fight for my beliefs and that principles trumped policies.


     


    If You Do What You’ve Always Done, You’ll Get What You Always Got


    I offered many suggestions that were turned down, but eventually implemented in subsequent years: a friend referral program; a more proactive way to contact existing customers; calling them earlier; dealing with problems right away; and simply reminding some of our customers to come back. Despite these frustrations, I helped the Elmira region grow. I won several national public relations awards, increased profit percentages, and enjoyed a good working relationship with my employees and my boss, despite the fact that I didn’t always agree with him or the company.


    I had a great deal of respect for Bill and his wife, Esther Guylas, a fellow district manager—smart people that had drive and ability. I made friends in Elmira who later played a huge part in my forthcoming successes: Mary Ann and Lee Lepkowski, Mary Jo and David Webster, and Linda Fervan, my future wife and partner.


    Most of all, I focused on customer service and taught my managers to do the same. My customer service skills have always been superior, from the moment I was in business. Mary Ann Lepkowski was my favorite manager. With customer service, she knew I would always go over her head in dealing with an unhappy customer. Once, she had two sisters come in.


    One sister had a little interest income and needed another form on her tax return that would have cost her an additional $1.50. They both worked in the same place, had the same W-2, but only one sister had a small amount of savings. One return was $15, while the other was $16.50. Back then, the average fee for tax returns was just $18; it was a different world, candy bars were a nickel.


    The sister paying the higher price called and complained, saying the prices should be the same. I explained the difference—more complexity, more fees—but she still wanted the $15 return. Instead, I gave it to her for free. Mary Ann complained to me, saying the other sister would think all you had to do was complain to get your return for free. Not only didn’t they complain, they came in the next year, paid different prices, and came many years after that. My commitment to customer service has always been extraordinary, going over and above what’s normal to make the client happy.


    There are a number of times that customers would call me. Even if the customer was wrong, the first thing I would say is I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. I would always apologize first and make things right for the customer. Mary Ann told me that seeing me do this and watching the results, changed her management style. She started apologizing to the customer first, because she knew I was going to anyway. She improved her customer service skills, which saved me the time of overriding her.


    What happens in the tax business, and it may happen in all industries working with customer service, the tax preparers think they’re right. The customer comes in and complains, and a lot of times the tax preparer says, “I didn’t do anything wrong.” If the customer is upset, something is wrong. You have to do something to try to satisfy the customer, unless they are one of those rare customers that need to be fired.


     


    Mary Jo’s Take on John


     


    “I had a client at H&R Block who complained about the price of his tax return. I guess from previous experience or training, I was pretty snotty with him, and just said, ‘Well, that’s the price. It is what it is.’ John spoke to me about that; he told me I shouldn’t have handled it that way. He felt our customers deserved to be treated better.” - Mary Jo Webster, Former Jackson Hewitt franchisee and Initial Investor


     


    Treat Each Job Like You’re The Owner


    Given my competitive nature, I wanted to advance my career. The next management level within Block was regional director. In 1978, the company began a two-to-three-year development program for promising district managers offering them training and aptitude testing before they were promoted. I had hoped to apply for the program, but Linda and I, married just one year, didn’t feel it was prudent for me to attend the training and then be relocated. Linda’s three young daughters from a previous marriage had been through many changes—it wasn’t a good time to move and they needed to live in the same city and state as both their mother and father.
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