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Dedicated to my Father who showed us how to love and serve others.


By doing so, he has become the greatest leader I’ve ever known.


Love. Serve. Lead.




 


INTRODUCTION


No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man.


—HERACLITUS


Life is nothing if not an ongoing series of transformations. We experience physical and emotional growth as we move from childhood to adulthood, then gradual changes as we age. The same is true for our life experiences, relationships, and careers. Circumstances, resources, interests, geography, climate, finances, connections—they all constantly change and bring us new opportunities to make decisions about how we will change next.


This is just as true in business as it is in life in general. Many people see the loss of a job or revenue as a problem that needs immediate remediation and miss the fact that they have just been given a push toward making new choices and embracing new opportunities. Although they might be difficult to see in the moment, they are there for you to seize and take advantage of the possibilities they offer. Everything you need is there in front of you. You just have to figure out how to put the pieces together. It may take more work, more learning, more trial and error—more changes. Then comes the hard part: gathering the confidence to move forward without fear. Every person has something valuable trying to get out of their heart and into the world or marketplace. And you are a lot more capable than you think.


I run a performance marketing agency that specializes in helping businesses be disruptive and attain sustainable, transformational growth. Some of the clients I’ve worked with didn’t think they could grow their businesses or multiply their valuation by ten. Over the years, I’ve worked with marketers who thought their role wasn’t important or worthy enough to be on an executive team. Some felt they didn’t have the chops to build a glorious career multiplying several businesses. All of these things were well within their grasp. The only thing standing in the way of their achievement of those goals was their belief that they couldn’t do it. I knew it was more than possible because that’s exactly what I have done for myself again and again throughout my life.


I am a farmer’s daughter from rural Indiana and spent twenty-five years as a farmer’s wife. My dad worked full-time as an engineer at Seagram’s and tended our farm before and after his hours there as well as on weekends. Despite all the time my dad put in working, my family was poor. Like many children who grow up in poverty, my sisters and I also experienced abuse and the impact of addiction in the family. All the studies regarding poverty, abuse, and addiction say that if a child is raised in an environment with one or more of these things, the odds of getting out of that cycle of poverty are very low. Just by the merit of where we were born and who was in our lives, my sisters and I were set on a path from birth that should have led us to the same kind of lives and struggles our parents faced.


That’s not the path we chose, however. Despite the traumas and lack of resources at home, we were blessed to have supportive influences in our lives. My grandparents were very involved with my sisters and me. We had 4-H leaders, sports coaches, and teachers who were invested in uplifting our hearts and minds. Those years were hard to get through. But they also enabled me to develop a resilient spirit that helped me navigate the ongoing impact of childhood abuse and trauma. Our father passed along his positive attitude, work ethic, and faith. Our mother taught us about independence and justice and instilled in us a love of learning. This enabled me to choose a path away from a broken life I was statistically more likely to build.


Although I studied journalism at Indiana University, I became a librarian. That hadn’t been in my career plan, but I had learned how to run a library as an undergrad and continued with it as I got engaged and eventually married a man from my hometown. I was offered a job as a librarian at Xavier University to replace a woman who was going on maternity leave. My actual start date wasn’t for five more months, so I had to find a way to make money in the meantime. I took a part-time job selling advertising over the telephone. In my first week, I broke the company sales record and made $1,500, which would be the equivalent of about $4,000 today. I was making more money than my father did as a full-time engineer and five times more than I was as a librarian.


This discovery changed my options for moving forward once again. I could make amounts of money I had never expected in sales and marketing, a profession that wasn’t of particular interest in college. I liked the work, though, and I was really good at it, so I stayed with that company for a few years. When I was considering starting a family, I knew the commute would be too long to manage with children to take care of. But there were no local jobs that could provide the same kind of income. Again, I was faced with a choice: stay the course or explore new options. In this case, I chose to learn how to open my own marketing business close to home.


I was twenty-six years old when I started my first business. It was a telemarketing call center that employed mostly women on a part-time basis. This was in the 1980s when divorce rates were high, child support was low, and a lot of women were suddenly having to face raising and paying for children on their own for the first time. Choices were limited due to the types of jobs available and the hours they could spare to work, which were usually when school was in session. I had seen the impact this kind of situation could have when my sister became a single mom. She lost her home and her children and had to move in with my parents. I started to think that I could help these women by providing them with sales jobs where they could earn full-time pay with part-time hours. Working with a sales commission model, they would be able to pick up their kids from the bus stop and still make $40,000 to $80,000 a year.


This business gave me the first glimpse of the impact that transformational change can have on people. My team was made up of women who had been drowning in divorce debt and were trying to take care of their kids while working low-wage jobs with often inconsistent schedules. They were sacrificing raising their children the way they thought was best just to keep food on the table. With the money they earned from my call center, they were able to get out of debt, be home for their kids, buy cars and houses, and build strong families as single mothers. I found a deeply personal joy in being part of helping people transform their lives, and that has never left me.


After five years, I closed that business. I had other sales and marketing jobs in the years that followed. I experienced setback after setback. One company had a really big issue with sexual harassment (the norm in the 1980s). I was the first woman in my family to have a career outside of farming. I complained to my parents about two bosses I had trouble with. My mom asked me if I was flirting or wearing something attracting attention. Women were passed over for management jobs. The company wanted to hire a new person to fill a position that wasn’t available yet, so they demoted me to frontline sales and gave my managerial job to the new guy. But I was the one he came to every day asking for help because he didn’t know how to lead a sales team. Incompetent.


When I was pregnant with my youngest son, I left that company to work for a competitor. Ryan was born sixteen weeks early and weighed only one pound nine ounces. He spent ninety days in the neonatal intensive care unit, during which time I bounced back and forth between home, work, and the hospital. The more he developed, the more I understood that he was going to have some significant health challenges. The limited strength of his immune system and lungs wouldn’t allow for him to stay in day care while I worked. With all of these new changes in my life and some dissatisfaction with the job I had, I decided to build a new path forward. I could start a home-based business that would allow me to hire a caregiver to help while I was working.


Instead of going alone into a new business, I took on a partner, Greg. That’s when I learned that you should do some serious vetting of those you intend to work with before committing to anything. We built a small business selling advertising and were growing steadily. Then everything changed on one really bad day. Greg borrowed my car the night before the really bad day. Greg disappeared, along with the car I had lent him, all the money in the business account, and the $3,000 deposit for the business phones. My car wound up in an impound yard after the police found it totaled on the side of the road. Greg’s mother had been my babysitter, and she had disappeared as well. Greg had a drug addiction. Within the space of a few hours, I had lost everything, even the means to call my mom for a ride to the pediatrician for Ryan’s two-year-old well-baby checkup. I had to ask a neighbor if she would let me use her phone.


The already disastrous day wasn’t done with me yet. The doctor told me that afternoon that Ryan had cerebral palsy and would never walk. My mom dropped me off at home and left me there alone, holding my two babies. My mind was racing, repeating a constant refrain of failure: “Whenever I start to build something great, something else comes along and knocks everything down to the dirt.” My life had been one endless series of being beaten down by circumstances and other people, only to pick myself up and move forward. Where had that gotten me? Kneeling on my living room floor, holding my babies, crying my eyes out, and praying for clarity and guidance.


In that moment, I needed God’s help to see the possibilities in the utter ruin of my life. I thought and prayed on that floor until I realized that the central theme in all these problems was me. I was making bad decisions about who I was partnering with, working for, and trusting. I wasn’t trusting my own capabilities and judgment. I wasn’t trusting in the Lord to guide me toward the pathways that would transform my life from one of constant struggle to one full of success. Before I got up off that floor, I knew I was built for more than what I had allowed into my life to that point. I made a commitment to myself that I would spend every day developing my mind, talents, and experiences in ways that would empower me to move forward.


I was totally broke. I survived on government assistance food stamps for a short period of time and with the help of family and friends. But every day I did something to develop myself. I read and listened to books, connected with people who had gone down a path I wanted to model, and met others I could learn from. I put these new ideas and methods into practice, evaluated the impact they had, and decided whether or not to keep them in my toolbox of resources. The changes weren’t noticeable right away. Over time, though, I realized that everything I had been doing was transforming how I worked, how I interacted with the world, how I raised my boys, and how I approached my life. Instead of bringing me to another place of ruin, this new pathway enabled me to be a strong role model for my kids and give them the lifestyle and education I wanted for them. More than that, though, I have been able to help bring transformational change to others.


My experiences in life have taught me that while change is inevitable, we all have the power to choose where we go from that turning point. My experiences in business have shown me that there are pathways to transformative growth that may not be easy to see when you work alone. But when you work with people who follow the data, have a supportive team mindset, and possess a genuine desire to help, the business results follow.


In this book, you’ll see how my own transformational growth has led to an approach to performance marketing that relies on accountability and practices that show measurable results. What you’re about to read may go against what you’ve always thought about sales and marketing. I challenge you to keep your mind open to the potential your own business has for achieving transformational growth as a result of the information presented in this book.


These are the practices we apply every day at Valve+Meter, both internally and with our clients. Our mission is to help businesses reach their full potential through profitable marketing programs that are scalable and repeatable. We show clients how to achieve transformational growth in their business outcomes, whether that applies to profitability, culture, team building, or any combination of things that impact a business’s success in their field.


I’ve grown a company from $2 million in revenue to over $400 million. I’ve also grown a business unit from $0 to $50 million and another from $0 to $34 million. Clients at Valve+Meter have increased their value by ten times, tripled profitability, or scaled business. I’ve bought over half a billion dollars’ worth of marketing over the years. I’ve helped grow thousands of jobs and promoted hundreds of leaders. If these are the results you’re looking for, turn the page now.
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CHAPTER 1


LEARN THIS FIRST


There is something wrong with the way most people and businesses think about marketing. One of the most common ways that businesses determine how much to spend on marketing is to apportion a small percentage of gross revenues. The US Small Business Administration recommends that 7 to 8 percent of gross or prospective revenues be allocated for marketing costs if you have a business that takes in less than $5 million.1


The problem with taking a simple blanket percentage approach to creating marketing budgets is that there is a high likelihood of seeing less than optimal performance and overspending. Marketing then gets the blame for performance failings and is viewed as less important to the health of the business because it is a unit that spends money instead of making it. This is a mainstay of traditional business thinking that results in lost earning potential and wasted resources.


An Unlimited Budget for Marketing That Works


My philosophy is that there is an unlimited budget for marketing that works. You don’t just watch the bucket of marketing spend and see how much money is being returned. You have to evaluate the things that you’re doing in marketing and figure out which ones are driving revenue and which ones aren’t. This comes only when you approach your marketing strategy in a way that focuses on specific, measurable results and finds the value that translates into the growth you want to see in your business.


I once spoke with a client who said that he had $1.7 million to spend on marketing for the coming year. His company has a goal of growing from $10 million in revenue to $15 million within a year, a sum that would be incredibly transformational. I said to him that we’d look at his business and goals before we figured out how much he needed to spend on marketing. I wanted to make sure that they were spending that money on marketing that drove the needed revenue to hit that specific goal. We would try some things, evaluate the impact, and then make adjustments. When we found the mechanisms and tactics that provided the best results, we would invest in expanding those things to ensure the growth they were looking for. The result was that he spent $800,000 and hit his goal.


I learned how powerful this approach to marketing worked when I took Dave Lindsey on as a client in 1999. I met Dave through a colleague in Texas who sold automated dialing equipment for robocalls. Dave owned a $2 million business called Defenders that sold home security systems. At the time, I co-owned a call center an hour and a half outside of Indianapolis. We specialized in cultivating leads for businesses, which were handed to their sales teams for conversion and charged clients per hour for our services. It turned out that Dave was in Indiana, too, and wanted to hire my company.


Dave was a real test-and-invest kind of person. He was thinking of investing in my colleague’s robocall equipment but wanted to test it out first in my call center before making a full commitment. When he asked if I thought it would work, I said that some people are likely to never listen to the messages the system sent and that he could probably get more results using live telemarketers too. We ran the equipment for a few weeks, and it produced the right number of sales that resulted in the right amount of return. The problem was that there wasn’t much volume, like I suspected, and there were more people who were upset at having received robocalls than who actually purchased.


Dave then hired my company to do another test: Could we generate thirty appointments for his salespeople? We settled on an hourly rate, and my team quickly secured the number of sales calls he requested. He then wanted to contract for another thirty appointments and then fifty appointments. It went on from there. We got his sales team really good leads, and within the first ninety days of working with Defenders, my team had grown the business from a $2 million to an $8 million run rate. Our relationship grew as well, until we provided the entire sales pipeline for his business while still remaining a vendor. This was my first real experience with fractional services in business and how much sense it makes to outsource some of your operations to people who specialize only in the areas you need.


How Defenders Changed Me Forever


Working with Dave was as transformational for me and my business as it was for his. He was strong in finance and process, whereas I was strong in leadership and developing people. We were both committed to learning and growing our skills. He dreamed the big dreams, and I got things done. These different perspectives allowed us to learn from each other. After doing some analysis, Dave approached me with a proposal to change how he paid for my company’s services. He suggested that instead of paying per hour for making appointments, he would pay per appointment set, which would actually increase the amount of money he was paying for my marketing services.


Having a client suggest that they pay you more for your services may seem unlikely or an unwise business practice. But Dave thought that changing our payment model would also enable us to think in different ways, which would benefit both of our businesses. On my end, it would drive thought leadership and provide incentive to innovate ways for setting more appointments. At the time, I thought I was already providing as many high-quality leads as I could. I started thinking differently with this new variable pay model. The goalposts were being changed, so our approach would also have to change to keep as much money coming in as possible.


Being on a variable pay model worked for Dave’s visionary way of thinking about the financial model to drive growth, even though he was paying more for marketing than he was before. When you pay an hourly rate for marketing, you are not guaranteed that the money you’re spending is resulting in the maximum number of quality sales appointments. A marketer may talk to fifteen prospects in an hour but set only one or two appointments. Your cost for getting those appointments is the hourly rate divided by the number of actual meetings scheduled. The fewer appointments set, the more expensive your marketing spend. If you’re only paying when an appointment is set, your marketing costs are directly linked to a sales call that has a high likelihood of converting into revenue. With this approach, you maximize the channel and can close sales more efficiently.


We tried this for six weeks, and my company went from earning $30 an hour to $85 an hour, which was two and a half times more than we’d been previously making from Defenders. Dave was happy to pay this much more because he was also seeing the same increase in appointments that led to sales. Moving from cost per hour to cost per acquisition boosted revenues all around and our businesses grew. The arrangement worked so well that we took it a step further. Instead of paying me per appointment set, Dave would pay per installation.


Now my team would get the leads and set the appointments. Dave’s reps would sell the products to end users, and when his technicians completed the installation, I would get paid $250. This made Defenders’ marketing spend even more efficient. When they were paying per appointment, a sale wasn’t guaranteed. A sales rep may not close a deal, and the company would have paid for a service that didn’t result in new revenue. I was a bit skeptical about this new approach because I would have to rely on Defenders’ sales and installation staff to get paid. Since moving to a cost per acquisition model was working well, I agreed to give this new idea a try.


I’m very transparent with my teams, and I let them know that we were changing up the payment model for Defenders. Just as when we moved to getting paid per appointment, we all started thinking and seeing things differently. One thing that stood out to several people on my team was that sales reps were canceling or not going to appointments. We would get calls from customers or conduct confirmation and follow-up calls after an installation was scheduled. They would tell us that whoever was supposed to meet with them from Defenders either out-and-out canceled the meeting or never showed up.


I went back and forth with Dave and his vice president of sales for weeks, and there was little action being taken to address the issue on their end. My team had determined that about 40 percent of meetings were being classified as no-shows. That translated into throwing away 40 percent of my pay, Dave’s revenues, and his salespeople’s commissions. This was a huge amount of money being lost. I couldn’t understand why this wasn’t more of an issue for Dave or his sales team, which worked on a straight commission model. Why would they skip meetings when the result would be missing out on 40 percent more income?


We also found the root of the problem. In looking at the data on which appointments were kept and which weren’t, a pattern showed that meetings scheduled for after 5:00 p.m. or on the weekend were the ones being blown off. Sales reps would close a few sales during the day and that was enough for them. They would rather sacrifice commissions than have to work after hours.


As the weeks went by, I grew more frustrated. It was obvious that Dave wasn’t taking the situation seriously enough. My revenues were being impacted, but more than that, if you know that the person you’re serving is missing out, you’re especially required to get that point across, right? I have always taken a service approach to business. You treat your staff, partners, and vendors with integrity and respect. You help empower them to grow and succeed, and in turn you do as well. Up until this point, that was the kind of relationship I had with Dave. He was genuinely invested in the well-being of my team and business. On this issue, though, he wasn’t listening.


When I walked into his office for the fourth time to address the situation, he was behind his desk wearing a brand-new Plantronics headset. This was the latest in high tech gear for call centers, and Plantronics was top of the line. I asked him what he had, and he started gushing about its bells and whistles. I asked him how much it cost. He said $250, which was a lot of money then and exactly what he paid me for every installation. I asked if I could see it for a minute, then turned to leave the office with it in my hands.


“Where are you going with that?” he asked.


“I’m going out to the parking lot,” I replied coolly and calmly. “I’m going to put it under my car and drive back and forth over it until it’s broken into a thousand pieces, because that’s exactly what your sales reps are doing to my leads.”


This finally got his attention. Sometimes you need to be bold enough to make your point in a way that can be heard and demonstrated. He may have been okay with losing out on 40 percent of potential sales, but since my business was dependent on his sales, I was not. It wasn’t just the loss of money for myself and my team; it was also bad business from a marketing, vendor relationship, customer relationship, and reputation perspective. It was simply the right thing to fight for.


Dave asked me what I wanted him to do. I proposed a new system of checks and balances that his sales reps would have to comply with. When we got calls from customers saying that a sales rep never showed up, I would take that back to Defenders. The salesperson would counter by saying that they went but that the customer wasn’t there. This new system would make it easier to verify whether the sales rep actually went to their appointments. As you can imagine, many of the sales staff weren’t happy with this change in procedures, but they complied anyway. Soon we recovered about 75 percent of leads that had been a problem before and found that the remaining were legitimate cases of no-show customers or cancellations. Dave was pleased to win back the lost revenue.


The Flywheel Effect


I learned a lot during these years with Defenders. The most important is that if you want to use marketing for business growth, you should be looking at cost per acquisition instead of budgets based on percentage of revenues. When the money you spend on a marketing activity or resource leads directly to producing revenue, you can measure the effectiveness of your tactics and strategies. Marketing also moves away from being a cost center for the business to become a revenue generator.


The second lesson I learned was that it takes not just one person or business unit to get the performance measure you’re looking for. You are really working with a flywheel effect. In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins describes how businesses develop, grow, and succeed because of more than a single element. Businesses work like a flywheel system. There is stored energy in a flywheel. You need to expend a great deal of energy to make a heavy flywheel begin to turn. But the more you get it to turn, the more the momentum of the motion keeps it turning. You eventually reach a point when it spins faster and faster, with the same strength or energy spent as you did for the first turn.2
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