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PRAISE FOR THE GROWTH-DRIVING ADVISOR





“Thanks to George’s comprehensive guide to helping professional business advisors like me, I’m seeing remarkable growth results for my clients. Applying his strategies and methods has elevated my ability to unlock a business’ strategic growth capacity, increasing profits and value. It has added new capabilities to my core strengths of senior leadership team development, management facilitation, and running mastermind peer groups.”


—LARRY PRINCE, CEO, Prince Leadership


“I’ve spent over forty years as a business owner, CPA, Growth Advisor, and Transition Planner advising owners of closely held and family businesses. I’ve grown to understand what accelerates value and prepares business owners for the next act in their life. The concepts George shares in this book will help you make a profound and positive change in how you serve clients and the results they expect. I highly recommend you get the book, get the training, and join the growth-drive community.”


—H. BARRY GOODMAN, Principal, Birkdale Transition Partners


“Our middle market clients rely on us for assistance in successfully exiting their businesses and increasing profits and value. George’s Three Dimensions of Business Growth methodology, which focuses on creating predictable profits and cash flow and achieving profitable growth, helps prepare businesses for successfully navigating the mergers and acquisitions process. This powerful yet easy-to-understand methodology can significantly enhance EBITDA and equity value for businesses.”


—ANNA HALABURDA, CFP, CPA, and Certified Business Exit Consultant, Founder, Be Ready Exits


“The Three Dimensions of Business Growth methodology is a remarkable path for achieving business potential that’s aligned with our COPI process used in peer-to-peer groups. George provides tools that perfectly complement our mission of enhancing business value for our diverse membership.”


—TINA CORNER STOLZ, Author of Your Seat at the Table, CEO, LXCouncil.


“M&A professionals and growth advisors see firsthand the heartbreak that happens when a business tries to go to market when it hasn’t done the hard work to get ready. Worst case, the deal fails or the company’s risks mean the offer becomes deeply discounted, and the client is left with few good options. I’ve worked with George and the methodology detailed in this book—if you’re committed to helping your clients sell and prosper, I strongly recommend you apply his powerful advice.”


—STEVE DUKE, Certified M&A Professional, Business Exit Consultant, Principal, Duke Business Advisors
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PREFACE



There are 32.6 million private businesses in the United States, of which 7.8 million have payroll.1 Of these, 560,000 have revenues from $2.5 million to $100 million. This is the middle market, in which businesses generate over $10 trillion2 in annual revenues, almost 50 percent of US GDP. If ranked as a world economy, the middle market would be number three, larger than the GDP of Japan and Germany combined. Private businesses provide 44 percent of US jobs and 63 percent of new jobs.

The very spirit of independence that drives people to start and grow a private business can also become its Achilles’ heel. These fiercely independent entrepreneurs think they are fine, that they’ve “got this.” They don’t. If you’re a business advisor, I am preaching to the choir because you see it every day. You know that most businesses fail; of those that survive, nineteen in twenty cannot sell as they are currently run. The jump from the founding generation to subsequent ownership fails more often than it’s successful. How do we help them? They need guidance to understand and improve their business’s strategic capacity so that they can grow profits and attract capital.

The businesses that survive and thrive share a prevalent behavior: they identify their weaknesses and get help from the over one million business advisors in the US market. Hiring an advisor replicates the behavior of public companies, who routinely hire outside advisors like EY and Boston Consulting Group to drive growth. And this begs the question: What if we can help more businesses connect with the advisory help they need to become well-run engines that produce predictable cash flow and predictable sustainable growth and maximize shareholder value?

Answering this question is why:

• Growth-Drive’s vision is to help $1 trillion of middle-market businesses move in the three dimensions of business growth.

• Growth-Drive’s mission is to invest business advisors with the knowledge, tools, and support they need to build a thriving advisory business helping middle-market businesses win; by delivering superior client results, advisors attract and retain new clients and drive the growth of our national economy.

• Growth-Drive’s strategy is to help senior professionals build thriving advisory businesses by delivering client wins, helping them leave an indelible positive mark with every client they touch.

This book applies to privately held businesses at every stage and is especially relevant to advisors working with businesses with revenues from $2.5 million to $100 million. As of February 2022, there were 557,530 businesses in this market. Professionals call this the “lower middle market.” I really don’t like that term because it is an outside-in view of the business. If you’re the CEO of a $2.5 million business, it feels big; there’s nothing “lower” or “middle market” about it. I am one of them, and we are fiercely focused on growing revenues and making our businesses easier to run.

Businesses that will be the most receptive to the services detailed in this book have at least $2.5 million in annual gross revenue. Why? Because the CEO of a ~$1 million business typically views expenditures from their personal wallet’s perspective: you’re a hit to P&L. At $2.5 million, the CEO begins viewing outside expertise as an investment. The following is a breakdown of the US market:3
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Who is advising these businesses and their shareholders?

• 665,612 CPAs4 in 89,680 firms with 0 percent annualized growth 2017–20225

• 2,160,8366 employees7 in 1,121,512 management consulting firms with 9.1 percent annualized growth 2017–20228

• 93,786 CFPs9 in 146,794 firms with 5.9 percent annualized growth 2017–2022

What can we learn from this data? To promote growth and maintain relevance in the market, CPAs should consider diversifying their services, emphasizing the value they offer, and differentiating themselves from competitors. The growth of the consulting industry highlights the impact that incorporating management consulting services can have on the success of CPA firms. In the target middle market, the number of consulting firms exceeds the number of businesses by a 4:1 ratio. This underscores the importance of differentiating services and prioritizing customer satisfaction to ensure the success of your advisory business.

While there are approximately ninety-four thousand CFPs, only a small percentage of them (around five thousand) are certified to address specific business issues for business owners, including exit planning. Providing this service can set a firm apart and increase client retention. However, due to regulatory and compliance constraints, most of these exit-planning CFPs are unable to increase strategic capacity and are limited to providing advice rather than implementing solutions. They need professionals like you to help create high strategic capacity so that their clients can meet their wealth goals. And the national economy needs you because you know how to make businesses immortal.

WHY THIS BOOK IS IMPORTANT

It has been my great good fortune to have spent over a decade (capping a thirty-year career as an entrepreneur) in the middle of a vast spiderweb of business advisors, both as the leader of a tech company connecting operational excellence with business value and serving as leadership and faculty for the International Exit Planning Association and as faculty for the National Association of Certified Valuators & Analysts. During this time I’ve helped with thousands of cases from the perspectives of management consultants, business coaches, CPAs, valuators, M&A pros, private equity execs, certified financial planners, exit planners, and fractional CFOs. Our work together on thousands of client cases inspired the development of the three dimensions of business growth, a unified system for moving clients from their status quo to having predictable cash flow, predictable growth, and predictable equity value.

Throughout the book you’ll hear the voices of several senior pros. Listen for them—they’re very present in these pages. Ed Wandtke of Wandtke & Associates is an authority in many areas including valuation, exit planning, accounting, and more. Larry Prince of Prince Leadership is a specialist on strategy and senior leadership, as well as an amazing facilitator. Andy Weavill of TenXGrowth is a management consultant with encyclopedic knowledge, especially sharp on execution leadership. And Garth Tebay of GBQ is what fractional CFOs should aspire to be, with an unrivaled depth of knowledge on valuation, strategic accounting, and implementing flash reports. We are in their debt. Thank you.

You can’t learn to ride a bicycle by reading a book, but you sure can learn a lot about bicycles. The goal of this book is to expand your knowledge about the forces and techniques you can use to increase client strategic capacity. Let’s agree that building a thriving advisory business begins and ends with delivering killer client results, and this book is all about sharing what we’ve seen work.

So here’s the big question: Do you want to build a thriving advisory business? Let’s go.
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BECOMING YOUR CLIENT’S GUIDE



Your Engagement Roles

After reading this chapter you will understand the importance of discovering your client’s growth goal and uncover the emotional link or fuel critical to sustaining long-term commitment to strategic execution. You will also understand the three roles you can have in the engagement and why preparing a strategic growth project plan always focuses on execution.

Every engagement needs to start in the same place: with the end in mind. In the context of a long-term business advisory engagement, we need to start with the execution in mind. The challenge, of course, is that execution is often the most difficult phase of the engagement. It places the most demands on senior leadership’s time, the money being invested in projects, outside advice, and new hires. Perhaps most importantly it requires investing patiently before any returns are seen.

This long-term commitment needs to be sustained. And as with many things in life, emotion is the sustaining fuel. The question is, How do we create an emotional connection between the growth engagement and the CEO’s long-term personal goals? The answer is to identify the growth goal through the growth conversation.

Linking the CEO’s investment of time and treasure to their family’s personal wealth is arguably the ultimate strategic plan. If you’ve ever had trouble helping a CEO understand the value of your services, imagine changing the conversation from business-goal centric to personal-wealth centric, with goals funded by the business. The business needs to be understood as a vehicle able to deliver personal wealth. This becomes the growth goal.

The growth goal is the profit and transferable value number that your client must reach in order for them to take care of their family, stakeholders, and community. The growth goal is bigger than a mere year-end target because focusing on a year-end target often fails to create the commitment, capacity, and momentum needed to stay on trajectory for sustained growth. The majority of businesses focus on revenue targets, and this is the reason they plateau. How often do you hear a client say, “We’re stuck. We want to grow, but we can’t seem to break through”? Identifying a growth goal, creating emotional commitment, and executing a strategic growth project plan moving in the three dimensions of business growth have a proven track record of getting businesses unstuck.

If you think about it, the focus needs to be on strategic doing. The purpose of the growth conversation is to create clarity and focus and to confirm the client’s commitment to an accurately defined destination. Becoming your client’s guide on this journey begins with a conversation to help them get on the road to growth, to create clarity, focus, and commitment, and to help them decide to invest in themselves and their business through you and your services.

The growth conversation is your vehicle to becoming a trusted advisor and confidant. Through the growth conversation, we are going to help the CEO do several important things. First, we are going to take whatever time is needed to make a deep discovery into the client’s personal financial goals. In other words, what does the business mean in relation to them and their family? Second, we are going to help them understand the implications of not reaching this goal. Third, in the growth conversation, we are going to prove our value by delivering value. Fourth, through this deep discovery conversation, we are going to make the emotional connection between designing and executing a strategic growth project plan that moves them from their status quo to their growth goal.

In advising, everything starts with a plan. Plans can come in many forms, but the most important factor is that they are tracking operational health and performance using objectives and key results (OKRs). Best practice is that OKRs be discussed, so OKR-D is the better acronym. Take a second and ask, does your client have a plan? If not, why not? If so, there are still further questions to ask. Clients often think they have a growth plan, but in fact they have one of these:

• A budget, with no habit of using forecasts and actuals;

• An exit plan, with no clue how to execute or if the plan is even possible;

• A marketing plan that typically ignores the rest of the business engine;

• A strategic plan, often not a plan at all; equally often completely ignored by leadership as they manage the business day-to-day; or

• A personal wealth plan, with the business as an illiquid asset used as a “slug” that will magically be converted to AUM at an undefined future date.

Plans must be actionable in order to move a business from their status quo toward a defined destination. Strategic plans must be rigorous, with concrete steps to reach strongly defined objectives and key results. Key questions to ask the client at this early stage include the following:

• Where is the business going?

• How will it get there?

• What does success look like?

• Who is accountable?

YOUR ROLE(S) AS ADVISOR

In order to demystify the process of becoming your client’s trusted guide, this chapter will introduce wisdom and key information to gaining their trust and priority. First, consider that there are three roles you, as an advisor, can play:

The Architect ←→ The General Contractor ←→ The Tradesperson

A gating exercise to help you focus on the work you truly want to do and define the work you don’t is to decide what role you want to play in client engagements. The architect helps define the scope of what is to be built and the purpose the building will serve, analyzes materials available for construction, and then creates a blueprint or plan. The general contractor takes this plan and leads the project, converting the plan into reality. Tradespeople wield tools and specific expertise, completing various phases of the project.

THE ARCHITECT

The architect writes the plan and builds the blueprint for growth. As the architects, advisors can prepare a strategic growth project plan and deliver it to the client ready for execution. As the architect, you will lead the growth conversation to help your client clearly define their growth goal. You will analyze the business to understand what your client must do to get the success they want, and you will use this analysis as you create a strategic growth project plan. You will engage in strategic thinking by identifying the client’s goal and strategic planning by creating the overall strategy or plan of action for the company.

THE GENERAL CONTRACTOR

Experience tells us that clients have a hard time maintaining execution momentum by themselves, which is why successful engagements need a general contractor. The general contractor (GC) is the growth driver and helps lead the engagement as the CEO’s peer. The GC sets the tempo in meetings with the senior leadership team and holds them accountable to defined objectives and key results (OKRs) as they execute the plan and ultimately helps create a new reality.

General contractors are involved on a scale from quarterly or monthly touches to weekly work with the senior leadership team. Growing a business takes years of focus and commitment. This is why we always start with the growth conversation to make the emotional connection between your client’s status quo and their dreams, providing the fuel needed to sustain the project through to success.

THE TRADESPERSON

The tradesperson brings subject matter expertise to the table. Such expertise could be leadership skills or financial reporting processes, or maybe you’re a marketing guru. While it’s tempting to bring specific expertise into an engagement, it’s a potential rabbit hole that will consume valuable advisory time with lower-value work. This runs the risk of eroding your role as the key advisor and peer to the CEO, pigeonholing yourself because you are moving from acting strategically to acting tactically. For instance, an advisor decided to help a company with its bookkeeping because it was easier than outsourcing it, and internally the business was a mess. This took the advisor from a $500/ hour engagement to a $50/hour value. The advisor’s intention was to help, but he unwittingly knocked himself out of the role of general contractor.

As a tradesperson you are not only getting pulled into the weeds of daily tactical work, but you are also starting to deliver commoditized time as opposed to value-based time. Ask yourself whether your stronger talent is being a strategic advisor or a tactical consultant. By maintaining bright-line separation between the two, you will by and large insulate yourself from a phenomenon known as mission creep. This is when the client pulls you into the minutia of running the business rather than respecting your role as the advisor. Without distinct separation, you’ll soon find yourself spending valuable hours working on issues outside of the engagement contract. When you think of this in terms of the value-based revenue model created for your advising practice, mission creep hits your firm’s revenue and professional satisfaction, not to mention being the client’s road to nowhere.10

The architect creates the plan, redesigning the business from its status quo into a well-oiled machine that can deliver the client’s goals. Here, utilizing the growth-drive methodology, a goal-driven plan is drawn up. The design is built around one question: What goal must the business deliver? There are two types of goals. There are professional goals, such as “I want to grow gross annual revenues to $20 million a year.” And there are personal goals: “I need to replace $480,000 a year in personal income and sell the business for enough to do this.” A key consideration is to start the entire process by narrowly defining the key business goal in both time and success metrics, enabling the design of a time-bound and goal-driven plan. Market data collected from over fifty thousand CEOs is telling:

• 62 percent of CEOs want growth, to grow the profits and cash flows of their business,

• 21 percent want operational freedom, to make their business easier to run,

• 17 percent of CEOs are preparing to sell, and

• 83 percent11 discover they need to grow their transferable value in order to meet personal wealth goals.12

For many clients, especially those later in their careers, a larger amount of focus is on personal wealth goals and the business’s ability to deliver those goals. This is the realm of equity value planning. Your long-term clients will at some point shift focus from professional to personal goals, with the business as the vehicle for achieving those goals. It’s an inescapable demographic reality: most folks want to retire, or at least work on their own terms. They’ll eventually need your help replacing their income.

How does this shift impact our work?

• Grow clients (62 percent) change their definition of what grow means, from growing profitable cash flow to growing maximum transferable value.

• Operational freedom clients (21 percent) begin wanting to improve their work/life balance and shift into creating predictable transferable value.

• Prepare-to-sell clients (17 percent) go through a cycle: they want to sell but discover that the business isn’t worth enough, so they join our 62 percent “grow” crowd. Eventually they shift their focus back to selling the business.

Recognizing these shifts in priorities is an opportunity for you to remain relevant as objectives change. This underscores the need for you to invest the time at the beginning of the engagement to identify and confirm your client’s ultimate growth goal and to circle back semiannually to confirm whether the goal has not shifted.

Re business advisor roles: Are you a one or a five? In the same way as you need to define very clearly what types of clients you want to work with—business revenues, headcount, industry, geographic location, CEO goals, etc.—it’s critical that you decide your role. We discussed in general terms the roles of architect, general contractor, and tradesperson. Let’s add some definition. Here’s a quick perspective: advisors guide, consultants do. Your job as a business advisor is to guide the senior leaders, not to do the work for them.

Using a scale of one to five, with one being the lightest touch and five the deepest, here’s a great framework for defining your happy place. Where do you want to play, one to five?

1. Connector: you may be a CFP, an M&A advisor, a marketing pro, or a CPA who works with business owners as part of your core business, and you want to help them, and you. You don’t want to be the growth doer; you want to collaborate with a two or a three, typically as an advisor on nonoperational issues like personal wealth planning.

2. Architect: you want to have the growth conversation, analyze the business, and prepare a plan, but at most you want to “visit the job site” periodically to see how things are going. You do not want to help with execution. Advisor guiding the increase in strategic capacity.

3. General Contractor: you have the plan under your arm, and you are holding the client’s internal and external experts accountable to converting the plan into reality. Advisor guiding on accountability to goals and objectives.

4. Tradesperson: you are physically helping develop and implement internal processes; for example a CPA might rebuild the chart of accounts, recast the prior year’s earnings, lead/do the bookkeeping, etc. You’re in the weeds: Consultant.

5. Fractional: for all intents and purposes, you are a part-time employee of the business, with accountabilities and functioning as an integral member of the senior leadership team. Blended role, in large part consultant but delivering some advisory guidance.

THE GROWTH CONVERSATION

Many advisors do not want to be involved with the execution phase. But whether or not you will be the one holding the senior team accountable to executing the plan (the GC), as the architect you need to create a strategic growth project plan that can be executed. If not, you’ve wasted your client’s time and money, and they will most decidedly not be a satisfied reference account.

GROWTH CONVERSATION PRINCIPLES

You need a set of principles, or rules of the road, which can guide the growth conversation. You’ll learn to rely on these principles as you lead this critical conversation, which right from the get-go is delivering real value to your client. Value because your client will leave each discussion with a better understanding of their business and personal drivers and will clearly understand you as their guide. These revelations cement your role, and the sooner you deliver valuable knowledge to your client the better. They should leave every conversation with you having learned something.

To make sure your client learns from every conversation, you need a plan. The plan is based on principles. The principles guide the questions you must ask patiently, questions that make sure your proposed actions are aimed at the correct destination. For example, if your client tells you they want to grow profits to $5 million within three years, the goal seems clear. But is it? Why $5 million? Why three years? Without asking these basic questions, you can completely miss the mark. You see, this client wants to get to $5 million in three years because they plan on selling the business and retiring, and they assume that they can get a 6X multiple of earnings at the deal table. Now odds are that they can’t. Further, growing to $5 million might be at a rate of growth that outstrips their cash flow. And imagine if three years puts the business sale squarely in the depths of a recession. How will that impact the sale price?

The mindset that the growth conversation creates is actually as important as your advice because it opens your client’s mind. Here are the core principles for leading a successful growth conversation:

• Transformational Mindset

• Question Everything13

• Deep Listening

• Advisor Silence

• Give No Advice

• Client Self-Discovery

A transformational mindset is the first principle necessary to the initial growth conversation because as the trusted advisor, you do not deliver transactional services or products. You deliver transformational services. Questions guided by a transformational mindset discover all possible outcomes for a given scenario and work backward from each of these, building skills, flexibility, and agility within the competitive environment. A transformative mindset does not hurry toward some defined destination. Transformation is not a process, but a way of existing with constant mind paid to the macro and micro forces affecting a given client.

It starts by building trust. Trust is the glue for commitment. The growth conversation is designed to create and deepen trust, and looks like this:14
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If you’re opening a conversation with a client and have been referred in, you have a small leg up on trust because you’re cashing in on the trust credit from the person who referred you. But don’t take it for granted; you need to get much deeper in order to create the trust needed for your client to share their ultimate why and to tap into the emotion needed to fuel commitment over the long term.

This is an “asking” conversation not a “telling” conversation. By approaching questions without preconceptions, practicing deep listening and focusing on asking questions rather than on delivering advice, you are creating a space in which your client can share freely. One of our advisors was called in to talk with a business owner interested in selling her company. She had started the process herself. The advisor began with a simple question, “Why sell?” Over the next seventy-five minutes, he only asked questions. By the end, she realized three things: 1) She did not know how to sell the business; 2) she no longer wanted to sell the business; and 3) had she decided to sell, she probably would have undersold the business.

Deep listening means just what the name suggests: listen to what is said, listen for what is not said, and never assume you know what lies ahead. As you’ve probably experienced during your career, these conversations can often veer in surprising directions. You must listen, not to reply but to learn. You are leading a conversation of self-discovery. Deep listening requires a temporary suspension of judgment coinciding with a willingness to receive information—whether that information be positive, negative, or neutral. Very often, as an advisor playing the architect role, it’s not the direct content of what your client is saying that’s most important, but drawing meaning from behind the client’s words. For example, your client might say, “I need to grow profits to $5 million,” but the key is understanding “Why?” Over time your questions deliver self-discovery, and a reciprocal relationship will emerge, with you and your client knowing, liking, and trusting each other.

Another tool you should apply liberally in these initial growth conversations is silence. Oftentimes you will ask your client a question, and they won’t answer immediately. As the advisor and conversation leader, you may feel the need to jump in and fill the awkward-feeling silence. Do not. Silence is OK. Allow the silence to linger because the client is likely thinking deeply about the question you’ve asked. Prior to biasing them with your thoughts, allow them to articulate their own to see where they sit prior to your advice. The overwhelming majority of the time, they will eventually fill the silence and more often than not with a golden nugget of information.

Write this down at the top of your pad. In this conversation there will be no telling the client what it is they need to do, nor telling them where they need to go. Instead you’re helping them self-identify what their goal is and how they wish to proceed.

Through the growth conversation you begin educating the client about the path that will transform their world from their current position (status quo) toward their goal. Ultimately you are their guide to successfully identifying a transformational goal, utilizing your curiosity and skeptical mindset to question everything and leave no assumption unchallenged.

Always remember that principles become reality through behavior and action (methodology and process).

GROWTH CONVERSATION METHODOLOGY

Now let’s move from the growth conversation principles to the methodology. A methodology is an approach to converting principles into reality with a defined set of guidelines, techniques, deliverables, and processes.

The methodology steps include:

• Establish a Connection

• Set the Agenda

• Explore Where They Want to Go

• Identify Their Growth Dimension

• Discuss Their Why

The methodology uncovers the growth intent of a client, laying the emotional connection between professional and personal goals. When these goals are closely tied together, we get commitment to professional goals based on motivating personal desires. And this is exactly the client you’d want to work with, one who is completely committed and willing to invest time and treasure into reaching their goal over the long haul.
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