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			To all those inspirational, hardworking entrepreneurs who lead with values—this book is a celebration of you and your dedication to company culture.
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			Preface

			There is a lot of talk about business culture but not a lot of consensus as to how to create a “thriving culture.” Thriving is usually defined as being profitable, growing, returning money to owners and shareholders, and attracting and retaining talent, and a thriving business is generally described as a great place to work. There are literally millions of how-to books on each of these individual topics but relatively few that map out the process of defining the values of an organization and then creating a great intentional culture on top of that.

			This is that book. For every small to mid-sized business that wants to grow and create a legacy beyond the founder, this book will outline the steps. More importantly, it explains why this is so important to the success of the business and how without it chaos reigns.

			CEOs often talk about their culture but ultimately don’t understand what it is or how it was created. They don’t understand what intentional versus unintentional culture is, and they don’t know what to do when they hire a cultural misfit, let alone a cultural terrorist.  

			The Great Culture [Dis]Connect will lead you through the process of defining, instituting, and leading an intentional culture grounded in values for success. As with any business book that’s worth reading, it’s short and story-based so that entrepreneurs can quickly absorb and implement the ideas into their companies.


		

	
		
			Case Study

			AUTOMATION ENGINEERS
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			Automation Engineers was started in 1989 by an entrepreneur who was fed up with inefficient workplaces. He was an engineer by training and had a knack for solving problems in workplace automation systems, which launched his career at IBM. Realizing he hated being told what and how to do things, he branched off on his own, taking a few engineers with him to start his company. His original mission was to solve those workplace automation issues that no one else could solve.

			The founder did not start with a strategic plan or any particular vision in mind, other than to create great systems and products. His seed money was all his own, and he really enjoyed going to work every day, creating things and working with people he liked. The company grew from a few million in revenue to $29M by 2018. However, most of that growth happened early on, and since then, rather than hockey-stick growth, the company went up and down like a yo-yo and could not seem to grow more than two years in a row without a significant setback of some sort. This year would prove no different.

			The CEO, Roger, was getting up there in years and was completely fed up that the majority of his peers from IBM had not only moved on and started other companies but had passed him up long ago in the revenue column. In fact, most had crossed over the $100M mark and been sold, moving on to start other businesses or sailing on a yacht in the Seychelles with more money and freedom than Roger could even dream of.  

			Roger was particularly frustrated that his company seemed to be a revolving door of talent, that some of their good clients were literally dying out, and that no matter what he did to change things the outcome was always the same. He wanted to be done with the company but couldn’t really bring himself to do anything about it other than complain. Where he once could see a complex set of problems, now he only saw a pain-in-the-ass bunch of employees that he had to pay. Although Roger was technically quite competent—even considered brilliant—his ability to confront or deal with people issues was nonexistent.

			He had about one hundred employees in a few different states and, for the most part, was pretty hands-off on the day-to-day running of the business—unless people didn’t do things his way. He had a knack for telling people to think for themselves and innovate, but when they did he shot them down and made them feel like they were sitting for a PhD dissertation defense. Or, more likely, he would have the COO convey his displeasure. 

			The company was ran day to day by the COO, Julianna, who was rumored to have once had an affair with Roger, but no one knew for sure. Neither were married now, so it wouldn’t have mattered, but it was always the subject of rampant speculation among the employees. Roger wanted to promote Julianna to CEO because he was tired of the responsibility, but she demurred and said she was happy with her role and could never be qualified for such a role. She had been with the company for twenty-five years, starting as the receptionist. She had no formal education and dropped out of high school to get married. She was universally despised and ridiculed by the staff, especially the engineers as she frequently referred to them as her “big brains,” to which they said behind her back that they had to make up for her lack of one. Julianna was the only one who had not heard this joke, including the company’s customers and vendors. To say she was naïve would not be accurate, because she had an uncanny ability to manipulate people, but she was truly and utterly incurious about the company’s products, customers, and marketplace. If you got on her bad side, you would be targeted and gone within a month. Whenever it became known that Julianna was displeased with someone, an office pool would start with bets on when that person would be gone.  

			The current strategic plan, which called for sales of $40M and the sale to a strategic partner in two years, was stalled out. Julianna was doing what she always did when this happened: looking to cut expenses anywhere she could find them. Ironically, salaries were not one of those places. She paid people in the mid to high range for their positions, and if someone threatened to leave and Roger let her know that person was a “keeper” (as he referred to those whom he did not want to lose), she would constantly raise their pay. The result was that people who started out as she did, with no formal education or training, would end up making twice what they could elsewhere, and so they were reluctant to leave. Those who were qualified realized what a horrible place it was to work and left because they could get equally well-paying jobs elsewhere without the extreme dysfunction at Automation Engineers. Word in the industry was that although the company had some legacy products and systems that were definitely best in class when they came out, nothing they had produced in the last five years had reached the same level of success as their older products.

			On top of all the other drama, Julianna had just hired a new person for the accounting department. The CFO was apoplectic, as this person’s sole work experience was as the ticket taker at the movie theater where Julianna had just seen a movie. Julianna thought she showed spark, so she hired her as the AP/AR clerk. Normally, a background check would have been required for this position, but Julianna decided that she could forgo it this time, as this person represented a diversity hire and Julianna felt she was giving back to the community by hiring her. To the employee’s credit, she continued to tell everyone she was not qualified but welcomed the opportunity to learn. The CFO bit his tongue and reluctantly agreed to train her. Julianna also thought she could help with HR, but the HR manager flat out refused to let this happen, which set up a silent war between the HR manager and Julianna. The HR manager became the latest person added to the office pool.

			The sales, marketing, and engineering departments all had competent heads. To Roger they were keepers, and they had figured out how to stay out of Julianna’s way to get their jobs done. They called it a “Julianna-rama” when she decided to redecorate, remodel, or re-org one of the departments. When this happened, some openly joked that she and Roger must be on the outs, so she was trying to prove herself to him. If they were involved, it was the worst-kept secret on the planet; if they weren’t, they weren’t doing anything to dissuade people. Whether they were or weren’t intimately involved was really irrelevant to the day-to-day operations, but more broadly it affected everyone’s perception of Roger’s judgment (or lack thereof), Julianna’s competence, and the company’s ability to achieve the goals on its strategic plan. The managers were hoping the company could be bought out and that new, competent management would come with a sale.

			Roger decided to engage an investment banking firm to assess the value and help find a strategic buyer. As with everything in this company, news spread quickly. It was one of the few times that Julianna was not in the loop on the decision, and her behavior quickly escalated from a Julianna-rama to a bat-shit-crazy cyclone that ultimately threatened to take everyone down with it. Roger was finally ready to move on strategically, but Julianna could not see beyond today.

			The industry trade show day was approaching and a “new” product was being rolled out. Realistically, it was an old product with a new package—not innovative, but different enough that customers might see it that way. The engineers kept saying the product timeline was not right, not enough testing had happened, and they were not ready to demo it at the show. Julianna insisted that they were ready, and in fact, she would prove it by demonstrating it herself. The sales and engineering teams were horrified, as she had never actually displayed any interest, let alone knowledge, as to how any of their products worked. They appealed to Roger and strongly cautioned him that this could be an epic fail. Roger said he had faith in Julianna and if she wanted to deliver this at the show, they should support her and not let her fail. In fact, he was so confident in her that he invited a few of the strategic partners (potential buyers) whom the investment banker had identified to see his team in action.

			Once Julianna knew that Roger had invited the potential buyers to her presentation at the show, she was determined that the team would be ready. She was conflicted, however, because she didn’t want Roger to sell, as she saw no role for herself in the new company, but she did want to impress Roger and the rest of the disbelieving team and prove that she knew what she was doing. She was determined to prove all of them wrong.

			Julianna had never presented before, so she insisted on using teleprompters with everything she needed to say. She also insisted that an engineer be on stage with her to operate the equipment. However, two days before the show the engineers informed her that they had found a significant bug in the product and it would not be fixed by the show. She said she didn’t care, “fix it or you are ALL fired.” They worked for forty-eight hours straight trying to figure things out but could not make it work, so they pulled the new features of the product out and re-did the presentation so that essentially they would be reintroducing an old product. Their calculation was that Julianna would not know the difference; she didn’t read anything and knew nothing about their products. They thought it would actually be sort of funny to set her up. They knew Roger was looking to sell the company, and some were even trying to figure out how they could put together an offer to buy it.

			Meanwhile, the CFO was noticing significant discrepancies in the accounting department. Cash flow had been tough in some years, but they always kept $2M in a reserve account to handle the fluctuation. He was having to dip into it almost every month, yet sales were consistent. One top of that, the bankers were doing an audit, as was the state department for sales tax. He was busy gathering the documents for both of those parties and not paying attention to the decreasing cash flow.

			The day of the presentation, Julianna needed to be at her best. She was on display for all of those who had doubted her over the years. In twenty-five years she had never spoken to a customer or attended a single trade show, so she was not really prepared for the pressure or the pace. 

			She was inappropriately dressed, more ready for a cocktail party than a presentation, and insisted that she did not need to practice with the engineers as she knew what she was doing. When it came time for her to unveil the “new” product, she gamely began reading the teleprompter while the engineer operated the device and the software. The engineer figured out before Julianna did that the words she was saying were for the product that was not ready, not the product he was demonstrating. When the confused faces and murmurs from the audience started, Julianna was oblivious because she was just so thrilled by her ability to read from the teleprompter. The engineer tried to get her to stop by motioning to her that there was a problem. When she finally noticed that he was motioning to her, she dismissed him as her big-brained engineer and told him he had nothing to worry about. He walked off the stage. At this point the murmur had become more like a roar and people were laughing and shaking their heads in disgust on their way out. The 250 people in the audience were gone twenty minutes into a forty-five-minute presentation.

			Julianna was furious with the engineers, but really didn’t understand what had happened. What she did know was that people were laughing at her and that an engineer had walked off the stage. She found the engineer and fired him on the spot. As a result, three other engineers quit that day as well, as did the entire sales team that was at the show. Fortunately for them, there were plenty of other competitors at the show who were interested in talking with them about job opportunities.  

			Roger had not attended the show; he felt he didn’t need to be present since his right-hand Julianna was there. Several old friends of Roger’s (those who grew much more successful businesses) called him to find out what had happened. He was in the dark but was about to be illuminated.

			When Roger called Julianna, she burst into tears and told him that the engineering team set her up, so she fired the one who walked off stage, but then they all quit! Roger, a normally quiet guy, blew a gasket. He told Julianna to get the first plane back and hung up on her. He then spent the rest of the day trying to do damage control by calling the potential buyers and the engineers and sales team, trying to get them all back on board.

			Within a twenty-four-hour period, the company had gone from a slow-growing, marginally profitable, not-so-innovative systems and process house to the laughing stock of the industry, missing about fifteen of the best and brightest on their team. Additionally, the state tax audit had exposed that the new AP/AR clerk had not paid the sales taxes for over nine months, not due to malfeasance but to lack of training, resulting in a significant fine, not to mention the back payment. However, malfeasance did show up, thanks to the investments bankers’ due diligence. Julianna had been moving money around to hide the fact that she had been “borrowing” from the company for years, to the tune of several million dollars.  

			Roger sat back and reflected on what he had wanted when he started the company, the mission, the vision, and the values that he had once had. It had all gone up in smoke, and he couldn’t figure out how it had happened—slowly and then suddenly. What had he done?
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			In the following chapters, the Automation Engineers case study will unfold piece by piece to reveal what happens when a company’s culture is ignored. It will be used to help emphasize and portray why companies should pay attention to their cultures. The information and lessons surrounding this case study will ensure that you and your company don’t end up like Roger and Automation Engineers. 
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Company Vision:
To be the most sought-after expert in office
and workplace automation in the world.

Company Mission:

We are known for our outstanding customer
service and solving the unsolvable, because we
truly care about our customers and solving
their difficult problems. We strive to be
experts in all of our services.

Values:
Trust. Expertise. Innovation. Winning.
Customer Service. Caring. Honesty. Integrity.
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