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			Praise for Stuck in the Middle Seat

			“I wish Steve wrote this book twenty years ago before I embarked on my first start-up venture—a great resource full of practical and considered advice for anyone embarking on taking the leap. Having sat in the seat alongside Steve (from the other side of the globe) in one of his current ventures, I can honestly say the guy knows how to have fun and does business the right way—firm, fast, and calculated. True to form, he puts ‘About the Author’ at the back, trying to make it not about him. But his success is one that all midcareer entrepreneurs would jump at given half the chance. He’s giving a fantastic head start in these pages.”

			—Nathan Omodei, director and CEO, The Leisure Collective International—Australia

			“I was introduced to Stephen as my ‘mentor’ via a program at the Clinton Foundation in Philadelphia, more than ten years ago. Over those years I have found him to be a consistent person in my ear helping me and my management team do better. While the world was telling me how successful I was, he has been there whispering in my ear, ‘This is great and all, but you know you could do better.’ Now, thankfully, he’s written a book to help cut through the BS. In a world of ego, I think you will find Stephen to be a refreshing pause that will make you, just like he has for me, stop, pause, think, and be honest with yourself.”

			—Wil Reynolds, founder, SEER Interactive

			“Stuck in the Middle Seat is for those that ‘do,’ not for those waiting for something divine to happen to them. It gives you a jolt of energy, forces you to be introspective, and challenges you to act. Born out of Steve’s own hustle, brilliance, and failures, Stuck in the Middle Seat is an explosion of ‘aha!’ moments that will jump-start your entrepreneurial spirit and steer you clear of trip wires along the way, in a no-nonsense business perspective.”

			—Gina Montana, wealth advisor

			“I’ll forever remember a strategy planning map that Steve provided me when setting up my own business that I have passed onto every manager I have had since. Everything with Steve was simple—his questions, his solutions, his advice, his mission, and his goals. Steve’s self-belief oozed from every pore, and we share a common disdain for wasting time and lack of focus.”

			—David Thompson, CEO, Envision Pharma Group, UK

			“Having had the opportunity to learn from Stephen through the years as we grew our company from twenty-five to just under two hundred team members, this book left me feeling like I was sitting across the table from Stephen in one of those meetings, soaking in every word of his experiences. This book is an exceptional recount on the depths of Stephen’s business knowledge. Stephen does a fantastic job providing actionable, thought-provoking stories or ‘laws’ that make you reflect at every turn of the page. The raw advice and lessons learned he shares are what all business leaders need to hear to understand the depths of what being an entrepreneur truly entails.”

			—Crystal Anderson, president, SEER Interactive (Philadelphia and San Diego) 

			“I have been fortunate enough to spend a lot of my work life helping entrepreneurs monetize their hard work and sweat equity by selling their business. Right from the start, I was impressed with Steve’s ability to hire the right people, help set the short- and long-term strategy, and then let his people execute the vision without micromanaging the team. Steve was practical, passionate, and results-orientated without the huge ego. I ultimately helped Steve and his shareholders sell the business at a premium price. It was a win/win and one of the better and more fun deals I have helped lead.” 

			—Thomas P. O’Connor, investment banker and managing director, BerkeryNoyes, New York City 

			“Steve’s a regular guy with real passion, energy, and confidence to succeed in business and then pass it along. He’s always believed in what he was doing, and that confidence translated into a product that his clients truly valued. Since I met him, he was laser focused on what he was building and did not allow himself or his business to get sidetracked. His ideas, untethered passion, and energy are a recipe that should win every time.” 

			—Robert Melillo, JD, managing director, G&M Health

			“I have worked with Steve for fifteen years and can honestly say we worked hard, but under his creative entrepreneurial leadership we always had fun and built a company and a culture that was like no other. In our time together even til today, I experienced many of the rules and lessons outlined in this book. It is all true and all accurate and I still draw on much of it as I continue to lead my business.”

			—Gary McWalters, president, TGaS Advisors (a division of Trinity Life Sciences)
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			This book is dedicated to my wife, Laurie … she never wavered.
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			A Story about the Title for the Book

			In preparing to publish this book, I found myself searching for a better subtitle than The Five Phases to Becoming a Midcareer Entrepreneur. While I liked the rubric of five phases, I found that using it as a working title was, quite frankly, boring. Recognizing that I was too close to the project and book to really name it, I reached out to a few colleagues asking for help. I asked them to give my manuscript a read and let me know what they thought, and also provide thoughts on a good title for the book.

			A few weeks before the deadline of getting the book title settled, a colleague of mine, Shahir Kassam-Adams, who had recently read the book, took some time to meet with me in Philadelphia. As we sat for coffee, he excitedly told me the story I recount below. As you will see, the story resulted in the title for the book. For context, I have known Shahir for roughly ten years and had the good fortune of buying a company with him in 2014 and selling it for a three-to-four-times return in 2018. In fact, he led an effort to buy my first company (TGaS Advisors) in 2010 and actually backed out of the deal during due diligence. While that was a disappointment and might have had me running for the door in terms of working with him, I knew he was a unique businessperson who was worth staying close to. I have always admired his experiences, his wit, his impatience, and his insights. In helping with the book title, he also did not disappoint me.

			The story:

			Shahir had reviewed my manuscript the day before he was flying from Philadelphia to Boston for business meetings. As he sat at the Philadelphia airport early that morning, it became clear that the one-hour flight to Boston was going to be delayed and possibly canceled. Being a savvy business traveler, he quickly turned to his iPhone and began to look for other flights to Boston. He mused, in retelling me the story, that he also saw a few other savvy travelers doing the same. It became a race to see who could rebook what were probably already full flights to Boston. It turned out that he and a number of other travelers were able to get on another flight … and they all hustled to the new gate to board it.

			As he boarded the flight, he could see that the other rebooked travelers in front of him were all squeezing into middle seats on the plane, since they had all scrambled to get the last seats. As he told it, many of them were midcareer professionals who were sort of road warrior types … boarding flights to and from clients and assignments. At that moment, as he recalled, it struck him that the book he had read the day before (my Five Phases) was meant for exactly that professional. It was meant for the midcareer (thirty-five-to-fifty-five-year-old) person who had valuable business skills and experiences and had probably always thought about starting their own business so that they could take control of their life! As he settled into his middle seat, he realized that he had found the title and the target audience for my book.

			So thanks to Shahir, and cheers to canceled flights! Once he told me this story, there was no turning back from the appropriateness of the title. I can only hope you are not stuck in a middle seat right now reading this, but if you are … read on!

			Preface

			Don’t fear failure … fear regret! 

			Inside this book, you’ll learn about the five different phases that I believe every successful entrepreneur goes through during his or her climb to the top. The book is organized according to these phases, with each containing multiple chapters, or “laws,” which each provide their own lessons learned. I pull many experiences from my own career and life, but I also draw upon the examples and expertise of other wildly successful and business entrepreneurs to make a case.

			This book is about starting a business from scratch, like I did when I was forty years old and out of work. Since then, I have built, sold, and bought businesses with revenue and transactions in the hundreds of millions of dollars. I am an owner in a number of global businesses and an investor in others, as well as being an advisor to many entrepreneurs and executives. I have had my fair share of ups and downs, and I outline my background more at the end of the book in the About the Author section. The context for this book is forged by my own personal experiences and the experiences and stories of other entrepreneurs I know. This book also draws from recent experiences and events rather than being tales from the old days.

			This book is not about scaling up an already-existing business (that book is coming next), nor is it about buying an existing business or franchise, or running a division of a larger company. This book’s focus is on having an open canvas on which you have ideas about a business, and you want to understand some basic steps and guardrails for getting going. The book tends to skew toward professional services types of business, such as consulting firms, accounting firms, law firms, engineering/building, marketing agencies, advisory services, and larger B2B-type businesses. Said another way, this book does not really dive deep into businesses that might be classic storefront businesses, franchises, or e-commerce ventures. While I’d like to think there is some good general knowledge and lessons in the book that any entrepreneur can take away, my audience is probably that midcareer professional who wants to start a professional services business.

			I am hoping it will also be a good read for people who just enjoy business-oriented books. Being an “entrepreneur” has become very fashionable in the last twenty years, and I imagine this book will either serve to reinforce your desire to be an entrepreneur or perhaps rethink it. Either way, it is meant to be an unvarnished account of what one man (me) thinks you need to do to successfully start a business and make it work during the first few years—especially the first year!

			This book is written to be “punchy,” and I hope it is a fun read. I’ll provide real-world examples of some good and some tough lessons learned with real stories of failure and success. The stories I share are not only mine but also come from successful entrepreneurs I know personally. I also hope the book can act as a reference for you and be something you come back to and reread at times.

			The book is written in the manner in which I speak—quick and to the point—but hopefully, it is well thought out. It may also tend to skew toward a sarcastic tone, but please do not let that put you off! I believe that being an entrepreneur has been the greatest business journey of my life, and my entire life changed forever when I decided to do it. Sarcasm is just my way of having some fun, especially during the tough times.

			This book is not a vanity project, as there are many, many more successful and articulate entrepreneurs out there than I. My vanity ticket has been punched multiple times via some wonderfully successful businesses, awards, and achievements and the blessings of working with truly great colleagues and collaborators. This book is not a testament to me! In fact, I hate the word “I” because the vast majority of my accomplishments were team based and achieved through the work of teams.

			Finally, I also write this book out of some selfishness. I am often asked by people who may know of my modest success, “What are the secrets to starting a business?” While flattering, that is not a question one answers over coffee or a beer, while surfing, or on a golf course. Hence the selfishness here is to literally be able to hand someone a book when asked that question. I relish the thought of maybe passing along some lessons learned in a more structured and helpful manner versus a five-minute chat about things. I can only hope this book helps provide some of the tools and some of the courage to go for it.

			Phase I—The Idea Phase: Getting the Right Idea and the Right Business Model

			Entrepreneurs are driven by the necessity to invent and the freedom to act.

			The Idea Phase is about getting the right concept and idea for your business. It’s also about getting an understanding of how the business model (how you make money) will work, and what it will take to make it successful.

			This phase cannot be rushed because just about everything that follows, including not starting a business, triggers from the idea. It’s like getting married. If you pick the right person, it is a joy. If you pick the wrong person, or you become the wrong person, it sucks!

			I’ll take you through four laws within this phase and encourage you to progress quickly, but cautiously, through them. While I am not a subscriber to the phrase “You only get one chance to get it right,” and instead believe you will adapt and pivot the idea, you will need to come out of this phase confident you have something pretty well defined and something that can get traction!

			A note of optimism: This phase is one of the more fun phases in your journey because you have an open book and the proverbial green field, blue ocean, whiteboard (you get it!) to work with your ideas. Whenever I speak with successful entrepreneurs, they typically recount this phase as the happiest of times because they had the power and time to dream. The level of excitement during this phase should be contagious and provide you with a ripple effect for the future phases … which will be a grind.

			So here we go … strap in, and let’s get ideating!

			

			
Law 1—The Idea: Do It for Love

			If your vision of this is starting a fire, you missed the point! This law is about pouring gasoline on an already existing ember.

			“Do what you love, and you never work a day in your life.” Every successful entrepreneur and every single book on the topic of “what” to start your business in will recite this quote—and they’re right.

			The problem for me was that I never really knew how to define the “it” (what I loved). I did not know how to get below the surface and cobble through the “mirage” of answers that appeared. I’d spend time making lists of what I loved, thinking about what I loved, but it was like putting your finger on Jell-O. Every time I thought I had it, it moved and remained elusive.

			Also, I did not have a framework to find it. In lieu of it, what happens is that you tend to gravitate to popular things of the day for ideas to start the business. As an example, when the internet was just coming of age (late 1990s/early 2000s), I kept thinking about internet businesses I could start. Frankly, in retrospect, I did not even grasp what the internet was, yet I was thinking about internet businesses. I was working backward (outside in, you might say) and going nowhere. For the first fifteen or so years of my career, I was using the hot things of the day as a rubric to get the “idea,” versus working forward (inside out) from the basis of what I loved to do.

			After some thinking and soul-searching, I came up with three filters you need to harmonize to help you find what you love to do and the resulting business idea:

			1.When you are going to be doing it, you cannot wait to get started.

			2.When you are actually doing it, you lose track of time.

			3.When someone interrupts you while you are doing it, you get angry!

			Let’s look at these three finding-what-you-love filters, one at a time:

			1. When you are going to be doing it, you cannot wait to get started.

			What is the thing that, when you see it coming up on your calendar or your to-do list, you cannot wait to get started? Maybe it is an activity, a sport, a discussion topic, a TV show, an event, a hobby … making wine or surfing? What do you clear your calendar or to-do list to make time for? The point of this filter is that you need to reflect on what gets you excited—really excited—no matter what it is. It may be a few things, and that is OK. You have time to whittle them down to the one thing or the right thing.

			A quick word on “no matter what it is.” You might be asking if this soul-searching is totally open ended and can truly mean anything. I would proffer yes, anything! Even if what you love is something as nuts as watching TV, analyzing stocks, mowing the lawn, organizing your garage, cooking, or working out … you get it. You have to search for those one or two things that you cannot wait to do! Now, maybe you need to filter out things that are a) really not too good for you (“I like drinking vodka, so I will ‘drink’ vodka for a business”), or b) there is really no way to turn into a business, unless making vodka is something you might be passionate about (and moderate your drinking of). The point is this: Do not let this soul-searching for the idea be constrained right now.

			2. When you are actually doing it, you totally lose track of time.

			When was the last time you were totally engulfed in something and said, “Oh, crap, where did the time go”? When is the last time you said, “The heck with it, I’m turning the phone off and taking my watch off?” When is the last time you went to a quiet space (for me, it is the local/university library—where I am writing this book right now!) and just got lost in the work or activity?

			Once again, you need to reflect on this filter and see where it takes you. Maybe you need to ask your spouse, your partner, and/or your parents for their observations? You may be too close to what you do and should be open to turn to others for their thoughts and observations. Who better than a parent or relative to provide observations on what you love to do?

			3. When someone interrupts you while you are doing it, you get angry!

			These are the times you locked your office door (at home or work) or found someplace in the basement to do the work, and then someone started pestering you. When that happened, you said to yourself, “Why can’t they just leave me alone for a few hours?” That angry reaction is a marker for you doing something you love. This is when the phone rang, and you got angry that someone had the audacity to call you! To accentuate this marker, you did not answer the phone call and they kept calling—that’s when you blew your top. Argh!

			Just to clarify, the interruption has to make you angry because you love doing what is being interrupted, not because you are trying to get it over with and are being slowed down.

			For example, if you love doing yard work and get interrupted, and it bothers you because you love doing it, then you have it: it’s yard work (landscaping). You might want to start a landscaping business or open a plant nursery or something in that area. If you are angry, though, because you just want to get the yard work over with to move on to something else, then you do not have what you love.

			These three filters should provide a useful guide to determine what you love and should then be a starting point for a business venture. Better yet, these filters can be confirmation for what you were going to start the business on anyway. In any case, make sure you are embarking on something you love and that it is authentic to you, because it is going to get difficult!

			Lessons Learned

			What do I love to do: Analysis (numbers, money, business results, plans, forecasts, etc.).

			I’m a numbers guy! I love the quiet time of sitting at a desk and playing with numbers and analytics.

			I typically work in Excel worksheets and/or large easel paper, sitting at a computer, inputting data, playing with numbers, and drawing conclusions! This might sound truly boring to others (which I can understand), but for me, I love doing it. When I took accounting in high school, I can remember being so amazed by the orderly nature of this new thing called accounting. Hell, I was such a geek that I actually taped up balance sheets and P&L statements over the desk in our house when I was in high school. While my cousin had a Farrah Fawcett poster over his bed, I had balance sheets and P&Ls (oofa!).

			But let’s follow this through the three filters, OK? When I am thinking about doing analysis, I get a sense of excitement about the challenge of doing it. I can’t wait to do it, and sometimes I’ll get up at 5:00 a.m. to do it undisturbed. I love to close my office door when I am analyzing interesting things, and I lose track of time and get angry when someone interrupts me. It’s that simple—I love to do analysis.1

			Key takeaway: So it should be no surprise that I majored in accounting in college and had an analytically based career. I then started a business in 2003 based on analysis (benchmarking) and comparing metrics and statistics between companies. While I might have initially thought I loved accounting (versus analysis), it turns out accounting was a means to an end. Let someone else do the accounting, and then step aside and let me do the analysis! 

			Words of caution: Whatever it is you love, you should be pretty darn good at it, or have the ability and desire to get good at it. Trying to run with an idea you have no knowledge about—or worse, are not good at or are naive about—will have you ending in failure. Don’t get me wrong; you can learn and accelerate as you go, but you have to have some fundamental knowledge and working proficiency for what you love (or frankly, I’d be asking how/why you thought you loved it if it were new to you).

			Beware of hobbies! I really liked making homemade wine in my basement and with friends and family. I had done it for ten or so years and gave some thought to this being my idea for starting a business. The problem is that I sort of sucked at it. The wine I made was marginal at best, and I had no desire to learn more of the science of wine making to take it up a notch. When it came to blending wines and using science (enology) to make better wine, I became totally disinterested. If I had tried to start a wine-making business back then, it would have been a disaster. It was a hobby that I enjoyed, but I did not love it.

			Words of hope: If you are a midcareer professional, I would hope that you love what you have been doing! If that is the case, then you have the experiences and leadership qualities to launch into a business that is in your wheelhouse, per se. In being an expert in your profession, having had the chance to be a leader in the field and the business, as I outline in the back of the book under the “Some Thoughts on Midcareer Entrepreneurship” section, you are now ready to leverage the two (learning and leading) and get going.

			
Law 2—Refining the Idea: Whittling Away at It

			Good enough is the enemy of great.

			—Jim Collins

			If you thought finding what you love was a challenge, then Law 2 is going to hurt. Why? Narrowing an idea or business down to something very focused is hard work. It’s hard work because you want to use so many rich words to describe it. You are also so close to it that it’s hard to whittle down. And finally, when you are working with the idea/business, it is intuitive to try to be everything to everybody, because you want to gain acceptance from everyone. It’s natural. We all want to hear that the idea for the business sounds promising. By whittling it down, you will feel like you are minimizing your chances for success. That’s where the trap is! If you keep the idea/business too broad or too vague, you will run the risk of having no differentiated appeal.

			The more you narrow and crystallize your business’s focus, the more you will actually broaden your appeal. This is counterintuitive and can be quite scary because it is built to get you more nos from prospects than you might like. That said, it should also get you more yeses, and probably get them more quickly, which is good. By being very sharp about what your business does and does not do, you’ll succeed more quickly. It will also allow you to keep whittling it down to the kernel of what it is about. Lastly, you can also adapt it more quickly because it is simple and focused.

			By making something narrow and whittled down, you will invariably get rejections like “That idea is not for me” or “It sounds like a niche.” I proffer that those are the reactions you want to hear, and hear quickly. The specificity of your idea will provide people (prospective customers, partners and employees) the ability to react to exactly what you are offering. When you get it right, you will start to hear “That is exactly what I have been looking for” and “That’s different from anything else in the market.”

			Hey, look, even the best ideas will need adjusting, tweaking, and narrowing. But by being specific very quickly, you will get from point A (idea) to point B (business and money) more quickly.

			While the time spent whittling will become less and less as you get to the kernel of your business idea, it never really ends. You will always be tweaking and carving it a bit, but whittling time will naturally diminish as you advance if you have it right.

			Being a New Jersey native, I remember an interview with Patti Scialfa (E Street Band member and the wife of Bruce Springsteen) in which she talked about Bruce’s songwriting process being a case of grabbing an idea and whittling away at it. The concept was that he (and she) would work with ideas and whittle them down until they got to their simplest, most fundamental component. I also recall her saying that they never rushed it. And when they finally got to that whittled-down version, they ran with it. The concept of honing your business idea is no different. Grab the concept and whittle it as quickly as you can until you have something crystal clear.

			For my whittling processes, I took a number of business ideas to a handful of trusted and respected colleagues and asked for their open-ended opinions. I was not selling something at that time and made sure they knew I was just researching ideas. So in our meetings, I never expressed objection handling or blind pride in the ideas. To whittle things down, I needed to market test and research ideas by presenting them to people, asking some good open-ended questions, and then shutting up and listening.

			For me, the act of listening is the figurative knife that does the whittling. Conversely, talking is not whittling. Talking is selling or defending your ideas, and at this stage of the business’s birth, you should not be doing either of those. You will have plenty of time to defend and sell once you get going. For now, listen and whittle!

			Lessons Learned

			The premise for my first true entrepreneurial venture in 2004 was deceptively simple. Although it was not obvious at first, it came in the form of seven simple words, which eventually became our tagline and the foundation for the business:

			How do other pharmaceutical companies do “it”?

			This first venture was about trying to get pharmaceutical companies to privately share information about their commercial (sales and marketing) operations and use that information to compare them (anonymously) to each other. By providing each participating company with comparisons, we were provided fact-based information to make more informed decisions. It was that simple. If you were working within a pharmaceutical company that was asking that natural seven-word question, we had answers for you.

			In a grossly oversimplified way, it is like asking all of your friends and families about their cars and using that feedback to help you pick a car. By benchmarking with others, you make better decisions.

			It took us about seven or eight months of whittling (internal meetings, sales calls, soul-searching, consulting advice, et cetera) to get to that tagline. We kept it simple and had whittled it down from a much broader idea. It was easy for clients and prospects to react to, easy to buy it from us, and easy to reject it. When we whittled it down, we took off.

			We progressed to open every sales call and meeting with those seven simple words. Once we said it, we turned to the prospective clients and said, “Have you ever asked that question before?” We got so confident in this simplistic approach to a basic need (wondering how other companies were doing certain things) that we had the audacity to bet it all in the first minute of every meeting.

			If a prospect said, “Yes, I ask that question all the time” or “Wow, I was just in a meeting where someone asked that,” we knew we had their attention. Equally, when someone said, “No, I don’t care what other companies are doing; I want to be different,” we either said we did not need to meet their need, or we turned the phrase back onto them. If someone wants to be different from the crowd, then they are actually obligated to know what the crowd is doing so they can prove they are different. Whether the prospective client’s answer was yes or no, we were ready. We were ready because we kept it simple.

			It was also a case of whittling down more than the words. We whittled down the business model to be advisory and benchmark based versus consulting. We whittled down the data we were going to capture from thousands of elements to hundreds, and we whittled down the processes and methods in which we were going to work to capture and report the data. We whittled away at the whole business … constantly.

			Key takeaway: Whittling down our original, paragraphs-long, broad-based business idea into seven simple words and a tight operating model made all the difference in the world. By simplifying our message and positioning, we started to broadly appeal to a lot of clients. 

			

			
Law 3—Describing the Idea: Precision Matters

			The simplest things to identify are sometimes the hardest because they were right there in front of you the whole time.

			In Law 2, you are working to refine the idea and the business’s operations by whittling it down to its base components. You are constantly trying to strip it back, simplify it, and find the kernel of the business in it. In Law 3, you are refining the words that describe it, in as precise a way as possible to effectively communicate it. It’s really that simple, yet it is challenging.

			This is why I implore you to try to be ruthless in getting it down on paper into a dozen-word statement or sentence. Crystallize your ideas and look for the key words (three or four) that describe it, and then link them together. Be very clear in your own mind what your business is and what it is not!

			Precision will take time and multiple iterations, and you should always work to get it to the famed elevator pitch. This is where you have a few floors in a moving elevator to say what it is. If you have trouble doing this, you’re probably too close to it and overcomplicating it. That’s natural, so ask for help. This is also not a bad time to get some outside help (whether from true consulting/advisory help or respected colleagues), because sometimes you end up so close to the situation that it is really hard to simplify. Just take a look at how I described coming up with the name of this book. I was too close to it and needed outside help!

			The last thing I will say on this law is that, simply put, you have to feel it and believe it. It has to feel so natural and uncontrived that you want to lead with it all the time. Said another way, I have been in companies that “come down from on high” after a corporate retreat with a new mission/vision statement, and you are left wondering, “How many martinis did they actually drink get to come up with this crap?” It is not to say they were not well-intentioned company leaders, but more emphasize that it just has to feel natural … where you sort of say, “Of course, that’s it!”

			While I like to think you do this once and you are done, my experience is that you will be revisiting this often in your first few months and even in the first few years of your business. It could take a few years, as you need to see how your business settles into (or creates) its market with customers and what your team molds it to be. Said another way, expect this to change and adapt fairly frequently in the first year or two, but then expect it to settle in and become pretty stable after that. After a few years (maybe a little longer, depending on the reach and notoriety you achieve in your market), I would argue that you are already in market and probably have established your brand. You have a few short years to perfect this, and then the market owns it.

			Here are some examples of what I am getting at in asserting that precision matters:

			•Dell: “Yours Is Here.”

			•Google: “Don’t Be Evil.” (It was formerly “Search, Ads, and Apps.”) This is a good example of how your business’s evolution can create a need to advance the precision, even after being in business for years.

			•L’Oréal: “Because I’m worth it.”

			•Microsoft: “Where Do You Want to Go Today?”

			•Ford: “Quality Is Job One.”

			All of the examples above are not only about precision but also about the visceral feeling a brand or product or service can provide. These companies have been at it for years and have the market presence and resources to do this at a whole other level. For your purpose, I would reassert that you are trying to get to a precise description of what you do and what it does for clients.

			I will close by using two companies I have an intimate understanding of. Both of these companies have been in business for more than twenty years, and while still relatively small (less than $20 million) by Fortune 500 standards, they are meaningful enterprises with lots of employees and hundreds of customers.

			1.TGaS Advisors (www.tgas.com; advisory services for pharmaceutical companies):

			TGaS Advisors’ benchmarking and advisory services offer access to industry experts and a network of professional colleagues, fact-based answers to the question “How do other pharmaceutical companies do ‘it’?” and practical, actionable advice for achieving operational excellence.

			The precision would be something like: “Access … Answers … Advice.”

			2.The Leisure Collective International (www.creatures.au/; surf equipment and sunglasses):

			In all that we do at Creatures—and we’ve been doing it for over thirty years now—we strive to meld the lessons of our experience with cutting-edge materials and designs to create highly functional, premium quality surfing accessories that are built to last.

			The precision would be something like “The Best Surf Accessories on the Planet.”

			Lessons Learned

			When I started the benchmarking company TGaS Advisors, I was relentless on the seven simple words described in Law 2. The reason we existed was to answer: “How do other pharmaceutical companies do it?”

			We held the fanatical belief that in every pharmaceutical company in the world, in every meeting or office, that every day, someone was asking those seven simple words. It was our business mantra.

			The basis for this lesson learned is to show how those seven simple words had, and did, morph into a better and more precise description of how the business evolved after a few years. After a few years we ended up with fourteen words:

			“To be the premier provider of fact-based, trusted advice to the pharmaceutical industry.”

			The seven simple words then became our tagline and eye-catching phrase that was meant to create pause and interest in why we existed. The precise statement above was meant to expand on that by adding and changing a few words. We came in at fourteen words and remained there for roughly six or seven more years … and then morphed again to:

			“TGaS Advisors’ benchmarking and advisory services offer access to industry experts and a network of professional colleagues, fact-based answers to the question ‘How do other pharmaceutical companies do “it”?’ and practical, actionable advice for achieving operational excellence.”

			While the current “precision” is longer, it advances and captures what the company had become. We also felt that our client base had evolved to include an amazing range of not only long-standing global behemoths in the industry, but also start-up pharmaceutical and biotech companies, and as such, we had a number of new employees who believed the company’s remit had grown a bit. Once again, the point of the precision is to describe what you do, whom you do it for, and what the benefits are—in an authentic way. You have to be able to deliver on the promise.

			Key takeaway: When you work hard at the whittling (Law 2) and precision (Law 3), you are bound to get it right or close to right, and when you do, it is very empowering. Precision causes you to peel back the reason your company exists and expresses it to all the stakeholders who will matter (customers, partners, employees, and other interested stakeholders). People do not buy what you do, but rather why you do it. 

			

			
Law 4—Adapting It: You Never Get It Right from the Start … so Adapt It!

			Adjust to the conditions, but never the principle.

			—Harry Truman

			The road to success is always under construction.

			The catchword for adapting in this internet era is “pivot,” which is actually a good word for this phase. The idea here is that you come to market with an idea/business, but when necessary, you pivot (adapt) that idea so it fits into the vision and market you are either trying to create or compete in. Some pivots can be small tweaks, while others can be profound. Be careful of the profound changes … here’s why.

			When you adapt/pivot the idea, make sure Law 1 (“Do what you love”) still holds. Is this something you love to do? If it is, keep going! If it differs a lot, then you need to make sure you still want to do it. An easy analogy would be that if you started out to launch a high-end butcher business, but somehow end up becoming a vegetable stand with a few hamburger patties, you had better make sure you are OK with that. You may also realize that what you really loved was providing food (meat, veggies, et cetera) to customers, and it was not really about strictly high-end meats.
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