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PRAISE FOR


RICHARD WALKER & RELATIONSHIP EQUITY


If you have the good fortune to fall into Richard Walker’s orbit you first are caught in a whirlwind of charisma. Only later, slowly, do you realize the depth of his perception and selflessness. You will reconsider your closely held patterns of behavior. He will improve you as he has me and many others — prince and pauper alike — who flock to him for advice.


STEVEN J. KERN


MD FACS




The snazzy shoes, big smile, gregarious laugh, and welcoming arms are the epitome of Richard Walker; a true master of connecting others through selfless purpose and drive. I have watched Richard for over two decades build relationships where people feel truly valued, inspired to connect with other and give back to make the communities they come from a better place. What you see is what you get with Richard — a genuine, charismatic leader who puts the value of a relationship before everything else. Our world is better because of Richard, and Relationship Equity is a masterful composition of doing just that.


KIM SKANSON


President, Cargill




I have known Richard for over a decade, and he has been a great friend and mentor to me. He is also one of the most successful and generous leaders I have ever met. In Relationship Equity, he reveals the secret behind his remarkable achievements: building strong and lasting relationships with everyone he meets. This book is not only a fascinating story of his journey from bricklayer to CEO, but also a practical guide on how to create meaningful connections in life and business. If you want to learn from the best, read this book. You won't regret it.


FRANÇOIS CHARETTE


Enterprise CTO, Optum




Richard Walker has been one of the most influential people on the trajectory of my career, as he called out in Relationship Equity, he taught me the value of investing in my professional and personal network. Through our relationship, Richard helped guide me from being a middle manager to a c-level executive at a $20 billion public company. In the process, I learned that paying it forward, without expectation will give you more gratification in life than any professional achievement.


MARC KERMISCH


Chief digital and information officer, CNH Industrial




Richard Walker is the real deal. Relationship Equity isn’t just a book, it’s how Richard approaches life. As a recipient of Richard’s relationship equity, I know firsthand the impact this has had on me and so many others. In Relationship Equity, Richard reveals the principles that propelled his success personally and professionally. From his humble beginnings to his successful career, his story can be your playbook.


MARK W. MURPHY


Executive vice president and chief information and digital officer, 3M




As an executive, fellow immigrant, and life coach, Richard’s story truly resonated with me. Relationship Equity speaks volumes to those of us that value team collaboration and see its long-term ability to achieve great results. I thoroughly enjoyed the personal stories which at times had me laughing out loud. However, I have walked away with a deepening connection to the importance of continuing to build and foster relationships!


KELLEY GURLEY, PH.D


Global head of data digital technology portfolio and demand management, Takeda




Richard is interested in every person. That is clear in your first interaction. He genuinely wants to know more about you, and then, how he can help you.


He is a giver. He gives of his time, his talents, and he shares his valuable relationships. He is always looking to connect individuals and develop people to help everyone become the best they can be.


I have been the benefactor of Richard giving me one of the most precious items of his, no it is not Guinness or Jameson (although I have been the benefactor of those too), or his golf tips (of which I have received many), it is of his time. He has taken time to get to know me and to connect me to others whom he thought might be helpful with whatever I was addressing. In return, I have gladly given my time for introductions to help others and develop individuals at all levels in his network. I have found it incredibly rewarding to help him in the work he does for our youth and younger professionals.


He is a pebble in the ocean of relationships. He has no idea of the distance and size of the ripples he has created. They have crossed the ocean many times over. Thank you, Richard.


JOHN NAYLOR


CEO, Medica




The consummate relationship-builder, Richard Walker has built a career (and a life) through his innate ability to connect with others. His colorful personality, flashy wardrobe, and self-deprecating sense of humor may initially get your attention, but one soon discovers that beneath the surface lies a man of real substance. As authentic, humble, unselfish, and caring as they come, Richard epitomizes what it means to be a servant leader, and I’m thrilled Richard has chosen to share his insights and perspectives on relationship-building with us all.


JEFF TOLLEFSON


Resident and CEO, Minnesota Technology Association




I'm guessing anyone who has met Richard would agree he is a bit different. Many people probably wonder if this guy is for real. Why does he want to help me? What is in it for him? Helping others is what gets him up in the morning. It is in his soul.


I've always believed you reap the seeds you sow. What Richard brought to me and our company is the absolute belief and dedication that we need to invest in our relationships with our York team members and our IT community without regard to what the upside is for us. We must do it because helping others is the right thing to do.


Richard likes to say we do well by doing good. Truth is, he thrives on helping others succeed in life and business. More importantly, he is not just a good business partner, but is a great friend.


It would be an understatement to say we have had our ups and downs in business. But there is nobody I would rather take that ride with than Richard.


I have no doubt Relationship Equity will have a profound impact on those who read it.


BILL CARR


Chairman of the Board, York Solutions
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To my little brother, Johnny:


I hope my book makes its way up to heaven, as the way you lived your life epitomizes every aspect of it. You lit up every room you walked into. And lit up the opposition (in a very different way) on every rugby field you stepped foot on. Your quick wit always had those around you doubled over in laughter. You are, and always will be, sorely missed.
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INTRODUCTION: “WE’RE ALL JUST PEOPLE”




“Do you think other people are better than you?” my father asks me.


I am a lad of ten, and he is sitting next to me on the sidelines of the football field where my team has just lost a match. I’m alternating between moping and sputtering out excuses and insults against my teammates, our opponents, or both—but he will hear none of it.


“Do you think they’re better than you, son?” he repeats calmly.


“Of course they are, Dad!” I answer, rolling my eyes and kicking at the dirt. “We lost, didn’t we? I mean, you saw the score for yourself, right?” And I begin another round of excuses.


He cuts me short. “No, they’re not better. And if you start thinking others are better than you, that means you’re thinking you’re better than others, and you’re not. We’re all just people, Richard. Sure, there’s always going to be some who have better skills, but that doesn’t make them better people. Never forget that.”


And I never have. Half a century later, I realize those were some of the most profound words that I have ever heard. It was a lesson about respect for others and for myself. My father was teaching me to accept everybody as individuals of value, one way or another. To recognize that value, I would have to get to know them. I would need to build relationships.


This is a book about building relationships, in life and in business, and how we all can benefit from treating others with the sort of respect that my parents imparted to my brother, sister, and me. When you regard others with goodwill, they tend to regard you the same way and reciprocate.


Growing up in Settle, a town in Northern England where the sheep outnumbered the people, I learned the fundamental values of respect, teamwork, accountability, and character—but most of all hard work. Today, those are the same values that we emphasize at York Solutions, an IT consulting firm based in Minneapolis, Minnesota, that I started with a partner, Bill Carr, in 1998. It is what I do, and I care deeply for my profession, but it does not define me. What defines me is my ability to connect with others and help to improve their lives, professionally and personally.


One good turn deserves another is an expression dating back hundreds of years and, no doubt, is a sentiment as old as humanity. Aesop had more than one fable in which ants and birds and other critters helped one another out of danger and into prosperity. That expression captures the essence of Relationship Equity, which we will examine in the chapters ahead.


Not to oversimplify the moral of the story, though. There are numerous nuances to the concept that I have learned throughout my life and career. It’s not so simple, and it doesn’t come easily or naturally. It often goes against what might be considered conventional wisdom. It requires patience, dedication, and intentionality. Even then, there’s no guarantee of a positive outcome. It is, nonetheless, worth every moment of the effort.


Relationship Equity is the good faith that you can build up in your relationships by investing in them faithfully and steadily, without expectation of reaping a return. Quite often, though, when you keep adding deposits to a relationship bank account, you end up with a profitable return. I have seen it happen, over and over.


Relationship Equity is the good faith that you can build up in your relationships by investing in them faithfully and steadily, without expectation of reaping a return.


It’s not quid pro quo, though. Relationship Equity isn’t about mutual back-scratching. It’s about mutual growth and not just business growth—relational growth. The emphasis is on forging stronger bonds with others, truly understanding their wants and needs. It’s a mindset that can work wonders in families, marriages, and communities.


It comes down to this: When you do right by others, they will likely want to do right by you. A tangible benefit may not come right away—it may not come at all. But that’s not the point. You win because word gets around about your character, and that’s what builds the momentum for mutual success. People take an interest in you because you have taken an interest in others. They want to be around a team player.


Sounds simple, right? It’s not. To gain a high level of equity in a relationship takes time, dedication, and a fair portion of good luck—but when those efforts succeed, the dividends can be remarkable. When you show genuine interest in others, that interest compounds. I owe so much to my upbringing. My father, Richard Walker II (which—obviously—makes me the III), worked in the same creamery factory for nearly forty years and is the wisest man I know. My mother, Luigina, immigrated from a farm in southern Italy in her early twenties to seek a better life as a cleaner in an expensive boarding school. She couldn’t speak a word of English when she met my father at a dance there. In fact, she hadn’t even known other languages existed until leaving home. I can’t imagine how they communicated, but it seems love is a universal language. She has been my lifelong source of inspiration because of the courageous way she took control of her life at such a young age.


My parents never missed one of our football, rugby, or cricket games, though they were polar opposites in their approach. My father never said a word as he watched our matches. He studied every play with his steel trap of a mind, and win or lose, his demeanor didn’t change. It was a constant no matter how well I played. Conversely, my mother, true to her exuberant heritage, would shout from start to finish from the sidelines and occasionally from out in the field.


I recall a middle school football game when she vaulted a fence to get between me and another kid as we were squaring off. And we still tease her about the time she swatted a rugby player with an umbrella after he got into a tussle with my brother, Johnny, at one of his professional matches. (“That’s just not true!” she objects. “I didn’t have my umbrella. It was my handbag.”) Like my father, she was a champion for fair treatment. She just pursued different methods.


And this memory, too, comes back to me often: I am eight years old and have been chosen to be the goalie in a school football match. The weather is dismal. I am shivering and begin to cry. And suddenly my mother is next to me, wrapping her coat around me, and I am in her arms, and we are going home. All she cared about, and has ever cared about, was the welfare of her family. And that, no doubt, is the most important value that both my parents instilled in me.


As I look back, I am amazed by where life has taken me. Born in 1966, I am the eldest of three kids in our family. My brother, Johnny, the rugby pro, tragically passed away in 2013 at the age of forty-four when a blood clot in his leg led to a pulmonary embolism. My sister, Gillian, still lives in Settle and has owned her own hairdressing business since she was eighteen years old. She is continuing her entrepreneurial pursuits by opening a new clothing shop and recently earned a degree in psychology. When we were growing up, the word college didn’t seem to be in anyone’s vocabulary, though all three of us eventually pursued degrees.


At the time, the expectations for my future were clear and were established by the environment in which I was born. I was expected to leave high school at the age of sixteen and find work, most likely at one of the five local factories, one of which was the creamery. It was what people in my world did. It is what my friends did, and it is what I did. However, once I became of age, my father informed me that I would not be working at the creamery, no way. So I found a job as a bricklayer with a local construction company.


I worked hard as a bricklayer and took the job seriously—though it was as far away from the world of IT as a person could get, by geography as well as technology. Hard work was not a problem for me. Whatever I do, I try to do it well, and I resolved to be the best bricklayer in town, specializing in stone fireplaces.


Young people often limit themselves to what they have come to believe is their lot in life. They conform to what is expected of them or what they imagine is expected. The gravitational pull of environment and upbringing can be as strong as an ocean’s tide. The cycle can continue for generations.


But I was yearning for something more—something beyond the world I knew, though I had no idea what or how I would find a future away from grueling work in the drizzle and chill of rural England. I knew that I didn’t want to become like my older coworkers who had begun to experience the physical effects of a lifelong livelihood in manual labor. But I didn’t know where to go from there or how to break the cycle.


For years after I started a new life in America, I tried to hide my background instead of wearing it proudly. I felt like an impostor who could never fit in. I had grown up observing all around me that a life of toil was my model for manhood. I felt like an outsider masquerading in the white-collar world. Then one day I had an epiphany as I recalled my father’s words: Do you think others are better than you, Richard? No longer would I be held captive to that limiting notion. Through the years, I have met many who likewise feel unworthy. It’s called imposter syndrome, and it stifles people’s potential.


We rise, or we fall, on the quality and strength of our relationships.


As I advanced into adulthood, I witnessed the power of Relationship Equity firsthand. At so many turns, I met people who graciously gave me attention, advice, and encouragement. They believed in me. I have done my best to return their investment in our relationship—and with interest.


What fascinates me the most is discovering ways to positively influence the lives of others, as others have done for me. This is not so much a business book as it is a philosophy book. What I offer here is a game plan not only for good business but also for good living. To be best at both, we must develop reliable and authentic connections with others. That’s what engenders growth. That’s what promotes prosperity. Only by reaching outward and upward can we move onward. We rise, or we fall, on the quality and strength of our relationships.


Come with me now on a journey of discovery. In the pages ahead, I will tell the tale of how those relationships took me from being a bricklayer in a small town in Northern England to the CEO of a successful American IT company. Throughout the stories I share, you will see the power of a principle through which you can build a better business—and, more importantly, you can open opportunities to help others build better lives.
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INVESTING IN HUMANITY




Wayne Gretzky, the great ice hockey legend, was once asked why he scored more goals than everybody else each season. He answered, “I don’t go to where the puck is. I go to where it’s going to be.”


That’s the sort of winning way that we all would do well to emulate. He didn’t just react swiftly. He anticipated. The first takes skill and good reflexes. The second requires wisdom, foresight, and acceptance of the risk.


In 1997, I was working in my first job in the IT industry at a small company in Saint Louis, Missouri. About a year into that job, my boss asked me if I would be willing to move to Chicago to start a new division that would focus on IT contracting services. My wife, Lisa, and I were just starting a family. We had a one-year-old and one on the way, but we agreed that yes was the right answer.


In Chicago, as I was setting up the office in a temporary space, a chap named Bill Carr stopped by to chat. He had just started his own business as a headhunter for IT companies in need of employees and was interested in what I was doing in town. I took a quick liking to this guy and told him briefly about my company’s plan to launch IT contracting services. Then I noticed he was wearing a golf tie. The business talk ceased, and the golf stories commenced. Golf has a way of taking over a conversation. I had a distinct feeling, early on, that something good was going to come from this relationship.


When we did get around to talking business again, Bill began asking a flurry of questions. He had no idea that I had such limited experience. He presumed that since I had been sent to open an office, I must know what I was doing. Frankly, I didn’t even know that I didn’t know what I was doing. Still, Bill kept picking my brain, trying to pull out what little was up there. And, to my surprise, I was actually able to answer most of his questions.


A few hours later, we were still talking. He told me he wanted to open a contracting and consulting business using the same business model that I was starting in Chicago. In other words, he planned to be a direct competitor to me. He would be going after the same resources and people that I needed to bring aboard—so why the hell would I help him do that?


I could have said no. I could have said, “Sorry, mate, I have other fish to fry.” I suppose that would have been a sensible reaction. I looked at him closely. “Absolutely,” I said. “Tell me what I can do for you.”


Bill asked for my help setting up contracts, and we consulted regularly as I helped him launch a business that would be in direct competition. Why would I do that? I can’t say that there was any logic to it. It just seemed right to me, so I trusted that gut feeling. I was there for him, and our relationship deepened. Golf played no small part in the equation.


A year or so later, Lisa and I returned to Saint Louis. One day, out of the blue, Bill called.


“Richard, I want to start a new business, and I want you to come in as a partner, okay? I want you to help me build it. Would you be willing to do that?”


I listened to the details. He wanted us to expand on the consulting/contracting business model. He told me that I would earn equity as the new company grew, but he didn’t expect me to put up any money up front. And that was good because I didn’t have a proverbial pot to piss in. Lisa and I were just getting started and facing the expenses of a young family.


That was 1998. Together, Bill and I proceeded to build York Solutions, play plenty of golf, and become dear friends for a lifetime. When Bill took a step back in 2015, I assumed the role of chief executive officer. Our friendship remains strong. We meet on the golf course at least every other week, and business talk seldom comes up these days. Why should it? He’s retired and confident in my leadership. The equity of a long and trusting relationship has granted us the freedom to laugh in the sunshine.


None of that would have happened if I had not agreed, beyond all logic, to help him back in Chicago. I can’t say my brain had the best pickings in town, but as we worked together, Bill could see that our complementary skill sets would make a strong team.
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