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PRAISE FOR


Believe in Better




“In Believe in Better, Damon Stafford provides leadership principles that have been developed through the highs and lows of his remarkable journey as an entrepreneur. This book delivers inspiring and universal strategies in relatable, experience-driven, and humorous ways. In my career, I have advised hundreds of business owners and executives across a wide variety of industries. Damon’s principles are relevant and valuable to any leader regardless of career stage, industry, or size of company.”


Phil Colaço


Retired CEO, Deloitte Corporate Finance; Retired Global Leader, Deloitte Corporate Finance Advisory


“As someone who has spent decades helping companies scale up, I can say with confidence that the principles Damon shares are the very essence of what it takes to build not just a successful business, but a sustainable one. From fostering a culture of transparency to embracing change as a constant, Believe in Better is a clarion call to leaders and entrepreneurs to never settle for being the best. They need to be better.”


Verne Harnish


Founder, Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO); Author, Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)


“What sets Believe in Better apart is its raw honesty. Damon doesn’t shy away from the missteps and the hard-earned lessons that shaped the success of his company. This isn’t a story of a company that got it right from the start; it’s a far more relatable and valuable narrative about a company that dared to believe it could be better and then did the hard work to make that belief a reality. A changemaker at heart!”


Deke Copenhaver


Former Mayor, Augusta, Georgia; bestselling author, The Changemaker: The Art of Building Better Leaders


“It’s rare that a business book provides unique insights, and at the same time, is compelling throughout and entertaining to read. Believe in Better hits all of these high marks and covers a broad spectrum of topics that founders and executives struggle with every day. Not only a must and informative read, but a pleasurable one.”


David Turner


CEO, Velocity Now


“Believe in Better is a compelling and insightful exploration of the entrepreneurial journey, resonating deeply with the challenges and triumphs I’ve witnessed in the HR industry. Stafford offers a masterful guide to evolving business principles in a rapidly changing corporate landscape. His story is a testament to the power of adaptability, continuous improvement, and the relentless pursuit of excellence. This book is an invaluable resource for any business leader striving to scale their company while maintaining a steadfast commitment to their core values.”


Bill Lyons


Founder and Executive Chairman, Lyons HR; Bestselling Author, We Are HR


“Believe in Better by Damon Stafford is a masterclass in entrepreneurial resilience and innovation, embodying the GRITT principles of being Goal-Driven, Responsible, Involved, Team-oriented, and Tolerant of failure. Stafford’s corporate journey resonates with the core of my own philosophy in Keeping Score with GRITT. This book is an essential read for anyone looking to navigate the complexities of business growth with tenacity and a steadfast commitment to evolving core values.”


Shawn Burcham


Founder and CEO, PFSbrands; bestselling author of Keeping Score with GRITT


“Believe in Better is a testament to the power of resilience, adaptability, and the relentless pursuit of excellence. Damon Stafford’s candid recount of his company’s meteoric rise to an industry titan is not just inspiring—it’s a blueprint for any entrepreneur who finds themselves navigating the treacherous waters of business growth and scaling. This guy is the epitome of a professional problem solver.”


Marc LaFleur


Bestselling author, True Founder
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Introduction


Do not bother just to be better than your contemporaries or predecessors. Try to be better than yourself.


—WILLIAM FAULKNER


On the inaugural day of my newly launched InsurTech company, the air was filled with a mixture of excitement and uncertainty, with Pearl Jam’s Vs. album at an unhealthy volume. To say I was elated would be an understatement. Leaving IBM behind, I was ready to revel in the newfound sense of entrepreneurship. My Blackberry buzzed with updates, indicating the twenty open orders that we’d begun with. A celebratory beer was on my horizon.


But just as I was preparing to toast to a new beginning, my phone rang with a notification that would forever change my perspective. It was the top executive from an insurance carrier, and she wasn’t calling with congratulations. In a tone thick with frustration, she unleashed a tirade, questioning the integrity and viability of our business model. “This is the worst company I’ve ever seen. Who even owns this?” she snapped. Her biting words culminated with, “Your model is a disaster.”


I was dumbstruck. But before I could delve into self-pity, I realized the situation provided clarity. A policyholder had been without air conditioning for ten days, and when our team arrived the very next day after we received the order, they were under the impression we were there to fix it immediately. The insurance carrier, our client, believed the same. Instead, our role was to inspect, diagnose, and report the facts. The chasm in communication was evident.


We absolutely delivered on what we said we were going to do. But if one customer had purchased our services thinking we provided a totally different value, what about our other customers? Could it be possible that they, too, bought our services thinking we would provide something completely different? What if this was going to be one of many unpleasant calls to come? It’s one thing to have an unhappy customer; it’s another when that unhappiness arises from the same issue repeatedly. We had a glaring problem, and patching it up wasn’t the solution. Because Band-Aids aren’t sustainable. The real task was to eliminate the root of our recurring injuries.


So after countless hours of brainstorming—not to mention the clock ticking away within the entrepreneurial pressure cooker of trying to get the business off the ground—we formulated a communication process. The challenge was monumental with my limited resources, but we wove it into our business model with the application of tech wherever possible in our processes. And it’s a good thing we did. Fast-forward to our current clientele of tens of thousands of policyholders per month. Imagine the sheer volume of complaints had we not committed to improving our communications and our process.


That phone call, on the proverbial day one, was a brutal awakening. But it was also a blessing in disguise. Ultimately it was survival, no turning back. It underscored the ever-pressing need to not just be good, but to commit to be better.


Always.


Where did that commitment to be better get us? Over five hundred team members and a valuation of over half a billion dollars at the time of this writing. It’s taken my team and I well over a decade to achieve this kind of overnight success. And we did it by believing we could be better.


There are endless books out there about businesses that had their core principles for success baked right into their corporate DNA from the beginning. This is NOT that book. Believe in Better: The Evolution of Core Principles That Pioneered an Industry is the business book for the rest of us. For those who figure things out as we go along, always working to make tomorrow better than yesterday.


I imagine you may have a few burning questions by this point, the least of which being, what the hell is InsurTech? When I started the company a dozen years ago, the definition of InsurTech was fresh to say the least; a term backpacked on the financial community’s success of FinTech. First of all, rest assured this book is NOT about InsurTech. Those within this niche industry will find it interesting from a professional perspective to be sure. But knowledge about InsurTech is not a requisite quality to access the utility of this book.


For the insatiably curious, however, InsurTech is the unification of new technology (software and structured data) to the legacy insurance model. The application of technology empowers insurance carriers to influence real change across their business, allowing them to make better decisions, mitigate risk, take market share from competitors and better serve their policyholders (you and me). When insurance companies run more efficiently, then consumers of insurance (like you and me) can see the benefit of InsurTech via lower premiums paid.


The value delivered to insurance carriers (aka the customer, a rarely referenced word corporate America) when I started the company was focused on value created by digitization of paper processes, coincidently a war that other industries won in the previous decade, creating synchronous software interfaces to eliminate data entry from the field, nimble technology built on the cloud and not on your grandpa’s servers (btw I made a killing selling maintenance contracts on these things back in the day at IBM), on getting expensive fingers off of keyboards by eliminating duplication of data, and by applying the technologies used by the rest of the business and consumer world—such as basic logistical routing technologies. To put it in perspective, at the point in time when I launched this company, Uber was still using Google for their ride logistics directions and routing. It was roughly 2011 when they changed their name from UberCab to Uber and hired their first computational neuroscientists who came on the scene like a “millennial firecracker” (quote from the movie The Gentlemen, in case you are wondering) to change the game as we know it.


Still confused? Imagine your air-conditioning system fails during a hot summer day, and a heating and air company you called comes out to fix your system and pump cool air into your home. The company sends a technician a day or two later and suggests that a recent lightning storm might be the culprit. Oh, and it’s going to cost $12,000 to replace the air-conditioning system—soup to nuts. Every part, piece, and component.


In a world before my first company, most people’s next step would be to file a claim with their insurance carrier or insurance agent. After routing the claim, the complexity kicks off internal processes at the insurance carrier, which takes days of fist pounding for everyone involved in order to reach a decision. Not to mention, it’s very likely the insurance carrier might just pay you $10,000 or more, no questions asked. If this doesn’t seem like a bad outcome, stay tuned for the punch line.


They wouldn’t probe into whether the damage was due to a lightning strike or an elephant standing on it, what the actual repair costs were, or if the system could have been repaired instead of being replaced. Google environmental impact of HVAC industry or refrigerant for the absurd truth. This lack of detailed assessment or factual understanding of the right repair method and market costs translates into billions in unchecked expenditures for insurance carriers. And guess what that does to the industry? It spikes all of our monthly premium payments to insurance companies. We all end up paying for it.


Enter Alpine Intel (formerly CCG IQ). Recognizing this glaring gap, we position ourselves strategically as subject matter experts for insurance carriers. The insurance company still runs their same internal processes through the required steps for approval, but in one-tenth the time because they have all the facts to make a fair decision. The homeowner gets cool air faster with time and expense saved.


But crafting this business wasn’t a walk in the park. The tech in InsurTech is our relentless focus on technology enablement and developer expertise who turn what previously took weeks into days, hours, and nanoseconds, automating every possible step in the process. The company kick-started the old-fashioned way, from bonus checks from my employer and cashing out 401(k) plans at the age of thirty-one. Its first digital presence, a website developed from a template written in German during nights and weekends. In an era when cloud technology was blossoming and an 800 number became affordable for the first time, I traded IT contacts for insurance leads, created targeted email templates, and began reaching out with a straightforward value proposition. “We have experts who will give you the truth you’ve always wanted and needed on A, B, and C,” the pitch went. “We can provide a detailed, fair report for your claim decision within three business days.” Before our company, it could take as long as fifteen days for a decision. The business model was lean, bootstrapped, and entirely hands-on—from scheduling to report writing.


This wasn’t just about being a disruptor; it was about adding substantive, tangible value to our customers, one transaction at a time. And it caught on. What began as a small operation soon transformed into a real, thriving business, changing the game for insurance carriers and their policyholders alike.


In essence, Alpine Intel and our InsurTech model epitomize what W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne describe in their bestselling book Blue Ocean Strategy. Instead of wrestling with competitors in the saturated market (the “red ocean”), we crafted an uncontested space, where the competition was irrelevant because we were solving a unique, widespread problem in a novel way.


While many companies may boast about their technological capabilities, Alpine Intel’s core strength lies in its unwavering commitment to an unparalleled customer experience, with a focus on solving boring, age-old problems while delighting our customers with a fresh way of doing business. Then we apply our technology horsepower and it’s game over. This is based on our core values:


• We do what we say we will do.


• We are easy to do business with.


• We innovate by simplifying the complex.


• We solve quantifiable problems.


• We give credit where due.


• We embrace change.


Believe in Better is my journey to discover these core values, based on the business principles detailed in the chapters ahead—evergreen principles like transparency, teamwork, and embracing change. Whether you are a C-suite exec or a senior leader embedded deep in the unique InsurTech space, or maybe you are a hungry entrepreneur who is simply looking for tried-and-true guidance on evolving your own core business principles, this book is a journey that is certain to entertain, enlighten, and inspire.


Notice I didn’t write a book called Believe in Best or Believe in Perfection. Run as far and as fast as you can away from anyone trying to sell a book like that, because they are likely invoking some kind of revisionist history bullshit. Because perfection is an intangible ideal. And the concept of best is temporary at, well, best. No matter what industry you are in, you will never be the best for long. Look at professional football, for instance. Why do you think every single team in the league grinds it out season after season? Because you only get to be the Superbowl champ for a year. Then either you defend it or someone else takes your place. The same with every Fortune 500 company that has ever existed. Those firms are always being ranked, evaluated, and measured. There’s always going to be competition. And the higher you climb, the bigger the bull’s-eye on your metaphoric back becomes.


To succeed in business, in anything really, you need to become obsessed with being better. How can I be a better leader? How can we offer better customer service? How can we sell better? How can we work better as a team? How can we have better transparency as a company? How can we embrace change better?


If you really want to be the best, you need to focus on being better. In all departments. At all times. That’s where this book comes in.


Written by a guy that held sales call contests at the age of 23 that ended with the loser dancing in the busy parking lot in front of an eight-story office building, forcing the loser to do a solo dance (unaccompanied by music) for exactly three minutes while the pack of other twenty-something wanna-be professionals huddled and watched from the comfort of their window.


A guy who found out 20 years later that the garden I was forced to care for as a kid was a different kind of cabbage. Which explains all those helicopters.


A guy just like you, with epic stories from college that will never be told—except the few in this book.


A guy who is a devoted husband and father, running an organization of 500 people and nearing a billion in valuation, based on real profit and a real company—one that I started a dozen years ago.


So why did I write this book? For that feeling of release that comes when creating something. For that feeling of excitement when putting pen to paper, so maybe someone who reads it will want to be a part of our team and help us take our organization to a level beyond our wildest dreams. To illustrate to our customers how hard our employees work for them and have the best interests of their policyholders in mind. To call out all of the jackasses I’ve been around in the business world over the years. To maybe meet some new people. Definitely not to make coin on writing a book—seems as if that’s an impossible feat.


To this end, I’ve identified ten key areas within the realm of business that will drive unprecedented success and growth when you simply focus on being better.


These ten areas make up the chapters of this book, chock-full of real-life anecdotes, gems of wisdom, and practical tactics for making your business better.


And each chapter wraps with a short, cautionary fairy tale related to the principle discussed, like the one below.


Once upon a time, in the high-rising kingdom of Corporatopia, there was a CEO named Egoton who believed he was the best. He strutted around with his American Express Black Card, throwing it like a ninja star at anyone who dared meet his eye. His company was at the top of the charts, and Egoton felt he had reached the pinnacle of success.


But in the neighboring district of Innovasia, a young entrepreneur named Ambitia was not content with just being the best. She aimed to be better. While Egoton was busy basking in the temporary sunlight of his accomplishments, Ambitia was innovating, learning, and redefining her own success.


One day, as the story goes, Egoton’s AmEx Black Card lost its luster. His employees started leaving in droves for Ambitia’s company. Egoton’s company crumbled, outdated and outmaneuvered. He tried to recover, enrolling in endless masterclasses and taking up hot yoga. He read every business book out there (except this one).


But it was too fucking late. Ambitia’s business bloomed, transforming the market in ways previously unimaginable. Egoton’s business model and skill sets were now obsolete. He was relegated to living off Arby’s Horsey Sauce, stealing packets and selling them outside Ambitia’s new downtown headquarters.


The lesson? Being the best is fleeting, but striving to be better is forever. So, before you decide to rest on your laurels like Egoton, ask yourself: Do I want to be just the best, or do I want to be better?


Now, let’s turn the page and see how you can do just that.
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Authenticity Makes You Better


Be yourself, everyone else is taken.


—OSCAR WILDE


I was at a corporate event in New York recently where there happened to be an after-hours poker game for some of the attendees. I enjoy a friendly game of poker just as much as the next guy, and I knew these people fairly well. One was a Harvard grad, another studied at Yale, an MIT alum, Princeton—you get the picture. I went to a good college, nothing in the Ivy League category. And I’ve never put much stock into judging a person by the price of tuition for the school they attended. But I also know when to be realistic.


We’re talking about people who likely took electives on game theory and laws of probability and majored in computer science or artificial intelligence. Their mental processing power subconsciously runs through mathematical equations when simply making a decision on what flavor of Doritos to buy. So what did I say when they invited me to join them?


“Fuck, no. I’m going to sip tequila and go see what this fresh-rolled cigar bar is all about.”


Everybody laughed. And they still laugh and talk about that maneuver to this day. Granted, being a Yale graduate does not guarantee that a person will be good at poker. Many other factors, such as experience, skill, and personal style, can also play a role in determining success at the poker table. But I didn’t want to take that chance. Sure, I could have faked it and lost my shirt. But by being authentic, I won even more than whatever the pot they were playing for was worth. I earned their respect.


That was just me being myself, because honestly I don’t know how to be anybody else. In fact, there isn’t a “business” Damon and a “personal” Damon. Love me or hate me, I’m the same person at the board table as at the dinner table. I’d argue that’s been a key to making me better—authenticity.


The Damon writing this book is a bit professional and a bit personal, a guy who has evolved over time with no plans on stopping. I remember early on in my career saying some really embarrassing things—using terminology out of context and casually dropping words with nine syllables—because that’s what I thought I needed to say to be accepted in the business world. But as I started to bring the real Damon in, my thoughts became clearer and my communication with others better.


And part of communication getting better is learning how to listen authentically.


Listen Authentically


Within our leadership team, everyone knows I’m authentic with them. They know the real me, which means they can smell bullshit a mile away. They might not like what I have to say all the time, but they know I will always listen to them.


Leaders can never underestimate the power of authentic listening, not just sitting there nodding like a bobblehead on a hot dashboard. All too often we sit in meetings with empty suits who aren’t really listening—they are waiting for their turn so they can say whatever it is they want to say. How is that communication? I’m not saying it doesn’t happen where I’m sitting there waiting to inject a particularly powerful point into the conversation. But I try to keep myself in check as much as possible because I know—we all know—the feeling of talking with someone whose eyes have that checked-out, glazed look. Or even better, those people who are chomping at the bit, revving their engine to get their next comment out.


I’ve actually evolved to the point of taking it a step further. If I find that I myself have checked out of a conversation for whatever reason, I hold myself accountable right to the person speaking. In fact, I often say the following for effect: “I didn’t hear one single word that came out of your mouth for the last sixty seconds. Sorry!”


It’s definitely not a comfortable situation, but I guarantee the person will feel respected—and, more importantly, heard—if you demonstrate the courage to listen authentically. And I’ve found that somehow, someway, that kind of authenticity boomerangs back in your favor. After all, just pretending like you heard someone is nothing but a cover-up for your gap in audible skills. It’s dysfunctional and unproductive. Is a conversation really worth having if you are not in sync throughout it? What’s wrong with a pause and reset to ensure the rest of the meeting isn’t a complete waste of time?


Being authentic, however, doesn’t mean you need to throw all your shortcomings out on the table for the world to gawk at. Some things are definitely better left unseen.


Don’t Show All Your Cards


Steve Mauldin, a great buddy of mine, once told me, “You can be genuine and authentic, yet not show all your cards.” That couldn’t be truer, especially in really awkward or high-risk situations. That doesn’t mean you have permission to not be authentic. You still need to be yourself. But you don’t have to tell the other person everything. Incidentally, no one in the world is better at this skillful balancing act than my wife.


When I was first getting our InsurTech business off the ground, a major insurance carrier heard about our services and wanted to learn more. As expected, they needed to size us up and vet us on our national presence, so they checked out our website, our marketing materials, which were all top notch. Then they asked to come for a site visit at our office in Charlotte, North Carolina. The thing was, our office had a whopping three rooms and looked like, well, just picture a cross between a massage studio and an old-school lawyer’s office with low ceilings and fizzling, fluorescent lighting.
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