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INTRODUCTION


“You’re unhappy? Then get the hell out of here and go do it for yourself.”


My dad, Jerry, was a smart man. When he said those words to me in 1991, it was the direction I needed.


But those words didn’t appear out of thin air. Jerry didn’t suggest my departure from the company he’d helped found because he thought I was bored or not reaching my potential. He knew I was overworked and undervalued, my potential was suppressed, and I was not recognized and valued for my success.


How bad was it?


• No raise to my $16,800 salary over eighteen years, despite bringing in profits never before seen.


• Refusal to honor internal financial agreements after I met the goals.


• Refusal to pay full commissions if it meant earning more than most of the employees.


• Verbal berating in the presence of others on the team.


These are just a few of the reasons Jerry suggested I embark on my own journey.


My eighteen-year tenure with West Enterprises was riddled with neglect, wrongdoing, and unfair treatment. All were telltale signs I needed to branch out and form (or buy) my own company—one whose focus was on people.


As it turns out, the West ownership team who made my life difficult pushed me into a career I might otherwise have never known. They also taught me what not to do and how not to treat people. Now, nearly thirty years after I walked out their doors, my name is synonymous with success, ethics, and professionalism in the staffing industry.


Funny how unfortunate circumstances can push you to do great things. They provided a great training ground, an opportunity to learn and springboard to greater success.


And now, I can share a high-level overview and insight into my journey for your reading pleasure.


The Bad


My father, Jerry Block, was a founding partner of the company he would work for, then eventually tell me to leave. He and a man named Bob Stripe—the man who would drive me (and many others) away from the company—had worked together for another firm as contractors. They worked hard to grow that firm. Then, in time, they thought of a better career path.


It was the mid-1950s when they said, “We can do this ourselves.” Then they embarked on the creation of their own staffing company.


When my grandfather fell ill shortly thereafter, Jerry did what any good family man would do: he packed up and accepted a paying assignment as a contract engineer in Massachusetts in the process. He did this to support his parents, his wife, and his two (at the time) children.


The plan for the new company he started was that Bob would run things until Jerry could come back. The plan was thought to be intact while Jerry was gone. He was surprised when he came back, however, finding that Bob had given his ownership stake in the company to his younger brother, Barry Stripe.


The idea Bob and Jerry had—which didn’t even have a name before my dad was forced to move—was now a fully incorporated company. And it was named West Enterprises.


Still wanting to take part in what he had helped create, my father worked for the two brothers as an executive vice president in the technical department at West. This was 1960. He did a great job, and when I graduated from college and entered the workforce, he brought me on to his team. My job was to learn the ins and outs of the business.


One of my early successes was in 1979, winning a $36 million contract with a major utility. It was the second-largest contract the company had ever signed. I was beyond elated. I went to Bob Stripe and told him the good news.


“You’re full of shit,” he said. “Nobody wins a contract that big.” That was his response to the good news. No excitement. No gratitude. Nothing positive.


This reaction became commonplace. Whenever I brought a new contract into the business, Bob or his people would ask, Who gave you this deal? or How did you fall into this one? He would even ask, Is it real?


It was infuriating, but Jerry kept reminding me that it was all about the commission, my road to success. “Just keep your head down and sell.”


And it truly was all about the commission. I started at West in 1976 making $8.12 per hour—$16,800 per year. That was the same salary I made when I finally departed the company in 1993. I was never given a raise. Worse, I was consistently told I was making too much money.


Despite the shortcomings in the salary department, I was still earning commissions from profits each year. And I would hit high income numbers quickly. By June of each year, I would reach my levels and then hold all commissions until the following year to help my tax burden. By doing this, I was giving West an interest-free loan through the end of each year and also allowing myself a future deferred income. I provided golden handcuffs for them.


Still, no appreciation. Worse, the complaints continued. One such complaint occurred when I finally did ask for a salary raise to set my wife up with a better life insurance policy, which was based on salary. West, at the time, paid life insurance policies on their employees equal to double their salaries. I asked for a raise to $25,000 per year so my wife would receive $50,000 if anything happened to me during my tenure at work.


“You make enough money. She can pay with your commissions.” This was the response given to the top-earning salesman—one who brought in tens of millions of dollars in profit each year.


They also refused to pay benefits on my commissions, which was in the agreed-upon perks in the plan design. The only reason they gave in and paid me what they owed was that breaking those rules as a publicly held company was a major issue.


Worse, when I brought issues to the company’s general counsel, I was met with the same reluctance. The lawyers didn’t like the fact that Monte Block was earning more than them. The father-son duo was doing well, and it made many corporate employees uncomfortable.


I worked for this company for eighteen years, so you can imagine the stories that amassed. The incidents mentioned in the previous pages are just the tip of the iceberg. However, they do paint an ugly picture, don’t they? But they did provide the vehicle for me to be successful.


It wasn’t just Jerry and me that were treated this way. Another rep left the company after his $1 million commission check went unpaid. “I’m not paying you that much,” Bob said. “You have two options. You can spend thousands suing me, or you can settle for a lower commission.”


The result was a lower commission settlement and a resignation letter. Later, this person came to work for me after walking out of West’s doors for the final time. And this wouldn’t be the only occurrence. Many ex-West people, after a time, came to join me because they knew I would treat them fairly.


While at West, I learned the good, avoided the bad, and became educated from a corporate point of view. With this knowledge and experience, I had a goal to create a different way of operating a business—one that rewarded the people who helped it.


The Good


When I was a young Monte Block, graduating from college with a degree and walking into a new role at West, I was ready to prove myself—ready to make Jerry and the Block name proud. I worked hard, despite the obstacles. I landed impactful accounts, helping place people into jobs that allowed for financial stability for them. I was ready to pay my dues.


The work I was doing was creating good in the world. Yet the leadership team at West did many things I did not agree with. They worked with people, but they didn’t care about people. Over an eighteen-year career under their wing, I made it a point to learn the most from their mistakes.


It was a reverse form of education.


But I also learned a lot of good from some inside the leadership ring. Through my mentors within the company, I learned how to sell—how to work with people and make them comfortable signing on the dotted line.


• Mike Grejtak, VP for sales, is one example of a valuable mentor. He taught me the art of the client relationship.


• Howard Weinrauch is another. He was the general counsel and taught me legal insights into corporate negotiations and business law.


• Norma Kraus was a human resources professional who taught me the impact of HR on a business and how to handle issues.


• Dan Fishberg taught me about taxes and the implication of those taxes on our business.


• Lud Guarino taught me the value of insurance and corporate responsibility.


• Dr. David Snyder and Mel Schweitzer taught me the art of proposal writing.


• Jack Lucks taught me all about finance, accounting, and collections.


These people were gold!


I could go on for pages. What’s important to note is that these lessons—and one very important conversation with Jerry—led me to build my own company that treats everyone with the respect they deserve.


It all began in the latter half of 1991. I hit a turning point. I was tired of the treatment I’d received and got to a point where I paused to reflect on both my past successes and future aspirations. What did I intend to do with my life?


I turned to the one person I could trust most: Jerry. I worked with him for the first eighteen years of my career, and I learned so much during that time. He was my inspiration, my mentor, my friend. Nobody knew me better than he did—he was my dad after all, an industry icon—and he could sense my displeasure with the current situation.


“What’s troubling you?” he asked.


“Things here aren’t going to improve, are they?”


He shook his head.


“I enjoyed my time working with you. As a team, we set the standard for excellence in our field. We achieved remarkable success. You helped me make wise financial decisions that have allowed me to both save and grow my wealth, and you were an invaluable sounding board throughout it all.


“We were unbeatable in the industry,” I went on. “But my professional reputation is not recognized by my employer.”


Just saying that final sentence out loud to Jerry infuriated me. It made me realize how badly I wanted out. Yet as I reflected on my eighteen years with the company, I thought of the people I’d worked with, the relationships I’d built, and the lessons I’d learned, and there were many.


Sure, dealing with the senior leadership team was painful at times, but the people in the trenches doing all the work were some of the best mentors I could have ever asked for. I valued my time with each one of them. And I was grateful for everything they taught me.


But in the end, I hit a fork in the road, and I needed to decide. Go left and I stay with West, biting the bullet and accepting the harsh treatment. Or go right and resist, branching out on my own.


But there was a catch. If I went left, the path was paved. I could see my future. I could guarantee a livable income at the very least. But if I went right, the path was unknown and unpaved. The end could not be seen. Everything on this path was a risk. It was dangerous, but business is risk.


It was at that very moment that I took a step back and reflected on my life. I realized that I never properly got credit for my accomplishments. I was a confident, well-trained, well-educated individual. So, I sat and made a list of all I’d achieved in the realms of the staffing business. I thought of all the people I’d worked with and what we were able to accomplish from an organizational standpoint. Then I thought about assisting clients in finding solutions to problems by developing appropriate programs, helping build careers in the process. I thought about the novel ways in which I’d used my master’s degree in business administration, how I won contracts and achieved profits never seen in the industry, and what I did to manage our business and bring in new customers.


I also knew I was a hard worker. Whatever obstacle I faced, I tackled it, stood up, brushed off the dirt, and kept moving forward. In everything I did, I was determined to make good things happen. I innovated, created, and found solutions.


So, I sat at the fork in the road, looking side to side. Do I go right or go left? I asked myself. I sat in silence, waiting to decide what my next move would be. And that was when Jerry’s words of wisdom hit me:


“You’re unhappy? Then get the hell out of here and go do it for yourself. You are capable; you are damn good.”


I went right. And had I not made that choice, I wouldn’t be writing this book. Had I chosen to bite the bullet, I wouldn’t have learned everything I did. I wouldn’t have helped others the way I knew I could. And I wouldn’t have turned my passion into a nine-figure company offering solutions to challenges and making an impact in the industry. I would not have been named one of the country’s most influential people by the Staffing Industry Analysts (SIA) numerous times.


Lessons Learned


“Are we committed to eating hot dogs if we have to?”


My wife and I had to seriously consider this option. I was making a significant amount of money in commissions while working at West. She and I lived comfortably and traveled at leisure. Life was good because life was predictable.


Once the excitement of my kumbaya faded and the dust settled, it was clear my choice to go right meant that predictability would disappear—poof—into thin air overnight.


Now came the realization that one misstep could send this lifestyle we were enjoying crumbling down into nothing but hot dogs for dinner. I had some serious questions to ask myself:


What mistakes can I avoid making?


How can my wife and I cut back on our lifestyle—and for how long?


What is the right path?


Answering some of those early questions was terrifying. The chance of this new business venture failing before it even got off the ground was a serious possibility. Nothing about what I tried was going to come easily. I knew that. But I was, and still am, committed to success.


I took what I learned from my time at West—both the good and the bad—and created a plan for my own company around what I knew. The plan was simple: be the best staffing agency for the partners who worked with us, treating our people right in the process. Commissions were to be paid, people treated well, and the workplace a positive and thriving environment. I learned from the bad and emphasized the good.


If I worked hard and did what I was educated and trained to do, success would come. I knew that from day one.


My business will soon hit its thirty-year anniversary. People look at me now, an industry veteran of forty-eight years, as an expert in the staffing industry. They see that I am a six-time winner of the award for the 100 Most Influential People in the staffing industry from the Staffing Industry Analysts, and they wonder how they can replicate what I have done.


Coming from that all-important, fork-in-the-road moment to where I am today is humbling—it’s like getting into the Hall of Fame.


But I’ve got news for you. I’m no prodigy. I’m simply a guy who came out of college with a sociology degree not knowing what he wanted to do with his life. Jerry offered me a chance to come work with him, and I jumped on the opportunity, learning everything I could in the process.


I live to learn. In my time working at West, I absorbed everything I could. The West ownership team might have been awful, but to their credit, they hired great people. I saw their organizational structure, and I mimicked it to work best for us. I knew I didn’t have human resources experience, knowledge of law, or specialization in business insurance. What I knew was people, so I stuck to what I knew and built a team to help support the rest.


I knew experts, and I utilized them. I built relationships with the people I brought on. I spoke with them, motivated them, and brought out the best in everyone around me. That’s what I knew how to do, so I doubled down and did it as best I could.


But business isn’t that easy. If it was, I could end this book right now—give you a little pep talk and tell you to get out there and treat people well. As you see from the many pages that follow, the path to scaling a new company into a successful business takes much more than great leadership.


I write this book in hopes the pages to follow become a guide for you. I am so often asked to share my stories and to provide insight, and that’s what these pages will be. Through this book, you will gain backstage access to the good, the bad, and the ugly. You can customize this road map to make it work most effectively for you and your future endeavors.


As you do, remember this: “Luck is the fruition of hard work.” Jerry always said that, and he was right.


I turned my passion into a multimillion-dollar business, and now I get to enjoy every minute of it. My goal through this book is to help you do the same. Because if you’re hungry enough, determined enough, and willing to take risks for the reward, you deserve the success that is coming your way.




 


CHAPTER 1


The Early Beginning


It started with thirteen dollars.


In the mid-1950s, Bob Stripe sat at his mother’s kitchen table and pooled his money together with his new business partner: Jerry Block, my father. The thirteen dollars they spread across the table was all they had—that and a goal to “do it ourselves.”


They wanted out of their current staffing assignments because they knew they could do it themselves. They had the mixed skill set and experience necessary to create their own contract staffing company. Originally these contract staffing people were called “job shoppers.” They were heavily concentrated on government military subcontracts.
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