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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT GEORGE PARENTE AND IN THEIR SHOES


“This isn’t just a practical and informative how-to-do-business book; it is also an entertaining and uplifting story of George Parente’s personal and professional journey. His humility, humor, and honesty have made him not only successful but also a great guy to be around. In Their Shoes is an inspiring read!”


—Sheryl Evans, cofounder and CFO, The List Experts


“I have known George Parente for over a decade. Over that time, I have also gotten to know key members of his team and discussed management issues with them. George’s approach to management has always been collaborative and supportive. He is focused on bringing in great people to join his team and working to make them successful. George’s management style and processes are key reasons for the success of DTG.”


—Samuel Tomarchio, president and former president, Aegistech Inc., TechServe Alliance, Tri-State Chapter
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To Daniela and Antonio


May you lead interesting lives …
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INTRODUCTION


Reflecting on my life at age fifty-seven, I realize that parts of my life have been fascinating. And I believe that others may also find my journey interesting.


I’ve managed to study at two Ivy League schools, pass the CPA exam, meet two US presidents, finish my doctoral studies, purchase and run a successful business, get married to a woman I love and adore, and have the two best children in the world. Sometimes I cannot believe the wonderful life I enjoy today.


Growing up in Bayonne, New Jersey, I came from a family that may have been considered well off—compared to the other families in our neighborhood—but disadvantaged when stacked up against families from other zip codes. Due to the lack of guidance and direction in the Bayonne school system, I found myself in my late teen years with no idea what I was going to do with my life. The self-destructive lifestyle I pursued in my teen years left me questioning whether or not I would be able to reach any goals if I ever did find my calling.


In the late 1970s and early 1980s, growing up in Bayonne meant you lived on a peninsula surrounded by polluted bay water on three sides and the Curries Woods Housing Projects, which served as a gatekeeper to the mainland. Bayonne was home to factories, junkyards, and a military terminal base on the outskirts of its three-mile-by-one-mile peninsula. On the streets were bars, churches, and family businesses.


To be born and raised in Bayonne meant you had diminished opportunities compared to kids who lived in higher-income zip codes. But there is no place I am prouder to announce myself as coming from than Bayonne, New Jersey. And although I do not live there anymore, I go back to this area as often as I can. I do not know how else to describe it other than I am just sort of “baked in” to the place. You would know what I mean, too, if you grew up there. Sometimes the “Bayonne” still comes out when I least expect it. I still say that I put the “ayyy” and “yo” in Bayonne.


Somehow, I managed to break the typical Bayonne mold and received dual master’s degrees in accounting and business administration, and I currently hold active CPA licenses in New Jersey and Maryland. I gained over thirty years of experience in accounting and finance, and my commitment to continuing education has enabled me to obtain certifications in business law, change management, sales growth strategies, and business contracts from Cornell University. I received a certification in advanced graduate studies in business administration in connection with my doctoral studies, and I also received a certification in negotiation mastery from Harvard Business School.


In April of 2000, I was hired as the chief financial officer at DTG Consulting Solutions, and it’s been my home for the past twenty-two years. In October of 2021, I became only the second chief executive officer that DTG Consulting Solutions has had in its fifty years of operations when I purchased DTG from the previous owner, John DiBari. And as of early 2023, we are coming off the best year in our company’s history.


Currently, I am responsible for overseeing all business operations at DTG. I also continue to manage the financial operations, including banking and borrowing relations, budgeting and forecasting, financial statement preparation, payroll, and cost analysis.


It goes without saying that the life I live today stands in stark contrast to my humble heritage. Every day, I look around at the wonderful people I get to interact with each week and am humbled and grateful. I am blessed beyond anything I could have ever imagined.


And upon further reflection, I can see how my challenging upbringing prepared me for the role I have today. If there is a common strain that runs through my time in Bayonne and work at DTG, it is that leadership is essential. Following the popular maxim that “leadership is influence,” I’ve had a front row seat in witnessing how influential people can make a significant impact on those they influence. In my early years as a teenager and in business, I bought into some poor leadership examples and wound up paying a steep price. That said, it’s been my poor experiences in leadership that have spurred me to become the leader I wished I’d had.


The reason I wrote In Their Shoes is to highlight the importance of leadership—not only in business but also in our everyday lives. Looking at my life, I notice a lack of effective leadership in the education system, among our political leaders, and among the management in the different companies where I worked during my first decade in the workforce. I hope anyone who reads this book is inspired to become the leader they always wished they had in their life. On the following pages, I give you a behind-the-scenes look at my leadership evolution, and I share why concepts such as contingency leadership, situational leadership, and transformational leadership have made a profound impact on my life.


And during our journey together, I hope to help you see that the only way a leader can effectively lead others is if they have walked in the shoes of those they lead.
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CHAPTER 1


IT’S ALL ABOUT PEOPLE


September 11, 2001, started off as a beautiful day in New York City. But shortly after 8:46 a.m., my receptionist buzzed my desk with this frantic announcement: “George, a plane just hit the World Trade Center!”


As I sat in my office on the thirty-eighth floor of the Empire State Building, I felt certain the words I had just heard Cynthia scream were wrong. “Calm down,” I told her. “It’s a beautiful day. No one is flying a plane into the side of a building.”


“You need to come down here,” she said in a way I knew was more of a demand than a suggestion. Our offices were fewer than a hundred feet apart, with mine facing uptown Manhattan and hers looking toward the direction of the Twin Towers.


As I rose from my desk and made my way past the elevators to her office, I expected to see a small prop plane sticking out one of the towers with a minor amount of damage. Instead, the sight I witnessed was truly terrifying. There was a gaping hole in the side of the North Tower with black smoke billowing into the sky. Images on television could not convey the magnitude of this situation. Clearly, this was no small plane.


As the smoke continued to billow into the sky, coworkers gathered around to watch the sight. Suddenly, Joe Krafinski from the recruiting department shouted, “There’s another one!”


My eyes jerked in the direction of a large aircraft speeding in the direction of the World Trade Center. Still in disbelief at what I was witnessing, I assumed this plane was only there for observational purposes. As it neared the towers, I saw it disappear around the side and waited for it to circle around. It never did. Instead, a ball of fire exploded from the South Tower, bringing instant clarity to the situation.


“This is a terrorist attack!” I screamed. Instant pandemonium ensued, and my entire office made a beeline for the elevators. In retrospect, while we now know only four planes were highjacked that fateful day, in the moment, we had no idea what to think. Given that our office space was situated in a historic building, it was logical to assume we might be the next target of an attack.


I ran to the elevators, and a group of us descended to the ground floor. My assistant, Jennifer, stood beside me, her entire body trembling the whole ride down. As soon as we stepped into the lobby, I screamed for everyone to get out of the building. Being on the ground level, people were going about their business, blissfully unaware of the terror others could witness a few floors above.


Jennifer and I rushed out the front doors and on to Fifth Avenue, running into a lady named Karen in the process. After taking one look at Jennifer and noticing her tears, Karen asked us what was wrong. We told her what we had witnessed, and her face turned pale.


Just the previous weekend, Karen had worked with an entire division of insurance agents from the Marsh McLennan branch in the World Trade Center—with nearly 900 of these employees working on floors ninety-three through one hundred of One World Trade Center. And we would later discover that of the 1,908 individuals connected with Marsh McLennan in the Twin Towers, 295 of them would never make it out.1 Many of them were Karen’s friends.


The next few hours were clouded in uncertainty and fear. City officials closed the tunnels and bridges to vehicles going into and out of Manhattan, so I had to return home—fifteen miles on foot. And as the towers collapsed to the ground, the gravity of the situation set in, and I realized the human life that had been lost.


It is difficult to put into words how that traumatic day impacted my life. Several weeks after 9/11, I went with my girlfriend to hear the musical group U2 play at Madison Square Garden. At the close of the show, Bono came out on stage and asked the video technicians to roll the names of those firefighters and police officers who had lost their lives that terrible morning. As the names continued to scroll, there was not a dry eye in the audience.


September 11 reshaped the way I thought about business, life, and relationships. On the day the heartbeat of the American economy came under attack, all that really mattered were the human lives that were lost. Money was replaceable. People were not. And for the rest of my career, I vowed to remember this simple maxim: business is all about people.


JOB TO JOB


Even before 9/11, there was part of me that knew there was more to business than personal profit. In the decade leading up to 2001, I struggled to engage at work. Much of this was because the jobs I had felt insignificant. Each day, I showed up to work so I could make someone else at the top of the org chart a pile of money.


There were so many bleak moments. My two years at a CPA firm from 1989 through 1991 were gut wrenching and humiliating. Almost from the beginning, I stopped working an hourly wage and switched to salary plus a yet-to-be-determined bonus—assuming this was where the big money was at. With this shift came increased expectations. It wasn’t uncommon for me to work six or seven days a week, often logging upward of eighty hours in the process. And anything short of maximum effort would throw me into instant conflict with management.


To this point, after starting in November and working straight through Thanksgiving and Christmas, I asked to have a Saturday night off in February to watch a fight in Atlantic City. My request was granted, as long as I came in on Sunday. But after the fight, I was exhausted and did not feel physically fit to make it to work the following day. This turned out to be a major mistake.


When I went into the office Monday, my boss came up to me and asked how I had fared the day before. I told him I hadn’t come in and had instead taken the day to rest and recover. What happened next shook me. His face turned an unhealthy shade of red, and he launched into a profanity-laced tirade that would have made a sailor cringe.


After enduring his dressing down for a few minutes, I started to walk away. Another mistake. My boss grabbed me by the shoulder, spun me around, and poked his finger in my face. “Get back here,” he shouted. “I wasn’t finished with you!” Despite growing up with a background in boxing and karate, I had never used those skills outside the athletic arena. But that day I came awfully close.


Fortunately, I was able to walk away, and rather than let my anger get the best of me, I turned my internal rage into motivation. For the next few months, right through tax season, I worked harder than ever, cramming countless hours of overtime into each week. This was done with the assurance from management that a large payday was headed my way. I knew how much time I had put in, and if my compensation were anything close to what I deserved, my bank account was going to look pretty good. I remember telling my girlfriend that we could expect to see somewhere between $8,000 to $10,000 in bonus compensation.


But in May I received a reality check in the form of a bonus check for a measly $500. Instantly, a large knot formed in my throat, and I realized I had been used. There was no financial windfall in my future, and all those sacrificed weekends and evenings were done so the man at the top could get a little bit richer.


This example of the way leaders could mistreat their team members remains with me to this day. It even gave me nightmares. While some people’s worst nightmares are those times they dream about showing up for a business presentation in their underwear, my nightmares always had to do with going back to a job like the one I held from 1989 through 1991—a dead-end position that offered little purpose. I thought about this all the time, and it impacted the way I viewed work. I never felt like I measured up and assumed that one day my boss would discover I was a horrible fraud and vanquish me to a life of misery—which in my case meant working for a company I could not stand.


This was a mindset I dragged into my failed marriage from 1994 through 1999. Years after we divorced, my ex-wife made a statement to me that highlighted a point of tension between us. “I always knew you’d be successful,” she shared, “but you could never keep a job.” She was right. I was ambitious, but I couldn’t stand menial tasks, and thus I developed a rather checkered career résumé. Between 1990 and 2000, I had six jobs. Some of these I quit; at other times, I couldn’t wait to be fired. I continued to further my education, hoping an MBA and master’s in accounting might unlock the door to my potential and a rewarding career. Bottom line: I was bored, and every job I started felt like it fell short of my core values. Sure, I recognized profit was important to a corporation, but I also knew this was not everything. There had to be more.


WHEN IT CHANGED


One day, everything changed. While September 11, 2001, was a date that forever clarified my core values, April 5, 2000, was a point in history that gave me the right vehicle to live out those ideals.


After two years of working in the dental division of a Fortune 100 insurance company, I had once again had enough of a corporate culture that only focused on the bottom line. Like my previous companies, management at a Fortune 100 insurance company seemed to care little for whom they served and were intent on turning the maximum profit. While I had a great boss and met some fantastic people, there was little satisfaction in the work I did.


Even though I was the controller of the New York division, I felt like my hands were tied, and I cringe when I look back on those days. For example, because we were in the insurance business, UHC was thrilled when a capitation report came back indicating there was a large percentage of young single males on their dental plans. Since men in their twenties were less likely to attend a dental appointment than a mom in her forties with three kids, finding individuals who provided a great rate of return became a priority. This was frustrating to me. UHC’s philosophy meant the very people who needed coverage the most were the ones our sales team was instructed to avoid.


But on this warm, early spring afternoon, I knew I had finally found a home. The moment I walked into Datacom Technology Group (DTG) and sat down for an interview, I sensed something was different. There was energy in the place and a “We got this!” kind of attitude that was contagious. I watched as employees celebrated with one another by ringing a bell in the office when they closed a big deal, and I loved how it seemed like everyone was on the same team.


As someone who had always been fascinated with psychology, I realized the only way I would ever last at an organization was if it was built around people and not just profit. In fact, the same day I interviewed at DTG, I was offered the lead position at an energy company that promised a higher salary and better perks. But to me, the choice between the two was obvious when I looked at their values and culture. While the energy company offered more instant monetary gain, DTG provided a vehicle to earn a great income and help a lot of people in the process.


I’ve been with them ever since.


DTG IN A NUTSHELL


Because much of this book will focus on the lessons I have learned from my time at DTG, it might be helpful to give you a brief summation of what this company is all about. In short, DTG Consulting Solutions is a corporate matchmaking company. Our job is to find the best-qualified candidates for a role and match them to organizations with which we have built strong relations.


This happens as our business development team establishes relationships with hiring managers at mid-to-large-size companies across the United States with the hope that we get on their approved vendor list. After being added to this list, account managers at DTG can access “open job orders” at these companies through an online portal. From there, our account managers post open positions at all our client sites on our “open jobs” site.


Next, recruiters at DTG work to find the most qualified applicants for these job postings. They then search our internal database for candidates, as well as all the major job boards—such as LinkedIn Recruiter, Monster, Dice, CareerBuilder, and eFinancial. We then vet the candidates we think are eligible.


From there, account managers at DTG set up interviews for these candidates with prospective clients. And after these are over, clients provide feedback to us that we share with the candidates. If the client and candidate are a match, we work to make everyone’s goals a reality.


What made DTG so attractive to me over twenty years ago was the human element in every deal. It’s personal for us, our clients, and our candidates. We’re not just shipping a bunch of widgets and trying to squeeze every dollar out of a deal. We’re offering a service that directly changes people’s lives.


Also, I appreciated there were not several layers of management at DTG. If DTG had a great quarter, the people who profited the most were the individuals who made the deals. They were the ones who purchased the new car or took that great vacation—not some corporate executive three levels above them.


Another point that made DTG so attractive to me was that everyone there was a regular person. No one grew up with a silver spoon in their mouth. Everyone was hustling, and it was a legitimate business. It wasn’t a “pump-and-dump, boiler-room stock scam,” in which the corporation fleeced unsuspecting people of their lives’ savings.


Since joining DTG, I’ve had the privilege of helping thousands of individuals. Many of them have been new immigrants who needed green cards or H1-B work visas. I’ve seen candidates go from being uncertain of their next paychecks to earning solid six-figure incomes. And in the process, I have realized that longing I had to make a difference in the lives of others is now being fulfilled.


One of the things I love about our team is the desire everyone has to see each other win. Usually, whenever we think of people celebrating in an office, negative images from the movie The Wolf of Wall Street pop up in our minds. But the truth is that every time someone closes a deal at DTG, everyone else celebrates with them. Back slaps, encouraging emails, and follow-up celebratory calls are all par for the course. We are excited to help others win.


THE FRUITS OF A PEOPLE-FIRST CULTURE


It wasn’t long after starting work at DTG that I realized I had found my forever home. One day in particular stands apart from the rest. My girlfriend had purchased two tickets for Broadway’s new play, The Lion King. Everyone was talking about it, and she knew this was something I would be thrilled to see.
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