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Praise for The Freedom Formula


“When you’re deeply passionate about your work, it’s easy to let it consume your life. But doing so only hurts you, as The Freedom Formula so expertly reminds us. David Finkel’s approach to restructuring your priorities will help you make the most of your time—whether you’re at your desk or on vacation.”


—Gino Wickman, bestselling author of Traction and creator of EOS


“Growing CoBank into a sustainable $130 billion financially strong and dependable advocate for rural America was an audacious goal that directors, leadership, and employees put their heart and soul into for over a decade. Save yourself some of the blood, sweat, and tears and follow David’s lead from the start. Brilliant book!”


—Robert B. Engel, former CEO of CoBank and current CEO and Managing Director BLT Advisory Services LLC


“If you’re stuck in a cycle of overworking, struggling with time-management, or just can’t find time to unwind, you need to break free. The Freedom Formula will help you do just that—while maximizing the value created during your working hours. You can’t afford not to read it.”


—Dr. Greg Reid, author of the Think and Grow Rich series through the Napoleon Hill Foundation


“David Finkel’s The Freedom Formula dispels the myth that leaders have to sacrifice what is good in life for professional success. You can have both and this book shows you how.”


—Dr. Geoff Smart, chairman and founder of ghSMART and New York Times bestselling author of Who


“The Freedom Formula begins as if it were a thriller novel. David Finkel’s newest offering bursts through the clutter of business books and reveals powerful information in a fashion that is intensely interesting to read. Better yet, the information in The Freedom Formula has proven to create measurable results!”


—Andy Andrews, New York Times bestselling author of The Traveler’s Gift and founder of WisdomHarbour.com


“If you’re looking for concrete ideas to succeed at work and in your business without sacrificing your life, this book has something of value on every page. Destined to become a classic whose messages will withstand the test of time.”


—Jason Jennings, New York Times bestselling author of The Reinventors


“No hype, no BS, no fluff. Just solid gold ideas to create more value at work with less time and effort.”


—Stephen Pressfield, New York Times bestselling author of The War of Art and The Legend of Bagger Vance


“If you’re overworked, stressed out, and unsure how to step off the treadmill, David gives you a way to think and act. This book is filled with powerful tools and an upgraded model to get better results and more enjoyment from your life.”


—Stephanie Harkness, entrepreneur and former chairman of the National Association of Manufacturers


“David delivers more value per page than any other author I know. Buy and read this book!”


—Patty DeDominic, past president of the National Association of Women Business Owners and former chair of The Foundation for SCORE


“David Finkel offers practical advice on business best practices with clarity and insight. David’s gift is in distilling abstract principles into valuable lessons that are both relatable and memorable.”


—Laura Lorber, executive editor of Inc.com


“Finally, a business book that gives you the simple, step-by-step mechanics to operationalize working smarter. Wished I had this book twenty years ago!”


—Jeff Hoffman, founding team member of Priceline.com and bestselling coauthor of Scale
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To Adam, Matthew, and Joshua. You fill my life with joy, and I love you with all my heart.









INTRODUCTION





Why Working Longer and Harder Doesn’t Work (and What Actually Does)


It was one of those overcast San Diego nights when it feels like you are sitting in a cloud. I was alone, immersed in the large hot tub on my patio. Soaking in the 104°F water, it occurred to me this was the first time I’d used the hot tub since I’d purchased the house almost a year prior, even though it was one of the primary reasons I had bought this executive home carved into the hillside of Mt. Helix, along with its stunning views overlooking Mexico to the south and the Pacific Ocean to the west. The house was twice as large as the one I grew up in. I was twenty-eight years old, still single, and running a successful business coaching company. I was earning more money than I ever expected to earn. I should have felt happy, as if I’d arrived. But I didn’t.


Instead, I was bone tired, burnt out, and anxious. My life consisted of being on the road two weeks out of every month, teaching workshops and keynoting at industry conferences. Then it was back to the office, catching up on all the management challenges of my rapidly scaling company, which I had a tendency to micromanage. I had no life because, when I wasn’t working, I was exhausted.


As I slipped into the hot, steamy water at the end of another eighty-hour week of meetings, conference calls, troubleshooting, coaching, and writing a syndicated column, I thought the stress might melt away. Instead, I felt anxious and alone—a sense of isolation that was reinforced by muffling fog and the remote geography of the house, not a neighbor in sight. I became short of breath and my heart started pounding.


Is this it? I wondered, feeling suddenly nauseated in the middle of all that bubbling, swirling liquid. Is this all my life is going to be? An endless stream of business fires to put out, and all these people counting on me for their livelihoods, and all these clients I don’t want to disappoint?


It felt like I was on this treadmill and someone—me—had turned up the speed higher and higher. If I didn’t keep running to stay on, I’d go flying off the back. Is this all there is?


Sure, the money was great, more money than I’d ever seen my parents earn or imagined I would, but this wasn’t what I’d signed up for. I wanted to do work that mattered and that paid handsomely, which I felt would allow me to live my life on my terms, to be the one in charge. But in the end, I wanted one thing more than anything else. This one thing was the single deep desire that had sparked me to open up shop. It’s what drove me to keep going when tough times hit.


I wanted freedom.


Freedom from people telling me what to do and how to do it. Freedom to do things my way. Freedom from having my future depend on the whims or decisions of others. And—gulp—time freedom. Instead of constantly working to feed my business and feeling trapped, I wanted my business to work for me. While it was wonderful to have what outwardly looked like success, I realized I wanted more than just professional success. I also wanted to be married and have a family—kids I could be present for—but if I kept going the way I was, I’d either still be single or divorced twice over by my early forties.


That Harry Chapin song rang in my head. You know, the one that says,





But there were planes to catch, and bills to pay


He learned to walk while I was away . . .


I thought of my father, who as part of a small medical practice was gone taking calls three nights a week and every third weekend. I thought about the soccer games he “watched” from the parking lot as he spent much of the game hunched over, talking into one of those early, shoebox-sized mobile phones while dealing with emergencies.


Then and there, I made a decision. I wanted out of the pressure cooker, to escape the long hours and demands. Was it too much to ask to have business success and a personal life, too? I wanted to work. I loved what I did. It was engrossing and fulfilling. I liked the impact I had on clients and their companies. I enjoyed the financial rewards. But I didn’t want my work to dominate my life like an alien blob that kept eating more and more of my time.


That decision launched a twenty-year journey to find, experiment with, and synthesize better ways to grow companies and achieve professionally. The net result of those years of work is the book you’re holding. The Freedom Formula is a two-decade synthesis of everything I’ve learned about creating and sustaining breakthrough business success without sacrificing family, well-being, and all the other things that offer personal fulfillment beyond the bottom line. The formula is based on my direct experiences working with tens of thousands of business leaders, professionals, entrepreneurs, and executives who, like you, craved a simple, comprehensive, structured approach to consistently get the most by having their team regularly focus its best time and attention on the things that create the most economic value for their company.


Let me take a guess to see if I know a little bit about you and your daily life. You check email the moment you lift your head off the pillow in the morning and just before you go to bed at night. You bring work with you on vacation, sneak a glance at your phone during family dinners, and take business calls at your kids’ sports games or anytime you should be present for the loved ones in your life. You work late and through the weekend, often bringing work home as you miss precious time with your spouse, significant other, children, family, and friends, unable to attend events because of a business deadline or crisis that requires your immediate attention. The real-time accessibility of today’s technology has completely blurred the boundaries between your office and your personal life, chaining you to the demands of your business, employer, or professional practice and requiring you to be “on” for colleagues, employees, and clients 24/7/365.


If it feels like I’m describing you, you’re not alone, and you already know that the forty-hour work week has become virtually obsolete. Slowly and steadily, we’ve given over huge chunks of our personal time to work.


A recent article in the Harvard Business Review reported on an international study by the Center for Creative Leadership showing that professionals, executives, and business owners in the United States and thirty-six other countries now work a whopping seventy-two-hour week. According to the Wells Fargo/Gallup Index, 57 percent of business owners in the United States now work six days a week, and more than 20 percent of them work seven days a week. Don’t even get me started on vacation time! On average, US employees who get paid time off took only 54 percent of their vacation days, leaving 46 percent unused. And if you do slip away for a few weeks of vacation, odds are high that you work while away. According to a TripAdvisor poll, 77 percent of Americans and 40 percent of people in developed nations like Australia, Brazil, and Germany work while on vacation despite complaints from their family members.


It’s almost as if you’ve been forced to make a choice between your company and your life, sacrificing time with your family, your health, or yourself for the sake of business and career success. Work has taken over, eroding your personal life and keeping you on that treadmill that never shuts off. On the one hand, you want to succeed at your job or in your business, so you work long hours. As you’ve grown incredibly competent at what you do, sometimes it feels like the pressure has only increased, because now your company relies more than ever on your daily presence and production to succeed. It feels like each day you start with even higher expectations about what you can get done, which in the past you managed by working more “efficiently.” But at a certain point, you maxed out what efficiency was able to do for you, so you turned to the temporary fix of longer hours and working from home or over the weekend. But soon that temporary expediency—never intended to be permanent—became a fixture in your life.


It doesn’t matter whether you run your own business or professional practice or play a key leadership role at a large corporation—the pressure and frustrations are universal. My clients initially tell me things like,





“I’m overwhelmed and don’t know where to start. So much of my day is spent putting out fires and reacting to customer demands. The only way I can get my key projects done is to come into the office earlier and stay later, and work on the weekends when at least I have fewer interruptions.”





“All I do is work. Even when I’m with my family, I’m still responding to emails and texts for work. The saddest part is that my family has just gotten used to it. When I do actually put down my smartphone, they act surprised, as if I’m just a temporary visitor.”





“Sometimes I think life would be better if I just let go of the business and worked for somebody else or moved down in the organization. At least then I wouldn’t have to bring all the stress and pressure home with me at night.”





“I’m scared. If something were to happen to me or one of my key people, my department might fail. At a minimum, I’d be sucked back into dealing with a massive workload and would never see my family until we recruited a replacement person and got him or her up to speed. But that would take months! That causes me so much anxiety. I feel like I’m walking on eggshells.”


We live in a very different world than past generations. High-speed internet access and almost universal connectivity, combined with powerful mobile tools, have given us a degree of geo-flexibility that not so long ago wasn’t possible. You can access your files, peers, and virtual workspace from anywhere. I’m sure you’ve experienced the dark side of this, too. Blurred boundaries, a feeling like you’ve always got to be “on”—a persistent low-level anxiety over missing something important or falling behind pushes us to work more and enjoy less. It’s one of the reasons my wife and I take our family camping so often; it’s as if going deep into the woods were the only way to disconnect.


We all know the world isn’t going to go backwards to the halcyon days of old, which had their own challenges. In today’s world, high-achieving professionals face a central challenge, one you are confronted with daily: How can you have an engaging, satisfying, and successful career without sacrificing your family, health, or personal life in the process? It feels like a binary “either/or” choice. But it doesn’t have to be this way. You can have both.


There is a simple, concrete, step-by-step formula that can help you create more value in less time. You can be “on” for an intense forty-hour work week—or less—and still be present for the other important areas of your life. You can climb the corporate ladder, create wealth, and scale your company in ways you never thought possible, and The Freedom Formula will show you exactly how.


This book will offer you a realistic and doable way out—a road map—that will help you take your life back without compromising those things that matter most to you. This proven four-step formula will help you and your team consistently focus your best time, talent, and attention on those Fewer, Better activities, projects, and strategies that create the most value and highest return for your company. And because a core part of the formula offers a doable structure for reclaiming hundreds of your best hours every year, you and your staff will be able to create breakthrough results and enjoy wild professional success while still having rich personal lives. To be clear, the formula will require a rethinking of your priorities, use of time, and team focus. It will push you to reimagine what work looks like day to day as well as to master the mechanics of a better way to leverage your time and team for maximum impact.


I won’t be sharing theory here. I developed the formula empirically, through two decades of experimentation and refinement, working directly with tens of thousands of business leaders who reached the same ceiling of success that you’re likely dealing with, a point where working longer and harder wasn’t a smart, sustainable strategy to get what they really wanted.


In these pages, you’ll meet business leaders from across the world who have dealt with the same challenges and struggles you’re facing.


You’ll meet Michelle, the COO of a successful medical company, and learn the inside story of how she found a way to work best with her brilliant but at times overly ambitious CEO so that their company could focus on a smaller number of highest-value, greatest-return strategies and initiatives. This not only led to years of high growth but, more importantly, helped Michelle regain her equilibrium in the process.


You’ll meet Anne, an entrepreneur in California who was injured in a cycling accident, requiring months of recovery time. I’ll share with you the step-by-step work she did in the prior five months to build strategic depth into her company that not only saved her business from disaster when she was unable to work for so long, but in fact allowed her team to generate the largest growth surge in her company’s fifteen-year history.


There’s Marvin, a highly successful senior partner at a small Atlanta law firm who was able to use the formula to cut his work weeks by ten hours while increasing his firm’s profitability by $800,000 per year.


And Bob, the former CEO of a large financial institution, who shares the simple insight that helped him transform a struggling bank into one of the world’s most profitable financial institutions, with per-employee profits ten times the industry average.


Each of these business leaders faced many of the same challenges you do, and they applied the straightforward solutions you’ll discover in this book to find their way to even greater business success while restoring sanity to their personal workload. Once they made the decision—as you will—that things couldn’t go on this way, and invested the energy to make a change, they were amazed by the simplicity and effectiveness of the solution. Day by day, quarter by quarter, they have been implementing these small but highly specific changes to reap life-changing results.


I didn’t start out with a refined design for the Freedom Formula. Initially, it was just me groping in the dark, reading over a hundred business books a year, experimenting with my time, team, and company, struggling to find a better way to scale the firm without sacrificing everything else. As I started to enjoy small successes, I shared the ideas with other business leaders who participated in our coaching programs. Early on, these were almost exclusively small-cap companies with sales less than $25 million a year. This laboratory sped up the testing and refinement process. As my company grew and our reputation in the market expanded, we began working with mid-cap companies and both autonomous divisions and key leaders within multibillion-dollar enterprises. We worked with business owners, company executives, and even departmental managers as our clients asked for help finding ways to keep growing without burning out their best people. This work gave us reach into companies with an aggregate market value of more than $500 billion. It was in this laboratory that the formula I’ll share with you was refined.


The formula starts with the simple premise that you don’t get paid for time served but rather for value created. To create value you do need time, but you need a very different kind of time than merely raw, undifferentiated hours. Not all hours are created equally. You know this intuitively. You recognize that two hours of your best time, consolidated into one, interruption-free block, focused on your highest-value work, is worth a magnitude more in value to your company than ten or even twenty hours of you plowing through email or bouncing between projects, meetings, and low-level tasks.


We have helped our clients break the direct, one-to-one relationship between hours worked and value created. They grew to appreciate that, done right, they should expect one hour of their best time to generate the value of hundreds or even thousands of hours of generic work output. They learned that by focusing their team’s best talent and attention on their highest-value activities in genuinely productive ways, they could enjoy massive growth that was largely independent of the actual hours they worked. This includes the VP of sales who helps her team create a lead-scoring system that ensures they focus their best sales energy on their highest-value prospects. Or the product lead who brings his top engineers into a room to brainstorm and create the best approach to solving a tough engineering challenge on a new piece of software they are developing. Two well-spent hours in that conference room may control hundreds of hours of individual programming. My point is that while hours are an essential ingredient of creating value, they are much less important than (1) selecting how to invest those limited hours and (2) aggregating those best hours into solid blocks big enough to do your highest-value work.


Structure and environment will win over willpower and discipline. Or rather, discipline may win a sprint, but environment and structure almost always will determine the outcome of a marathon. Make no mistake about it, your success at work is a marathon, not a sprint. To win out over the long haul, you must create more and more value for your company, and structure and environment are two essential components to set yourself and your team up to succeed.


This is why I won’t just tell you what you need to do to create more value for your company, but instead I’ll walk you through the mechanics—step by step—of how you actually can do this. I’ll give you a concrete structure to design your week so that you have consistent blocks of interruption-free best time during which to do your highest-value work. This is what you’re really on the payroll to do, not grind out hours. I’ll share with you ways in which you can design your workflow, systems, and teams so that you get more done with less time and effort. Most importantly of all, I’ll show you how to sustain these gains over time by building on the solid foundation of systems, team, and culture. To be clear, the formula is not a patch or a quick fix. It’s a proven, superior map to get your entire team aligned investing their best time doing those things that matter most for your company. In this book, I’ll cut through the theory and take you directly to the strategies and steps that have been proven to work in the only laboratory that matters—the marketplace.


The Freedom Formula is presented in two parts. Part I: The Four Steps to Freedom shares the core four-step formula for consistently directing your team’s best time and attention into your highest-value activities. This proven, bottom-up approach to deploying your team’s talent for maximum impact gives you a structure that works even under the relentless pressure of the tight deadlines, endless emails, and constant alerts and interruptions of the unremitting, always-on world in which we live.


You’ll quickly see how you can determine exactly what you do that creates the most value and, more importantly, how to design your week to let structure and environment help you reclaim five or more hours of your best time each week to reinvest in these highest-value activities. You’ll learn how Tom Santilli did exactly this, scaling his e-commerce company 400 percent in seven years while reducing his eighty-hour work weeks to under twenty hours. (Tom’s story is told in chapter one, “Step One: Embrace the Value Economy.”) You’ll engage in techniques for determining your company’s, division’s, or team’s best Focus Areas and reducing these strategic decisions to a rolling series of one-page Action Plans every ninety days. (See chapter three, “Invest in Your Fewer, Better.”) This proactive pattern helped Nate Anglin double his aerospace company’s net income in just eighteen months. Chapter four, “Develop Strategic Depth,” covers precisely how to sustain these gains as you battle the reactionary forces of entropy and the status quo to enjoy the compounded effect of these best practices over time. You’ll learn how to protect your team against the loss of a key person and why one of the most important things you can do to build strategic depth into your company may be just taking a real vacation.


Part II: The Five Freedom Accelerators builds on the four-step formula by sharing five powerful accelerators to get you results faster. These accelerators help you engage your team in this journey with you, allowing you to travel faster and more sustainably. Topics include how to grow your key team’s abilities and groom your leaders to build depth and harness greater autonomy. You’ll examine the important role that intentionally crafting your company culture plays in helping your team absorb your best practices and most important filters so that they automatically make better decisions. And you’ll discover how to leverage better design to sustain this work and combat the inevitable forces of entropy that threaten to distract or even destroy the results you’ve built by following the formula.


I remember one business owner we worked with several years ago named Terrance. He owned a seasonal hospitality business in southern Utah. Every year from May through October, he steeled himself for another six-month season. The rest of the year, he “only” had to put in a light fifty- to sixty-hour work week, but come May this jumped to twelve to fourteen hours a day, seven days a week. This was hard enough on Terrance physically, but emotionally it was killing him:





“Every day, I’d have to be up and out of the house before my kids even woke up,” Terrance shared. “By the time I got home at 9 or 10 PM, they’d be asleep. This was my life every season for six months out of the year. I felt like I was missing my kids’ childhood.”


When we first began coaching Terrance four years ago and he told me his story, it broke my heart. I’m a dad with three young sons myself. I’ve experienced how fast their childhood seems to disappear. There are personal milestones in your kids’ lives that you never can rewind. I remember how it used to feel when my older two sons would reach for and hold my hand anywhere we walked together—into a store, on a trail, or even down the stairs to breakfast. It was one of the sweetest parts of being a dad for me, the feeling of their tiny hands in mine. Then the day arrived when they were about eight years old, and they stopped reaching for my hand. Just thinking about this makes me want to cry. Of course, it’s normal and healthy—they’re growing up. But I miss it.


So when Terrance told me about how for years he sacrificed baseball games, family meals, and bedtime stories with his four kids to take care of his business responsibilities, I felt for him. There is good news at the end of his story, though. After just eighteen months of applying the formula you’re going to learn about in part one of this book, Terrance had reclaimed a big part of his life. I remember having a private conversation with him at one of our quarterly business workshops, and he shared how applying the formula impacted him and his family:





“I finally started questioning many of the hours I was putting in. My coach challenged me to be much clearer on what I did that actually created the highest value for my company, and to find ways to systematically and effectively hand off many of the other responsibilities to my staff. It was scary at first, but we did it in baby steps. When I saw that the work was getting done, and that my staff actually valued the trust I placed in them, it emboldened me to keep going with the formula.”


It was at this point, when Terrance started doing his quarterly one-page Action Plans for his company as well as increasing his team’s strategic depth—both of which you’ll find out exactly how to do in part one of this book—that he made the biggest breakthroughs:





“After eighteen months of this, I finally was able to cut my summer hours by twenty hours a week, and my family and I took our first-ever vacation during the season—which is when my kids have their summer break from school. It was amazing. I feel like I’ve got my life back again.”


Like Terrance, you fundamentally can change the way you structure your day, week, quarter, and business environment so that you achieve incredible professional success and enjoy even richer personal and whole-life success, too. One word of caution: change sparks resistance, internally and externally. Old ways and patterns of behaviors dig in and launch a rearguard action to hold any change—good or bad—at bay. So, if you notice yourself arguing or struggling with what I’m sharing, that’s normal and to be expected. In fact, it’s a sign of growth. It means that you are pushing past old ways that you’ve outgrown. My best coaching advice is to try out the formula in your personal workday before you apply the concrete steps across your entire company, department, or team. Let the ideas prove their value to you. Yes, the formula worked for Terrance. Yes, it has worked for me and my companies. Yes, it’s worked for thousands of other business leaders around the world, many of whom you’ll meet in this book. But start with yourself—prove it to yourself. When you apply the Freedom Formula to reclaim your time and your life, you’ll wonder how you ever could have done it any other way.
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PART I





The Four Steps to Freedom
 








CHAPTER 1





Step One: Embrace the Value Economy


I want to invite you over to an evening at the Finkels’. As you walk into our calm and peaceful home, I greet you at the door and lead you to our clean and immaculately set kitchen table. My kids are sitting quietly, napkins on laps, patiently waiting for their turn to share about their day. Each of them respectfully listens to their brothers share and then asks insightful, probing questions, making it evident how much they care about one another—not! That’s fantasy land.


You walk in, and the first thing you notice is the noise. My god, the noise. How can three boys be so loud? You see my wife telling me about a Cub Scout activity we need to attend that weekend, while my youngest son, Joshua, is playfully trying to get my attention by throwing Cheerios at my head. My son Adam is yelling, “Listen!” while his twin brother, Matthew, is poking me and thrusting his iPad in my face, hoping that in the chaos and confusion I’ll reflexively put the PIN code in so he can get extra screen time to play Minecraft.


Ah, home sweet home. A riot of noise, chaos, movement, and interruptions. If you’ve ever had a houseful of young kids, then you know exactly what I’m talking about. I wouldn’t trade my mess of a family for anything in the world, but sometimes it sure can be hard to find a moment to catch my breath and actually think.


You’ve guessed my point. The strategy of waiting for my family to spontaneously show self-restraint, patience, and calm listening skills is doomed to fail. Just like in your company, the strategy of passively waiting for this wave of demands, fires, and tasks to pass so that you magically will be left with some time, space, and quiet to get to those important projects you’ve been meaning to work on for weeks . . . well, that too is a fantasy. In the ocean, one wave is followed by another, and another, and another; likewise, in your company, this wave of immediate needs will be followed by another, and another, and another. Tomorrow will be just as overfull and stressful as today unless you embrace what I call the Value Economy and make different choices. If you want to create a space to work on your most important projects, you’ve got to actively make this happen.


In my family life, I’ve learned that I need a few hours to myself every weekend to go for a hike, or to read a book, or to just quietly listen to music and think. In your company, you also need to structurally create a block of time free from distraction and interruption. Value needs a moment to collect its thoughts and gather its forces. Entropy is only ever tamed by the counteracting investment of active energy to bring some order and structure to your week.


But you say, “They’re waiting for me to set the meeting,” “respond to their question,” or “get them that report.” If you can’t regularly reclaim two, four, or six hours of your week in one- to three-hour blocks to do the high-value work you’re really on the payroll to do, then all the movement and frenzied activity of responding to requests and processing your inbox is just a sham. Or, as Shakespeare put it, “Full of sound and fury, [but] signifying nothing.” This was the experience of Tom Santilli, CEO of a successful technology wholesaling company in Florida.


TOM HAD BUILT HIS COMPANY, xByte Technologies, from the ground up, but years into the venture, his eighty-hour work weeks—filled with fires, emails, and constant interruptions—were getting to be too much. He had two young kids at home whom he wasn’t seeing enough, and he felt torn between the demands of the business and being present with the important people in his life.


If Tom was tired, so was his wife, Lee. She was tired of Tom missing out on family dinners, not being more involved in family activities, and of watching Tom’s long hours impact his health. She watched as Tom said one thing—“My family is the most important thing in my life”—but behaved differently: long hours, missed meals, and the stress of work brought home.


None of this was lost on Tom. In his heart, he knew he needed to find a way to get away from the crushing pressures of running the business day to day, but he didn’t know how. He felt caught between the business’s need for long hours to maintain the momentum and success and his personal needs of caring for his family and himself. Tom was like a lot of business leaders I’ve met over the years who are trapped by their business responsibilities, prisoners of their prior success. They’ve become like the mythological Atlas, holding the weight of a small world on their shoulders. They carry the hopes and promise of their company forward, and in many ways feel like they’re leaving their family and selves behind. What they are doing seems to work in the domain of business—after all, it has generated impressive results so far, even if late at night they recognize it was only part of their ambitions for their lives. But they are afraid to stop working so hard because they don’t know any other way to ensure that the whole thing doesn’t come crashing down. They dream of a way to enjoy professional success without sacrificing the other aspects of their lives. For Tom, as for a lot of people, it just wasn’t obvious how to do this.


In Tom’s case, it was his wife who pushed him onto the path to find a way out. Lee had gone online to research potential solutions when she found my business coaching company. Her husband was smart, he was committed, but he also was more than a little bit obsessive about how he and his staff operated the business. Lee knew that there must be a better way. So, in 2007, she enrolled Tom in one of our programs. Today, Tom says,





“She knows how cheap I am, so when I learned that she already had paid for the program and that it was nonrefundable, I felt like I had to participate. I’m so glad I did, because that was the start of a major change in how I ran the company. I know I wasn’t the fastest student at first, but over time what I learned about how to run the business better made a huge difference for me. Looking back, I can’t believe how I used to run the company. I was doing so much that I just shouldn’t have been the one doing. It was nobody’s fault but my own. I just didn’t know any better.”


One of the things Tom learned was that many of the hours he worked each week not only created little value, but also were a key factor in slowing the business’s development. He realized that he did three things for his company that created the most value—nothing else he did even came close. First, he made sure his purchasing team was buying right—the right products that would sell quickly with expectations of strong margins. Second, he kept a close eye on big-picture pricing decisions that his online and phone sales teams made so they didn’t inadvertently give away the margins that his purchasing team had worked so hard to establish. And third, he made high-level strategic decisions, such as key hires and capital investments. Sure, he did a lot more for the company than that. He scrutinized his operations team, to make sure shipments were going out on time; and his quality team, who did the sample testing of the pre-owned computer servers and component parts they sold. And he paid careful attention to his company financials. But when he looked at his own role in the clear light of day, he realized the three places where he made his highest-value contributions were making sure they bought right, priced profitably, and made sound high-level strategic decisions. Everything else was just bread and dessert. What he quickly came to learn in our work together was that he was spending most of his time—over 50 hours a week—essentially eating empty calories:





“As part of the coaching process, it quickly became clear that most of the hours I was working did very little for the company. I just felt like I had to do those things or personally oversee that they were done. Looking back, I can see it was more about my compulsion to be in control than it was about what made the most rational return on my time.” [image: ]


Maybe you are a lot like Tom was back then. You’re capable, committed, and, by the yardstick of professional success, incredibly accomplished. But you’ve reached a point in your career when you recognize there has to be a better way than to jump on the endless treadmill of growth by daily grinding out more hours. You want to be successful leading your company, division, department, or team, but you are no longer willing to sacrifice everything outside of work to do it. You’ve already given up too much at the altar of career success, things that you’ll never get back, like time with your family or relationships that ended because you were too busy working, working, working.


Here’s the thing—the idea that you need to work long hours to succeed in business is a fallacy. In fact, many of those hours you’re working now actually hurt the long-term success of your company by making it less stable and scalable and more heavily reliant on you. Hours worked does not necessarily lead to a better, stronger business. What you really need, now that you’ve developed a core set of high-value competencies, is to work much more strategically.


What if the root cause of all you sacrificed in the name of career success was an outdated model you held about how the world of business works? A model you never consciously questioned but rather were passively fed by cultural myths and conditioning? What if there was a shadow economy operating in parallel with what we thought was the one we have been living inside? And what if this shadow economy was the real force behind the throne of business success?


The Two Economies


You’ve been taught that the path to success comes from working hard. You’ve been indoctrinated with cultural memes like:





       [image: ]  “Work hard.”


       [image: ]  “Success comes from outworking your competition.”


       [image: ]  “You can have anything you want if you just work hard enough for it.”


       [image: ]  “The early bird catches the worm.”


       [image: ]  “Sweat equity.”


       [image: ]  “If you want something done right, do it yourself.”


       [image: ]  “If you’re committed to succeed, then you have to put the hours in.”


I call this model of the world the Time and Effort Economy. In this model, you get results by working harder. Want to accelerate your success? Put in more hours. Still not enough? Spend nights and weekends taking business calls or answering work texts and emails. Vacations? Sure, just make sure you bring your phone, tablet, or laptop with you so you can stay in touch with the office.


In the Time and Effort Economy, people get paid for hours, effort, and attitude. It’s the nose-to-the-grindstone world of blood, sweat, and sacrifice. If the Time and Effort Economy were a Hollywood movie, the poster child would be Rocky Balboa, bloodied but still slugging away, absolutely committed to being the last person standing at the end of the fifteenth round.


“Rocky,” you say. “I can live with that.” After all, he became the heavyweight champion of the world. First, let’s remember that was Hollywood in the 1970s, not the real world. And even if it were true, for every Rocky who makes it to the top through grit, gore, and guts, there are literally tens of thousands of others who get knocked out after a promising start. Plus, can’t we see there must be a better way to succeed in business than just absorbing the punishing hours, month after month, year after year?


This chapter takes its title from a better, more potent model for business success: the Value Economy. In the Value Economy, you succeed by creating value for your company. You need time to create value, but a very different kind of time. You need blocks of your best, uninterrupted time to strategically focus on those things that you do for your company that create the most value. Low-value email and third-party requests? You’ll get to them, but only after you’ve invested the best hours of your week into your highest-value creation activities. The low-value stuff gets your remnant time, not your best time.


A quick word: Neither model is true or false. They simply are implicit constructs we’ve created about how the world of business works. Questions like, “Is this model true?” are less useful than asking, “How effective is this model in getting me the results I want?”


Your model becomes the filter through which you let in, or keep out, inputs from the world. Your model is one of the biggest forces that shapes how you interpret, structure, and make meaning out of the world. Your model, true or untrue, literally becomes the moderating filter that intermediates all that you encounter in the world. Your model, which is a gossamer creation of your mind, literally can change everything about what you believe possible and how you act in an area of your life.


Here’s an example. I started playing field hockey at age thirteen. After a couple of years, I was spotted by development scouts as a player with potential. They selected me to play on the US Under-18 and Under-21 National Teams. It was an incredible opportunity for me. There I was at age fifteen, training four days a week with the Senior National Training Squad at Moorpark College in Simi Valley, California. I had just had my first burst of teenage growth, shooting up from five foot four to five foot ten inches in less than eighteen months. Gangly and awkward, I weighed in at 146 pounds, more like a puppy who hadn’t yet grown into his own body than an elite athlete.


Three days a week, at the end of two hours of practice, we headed over to the track to do interval workouts including 400-meter sprints to push our subaerobic threshold ever higher. I was shunted to the back of the pack by the grizzled group of veteran players I trained with. These were full-grown men in their early to mid-twenties who were in peak physical shape. The rest of the squad came past the finish line well under the required seventy-second limit, but not me. “Seventy-eight . . . seventy-nine . . . eighty . . . eighty-one . . . and bloody Finkel, ” my coach would say, his voice dripping with disgust, as I straggled across the finish line. After our allotted three minutes and thirty seconds of recovery time, we’d line up for another sprint, and again I’d come in ten to fifteen seconds—an eternity—after everybody else. After a couple of years of this, is it any wonder that I absorbed a view of myself as slower than my training mates?


I can still remember the day all of that changed. It was four-thirty in the afternoon on a sunny, hot day. We had just finished a typical two-hour practice. We walked over to the stadium track to do our conditioning workout. I was seventeen years old and by this point had been training with the Senior National Team for two full years. This day for some reason my coach, Ric, screamed for me to get in the front of the pack at the starting line instead of the back where I just naturally positioned myself to be out of the way of all the other, faster men running with me.


The whistle blew and I took off, this time in front of the pack. I still remember the feel and pattern of my breath as I sprinted around the first turn on the track, pumping my arms as fast as I could, hands and neck relaxed, and in the lead. On the straightaway, I lengthened my stride and again I felt my breathing find a rhythm. Almost like a dream, I came off the final turn and into the home stretch toward my coach, who stood with his stopwatch calling out times. “Sixty-three . . . sixty-four . . . sixty-five . . . sixty-six!” I had come in with the first and fastest group, third out of twenty athletes with a time of sixty-six seconds. I was equally dazed and elated. This just couldn’t be possible.


We jogged and then walked for our allotted recovery time, and then lined up for our second interval sprint. Sixty-seven seconds. Then our third 400-meter sprint—sixty-six seconds. Our fourth—again, sixty-six seconds.


My world changed that day as, somehow, I cracked open the limiting view I had previously held. Any track expert will tell you that it’s impossible for an athlete to go from 400-meter interval times of eighty-one and eighty-two seconds to times of sixty-six and sixty-seven seconds in one day. You can’t shave a full fifteen seconds off in one day. But of course, that is exactly what happened. Looking back, I can see that what it really meant was that for many months I had those faster times inside me, but my model of myself and what I was capable of held me back. I finally had grown into my body—by this point, I was six feet tall, 170 pounds—but until that day, I held myself back because of my past picture of who I was.


What really had changed that day? Nothing more than my belief of what I was capable of—my model of my own capabilities.


Likewise, I experienced a powerful breakthrough in the world of business when I realized that eighty-hour work weeks weren’t the secret to success, and that by consistently focusing my best time and attention on my highest-value activities, I could generate results that previously seemed impossible. After several years of doing this as an individual, I learned the power of running my company under this same premise, focusing my team’s best time, talent, and attention on our company’s most valuable projects and opportunities. As had been the case with running sprints, I saw an “impossible” leap forward.


I began teaching an early version of the formula to my business coaching clients, and their results supported the universal applicability and impact of focusing an individual and a team’s best time and attention on a few highest-value opportunities and initiatives. I watched as my clients’ companies grew faster and enjoyed large profit increases, while their key leaders were able to rein in their hours and take actual vacations—for many of them, something they had forgone for years prior to doing this work.


What most impacted my experimentation with the formula was becoming a dad. When my sons Adam and Matthew were born in 2009, I had been experimenting with this formula for over a decade. If push came to shove and my company needed me to get on a plane to keynote another large conference or to work nights and weekends for an intense quarter to finish up a new book, I did. But when I held my newborn sons in my arms for the first time and felt that overwhelming mixture of emotions, working those same hours simply wasn’t an option. Their arrival introduced a brand-new constraint to use of my time. Like an astronaut carefully calculating the optimal use of their consumables of oxygen, fuel, and water, I began reformulating ways to make maximal use of my limited work hours, best attention, and travel days.


This book is my best attempt to lay out in one unified place the patterned program I came to embrace. The pathway for you to keep growing isn’t rooted in brute force. It doesn’t require long hours or nights and weekends. In fact, it insists on just the opposite. I know this is heretical to the Time and Effort Economy, but I’ve seen the impact firsthand—in my own life and in the lives of my clients who apply this formula.


Today I run two wildly successful companies and put a hard stop on my work week of forty hours. I’m home for dinner by 5:30 PM—I’d better be, since I’m the one who cooks in my household. I exercise six days a week and take a minimum of ten weeks of real vacation time every year. The start to all of this was my decision to leave the Time and Effort Economy and fully live in the Value Economy. It’s a decision you get to make that holds the promise of changing everything.





       THE TIME AND EFFORT ECONOMY SAYS: My boss will be upset if she sees I’m not busy.


       THE VALUE ECONOMY SAYS: My boss will be upset if she sees that I’m not producing results.





       TIME AND EFFORT ECONOMY: If I don’t keep checking my inbox and apps, I may miss something important.


       VALUE ECONOMY: If I keep interrupting my best work by checking my inbox and apps, I won’t be able to contribute my best value to our company.





       TIME AND EFFORT ECONOMY: To be a good, committed team player, I’ve got to respond to work requests at night and on weekends, even if that means interrupting family time to take that call or answer that email.


       VALUE ECONOMY: To be a good, committed team member, I’ve got to be brave enough to stand up for a company culture that is committed to results, not just a flurry of activity. When my home life is rich and fulfilling, I do my best work and stay with my team longer.





       TIME AND EFFORT ECONOMY: I’ve set my email and apps to give me push notifications. After all, this model says, be responsive and accessible.


       VALUE ECONOMY: I intelligently use filters and better design to consistently reclaim blocks of interruption-free best time. After all, this model says, to be effective, you must spend your best time on your highest-value work for the company.





       TIME AND EFFORT ECONOMY: Work hard and become indispensable. If no one else can do what you do, you’ll always have a job.


       VALUE ECONOMY: When you work smart, create huge value, and especially when you build the systems, team, and culture that will carry that value forward and protect those gains even if you weren’t there doing the work, you’ll have true economic protection. You’ll have become so valuable that your company, or a competitor, will pay handsomely for your ability to provide these enhanced, sustainable results.


You can see the very different ways the two economies perceive the world and push you to play day in, day out. Most of the gains of simply working harder are incremental gains. You put in one hour extra of work, you get one extra hour of economic value out. In most cases, this is a linear relationship: x units extra in, x units extra out. Also, these gains are capped: there are only so many hours in the day and week. In fact, grinders living in the Time and Effort Economy often reach a point where extra hours bring diminishing returns. After this threshold of fatigue or burnout, there is a degrading relationship where they now only get a fractional unit of value out for each extra hour in, with this rate of decay often increasing as they try to brute-force even more gains through still more hours.


Rather than just working more hours answering emails, responding to texts, or taking care of the low-value, third-party requests that clutter your days, investing your best hours at the points of maximal impact means that each hour worked generates a magnified return: 10× . . . 100× . . . 1,000× or more.


STEPHANIE WAS THE CEO of a contract medical manufacturing company in Santa Cruz, California. In the early days, before she took over the company, they were an undifferentiated, commodity player struggling in the late 1980s to stay afloat against a horde of competition, especially from overseas firms with cheaper labor costs and almost no environmental regulations.


Stephanie realized that to survive, she needed to find niches where her company could create more value for their customers. She led their first big strategic move into plastic parts for consumer electronics, producing components for early Apple products like the iPod. To compete in this arena, she knew they needed an overseas production facility to provide the speed and quality of their US-based manufacturing at a cost that appealed to their price-sensitive customers. This move led to years of growth for her company. She invested her best time in wooing large customers, making key strategic decisions, and building a leadership team that could run the day-to-day operations smoothly and autonomously.


In the mid-1990s, she shifted the company from commodity plastic parts to partnering with electronic suppliers who needed engineering-intensive solutions. This decision led to higher margins. But as the company readied itself for an eventual sale, Stephanie carved out her best time to think carefully about how she could position the company for the biggest, most successful exit:





“I realized that in order for us to harvest the biggest sale price, we needed to position our company at the crossroads of two things: the key trends in the marketplace and the highest multiple-generating manufacturing niches we could effectively compete in given our strengths.”
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