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To Gerard Mauvis in thanks for his integrity and his inspiration



INTRODUCTION


With tears forming in his eyes, the CEO of the once-distinctive and revered company slowly took the stage for the press conference. The organization he served was founded the same year President Lincoln was assassinated. Yet, in its long and storied history, there had never been a moment like this one.

As he sat on the dais, he must have noticed many of his colleagues scattered around the room. Several were already sobbing in anticipation of the announcement that they knew was forthcoming.

Their company—named for a local river—began when a mining engineer established a small ground wood pulp mill. Over the years, the company received countless accolades for anticipating—and regularly driving—marketplace change. It frequently had been named as a global leader. Those descriptors were a thing of the past.

From that initial pulp mill, the company added electricity generation to its portfolio, then expanded to become a major manufacturer of galoshes—those weatherproof rubber boots that slip over your shoes to protect them from water. The company had long been a model of both innovation and adaptation. In the 1930s, they merged with a Finnish rubber company. As regional, then global demand for infrastructure grew, the company became a leader in the cable and wiring industry—essential for transmitting not only electricity but also telephone and telegraph communications.

The company diversified its pulp production and soon became a key producer of various paper products. The rubber business continued to grow as they made everything from bicycle tires to footwear. The cable division expanded as well, and they began manufacturing television sets.

The company had once flirted with bankruptcy, due to the political and economic devastation in the aftermath of World War I. After the Second World War, however, business rebounded—partly by providing the then Soviet Union with the cables required to rebuild their country. This effort also provided a cornerstone for the organization’s future growth.

The company’s visionary leaders recognized the potential of telecommunications—even though that division operated at a loss for many years. They poured resources into a digital switching product that became an industry standard for telephone equipment in early network architecture. Their engineers even developed a mobile telephone network that provided 100 percent coverage to their home nation—in 1978.

For a long time, many people marveled at how adept and adroit the organization and its leaders were. The company created a new tool for mobile networking—cellular handsets—that were used by everyone from global trendsetters to average workers. They expanded into products such as computers and high-quality displays. After divesting itself of its formative businesses—paper, tires, footwear, and various consumer electronics—the company’s decision makers chose to concentrate exclusively on one industry: telecommunications.

This company that started from humble origins became a global icon.

That day at the press conference, however, none of those achievements were being celebrated. Instead, the CEO was about to address the more recent failures. Relative startups were running rings around the company’s operating software. The CEO had recently sent a memo to employees describing the team as being on a “burning platform” in a “war.” The mobile devices the company released—once viewed as the vanguard of technology and scooped up by the tens of millions—languished on the shelves as customers bolted for easier-to-use alternatives.

In 2013, after a long downward spiral, the company that enjoyed a rich tradition and iconic standing for almost 150 years was being acquired—bailed out, in actuality—by a business that had about one-fourth of the longevity and history. At this press conference, Nokia CEO Stephen Elop announced that Microsoft was purchasing his company.

As he looked over the assembled crowd of reporters and his colleagues, Elop attempted to address the spectacular failure of the global icon he led. He gave his take on what had decimated the formerly successful conglomerate, as well as the events that presaged the termination of about half of the company’s employees.

“We didn’t do anything wrong,” he tearfully and defiantly claimed. “But somehow we lost.”

Maybe Mr. Elop’s inflated compensation clouded his judgment. It is hard to imagine that such a highly remunerated global executive would think that he didn’t do anything wrong while at the helm as a distinctive company lost its iconic status.

Maybe Mr. Elop totally missed the mark. Perhaps Nokia lost its iconic status because of mismanagement, because of poor organizational focus.

There is no doubt that attaining success is critical. However, knowing the steps to sustain and regain it are vital as well. Could it be that Nokia’s leadership knew how to create their lofty status in the marketplace—but not how to preserve their position, or reclaim it once it was lost?

That question is the one I’ve been pondering for the past several years. When I wrote a book on how to create distinction, I did not focus on how a leader or an organization maintained or enhanced the marketplace advantages they generated. A few years after teaching people how to make their company stand out, I had a blinding flash of the obvious. I realized that I now needed to focus on how to sustain, or possibly regain, the distinction they had created.

As I spoke at corporate events on the elements of setting yourself apart from the competition in the marketplace, it became clear that there was another level beyond distinction—beyond setting your company apart—that extraordinary leaders and organizations could attain as well. The companies that are widely recognized and frequently used as illustrations of “best practices” (some to the point their example has become clichéd) are not merely distinctive. They are much more than that!

For instance, Samsung has created distinction—and left many other mobile device manufacturers, such as LG, HTC, and Motorola, eating their dust. Apple, however, is on a higher level. It isn’t merely distinctive. It has become iconic.

Your local neighborhood probably has a coffee shop that stands above the rest because of its customer experience or a special blend that attracts java enthusiasts. That little local store has found a way to create distinction. Starbucks, however, is iconic.

Apple and Starbucks are global companies, yet worldwide recognition is not a requirement for iconic status. For example, there is a plethora of steakhouses. Some national chains—Del Frisco’s, Morton’s, Fleming’s—have risen to the point of distinction. St. Elmo’s, however, is iconic. You may not have heard of St. Elmo’s if you have never been to Indianapolis. It is the place where almost every visitor to the city wants to go. In downtown Indy, none of the distinctive national brands are even in the same ballpark in terms of recognition—or revenue. It has become a model for all types of businesses in the region—not just restaurants. (You’ll learn much more about St. Elmo’s in the concluding chapter of this book.)

As the Nokia example powerfully illustrates, attaining iconic status does not ensure that lofty perch will be maintained.

Think of Sears, Arthur Andersen, MCI, Lehman Brothers, Wachovia, Saab, Compaq Computers, JC Penney, and Abercrombie & Fitch. This is just a short list of companies that have disappeared or are in significant difficulty, even though they had been well known and highly respected. Certainly, we could debate if a company like Wachovia was iconic or simply distinctive. Nonetheless, every one of these organizations—and their respective leaders—were perceived to be powerhouses at one period or another (and some for a very long time.)

So how does a local steakhouse like St. Elmo’s maintain and even enhance their iconic status since 1902 while these formidable global organizations fail? Or as an executive in the hospitality industry at one of the most incredible resort properties in the United States asked me, “How can we move from great to distinctive to a truly iconic hotel?” Perhaps you want to learn how to stand out from your competition and enhance marketplace advantages. It could be that you’ve enjoyed a degree of success in setting yourself apart and now you want to move to the highest level.

Or maybe you have already achieved iconic status and you’re ruminating on how you can keep your standing from slipping through your corporate or professional fingers.

Great is not good enough in today’s hypercompetitive marketplace. With all the technological advances in the past decade, starting a business has never been easier. That means being distinctive has never been more difficult. And, unfortunately, distinction may not provide all of the extraordinary advantages it formerly did for you and your company.

I researched my first book on distinction because I could not find any significant advice on how to make my own business stand out. I used what I learned to grow my own small enterprise and help others create their own distinction. Now, there are so many authors and speakers helping businesses and individuals stand out from the competition that it’s hard for even the so-called thought leaders to stand out from their competition.

Since then I’ve come to the realization that standing out isn’t good enough anymore. How can you possibly succeed if nothing that you offer engages your customers or prospects—or inspires your employees to deliver the results they desire?

Let’s face it, you do not want to be the CEO speaking at a press conference, or the entrepreneur standing in front of your employees, or the sales manager addressing your team, naively and defiantly insisting that despite the fact that your people are losing their jobs and your company is now toast—you did nothing wrong.

That is why it’s time for you to become iconic!



HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK


This book has three goals. To help you . . .

1) Attain iconic status.

What does it take to be perceived not merely as distinctive within your specific field or industry—but also recognized as a significant organization or professional across a wide spectrum?

2) Maintain and enhance that status once you’ve achieved it.

You’ve often heard that once you’re out front, you also have a target on your back. After you’ve made it to iconic status, what do you do to maintain and enhance your position so you don’t get disrupted in a hypercompetitive environment?

3) Regain that status should you find it has eroded in the marketplace.

Perhaps through no fault of your own, you are in a position where your status—and the perception about your relevance in the marketplace—has slipped. Can you regain your previous level of prestige? And, if so, how is that accomplished?

There may be some aspects of this book that challenge your thinking. (I certainly hope so!) Some things you may not have heard at your last business meeting:

• Go negative for greater success.

• “Underpromise/overdeliver” is a horrible way to deal with customers.

• There are only two factors by which customers will judge your organization.

• There is a single aspect that your organization must cultivate—for if it doesn’t, you can’t compete.

• You need to stop selling your products and services.

• If you aren’t distinctive locally (meaning in your geographic area or in your specific industry), you can’t become iconic.

You’ll also learn some aspects about becoming iconic you may not have previously considered. For example:

• Iconic companies know there is great room for improvement on the things they already know how to do.

• Iconic organizations and leaders have captivated our attention and attained a level that transcends their individual and specific field of endeavor.

• Iconic businesses have resolved they will not be reactive to external events outside their control.

• Iconic institutions understand that sales metrics can be misleading in terms of organizational growth and achieving their potential.

To get the most out of this book and attain your target of becoming iconic, you should read this book at least two times.

The first time, read this book straight through and absorb the content and ideas. The second time, review this book with a journal or notebook by your side. Make notes and plans about how you’ll implement the concepts I’ve outlined. For example: the first time through, consider the concepts in the context of how Nokia was fundamentally destroyed as an iconic leader in mobile telephones.

The second time through, ask yourself questions specific to your own situation, such as:

• What am I not seeing in my business?

• Am I obsessing about our own products and services and missing key market indicators?

• What or who could disrupt us the way that Apple and Samsung disrupted Nokia?


READING GROUPS


If you are reading this book, you are likely a leader of a company or organization looking to take your business to the highest level. Even if you are an individual—perhaps an entrepreneur, sales professional, or sole proprietor—wanting to do more than just stand out from the crowd, it is important to note that you should not try to analyze your business and market by yourself. Just as the software sharing company Github utilizes the collective brainpower of hundreds of engineers to accomplish complex tasks in record time, the power of collaboration can have a profoundly significant impact on your business as you analyze your distinction and how to achieve the highest level.

One organization I worked with developed a path to iconic status by forming reading groups. They challenged every person in the company to read a chapter a week. Next, they split into departments and had detailed conversations every Wednesday about how that week’s chapter impacted their individual department or team. Finally, they executed tactics every week on one specific change they made based upon the points of a chapter. This was part of their recipe to move from being considered as one of many strong players in their field to becoming an iconic business, respected throughout the world. No matter the size of your business or division, you can do the same.

At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a set of questions that will both stimulate your personal thinking and provide discussion starters. I highly recommend you form reading groups in your company or organization and discuss these questions. If you are an individual professional striving for higher achievement, do it with your team, mentors, or friends. This type of collective thinking will have a significant impact on the way you do business. For you to advance your organization (and yourself) through the process, answering these questions precisely—and specifically to your situation—is critical.

If you’re familiar with my previous work, the initial part of this new book will be an updated review and expansion on the content you’ve already consumed. You will likely note a couple of significant changes as well. It’s important to reintroduce this information before we move to a higher level.

If you haven’t read any of the information and stories that I’ve provided earlier on creating distinction, don’t worry. The next couple of chapters will get you up to speed.

While you may have previously been exposed to some of the information in this book, it is my fervent hope that you won’t toss it aside and say, “Ah, I’ve heard this before.” What if Billy Graham would have said, “You’ve heard this material from the Bible before, so there’s no need for me to preach about it again”? What if Steven Spielberg had said, “There have been movies about aliens out before, so there’s no need for me to make E.T.”?

Please don’t misunderstand me. I am certainly not comparing this book to the Bible or E.T. The point I’m attempting to make is that it’s not about whether you’re familiar with the concepts or not. It’s about whether the material that you’re absorbing is presented in a manner that compels you to think and act. In other words, even if you’ve heard it before, I promise you that the themes discussed here are critical to your success—and we all have room for improvement. In fact, every iconic leader and organization knows there is room for improvement on the things they already know how to do.

If you’ve heard it before but aren’t doing anything about it—perhaps, just perhaps you need to consider the material once again.

This book presents the best that I can contribute on the topic. I’d love to hear what you think—and how it has been of value to you. Send me a note at: iconic@scottmckain.com. I promise to personally read every message—and use your input to improve and enhance the content. I would be grateful if you’d take a moment to share.

That is how you will get the most out of this book. Let’s get started!



PART ONE



WHAT IT MEANS TO BE ICONIC




CHAPTER ONE


WHAT IS AN “ICONIC” ORGANIZATION

For every Amazon, there is a Sears. For every Apple, there is a Nokia. For every Starbucks, there is a HoJo’s. When we mention an iconic company of today, we often forget there was one in the past that was equally dominant.

Remember the goals of this book are to help you or your organization achieve iconic status, maintain that status, and if your reputation has slipped, how you can regain that level of distinction. In this chapter we will examine the Four Levels of Business Distinction and what is so special about those businesses that have attained iconic status.

THE FOUR LEVELS OF BUSINESS DISTINCTION

You may not be as different as you think.

On a recent flight I enjoyed a brief conversation with the person sitting next to me. As we landed at our destination, my seatmate turned to me and presented her business card. Coincidentally, I discovered that she was involved in a similar business to the one my late wife, Sheri, worked in for many years. Naturally, I was interested in knowing more about her organization, so when I got home I looked up her company’s website. The headline I saw there—What Makes Us Different—really struck me. As I’m fascinated by elements that make any organization stand out from their competition, I read the four bullet points listing the aspects that her company believed were the ones separating them from the others in their industry.

• experience

• depth of knowledge

• founded by innovative entrepreneurs

• depth in multiple market segments

I thought about each point on this list. Experience is just longevity. It’s as if they’re suggesting their competitors are staffed with rookies who have no background. Using the same logic, when they say depth of knowledge makes them unique, it seems they’re asserting the competition is dumber than they are. The fact that they are founded by innovative entrepreneurs doesn’t strike me as an extraordinary trait since, by definition, every business had to be founded by an entrepreneur. I guess their competition was started by unimaginative entrepreneurs. Finally, the company claimed to have depth in multiple market segments. My wife said the same thing about the company where she worked in the late nineties. I promise you this is nothing new or unique.

None of these points make the company different. There is absolutely zero here that would truly qualify to be listed under the heading What Makes Us Different! These points merely make that company moderately relevant in the hypercompetitive industry in which they play.




Could you be making the same mistake?

If you and your rival are both claiming that your great service is what makes you different, then from the customer’s perspective you aren’t.

    



This company has inadvertently displayed that they don’t get it. They don’t understand what would make their customers perceive them as superior to the competition.

If your prospects think that you don’t understand your own uniqueness, wouldn’t they also surmise that you might not grasp other salient aspects of doing business together? And just because you say it is so doesn’t make it so.

You cannot attain differentiated, distinctive, or iconic status by demand.

In other words, no individual or organization can stand up and announce, “We are iconic, dammit!” Well, I guess they could—but based solely upon their declaration, no one else would recognize them as such.

Obtaining iconic status happens only through hard and smart work that leads to overwhelmingly enthusiastic evaluations from your customers in a competitive marketplace. Attaining the highest level of distinction is something that you attain because you have attracted it—not because you have demanded it.

There are too many companies and a multitude of professionals proclaiming they stand out from the competition. What they evidently fail to recognize is that the marketplace decides their status—not them.

I’m acquainted with—and a big fan of—the iconic Fox Sports personality Colin Cowherd. One of the segments on Colin’s show that I love is, “Where Colin was right, where Colin was wrong.” He presents a few of the predictions and opinions that he’s previously expressed, then he reviews where he was on target and analyzes where he missed the mark.

Well, in reviewing my previous book, Create Distinction, I confess that there was a point where I missed the mark. I wrote about the three levels of business distinction. However, after sharing the concept with thousands of leaders, I realize now that I failed to recognize a fourth level. Ironically, it is the most significant level of all.

Let’s first examine the Four Levels of Business Distinction. Then, I’ll help you evaluate where you fall on that spectrum, so you can design your plan to elevate your standing.

LEVEL 1: SAMENESS

Do customers perceive a compelling difference between you and your competition on something other than price? Do they see you as something more than a commodity? If not, you fall into the first level of business distinction: sameness. This, I believe, is the worst spot in which any organization or professional can reside.

Years ago, I had a manager tell me that customers were loyal to his company’s product because, “We are the cheapest in the market and that’s what customers are looking for—the lowest price.” I explained that his customers weren’t attached to his product; they were just committed to being cheap. All his competitors had to do was start selling a similar product at a lower price and his customers would run for the door.

The problem for this manager—and many like him—is that it seems to be easier to keep cranking out what we’ve been doing for years than to try to move up into a higher station. Many people think that continuing to do what’s worked in the past will continue to be safe. This approach isn’t safe at all. In fact, it’s the most unsound and unhealthy place to be. At this level—where margins are small and competition is intense—the failure to provide an aspect that sets you apart from your competition can be deadly.

LEVEL 2: DIFFERENTIATION

When customers perceive there is something about your product or service that is unique from the competition, you have differentiated yourself in the marketplace. It simply draws more attention to you and your efforts. In addition, customers are willing to pay more for products or services that have some aspect that sets them apart from the swarm of the similar.

This approach works for individuals as they seek to grow their career as well. The professional who has something special about her background, knowledge, or approach will naturally find her talents more highly valued than one who has taken the same path as the horde of others seeking advancement.

The challenge here, however, is that it is easy to presume that mere differentiation translates into superiority. It doesn’t.

Different is not better.

Different is just different.

As I’ve noted many times, if I slap every customer in the face, I am different. That does not mean I am better.

DOES “WHY” MAKE YOU DIFFERENTIATED?

There is a lot of discussion these days about a little word Why. In 2009, business consultant Simon Sinek wrote a megabestselling book Start with Why in which he espouses that we start by asking why questions:

• Why are we in business?

• Why do we get out of bed in the morning?

• Why does our company exist?

Many entrepreneurs, business leaders, and professionals began asking themselves about the why of their business or their careers. Sinek instructed his readers to use their why as the foundation upon which they will differentiate themselves in the marketplace. He suggests when we do this, we begin the process of becoming more valuable.

I agree that why is a great question to ask yourself. It is one that can lead to higher levels of understanding and insight that can be important to your personal and professional journeys. It requires deeper thinking about your purpose and priorities.

Sinek takes it a bit further, though. He advocates that people don’t buy what you do; they buy why you do it.

On this point, I respectfully but fervently disagree.

For instance, the burgers at Shake Shack are unbelievably good. They are so tasty, I believe that is what differentiates Shake Shack from the standard burger competition. As their customer, I don’t give a damn why they make them so delicious—I just care that they do.

Author, speaker, and close friend Joe Calloway has brilliantly observed that even at a company like Apple (one that Sinek cites as a primary example of starting with the why), this approach does not work. “Go into any Apple store,” Calloway says, “and ask an employee at the Genius Bar why he is there. He likely won’t cite any Apple corporate mantra. Instead, he’ll probably say it’s to pay off his student loans.”

“In any business—large or small—there are many varied ‘whys,’ ” Calloway continues. “People buy what you do—and, more importantly, how well you do it. The key is not the ‘why,’ it’s to be the best at what matters most to customers.”

Problems in differentiation are usually not about your why, it’s that you need to deliver a better how.

In many of the organizations I’ve observed, three of the most frequently asked how questions are:

• How do we sell more?

• How do we cut overhead?

• How do we enhance our profits?

Notice what all these statements have in common? They’re all inwardly focused.

What if, instead, we asked questions like:

• How can we be of greater service to our customers?

• How can we make the experience of doing business with us more compelling?

• How will the steps we are taking impact the prospects we want to convert to clients?

While Sinek states the how is important in everyday decision making—and that your how should align with your why—there’s a critical difference that I’ve noted among iconic companies and leaders.

Disney is unquestionably an iconic company. Through the leadership of CEO and Chairman Bob Iger, it continues to navigate the difficult waters of the changing media and entertainment environment. So what is the why of Disney?

Perhaps in an earlier time, one could say Disney was in business to create, promote, and distribute family entertainment. But now they own or have a controlling interest in, among other ventures, ESPN, A&E Network, Hyperion Books, Reedy Creek Energy Services, ABC Television Network. So how do they define their why in today’s world? None of those subsidiaries is devoted exclusively to family entertainment.

“If you want to thrive in a disrupted world, you have to be incredibly adept at not standing still,” Iger told Vogue magazine.1 It would be very difficult to pivot as quickly and move as rapidly as Iger suggests if you’re dogmatically focused on an esoteric why as opposed to the more practical how.

If a customer decides to do more business with you, which of these two comments do you suppose is most likely to express the reason for their choice:

• “I like why they are in business.”

• “I like how they do what they do better.”

Moving from level one to level two does not commence with asking why. Instead, it begins with creating and executing a better how.

Differentiation based upon the quality of how you do what you do lifts you above the level of sameness.

LEVEL 3: DISTINCTION

Once you have differentiated yourself or your company from the competition, it is time to become distinct. There are some organizations that have attained a higher level of differentiation from those with which they compete. They have created an advantage of such an extraordinary level of significance that customers are attracted to them. This is the essence of distinction.

PURSUIT VERSUS ATTRACTION

Companies and individuals that have not created distinction in their marketplace have to pursue their customers. Unfortunately, the problem they encounter is that there is a fundamental difference between pursuit and attraction. Please don’t misunderstand—I’m not talking about some New Age “law of attraction.” Instead, I’m referring to the viewpoint of late business philosopher Jim Rohn, mentor of famed motivational speaker, Tony Robbins.

Rohn said that “success is something you attract, not something you pursue.”2 If you choose the path of pursuit, you might constantly be chasing after an elusive objective. Rohn espoused growing your value as a person and a professional to such a significant level that you would attract more opportunities and, therefore, have a greater chance of becoming more successful.

Yet, many organizations and leaders simply set the bar too low. They exhort their teams to close the next deal or build a better product or deliver a better service without ever contemplating what it would mean if they would truly become distinctive.

Ask Phil Mickelson what his goal might be for any tournament in which he is entered. Do you think he would ever say, “Gee, I hope to make the cut”?

Ask LeBron James what his goal is for an approaching NBA season. Do you think he would ever say, “I think that maybe we can make the playoffs”?
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