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			“In a time when it seems like everyone in the world is out for themselves and couldn’t care less about their impact on others as long as they get what they want, the program is such a breath of fresh air. I cannot recommend the 9 a.m. Meeting enough. You truly get out what you put in. It’s an awesome program led by an awesome person.”

			‒Lance O.

			“My attitude at work changed. I was a happier person because I had something I was striving for. I was a more motivated person, wanting nothing but excellence. I was increasing my numbers, which sparked other coworkers to work harder, increasing the store numbers to a new high that I had not seen before. I went into the first meeting not knowing what to expect and ended up changing my life. I owe this company more than words can explain. They have done so much for me, personally and professionally.”

			‒Mike W.

			“I started to realize the amount of time I have is finite. I wonder how long I would have kept doing the same things that weren’t leading to my personal success before I would have figured this out. I’m not saying I didn’t have grand plans about the things I might want to do before I started the 9 a.m. Meeting… What the 9 a.m. Meeting has helped me to do is draw a map to where I want to be.”

			‒Matt F.

			“What does the 9 a.m. Meeting mean to me? Me time! It’s the time where I focus on me and realize what I want out of life and my relationships—when I don’t have to be afraid to say I took the wrong path and have the guidance to steer me back on course. To me this meant paying off debt, buying a new home, and having a plan where my financials are concerned… Water-cooler talk is no longer gossip! We are asking what dreams we have accomplished and what we are working on now. We are more confident and productive in our personal lives and are more confident and productive at work!”

			‒Megan L.

			“There is no better feeling than being able to mark off one of the goals I set for myself. There is a sense of true pride when you can tell someone, ‘I’m tackling my dreams.’ The program has also inspired me to ask everyone, ‘What are your dreams? What are you doing to tackle these dreams?’ I enjoy getting those thoughts flowing for every individual. Anything is possible, and I am proud to say I am living proof after losing fifty pounds, and I’m maintaining my current weight, paying off all my bad debt, working toward being a better person all around, and this is just the tip of the iceberg! I want my legacy to be as rich and as positive as possible, and I am well on my way! Are you?”

			‒Mike S.
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Introduction

			Seeking Significance

			This book tells our story at Cellular Advantage, Inc. and shares the tools we use to invest in our people and reduce employee turnover in our organization. It contains some timeless truths, things we learned along the way, and the tools we blended together to create a process that can take someone from reacting to life to pursuing life and being excited about their life, work, and goals.

			The processes and tools we use today didn’t just materialize overnight. The success we enjoy today is the result of the experiences we’ve had along the way. The backstory will shed some light on that. 

			I was living the entrepreneurial dream. I had a growing company, and I was living for myself, feeding the ego—becoming a “big deal.” My purpose of being in business was to make a lot of money and become a big deal. That is what it was to me for the first ten years. That led to a company and marriage that were both just hanging on. That way of doing things stopped in 2004 when I found myself looking over a cliff, wondering what this world would say if I were gone. I thought about it enough that I wrote it down. I literally wrote my own eulogy as if I had died in the summer of 2004. I had made a mess of our company and was failing at my marriage. I was probably one phone call away from either or both of them coming to an end. 

			Then I wrote a second eulogy. This one was about a man who lived until he was old, finished strong, and lived a life of significance. That eulogy helped shape my marriage and our company going forward. 

			It was the new North Star. It boiled down to one word.

			Significance: The quality of having a meaning. Having or likely to have influence or effect. 

			How could my life become a life of significance? 

			How could our company become a company of significance? This question helped shape our company’s purpose statement and core values. It gave us a “why” for getting up every day. 

			Our purpose at Cellular Advantage is “To enrich the quality of life for our own and our customers at each interaction.” When we  do the first part for our staff, interestingly enough, then the same tends to happen for our customers. 

			We have the ability to enrich the quality of life of our own—the people we hire and trust to execute our goals. That is where it started in our company. That purpose statement gave Nick Villotti, VP of Sales, the green light to start meeting with staff, asking questions, and mostly listening, to learn how we could inspire our employees to get excited about achieving their own goals. This practice of regularly engaging with employees eventually turned into the 9 a.m. Meeting. During this standing meeting, Nick learned that many of our staff members were letting life come at them rather than taking control of their lives and dreams. They were just existing. He also saw that what was coming at them in their personal lives consistently carried over to the workplace. This is one of the truths we’ve learned along the way: quality of life on the personal side is directly related to quality of life on the work side.

			Investing in people and enriching their quality of life through the 9 a.m. Meeting evolved into a more formal series of meetings and questions that makes up the what part of the book, in chapters 3–6. But that is just one small part of our story. Read on for the rest of it, and use this book as a tool to impact turnover and make your business—and your life—significant.
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Chapter 1

			The Start-Up 

			My wife, Mitzi, graduated from college and took an inside sales job with U.S. Cellular, the carrier we have worked with since day one, in the early 1990s. In 1992, Mitzi was one of their top performers, in the top 4 percent, which meant she was in their President’s Club. 

			U.S. Cellular operated a kiosk in Southridge Mall on the south side of Des Moines, Iowa. At that time, there were three malls in Des Moines, and Southridge Mall would have been considered the least fancy of the three. It was fairly full of businesses, but it was not thriving. U.S. Cellular decided that financially it would make more sense for them to have an authorized agent operate the kiosk than to continue to operate it themselves. 

			So they approached Mitzi and offered her the opportunity to become an authorized agent for U.S. Cellular. Accepting the opportunity, Mitzi incorporated Cellular Advantage in 1993 as an authorized agent of U.S. Cellular. Historically, U.S. Cellular’s customers have been acquired approximately fifty-fifty between their company-owned stores and authorized-agent locations like Cellular Advantage.

			I had a job in the financial-services industry at the time. Mitzi and I were engaged to be married. She came to me and asked what I thought. I said the thought of being in business for yourself sounded great. She talked to her dad. He has been an entrepreneurial spirit his whole life, and his comment was, “You are twenty-three years old, why wouldn’t you? If the thing doesn’t work, go back out into the workforce and get another job.” 

			I called my district manager at the financial-services company I was working for and told him I was going to take a month off to help my fiancee start a business and asked him to handle my accounts. We were running Lotus 1–2–3 software on a computer with a black-and-white screen, trying to work on a business plan that we would then print and fax down to Mitzi’s dad in Florida. He’d take a look at it, make some notes on it, and fax it back to us. What different times those were.

			I look back at those times now and kind of laugh about how we operated. Cellular Advantage would buy equipment from different vendors. For example, Cellular Advantage would buy a bag phone for one hundred dollars. When activating service with U.S. Cellular, the customer would get the phone for free. Cellular Advantage would earn a commission from U.S. Cellular for activating the service, but this commission, depending on what time of the month it was, would not be received for thirty to sixty days after the date of the activation. 

			This cash-flow model got some pretty funny looks and comments from the banks we were looking to borrow money from. All we wanted to borrow was $35,000. It was not a huge loan. It was a big deal to us at the time but not to a bank. Even so, no one wanted to loan us the money. We finally found a bank that was willing to do it, but in order to minimize the bank’s risk, she had to put her car up as collateral against the loan.

			We moved out of our one-bedroom apartment and into a two-bedroom apartment so that we could have an office, which was comprised of a used photocopy machine and a giant old IBM computer. We stored our inventory in that room as well because the kiosk did not have much storage space. We started with a few people in that little apartment, and our first day with a store at Southridge Mall was tax day, April 15, 1993. We added a second store in Valley West Mall later that year. A good month of sales at a mall kiosk back then would be fifteen phones. It was not yet a retail product, but we were moving ahead as if it were. 

			I think we were a little ahead of ourselves in opening those retail stores. Most sales came from our direct salespeople. Cellular Advantage had a half dozen salespeople out in the field. They were calling on contractors and attorneys, professionals and blue-collar guys—anyone who was out working in any capacity—and trying to sell phones via a direct sales model. 

			That was how we were able to survive those first few years. The $35,000 was gone pretty quickly, so we started filling out credit card applications. Mitzi and I had several credit cards each, which were quickly maxed out. We were trying to just get by in any way we could and were struggling, to say the least. 

			The two mall stores were open from 10:00 a.m. until 9:00 p.m., six days a week, and then on Sundays from noon until 5:00 p.m. We were always working, whether that meant opening the stores, being there during the day, or going there at 9:00 p.m. to close them and make sure the cash got to the bank. There was almost no downtime. During that time I also learned how to install phones. Removing and installing phones was a big part of the industry in the earlier years, and it paid pretty well too. 

			Cellular Advantage worked with the local Sam’s Club, where we were able to set up a table and sell phones from there—an arrangement that linked a Sam’s Club membership with a free phone. If you renewed your Sam’s Club membership, you got a certificate for a free phone from our company. We moved quite a few phones out of Sam’s Club back in the day. That was a lot of fun. 

			Unfortunately, we got to a point where our credit cards were all maxed out and the bank had lent us all that they were going to lend us. We could see that we were going to have a hard time making payroll in the coming months, so we borrowed a little money from my mom and dad and put my Jeep up for sale. We let the Jeep go in a “fire sale” kind of way—really cheap. It was not a good transaction, but it got us some cash. I paid back my parents the couple thousand they had lent us, and I used the rest of the money to make payroll. 

			Around this time, my in-laws were nice enough to lend us a car to use. It was named “the Woody.” It was a Chrysler K car station wagon with wood paneling on the sides. Clark W. Griswold would have been proud. There was always a race at our house in the morning to be the first one out so that you would not have to drive the Woody. That thing was a little better than the first car I had when I was a kid, but not much. No one wanted to drive the Woody. It became part of our history and part of our story, which now is kind of fun. 

			Mitzi and I got married in July of 1993 in Peoria, Illinois, and wanted to go on at least a little bit of a honeymoon, but we still had the stores to look after. My in-laws, who live in Florida, said, “Come down and stay at our house, and we’ll watch the stores for you in Des Moines while you are gone.” We took them up on their offer and enjoyed some relaxing time together for the first time in a long time. After a nice walk on the beach, we decided to call Mitzi’s dad and check in. 

			Mitzi’s dad had been an entrepreneur all his life. He had owned several businesses. We felt good having him in the driver’s seat. So we called him and said, “How’s everything going?” “Everything is fine up here, but I did have to fire a guy this morning.” That one shook us a little bit, I have to say. Now we can look back at it and laugh, but at the time it sent our stress levels through the roof. We soon got back to Des Moines and back to work. There were often struggles and stress, but somehow we made it through those first three years. 

			Work was not our only source of stress and struggle. Even our social life was working against us. Or maybe we were working against it. Either way, it was a problem. Mitzi and I have always had great friends, and thankfully we still do. But back when we were struggling with our young business, our friends stopped calling because our reply was always “We’ve got to be at work,” or “We’ve got to close the store,” or some variation of that. 

			With all the hours we were working, there was not a whole lot of breathing room. At the same time, if we were going to go out and do something, it was probably going to have to be put on a credit card because we were light on cash. So our saying no over and over probably was a combination of both those things. But even if we did have the cash to spend, we were open seven days a week, and it was just the two of us. That does not leave much time for happy hour. 

			We moved out of the two-bedroom apartment and into a rental house in 1996, which gave us a little more room. There was a full-blown office in that house, in addition to the two retail stores. Even so, I would not say that things were going a whole lot better than they had been in the cramped apartment. The first winter that we were in the house, we started noticing little black pebbles in our kitchen. We figured out pretty soon that they were “presents” that a family of mice had been leaving for us. Ultimately, we had to store all of our dishes and silverware in the refrigerator just to keep them clean and sanitary. We had a proper office but were infested with mice. 

			I vividly remember watching TV one night and seeing a mouse run right across the living room floor. Our dog was so freaked out that she jumped up onto the couch with us. Next thing I knew, I was on the phone with the exterminators. They came out and told us the bad news; we had a “significant” amount of mice in our house that came in via a crack in the foundation. We knew we had to figure out a way to make some money so that we could get out of there and buy a home of our own. 

			So we started working more and socializing even less. One of our friends decided to check in and ask how things were going. I said, “Things aren’t going that great.” She said that her father-in-law, Steve Stahly, might be a good guy to talk to. I knew him because he was on an Ernst & Young phone plan, and I had tried to sell him a phone. He’d said, “No, I’m getting this special rate through these guys.” I thought he was an accountant because he was affiliated with the Ernst & Young phone plan. 

			Mitzi and I went to Steve’s kitchen, sat down, and started talking. I said, “I really appreciate you meeting with us to try to help us get this figured out. It’s great to have an accountant on the scene.” He looked at me and said, “I’m not an accountant.” I said, “I thought you were because you’ve got an Ernst & Young phone.”

			“No,” he said. “Those guys do work for me, and part of our deal is that they provide me with a phone.”

			“Oh,” I said. “What do you do?” 

			“I’m a business owner,” he said. 

			And that is how our relationship with Steve Stahly began, with that simple exploratory conversation. We came to find out that he owned several companies and that he was on the board of directors of a few more. 

			He said, “Doug, a business owner needs to talk to a business owner. You need to have an accountant. You need to have an attorney. You need to have people with those sets of skills, but ultimately, the best place to get advice on how to run a business is from another business owner.” 

			We returned to his kitchen table several times over the course of many months. He helped us dive into our financial statements and make sense of them. He helped us figure out how we did things and which of those things we were doing right. We learned so much from him. 

			He helped us change so many things, but he did it in little bite-size chunks. When he gave us homework, we would go and execute it and then come back two weeks later. We would sit down and tell him what we had accomplished and then talk it over, and he would give us another project. Everything built on the prior thing, and it was all very digestible and manageable. A tremendous amount was learned from him, little by little. As Cellular Advantage grew to six locations in the Des Moines area, we knew things needed to be more systematized and more simple. Mitzi and I wanted to try to keep everything as easy as possible for our employees so that they did not have to worry about the details—so they could just focus on serving the customer. 

			We were really trying to work on the business and make the business something that was sustainable. If Mitzi and I wanted to go on vacation for a week, we wanted the store to operate as if we were there, as if there were no difference to the customer. That was really the goal.: to free up our own time because we had done nothing but work darn near every day for quite a few years. We were trying to transition from “having a job” to “being business owners.”
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