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PRAISE FOR


Your Seat at the Table
 & Tina Corner-Stolz


“As much as we can have all the right pieces in place to scale a business, the tipping point of success relies on a leader’s ability to see beyond the curve and get ahead of that. We like to think we can do this alone, but as with any healthy, growing business, we reach that point quicker and stronger when we open ourselves up to the insights and advice of our peers. The concept of the peer advisory council is what the Entrepreneurs Organization (EO) is based on, and to anyone looking to build their own PaC, I would tell them to first pick up a copy of Tina Corner-Stolz’s Your Seat at the Table. From refining the vision for your company to forming successful meetings, Corner-Stolz breaks down the steps of building a powerful PaC that can rocket your business light-years ahead of the curve.”


—Verne Harnish


“The insights and impact of a well-run peer group are immeasurable. I have been a beneficiary, and you can now too. In this book, Tina gives you the step-by-step to running your own. Let the impact begin.”


—Mike Michalowicz, author of Profit First and Clockwork


“Creating an amazing customer experience is essential to differentiation. Similarly, peer advisory councils provide recurring, memorable member experiences that will lead to higher member satisfaction and retention. Tina is uniquely qualified to address this concept and does so brilliantly in her excellent new book.”


—Dan Gingiss, author of The Experience Maker and keynote speaker


“Tina has nailed it! For the last thirty years, being a member of peer groups has been one of the biggest contributors to my success. Tina provides the complete how-to manual for starting, building, and running a world-class peer advisory council.”


—Gino Wickman, author of Traction and The EOS Life


“Entrepreneurial business owners have lonely lives. All actions and decisions in the business will ultimately turn into the entrepreneur’s consequence. Peer groups are great resources to reduce the loneliness and increase confidence. However, a peer group without great structure and guidance turns into best-practices sharing. Best practices can be death knells in the fast-moving modern world. Your Seat at the Table is the perfect guide to maximizing peer group success and building an entrepreneur’s confidence.”


—Larry G. Linne, author of Make the Noise Go Away and Leading Performance


“Tina shows how peer groups can take us beyond the transactional nature of business to create a unique interpersonal community. This book will teach you about how peer advisory councils offer a practical leadership framework where each of us can become more when we work together for everyone.”


—Des McCabe, author of The Inverted Pyramid of Inclusion and chief executive of Diversiton (UK)


“Tina’s powerful methodology is a pillar in GrowthDrive’s playbook for building thriving advisory businesses. By helping us deliver sophisticated peer-to-peer support, the wisdom and quick-to-market techniques shared in this book are proving themselves to be ingredients for success—I highly recommend you read and adopt Tina’s work.”


—George Sandman, GrowthDrive CoreValue Advisor Software
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INTRODUCTION


I’ve created, developed, moderated, and mentored over one thousand unique peer advisory council (PaC) meetings and have devoted over seventeen years and over twenty thousand hours to this work. Why? Because I, too, am a business owner in the peer group space. I know what it’s like to feel alone running peer groups, to wonder whether you’ll ever get a new group off the ground, and to make decisions about new members, old members, and business tactics you have no experience with. I’ve walked in your shoes and know that the path is often bumpy at best, with no road map to guide you and no way to know which bumps are OK and which are problematic.


If you’re reading this book, you likely


•want to start a peer group and maximize your chances for success,


•have had a peer group fall apart or only partially succeed,


•are already running a group and want to be the best at it, and


•want a heads-up about all of the ways things can go sideways and how to handle them.


How Did I Get Here?


My dad was a small business entrepreneur, and I had no intention of following the same path. I thought corporate life was my path, and I tried it and excelled. But you know what they say about the apple and the tree. Watching Dad succeed as an entrepreneur and watching how he succeeded left such a profound impression on me that I felt pulled toward following in his footsteps.


We lived in a rural community in the Midwest, where everyone either was a farmer or worked for one. Although we had a farm, Dad also had a diverse range of small businesses—a car dealership, a liquor store, and an oil company, all in the nearest small town. At one point, he was running all of them. I have no idea how! His last business was selling used concrete mixers worldwide. When he passed in his early eighties in 2012, his colleagues told me he was known for reinventing the used concrete mixer industry, but more important, he was known for the relationships he had with his peers. And they cherished those relationships. I knew my dad valued them as well because he was always telling funny or poignant stories about his peers and employees. And when I worked for him during high school and college, I got to see how he cared for people. He spent time nurturing relationships—cultivating them. He cared deeply for those he loved, and it showed.


My formal sales education began with a salesmanship class at the University of Missouri. I barely skated through with less-than-stellar marks. It seems that my answers, based on the way my father ran his businesses, weren’t what the instructor wanted. They wanted me to focus on finances and transactions, but I gave them answers based on relationships. This was when I felt the full impact of that old saying “Experience trumps academics.” Learning from others who’ve been there and done that has enormous value. They’ve paved the way, taken the hard knocks, and shouldered the burden so things might be easier for those who follow them. That’s what I want to do for you; I want to pave the way.


I’ve watched so many of my peers fail at launching their own peer groups or struggle to keep them together or grow once they had some success. They were working really hard, but hard wasn’t working. I was working really hard, too, and it was working. Why? Because I understood the value of what Dad would call relationships, but they were more than that; they were Strategic Partnerships.




 I understood the value of what Dad would call relationships, but they were more than that; they were Strategic Partnerships.





When I was growing up on the farm, at one point Dad partnered with a fellow farmer, sharing equipment and labor, helping each other save a levee from breaking that otherwise would have flooded all our crops. I’m sure there were other things I wasn’t aware of. As I got older, I saw him partner with other farmers to make deals happen and even with his next-door neighbor when Dad granted him an easement. All of this partnering was with people in a similar position—peers—and each partnership was sealed with a handshake.


It’s not as though I was documenting this or even knew the details of everything that was happening. I was absorbing this idea of smart partnering, and I internalized it; it became who I was. Partnering was effective, made life easier, and created deeper relationships that were more fun and engaging. It gave me an edge—a secret weapon. But more important, sharing goals with peers almost guaranteed success because there was more than one person motivated to make them happen.


It makes sense, then, that during my early career years with a global telecom company, I worked partnerships into my position. I started in outside sales, and in eleven years, I had advanced my way up to running a $1.2B North American telecom division. It was there that I created the most successful partner model in the industry, earning me a spot on the Most Influential in Telecom list. I always thought of my success as shared because it would have never happened without my Strategic Partners, whom I valued as teammates.


Even with all the accolades, true entrepreneurship was nagging at me. I wanted something different, but I didn’t know exactly what it would look like. First, I went the start-up route for about two years, which went fairly well until 9/11, at which point I left, and it continued on to become an IPO without me. But I wasn’t happy anyway; that model wasn’t fulfilling to me.


Soon afterward, as I was driving through Washington, DC, one Sunday morning, running ahead of schedule for an event, I drove by the conference center. There was a franchise expo going on, and I figured, Why not? and stopped. I had only thirty minutes. I barreled in, looked for a map of the franchises that were business oriented, and briefly checked them all out but didn’t find them compelling. As I was zipping down the last aisle toward the exit, someone from a “peer advisory franchise” stopped me in my tracks to talk to me. That was the beginning. Two months later, I bought a peer advisory group franchise. It was a fluke that changed the course of my career; I had found the intersection of partnering and working with small businesses. And I loved it.


When I launched my franchise, I naturally assumed I needed a partnership, even though it wasn’t part of the franchise’s business model. My assumption was correct. I believe my partnerships were the sole reason my launch was the most successful one they ever had.


On Wall Street, TINA is an acronym for “There is no alternative.” After observing so many franchisees fail as well as entrepreneurs going it on their own, I realized the peer advisory business isn’t like Field of Dreams. If you build it, there’s no guarantee that anyone’s coming. There is no alternative: when it comes to PaCs, you cannot grow your business without partnerships. I knew this; it was the secret sauce as to why so many PaCs failed, and I set out to prove that there was an alternative—and better—option to the traditional model. So I sold my franchise and set out to build a new model based on what I had learned—and experienced—were the keys to success at launching groups. It was time for me to reinvent, to be innovative, just like my dad. I created the peer advisory council (PaC), and this book and my training academy were born.


The Structure of This Book


I’ve organized this book in the way I teach the course it’s based on, which is the way I wish someone had taught me: from the beginning. We’ll begin with my philosophy of excellence, clarity, and process—everything you need to know to deliver a flawless customer experience for the members of your PaC. If that happens, your PaC is a success. I’ll guide you through designing everything from a prospect’s first encounter with you to transforming that person into a lifelong member who continues to find value in your PaC and becomes your champion. That’s what I’m doing with this book—providing a road map from your idea to its impeccable execution. And when you have impeccable execution, you’ve created cheerleaders. You’ve created fans and evangelists who will tell their friends.


Rinse and repeat.


Chapter 1, “The What and Why of Peer Advisory Council (PaC) Moderating,” sets the stage by defining critical terms and making sure we have a shared language. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over twenty years, it’s that you need to be on the same page with people when you talk about this. It’s not like anyone is wrong about anything; it’s that there are different interpretations of words and even some entirely different terminology, and sometimes it’s unclear what the jargon is referring to.


Once the shared language is clear, we’ll get into the foundation of your PaC as a business. What’s your idea? What field will you establish yourself in?


Chapter 2, “Identifying Your Peer Advisory Council,” will guide you through identifying the idea that has the highest likelihood of success for you. I encourage you to have an open mind here. Most entrepreneurs aren’t aware of how many groups are possible, how varied they are, and how many new types are popping up every day. What’s the right type for you? And how can you capitalize on your passion to lead a group that aligns with this passion?


Chapter 3, “A Step-by-Step Guide to Assembling a Successful PaC,” discusses the nuances of putting a group together, like how to build partnerships that will help you find your ideal prospect and how to put true peers together with intention rather than tossing people together because they have similar numbers of employees or similar revenue. There’s much more to it, and this is the first step to launching successfully.


Chapter 4, “Designing the Initial Experience,” explains what happens between signing your first member and holding your first meeting. You’ll learn how to create a customized experience for the new member from the beginning. This chapter includes what you should have begun to decide prior to the first meeting as well as what you should be preparing for new members.


Chapter 5, “The Formula for Successful Meetings,” reveals the four consecutive steps that ensure value for your members at every meeting. I’ll discuss the Why and the How for each step as well as the importance of an intentional agenda.


Chapter 6 (“What Does It Mean to Be a Moderator?”) describes what moderating is and isn’t. I talk about the soft skills necessary and the mindset you have to have, and I lay out the moderator’s code of conduct.


Chapter 7, “The Moderator’s Journey,” will help you discover what you don’t know you don’t know about your journey to launching and moderating. It can be exhilarating one moment and humbling the next. How do you know you’re doing a good job—or even a great job?


Chapter 8 (“Retaining Groups and Members Long Term”) will take you through techniques to help you transform members of a group into lifelong clients. Minimizing turnover by looking out for red flags and having systems in place to maintain engagement sets you up for your highest ROI.


Chapter 9, “Before You Sell One Membership,” describes the many decision points during your journey as a PaC business owner. I’ll provide the questions you need to ask yourself as well as better practices for various decisions and situations.


Finally, the conclusion presents my final insights and messages for you. I hope you’re able to see that underneath all the structure and processes are my deep love for this work and my commitment to creating environments conducive to ahas and the cultivation of lifelong, supportive relationships.


At the end of every chapter, you’ll find a brief outline of the chapter’s key takeaways along with a list of resources that will enable you to put key concepts into practice. To access those resources, please see the QR code at the back of the book in the “Want to Start Your Journey Now?” section to be directed to these exclusive materials on my website.


Building and successfully moderating a peer advisory council is about building a dream team. This book is for the dream team visionaries and architects, those who aspire to work with their ideal clients and have a passion to see them succeed. You are the North Star pilots. I offer you this comprehensive flight plan to help you navigate the journey to professional enlightenment in every kind of weather.









CHAPTER 1


The What and Why of Peer Advisory Council (PaC) Moderating





I wanted to have a special dining experience on this trip. After all, fifty is a pretty big deal. And if singular dining experiences are your thing, you might know that the French Laundry in Yountville, Cali-fornia is the place to be. It’s a Michelin three-star restaurant owned by renowned chef Thomas Keller; it’s been ranked the number-one restaurant in the United States, and it was called “the best restaurant in the world, period” by the late Anthony Bourdain.


The French Laundry is known worldwide for its menu, service, and exclusivity. Dining there says that you won’t settle for anything but excellence and you trust that the establishment will deliver. The chef chooses what you’ll eat and changes the menu daily. You choose either the standard “tasting menu” or the vegetable-based one; it’s a minimum of $350 per person, paid in advance, and no, that doesn’t include fabulous Napa wine or add-ons such as a quail egg or slice of Kobe beef.


Even their reservation protocol speaks to their standards and the environment they’re creating. The expression of exclusivity, quality, and uniqueness of experience generates an amount of demand that will always outstrip the supply of available seating. I was actually nervous when I called for a reservation almost a year in advance (they currently only take reservations one month in advance). This was an important event, and I needed to find out what I didn’t know I didn’t know. I was told that the only reservation even close to the date I wanted was for lunch and to allow four hours. I was shocked.


What? Not only is this going to cost a small fortune, but also…four hours for lunch? How can I spare four hours when there’s so much to do in the Napa area? I’ll miss the whole day—the whole afternoon of wine tasting I already felt I didn’t have enough time for!


My reaction instantly reminded me of the most-voiced objection to joining a peer advisory group of any kind: “I don’t have time for a four-hour meeting; I’m too busy running my business.” I didn’t think I had time for a four-hour lunch, but I wanted the experience. I had to trust that it would be worth my time and my money. And it exceeded my expectations immensely. So much that here I am, years later, still talking about it. What if you could create that kind of demand and experience for your peer groups?


What if your groups were thought of as exclusive, for which prospects had to wait for an opening? My formula for peer advisory councils (PaCs) can make that happen for you.


Let’s see what else happened at the French Laundry…


Silently he prepared me for what to expect next. He took my plate, knowing I was finished and without me noticing. Then I realized my glass had been replaced with a different wine to accompany the new course I had been given. How had that happened? When had it happened? How had he anticipated what I wanted? Needed! The servers were flawless, silent, and ghostlike. It was amazing to be on the receiving end of such a display of art and science woven beautifully together to create the ultimate customer experience.


This is how members should feel after their peer advisory council meetings. Believe it or not, designing and delivering a fine dining experience isn’t all that different from designing and delivering a PaC meeting. What if you moderated groups so effectively and the value was so extraordinary that members didn’t blink at the time and money they were spending with you? What if they treasured that time instead?




 What if you moderated groups so effectively and the value was so extraordinary that members didn’t blink at the time and money they were spending with you?





After that meal I was struck by all the ways in which quality is quality, regardless of the industry and the type of experience you’re creating for your customers. And if you want to create the highest- quality experience, you need to make sure that no detail is overlooked and that each step of your process is designed and executed with intention and excellence. That includes the very first moment of contact.


How do you approach prospects or get them to approach you? How do you prepare them for a meeting they’ll look forward to, not one they dread they might be “sold” to? The moment they say yes to joining your group, how do you create a stress-free entry into the group? How do you launch a new group? How do you orchestrate an effective introduction of a new member to existing members? What’s the experience of existing members being positioned to accept the new member, and how can each meeting be full of aha moments you’re responsible for moderating?


Each meeting should be a remarkable customer experience, not a meeting left to chance based on who’s there and what they bring to the meeting. In the model I created and teach in my Peer Advisory Council Academy, the moderator is akin to Thomas Keller, who creates the menu and is ultimately responsible for the outcome, regardless of who shows up for lunch or dinner. Successful moderators don’t sit back and let the members decide what will happen and when. Instead, we use a structure and build on a foundation that has been proven successful. Integral to the success of that structure is that it allows for the uncertainty that inevitably occurs, and it provides a skillful way to pivot the agenda to accommodate. This creates an exceptional experience for members, who won’t even notice there was a situation that could have gone sideways. A skillful moderator makes everything that happens look like it was supposed to happen.




 Great moderating isn’t noticed, but bad moderating is.





I was never taught how to do this when I entered the industry. Nor was I taught how to effectively put a group together or how to moderate a meeting. I was taught how to market and how to put an

agenda together—that’s it. There was no talk of the mingling of art and science. Most important, no one told me that moderating was much more than “running a meeting” or that the moderator’s skill is pivotal to the member experience. Members leave if the moderator is bad, but they also stay because the moderator is good. They think they’re staying because of the other members, and they are. But they notice how wonderful and helpful the other members are because of the skill of the moderator. Great moderating isn’t noticed, but bad moderating is. Furthermore, in successful groups it might look like the group came together randomly and magically achieved chemistry. But what’s unnoticed again is that the moderator assembled that group strategically. That group launched and connected because someone knew what they were doing when they designed the experience.




Important: This is not an instructional guide for running meetings.





There are plenty of books about running meetings—that’s not what this is. This book is specifically for people who want to be in the business of moderating peer advisory council (PaC) meetings. “Peer advisory council” is what I call groups composed of true peers in the business world who come together to work on their challenges, opportunities, problems, and ideas. Because they are true peers, they’re uniquely positioned to help one another. You may or may not have heard of meetings like this, and you might be thinking they’re similar to Mastermind meetings. It’s easy to see why you’d think that, but there’s a big difference that we’ll get more into later. For now, know that the primary difference between the PaC and other peer group models is the presence of—and the significance of—a moderator. The moderator in the PaC model is actually the business owner. They are in the business of assembling and moderating PaC meetings.


My most shocking observation (there is no public data) as a franchisee with a company that runs peer groups is that the failure rate is incredibly high: more than 50 percent. And from all my conversations and watching attempted launches in various markets across the country for nearly twenty years, it was clear that the deciding factor in the success of peer groups is the skill of the moderator. Whether we’re talking about turnover of members within groups, which can be devastating (even when a group is assembled correctly), or difficulty launching, or absenteeism, the outcome is almost completely dependent on how the moderator handles the situation. There simply hasn’t been enough of the right kind of training for moderators. Until now.


When the moderator of a peer advisory council is at their best, the members aren’t aware that every detail has been thoughtfully choreographed. Great moderating skills make it look spontaneous and effortless, despite the strategy underpinning every move. Like the French Laundry demonstrated so flawlessly, the moderator profession is complex and multilayered. It takes a commitment to lifelong learning to perfect. It’s a function of knowledge plus time practicing. You can speed up your intake of knowledge, but there’s no shortcut to practice—to developing experience. The only way to deepen and broaden your experience and hone your skills is to train yourself (or to get some training!) and get started with the practice of moderating peer groups.


You might be thinking: If the failure rate is so high, why would I entertain the thought of running my own PaC? Because there is now a formula that addresses the causes of most failures. If you find it enjoyable to interact with people who want to better their businesses and achieve impressive missions and visions, and you want to be instrumental in guiding them in coping with challenges and opportunities, there’s no more rewarding way to spend your time. You’ll be paid handsomely for your skill at moderating and earn a high return on your time. Plus, you’ll have the flexibility of running your own business.


Welcome to the Wild West!


Your Seat at the Table is a stand-alone description of the fundamentals of creating, launching, and moderating successful PaCs. And although you could skip around to the chapters most appealing or urgent to you, I highly recommend reading all of them because the success of the model depends on your understanding of the terminology and the context I’ll provide. This field is still in the Wild West stage. The terminology isn’t universally understood or agreed upon, there’s no regulatory body, and the public—including potential moderators—is justifiably confused.


I’ll begin at the beginning, defining the terms I’ll be using throughout the book. This ensures we’re on the same page as we move through each step of the process.


The Peer Advisory Council (PaC)


Peer groups have been around for thousands of years, come in many forms, and come together in different ways. Not all of them are in the service of commerce, and not all of them are in the service of advice exchange or mutual professional development. Here are some groups or types of groups throughout history that have peer-group elements to them. See whether you can notice what they all have in common.


•If you look back to ancient Greece, you’ll find that the greatest teachers (e.g., Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, and later the Stoics) sought out and surrounded themselves with others who would keep their minds sharp and challenge their thinking. In fact, the Socratic method, used in many educational institutions today, is a model for helping students dig deeper and deeper into their own thoughts to find answers for themselves. What makes the Socratic method different from other styles of teaching is that the teacher’s job isn’t to provide the answers but to ask the right questions and cultivate skillful habits of thinking in their students.


•Jesus’s disciples are considered a peer group, and as a way of continuing that tradition, many Christian churches have peer groups called discipleships. These groups gather in the same vein and are connected not only by their shared faith but also by their commitment to advise each other and be sounding boards for each other.


•Perhaps the most famous peer group was King Arthur’s Round Table in the twelfth century. The significance of the shape of the table was that no knight could claim he was more important than the others, as there was no head of the table. Equality was built in, although there were rules for some seats. For instance, one was to remain vacant, as it was reserved for whoever was successful in his quest for the Holy Grail. These days, we have roundtable discussions in which peers (who are frequently experts) gather to discuss a particular topic, and all have equal time to speak. No vacant seats required!


•In the United States, our forefathers had “cabinets” of advisors to guide and support them. In 1727, the first official peer group in what would become the United States was formed by Ben Franklin and called the Junto Group. Its objective was to promote useful knowledge. It had twelve members (including a chemist, physician, botanist, mathematician, engineer, geographer, cabinetmaker, bartender, clerk, printer, and surveyor), and it met weekly and lasted thirty-eight years. In 1901, President Theodore Roosevelt continued the peer- group tradition when he took office at the age of forty-two. And in 1921, while Warren G. Harding was president, he was part of a peer group called the Vagabonds, which included Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, and Harvey Firestone. The idea of the cabinet continues to this day in America, although the president appoints the members, and their positions have more to do with the enforcement of laws than advising.
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