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Praise for Never Outmatched



“Lee Pepper turns a lifetime of high-performance leadership in the military and marketing into a ‘yes you can do’ handbook for winning your marketing wars. Simply put, read Never Outmatched; you’re in the hands of a master.”

~NOAH BENSHEA, International Bestselling Author and Advisor

“Never Outmatched is more than a business book—it’s a tactical masterclass in leadership. Lee Pepper distills battlefield wisdom into sharp, actionable strategies that every modern marketer and executive needs. If you want to lead with courage, clarity, and command, this is your playbook.”

~JOHN WEST, cofounder of The Guest House Ocala

“Starting, operating, and maintaining a business is a difficult and daunting task. Everywhere we look, we are bombarded with strategy and advice from ‘know-it-alls’ and bad actors. The pages of Never Outmatched contains ancient wisdom, modern ingenuity, and counter-intuitive pragmatism. This book provides simple, yet comprehensive tools for navigating and overcoming the challenges and complexity of business in the modern world; a guide for kicking ass in the twenty-first century.”

~DAVE SMITH, mindfulness and emotional intelligence trainer, dharma teacher, author and musician

“Lee Pepper bridges the gap between battlefield strategy and business results like no one else. Never Outmatched is a concise, powerful guide packed with wisdom from his unique experience as an army officer and a marketing executive—essential reading for any leader determined to win.”

~HOWARD MILLER, professor of history at Lipscomb University

“I’ve known Lee Pepper since his days leading marketing for one of the top treatment centers in the country where his campaigns were so effective, they had to keep opening new facilities just to meet demand. In Never Outmatched, he combines military precision with real-world marketing know-how to give entrepreneurs a true strategic edge. This book is a powerful, practical guide for anyone serious about winning in business.”

~KEN SEELEY, author, interventionist on A&E, founder of Intervention 911

“As the world has transformed from an agrarian based economy to the dawn of a knowledge-based economy, one institution in every country has had to adapt, if not lead, those transformations: the military. Lee Pepper’s book Never Outmatched will provide you with insights and real-life examples of how you can apply the lessons the military over time. Get insight on how to constantly assess your situation and adapt to circumstances beyond your control with a team that can manage change without missing a beat.”

~RUSSELL VERNEY, campaign manager and consultant for Ross Perot’s 1992 and 1996 presidential campaigns, regional director for Judicial Watch

“The battlefield is a masterclass in innovation, and Lee Pepper is a seasoned commander who’s turned those lessons into market victories. Never Outmatched is your battle plan for taking the offensive in business, not just surviving but dominating. The rules have changed—don’t show up to a modern business war with a pistol and a playbook from the past.”

~NIGEL GREEN, coach to high-performing CEOs and architect of Scalable Sales Systems
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DEDICATION

First and foremost, to my amazing wife, Jennifer, whose unbridled creativity in the studio and connection with her students sets an example for me to aspire to. Anytime I was facing a challenge, she was the first to reassure me that I was not crazy!

To my sons, Miles and Cy, who bring great joy, humor, and meaning to my life. I’m glad you all are always up for adventures big and small. No matter if we were going by foot, bicycle, or car, I’ve always had a smile knowing you were near.

To my family who served, Bruce A. “Pete” Pepper Jr., Tom Whayne, Todd Pepper, Bruce A. Pepper Sr., Gordon Hacker, Brents Pepper, Adam Pepper, Ronald Pepper, Wood E. “Bud” Currens, Ian Smith, and Jack Fiaschetti.

Finally, to my namesake, Leander Pepper, who fell at the Battle of Shiloh in the spring of 1862.






PREFACE

The genesis of this book was coming into focus as my time at Foundations Recovery Network (FRN) started producing results and gaining recognition. Our private equity sponsor at that time, Sterling Partners, invited me to present at a marketing meeting of portfolio companies in Chicago. All our sister companies from different verticals would be there.

I went to work with my team in Nashville, crafting a presentation to showcase our digital work. I decided to forgo the traditional PowerPoint presentation and record my presentation as a YouTube video. My presentation featured my team covering their areas of expertise, all wrapped up in six minutes. Cherie Carter shared SEO tips, Anna McKenzie spoke about authoritative content, Zander Jones shared our case study about engagement through National Recovery Month, and even our intern, Chelsea Gunn, shared our social media calendar approach. These pieces were masterfully packaged in video format by our world-class videographer, Caleb McLaughlin. I planned to be onstage to start the video and then be available for questions. It seems basic now, but this was cutting edge in 2010.

As we were finishing the video presentation a couple of weeks before the event, the coordinators in Chicago began to push back on my delivery method. “We’ve never done it that way,” they argued. They insisted I share a PowerPoint deck and read my slides from the lectern in person. I resisted, and the escalation started.

Our CEO advised me to deliver it as they wanted. I stood my ground. I wasn’t trying to be difficult, really. My position was that marketing had changed. Digital marketing had upset the apple cart, so to speak, and the traditional methods were no longer as effective as they used to be. I was the chief information officer at the time, not even the chief marketing officer. Digital marketing still lived in the world of chief information and technology officers.

My presentation as a video and the inclusion of the people who made our approach work was fundamental. Our sister portfolio companies were in danger of falling behind as new platforms and marketing approaches emerged. They were not even aware of the new staffing model required to compete. Any deviation from the presentation I envisioned would not deliver the impact the partners wanted me to share.

As we approached the meeting date, they gave in. Was it risky? I don’t think so. I love the quote often attributed (debatably) to Alexander Hamilton: “If you stand for nothing, you’ll fall for anything.”

In the military and early in my career with Ross Perot, I was encouraged to be creative, take initiative, and challenge conventional thinking. I believed the decision-makers wanted to see my real presentation. It was just the middle-layer bureaucracy that was getting in the way.

I was right about the audience’s response to the video format. They loved it.

In fact, this prerecorded video keynote format has recently become the default method for Apple to deliver its highly publicized product announcements. For decades, Apple’s keynote presentations—especially when headlined in person by Steve Jobs—were the gold standard of corporate presentations. During COVID, however, Apple ended their live stage presentations and pivoted to prefilmed, fully edited presentations. Though they faced some early criticism, they’ve kept this format in place post-COVID, and Apple fans have accepted it as the norm.

Shortly after that presentation, I was invited to visit other portfolio companies to share how they could take advantage of the growing digital marketing landscape.

Within the year, our CEO promoted me to chief marketing officer in addition to CIO. The thought process in developing that initial presentation and its successful reception encouraged me to soldier on in my approach to marketing and keep notes over the years.

Those notes turned into other presentations and eventually into an early draft manuscript of this book. I started sharing these mental models in leadership meetings and boardrooms, explaining my marketing strategy through the lens of strategic military thinking. All of a sudden, innovative, cutting-edge approaches to marketing that would typically be dismissed as fads were now understood. Executives’ faces would light up, and we now had the moment to unleash the creative forces and build momentum aligned with our business and supported by our leadership.

I started keeping a spreadsheet a year before I began working with my editor, tracking my daily word count to hold myself accountable for writing and research. Based on conversations with authors Rory and AJ Vaden (founders of Brand Builders Group), I had in my head that I needed fifty thousand words.

I was sitting at thirty thousand words when I caught up with Nigel Green on a phone call. I had recruited him to revamp our business development team at FRN to great success, and he published a book on sales and business development titled Revenue Harvest. He flat out told me it was time to engage an editor; I had enough to move this project into overdrive. He introduced me to the esteemed Liam Curley.

Liam is a UK-based content strategist. Over seven months, he helped guide me through his process of restructuring my writing into the mental models I deliver in this book. From my first Google Meet with him across the pond, I knew that the essence of my writing consisted of the mental models these military strategies represented.

Why do you need to understand these mental models?

I’ve arrived at companies in turnaround and start-up modes or been hired to help the business expand into new markets. All had a similar problem: Their perception of “marketing” or their “marketing leader” was not working. There’s a good chance you are going to face a similar crisis at some point.

As Mike Tyson famously said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”

Building your marketing and leadership plans around these mental models inspired by military strategy will unite you and your team but also neatly align you with your C-suite peers.

In today’s volunteer military, less than 1 percent of our citizens serve in the armed forces. That means many great people working in business today have never been exposed to these approaches. I wrote this book to share these ideas, which have served previous generations and me so well.

I have included actionable suggestions throughout this book, and you will read the stories and figure out how to implement similar strategies in your business or career. But the real win for you will be understanding the bigger picture of what these military-inspired strategies can deliver to your view of marketing, your approach to your business, and the teams that run your business. Determine today that in the face of adversity, you will never be outmatched.






INTRODUCTION

I loved giving tours of our marketing teams at Foundations Recovery Network (Foundations), Specialty-Care, and The Meadows. It was a chance to network in our industries, develop allies for our marketing efforts, and hopefully learn some new things from the people who came through.

“I cannot get approval to do this.” I heard this refrain often on our tours.

“I did not seek approval to build this,” I would always reply.

Barriers are everywhere—some real, some imagined. Both can keep you from achieving your potential. Both can be overcome.
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Opportunities don’t happen. You create them.

—Chris Grosser1
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Approval is an interesting concept. We get hired or promoted to do a job or execute a mission, but we can quickly fall into a pattern of seeking approval to do our job or to lead our mission. All of a sudden, your boss is doing your job along with their job, and you wonder why things are not moving quickly. You feel stuck, thinking, Why won’t they approve so I can start doing my job?

I’m not suggesting you act outside of budget, scope, or good governance. My point is that you have a lot more room to maneuver than you are giving yourself credit for. I have yet to see a budget or staff that cannot be realigned creatively in order to demonstrate one’s marketing capability, which will then lead to success and more room to grow.

As we built Foundations Recovery Network, a leading provider of addiction and mental health treatment, we were able to provide a sixtyfold return to our investors. That was not always done with a larger budget and more spending. When I arrived, I inherited a budget heavy on Yellow Pages and television spending. I wasn’t hired to manage the status quo; I was hired to scale our marketing to the potential our investors believed in.

You were not hired to maintain the status quo either. Even if you are in a wildly successful business, disruption will arrive on your doorstep at some point.



Your Ability to Communicate Your Vision Is Critical

The vision you share needs to be easily discernible through mental models. Many of your leadership peers will come from different disciplines. Marketing is often viewed as a black box, something mysterious to be divined rather than empirically determined. Or it is perceived as something easily accomplished or not sophisticated.

The mental models I use in this book derive from successful military strategies I’ve applied to marketing. Some of these strategies are centuries old and have undergone numerous iterations as technology and science have evolved.
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Applying these models will arm you in new ways for corporate battle. These strategies can be applied to connect your creative vision to the material impact your team can have on the business.

We are not facing a life-or-death decision, but we and our companies are facing a success-or-failure situation.
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Inaction breeds doubt and fear. Action breeds confidence and courage. If you want to conquer fear, do not sit home and think about it. Go out and get busy.

—Dale Carnegie2
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The applications can be profound for you, uniting your team and your C-suite in the pursuit of excellence and, ultimately, winning.

You don’t have to be a veteran of the armed services to understand these mental models, but you do have to subscribe to the ethos that you will never be outmatched.








Chapter 1 OUTNUMBERED BUT NEVER OUTMATCHED


The staff sergeant riding with us atop our M1 Abrams battle tank at Fort Knox would regularly bark, “What are you going to do now, Lieutenant? Five, four, three, two,…”
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Armor soldiers and cavalry troopers must thrive in conditions of ambiguity and uncertainty, seeking opportunities to seize, retain, and exploit the initiative with the goal of preserving freedom of action for friendly forces while denying options to the enemy.

—Lt. Gen. Kevin D. Admiral3

[image: ]



Men and women rarely come to the army instinctively knowing what it means to think and act quickly. It requires tutelage to complete the transformation into warriors and leaders and to instill the skill and drive required for success.

I spent ten years as CIO and CMO at Foundations Recovery Network (Foundations). When I left, we had grown our shareholder value sixtyfold across two private equity owners and successfully sold for $350 million, a record valuation at the time. My approach to leading at those levels was rooted in the fundamental military strategies I learned during my service in the United States Army.

I learned early on that I would never have everything perfect in the army, and decisions cannot wait for ideal scenarios. The weather would not always cooperate, the terrain would not always be advantageous, staffing shortages could pop up, the supply of munitions and food could be delayed or disrupted, and communications up and down the chain of command could be interrupted.
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War is the realm of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action is based are wrapped in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty. A sensitive and discriminating judgment is called for; a skilled intelligence to scent out the truth.

—Carl von Clausewitz4
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When I started working in the corporate world, things were not perfect either. Recruiting talent for my teams would take longer than expected, new product or feature launches would be delayed, the scope of projects could creep and expand, the budget could be cut or reallocated, equipment deliveries could be delayed, new and unexpected competitors would arrive, phone systems would crash, servers would overheat, and office space would be short.

I spent many hours reading Carl von Clausewitz’s writings in Armor School at Fort Knox, Kentucky, and was especially influenced by his commentaries on the inherent uncertainties in military endeavors and the need to act decisively despite imperfect circumstances. Clausewitz frequently advocated for boldness and calculating risk rather than waiting for perfect conditions, which often leads to inaction and missed opportunities.

I determined that even when faced with all the challenges a leader faces, I was never going to be outmatched. I would employ the fundamental strategies I learned in the service that were now core to my approach to leadership.


Leading Fewer Troops to Greater Victories

Almost a year after the Imperial Japanese Navy Air Service attack on Pearl Harbor, Allied forces sought to open a second front against the Axis powers. Looking at the world map and the number of battles lost, it appeared the United States and its allies were outnumbered. The US-led plan to turn the tide started with Operation Torch, in which the Allied forces would land in three groups in the Vichy French–controlled North Africa.

After the initial landings in Morocco and Algeria, the Allies created defenses in the Tunisian Dorsal, an extension of the Atlas Mountains. Maj. Gen. Lloyd Fredendall commanded the US II Corps during the landings and was set to face off with the Axis powers. The Kasserine Pass was a critical gap in the Dorsal. German general Erwin Rommel sought to use his vaunted Afrika Corps to surprise the American and British forces in late February 1943.

The Americans’ inexperience, poor leadership, and inadequate training led to ten thousand casualties inflicted by Rommel’s troops. Numerous tanks and vehicles were also destroyed or captured, and Allied morale suffered a severe blow after this high-profile defeat.

Fredendall had served in various roles in the years preceding the invasion of North Africa, primarily due to his administrative skills. During the Kasserine Pass failure, Fredendall was criticized for micromanaging his subordinates and dispersing his units over a wide area, which prevented them from combining their strength and left them open to attack. He was also taken to task for rarely visiting the front lines and commanding from a fortified bunker at a distance. This led Gen. Dwight Eisenhower to transform Fredendall’s II Corps significantly.
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In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity.

—Sun Tzu5
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Within days of the disastrous loss at the Kasserine Pass, Gen. George S. Patton was appointed the new commander of the US II Corps. Patton was chosen to take over because of his exceptional leadership qualities and reputation for operating with order and discipline. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, knew he needed a leader with the charisma to restore American morale and break the complacency that had crept into the American efforts at the start of the war.

Patton transformed II Corps’ culture immediately after assuming command. He replaced several ineffective commanders with leaders who shared his results-driven approach. He also rapidly improved morale by building confidence through delivering speeches, meeting his troops, and visiting the front lines regularly. Patton completely overhauled II Corps’ operational tactics by emphasizing initiative.

His approach focused on three main areas: discipline, coordination, and offense. He enforced tighter schedules and rigorous training, started enforcing uniform standards and helmet discipline, and focused on improving the coordination between the American land forces and the British air service that controlled the skies over the Mediterranean. Most famously, he shifted to aggressive strategies to take the fight to the Nazi forces.
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I don’t want to hear about holding our position. We’re not holding anything. Let the Hun do that. We are advancing constantly and we’re not interested in holding on to anything except the enemy.

—Gen. George Patton, in the film Patton6
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After identifying numerous deficiencies in the American approach, Patton emphasized training his tank crews to combine more effectively with infantry, field artillery, and air support. The American tanks at the Kasserine Pass had been picked off in their unsupported frontal assaults by German anti-tank crews. He made technological improvements to bring in bigger guns for the Shermans, which were being outmatched by the Panzer and Tiger tanks. He also started adding armor to the lightly shelled American machines.

Within ninety days, the Allies defeated the Germans in North Africa in numerous engagements, finally causing 275,000 Axis troops to surrender.

The Battle of Kasserine Pass remains a notable example of how early setbacks in warfare can lead to significant improvements and eventual success if you have the right leader. The concept of “being outnumbered” goes beyond just the raw estimates of troop strength. From a military perspective, you can be—and often are—outnumbered in several areas, such as equipment, ammunition, support of the indigenous population, air support, troop experience, communications, and command experience.

This “outnumbered” concept shows up in the corporate world too. You can be outnumbered in many ways, including budget, staff, experience, products, geographies, features, innovation, and leadership. But that’s not an excuse for lazy leadership.




The Board Didn’t Hire You to Maintain the Status Quo

No one hires a new CMO and expects inaction. Don’t put a status quo plaque on your desk.

It’s hard to remember back to a time when photos were developed on actual film. I think back to 1995, when digital photography was still in its infancy. Kodak, the once-dominant player in film and photography, struggled to transition into the digital age. The digital transformation was Kodak’s Kasserine Pass. Although still dominant in some areas, they were slipping. They were clearly outnumbered in terms of innovation and speed to market, and the board recognized this.

[image: A black-and-white illustration of a roll of photographic film with a strip of film extending outward.]
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Success in war depends on the golden rules of war: speed, simplicity, and boldness.

—Gen. George Patton7
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In 1995, Kodak brought on John Sculley, who they thought would be their General Patton. The former Apple CEO was hired to be an innovator and to lead the pivot to the digital photography market.

However, employees were accustomed to a business model that revolved around physical film and printing, which had been highly profitable for decades. This legacy mindset created friction, and Sculley’s push to focus on long-term digital growth rather than short-term printing profits was met with resistance.

He was ousted in less than two years, and by 2012, Kodak was bankrupt. Despite the mandate to change, Kodak struggled to make structural and strategic changes. Sculley could not overcome an entrenched bureaucracy and a culture reliant on the declining film processing business. This is viewed as one of the great business cases of culture eating strategy.




Transforming Culture Requires More Than Vision

How many short-lived CMOs suffer from the Kodak example?

The average tenure of a chief marketing officer (CMO) has historically been one of the shortest among C-suite executives. According to Spencer Stuart’s 2022 study on C-suite tenure, CMOs averaged just over four years. Meanwhile, a CEO averages almost seven years in their position.8

Why is there such high turnover among CMOs?

Some of the factors cited in Spencer Stuart’s study as contributing to the higher turnover trend included,


	pressure to deliver results quickly,

	responding to changing markets,

	rapidly evolving digital trends, and

	difficulty demonstrating a return on investment for marketing initiatives.



To successfully overcome these factors, a CMO must be able to consider the best options quickly and decisively with a completely engaged team. Have confidence that you will not be outmatched.
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Make sure you number yourself among your forces.

—Noah benShea 9
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During my many years working in behavioral health, I’ve encountered interesting parallels between addressing business and marketing problems.

The challenge of distinguishing between contributing factors and determining factors may explain why we sometimes struggle to take decisive action.

In therapeutic relationships, therapists evaluate contributing factors and determining factors to correctly identify what is modifiable versus what is inherent to the client’s condition. Contributing factors can be described as creating conditions that lead to vulnerability, while determining factors are elements that require direct intervention.

For example, a contributing factor to substance use disorder could be peer pressure or exposure to a social group that normalizes substance use. This exposure can increase your likelihood of using substances, but it does not guarantee it.

A determining factor related to substance use disorder is the physical dependence the body has developed to a substance and the subsequent compulsion to abuse it.

Mitigating contributing factors promotes resilience, but one has to address determining factors in order to alleviate the core symptoms and resolve immediate crises. Changing one’s schedule or relocating can mitigate pressure from a social group (contributing factors) whereas seeking detox and getting inpatient treatment can solve the physical condition of a person’s substance use disorder (determining factors).

In business, understanding the contributing factors will help clients see that their history and environment do not always define their present state, and understanding their determining factors can also encourage them to take actionable steps to improve.

As a leader, don’t let contributing factors stop you from progressing toward your determining factors. You may have contributing factors like a tight budget that you will have to mitigate with creativity, staffing changes, or reallocation, but the environment of a budget constraint should not stop you from taking actionable steps within your budget.

Focusing on contributing factors will lead to a biased thought pattern. It becomes a cognitive distortion that negatively influences how you perceive yourself and the world around you, leading to heightened stress and anxiety that contributes to inaction.





Find a Quick Win

I like to use quick wins to gain momentum in my push to change a business’s culture regarding its bigger systemic issues. Patton turned around II Corps in ninety days. He didn’t waste a single day getting started.

Think about quick wins in the context of being outnumbered. You don’t control your opponents’ numbers, strategies, or plans. Quick wins get the ball moving and demonstrate that your approach will overcome your opponents’ advantages.
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It is in your moments of decision that your destiny is shaped.

—Tony Robbins10
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What Stops Us from Taking Action?

For young leaders, underestimation can be a fact of life. You’re new to your role or your company, and while you were hired or promoted for your potential, you are still a newbie. Until you act, your success cannot be measured.

[image: A black silhouette of a medieval knight in armor standing tall, sword downward, holding a banner with fleur-de-lis and crown.]

Some of the best examples of young leaders taking action come from the battlefield.

In April 1429, Joan arrived at the French court of Charles VII and convinced the monarch to send her to Orléans with a relief force. During the Hundred Years’ War, the British had laid siege to Orléans, the last major city defending the Loire Valley, and its fall could have opened all of France to English conquest. When Joan arrived in the beleaguered city, she encountered a demoralized defense with dwindling supplies. She convinced the defenders to adopt her strategic vision, rooted in going on the offensive. The French had relied on defending the city with only piecemeal skirmishes and prolonged negotiations with the British. Joan’s strategy was to attack the English fortifications surrounding the city directly.

On May 4, just a few days after her arrival in Orléans, Joan led an assault on a key English position at the Saint-Loup bastion. Her forces captured it after fierce fighting, marking the first major French victory in the campaign. Two days later, she rallied her troops and fought on the front lines as the French captured the English stronghold of Saint-Jean-le-Blanc. She followed up that victory the next day at the decisive assault on the Tourelles gate, a heavily fortified English outpost on the Loire River. Joan, despite sustaining an arrow wound, encouraged her forces to press forward and personally led the charge. Her bravery inspired the French to overwhelm the English defenders and secure the fort. On May 8, 1429, the English abandoned their siege and retreated, marking a turning point in the war.

Joan’s strategy of direct engagement and assaults on the British positions were in direct contrast to the status quo. Yet her singular belief in her mission rallied her monarch, soldiers, and countrymen to her strategy, and her presence on the battlefield further inspired her troops.

Sometimes, the leader has to be the first one in and the last one out to get the ball rolling.
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Courage! Ne reculez pas.

(Courage! Do not fall back.)

—Joan of Arc11
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Nothing Ever Goes to Plan

Epaminondas was a Theban general who, in the fourth century BCE, executed one of the most storied maneuvers in military history to decisively win a battle over the larger and more experienced Spartan army.

The standard military tactic among Greek city-states at the time was to place their best soldiers on the right side of the battle formation. Epaminondas broke that tradition and placed his elite forces in the center. He then cleverly pulled additional fighters from his flanks to make the depth of his forces fifty men deep versus the typical Spartan formation of eight to twelve men deep. Knowing the outside flanks of his formation were now weak, he echeloned those forces on the edge and instructed them to use delaying tactics to avoid becoming fully engaged and potentially overrun. His engaged center now had an overwhelming force that decisively neutralized the Spartans.

He knew he was outnumbered that day, but he did not let the contributing factor of his opponent’s size deter him. Instead he exercised his creativity in crafting a battle plan—one that used all the soldiers and weapons he brought onto the battlefield in an ingenious way.


[image: ]

Some leaders stick their heads in the sand and claim they are in a sandstorm.

—Noah benShea12
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So, what’s the lesson for us?

Instead of complaining that your area is underfunded, you could spend your budget more creatively. Perhaps you pause a marketing channel like television or billboard to load up on paid search for a few weeks or months. Instead of hiring a hard-to-find senior person, maybe hire a less experienced but highly motivated junior. Perhaps a person on your team would be interested in a stretch assignment to cover a key unsupported area. Think about shifting your coverage of geographies in order to overwhelm one area with extra staff and attention.
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The art of war is to gain more from favorable circumstances than they yield by their own nature.

—Napoleon Bonaparte13
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At Foundations, our oldest facility, La Paloma (later renamed The Oaks at La Paloma), struggled with deferred maintenance issues over the years. The staff cared for our patients, but the grounds and facilities were always a challenge to maintain due to its almost hundred-year-old buildings and sprawling urban footprint (twelve acres) in a high-traffic part of Memphis. As we worked to reimagine the facility (more on that in a later chapter), our corporate staff knew we had an opportunity to help immediately while our marketing team prepared the plan and budget.

We aimed to maintain a patient census of 85 percent of our capacity. That goal had started to slip some months prior, so bold action was required on our team’s part. While we were crafting the new marketing strategy to address the declining census, we decided to take immediate action while website changes, videos, print collateral, and earned media were all being planned and coordinated.

I knew that esprit de corps—a sense of pride among the group or team—would be critical in our plan. We needed to instill in our staff and alumni the sense of pride that had been lost over time. I was also aware that we needed strong cohesion with the facility staff so our plans and ideas would not be interpreted as taking over or telling them what to do. Our Memphis team needed to see the Nashville corporate staff as mutual support of our collective goals for the facility.
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No battle plan survives contact with the enemy. Leadership is the art of accomplishing more than the science of management says is possible.

—Gen. Colin Powell14
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We took a group of our marketing team over to Memphis to create an overwhelming force that would help the local staff fix some of the problems that had plagued the facility for years. Like Epaminondas, we had the soldiers that we had—that is, I had only my current staff and my current budget.

Like one of the home renovations shows you see on HGTV, we worked with the facility CEO, Dave Perez, to create a two-day rejuvenation event. We showed up en masse with rolled-up sleeves and a service-oriented attitude. We split into teams, tackling everything from trash and debris removal to paint touch-ups to reorganizing the gym. Our marketing team traffic manager, Melanie Melcher, pulled twenty-three tires from one side of the property bordering a busy road that had been used as an illegal dumping area for years. Our podcast producer, David Condos, drove the Bobcat and cleared large areas that had become overgrown.

This team of web developers, videographers, copywriters, social media analysts, data analysts, and graphic designers all repositioned themselves for two days to help us accomplish a vital marketing effort beyond what they normally do. We could have just done our digital work remotely, but we would not have had an impact on what was really important: restoring pride from the staff, alumni, and community for this historic institution that had successfully treated so many people.

You have much more in you than you sometimes give yourself credit for. Rather than fixate on what you are missing, take a fresh look at what you have. Get creative. Move things around. Focus all your cannons on one target for a short period. Be present and lead the charge yourself. You may be outnumbered, but with the right plan, attitude, and commitment, you’ll never be outmatched.
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