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“YOUR JOB IS NOT TO GROW A COMPANY. YOUR JOB IS TO GROW PEOPLE THAT GROW A COMPANY.”


—JACK DALY
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WHO AM I AND WHY SHOULD YOU CARE?





AS AN ENTREPRENEUR AND CEO, I have tremendous passion for business and also for growth. That’s true of almost every entrepreneur and CEO I’ve ever met; it’s the challenge that gets us into the office at 7 a.m., the challenge that keeps us there until 10 p.m., and the challenge that has us looking forward to Mondays and feeling sorry to see Friday afternoons come so quickly. It is the challenge of growth—growing our business to serve more customers, affect more people, and have more impact.


In my fifteen years as a CEO, I’ve learned, sometimes the hard way, that creating a work environment that breeds greatness—creating an environment where people look forward to Monday—is THE key to business growth. If you can get that recipe right in your business, then you won’t work another day in your whole life, because work will be fun. Some call this culture. I don’t care what you call it, as long as you make it happen.


So, who am I to tell you or even suggest that you might want to do things differently in your business? If you’re an entrepreneur or CEO running a growth business, my story is probably similar to yours. I didn’t grow up thinking I wanted to be an entrepreneur. I grew up in an entrepreneurial household; my father was an entrepreneur who discovered his own passion for business after what most people would see as a calamity, yet hitting this low point was actually the best thing that could have happened to him. He worked for a large, well-known company, but one day he walked in to find out that his job had been eliminated. After being down and out about it for a day or two, he said, “The heck with this. I can do what they do, and I can do it better.” That idea inspired him and a colleague who had also been laid off to collaborate and start their own company. As a kid, I had the good fortune of witnessing my dad and his business partner create their startup company. My mom was their first employee, working as the receptionist and secretary. There was even a company dog, Cody, who lived in the garage, my entrepreneurial father’s first office!


I saw my father grow that company from a garage with two people and a dog into a multimillion-dollar company with more than a hundred employees, a company that he and his partner would later sell for a sizeable sum. Seeing that up close and personal as a kid taught me that even the most daunting challenge can be turned into an opportunity. It also allowed me to witness the joys and triumphs and the fulfillment and gratification that come from growing a business, and from growing people within that business.


Even with that experience, I wasn’t at all certain that I needed to start a business of my own. But I guess the apple didn’t fall far from the tree; when I was in college, I got the idea to sell some of the tickets for Orlando Magic games that my family regularly bought but couldn’t use. In 2001, I started a company called TicketAdvantage, a website to buy and sell sports tickets. I ran that company for the four years I was in college and grew it to a quarter of a million dollars in annual sales. It certainly paid for plenty of pizzas, but I was never able to scale it to a higher level.


When I graduated from Clemson, I’d learned that I LOVED business and entrepreneurship, and since several of my friends and professors told me I was “highly unemployable,” it was clear to me I’d have to start something on my own. I was a few weeks out from graduation when I had lunch with my mentor, Pat Williams, the co-founder of the NBA’s Orlando Magic. I’d written a letter to him when I was running TicketAdvantage, to ask if he would be an advisor to my fledgling company. He graciously agreed to do so, probably thinking I would never call on him for any help. Boy, was he wrong! One afternoon at lunch, when we were discussing my future, Pat said, “Why don’t you start a publishing company for business professionals?” At that time, Pat was one of the top motivational speakers in America, speaking 120 times a year, crisscrossing the country to give inspiring presentations and talks to Fortune 500 companies, school districts and universities, and professional associations.




MY OBJECTIVE WAS TO HELP BUSINESS PROFESSIONALS AND SPEAKERS CREATE, PUBLISH, AND MARKET BOOKS THAT WOULD HELP THEM TO GROW THEIR BUSINESSES.
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While that idea had never occurred to me, it made sense as soon as he said it. When I was in high school, I had spent two summers as an intern at a large publishing company, working with the marketing, sales, editorial, and design departments. They even sent me over to the warehouse for a couple of days where I picked, packed, and shipped books and sent them out to customers. I’d thought that I would hate publishing—but I loved it. I’d always been a reader, especially of business books, and this exposure to the book business fascinated me. But was it enough on which to build a startup? Pat convinced me that my two summers working for a publishing company as an intern had taught me more than what 99.9 percent of people knew about the business. And when I expressed my self-doubt, he told me, “Whether you think you can or you can’t, you’re right.”


That conversation was the genesis of my startup, Advantage Media Group, the company I lead today. My objective was to help business professionals and speakers create, publish, and market books that would help them to grow their businesses. At the beginning, it was just myself and a part-timer. I took a tabletop trade show display to the National Speakers Association convention in Atlanta, and I walked out of that three-day conference with thirteen signed contracts and thirteen deposit checks. Luckily, no one asked if they could speak with a satisfied author . . . because there weren’t any yet! I’ve always believed in the idea of “sell it, then build it.” I came back to Charleston and realized, “Holy smokes. I’ve got to figure out how to create books, and quick.” I soon found a freelance designer and a freelance editor and began assembling books. I was twenty-three years old.




“WHETHER YOU THINK YOU CAN OR YOU CAN’T, YOU’RE RIGHT.”
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As this book is being published, Advantage has partnered with Forbes, the biggest name in business media, to create ForbesBooks. Suffice it to say, the company and I have grown and matured tremendously since day 1. Today, Advantage helps busy CEOs, entrepreneurs, and professionals become THE authority in their field. We’ve pioneered Authority Marketing®, in which we position, promote, and market our Members and their businesses as thought leaders and experts through books, content, publicity, speaking, lead generation, and omnipresence. More than 1,250 Advantage Members hail from forty US States and thirteen countries. As of this book’s publication, we’re on track for $35M in annual sales, with one hundred and twenty full-time Team Members. All of our growth has been accomplished without investors or venture capital.


But it wasn’t all smooth sailing; I learned on the fly, and there were plenty of mistakes in my trial-and-error phase. I had never run a business before, except for my little start-up in college, and everything was happening very quickly. The culture I created in the first five years was passable, but not many of the people working at Advantage then would have put their hands up if asked whether they were excited to come to work on Monday.


Unfortunately, there aren’t many classes or books that teach how to be a great CEO. Most early experience is about making mistakes and then being smart enough to learn from them. My first seven years as a CEO is what I call “The Lost Seven.” I was winging it. I didn’t know how to hire people, I didn’t know how to grow people, and I didn’t know how to retain people. I knew enough about sales and marketing to get by, but I wasn’t smart enough to realize that the only way the business could grow was if I was growing people. I thought, “Well, I’m the best salesman, so I need to be doing the selling”—but if the CEO is the only salesperson in the company, then that company is never going to grow to be very big. There were so many simple principles like that that I didn’t even consider.




I WASN’T SMART ENOUGH TO REALIZE THAT THE ONLY WAY THE BUSINESS COULD GROW WAS IF I WAS GROWING PEOPLE.
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That first seven years we grew to $1.5 million in sales, but we were barely squeaking by. I had maxed out our line of credit. We had two or three weeks of cash on hand, and if things didn’t go well or customers weren’t paying on time, I was looking at insolvency. I had to take out a home equity loan against my small condo so we could make payroll on three separate occasions, because we didn’t have any cash reserves. Around 2012, I realized that it was time to decide whether I wanted to be an amateur or a real professional, to decide whether I was going to play small ball or move up to the big leagues.


It all goes back to the nature of entrepreneurship; every great entrepreneur and CEO that I know is somebody who relishes the challenge of growth. They don’t want to stagnate. They want to push themselves and they want to push their organization. My problem was that I was getting comfortable; not rich, clearly, but even though I was barely getting by, there was a level of complacency setting in that was at odds with what I knew real entrepreneurship entails. It was time to get serious about growth and catch up on the education I’d missed in college. I actively connected with mentors; I picked up my reading and delved into every business book I could get my hands on.




AROUND 2012, I REALIZED THAT IT WAS TIME TO DECIDE WHETHER I WANTED TO BE AN AMATEUR OR A REAL PROFESSIONAL, TO DECIDE WHETHER I WAS GOING TO PLAY SMALL BALL OR MOVE UP TO THE BIG LEAGUES.
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And it paid off. Since 2012, we’ve grown from 30 percent to 100 percent annually. (In five years since, we’ve grown by a factor of 20x, after having used the company’s first seven years just to get to that $1.5 million.) But not all of the changes can be measured in dollars; many of them were cultural and not so easy to quantify. Our culture at the beginning was passable; if you walked in the door, it wasn’t obvious that the culture was toxic. Had you dug a bit deeper, you would probably have found that many people weren’t very happy. People didn’t feel like they knew what was going on, and because of that, they felt trapped and suspicious. Had you asked them if they looked forward to Mondays, most of them would have told you that they looked forward to Fridays. I knew that, and it was a real disappointment to me, but I also knew that I was the only person who could change the status quo. I made it my business to right the ship and over the last six years, we’ve achieved success in creating a culture where people actually look forward to Monday. Does this mean that every moment of every day 100 percent of the people will raise their hand and say, “I can hardly wait for Monday!” No, but I can say with confidence that the large majority of our team feels engaged, empowered, and professionally fulfilled. They know what’s going on, they embrace the daily challenges; they’re excited about the direction, goals, and purpose of the company, and believe that they’re making a difference by being a part of it.


Where are you, and where’s your company, on the scale of engagement? You may be at the same place I was in 2012, and you might not even know it. But if you could hear what your employees really thought about their work and their boss, you might be mortified.


WHAT DOES A GREAT WORK CULTURE LOOK LIKE?


Let’s consider an Olympic rowing team, with eight athletes on the racing shell. These athletes are in impeccable physical condition with mental conditioning to match. When the first pair of oars hit the water, the other seven pairs are hitting the water in perfect synchronicity. They’re all rowing the same direction and with the same amount of force, and watching them cut through the water is a thing of beauty in its precision and speed.


[image: img14.jpg]


Your employee team needs to function like that rowing team—but in most companies, anywhere from 30 to 50 percent of a workforce is disengaged. If they’re passively disengaged, that means they’re not willing to put their oars in the water. If four members of your eight-person team aren’t pulling their weight, then the remaining four people are forced to do all the work. And what if two of those are actively disengaged—they’re so resentful of their jobs and you that they’re intentionally undermining the company’s goals and rowing in the opposite direction?




AS CEO, YOU’RE THE COXSWAIN, TASKED WITH MOTIVATING YOUR TEAM AS WELL AS STEERING A STRAIGHT COURSE. YOU’RE TRYING TO GET THAT BOAT ACROSS THE FINISH LINE AS EXPEDITIOUSLY AS POSSIBLE.
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As CEO, you’re the coxswain, tasked with motivating your team as well as steering a straight course. You’re trying to get that boat across the finish line as expeditiously as possible. But you’ve got two who aren’t rowing at all and who that are rowing in the opposite direction! Your chances of winning are nil. That’s why creating a functional, dynamic culture in your workplace is everything. If you can create an environment that your people are excited to come to on Monday morning, you’re going to see a big difference in the speed with which you can accomplish your goals.
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GETTING IT RIGHT





THERE ARE TWO PHRASES every entrepreneur and CEO has heard, and they make my spine shiver every time I hear them.


The first phrase is “Thank Goodness it’s Friday.” What does TGIF really mean? Allow me to translate: I hate my job and can hardly wait to get the hell out of here for the weekend! I suppose you could put a Pollyanna spin on it and say, “People love their family time and look forward to that,” but now you’re just being gullible. TGIF signals a BIG problem in the workplace today; people don’t like what they do and they want to get away from it. How disappointing is it that people live for two days per week and barely tolerate the other five?


The second phrase is “Hump Day.” This one means the workweek is finally halfway finished; you’re finally over the hump. Why is it that we’re so excited that half the week is finally over? Because we don’t like our jobs.


It’s easy to poke fun at these attitudes, but it’s disappointing when you consider how ubiquitous they are, and what that says about how people feel about their professional lives. Surveys consistently show that regardless of what kind of company you lead, whether large or small, for-profit or nonprofit, about 50 percent of your employees are not happy in their jobs.1 That’s a depressing statistic, no matter how you look at it. What kind of progress is a company going to make when half of its workers are at best disengaged, and at worst, actively sabotaging it? For an entrepreneur and CEO who wants to grow, that’s a very frustrating place to be.


When people aren’t happy at work, if you’re lucky, you’ll lose them. If you’re unlucky, they’ll stick around. Most unhappy and disengaged employees will mentally quit; they just won’t have the decency to tell you, and they’ll keep collecting a paycheck every two weeks. They’ll do just enough to get by. They’ll make everybody else miserable and they’ll become a cancer inside of your organization. If your employees are happy, that gives you a powerful competitive advantage in the marketplace. Not only is it going to help you attract and recruit high-caliber people, but it also means that your happy employees are going to take care of your customers.




WHEN PEOPLE AREN’T HAPPY AT WORK, IF YOU’RE LUCKY, YOU’LL LOSE THEM. IF YOU’RE UNLUCKY, THEY’LL STICK AROUND.
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Unhappy workers create unhappy customers, and unhappy customers don’t pay their bills on time. They request refunds and aggressively spread the word about their experiences, bad-mouthing your company. If your customers are happy, they will propel your profitable growth. Happy customers pay on time. They’re typically willing to pay more, and they become advocates and ambassadors, telling anybody who will listen about you and your business. Thus, that happiness, which starts at the top, can have a tremendous trickle-down effect. It’s not easy, and certainly there’s not an exact formula—but it is possible.


Need another reason to improve the culture in your workplace? Here’s one: if your workplace isn’t happy, you will lose employees, which is costly. Most people don’t calculate how much it costs to lose someone: let’s say you have a copywriter who works on your marketing team. He makes $50,000 a year, and he asks for a $5,000 raise; you decide that even though he’s doing good work, his request is unreasonable. You’re not going to give him the raise, so he decides to go elsewhere. You’re probably thinking, “I can go out and hire somebody else for $50,000, so I’m going to save the company $5,000.” But have you added in what your time is worth? How many hours is it going to take for you to recruit, hire, and then ultimately onboard that new person? From my own experience, I can tell you that it will take at least a hundred hours. Another thing: let’s say the copywriter who left because you wouldn’t give him a $5,000 raise had been with your organization for two and a half years. What is his two and a half years of institutional knowledge worth? A lot. In fact, here’s what the data says: the cost to replace someone can be anywhere from one to four times that person’s annual salary.2 That means that while you were patting yourself on the back for saving $5,000, the truth is it probably cost you somewhere between $50,000 and $200,000 to let that guy walk out the door.
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This book is dedicated to every leader.
You have a noble and awesome role. You have
the opportunity to make a positive difference
in the life of every person who works with you,
to build an organization where people say,
“I’m Looking Forward to Monday!”
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