
		
			[image: McLaren_Ebook_Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			 

		

		
			[image: lightbulb icon]
Praise for The Growth CFO Void and Kirk W. McLaren

			Foresight is our entire financial management and accounting operation. Outsourcing is a dangerous thing unless you have a company that you trust. We are dealing with money; if something goes wrong, it can go very wrong. That affects your ability to pay taxes, pay your employees, and know if you are making a profit. 

			The good news is that I could not be more thrilled with Foresight. Their block-and-tackle accounting is rock solid, plus they are proactive about pointing out the next steps. That’s what you want—a proactive partner.

			Another thing that I love is that they are strategic CFOs. They sit down with me to figure out how to increase the value of my company, how to save, and better ways to make money. It’s a great value. Give ’em a shot. 

			—Richard Rossi

			CEO, DaVinci Education

			Former President, Envision EMI

			We have had the privilege and good fortune to work with Foresight CFO for several years now.  Kirk and his team’s insights have been incredibly valuable to help us improve and grow our business. Following their strategies, we have increased top and bottom-line growth, experiencing 80 percent revenue growth in 2021 alone. There is no question—we are stronger with the Foresight CFO on our team.  

			—Gar Whaley

			President, Aligned Technology Solutions

			I cannot say enough about how valuable Foresight CFO was for us. We brought them in right as we started growing and they guided us through our rapid growth and eventual exit.

			I recommend Foresight to all my colleagues and friends and hope to be able to employ and/or partner with them again in my next endeavor.

			—Rob Daly

			CEO, Stelligent

			I have had the privilege of working with Kirk and his leadership team for several years now. They have always been fiercely focused on supporting the needs of their clients, helping to stretch their thinking and guide them on the path to growth. Foresight is a category leader when it comes to financial management, and I encourage everyone to learn how they can help you take your business to the next level.

			—Jaime Nespor Zawmon

			President, Titan CEO

			Former President, SmartCEO Magazine

			I have known and worked with Kirk since 2015. From the beginning I sensed that Kirk was born to drive business growth. Foresight CFO has had enviable growth since we first talked about common experiences in business. 

			I have personally seen Kirk help many dozens of companies break through on their growth path. Any CEO that earnestly seeks to find breakthroughs for the next level of growth will find ample challenging ideas and follow-through working with Foresight CFO. As Kirk puts it, you will learn how to Obliterate the Obstacles to Growth with the numbers.

			—Henri Schauffler

			CEO Coach, CEO Focus

			As a nonprofit, financial management and good forecasting are a challenge. Until we partnered with Foresight CFO, I spent a lot of sleepless nights worrying whether I had a true understanding of our financial position and what might be around the bend that I had not anticipated. Foresight CFO changed all of that. I am now confident in our current financial management and our ability to predict where we are headed into the future! No more surprises!

			—Scott Jensen

			Executive Director, NVSBC

			The analytical, thoughtful approach provided by Foresight CFO breathed meaningful insight into our business for developing plans to increase valuation and reduce risk. The effort clarified our strategic direction.

			—Robert E. Pollin

			CEO, Autoscribe

			I have worked with Kirk for thirty years. He epitomizes trustworthiness, strong character, an extraordinary work ethic, and is a super person to boot. I consider myself exceptionally lucky to have gotten to know Kirk and to be able to count on him as a trusted and reliable fiduciary and friend. I have recommended his firm many times and remain a longstanding customer today. His wisdom and growth practice have been of priceless value to me personally and to my operating entities. He’s been vital to building and maintaining momentum and enhancing profitability. 

			—S. Blake Swensrud II

			WorldCell

			I have had the pleasure of working with Foresight CFO since late 2019. After our initial conversation with CEO Kirk W. McLaren, we decided to engage their services. Needless to say, we never looked back. Foresight’s services have played an invaluable role in helping me to establish significant financial controls at the company. Under their watchful eye, particularly that of our virtual CFO José Villarino, we have maintained cost controls for the last two plus years and produced meaningful financials, including fine detail that accounts for every dollar of revenue and expense as well as tracking important trend health indicators such as EBITDA and forecast models. Foresight was extremely instrumental in helping us achieve our PPP and Main Street funding facilities. We highly recommend Foresight CFO and its group of professionals.

			—Ricardo Brooks

			COO, Allied Telecom Group

			Many mid-career students were intimidated by the financial management course until Kirk taught it. Kirk’s ability to take complicated material and teach it in a way that makes sense to technology managers and business leaders at Georgetown demonstrates his ability to connect on a personal level. His teaching style resonates with students.

			—Beverly Magda

			Dean, Georgetown University SCS

			Kirk infuses clarity and confidence with his teaching approach for building solution-oriented financial habits for new and experienced executives. His formula is practical for the here-and-now and provides a road map for the future. His ability to translate financial planning, budgeting, and implementation strategies to leaders from a wide range of backgrounds and industries is impressive. Our organization has witnessed this firsthand with Kirk’s teaching in our entrepreneurial-focused business program. 

			—Jaime Feeman

			Dog Tag Director, Georgetown University 

			Being a small firm where a CEO may still wear many hats, Foresight CFO quickly became a trusted partner that took the time to understand our business and has helped transition us through the numbers for exponential growth. This gave us a clear understanding of where we are and focused us on areas that would spur not only short-term results but a game plan going forward. 

			—Chris Kelly

			CEO and President, Kelmar Safety, Inc.

			I wasn’t getting what I needed from accounting. Now that I’ve worked with Foresight, I know my cash at the beginning of the week and get a management report at the end of the week listing what was done and what will be done next week. Not only do I get monthly financial statements on time, but they also provide me with a dashboard-style analysis. Foresight was a lifesaver.

			—Technology CEO

			Washington, DC

			Foresight CFO’s monthly value-building program changed how I work. By the second quarter, opportunities replaced fires as I invested in the scalable part of my business. I learned to use my financials and the peer benchmarks to make competitive decisions that I didn’t even know about before. Just by achieving the average inventory turn, I freed up $627,000 in cash. 

			—Food Distributor President

			Sacramento, California

			Foresight CFO corrected a year of messy accounting records in three weeks then kept getting better. For the first time, the bank extended me a line of credit based on the reliability of my numbers. Then we got into the good stuff, using a strategic CFO to grow my topline and bottom-line.

			—Education CEO

			Austin, Texas

			Our Foresight CFO provided financial benchmark insights into our strategic planning process. We compared ourselves to the industry, then used a long-term forecast to figure out where we needed to be and where we needed to start this year to maximize our valuation. Working together monthly helped us understand cost and pricing options as we improved sales and built the capacity that supports our growing business. Profit has increased 38 percent already, and the operational audit produced $1.23 million in cost savings. 

			—Sports Healthcare President

			Chicago, Illinois 

			As two independent specialty/hybrid pharmacies in the greater New York area, we have been engaged with Foresight CFO for just about a year now. During that time, we have worked mostly with Growth CFO José Villarino, who has assisted us diligently and insightfully to get our accounting system and general financial health in order so that we would be well-positioned for our exit strategy, for which we had set an 18-month timeline.

			José helped us implement a cash flow forecast which was updated with his help and guidance on a weekly basis, a long-term financial projection, and weekly consults to keep us on track and moving forward. His advice and counsel have proven to be invaluable to our positioning for a successful exit that is so far on schedule.

			Overall, I would rate our experience with Foresight CFO as exemplary and have found it both cost-effective and essential to reaching our business goals.

			—Pharmacy CEO

			New York, New York

			We were burning $450,000 a month and owed global telecom service providers $8 million in unpaid billings with no end in sight. I asked Kirk, who is a friend from twenty years ago who ran my financial operation at another company, to step in. Thankfully he did. We quickly restructured the business to break even then make a profit, and he negotiated with the telecom companies to discharge the debt. In doing so, we recapitalized the business and are thriving now.

			—Technology IoT CEO 
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			This book is dedicated to the global TrueTEAM members who step into the unknown to go beyond what any one person could know or do on their own. 
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Introduction

			
Born to Drive Business Growth

			Where do you suppose I first got the advanced training that helped prepare me to start a company that guides other CEOs of small to medium-sized private businesses to success? It wasn’t Harvard Business School—not even close. That training in behavioral science happened at Fort Sam Houston in my home state of Texas. I was 21 years old when I joined the Army during the Gulf War, which began in 1991 after Iraq invaded Kuwait. I had dropped out of Texas A&M University and done my eight weeks of Army Basic Training at Fort Knox after taking the aptitude test that would determine my eligibility to learn an Army specialized skill.

			The career I seemed destined for as a teenager and focused on in college was business. Today, I would say I was born to drive business growth. The Army aptitude test seemed to have a few other ideas: mortuary science. Where did that come from? Counterintelligence. That would have been cool, but they found out I can’t distinguish red and green colors well enough to keep from mixing up the wires if I needed to deactivate a bomb. And so, I chose behavioral science, which landed me at the prestigious Walter Reed Army Medical Center (now the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center), located then in Washington, DC. My job description included secondary skill combat medic, but at Walter Reed I was far away from the bullets and explosions.

			It turned out that behavioral science work for the Army, with its focus on making authentic connections with people, was an excellent foundation for my business career. It is all about people.

			The military is objective driven. My objective was to use my training to help the Army determine whether, when, and how it could send hospitalized soldiers back into the field. I was part of a clinical team. We all worked side by side, regardless of rank. We learned from each other, and there was an emphasis on continuous learning. The doctors, nurses, and psychologists were important members of the team, but they couldn’t do their jobs when in the field without the synergy of others handling logistics, transporting personnel, and keeping the troops in the field fed and supplied. Most important, we kept each other fully informed, so nobody could develop a blind spot.

			I enjoyed getting out into the wards, doing the day-to-day evaluations and therapeutic treatment, and contacting the service members’ families, because I like being with all different kinds of people. I was doing the initial psychosocial assessments of the hospitalized soldiers, and I found many of them to be gung ho about getting back to the front lines, even if they were not in fighting shape. Some had abused alcohol or drugs, others were injured, and I remember one good soldier, Jason, who sadly had a sudden and extreme onset of schizophrenia. Jason was one of the warrior types, a decent Midwestern kid who really wanted to return to active duty but never would be able to. He was struggling to understand why he was at a hospital when he was so motivated to be with his unit.

			This description of a rattled warrior may seem out of place in a book about using financial management CFO skills to Obliterate Obstacles to Growth. It’s not. Lessons from my military service echo throughout this book: just as in my years in the business world, I encountered a lot of competitive people with a drive to win. But they were not always ready for the battlefield. To be properly equipped, they needed clear objectives, well-placed confidence, and the synergies of teamwork. On the TrueTEAM that I will be describing in this book, everyone takes ownership of their individual responsibilities, and the Growth CFO takes extreme ownership.1 We work together to create practical options based on what motivates and moves the CEOs we are helping.

			This is a business book for and about people, not products or services. I always have been interested in how people learn, develop, and behave. After my military experience showed me the value of continuous learning, with people from different backgrounds and with different expertise and responsibilities learning side by side, I went back to school. I got my college degree in Maryland while completing my active duty on nights and weekends, and after leaving the military I earned two master’s degrees—one in international relations and economics and the other an MBA with a finance and accounting area of expertise. In between I went to Venezuela for about a year to learn Spanish and teach English, and that’s where I met my wife, Nayarit. I then worked in business, starting in financial management, and in addition I later became a graduate school adjunct professor of financial management at Georgetown University School of Continuing Studies in Washington, DC.

			My first foray into business leadership was motivated by a desire to study martial arts when I was a high school sophomore. I started a lawn maintenance business with two buddies to pay for lessons. We were in the part of the Houston-area suburban sprawl, where enough houses were packed into each block that a three-person team could earn $20 in as little as 10 minutes mowing a lawn. We had no problem getting customers without advertising because we showed up on time and did a great job. We enjoyed the challenge of growing the business, and within three years we ended up with 1,500 customers and 75 employees. We were grossing about $1.2 million per year. Acquiring and deploying trucks and keeping track of all the equipment, employees, and customers were intellectually stimulating, like doing a puzzle. We figured out a cost-saving way of running three crews off one truck. In hindsight, we tripled the return on asset. The parents of one of my partners eventually took over the business because it was more profitable than what they had been doing in their careers.

			Years later, when I started teaching graduate courses at Georgetown, I had to break down the Habits of Profitability I had learned into lessons for nonfinancial managers. I realized I had a system that I wanted to share with business leaders, which led me to incorporate Foresight CFO. In the first half of this book, I will introduce you to the particular types of executives who are more likely or less likely to benefit from our system. You will learn why Foresight CFO recruits and trains what we call Growth CFOs to work side by side with growth-oriented CEOs who need clarity about next steps and strong follow-through. Then, in the second half of the book, I will explain the FIVE Habits of Profitability and what the exceptional CEOs taking advantage of this proven system gain along the way.

			Some CEOs are not a good fit for our approach, which requires an open, learning mindset and a willingness to challenge the status quo. They may be too reluctant to shine a light on blind spots or to embrace our use of numbers to chart a path forward. Their relationship with a Growth CFO requires people being both authentic and vulnerable to develop mutual trust. Back when the Army decided I should be in behavioral science, I was not surprised, because I knew I had an ability to understand and connect with different personality types and deeply care about people doing well on multiple levels. When I am getting to know the CEOs that my company is helping, I enjoy finding out what motivates them. They are not all conquer-the-world warriors. Some are motivated to do well by doing good, which is also characteristic of the Foresight CFO company culture. They take good care of their own people and their customers or clients.

			The CEOs we work well with tend to value and seek the same leadership qualities that we admire: clarity, confidence, vivid vision, a drive to have impact, and being bold in thoughtful ways—to deliver a wow factor and a willingness to challenge the status quo. They hope to grow their business to be the best, not the biggest. Some are already thinking about a succession plan and, even before they pass the torch, having more time for family or other interests. Working from home during the COVID-19 pandemic seemed to be a tipping point for some CEOs whose long hours had taken a personal toll. The Habits of Profitability are aimed not only at growth but also getting time back for the people and things that matter personally.

			When I realized during my teaching how challenged many nonfinancial executives are when it comes to using numbers, I saw a solution and a business opportunity to work with CEOs globally. I founded a company with a unique structure and process that I will explain in the final chapters of this book. First, however, let’s focus on what motivates and what troubles the CEOs of many small to medium-sized private businesses.

			We value:

			Being a TrueTEAM Member: Knowing that the sum is greater than the parts, we take extreme ownership to learn best practices and deliver through teams. We support and encourage one another to give our best, and we always have each other’s back.

			Judgment-driven “wow”: Applying our wisdom and experience, we approach every task with thought and skill, enabling us to achieve goals and impacts that delight clients who become raving fans.

			Speaking up: Cultivating mutual trust and confidence, we seek and share feedback candidly, we participate actively, and proactively speak up when we get stuck. This gives us “speed of trust” advantages.

			Continuous mastery: Learning is a lifelong pursuit; we deliberately work individually and collectively to develop our talents, capabilities, and contributions.

			Do well by doing good: Using the right tools, the right way, we rally around providing a positive impact for business, people, and community in such a way that our team members thrive. 

			
Chapter 1


			
Understanding the CEO’s Motivation

			From the lowliest beggar in the streets to the celebrated entrepreneur raising capital in the C-suites, anyone asking someone else for money should have a good story to tell. I was fortunate that the first company where I served as a vice president for finance, starting in 2005, had a great story to tell about its mission and purpose. Envision EMI was a fast-growing creator of professional and leadership programs for high-achieving young people. Providing enrichment and leadership programs for high school students gifted in math, music, or other fields could be the purview of a nonprofit, but Richard Rossi and Barbara Harris cofounded Envision as a privately held for-profit company that managed nonprofit education programs. Harris, who passed away in 2012, about a year before the company was sold, started as a public schoolteacher in New York and Connecticut. Rossi had been a US Senate staffer. Their company’s founding was inspired by the benefits Harris saw her students get from a field trip to the nation’s capital that she arranged with the help of a congressional staffer during President Ronald Reagan’s second inauguration. 

			The company did well by doing good, because it was exceptionally well managed by the leadership management team that Rossi cultivated as CEO. I saw firsthand that Envision put on great programs; my children attended them, and long afterward they would spontaneously bring up lessons learned. That type of enrichment programming could be done on a small scale. But thinking small would not have fit Rossi’s growth-oriented leadership style. I was with Envision less than six years, and during that time revenue quadrupled to nine figures. That doesn’t just happen by luck. 

			Rossi was motivated to build the world’s largest experiential learning program. Its successful growth was rooted in parents being able to clearly see its value. If your high school son or daughter was thinking about going into medicine, for example, a program in which they could interact with med students and doctors, watch live surgery, and otherwise be immersed in the field would help the family decide whether they were on the right path before investing in their higher education. I think Envision programs deserve some credit for both my sons being accepted and succeeding at the US Military Academy at West Point. (My Army mentor, Sgt. Joseph C. Sharpe Jr., who became the godfather to my children, also was instrumental, along with Nayarit. I cannot overstate the role Joseph Sharpe’s friendship has played in our lives.) 
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