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	The greatest challenge of any startup and growth company is the transition from an early stage startup to a robust organization complete with a driving culture, contemporary leadership, organizational infrastructure, and twenty-first century operating methodologies.
  

Ralf Specht provides inspiration, wisdom, and lessons gleaned from his roles as founding partner, COO and CEO. His experience in building and scaling Spark44, an innovative, industry-first joint-venture with Jaguar Land Rover, from concept to an award-winning global marketing communications company provides valuable lessons to leaders in every category. Specht explains what it took to redefine a like-minded network with well over a thousand employees in eighteen countries in just a few short years. He describes the special formula that the founding team defined to marry culture with success, a formula that created a truly inspired global community.
  

Long before remote work models hit the news, Spark44 embraced the opportunities of innovative technologies in their everyday interactions. The business model was designed to drive global collaboration and avoid organizational siloes by incentivizing worldwide collaboration. Driven by a shared purpose and understanding of both vision and mission as well as values and spirit, a very unique set of behaviors emerged based on the belief that human-centric leadership drives better output faster—and cheaper at the same time.
  

In the high interest topic of startups focused on the beginning stages of entrepreneurship, Beyond the Startup fills a void in the discussion on how to scale a second stage startup, laying out in practical terms the tools and practices that made Spark44 a global powerhouse.
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	RALF SPECHT is a visionary business leader and creator of the Soul SystemTM, a framework that aligns value-creating employee action with broader corporate strategy through shared understanding and shared purpose.
  

As a founding partner of Spark44, he was the architect of an innovative, industry-first joint-venture with Jaguar Land Rover which grew under his leadership to a global revenue of $100m+ and 1,200 employees before it joined forces with Accenture Interactive in 2021. Previously, he consulted with global companies and brands for more than two decades with McCann Erickson.
  

He is the author of Building Corporate Soul: Powering Culture & Success with the Soul SystemTM. His driving vision is to make soul-less companies a thing of the past.
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	I dedicate this book to my two sons:
			

	Till and Ivo.
			

	Now you know in detail what has kept your dad 
busy over the past nine years.


			

	It is to you, dear entrepreneur, 
that I dedicate these pages in the hope that you will find in them 
inspiration, practicality, and a good idea or two.
			

	If you want to go fast, go alone
If you want to go far, go together
			

	—South African proverb
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	Foreword
			

	By Ian Armstrong
			

	“We’ve got a big plan,” they said. “Have you ever worked with a joint venture advertising agency? We’ve just created our own. It’s about eighty people but will grow to over eight hundred in eighteen markets in the next five years. We need to double the size of the business, more than triple the product line, and improve profitability dramatically.”
			

	A few minutes pass, and I reply, “Okay.”
			

	And so it began. In January 2012, as global head of advertising for Jaguar, I began working with Spark44, which was only a few months old. Spark44 was already making a significant impact on the Jaguar’s business, and not for all positive reasons, either. Local offices were now being told, “We’re going to do things differently from now on,” which diminished their control, budget autonomy, and ability to make their own decisions. This was a real test for someone in my position, striving for strategic and tactical alignment globally, especially when I shared more than just the intent and motivation to succeed, but I shared the discomfort of being perceived to be on the “agency” side by my local colleagues.
			

	There were some defining characteristics about such a young business, including the dream and vision of changing fundamentally how the business is run, as well as the conviction and belief that you’re right and the drive to invest the time and energy to make the change on the ground in every team and every market. The energy and belief of building a new model that will ultimately change how the business will work are powerful. In my case, I was lucky enough to be at the center of that crucible. I was involved in a partnership that was designed and created to bring about change and deliver superior work that would convince new buyers in new segments and new markets.
			

	As a client who has run a number of agency selection pitch processes in my career, I’ve noticed a pattern that emerges in appointing new agency partners; you see the founders of the business for all of the initial meetings and the early days of the relationship and over time they recede into the upper floors of the agency only to be seen at key moments or seasonal events. The challenge is, how do you create a culture in an organization that endures well beyond the initial honeymoon? What’s interesting about Spark44 is that the senior leaders were always present, involved in a range of decisions and discussions. This presence had a reinforcing effect on the way the culture developed. There was a constant embellishing of the values and principles on which the agency was founded, a constant reminder that this was different and something new. The shared vision was never in doubt; the organization had agreed on a plan and rules of engagement that constantly challenged the status quo.
			

	Combine strong leadership, a jointly developed strategy based on full transparency, and an operational management model designed to share and collaborate, and you can create some real efficiencies around the world. This improves both budgetary performance through the clever use of investment and the resource management efficiency of a self-starting agency, identifying the not-so-obvious gaps in the master plan. These are some of the future foundations that allow the business to transition from a small operationally effective startup into a robust and critical trading partner. A transition not without its challenges, detractors, and hurdles, but when it’s based on an enduring, strong belief system and an unwavering leadership approach, you can begin to see the results.
			

	In this remarkable journey the business more than doubled, with the biggest lineup of products in Jaguar’s history and the addition of Land Rover to the stable, supported by an agency model grown from a strong vision and commitment to make it work on both sides at very senior levels. You begin to see fruits of your labors when you combine this with a focus on quality output and industry-breaking work. Jaguar’s first global Effie for the British Villains campaign and Land Rover’s first Effie for China’s Dragon Challenge are testaments to a combined team working hard together to deliver world-beating work in a highly competitive segment.
			

	On reflection, having left Jaguar Land Rover, I knew Spark44 was always going to be a challenge to its own team and that of Jaguar and Land Rover. You can’t create a single P&L agency supporting every market in the world and expect the world to open its arms to the agency as a utopian solution to all their problems. The test therefore becomes whether the approach can make a difference, whether it can produce the quality required to change hearts and minds of new customers, and whether it can deliver innovative ways for companies to work together and deliver results. The Spark44 joint venture pushed many boundaries both in the Jaguar / Land Rover business and in the wider agency community by operating a new model of engagement where reward and success were dependent on both parties working together. It’s a testament to the whole team involved that the business enjoys the success it does today.
			

	They said it was new and innovative; it was. They said it would be challenging; it was. They said it would deliver results; it did.
			

	Ian Armstrong

Global Head of Advertising, Jaguar & Land Rover 2014–2018
Global Marketing Communications Director, Jaguar 2012–2014


			

	Start Me Up
			

	I started my professional career in the publishing industry with Bertelsmann back in 1984. While my interest in fiction and nonfiction had been strong then, never did I think I would write a book. There are so many things you don’t think can happen when you start—but they happen when the time has come.
			

	Likewise, there are so many unknowns when you are involved with a startup. Both at the time of starting up and at the time when you take the enterprise to scale. As I write these lines, nine years have passed since we got started.
			

	This book is about sparking innovations for global growth. When we started, we never thought we would become a company of the size we became. This book is about the many things that allowed us to become that company while keeping our soul.
			

	Throughout my career I had the enormous privilege to work with outstanding leaders who taught me many things: Dick Robertson, who taught me how to operate in an international environment. Gunnar Wilmot, who could see through things and cut to the chase every time but always made sure that the individual in front of him got the respect they deserved. Chris Weil, for whom culture has always been the starting point, which still shows in his business today.
			

	But with the inception of Spark44 I had the honor to work with an individual whose talent and skill was paired with a level of personal integrity that is second to none. Hans Riedel, our first chairman, who became a legend in the premium automotive world, was that person. Hans’s unparalleled passion, his huge wisdom and knowledge about both the marketing and brand side as well as the key levers in organizational design and the drivers within global sales teams, made him an invaluable partner in managing our agency. He became chairman of Spark44 on day one and remained in that position until December 2017; he has become a true friend over these years and his thoughts have always been enriching. When we got slightly off base, he ensured we came back; when we had “the sky is the limit” plans, he was there to help make them a reality.
			

	And there is Kevin Allen, without whom this book would not have happened. Many times during our collaboration he said, “Ralf, you’ve got to write a book about this.” Sometime in the autumn of 2018 I was convinced. The journey started.
			

	Starting up brings many sacrifices to your private life. For some that have never worked in such an environment, these sacrifices are hard to believe or even understand. I am very happy that my wife Maria lived through many of the ups and downs that I experienced over the “Spark44 Years”; her sense of “what is the right thing here” was typical for many Friday evening conversations when we were sharing what good—or not-so-good—things had happened during the course of the last week.
			

	From the bottom of my heart to all of you: thank you.
			



	Chapter 1
			

	The Entrepreneur as Global Chief Executive
			

	An awareness of what It Means to Let Go and Lead
			

	“Steve . . .I’m in.”
			

	It was an October evening in Frankfurt, 2010. I had just gotten home from work, after having spent a week in San Francisco at the McCann WorldGroup conference that was supposed to motivate the worldwide leadership team regarding the new CEO who had just taken over and was sharing his agenda to take the company into the next decade.
			

	All of a sudden, my phone buzzed. I could not believe who was calling. “Steve Woolford—Los Angeles” was the name on the display. We had not spoken for quite a while. Six years before, we gotten to know each other well. Steve was running Zentropy Partners, McCann’s digital agency, and I was in charge of the European General Motors account at McCann Europe. We worked very closely together to save the agency from losing the entire website business to intruders from outside. We succeeded, and the business continues to flourish to this day. We bonded over the experience.
			

	I thought it was rather surprising for a Thursday night, thinking to myself, why the earth would he be calling? I answered, and the characteristic enthusiasm of Steve could be heard. The conversation went sort of like this . . .
			

	“Ralf!”
			

	“Steve, long time! How are you?”
			

	“Are you sitting down?”
			

	“Steve, what’s up?”
			

	“Well, I am involved in a consulting project with Jaguar Land Rover through my old boss Hans Riedel. Let me give you the headline: They want to form an advertising agency in a 50-50 joint partnership and asked me to put together the best car folks in the world to be the other half of the partnership; so, I am putting together a radically new agency model for them and I believe you would be the ideal founding partner! Are you game?”
			

	Now, knowing Steve so well, a man with vision, sheer endless energy, overflowing enthusiasm, and optimism—which I balanced with my sense of reality—I wasn’t sure whether this was real or if he was having one of his moments.
			

	“Steve, this sounds too good to be true. Feels like this could be the agency model that we always envisioned when we were going through those tough times with GM. But—sounds too good to be true. Do you have a business model?”
			

	“Yes, I got the commercials drafted in a spreadsheet and thought you might give it a shot too.”
			

	“Send it over—I’ll look at it over the weekend.”
			

	The next day Steve’s email with the business model arrived. Scrutinizing the logic and reviewing every number, I thought, “This could really work.” I called him the same evening:
			

	“Steve . . .’m in.”
			

	It was one of those life-changing moments. A rare moment in my life where I deliberated about career and life decisions with some level of scrutiny. Upon reading the material, it took me not even a minute to commit myself to Spark44. For the next few weeks, Steve and I chatted daily.
			

	We had a dynamic vision to create a global marketing communications company, one built entirely on the foundations of twenty-first-century organizational design and operating methodology. Little did any of us know then that from this wild idea, a nineteen-office, thousand-person-strong multinational, multi-award-winning marketing communications company would propel both the Jaguar and Land Rover brands through creating some of the most memorable and effective advertising the industry had seen in decades.
			

	A Noble Experiment
			

	Apart from the sheer business challenge, what struck me most about the opportunity was, by virtue of having an instantaneous customer foundation in Jaguar and subsequently Land Rover, we would go from the humblest of beginnings as a fledgling startup to the establishment of a global presence with everything that entailed, in record time. We would have the opportunity to put in place, in all corners of the company, the most contemporary, advanced, twenty-first-century means of building and running a multinational organization. We would not be hampered in any way by lack of demand for our products and services or the distractions of early growth or old operating legacy. We could focus on the construction of a contemporary global company, rejecting existing modes of creating management teams, internal communication, human resource practices, and even operations and financial controls. We would break every rule in the book.
			

	Not Everything Is Just Upside
			

	Before you can break every rule, you obviously need to become a real company—in our case that required the approval of JLR and the Tata Board. Any board that approves investment decisions wants to see a risk assessment as well as a view of the opportunity. The latter was simple: you only get to the board approval when you have sponsors that weigh in with you on the opportunity. But a risk assessment is different—now you need to put yourself into the shoes of your business partners and conduct a thorough analysis about the risk impact your business will create.
			

	While starting from scratch allows you to paint on a white sheet of canvas, it also brings with it several significant liabilities, because—let’s face it—your plans and aspirations might be big, but the execution might not be as easy and simple as you think. A significant commercial risk is involved in setting up a global company from scratch.
			

	Discussing the risks of our endeavor was an eye-opening discussion for all involved—an exercise that I recommend not only for anyone who is starting a new company but also for those at later stages of the journey when they are scaling up.
			

	Years later, we looked at the risks we identified then and realized that they had not come to pass because we were fully aware of them and managed the company with consciousness of them. As the company grows, keeping an eye on the potential risks of any commercial decision becomes a huge responsibility for management.
			

	Lessons for a Growth Aspirant
			

	Reflecting one afternoon with my good friend and former McCann Erickson colleague Kevin Allen, it occurred to us both that there were dozens upon dozens of companies who were reaching the point of going global and expanding their successful startup beyond their original boundaries. Having curated a thriving twenty-first-century global startup in Spark44, it occurred to me that not only did I have a story to tell, but also that I could share many lessons that founders and executives would find both inspiration and consummately practical in growing their companies beyond their original scope. I was inspired to tell the story of the development of Spark44, a most unconventional company, and of the practices that we developed, the means of running the company that we engineered, and the setbacks we endured, all as a way of helping entrepreneurial companies take that next extraordinary leap.
			

	Maintaining the Spirit
			

	Scaling a company is quite a feat when you are graduating from successful startup to a much larger, multinational enterprise. Success for you will not come from following the patterns and practices of existing companies simply because they happen to be large firms; success will come as you leapfrog over old and, in many cases, outdated practices, effectively building yourself a twenty-first-century organization. You are making a key transition, from founder, hands-on creator, and innovator, to inspirer, communicator, and champion of a community of like-minded people driven by a deep set of values and an abiding spirit. The transformation you are making, one we experienced, involves not putting aside entrepreneurial behaviors for more corporate, or “big league,” behavior, but rather ensuring that the elements of creativity, innovation, a can-do spirit, and customer-centricity stay with you and are spread far and wide. At the same time, the transformation involves building the right tools, practices, and behaviors that will help you scale successfully. Essentially you are creating a following, enlisting people to your founding principles and beliefs, with the spirit you brought to creating the company in the first place. You’ll also want to nurture those in your organization who have this spirit and make sure that they act as role models in the organization, because they’re your gold mine.
			

	Second Generation
			

	Although I was at the center of creating and building this company, I am actually the second-generation chief executive. The first generation was Steven Woolford, the man who had the founding idea and invited me to join his team because he felt, from the experience we had previously, that I had a similar entrepreneurial spirit. We were like-minded, and we had complementary skills. In so many ways Steve embodied the first phase of creating this amazing enterprise, and I, as his fortunate successor, represented the company well beyond the startup.
			

	I had a very charismatic chief executive in Steve, and because he was the founder of the whole thing, he was the guy that everybody looked to. He was the guy without whom this wouldn’t ever have been established, so credit goes to him in this regard. I was the chief operating officer for six years, so I knew the company inside and out. I didn’t fully realize in the beginning how different the two jobs are. As a global chief operating officer, you’re making sure that everything works the way it’s supposed to work, and you connect the dots that need to be connected. Chief executive—well that’s another kettle of fish. For many entrepreneurs, I think, there is a profound transition from the hands-on, nitty-gritty of the business—which very much described my role as COO—to the values-driven, vision-oriented, hands-off role of a true CEO. For many, including me, it was quite a transition.
			

	Be Yourself
			

	One of the things you might be thinking is that moving into this new transformative phase of your development means a transformed you. Not so. While you will certainly need to adopt new skills and adapt to a new role, the very best thing—in fact the only thing—you can be is your own true self. People have followed you for the person you are, and they will continue to do so, provided you don’t, in an effort to be more “Global CEO,” become someone you’re not. To do so is to lose touch with your following. I was challenged with being myself, finding my “voice.” Steve and I were brothers in mind, but his way of expressing himself and my way of expressing myself couldn’t be any more different. He was very emotional; he was very passionate and very much the communicator. I was calm, considered, thoughtful, perhaps a man of fewer words than he. While initially I had my doubts about how I would connect with the team as CEO, what I learned later was that while my style was much more reserved than Steve’s, people saw and felt as much passion, belief, and vision from me as they did from Steve. It was just a question of embracing my own style and delivering my natural voice. Believe me, if you want to be Jeff Bezos, forget about it; and if you want to be Steve Jobs, forget about that, too; you are who you are, and your credibility comes from your own true self.
			

	Watch His Back
			

	As you embark on this new journey, you need to bring your existing people with you and to enlist new ones to travel with you. The only tool you have for this is the power of the spoken word. This is the most important skill you need as you move into an era of managing a company well beyond your ability to touch, feel, and see physically. Steve was clear that he wanted to move on when he hit his sixty-fifth year. Steve and I planned the transition process very carefully. We started the conversation when he was sixty-two, actually three years before it happened. We broke the news to the leadership at one of our annual management meetings—half a year before the changing of the guard. On that day, sixty of our most senior people assembled for our three-day off-site meeting. On the afternoon of day three Steve gave a very passionate and heartwarming speech and, in typical Steve style, made a request of the assembled team: “I have one wish, and that one wish is that you support Ralf as you did me. This is going to be tough. It’s going to be tough for you, and for him. He will have to represent you and he will at times need to be tough with our client partners when there’s the need to be tough. But he can only be tough if you’ve got his back. So, do me one favor as my leaving gift: make sure he knows you’ve got his back, because this only works if it’s a team and you’re behind him.” It was a very emotional moment for all of us.
			

	A Message from Ralf
			

	Then, six months later the day had come. Now it was my turn. The entire company waited to hear my very first words to them. I knew this would in many ways be the most important set of words I had ever put together. So here is lesson number one: rethink what and how you write to your team. If you don’t write much . . .start. The bigger your company gets, the more you need to communicate and the more human and “from your voice” your messages need to be. I never understood why, during my corporate life, people communicated with each other as if they were from the IRS. Language is a tool. It’s how you reach your people. In the early days of your startup business, you could speak with all your people one-on-one; now, you need to connect with them by the power of the written word.
			

	I labored over my first message for weeks. I wrote and wrote, reviewed, and then threw it all away and started again. I had all kinds of lofty titles, but in the end I entitled it “A message from Ralf.” In the end, I asked myself, how do I speak with them now? The final version was based on a simple idea: what I wanted for everyone in the firm. What I wanted them to experience, what I wanted them to achieve, and what I wanted them to be able to celebrate in the years to come. It was not a vision pronouncement. In my message I pledged we would be working together toward an exciting new chapter in the weeks ahead. It was a message from my heart, written as I would speak to them one-to-one. Here is what I wrote:
			

	Now as your new CEO there are three important questions:
			

	What do I believe? What will we do? And what will I do?
			

	Of course, I share deeply the values of being bold, brave, and honest, but there are some other things I believe that some of you may know, but certainly all will come to know:
			

	I believe everyone deserves a place at the table.
			

	Diversity and inclusion are what make a high-performing company. We will be celebrated across the industry for this vitally important cultural requirement.
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“Better. Faster. Cheaper. We wanted all three and we wanted them around the world.
Beyond the Startup is a detailed guide to how Ralf and his colleagues made it happen
in record time.”

—Adrian Hallmark, founding client at Jaguar and current
CEO & Chairman of Bentley Motors

“It takes great courage to break industry rules and great commitment to ensure the
culture we want extends beyond the honeymoon period of a new company. | had the
pleasure of witnessing the incredible energy at Spark44 firsthand in 2017. This book
tells the story of how the founders nurtured a strong belief system which enabled
an award-winning global business to emerge. Ralf shares what it took to lead, while
keeping it human and carrying his people along with him.”

—Peter Docker, author of Leading From The Jumpseat and
co-author of Find Your Why

“From zero to a highly functioning global network in ninety days, Ralf very quickly put
together a team of truly talented people that took top awards for every major market-
ing category in the automotive industry, for both Jaguar and Land Rover. Beyond the

Startup shows how that was done and offers tips along the way that could improve any
business.”

—Steve Woolford, Founder of Spark44

“If you ever wanted to know how to build a world-class company from scratch, this
book is your Access All Areas backstage pass. When the global leadership team
spent a week at the Berlin School, I still remember there being an intangible unique-
ness in the room that sucked me in somehow! Memorahle? Yes. Provocative? Yes.
And overwhelmingly authentic. Corporate culture at its most liberating!”
—Stuart Hardy, Founder at New Cannibals and Former Director of Executive
Education at the Berlin School of Creative Leadership

“Starting an entrepreneurial enterprise is one thing, sustaining it is another thing
altogether. Ralf provides an exciting and profoundly useful field guide for taking
your company successfully into its next chapter.”

—HKevin Allen, Founder of E. I. Games Corp., and author of Wall Street Journal
bestseller The Hidden Agenda
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