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What People Are Saying About


Stakeholders


I greatly appreciate Mark’s investment in this work and the insights, experiences and wisdom he shares. It’s great to see Mark helping others improve their lives, personally and professionally. It’s inspiring to me on so many levels.


Dan Bilderback, Talent Leader (Financial Services)


I loved the contention of this book and that Mark speaks directly to the reader as a voice of experience. The metaphor of traffic cop is a perfect illustration of modern-day leader experience, and his cautionary description of how some managers get promoted is spot-on. The investment theme is so clever, an approach any leader can apply.


Kristie Provost-Gorman, Ethics and Compliance Officer


Stakeholders by Mark Englizian is an essential read for anyone looking to truly understand the human dynamics within the ecosystem of business. With decades of experience and insightful observations, Englizian argues that people are not just assets but also the very foundation of any successful organization. This book offers a fresh perspective, breaking down the traditional views and providing a comprehensive framework for making value-based decisions that benefit all stakeholders. It’s a must-read for business leaders, managers, and anyone committed to fostering a thriving organizational environment.


Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times bestselling author


The mantra of ‘People are our most important asset’ is both trite and useless for providing guidance regarding how to effectively lead companies. This book authored by Mark Englizian shifts the view of people from being objects to human beings with inherent dignity and varied interests no matter where they are in the organization, regardless of how they interact with the organization as customers, suppliers, investors, and in communities. It is a much-needed people-focused approach to leading organizations in the 21st century.


Dr. Patrick Wright, Department Chair, Darla Moore School of Business, University of South Carolina


This was an easy read, very understandable, but full of wisdom that appeals to the intelligent reader. The more I read, the more I wanted to read. My key lesson from this book? Every stakeholder matters.


Randy Fox, Acclaimed Motivational Speaker


This book is enjoyable and thought-provoking, with real-life examples that are both captivating and helpful. Englizian has a knack for story-telling, which is refreshing in this literary genre. The section on leadership really resonated with me, and I agree that maturity is a more helpful construct than EQ.


Stephen Lindemann, Consultant, Executive Coach


Stakeholders fills a critical gap in the business literature, clearly articulating the conflicts and common interests of competing groups in the business eco-system. Englizian perfectly makes the case for why many of the CEOs I advise feel lonely and pressured, as different groups vie for resources. Thankfully, Englizian also lays out concrete methods for executives to navigate stakeholder interests with integrity and help their organizations thrive.


Steve Welch, Board Advisor and CEO Coach


I was very impressed with the thinking, writing skills, and story-telling. Mark Englizian does a masterful job of articulating the two most important aspects of all stakeholders ... They intersect directly or indirectly, and they all coexist in an ecosystem. He does this through story and example of how the best do it. Most importantly, Mark leaves us with the secret sauce (the what) to ensure we can help our organizations improve within the context of a leadership ethos (the how of mature leadership).


Dr. Mark Blankenship, Former Chief Strategy Officer, SHRM Foundation Board


I very much enjoyed the insights Mark shared from his extraordinary career, as he continues to raise business professionalism to levels not always seen in US corporations. I am savoring Mark’s insights, appreciating the logical construct and enjoying his conversational writing style. I heartily agree with Mark’s thesis that the strategic importance of stakeholders is inadequately understood and addressed by business leaders. As a former graduate student (Harvard MBA), I can affirm this book presents an excellent outline for a business school course.


Kelly Jensen, Business Consultant, Healthcare Executive


Stakeholders calls on the reader to think deeply about a diverse and broader array of people with a vested interest in a business, not just shareholders. In Mark’s love of metaphors, he astutely takes the reader through a case-study learning that illustrates successes and challenges with well-known companies. It’s a powerful way to breathe life into his salient leadership points while allowing you to challenge your own thinking. He thoughtfully examines his own career journey and his growth in valuing diverse stakeholders and the importance of mature leadership.


Val Rupp, Technology Leader


Many understand the importance of people in making a business successful, but few see the entire ecosystem and the various intersections in its totality. Englizian does a marvelous job of helping the reader think like the most successful entrepreneurs and business executives by providing insight into business operations and financials, along with leveraging the people that make up the critical audiences a business relies on. While many CEOs espouse that people are their most important asset, this book goes well beyond employees in showcasing how true that statement really is.


Kevin Oakes, CEO and Entrepreneur


I love the total stakeholder management focus of Englizian’s book. It takes the long-standing mantra/promise of ‘stakeholder capitalism’ and gives concrete examples of what it looks like, and why it matters to the enterprise and its broader ecosystem. I also appreciate the simplicity of the secret sauce. This approach to macro-level systems thinking and eco-system well-being is often blocked by short-term pressures (notably quarterly financial guidance and related financial incentives) and lack of long-term vision for how the enterprise must evolve to continue to prosper.


Kevin Martin, Business Research Executive


This book will help you understand and effectively harness your stakeholder ecosystem. Mark Englizian’s career spans over three decades of HR executive roles at exemplary companies including Microsoft, Amazon, and Walgreens. That’s impressive, but even more impressive is his ability to distill those experiences into a unique, coherent, understandable and actionable framework, with the stakeholder ecosystem at its core.


Dr. John Boudreau, Professor Emeritus, Marshall School of Business, University of Southern California


Stakeholders is a fascinating book with a refreshing and challenging perspective on the importance of the people who make businesses a success (or failure). Using an in-depth and compelling case study, a variety of business examples and Mark’s personal stories, this book draws the reader in and keeps them engaged. Regardless of which stakeholder group you’re in (or thinking about), the concepts Mark presents will challenge your assumptions, your beliefs and, hopefully, your behaviors as you relate and connect with others. I found Stakeholders to be un-put-down-able!


Linda Miller, Master Certified Coach
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FOREWORD


In a world where business success is often measured by profit margins and shareholder returns, Mark Englizian’s Stakeholders provides a refreshing and necessary shift in perspective. The essence of this book is simple yet profound: people are not just assets to be managed, but the very lifeblood of any organization. Englizian draws from his vast experience to highlight the importance of understanding and valuing every individual within the business ecosystem, from front-line workers, to executives, and beyond. His insights are a call to action for leaders to rethink how they engage with and invest in their people.


Englizian’s deep dive into the dynamics of business relationships is both enlightening and practical. He explores the often-overlooked complexities of human interactions within a corporate setting, shedding light on how these relationships can make or break a company. By emphasizing the importance of empathy, respect, and mutual benefit, Englizian challenges us to move beyond the traditional, transactional approach to business. Instead, he advocates for a more holistic view that recognizes the diverse contributions of all stakeholders.


The strength of Stakeholders lies in its ability to translate theory into actionable strategies. Englizian provides readers with a clear framework for making decisions that are not only ethically sound but also strategically advantageous. His approach is grounded in real-world examples and backed by solid research, making it a practical guide for leaders at all levels. Whether you’re a seasoned executive or just starting your career, this book offers valuable lessons on how to create a more inclusive and effective organization.


What sets this book apart is Englizian’s candid and personal storytelling. He shares his own experiences and observations, giving readers a glimpse into his journey and the lessons he has learned along the way. This personal touch not only makes the content more relatable, but also underscores the authenticity of his message. Englizian’s passion for people and his commitment to fostering positive change in the business world shine through on every page.


Englizian has crafted a compelling manifesto for a more humane and sustainable approach to business. This book is a testament to the power of putting people first and a guide for anyone who wants to build a thriving, resilient organization. As you read through these pages, I hope you are inspired to rethink your own approach to leadership and to embrace the transformative potential of truly valuing your stakeholders.


Dr. Marshall Goldsmith is the Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.









SECTION ONE


Author’s Objective: Introduce the reader to the big picture of people in business and why excellence in this area matters.









Introduction


Sustainable profits are the successful outcome of organizations that are mission driven and focus on all their stakeholders. In the future, every company will need to focus on its purpose in order to establish legitimacy in serving society by creating value for all stakeholders. (Bill George, former CEO Medtronic, Senior Fellow at Harvard Business School and author of “Discover Your True North.”)1


Thousands of books have been written about “business.” Among the millions of books (on all subjects) available for purchase on Amazon, there are 21 categories in the Business and Money section — each with hundreds or even thousands of titles available. A different website promises to give a reader free access to 250 books on business! Media outlets give prospective readers curated advice on the best business books released in any given year. Suffice it to say, the market for books on business appears to be quite mature and well-supplied.


So, why write one more book about business? Let me answer that question with another: “of the business books that you have read in the past five years, how many focused on the ‘people side’ of business”? Sure, there are stories about great companies and successful leaders who are willing to share what they did well (and not so well). Meanwhile, other books claim to reveal best practices for finding, rewarding, developing, and promoting great talent (people) for the good of the company. These types of books can be helpful, but they don’t provide a full picture of the people’s side of business. In this book, we are exploring new territory.


It is possible that you work for a company that publicly states something like “people are our greatest asset.” This is not uncommon. But honestly, because the actual meaning behind this statement varies from one employer to the next, its impact is underwhelming. For one thing, the reference to “people” is almost always a reference only to their employees (and fails to acknowledge other people groups essential to a functioning business). Referring to employees at Company A, this means “come work for us, and we will treat you fairly.” At Company B, it is an acknowledgement that human beings are necessary to run a big company “and we have many of them, so in the sense of volume they are an asset that cannot be ignored.” At Company C, it may mean that “we pay attention to employees and invest in them with a higher priority than even our customers.” (The theory behind this thinking is that happy employees do the best job of keeping customers happy too.) Or finally, at Company D, it could mean that they value the legacy and culture to such a large degree that they have purposefully given ownership of the company to their employees. This could be in the form of an employee stock ownership arrangement, or concentrating share ownership to a small group of family members or legacy owners who can be trusted with an asset of this magnitude.


I get all that, and those approaches can be valuable. But for me, the statement about “people being the greatest asset” has been diluted, mis-represented, falsified, and downright betrayed in countless environments by many companies. From my experience in business over the past four decades, I have come to realize that the statement has very little meaning anymore.


Now, you may be wondering why I am critical of a commonly held belief that you would expect a human resources leader to champion. See, my issue is not in the acknowledgement of the value of people to an organization. My issue is with the unthinking degradation of human beings as “assets.” I do believe strongly in the roles human beings play in the world of business, and in making performance assessments about the contributions of people in the proper context.


Putting aside our discussion about that specific statement, I believe that the operation of business and the contributions of people are inextricably linked. You cannot have one without the other. A business without people is at best a product that sells itself and is transacted virtually, using technology in a “set-it-and-forget” mode — it only works in a very small number of cases. People without a business are a collection of like-minded individuals (like a book club, perhaps) who come together for reasons unrelated to products, customers, buying, selling, and creating profits — not a bad reality, but not a business.


Taking this one step further, when you combine a business with the human factor, “the contributions of people” is a multi-faceted and diverse picture more complex than you might imagine. When most of us think of “people in business,” we immediately think of employees. Not incorrect, but certainly incomplete. In fact, the people who engage with the typical for-profit, publicly or privately-owned company in business are quite extensive in number. Take employees for example, who are certainly important, but you would be hard pressed to find a company where executives, people managers and front-line workers all have the exact same goals, expectations, and priorities. Therefore, we must admit that the term “employees” is a diverse population of human beings to be studied in the context of the other human stakeholders, for reasons that will become obvious.


In addition to the employees — who are executives, people managers, and front-line workers — other people including shareholders, investors, customers, labor unions, suppliers, partners, distributors, third-party sellers, regulators, watchdogs, activists, elected officials and the business media are critical to the existence of any business. These categories of people have their own backgrounds, experiences, ideas, feedback, agendas, definitions of success, and above all, competing expectations — all the while seeking to exert their unique brand of influence on the direction of your business.


Let’s look at two examples to fully understand what I mean. Stated plainly, executives are typecast for being talented, experienced, and consumed by self-interest. This certainly doesn’t describe 100% of executives, but let’s not argue the point since we plan to study this population in greater detail later in the book. On the other hand, front-line workers are lower on the totem pole in status and pay, living paycheck to paycheck and rarely getting an opportunity to share their ideas for improving the business. Two people groups, subsets of what we call “employees,” and yet they could not be more different in composition and influence.


Making the point again with another population of people — shareholders. This group of human beings is made up of elected board members, executives, professional investors, wealth fund managers, public and private institutions, day traders, cause activists, individuals from the public and rank and file employees (in many cases), all of whom buy into the story of your business in one way or another. These people have one thing in common (share ownership), but very little else. Their purpose, agenda, assessment of the present, and vision for the future of your company could not be more different.


Here is the primary contention of this book. The people who reside in the eco-system of business are more in number and diverse in perspective than is usually understood, discussed in business school, or written about in the hundreds of books available to you as the reader. It is foolhardy to believe an executive or any business leader can ignore or work around any one of these people groups who possess power and influence over the business and the company. It is up to you as supervisors, managers, executives, and outside directors to set priorities and make value-based decisions that constructively benefit all the stakeholder groups engaged and invested in your business.


People are essential; they are critical and foundational to the success of your business. You make decisions every day that impact not only your employees, but also the diverse populations of people who have taken up residence on the periphery of your company. This book will help you see the “big picture of people,” bring clarity to what people want, provide a framework for evaluating priorities, and give you confidence that you are making the best investment decisions for the present and future health of your company.


The intended audience for this book is generally anyone interested in business, and more specifically the businessperson interested in learning new things and testing cutting-edge ideas. You could be a business school or executive education student, a people manager, team leader, executive, elected director, or investor. (You will find references to these roles throughout the book.) What you all have in common is a desire to keep learning and growing professionally.


The format of this book is divided into four sections that focus on these action words: (1) introduce; (2) identify; (3) equip; and (4) commission. The title page of each section briefly describes what you can expect. And the opening page of each chapter begins with a true-life anecdote or illustration that is meant to stir your appetite for the content that follows, sometimes by introducing a little controversy. The use of a particular anecdote or illustration (in this manner) should not be interpreted as an endorsement of any company, business practice, or public figure.


There is one more important declaration I need to make before we get started. The content you will read is sourced primarily from my own personal life history, my experiences in business over parts of four decades, and observations that represent what I have seen and heard from thousands of encounters with people from all walks of life. It has never been my objective to secure consensus from readers because my experience is what it is — a telling of my co-existence with people in business — from my own perspective. My guess is that you will resonate positively from most of what you read here. However, there is a possibility you will discover pieces of content that appear to be controversial, or possibly contrary to your own point of view or experience. If the intersection of your view, and mine, causes you to think harder and more comprehensively about how people intersect in the eco-system of business, then I will consider that to be a resounding success.









Chapter One:


Case Study


During my decade as dean of Harvard Business School, I spent hundreds of hours talking with our alumni. To enliven these conversations, I relied on a favorite question: “What was the most important thing you learned from your time in our MBA program?”


Responses varied, but most often alumni highlighted a personal quality or skill like “increased self-confidence” or “the ability to advocate for a point of view’ or ‘knowing how to work closely with others to solve problems.” And when I asked how they developed these capabilities, they inevitably mentioned the magic of the case method. (Nitin Nohria)1


Welcome to case study learning. I was first attracted to case study learning when I was recruited to help review and evaluate content submitted to Harvard Business Press. The opportunities for learning within the Harvard system were compelling, particularly for someone who pursued business education mid-career, rather than at the front-end. The Harvard case studies prepare readers “to navigate business challenges by immersion in real-world scenarios.”2 Not content with traditional education where concepts are theoretical and without context, these case studies are written by Harvard professors and other renowned business educators to bring a sense of realism into the “classroom” environment. Case studies are known to promote retention and comprehension. After all, who doesn’t like a good story?


Inspired by this approach, we begin this book with a case study of our own. It’s essential that we choose a company story that adequately depicts the “big picture” of the people side of business. There are literally tens of thousands of stories in the world of business. One way to sort through all the potential learnings is to look at the Fortune 500, the magazine’s list of the top 500 US companies (based on annual revenue). Another possible source is the Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 500, which is a stock market index tracking the largest publicly traded US companies according to their market valuation, or “market cap” (number of outstanding shares X fair market value).


However, focusing on one specific company will limit our study because there is only so much information we can ascertain from public documents. Therefore, as a work-around we have created a fictitious company that is a composite of what we see in the largest US for-profit organizations, combined with my own experiences at Fortune 500 companies — both as an employee leader and, later in my career, as an advisor to boards of directors and executive teams.


Let’s begin.


Our fictitious case study company was founded in 1982 in DeKalb, Illinois, with the opening of its first store known locally as Hanson’s Home & Hardware. Ted Hanson was well into his career as an accomplished firefighter, raising four sons with his wife, Peggy. Ted was gifted in all things mechanical, building much of their first family home, repairing his own vehicles, and always available when called upon to help friends and neighbors with their home maintenance and do-it-yourself projects. Because of the traditional but unusual work schedule of the firefighter (24 hours on-duty, 48 hours off-duty), Ted enjoyed working around the house and engaging with four active sons on his days off. Always thinking, Ted had a new business idea that he thought was worth exploring. Regarding the origins of the company, his son Cliff recalled his dad saying, “instead of making multiple trips to the hardware store, the paint store, the lumber yard, and the garden center to get all the supplies for my home project, it occurred to me and Peggy that customers would like having all these items available under one roof, sort of a one-stop shopping experience for the do-it-yourselfer.” And there you have it, Hanson’s Home & Hardware was born and continued to grow moderately over the next few years.


Customers did like the idea of having all these supplies under one roof, and Ted and his small team of employees liked being able to say to customers, “yes, we’ve got that.” It took some trial and error to inventory the store appropriately, to price items competitively, recruit and train employees and expand into more small cities. The store expansion strategy was intentional, targeting markets with a population between 10,000 and 30,000 people. The thinking was that the market opportunity needed to be large enough to justify the amount of inventory they typically carried, and not too large to attract the big-box home improvement retailers who would dominate the market and make it difficult for the Hansons to compete. As the company grew to over 25 locations, Ted became president and CEO of the newly named corporation, HomeSource, Inc. Store managers were identified from his growing number of trusted employees, and from his sons who had come of age and began to actively participate in management of the business.


Fast forward a couple of decades, when the HomeSource company grew their retail footprint to over 390 small market locations primarily in the midwestern states, plus Kentucky, Tennessee, Florida and the mountain west region of Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, and Arizona. Born out of necessity, the market analytics function became its own profitable division, as did a land management division providing forestry products directly to the stores. Depending on market size and other local economic factors, some of the locations grew beyond the initial standard 8000 square foot building envelope to accommodate additional customer needs for gardening supplies, outdoor living accessories, equine products, and equipment rentals.


The impact of Hanson’s success on the local community of DeKalb was significant. At its peak, Hanson’s payroll included nearly 500 employees in DeKalb, with some jobs in the stores and other jobs at headquarters. These employment opportunities were linked to middle and upper middle-income lifestyles, all of which contributed to local tax revenue, economic growth, volunteering, and talent in the community. One former Hanson’s store manager ran for mayor, another served two terms on the City Council, and another became chaplain of the DeKalb Fire Department. To preserve the quality of life in their community, schools and playgrounds were built, churches multiplied, college enrollment increased, philanthropic donations ticked up and the economy remained strong as new housing developments accommodated population growth.


About 30 years after the launch of Hanson’s, a private equity (PE) firm approached Ted and his family about selling the company. With each store averaging $7 million in annual sales, plus the licensing and consulting income from the market analytics group and royalties from forestry sales, the HomeSource company was generating over $3 billion in total annual revenues and about $150 million in annual EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization). The PE firm offered to buy out the Hanson family and other long-term investors who owned shares of the company, creating a once-in-a-lifetime liquidity event for the family/investor ownership group. The PE firm was very clear that they wanted to retain the family legacy and culture of the company, retain key employees, and bring new investment to the store experience for customers. Once the proposed sale had been completed, the PE firm also pledged to give HomeSource access to their best subject matter experts in the areas of financial controls and reporting, IT infrastructure, supply chain, revenue management, and human resources.


In 2014, the Hansons sold their company to the PE firm for $1.9 billion, not including debt. After paying off their creditors, settling with investors, paying out stock option gains for executives and key employees, and establishing a family foundation to support charitable causes, each member of the Hanson founding family was richly rewarded for a lifetime of hard work and dedication to the business. The PE firm gradually brought in a new executive team and followed through on their investment commitments. The business continued to grow profitably until 2023 when ownership in the HomeSource company was made available through an Initial Public Offering, with JP Morgan as the investment adviser. With 100 million shares outstanding at an offering price of $30, the new public entity of HomeSource Inc. was valued at $3 billion. The PE firm did very well, making good on its buyout investment of the Hansons’ company, and accumulating over $5 billion in earnings and appreciation over the ten years of ownership.
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