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PRAISE FOR RON GEREVAS 
AND CHANGE AGENT


For nearly twenty years, I’ve had the privilege of working with Ron Gerevas in the CSUSM College of Business Administration. He recognized that career and professional development was the most critical and missing piece of the college’s curriculum. Drawing upon his own impressive career, he succeeded in transforming an optional career class into the mandatory Business Professional Development career course of the Business School. In addition to teaching and coaching, Ron chaired the college’s Board of Directors, which helped chart the course for the college as well as served on the university’s Foundation Board, which helped guide, advise, and support the entire university for nine years.


Our students are incredibly fortunate to have Ron’s impact on their lives and careers, as am I.


—JIM HAMERLY


Former dean, College of Business Administration at California State University San Marcos


Ron believes deeply in helping our veterans transition into meaningful career jobs after their service to our country. I’ve witnessed his leadership skills and dedication to accomplishing his mission. He has been a great mentor to veterans and advisor to the leadership of the university on their military affiliates. Change Agent is a must-read for veterans.


—TONY JACKSON


MajGen, USMC (Ret); past director and chairman, CSUSM Foundation Board


Ron’s “Ten Career Commandments” work wonders, regardless of where you are in your career. I should know. I recently published my own book in which I publicly stated he is the only boss I’ve ever had whom I learned from and respected. He personally helped me start my own successful executive search firm, and later I continued to rely on his commandments as my foundation during a complete rebrand. His book will inspire you to achieve more than you ever thought possible.


—KEN SCHMITT


CEO and founder, TurningPoint Executive Search; author, The Practical Optimist


Ron is a visionary leader who transformed the executive search industry. Seeing the need for greater specialization, he pioneered new business models that reshaped global firms like Heidrick & Struggles and Spencer Stuart. Ron had the courage to challenge the status quo and implement innovative practices to better serve clients. His passion for raising industry standards lifted all boats. I know; I was one who benefited from his industry leadership and change. I built my own successful executive search firm in line with his innovations, which he later acquired as CEO of Heidrick & Struggles. I know him and his work well.


You, too, will benefit from his sage advice and formula for success. Change Agent is a must-read.


—TOM MITCHELL


Founder and CEO, TMLZ Executive Search; former Senior partner, Heidrick & Struggles


I have been blessed to know Ron Gerevas throughout my career as a friend and as a guide to understanding the complexity of human relations in the workplace. I am thrilled that Ron is bringing forward to a global audience the deep insights that have made him one of the world’s most respected executive recruiters and a business and life coach to countless leaders of industry.


—SANDY CLIMAN


Founder and CEO, Entertainment Media Ventures, Inc.; former executive vice president and president, Worldwide Business Development, Universal Studios; former talent agent and senior executive, Creative Artists Agency


I’ve known Ron for over twenty years and observed his relentless quest for excellence and his vision for strategic change. Having practiced corporate leadership and taught college career courses, like Ron, I can tell you that Change Agent is an innovative blueprint for anyone who is ready and willing to reach their potential at work and in life. Coupled with his wisdom of finding purpose and successfully directing change that impacted three different industries, this book is an important read.


—DAVID BENNETT


(Ret) Senior executive, Pepsico/Taco Bell; Marriott/Host International; Mail Boxes, Etc.; Worldwide; and college professor


I’ve known Ron since he achieved enough on our college campus to earn him Outstanding Graduate. Then I had a front row seat, watching him display the same leadership skills in our first job after graduate school at J. Walter Thompson Advertising in New York City. Within a year, he received two promotions and was congratulated on achieving the fastest top management track ever at the biggest ad agency in the world. From there his career only got better.


Change Agent reveals Ron’s incredible journey of success and how you can exceed your career expectations through authenticity, innovation, and compassion. His lifetime devotion to changing things for the better included personally encouraging me to start my own advertising agency using a specialization model. My daughter now runs our successful family ad agency.


—WAYNE NELSON


Founder and CEO, Nelson & Gilmore Advertising; former J. Walter Thompson executive
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My grandfather, PaPa Joe, was my compass for life. He taught me the importance of changing things for the better and why my life would be better for doing it.
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FOREWORD


Options and change are good. Embrace them.


—RON GEREVAS


At a very young age, Ron Gerevas had a mantra and a vision of what he wanted to achieve in his lifetime. His self-awareness and self-taught approach for each stage of life and opportunity propelled him forward. At his core was a mindset of service and a legacy of leaving everything he touched better than he found it.


He came from very humble beginnings, and his career journey is nothing short of spectacular, from being the first in his family to receive a college degree, to a successful advertising career on Madison Avenue, to being a presidential appointee for the Ford administration, and finally to an industry-leading career in executive search. Now, in his later years, his focus is on teaching and mentoring, helping both students embarking on their career journey and veterans transitioning from military to civilian life.


Throughout his career, he approached his personal life with a similar degree of dedication and focus, enjoying a marriage of nearly sixty years, raising two children, and participating in multiple marathons and triathlons around the world—even in his eighties. He also managed to become an award-winning winemaker along the way.


You might be reading this book because you have worked with Ron. Perhaps you have been his student or mentee. Or you know someone who knows him and has benefited from their connection or being a part of one of the organizations he’s impacted.


I know him because he is my father, and while he has been a role model for so many, he and my mom have been a north star for my brother and me. His relentless work ethic, unquestioned integrity, unwavering focus on family, and approach to health, balance, and wellness have been key tenets for our lives.


With the core belief that options are good, and that understanding yourself and your strengths are key, Ron has helped shepherd colleagues, leaders, and organizations to be open to and embrace the change that was needed to save their market position and propel their organization forward.


I am a communications leader, currently at Qualcomm in San Diego, who prides herself on impacting the executive experience as much as the employee experience. I can attribute my confidence in managing teams and working with executives in part to the way I was raised. With business discussions around the dinner table and helping my parents host their annual holiday parties at our house for the Heidrick & Struggles Los Angeles office, I absolutely loved being part of the conversation and included in building connections at a young age.


I’ve known all along how fortunate I’ve been to have the best career coach and dad on the planet, through all stages of my life, cheering me on from the sidelines. I’ve learned how to have a big picture, strategic approach; how to embrace change and new opportunities; and the importance of cultivating relationships. But in my opinion, the most important lesson has been the perspective of being accountable and leaving everything you touch better than when you started.


I know you will enjoy learning about my dad’s amazing journey and think, Wow, what a man and what a wonderful life. He has written an interesting and important book, sharing helpful tools and an empowering perspective. You may find an entirely new approach to life or, at the very least, glean some nuggets from his innovative career changes, no matter what stage of life you are in.


Happy reading.


MICHELLE A. GEREVAS
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INTRODUCTION


Change whatever you touch. This is a principle that has marked my life for over half a century, and it’s a model I’ve practiced throughout my career and in my personal life.


I’ve been a top leader in five different global organizations, which were all pillars in their industries. In four, I helped create and implement new business models that changed the historical direction and, in some cases, the entire industry for the better. I’ve been responsible for projects and staff reporting to me in over one hundred countries, six different continents, and all fifty US states. I’ve made speeches and presentations in the White House, in the US Senate, and around the globe.


I’ve walked away from positions others would consider the opportunity of a lifetime. These roles include the chief of staff to the vice president of the United States, the director of the creative department of one of the most respected advertising agencies in the world, the CEO/president of the National Restaurant Association in Washington, DC, and president of the most prestigious art design school in the world.


For the past fifteen years, I have coached and taught over a thousand university business school students at California State University San Marcos (CSUSM) on how to build a successful career in today’s corporate world. In the process, I turned my elective college course into the crown jewel of the business school.


Of all my personal accomplishments, the ones that might mean the most to you, the reader, are my thirty-plus years in the executive search industry. During this extended period, I served as president and CEO of Heidrick & Struggles and vice chairman of Spencer Stuart. If you’re an aspiring leader, no doubt these two names are on your radar screen. After all, they have been listed within the top five global executive search firms in the world since the industry was founded. This $30 billion industry is the gateway to filling most of the senior executive roles in all major companies that are not promoted from within. Both of these firms evaluate, recruit, process, and place executives all over the world.


In each company, I led the creation and implementation of revolutionary new business models. At Heidrick & Struggles, I was elected CEO and president by the partnership to create a three-year strategic plan and new business model. After dropping from first to fifth in world rankings and facing further decline, they needed someone to make significant improvements. I had been a partner in the firm for years and was very familiar with the ins and outs of how they operated. As Los Angeles office manager, I had already experimented with a very successful new model. And a few years later, Spencer Stuart brought me on board as vice chairman to incorporate much of what I had implemented at Heidrick & Struggles, especially the concept of specialization on a global scale.


Change wasn’t always easy. In fact, a substantial group of senior partners in both companies initially resisted any major changes to their firms. They were proud of the global brands they had created. But major changes were required, and I was the lead executive in both firms to implement the specialization business model to revitalize each firm. And given the fact that I was the first CEO of one of the world’s leading executive search firms to be hired by another at that point in the history of the industry, this joint experience helped me discover some crucial secrets.


Here is why this should matter to you. Through personal experience and three decades in the executive search industry, I know what it takes to get promoted. I know what companies are looking for in their leadership candidates. And I know how to get on their radar screen. Today, you might find yourself in one of these three levels:


• New and unfamiliar | Maybe you’re fresh out of college and new to the world of executive search. But you’re a sponge for information and long to be successful.


• Experienced and open | Perhaps you’re familiar with names like Heidrick & Struggles and Spencer Stuart, but you don’t know how to get your name in their databases.


• Seasoned and successful | Or you’re a seasoned leader and have a great job. Still, you’re looking for that next challenge and opportunity to advance your career.


Regardless of which level you find yourself at today, I believe this book will prove useful. As you’ll soon discover in the following pages, I’ve walked through all three levels myself. While my career feels like a trip to Disneyland, I can promise you it didn’t start out there. I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth.


My parents were married a combined seven times before I was five years old. I was an only child without any cousins near my age, and I didn’t even know what my real name was until I was nine. I’ve been dyslexic all my life. My grandparents who raised me didn’t finish grammar school, and my grades were below average all throughout high school and college.


But in some ways, I think these deficiencies gave me a certain advantage. Because I wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, my plan was simple. I would work harder than my competition to go as far as my abilities and energy could possibly take me. Despite graduating from the only college that would accept a 2.8 GPA, I was chosen as the Outstanding Graduate of my class of 2,000. I had at least twenty different jobs or ways of making money before I went to college.


My personal philosophy in business was that no one could outwork two of me. This meant if I worked twice as hard as the average person, everything should turn out all right. Early on, I made several key resolutions. Not only would I have a voracious work ethic, but I was determined to have a happy family and sacrifice whatever it took to make this happen. It’s not by chance I’ve been married to the same woman for nearly sixty years. I wanted to be a role model for my family, colleagues, and friends. I wanted to make things better for as many people as I could by changing whatever I touched.


And another resolution I made to myself? I would travel. Prior to college, I had never ventured outside my home state. But now this would change. I wanted to see as much of the world as possible, work in the biggest and best organizations, and advance to the top leadership roles in all of them.


Yes, I dreamed big. But here is what was amazing: almost every resolution I made came true!


How did this happen? It’s a good question, and it’ll take the remainder of this book to unpack the details. But I’d say the key was that I had a vision larger than where I was at. I didn’t just think about having a good career—I thought about having a good life.


This is the key. Sometimes in our quest to climb the corporate ladder, we fixate on what will take us to the next rung. But we lose sight of the larger picture and never question if our ladder of success is leaned against the wrong building. We spend our entire lives climbing and never living. This was a pitfall I resolved to avoid. Yes, I would climb. But I would also live in the process. I would do my best to find convergence between my avocational life and vocational life. I wouldn’t just show up for a job. I would do something I loved.


While this book will unpack some of the critical secrets that will help you advance your career, my hope is that it will do more than that. I want to help you rethink the way you define success, to enlarge your dreams, and implant in you a passion to become a change agent.


To many, this type of life feels far beyond their grasp. But I can assure you it’s possible. When I look back on my forty-five years in the workforce, I can honestly say there were very few days I worked, but there were an incredible number of days I lived.


I write this to encourage you. Maybe your life didn’t start off on Easy Street. And whenever you walk into a room, you seldom feel like the brightest person around. Gradually, doubt starts to creep in. You wonder, Can I really make it? Do I have what it takes to be successful? Can I get out of the routine of just showing up for a job, and start really living?


After eighty-five trips around the sun, I can tell you it is possible. It’s not easy. But it’s possible. The key word is change. And change happens in many different forms.


Unfortunately, when many leaders think of the word “change,” they think of words like “strategy,” “culture,” “process,” and “organization.” But real change takes place with people. Things don’t change. People change.


In my opinion, every leader has only three levers to change behavior. The first is a lever called harder. It’s utilizing threats or incentives to motivate people do what you want them to do. The next lever is smarter. This involves training leaders through seminars and personal coaching to help them excel. But the “golden lever” method of change is what I call closer together. It’s bringing together avocation and vocation. It’s combining what you love most with what you do best. This is where the magic takes place.


Change starts at the top but is driven from the bottom up. It begins with a leader that has a specific vision for their organization and a compass to reach their destination. When you’re dealing with the service world, you must first find out what your client wants. One of the ways I did this was with a survey to glean accurate input. I went to the level of the organization where the bulk of the workers would be performing tasks to implement what the client wanted or needed.


From here, I sold this idea to management and communicated this change repeatedly. This meant everyone had ownership of the change and was recognized for their contributions. And the more I could recognize and reward them financially for their contributions, the better. While people naturally resist change, I’ve found that when they are part of and can tangibly benefit from the change, they take pride in their work and develop a sense of ownership. Any time you create a winning environment, everyone’s career is enhanced by being a part of a superior business model and can claim part of its victory and success.


If you’re reading this book, chances are you are or want to be a leader. But to be a great leader, you need to be a great change agent. If the whole concept of change doesn’t sound pleasant, you’re not alone. Few people like change. And often, pain is the only incentive that brings real change. But if you want to be successful, fulfill your dreams, and live a great life, there are ten changes you need to make. The first one starts with you.
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CHAPTER 1


CHANGE YOURSELF


If personal upbringing is a predictor of success, I was doomed from the start.


To say I grew up in a dysfunctional home would be an understatement. My biological father walked out on me the night I was born. The night my mom gave birth to me on July 30, 1939, in Solano County Hospital in Fairfield, California, my father’s girlfriend came to the hospital to borrow fifty dollars from my mom so she and my father could get married. Crazy, I know.


Not surprisingly, this marriage didn’t last long. Dad was an alcoholic and ended up on skid row as part of the Sacramento homeless community. Being homeless wasn’t a new concept in my family because my grandmother was also homeless for most of her early life until she married my Papa Joe at fifteen. Dysfunction was everywhere, and there was so much I didn’t understand. Living in a home situation that was less than ideal, I spent much of my time playing referee between my mother who wanted to visit and my grandmother who didn’t want her around.


Because my parents didn’t take responsibility for me during my developmental years, this meant I lived with grandparents on my mother’s side from day one. My Papa Joe was my idol. He was a jack-of-all-trades and master of many. He was captain of the fire department, police commissioner, town band leader, a builder, eventual mayor, and one of the most generous people I’ve ever known.
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Ron’s grandfather, Joseph Gerevas, who raised him until he was a teenager





Born the son of Portuguese immigrants, Papa Joe started with nothing. His parents were sheep shearers, and every month was a struggle to survive. But years of eighteen-hour workdays later, Papa Joe’s efforts paid off. By the mid-1920s, his hometown of Fairfield, California had a population of eight hundred residents, which was about 1 percent of its size today. Over a few years, Papa Joe’s real estate portfolio grew to include the town theatre, clothing store, ice cream parlor, food market, restaurant, pool hall, and bar.


Then the Great Depression hit, and money dried up. People couldn’t buy groceries, and they certainly didn’t have funds to play pool. Rather than leverage his position of power and become a town dictator, Papa Joe decided to help others in need. He relinquished his assets and forgave townsfolk debt—keeping only a small sporting goods store he’d run for the next twenty years. That was the kind of man he was.


There was nothing he couldn’t do. Papa Joe taught me invaluable life lessons, such as “Leadership starts by being a good role model,” “Actions speak louder than words,” and “Happiness starts at home.” He taught me that everything has great value and that going into debt was never good.


Papa Joe was the ultimate change agent and a stickler for doing business the right way. I still remember him driving back to a supermarket to confront a salesclerk who overcharged him by $1.23. While the cost of the gas likely exceeded the amount he’d earn on his refund, to him it was all about principle. Merchants should be honest with their customers.


I remember him telling me that he thought the town needed a marching band for their holiday parades. He’d never played any instrument before, but that didn’t stop him, and within a few years he played almost every instrument and became the leader of the Fairfield band.


Papa Joe taught me anything was possible, and everything I know about leadership today started with him.


COMFORTABLE ALONE


Raised as an only child by my grandparents until I was a teenager, I had no one in my immediate family less than a generation older than me. The only people who came to our home were grown-ups. Because our home was small, I wasn’t allowed to have friends over to play. Keeping in mind this was well before the age of iPhones, computers, and electronic games, one might wonder what on earth I did to pass the time. My grandfather didn’t even own a television and refused to purchase one until I turned ten.


I spent every holiday with adults and never had a birthday party at my house with friends. I was also very small. Despite constant ear and throat infections, my grandmother refused to have my tonsils removed. As a result, my doctor said this impacted my natural growth. It also meant I spent a lot of time sick and out of school.
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Ron at ten years old





I was the shortest and smallest boy when I entered high school at 5’3, 103 pounds. I was always the last person picked when we formed teams to play sports in our neighborhood. On those rare occasions I hung out with kids at the beach, I was the kid they picked on. But as soon as I moved to my mother’s house at thirteen, I had my tonsils removed, and this helped my growth. I became the center and the highest scorer on our high school’s junior varsity team at five feet, eight inches tall. A little more growth helped me earn ten trophies in ten different sports through college.


I was an introvert who received energy from studying my inner thoughts and ideas. I was perfectly comfortable playing games by myself and against myself. Whenever I lost (which was every time), I analyzed my mistakes and thought about what I could do differently to beat myself the next time. While most kids learned to play tennis by playing against a friend or adult, I learned to play by hitting balls against a wall. Since the wall never missed a return, it became my strongest competitor. Eventually, I hit enough balls to become the only freshman in my high school to earn a varsity letter and make the freshman team at my college that won the NCAA National Championship.


These combined experiences meant I spent endless hours sitting, thinking, and playing by myself. I thought about who I was, what I wanted to become, and how I was different from my friends. What I thought about most was why certain things happened to me and not others. What could I have done differently to achieve a different outcome? I can’t tell you how many times I thought to myself, Remember what you just did or said and make sure you do better next time.


But in an odd way, my unconventional upbringing worked to my advantage. While some today might label my childhood experiences traumatic, I can honestly say there was never a day I felt unloved. Yes, I had obstacles. But there were so many good moments. I had people who cared for me and loved me. Most important, I refused to dwell on any disadvantages I had and was comfortable in my shoes.


Getting to know myself was one of the best steps of childhood development I was ever forced to take. Most people aren’t comfortable to sit alone with their thoughts. They always need something to distract them. But I felt that getting to know myself was key to my early development and gave me a head start in my professional endeavors.


Questions about personal identity that many adults only confront in their thirties were ones I was comfortable addressing in my teens. And while there might have been times I “grew up too fast,” I can now see how my unusual upbringing worked to my advantage.


This growth in self-awareness proved useful in my career.


SELF-AWARENESS IS A JOURNEY


If Aristotle was right when he said “knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom,” I would add that being true to yourself is the first step toward building a successful career.


The whole concept of self-awareness has become the buzzword in management over the past few decades. When I first started my career in the 1960s, terms like “emotional intelligence” and “self-awareness” were nonexistent. Workers showed up to do the bidding of their bosses. But looking back, I realize I was talking about these concepts long before they were popular. Self-awareness wasn’t a catchphrase for me. It shaped the way I thought. It changed the way I behaved.


While most people think they are self-aware, few are.


No one achieves full self-awareness. We all possess blind spots. But the key is to do all we can to limit our deficiencies. I’m convinced this has been one of the primary reasons for my success. Because I knew myself well, I was able to effectively navigate life’s challenges.
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