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FOREWORD John C. Maxwell



Brandon Dawson always credits me with being a force that changed his life, but I think it’s just as true to say that he changed mine.


Let me explain.


During the period from 2000–2002 when Brandon was creating the blueprint for what would become his second company, Audigy, he read several of my books as carefully as anybody ever has. After he launched Audigy in 2004, he continued to use my books, along with many others, and his company became the most dominant player in the hearing health industry in America. By then, I had followed Brandon’s success with admiration, and I appreciated his kind words to me about the impact my teachings had made in his development as a leader.


Anyone who has written a book knows what I mean!


We finally met in person in 2012 when Brandon invited me to come to Las Vegas and speak at an Audigy meeting. Nothing in our previous correspondence prepared me for what I saw in Las Vegas. Sometimes you meet someone and feel like you’ve known them your whole life. That’s the way I felt when I first met Brandon. Still, I was surprised by the skill with which my “old friend” led the hundreds of business owners who were gathered there.


It was like being in church. Brandon was magnetic! I marveled—and felt humbled—when I heard some of the ideas that I’d written about over the years being incorporated, expanded, and improved upon by Brandon right there on the stage.


Brandon was not only teaching his team the principles in my books, he was also showing them how to apply them and create a game plan they could easily follow. I do a lot of leadership coaching and training for organizations around the world, including governments, as well as businesses of all sizes and levels of complexity. Some are in rough shape and suffer from weak leadership before my company, Maxwell Leadership, arrives on the scene. Others are further along the leadership spectrum and work with us to make themselves better.


Brandon’s team fell into neither camp, exactly, because Brandon gets it like nobody I’ve ever met. And by “it,” I mean how to create systems that foster leadership up and down organizational culture in a way people can understand. My role at the meeting was to help Brandon deepen and enrich his team’s thinking. I was happy to do so.


I thought so highly of what I saw there that, in 2013, I invited Brandon to come work with my team at Maxwell Leadership. Following the methodology Brandon developed at Audigy, we broke everyone into teams—including operations, marketing, finance, and so on—and applied Brandon’s techniques to optimize our systems and processes, while aligning each team member’s goals with those of our organization. A decade later, we continue to apply Brandon’s best practices, which have helped us grow and prosper as an organization and as individuals.


I had never thought of myself as a writer until I had a conversation with the author of several great books who told me he wrote not because he needed to write but to extend his influence beyond his personal touch. This single conversation led to a writing career with more than one hundred books to my credit. And by the way, I’m still writing and loving every minute of it.


Each time you finish writing a book, you feel relieved but also a little bit anxious because you hope that what you’ve worked so hard to share with others will actually change the way they work and live. You don’t change lives by writing a book; you change lives when readers act on what they learn.


This is why I am so delighted that Brandon has chosen to write Nine-Figure Mindset: How to Go from Zero to Over $100 Million in Net Worth at this moment in his remarkable career. Although his boundless energy and passion for helping small business owners to prosper has enabled him to touch thousands of lives personally through his management companies—most recently, Cardone Ventures, which he co-founded with Grant Cardone—I am confident this book will enable Brandon to reach millions more who have a dream of succeeding as a small business owner and leader.


Why am I so confident? Because there is nobody out there today who can connect the dots between leading and succeeding quite the way Brandon does in page after page of this, what I hope will be only his first book.


This book is for leaders who manage a few people, who manage many people, and even who manage only themselves at the present time. This book is for the founder still struggling internally to justify hiring that first employee even though he or she has grown frustrated by having to do everything themselves. It is for the business leader who may have hired a handful of employees only to discover that they don’t share the same passion for the business he or she does. But mostly it’s for the business leader who knows the business and industry cold but never learned how to lead others because, truth be told, leading others well is hard to do.


Organizations rarely, if ever, suffer from a lack of followership. What’s usually found wanting is leadership. And the most important part of leadership that goes missing is neither intelligence nor technical know-how; it’s the business owner’s ability to align the organization’s success with that of each team member’s vision of success. Creating this kind of alignment takes a leader who understands, and has the integrity to act on, the knowledge that leadership is about creating value for other people, not just the business owner. It is about showing people you really do care so they, in turn, do everything in their power to contribute to your shared success.


Before we can hope to lead others, however, we must learn how to lead ourselves, which means learning all there is to know about our own hopes, fears, dreams, and goals. After all, if we don’t know what motivates and inspires us, how can we hope to motivate and inspire others?


The crowning achievement of Brandon’s book, Nine-Figure Mindset: How to Go from Zero to Over $100 Million in Net Worth, is to connect the dots between the practice of leading oneself and leading others to expect more out of our businesses, careers, and lives. Make no mistake: those dots have to be connected. There is no easy way forward, no “hack” that lets you bypass the doubts, setbacks, crises, and even failures that attend any adventure worth taking. But if you follow Brandon’s advice and, more importantly, his well-told example of devoting your career to creating value for others, you will discover, as I have, that your life is immeasurably better.


And in my book, better is always the goal.










INTRODUCTION It’s Okay to Dream and to Dream BIG!



I wrote this book for you, the dreamers who fully understand that you have the power to create the life you want, no matter what your circumstances. The ones who are dreaming big and going against the status quo, who are willing to fail in order to make your dreams come true. The ones who never ever settle. Let me, a high school graduate with a 2.4 GPA, who sat on a tractor in his parents’ walnut orchard and dreamed of owning his own business one day, be a living testament to you, wherever you find yourself in your entrepreneurial journey.


I’ve started, scaled, and grown multiple companies, creating financial abundance for myself and everyone else in my organizations. Just to give one example, in 2004 I created Audigy Group, a management company that provided 360-degree consulting and operational services to small businesses in the hearing services industry. In 2016, I went on to sell the company—a company I self-funded—for an astonishing $151 million, seventy-seven times EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization). It was one of the highest values ever paid for a private company. One of the best days of my life was the day I sent out $35 million to my teams and customers who had been part of helping me grow and scale the business. After we sold the business using the same strategies and methodologies we used to grow our business, we were able to grow a $1 billion business to $4.5 billion in thirty-six months.


Then I turned my attention to working with a legendary sales genius to co-create a multi-billion-dollar company that serves small business owners just like you. Through several lifetimes’ worth of experiences, partners, customers, mentors, employees, trusted advisors, and business acquisitions, along with the ability to learn how to embrace the struggle and completely shift my mindset, I was then, and only then, able to change the entire trajectory of my life.


I want to help you change or accelerate yours. In the pages that follow, I’m going to give you no-nonsense business practices and advice that you can implement and execute today to help you not only transform your business, but all areas of your life. You’ll read real and raw stories about my journey (the highs and the lows), plus the journeys of other business owners just like you who I’ve partnered with or helped in recent years, to illustrate how these key principles work when applied. As you will see, many have transformed their businesses.


I want you to skip all the mistakes I made so you can learn to leverage both the successes and failures of your journey. It is my belief that from our greatest failures comes the potential for incredible opportunity through stepping back for a moment, allowing ourselves the luxury—no, the necessity—of rewiring our brains, and learning how to move forward, creating success with great intentionality.





The first thing you need to know is that success isn’t easy. There are 31.5 million small to midsize businesses in the United States. According to national statistics, 97 percent of new companies will fail within their first ten years. Being a small business owner who’s built a career working with other small business owners, I have made it my personal passion to prevent perfectly good businesses—businesses that provide great products and services to customers—from failing simply because the owners don’t know how business growth works.


This raises some questions: Why do some businesses succeed while others fail? What do successful business owners know that others don’t know? I think there are several answers to these questions, and all are addressed in this book. But for the moment, let’s look at the underlying dynamic that takes place in the hearts and minds of the business owners I have known (and I’ve known thousands of them). Understanding these dynamics, even superficially at first, will prepare you to read this book with greater focus and insight.


First is the question of whom you listen to. I have dear friends and I have dear mentors. On rare occasions, a close mentor becomes a close friend. But the two relationships are not the same thing. A friend loves us for who we are, warts and all. A mentor sees who we can become and helps us get there. A mentor may or may not love you, though they will probably at least like you. The biggest mistake you can make is to listen to friends, family members, loved ones, professors, business brokers, lawyers, accountants, and all the people who want to offer you advice but haven’t actually done what you are trying to do. The fastest way to succeed is to find the closest example of what you want to accomplish and model yourself after the person who achieved it.


So, who is a mentor? A mentor is someone who has what you want, who is the kind of person you’d like to be, and who has done the kind of thing you want to do. That last part of the sentence should be your guide: listen to people who have done what you want to do. The reason I am calling this book a business biography is that I have done what you want to do. The purpose of the book is to show how my life as an entrepreneur unfolded, including the mistakes I made and the lessons I learned. There will be chapters devoted to specific lessons and plenty of examples of other entrepreneurs and thought leaders who have either transformed my life or I theirs. But I feel as though I’ve led the kind of life that has the potential to be instructive to others who want to be successful business owners and leaders.


Born to humble working parents who divorced when I was young, I found myself spending more time with my mom and the man who became my stepdad. He was a true entrepreneur and was trying to build Starkey, a manufacturer of hearing aids. Suddenly, during my long stays with them at a relatively young age, I was thrust into the chaotic and often downright crazy life of a start-up with world-class ambition. I joined the family business, only to leave it later and strike out on my own—a young man who was equally confident and frightened out in the world. The hardships I overcame and the lessons I learned from my extended family (and the family I started as well) formed the backdrop against which I became who I am today.


That person is someone who has felt the pain of not knowing where to turn, turning anyway, living with the consequences of my decisions, and learning how to avoid making the same mistakes again. Along the way, I had the great fortune to realize that the biggest hurdles to my happiness in life were the things I didn’t know I didn’t know. I had the presence of mind, or maybe just the desperation, to apprentice myself to some extraordinary mentors who helped me reprogram my brain to replace fear and judgment with confidence and honesty.


Now I feel it is my duty to pass along my learning to you, the present and future generation of brave founders, entrepreneurs, business owners, and leaders.


Is there anything in that brief outline of my career that doesn’t sound like something you’d like to achieve? Minus some of the mistakes, of course! Well, that’s why I wrote this book: so you don’t have to make the same mistakes I and so many others have made and continue to make.


Second is the question of how big you are thinking. Something I learned from one of my greatest mentors—and now friend and business partner in Cardone Ventures, Grant Cardone—is that most of us sell ourselves woefully short. Even those of us who think pretty highly of ourselves fall victim to underselling how far we can go. I have done years of homework and spent millions assessing the opportunities that would enable me to create unbelievable value by collaborating with entrepreneurs to change how small businesses are run. I built Audigy with the intention of proving that if, without using anybody else’s money, I could figure out how to help business owners in the audiology space create massive value, I could do the same thing for hundreds of industries. This is what guided my hiring of research consultants to look at thousands of industries and to analyze test cases of reverse consolidation, the model for Audigy you’ll read about in a later chapter.


After I sold Audigy for one of the highest values ever paid for a business, I had to stay on for three more years as part of the purchase price. I put my head down and, thirty-six months later and with an amazing team of leaders, we had turned a billion-dollar company into a four-billion-dollar company.


And then I was done. I found myself playing golf all the time and getting fat from too much going out to dinner. I’d earned everything I wanted in life, but I suddenly felt miserable because at the exact moment when I discovered my passion and zone of genius, I had no way to express it. I also felt fear—fear of losing what I had earned. Fear is a powerful demotivator for many business owners, and it was for me. Did I really have the courage to take this single-industry model I had perfected to hundreds of other industries? How would I do it?


My friend and mentor John Maxwell taught me the profound truth that making other people successful was the leader’s responsibility. Later, when my wife, Natalie, introduced me to Grant’s The 10X Rule: The Only Difference between Success and Failure, I knew I had to take renewed action and put my talents to use helping an even larger number of other people. When I first met Grant Cardone a few years ago, he said something to me that is now part of every thought, interaction, and action I take in my life: “Whatever you’re thinking, Brandon… 10X that!” Grant also taught me that “success is your duty, obligation, and responsibility.” I have thought about John’s and Grant’s words every day since, and I’ve made it a major theme of this book to reflect my determination, commitment, and duty to maximize my ability to the greater service of helping others take action in the pursuit of their dreams and goals as much as I possibly can.


At the core, the 10X concept exists to remind us all that we should always be thinking bigger and increasing our activity 10X more than we currently are. But in order to feel like we’re worthy of those 10X dreams, we must first believe we are worthy of receiving them. And this introduces the next big question.


Third is the question of what kind of mindset successful business owners need to cultivate as though their lives depended on it, which to a large degree they do. You can have all the technical expertise in the world and the energy to match it, but unless you have a mindset that has been freed of self-limiting and self-sabotaging thoughts and feelings, and unless you can teach and coach your employees to be free of these as well, you will never achieve your goals and dreams. That may sound harsh, but it’s the truth.


One of my most significant mentors, Story Musgrave, reinforced the power of belief through his own personal story. When I look at the totality of his career, from dropping out of high school, to being the only person to fly aboard all five space shuttles, he influenced me to think bigger, do more and have more courage. Story was instrumental in guiding me on how to build our operational platform to serve small business owners by connecting a “Mission Control” to help guide and assist them in their pursuit of excellence and value creation in the delivery of their products and services.


Perhaps the biggest struggle I’ve witnessed in thousands of employees and business owners over the years is the ability to move through self-limiting beliefs to find the resilience and tools that allow them to create the money and life and business they desire. Everything begins with mindset. Take a moment to ask yourself this: Are you living in a rich mindset or a poor mindset? If you want to grow personally, professionally, and financially, you have to align with people and ways of thinking and believing that support a rich mindset.


But before you can attract the kind of people to your project who can help you, you must take 100 percent of the accountability for your success. Only by looking into your own heart and mind and being clear on who you are and what your goals are can you build an organization of like-minded contributors.


Fourth is the question of who you bring along with you on your journey of success. Man, nothing is less productive and self-defeating than thinking you can do it all. It’s a cliché that great entrepreneurs are not stubborn individualists but savvy collaborators who understand what they’re good at and what they need help with; but you’d be amazed how many entrepreneurs still mess up when it comes to collaboration. In this book, you will learn how to collaborate by building a business in which everyone wins. You’ll learn how to leverage the talents and goals of others—both your customers and your employees—so that everyone is working toward the same goal and vision based on the same values and mission.


The reason I called this book Nine-Figure Mindset is because I know that your success starts between your ears, and, as I started thinking about the millions of small business owners out there and recalling that 97 percent of them fail within ten years, I realized I wasn’t executing my duty on the golf course. I recognized my duty was to help as many of those millions of small business owners as I possibly could to adjust their mindset and succeed rather than fail. Success is the legacy you will leave to all who cross your path, all whose lives you have improved along the way. All of us want to leave a legacy for future generations. A legacy not only paints a clear picture of the future you hope to see, but also establishes your priorities in the present.


As a scaling and turnaround expert who has a passion for helping business owners and their teams amplify their vision and impact through belief, strategy, execution, and leadership by building team alignment, I’m compelled now more than ever to share wisdom, insights, and perspectives to help others build their confidence through results. My mission is to teach you how to fight for your vision and purpose and set yourself (and everyone else around you) up to change your mind, change your life, and learn how to achieve your personal, professional, and financial goals.


That will be my legacy to entrepreneurs, and it is a legacy I am already putting in place through my work. In this book, you’ll have the opportunity to hear from some of the small business owners I’ve worked with to help them transform their companies and their lives by implementing the principles discussed in this book.





This book is not only for you, the founder, entrepreneur, business owner, and leader, but also for your families and your teams. They are the ones who will go on the journey with you through the best of times and the worst of times. I guarantee you with 100 percent certainty that you are going to experience personal, professional, and possibly financial fear, anxiety, stress, frustration, and even possible failure in the growth process.


It is my intention to inspire you to fight your way through. That’s going to be hard on you, but it’s also going to take a big toll on your family and team. I can absolutely guarantee this.


But I can also guarantee with confidence that if you get to the other side of the struggle, your life and the lives of the people around you will be changed forever. You will have the ability and mindset to lead not only yourself but also others through every challenge—through whatever abyss stands between where you are now and your true potential for impact and success. Know that if you give up, those around you will also give up, and that if you develop true resilience and resourcefulness, those around you will discover the same qualities in themselves. Like attracts like. Birds of a feather flock together. They are clichés, but all clichés have an element of truth in them.


I want to open this book with the same challenge to you that I will close the book with. Ask yourself: Do I have the resilience and dedication to meet the obligation of success and be an example to others? Am I willing to challenge myself at all costs to follow my dream through whatever craziness it throws my way? I hope the answer is yes and that you will come to see that maybe you have undersold yourself to yourself regarding your capabilities. Whether or not you already own a business, I hope you will realize that the inkling you’ve felt that you should want more—and want to be more—is the reason you opened this book in the first place.


How do I know this? Because, dear reader, I was once in exactly the same place you are.


Let’s dig in.










PART I The Making of an Entrepreneur











CHAPTER 1 Tough Love from a Friend



“Pull over.”


The order came from Hector LaMarque, my golfing buddy and friend, the guy who was sitting in the cart with me as we approached the ninth hole of the Bighorn Golf Club in Palm Desert. It was a beautiful Southern California day, but I hadn’t really noticed the lush greenery or warming sunlight. I had spent the first eight holes bitching to Hector about all the bastards I’d had to deal with at my previous company.


Come to think of it, I’d been whining about them for a lot longer than eight holes—probably more on the order of twelve months. That’s how long it had been since I’d been removed from my own company, the one I founded and grew by the sweat of my brow.


Hector wrote something down on his scorecard. I didn’t love the way he looked at me as he handed it to me. On the scorecard was a simple phrase: “What you think is what you say. What you say is what you do. What you do is what you’re known for. It’s your legacy.”


Then he looked me in the eye and said, “If you want to know where you’re going in the future, just listen to what you’re talking about right now. And what you’re talking about now is everything that went wrong in the past.” He continued, his eyes steadily holding mine, “So you’re only going to find more of what you’re focused on… things going wrong. And until you find what worked in the past and what you would do differently in the future, and accept responsibility for what you screwed up, you have no choice but to continue to fail forward.


“You are an amazingly talented person, but if that is what you are going to choose—to learn nothing and be the same—I refuse to be with you as your friend because you, Brandon, are better than that.”


Ouch! I didn’t see that one coming.


But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? At the time, I was living way too much inside my own head and, as a result, was alienating one of the coolest people I knew. A guy who I viewed as my close friend was issuing a wake-up call. What was the matter with me?


I met Hector in 1999 and we quickly established a rapport. We shared a passion for golf and business and became golfing buddies. Hector is a good and honest man, fiercely loyal to his family and equally committed to his business. To my amazement, his most respected internal strengths—his confidence, charisma, and ability to connect with others—were reflected in the externals of his life as well. My first impression after meeting Hector was that he truly embodied the whole package: he was good-looking, charming, soft-spoken, and extremely respectful to people. His wife was amazingly beautiful and smart, and his children were extremely well-mannered. He had beautiful homes and traveled the world.


And he did all this while making millions of dollars each year as the founder of Performance Consulting Group, a Primerica Financial Services group that worked to build teams in the financial services sector. I thought of him as “Hector LaMarkable,” and he was definitely someone I wanted to emulate in every way.


I couldn’t have articulated it at the time, but my golfing buddy furnished all the living proof I needed to be reminded that when you’re a good person on the inside, your life will mirror your mindset. I sensed that he had his priorities and values lined up just as true as a straight shot off the tee that lands with a gentle bounce, smack in the center of the fairway.


And now this guy for whom I had so much respect was telling me to stop being a drainer and stop acting like a victim all the time?


If you had seen the two of us buzzing around Bighorn Golf Club between 1999 and 2003, you would never have attached the word “victim” to either of us. We were among the exclusive club’s youngest members and we both boasted five handicaps. We comfortably rubbed shoulders with millionaires and even the odd billionaire or two among those with whom we’d sit around after our golf rounds for drinks and a meal while we talked about business with the confidence that comes from knowing we’d built our companies from scratch.


Sometimes I would go to one of Hector’s events as a guest to watch what he was doing. His world was very different from mine. I ran a corporation; he worked as a consulting service providing sales and development training for his teams in the financial services space. Hector and his people could absolutely pack a room with two thousand audience participants who all had given up their Saturdays for a dose of his mojo. I would sit and shake my head as his participants easily slipped into role-playing exercises and did the kind of stuff I couldn’t even get my own employees to do.


“I’m on a mission to create million-dollar producers,” Hector once told me. That gave me the idea to create million-dollar producers in the hearing space, which was my industry. But more on that later.


Our relationship was growing during a period that coincided with the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, when it felt like everyone we knew lost someone in the Towers. During this period, which devastated the American people and economy, his businesses continued to grow—Hector’s just got bigger and bigger—and he continued to blow right through the tech industry crash that added to the economic misery.


My company was called Sonus Hearing Centers, which comprised a network of audiology clinics that sold hearing aids in the US and Canada. I started the company in January of 1996 after quitting the hearing aid manufacturing company created by my then stepdad, which had grown significantly with the help of my mom. That company, Starkey, grew from the humblest of beginnings to an organization valued at $350 million when I left it in December of 1995. It was a family-owned business and one I had worked at, on and off, since I was in the sixth grade. By the time I went to work there as an adult, it was a very serious player in its industry.


We’ll get into the nitty-gritty of Starkey a bit later, but suffice it to say my experiences there taught me a few important things. First, it taught me most everything I needed to know about the hearing industry, which allowed me to make my own success in it after I left. And second, it taught me everything I needed to know about how to wear multiple hats, how to be resilient, and how to sell. But one of the things I did not learn was how to be a great leader—beginning with my own motivation for becoming an entrepreneur in the first place and including my total lack of leadership as a founder.


I thought I had quit Starkey because I didn’t like the way the company was run, the constant infighting and power struggles practiced by its leadership team, and what I perceived as a lax leadership style that allowed too much room for underperformance. But the truth was that my wanting so badly to be successful played a big part in the company becoming such a jungle. Sure, I worked my way up the ladder and made some money for the company and myself with some clever ideas. But my ideas and successes usually came at someone else’s expense, because my basic modus operandi was, “Hey, it’s me against the world!”


People used to tell me I was walking on people. My retort was that you can’t walk on people unless they are lying down.


When I started Sonus, I applied the same ego-driven approach to leadership—or what I understood to be leadership, which was me calling all the shots—that I’d seen in operation at Starkey. My business model was to buy up mostly small mom-and-pop audiology clinics whose owners were at, or nearing, retirement. Stringing a couple hundred of these businesses together gave me leverage with the big manufacturers from whom my clinics would buy their hearing aids—which, by the way, did not include my stepfather’s business, spiteful son of a gun that I was.


I used my own wits and brashness to raise the capital I needed to launch Sonus. Then I used my smarts to get Sonus moved from the Alberta, British Columbia, stock exchange to the American Stock Exchange, where I became one of the youngest people ever to ring the opening bell (according to the Exchange), thereby fulfilling at least a version of an early dream I used to have as a kid growing up in Oregon. I even began expanding into Europe, where suppliers were eager to get a foothold in the American hearing aid market in addition to expanding their share in Europe.


Quite the mover and shaker I was—that is, until June of 2002, when the private equity firm I had allowed to acquire a controlling interest in Sonus effectively kicked me out of my own company by bringing in a CEO to sell it. I guess I hated them for it more than I thought, which explained why I kept cursing them and their kind during all those golf outings with Hector. I cursed them even though, looking back at that period from a greater distance of time, I can’t say I blamed them one bit. I probably would have done the same thing with the CEO I have come to refer to as “Brandon 1.0.”


You see, Brandon 1.0, the old me, exceeded the parameters of his charter as far his ownership partners were concerned. They saw me working deals with manufacturers in Europe that had the potential to create a whole new offshoot of Sonus’s business model. That would be great for me, but not so much for them. I had rejected the sound advice of people I admired and respected, who had warned me against this new business for exactly the reason that led the private equity firm to oust me before selling my baby to an international firm for far less than I thought it was worth.


And that’s how I ended up with time on my hands and a monolithic chip on my shoulder, pulled over to the side on the ninth, with Hector “LaMarkable” LaMarque delivering me an ultimatum.


What I didn’t quite grasp at the time was that while Hector had delivered the ultimatum as a friend who had earned the right to be brutally honest with me, he was offering something more valuable to Brandon 1.0 than friendship. He didn’t tell me right away what it was, but I learned that the thing he was offering was mentorship.


People often confuse friendship and mentorship. It’s easy to see why. Both involve a close relationship in which one person cares for the other. Like a good friendship, a good mentorship involves mutual respect and a willingness to learn. Like friendship, mentorship requires a great deal of trust from both sides—the mentor must trust in the mentee’s earnestness in listening to what he or she has to say and applying it; the mentee must believe that the mentor has his or her best interests in mind and truly wants them to succeed.


But there is a fundamental difference between a friend and a mentor that I had not understood until Hector offered both to me: mentoring is about change. It is about development. You know the old saw about friendship? A friend is someone who knows everything about you… and still likes you. A mentor is someone who knows everything about you… and still likes your chances of becoming something more.


A mentor is someone who you allow to develop you. It would be hard to come up with a relationship, save marriage or parenthood, in which trust matters more than in mentorship. I have enjoyed the support and love of friends and have learned from coaches in both sports and business, but I never thought of them as mentors because they never changed the way I thought about life or behaved toward other people. In some cases I looked for mentors but managed not to notice them, even when they were standing right before my eyes.


Some people might think I was just an independent-minded, self-reliant person, the kind of person a leader ought to be, right? Well, not really—for reasons I’ll get to in a minute. The truth is, I never trusted anyone more than I trusted myself. A mentor is someone you have to trust more than yourself. You’ve got to give up some control and take the action that a mentor recommends out of sheer faith that they have been there and know what to do. Such was the case with Hector—who was also so damn smart that he demanded my respect anyway.


We finished our eighteen holes that day. I wish I could tell you I played the lights out of the back nine, but to tell you the truth, I don’t remember a thing about it. What I do remember is that afterward, Hector invited me over to his house for what would become the first mentoring session—well, second, if you count the golf cart incident. He got out a piece of paper and drew a line down the middle of the page.


“Now, what I want you to do is this: in the left-hand column, write down all the remarkable things you’ve accomplished in your life so far. On the right side, write down all the things which, in assessment, if you had to do them over again, you would do differently.”


“Okay, got it,” I said.


On the left side, I wrote down how I raised my first million dollars and then my first six million dollars to get Sonus off the ground. I wrote down the moment when I got to ring the opening bell at the American Stock Exchange, then raising my first twenty-eight million. I included acquiring 120 businesses and negotiating global supply agreements. Then, on the right side, I wrote down a considerably longer and more heavily annotated list of “needs improvement” items that included my lack of knowledge about finance and strategic development.


Then I thought about leadership. Was that a strength or a weakness? Well, in all my years of working and leading others, I had formed no meaningful, trusting relationships. I managed by shoving everything down my employees’ throats and telling them to “get it done.” I could point to very specific instances when wiser heads than mine gave me good advice that I ignored because, hey, I knew better. I was good at making money, so I didn’t go to my would-be mentors and ask for their guidance; I felt I had reached a place where I could figure it all out.


Yes, leadership was definitely a right-hand column entry. I made the two lists and handed the page to Hector.


“Now what do I do?” I asked.


“You marked down leadership as a weakness, so read John Maxwell’s The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership,” Hector replied. “You wrote down finance, so read Robert Kiyosaki and Sharon Lechter’s book Cashflow Quadrant.” And then, because my belief system had been so shattered, he told me to read Beyond Positive Thinking by Robert Anthony.


Hector not only recommended the books, he went into an adjoining room and brought out copies for me so that I would not leave his house without some homework. That was when I realized that Hector and I had entered into my first ever mentoring relationship. A relationship in which he was saying, “Here are the gaps in your life. Here is what you need to know to fill those gaps. You need to learn it and then apply it.”


“My gosh,” it dawned on me. “Hector is my first real mentor.”


Others had tried to mentor me, including my father and stepfather, but I didn’t recognize it as such. Some might say this is the hallmark of a self-made entrepreneur. But I think it was the hallmark of what I have come to call an “entrepreholic.” An entrepreholic is someone who forms an addiction to starting businesses that are less and less satisfying and generate smaller and smaller rewards. The condition arises when an entrepreneur has failed to understand their motivation for creating a business in the first place, which often leaves them unsatisfied and restless, even when they “succeed” by making money.


Worse, an entrepreholic rarely learns from mistakes and is doomed to repeat them over and over again, leading to yet more ventures and attempts to finally get it right. In my case, I had been working and earning money, more or less uninterrupted, since I was in fifth grade, living and working by my wits, taking no prisoners, and burning my bridges as I went.


The thing about entrepreholics is that sometimes they play the hero, and sometimes they play the victim. But in either case, they are dominated by fear—fear of failure, fear of a loss of esteem, fear of a lack of control. Name a poison. They also become trapped in an endless rehearsal of the past, which often leads to making bad decisions. During my victim phase, for example, I met a fellow playing golf who wanted to partner with me in business on a project with a billion-dollar upside potential. I was so wrapped up in anger and licking my wounds that I told him I was going to pass. He built the company and sold it for $1 billion in three years.


It would have been the experience of a lifetime to have learned from this man while being part of a billion-dollar sale! But it was just as Hector said: when your thoughts are fixed on what happened in the past, you’re not thinking about what you should be doing now and in the future.


So I missed a few great opportunities because I was being a little drainer. No, I missed doing what I was meant to do because I was trying to prove myself to all those people whose names came at the end of those swear words I peppered Hector’s ears with. I was a vengeful entrepreholic. Holy smokes! The first thing I’d have to do if I was to break out of this cycle was to discover (or create) a whole new purpose for my future projects.


As I drove away from Hector’s house, all I could think was, “Thank God.” And thank God I found a mentor who was willing to tell me to shut my mouth and open my mind and figure out where I wanted to go. To bury the past and create the future.


“Go read these books. Find the answers to your questions. Then come back to me,” were Hector’s parting, Yoda-esque words.


That’s exactly what I did.




For additional resources, get immediate access to exclusive behind the scenes videos that uncover even more items I couldn’t share in this book. To access these exclusive resources, visit NineFigureTools.com













CHAPTER 2 An Entrepreneur’s Beginnings



Are entrepreneurs born or made? People have been arguing about nature versus nurture forever. My experience places me squarely in the nurture camp. My dad was the pastor of a local church and ran a small Christian school as well; my mom was a nurse who specialized in issues relating to hearing loss. They were loving parents who were totally devoted to their kids. My mom’s work introduced her to an entrepreneur named Bill Austin, the man who invented the modern hearing aid and went on to found Starkey, which would become one of the world’s preeminent makers of hearing aids.


I moved to Minnesota with my mom in 1976 and lived with her and my stepdad during Starkey’s start-up years. In 1980 I moved back to Oregon and lived with my dad and my stepmom to finish out middle school and high school. Still, I got to experience the excitement of watching Starkey grow to a $350 million company. When business began booming, my stepdad and mom founded a charitable arm of Starkey called the Starkey Hearing Foundation, which distributed free hearing aids to those who couldn’t afford them. Then, a chance conversation put Starkey on the world map and, best of all, I had a role in it.


Representing the foundation, my mom attended a “Just Say No” event in Minneapolis, which was hosted by First Lady of the United States Nancy Reagan, wife of President Ronald Reagan. My mom and Mrs. Reagan started talking, and when the First Lady heard about the family business, she exclaimed, “Oh, my gosh. Ronald can’t hear, but he doesn’t want people to know.” At the time, hearing impairments were stigmatized, and the president believed his would make people think he was old and feeble.


“Well,” my mom told Nancy Reagan, “we could fit your husband with a brand-new, state-of-the-art hearing aid that goes inside his ear. People wouldn’t even know it was there!”


So my mom and my stepdad went to the president’s California ranch to test the president’s hearing, take an impression of his ear, and bring the molds back to the factory to have a device custom-made for him. The Reagans wanted to keep it a secret, and I was visiting my mom and stepdad, so I was enlisted as a secret internal courier. I remember walking through the factory holding the president’s ear mold and thinking mum was the word. In 1983, they built personalized hearing aids for him, and he wore them for months before a reporter finally asked him what “those things” were in his ear.


“These are my new Starkeys,” he said, grinning that well-known grin of his.


Needless to say, after that business became even crazier, and I experienced it firsthand during those summers and holidays when I’d arrive for a stay in town. Visiting my mom and stepdad wasn’t about being pampered; it was about learning the hearing aid manufacturing and distribution business from soup to nuts.


Did I take pride in my work and my contribution to the family business? I’m sure I felt some degree of pride, but I also felt a high degree of independence and self-reliance, even as an employee. I was a kid and had to work my share, and there was no other frame of reference that I could relate to. It wasn’t so much a case of loving or hating it as it was just doing it because that’s what you did.


But working at Starkey during school breaks and summers wasn’t the only exposure I had to entrepreneurial endeavors, and one of my earliest took place when I was in high school back in Oregon, where my dad and stepmom had a five-acre walnut orchard on their property. Every year after those walnuts fell, we gathered them up in fifty-pound gunnysacks and sold them out of a little roadside stand. Our revenue goal was $5,500, which paid the tuition to the Christian school I attended.


I used to sit on the tractor and listen to Casey Kasem’s American Top 40 on my little transistor radio, dreaming about the day I would go to New York City to raise money and buy businesses and be a big shot. I told my friends my dreams.


One fall, when I was a high school junior and the year’s walnut harvest was due, my parents decided to take a week’s vacation together and “empowered” me—that’s code for grounding me for breaking curfew—to harvest the year’s crop myself. On the Friday they left, I went to school and noticed a flier on one of the lockers announcing that the senior class was holding a fundraising drive to raise $1,000 to finance the senior trip. Necessity is the mother of invention, right? I don’t know who said that—either Plato or Frank Zappa—but the president of the senior class was a buddy of mine from the football team, and I asked him if he and a few of the guys on the team would be willing to come out to help me pick up walnuts. I assured him I’d pay them, of course, and they could then use the money to help finance their senior trip.


Little could I have realized that not only would my buddies show up, but also the rest of the senior class and their brothers, sisters, and parents. I found myself managing a hundred people and, just three days later, the orchard was picked cleaner than it had ever been picked before.


“It usually takes us three weeks to finish this job,” I told my buddies.


After giving the school the $1,000 to cover the senior trip, I had a $7,700 profit in hand and welcomed my parents back home with the best-looking orchard they’d ever seen in their lives.


“How did you do all this?” was the first question out of my dad’s mouth.


I told him all about how, faced with a boring chore, I made a business out of it over a weekend. I proved something to myself and everyone else—that you can meet a big challenge head-on and overcome it. I did that almost effortlessly. Just as important, I became an instant hero among the senior class and my fellow juniors alike. I felt a surge of confidence in my ability to engage other people in my project and see it through to the satisfaction of all concerned. This was a feeling and a skill I would remember and cultivate throughout my life.


I didn’t recognize it back then, but looking in the rearview mirror, I see this as an early example of learning that collaborating with other people on a project in which everyone wins is not only possible but also more sustainable and more fun. I learned that the more people you can surround your challenge with, the faster and, if you manage things well, the better you will be able to accomplish things.


At a deeper level, I learned that even if you weren’t nuts about every aspect of your work—and God knows, I hated harvesting walnuts—you could love the impact that work produces. Lots of people end up hating their jobs because jobs consume precious time and energy, but if you can make your job about something more than the work, you can fall in love with the impact. The parents who came out in the cold and rain to harvest walnuts with their kids didn’t care about the money or the price of the trip. They picked and bought the walnuts to show their kids that they loved them.
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