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ACCLAIM FOR CULTURE CODE CHAMPIONS

“I’ve had the privilege to work with the millennial and Gen X generations for my entire career, and building a strong culture has been paramount in my success. Higgs’ leadership formula for building dynamic teams will help you attract and keep all generations including the Gen Z folks who are just entering the workforce. By implementing the habits he provides, you will sell and perform better than your competition. Higgs’ energy is infectious … tap into it. Make this the business book your team reads together and implements!”

—Ken Hicks

CEO, Academy Sports

Former CEO, Foot Locker

“This is one of the most important books you will read on developing leadership skills through a focus on culture. I’ve studied the best coaches and teams in college sports and the winners have a tight-knit, branded culture they can rally around. The culture of continuous improvement and taking care of each other allows the team to perform in an extraordinary manner under intense pressure. We have many serious challenges in today’s world. This book provides a plan and path to achievement by being inclusive and making heroes of others.”

—Paul Finebaum

Television and Radio Personality, ESPN

New York Times Best-Selling Author

“When you think about making heroes as described in Culture Code Champions, it might seem corny in the moment, but this is a very real human desire. Who doesn’t want to be an Olympic gold medalist, a world-famous artist, or a revered business leader? These are meaningful accomplishments individually, but the real power is realized when a team of people collectively achieve a common goal. As people we want to not only be successful individually, but also to be part of something bigger than ourselves, part of a successful team so that those feelings of success and exhilaration that you get with achievement can be shared and appreciated with other people. That’s where the culture of making heroes comes in. It’s about getting every person on the broadest team you can imagine to be focused on doing everything they can do to make those around them a hero every day. When you create this culture, the power of positive momentum is unstoppable!

“I had the good fortune to feel what it was like to work in this type of culture as a Mustanger for over seventeen years. I was part of a work family that believed in the talents of the people and created a culture that truly believed that, together, we could do anything. The real differentiator was the making heroes culture. Now, as the founder and CEO of a new business, my team is working to create that same culture and build the next $1 billion company filled with heroes using Bill’s blueprint.”

—Michele McNichol

Founder and CEO, Arion

Former CEO, Wood Group Mustang

Women Who Mean Business Award Recipient, 2018

“I love reading books about people that actually make things happen … especially around culture and values. Everyone has a culture … it is how you get things done. Culture Code Champions is about creating a culture that positively changes people’s lives. I have found that business success is all about people and creating an environment of trust and respect where folks want to do their very best every day. As we grew from a local to a national brand, our culture was twice as important as our strategy in maintaining our teams and delivering quality. This book is written by a man that makes it happen … be it in the military, leading in the Boy Scouts, or in the field of business. In our world today, the truths in this book are needed now more than ever.”

—David Weekley

Chairman, David Weekley Homes

National Builder of the Year Award, 1990 and 2013

“Creating a great working environment invigorates people because they are working together as a team. In Culture Code Champions, Higgs correctly notes that people will have more energy, engage with their family, and help in the community because they enjoy their job. He was exposed to a strong culture as a young person in scouting and expanded that knowledge through experiences at West Point and in the US Army. I’ve watched Higgs continuously work to connect people and help them become overachievers. This book will help you do the same.”

—Mark Turner

Scout Executive, Boy Scouts of America—Charlotte, North Carolina

“Culture Code Champions provides a clear and concise formula to create a culture that delivers world-class team dynamics in any organization. We used these techniques to break down silos at NASA after the Columbia disaster as we undertook better communication, cross-training, and pushed the idea that we needed to make each other successful. Problem solving is always more about people than technology and Higgs shows how to win the hearts and minds of the team members to get better performance. I was confident in our team three years later when I gave the ‘go for launch’ command at the Kennedy Space Center. I highly recommend this book for anyone who wants to lead teams.”

—Sandra C. Coleman

Space Shuttle External Tank Manager, NASA

Lifetime Achievement Award for Women in Aerospace, 2016

“Culture Code Champions outlines exceptional tactics to build a world-class culture that is scalable and nimble enough to fit any size organization. I have used these leadership principles in both the US Air Force and multiple Fortune 100 companies … your people will be happy, more productive and drive success. Hiring right, putting your people first and building a rock-solid culture seems basic. However, when leading large teams of people, it can become complex very quickly. Take notes in the margins and put this knowledge to work!”

—Jason Mock

United States Air Force Academy, 1996

Senior Vice President, Consumer Bank at Bank of America

“I am not a Mustanger. Or maybe I am. I was Bill’s ‘client,’ before Mustang started. As a young project supervisor for ARCO, we connected on several key ideas—all of which have made my success—and all of which you will get from this book. Here are a few examples and questions Bill answers:

• Be ruthlessly selfish about attracting the best talent: The best teams are made up of the best people—how do you attract them? How do you retain them in both up and down markets?

• The best player plays: The best projects and company formations occur right at the intersection of clients, contractors, and supplier/vendors. How best to integrate them and break down the silos?

• The upside down organizational chart: When Bill’s Mustang team was doing the topsides engineering for Atlantis in an overheated market (2002–2006), it was easy to see that we needed the very best from my BP team, Mustang, and all of our critical suppliers. The best are always hard to recruit and retain—they are all essentially ‘volunteers’—they can work anywhere they want. How do you make your business or project the one that everyone wants to join?

“Whether you are building a company or a project team, you will find something you can put to immediate use on every page in Culture Code Champions.”

—Gregory Sills

President, Leading Projects LLC

Formerly EVP and Chief Development Officer, Cobalt

VP Major Projects, BP and Marathon


[image: imghalf.jpg]


[image: imgtitle.jpg]


 

Copyright © 2020 by Bill Higgs.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.

Published by ForbesBooks, Charleston, South Carolina.
 Member of Advantage Media Group.

ForbesBooks is a registered trademark, and the ForbesBooks colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.

Printed in the United States of America.

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

ISBN: 978-1-946633-69-9

LCCN: 2019918572

Book design by Wendy Stevens

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.




	[image: imgtree.jpg]

	Advantage Media Group is proud to be a part of the Tree Neutral® program. Tree Neutral offsets the number of trees consumed in the production and printing of this book by taking proactive steps such as planting trees in direct proportion to the number of trees used to print books. To learn more about Tree Neutral, please visit www.treeneutral.com.








Since 1917, the Forbes mission has remained constant. Global Champions of Entrepreneurial Capitalism. ForbesBooks exists to further that aim by bringing the Stories, Passion, and Knowledge of top thought leaders to the forefront. ForbesBooks brings you The Best in Business. To be considered for publication, please visit www.forbesbooks.com.




 

This book is dedicated to those who want to improve their ability to help other people enjoy their work environment more—to people who want to spiral up attitudes in an organization so that it prospers and everyone can take that positive attitude and energy home and into the community.
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Culture Code Champions grew out of all the amazing people that I have had the privilege to serve at the company I cofounded called Mustang.
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Mustang Vision Statement

Our quest is to embody a culture that inspires super motivated people to make Heroes of clients, partners, vendors, and Mustangers!


 

PREFACE ON CULTURE

The army culture is built around the warrior ethos of mission first, never accepting defeat, never quitting and never leaving a fallen comrade behind. Culture Code Champions grew out of this team-first mentality. The Ranger Creed takes this cultural foundation a step further and is summarized in the motto “Rangers lead the way!” In the following story and testimonial you will see how the Task Force Ranger culture trumps the strategy and plan to win the day in the heat of battle.

Lee A. Van Arsdale is one of my West Point classmates and one of my personal heroes. This is his experience from The Battle of Mogadishu—the events of which were the basis for the book and movie Black Hawk Down. Moving the combat units from the crash site to the rally point and then out of Mogadishu famously constitutes the “Mogadishu Mile” (although it was more like three miles).

—Bill Higgs

Lee:

In the late summer and fall of 1993 I was a member of Task Force (TF) Ranger in Mogadishu, Somalia. TF Ranger was comprised of elements of the 75th Ranger Regiment, the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, an Army Special Mission Unit, and a headquarters element. Our mission was straightforward: capture or kill General Mohammed Farah Aidid, a warlord in command of the Habr Gedr clan militia. They were responsible for the deaths of over 20 Pakistani peacekeepers sent to Somalia as part of a United Nations effort to cease the starvation caused by the Somali civil war. The Pakistanis were ambushed in June, and TF Ranger trained and rehearsed for two months until deploying in August.

General Aidid had not been seen since June, and in order to carry out our mission the one piece of critical intelligence was the target’s location. Knowing this, we planned to systematically roll up Aidid’s infrastructure, thereby depriving him of the people and things he needed, eventually driving him to the surface. From August to October we did just that, successfully executing six missions, such as capturing his chief financier, and taking out the radio station he was using to direct his militia.

Then, on October 3rd, we received actionable intelligence that two of Aidid’s lieutenants would be conducting a personal meeting. This was precisely the type of target that fit with our strategy. Complicating things was the fact that the meet would take place in a walled compound with multistoried buildings. We had no way of knowing where in the compound the meet would take place, and each lieutenant traveled with about a dozen well-armed bodyguards.

TF Ranger’s culture was built around reacting quickly in all phases of a mission. Our process used a number of templates that were available for every mission set. When a mission came down it was a simple matter of selecting the proper template, making any last minute adjustments, and then executing.

The planning had been ongoing since the June massacre, and included not just the basic plan but contingencies for logical occurrences. While we were constrained in our manpower and number of helicopters and vehicles, for us those constraints were planning factors. When a plan was formulated, a brief back was conducted so the commander could approve, amend, or send it back to the drawing board, and ensure everyone was on the same page.

Prior to deployment every rehearsal was followed by what we called a hotwash, or after action review. This forum allowed every participant to give their perspective on how the plan could be improved, and further served as a way to keep everyone on the same page. In Somalia, every mission was likewise followed up with a hotwash.

Our plan on October 3rd was for the Special Mission Unit (SMU) assault force to take down the compound and arrest the lieutenants, while the Rangers provided security around the target. Both elements would be transported by 160th helicopters, conduct the mission, and then exfiltrate the area via a vehicular convoy on standby in an adjacent neighborhood.

The operation went according to plan, and was absolutely textbook in execution. The lieutenants were captured and the bodyguards were all flex cuffed so they were no longer a threat. While waiting for the four Ranger elements to collapse onto the compound so the entire element could exfiltrate together, one of the circling Blackhawk helicopters, piloted by my friend Cliff Wolcott, was shot down. In the words of Major General Bill Garrison, the TF Ranger commander, “We just lost the initiative.”

With a clan militia estimated at 3,000 fighters, and an on-ground TF Ranger element of less than 100, maintaining the initiative was crucial to our success. We immediately implemented our contingency plans when the helicopter, call sign Super 61, went down. One of the contingencies was to dispatch the Search and Rescue (SAR) helicopter to the crash site, while General Garrison simultaneously called for our Quick Reaction Force (QRF), the US Army 10th Mountain Division, in Somalia as part of the United Nations mission.

This is where our culture took over. We executed a contingency that wasn’t planned for: the nearest Ranger element to the crash site saw the bird go down, and immediately ran there. Super 61 went down in a bad neighborhood, and we all knew that the militia would be eager to get there first, and we were determined that we would win that race!

The SAR bird and Rangers got to Super 61 at about the same time, just ahead of the militia, thanks to the heroic efforts of Dan Busch. Dan was a SMU sniper on Super 61, and single-handedly held off the first militia members to arrive at the scene. Dan was mortally wounded, but held the militia at bay just long enough.

Meanwhile, the QRF arrived at the TF Ranger Joint Operations Center (JOC) from their location and got a quick update on the situation. At this time I was in the JOC, and as the QRF was departing for the crash site, General Garrison turned to me and said simply “Go with them.” Such was the nature of our relationship and the culture we came from, built on integrity and trust, that nothing else was necessary. I knew that my charter was to develop the situation as necessary to get our troops at the crash site—by now the assault force and entire Ranger security element, encircled by the militia—safely back to our base.

The QRF was ambushed shortly after leaving the base, and we were in totally unarmored vehicles. Circumstances precluded us from driving through the ambush, and our lack of armor left us completely vulnerable. The QRF commander, or someone higher in his chain of command, I’m not sure which, decided to return to base and regroup. We did just that, and later in the evening we were ready for take two, this time with Pakistani tanks and Malaysian Armored Personnel Carriers (APCs).

By now we had two downed helicopters, and our plan was to move to a rally point roughly equidistant between the crash sites. From there one 10th Mountain Division Company (about 100 soldiers) would go to each crash site, and one company would remain at the rally point as a reserve. I decided to accompany the unit going to the Super 61 crash site, as that’s where all of the TF Ranger elements were located, still holding off the militia. Given the situation—nighttime, blinding dust, continuous noise, automatic weapons fire, explosions, and a group of soldiers moving through the streets to where another group of soldiers was holding ground—I figured my top priority was avoiding accidental fratricide.

I rode to the rally point in a Malaysian APC with a couple of SMU colleagues, where we dismounted in order to dismantle a flaming roadblock. I’d have been perfectly happy to remain in the APC all the way to the crash site, but the roadblocks and militia presence precluded that. As it was, the dismounted element and APCs provided each other mutual support, and in that manner we moved out. I positioned myself in the middle of the company with the SMU men, thinking that if we were needed somewhere that was the best place from which to react.

About halfway there we took significant fire from a multi-story building and got held up. We quickly rectified the situation, but lost our momentum. The company commander, Captain Drew Meyerowich, told me that the APCs refused to go any further, and he couldn’t proceed without them. I told one of the SMU soldiers, Matt Rierson, to get in the lead APC and make it move forward. I then moved to the front of the line of soldiers and told them to follow me. Even though I wasn’t in their chain of command and they didn’t know who I was, I knew without a doubt that these American soldiers would respond to positive leadership. Without delay the APCs and dismounted soldiers both began moving.

When we neared the crash site, I halted the element and moved forward with my Radio-Telephone Operator (RTO) Bob Kingman. I was in radio contact with the assault force commander, Captain Scott Miller, and met with him face to face prior to bringing up the entire QRF. Scott gave me a run down on where the TF Ranger elements were located, which allowed us to fold the QRF into the perimeter without any drama.

At this time I turned my attention to the matter of extricating the pilot’s and copilot’s bodies from the wreckage. When their aircraft was hit they did everything exactly right in order to save the four snipers and two crew chiefs in back, but did so at the sacrifice of their own lives. They were now trapped in the wreckage, and it was our intent that we not leave without them. Fortunately we weren’t taking any casualties at the time, so we were able to spend the time it took to finally get them out.

By now it was daylight, and we needed to get back to the rally point. The APCs that accompanied us to the crash site were now full with our wounded comrades, so once again it wasn’t a simple matter of riding to the destination in an APC. I put the 10th Mountain Division in the lead, as they were the freshest and knew the way. I put the SMU element in the middle again, as they were the most experienced and could react to wherever they may be needed. The Rangers brought up the rear, and though many of them were exhausted and dehydrated, they were still Rangers and I felt good with them protecting the rear.

We returned to the rally point without incident, and I received a report from every subordinate leader that all their men were accounted for. Only then did I give the order to load up the vehicles. Scott Miller and I were the last to load up, along with our RTOs, and we proceeded back without further incident.

Seventeen brave Americans lost their lives during that fight, and two days later Matt Rierson was killed in a mortar attack on our base. Even though there was a tragic loss of life—18 Americans and an estimated 1,000 militia, we accomplished the mission we were tasked with that day, and completely eviscerated the Habr Gedr militia.

Not every day in my Army life was quite as action-packed as this, but I did apply leadership and culture building principles every day, all of which are reinforced in Culture Code Champions.

From a cultural aspect, the right team will always find a way to succeed, no matter what happens. The wrong team, even if it is properly resourced and has everything it needs to succeed, will seldom achieve complete success.

Twice now I’ve had the opportunity to lead companies as the chief executive officer. In both instances we were able to achieve good success, and I attribute that in no small part to the leadership and culture building lessons I learned in the army. In my experience, army leadership is the same as business leadership—in both cases you’re leading people. Higgs’ book Culture Code Champions is a terrific blend of military leadership, culture and ethos applied to very effective business practices.

—Lee A. Van Arsdale

LTC, Task Force Ranger

Black Hawk Down Mission/Rescue

Former CEO, Triple Canopy


 

FOREWORD

The West Point Class of 1974 produced more senior military officers than almost any class in its 216-year history. Less well known, but equally important in its contribution to our society, is the fact that it produced as many or more senior business executives, innovators, and entrepreneurs. Among all of these leaders, Bill Higgs stands out.

At West Point, Bill was a leader among our group of leaders-in-waiting. We spent four years together learning to understand and appreciate the values we each applied later to our chosen professions. Even then, Bill’s character, integrity, work ethic, and genuine concern for the people around him was evident. In the forty-five years from the time I entered West Point in 1970 to when I retired from the military in 2015 as our nation’s highest-ranking military officer, I got to know and evaluate many leaders. I don’t throw the word “charismatic” around loosely in describing them. Bill Higgs was charismatic.

We’ve stayed in touch over those forty-five years and especially during the last twenty as we committed to continuing to learn even as we continued to lead. That’s why Bill’s book is so important and timely. It’s not just a personal success story; it’s a template for successful leaders who want to remain successful.

In his new book Culture Code Champions, Bill describes his leadership journey as co-founder of Mustang Engineering, a company that grew from three people and a $15,000 investment to 6,500 people and $1 billion in annual revenues in only twenty years. He deftly and interestingly weaves a story about the intersection of people and projects, that point where leaders work to balance time schedules, the bottom line, and the human dimension of business to create a successful and enduring culture.

Bill argues with conviction that the key to becoming successful and staying successful is in expanding the idea of “team” to include employees, leaders, suppliers, and customers. Other books have made the point that teamwork and reputation matter; Bill Higgs’ anecdotes and vignettes bring it to life persuasively.

Among many valuable contributions to leadership theory, Bill’s assertion in Culture Code Champions that the better we do, the more we should give back to the community may be the most valuable. Our most basic instinct—on the job and off—is to feel a sense of belonging and to believe our contributions matter. In his chapter on giving back, Bill makes a pragmatic case that giving back is both important for the community but also an important part of building a company’s culture.

Bill Higgs has something to say, the experience to back it up, and stories to bring it to life. If you’re serious about learning to lead, this is a book you won’t want to end.

—Martin Dempsey

Retired US General

18th Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff

Chairman, USA Basketball


 

INTRODUCTION
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MAKING HEROES IS VITAL TO CULTURE CODE CHAMPIONS

You can change lives by creating an energetic, positive work environment that spirals people’s attitudes up, and this book will show you how. You have never heard of Mustang Engineering, Inc., but that doesn’t matter; the company and industry are immaterial. The culture it built stands the test of time.

It was started during a severe industry downturn in a mundane, highly competitive services industry where people go home every night and can leave for another job the next day. By the time Mustang was started, hundreds of other companies in the industry had come and gone with the industry cycles, never getting larger than eighty people. The severe cycles eliminated any loyalty between companies and people.

This is a different type of business book in that it focuses on how one company created a high-performance team culture that worked across all aspects of the company, from HR to sales to operations to strategic planning to legal and financial reporting. Basic building blocks of this culture were adapted from my experiences at West Point, in Army Ranger School, and as a combat engineer company commander. My partners brought their experiences from the tight-knit cultures of Texas A&M and Texas A&I along with their natural collaborative nature. Our inclusive team culture was strong enough and dynamic enough that it changed a large portion of our industry from win-lose contracting to win-win cooperation.

This book will show you how to build or change a culture. In 1987, we founded our firm with the idea of creating a better kind of company. I was thirty-five years old; one of my co-founders, Paul Redmon, was a few years younger than I; the other, Felix Covington, was a few years older. None of us made the decision lightly: we planned and mulled for two years before pulling the trigger, but once we did, we never looked back.

In the early days, we hoped our $15,000 investment would grow to a thirty-five-person company. Twenty years later, when we retired, Mustang was a billion-dollar company with more than 6,500 people in offices around the world. Four years later the 2nd and 3rd generation leadership grew it to $2 billion in annual revenues and 12,000 people. Inc. Magazine cited us as one of the “Inc. 500 fastest-growing companies in America”—for two straight years—and we were the top-ranked technical firm in North America. We achieved this by putting simple, common-sense principles to work.

That kind of success is very rare: only six out of one million start-ups grow to become billion-dollar businesses. We believe we achieved this level of success because of the culture of the organization we created. You read that right: because of the culture—that touchy-feely intangible quality that so many companies don’t put energy into. We did—and the habits that created the culture live on, long after the founders left the company, because our people embraced those habits for creating an environment they did not want to lose.

Mustang’s culture grew even stronger, from bottom to top in the organization, after we left in 2008. In 2016, the team put out a video of people in eight offices around the world saying in their own language what it meant to be a Mustanger (our moniker). Our vision was to “Make Heroes” of our suppliers, clients, and other Mustangers (i.e., to make them successful)—and that came through. The English subtitles in the video matched the words and phrases we had used in our fourth year. It was hard to imagine this would ever happen in an industry that did not treat service organizations well. Culture is how you get things done; we wanted to get things done through great team dynamics in all actions.
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