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A brilliant masterpiece—a seminal piece of work. Rohl and Danziger provide a clear, step-by-step path to entrepreneurial success. It’s specially designed for midcareer professionals who, for reasons laid out in the book, desire to create and run their own business. Appropriately named “Corporateneurs,” they start their new journey with knowledge already learned, but need to fill the gaps to launch a new business. And, for the increasing number of young people, eager to create their own dream career, this book is a must-read as well. If a “how to” book could be a page-turner, this is it.


—ROBIN LEWIS


CEO of The Robin Report, professor at the Graduate School of Professional Studies at the Fashion Institute of Technology, and co-author of The New Rules of Retail


Don’t miss The Corporateneur Plan. It’s your opportunity to at once gain clarity and hold the road map to your next professional journey into entrepreneurship. Combining powerful stories, important research, and handy anecdotes, this book will help you achieve new clarity in starting a business. But there’s more: authors Rohl and Danziger also deliver the tools and rules you’ll need if/when you leave the corporate mothership and work without a net as a business owner. At first, you’ll see The Corporateneur Plan as a powerful chronicle of the current disruptive forces impacting both the workplace and marketplace. And then it will become a personal GPS to the address of your new professional quest.


—JIM BLASINGAME


“The Small Business Advocate” and award-winning Main Street thought-leader, columnist, futurist, and author of The 3rd Ingredient and The Age of the Customer


The Corporateneur Plan is a personally curated list of research, books, and tools for entrepreneurs. I became an entrepreneur after twenty years with Starbucks and five years as CEO of Lululemon, and I found a lot of kinship with the values, discipline, structure, and tools laid out in The Corporateneur Plan. The benefit of being a “Corporateneur” is that we set out to fulfill a mission with the skills to build a strong business model and organization. The danger is not managing risks and only focusing on growth or the purpose of the product, not how it relates to business models and customers. Ken’s lessons provide a clear warning to those ex-corporate leaders who may over-hire, sign up expensive consultants and contracts, and overload their SG&A because that is how they are used to working. It takes a lot of grit and humility to go back to doing whatever is needed, including having no assistants, traveling economy, and doing spreadsheets and books one minute and then presentations to raise capital the next. You have to earn your staff and perks as you grow revenue. This book will set you on the right path.


—CHRISTINE DAY


Founding partner of the House of LR&C with Russell and Ciara Wilson
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KEN’S ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This book was inspired by my son Greg Rohl, who in 2020 trademarked his consulting company “The Rohl Model.” I complimented him on the play of our family name representing the “rules of the road” that we followed as we evolved our entrepreneurial adventure. He explained that the business’s value proposition was rooted in the forty years of proven processes my lifetime of learning, teaching, leading, and building relationships with employees, customers, suppliers, and the myriad of associations that, combined, contributed to my successes. Ergo, why don’t you chronicle your business life story? Sixty-four handwritten pages later we had the nexus of something that we felt may be a help to others who, like me, were stepping out of a corporate career to start a business of their own.


Greg then reached out to Pam Danziger, a recognized expert of luxury, an established business writer, and a book author, who had collaborated with our company on an influencer program years earlier. She reviewed our “research” (some 40,000 words of recollections, transcribed interviews, essays, and presentation notes), listened to our vision, and ultimately agreed to partner with us. So began an eighteen-month collaboration, Pam’s research perspective creating context for my remembrances of upbringing, corporate evolution, and finally the launching of an entrepreneurial venture. I am truly grateful for the experience, skill, creativity and commitment she has invested in this endeavor.


Having acknowledged thanks to the co-authors of this narrative, there are so many others without whom this book would not have been possible.


To my parents Bernice & Louis Rohl, I can only say your steadfast emphasis on the “Golden Rule” was a sacred foundation without which nothing else would have been possible. A grateful and respectful salute to Sandy Kuhl Rohl, who for twenty-five years partnered, supported and sacrificed as we grew our family in a corporate world of multiple cities, homes, social and cultural challenges. And to my sister, Nancy, and her husband, Edward Napoleon, whose personal and professional lives so often mirrored ours through the years. Their support and council has been invaluable.


1983 marked the end of that corporate life, and the beginning of an entrepreneurial adventure, with all the attendant risks and rewards for myself and a small startup crew consisting of wife Amber-Helene, her daughter Valinda, and my son Lou, headquartered in the second bedroom of our house in Irvine, California.


Amber was a constant source of inspiration, moral support and unselfish dedication to my dream. I am forever grateful for her partnering at trade show events, on European customer incentive trips, and most importantly her sense of luxury and how to present it to the architectural and interior design communities.


My incredibly talented sons Mark, Lou, and Greg performed their executive responsibilities with dedication and professionalism as we scaled the Corporateneur process. No amount of thanks can adequately measure their contribution to our success.


And throughout the years, our company had the great fortune to employ hundreds of amazing people. I am so thankful to each of them for bringing their spirit, talents, and hard work to our business. I particularly want to acknowledge individuals who I call “the changemakers.” Employees, Sales Representatives, Consultants, Suppliers, and Customers who were instrumental in helping our company evolve and grow, some through yeomanlike dedication, others by challenging my thinking at critical moments, and some who stepped out of a transactional relationship into something more like family. Tom Duino, Al Rykus, Stan & Paula Gaskins, Paul Satkin, Sherry Qualls, Jake Smith, Skip Johnson, Richard Beddome, Ezio Albertoni, Wolfgang Wolk, Bertrand LeJemtel, Jonas Weiner, Hank Darlington, and Sam Rose – hail to you all for your wonderful combination of emotional and professional talents that made all the difference through each chapter of our story.


A final thumbs up to the angels that guided me through the canyons of corporate America, the team members who partnered in my career successes, the mentors who provided the platform for me to “teach what I had to learn,” and the world of customers, designers, consumers, manufacturers, Southern California friends, UCI influences, and Barclay Theater artists that help me shape relevancy in this life.
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PAM’S ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


My greatest thanks go to Ken and Greg Rohl, who gave me the honor to tell Ken’s story and, through the process, taught me much about business, management, and leadership.


I also thank the entire Advantage Books team, who made the publication of this book a breeze, and most especially the editorial staff, who gave us what every author craves: confidence that they have a worthy story to tell and that they told it well.


And final thanks go to my husband Greg, who boosted me when my energy and brain span languished.




—PAM DANZIGER


Founder, Unity Marketing


Principal, The American Marketing Group


Senior Contributor, Forbes.com
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GREG’S ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Thank you to my father Ken for the lifetime of wisdom and opportunity and for allowing me to “executive produce” this project; Pam Danziger for her dedication and skills as a writer and researcher; the Advantage Publishing team for bringing our vision into reality; my wife Mishel for her love and encouragement; and every person I have had the good fortune to work with and learn from along the way.
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STARTING PLAN


BY KEN ROHL


For years I traveled on behalf of enterprise


A loyal recruit of the corporate world.


My calendar was marked by meetings and deadlines


and on occasion, a brief respite all too short,


for some sort of break with family and friends.


Then like so many, the gnawing began at first, just


an uneasiness of purpose,


Later it became defined.


There must be more…there must be time.


There must be ways to live each day with some


measurement other than ratios, market shares and bottom lines.


Today I sit by the ocean and reflect.


No planes to catch, no meetings to chair.


No care-taking of third generation business fortunes.


Now, let’s make sure these new pursuits bring an essence to life


beyond just changes, or some new master of my fate.
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INTRODUCTION


“I have only newspaper accounts of the Air Balloons, to which I do not know what credence to give; as the tales related of them are marvelous, and lead us to expect that, in a little time, [people] will come flying thro’ the air, instead of ploughing the ocean to get to America.”


—GEORGE WASHINGTON, 1784


From its beginning, the United States of America has been a country of dreamers, people escaping the tyranny of kings and rigid hierarchical social structures to forge a better life free of those constraints. It’s the definition of the American Dream: “The ideal that every citizen of the United States should have an equal opportunity to achieve success and prosperity through hard work, determination, and initiative,” as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary.


The dreams that drove the first settlers and every newcomer since to these shores are much the same as those that drive people to start their own businesses. Not surprisingly, entrepreneurship is part of our shared cultural DNA. When asked “What makes America great?” economics professor Lee Ohanian answered in one word: “Entrepreneurship.”


Assuming that’s true, then America is headed for even greater greatness in the years ahead. In 2021 more than five million new companies were formed, following a record 4.4 million start-ups in 2020. To put those numbers in perspective, consider that an average of 2.9 million new business applications were filed each year from 2010 to 2019. And during only the first six months of 2022, the number of new business start-ups has nearly reached the past decade’s yearly average, with more than 2.5 million applications filed, according to census data.


And signs are that the number of new entrepreneurial enterprises is not going to slow but grow in 2022. That’s because of what’s been called the “Great Resignation.” Employees are quitting their jobs in unprecedented numbers since the COVID-19 pandemic. Many of them are joining the ranks of the new American entrepreneurial dreamers, as the Wall Street Journal reported, “Workers quit jobs in droves to become their own bosses.” They are discovering their “inner entrepreneur” as they seek more flexibility and an “escape from corporate bureaucracy.”


Ian Cook, vice president of people analytics at Visier, writing in Harvard Business Review, reported the most significant increase in corporate resignations is among midcareer professionals between thirty and forty-five years old. Their numbers rose by 20 percent from 2020 to 2021. Resignations were also elevated among those aged forty-five to sixty years but not as much as the thirty- to forty-five-year-olds.


Emboldened by low unemployment and the plethora of help-wanted notices, some midcareer professionals are walking off one job right into another. But others are choosing a different path. Some are going solo and joining the gig economy—nearly 9.5 million Americans are self-employed unincorporated workers, the highest since 2008.


Others, like the record number of new businesses registered in 2021 show, have a vision to start a real business.


“TAKE THIS JOB AND SHOVE IT!”


The disruption caused by the pandemic can’t take all the credit for the current entrepreneurial boom, but it certainly paved the way. Quarantined at home, we all had more time to reflect on our life goals and ambitions. Many have found their current careers and employers wanting.


Further, forced to work from home while corporate offices were closed, midcareer professionals discovered they liked the flexibility. They could accomplish more in less time without all the office distractions. And since time is money, not having to spend time commuting to the office was an even bigger plus.


Some enterprising folks put those found hours into gig work using services like Upwork to take on freelance assignments. And success there can become a professional’s springboard out of the corporation into self-employment.


Upwork reports some 20 percent of people working remotely during the pandemic planned to leave their full-time jobs for freelancing. And a survey by Digital.com found 32 percent of Americans are quitting their jobs to start a business.


LEAVING THE CORPORATION BEHIND


It’s not without risks to leave corporate careers behind and leap into entrepreneurship, but for an increasing number, the rewards are worth it. People pursuing entrepreneurship want:


• More control, greater autonomy. Being your own boss—in control of one’s work and time—is a compelling motivation to pursue an entrepreneurial journey. While an entrepreneur still has people to answer to—whether clients, customers, or investors—self-employment is a way to get out from under a boss’s thumb and do your own thing. Being your own boss gives you more control over who you work for and with, what you do, and when you do it.


• More meaning. Everyone wants their life to mean something, and since the typical American adult spends more time working than doing anything else besides sleeping, their work must be meaningful too. Writing in MIT Sloan Management Review, professor Catherine Baily and senior lecturer Adrian Madden define meaningful work as “when an individual perceives an authentic connection between work and a broader transcendent life purpose beyond the self.” Research has shown that the meaning behind the work is more motivating than any other aspect of work, including pay and rewards, opportunities for promotion, or working conditions. For each individual, their meaning is different, but for the entrepreneur, it usually is found by matching one’s interests, innate capabilities, and talents to one’s passions to create something that others need and will pay for.


• Pursuing purpose. Meaning and purpose are closely intertwined; however, meaning is deeply personal and inwardly focused. Purpose is how one’s personal meaning is expressed outward into society. Purpose is about making a difference in the world. Finding purpose may make some individuals give up high-paying corporate jobs to pursue work in the nonprofit sector. For others, it motivates them to build a purposeful business. A McKinsey study found that the uncertainties caused by the pandemic have turned people’s attention toward more purposeful work. And those who find it are better for it, with those who say they are “living their purpose” at work reporting five times greater levels of well-being compared with those who are not.


• Grow wealth. Achieving greater financial means and the social status that goes with it is another motivator to start a business, though it is probably the weakest reason to do so. The statistics don’t favor start-up businesses. Some 20 percent don’t make it into their second year, yet few people get wealthy working for someone else. And if you build a successful business, the business itself becomes a valuable asset. Don’t count on becoming as fabulously wealthy as Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, or Bill Gates, but they all started out where you are today—with a dream of starting a business.


If you feel these factors pulling you to leave your old work life behind and venture out on your own, then this book is for you. The Corporateneur Plan will come alongside you with hard-earned wisdom and practical guidance from Ken Rohl.


Ken has been where you’ve been. After successfully climbing the corporate ladder for the first half of his career, at age fifty, he founded a business in the spare bedroom of his home, grew it to become a globally recognized brand, then thirty-three years later, sold it to a Fortune 500 industry leader.


Ken wasn’t the first corporateneur, nor did he coin the term. CX Series podcast host Terrence Fox gets that credit, defining it as an “executive who combines the business acumen and decision-making abilities of an entrepreneur with the best attributes of a corporate manager.” But Ken has lived it, studied it, and taught it, and now he is sharing his insider secrets with you


He will provide the game plan to direct you through the planning phase of a new business, help you manage its growing pains, and power you over the inevitable speed bumps. His insights will equip you with the personal and business tools you’ll need to step out on your own and turn your dreams of starting a business into a reality.


MEET KEN ROHL


Let me introduce you to Ken Rohl, a kitchen-and-bath-industry legend, yet not well known outside of it. But if you’ve remodeled a kitchen or bath in the past thirty years, many of the trends and products you considered—if not selected—were because of, or at least influenced by, Ken’s work and the company he built. Take the fireclay farmhouse sink, which is Fixer Upper star Joanna Gaines’s signature kitchen-design element.


Everything but the Kitchen Sink


“My kitchen—it’s the heart of the home for me. I love the farmhouse sink, and I love looking out the window at the animals and cows while I work,” says Joanna Gaines.


You’d have to be living under a rock if you don’t at least have a passing acquaintance with Joanna Gaines and her distinctive farmhouse-country chic style. Working alongside her husband, Chip, since they married in 2003, they’ve built a $20 million empire, Magnolia, out of Waco, Texas.


The couple shot to fame in 2013 with their Fixer Upper show on HGTV. Using that as their launchpad, their business has grown to include a broadcast network with Discovery (which owns HGTV), real estate, books, restaurants, retail shops, e-commerce websites, and licensing deals with Target and Anthropologie.


This made-for-prime-time couple is a study in yin-yang, brains-and-brawn contrasts. Chip provides comic relief and literally does the heavy lifting. He delights in “demo day” when he takes a sledgehammer to a fixer home to get it ready for Joanna to do the upper part of the show with her transformational design magic.


Kitchens are her particular passion. Invariably, they feature shiplap siding and a signature farmhouse sink, like the one she has in her own home. Its apron-front design was a complete departure from the typical American undermount sink when Rohl introduced the farmhouse sink to the US market in the early 1990s.


Without Joanna’s design sensibility and television show, fireclay farmhouse sinks wouldn’t be the “thing” that they are today, and without Ken Rohl, she’d probably never have discovered her signature kitchen-design statement.


THE ROHL MODEL FOR CORPORATENEURSHIP


You might say Ken became a “big fish in a small pond,” but that is far from the complete picture. With his sixty-five years of experience, including over a quarter century in corporate America working across many different industries, he has honed a business model—what we call the Rohl Model—to identify white space in a crowded market and to introduce groundbreaking innovation that others inevitably follow. Effectively, he aims to make a small pond bigger.


On the question of taking market share, he says, “It is much better to grow the pie than to try to make your slice bigger.” It’s a credo he lives by that has won him acclaim among his peers—he was inducted into the Kitchen and Bath Association Hall of Fame in 2008—and respect from all who have the pleasure to know him.


He grew the pie in the kitchen-and-bath industry by elevating the design, quality, and performance of the water appliance—all the products related to water-delivery needs of “the total home,” including kitchen, bath, bar, patio, and laundry. He effectively raised the bar for an industry trapped in a commoditized space. He elevated kitchen-and-bath products to a premium, highly differentiated space.


Ken started with what is a now a ubiquitous product—the pullout kitchen faucet. But at the time, it was the harbinger of European innovation entering the US plumbing-and-fixtures market and, along with European cabinetry and appliances, redefined the modern American kitchen. It was a product that his then corporate employer decided not to back. It was deemed too new, too different, and too expensive to compete in the American market. Ken knew differently, and the rest is history.


KEN’S STORY IS UNIQUE


One of the personal qualities that distinguishes Ken among the people who’ve known and worked with him is his generosity. That is why Ken has undertaken this book—The Corporateneur Plan. Its purpose is to help other people caught midcareer feeling unfulfilled, stifled, and underappreciated in their corporate jobs to reboot and gain more personal fulfillment and potentially greater financial rewards.


And since exiting the company he founded, he has devoted himself to mentoring young entrepreneurs in industries as diverse as healthcare, wine, fashion, gifts, home services, and hospitality. So aspiring entrepreneurs who don’t want to bother working for a corporation but want an entrepreneurial head start can find valuable insights here too. It will provide the corporate know-how and wisdom from Ken’s experience to help them create a sustainable, growing business from the ground up.


Being a good listener is another distinguishing quality of Ken’s. He is always willing to listen to new ideas and give his perspective. But he never pontificates or shoots from the hip. Rather, he will search his internal database for similar situations he may have faced and frame his answer in the form of a story. You’ll find many of those throughout this book.


Besides being a consummate storyteller—and we all know the power of story in business—Ken is a master of crafting catchphrases to seal his pearls of wisdom into memory. Called “Ken-isms” by those who’ve worked with him, his ability to turn profound insights into memorable slogans is a skill he picked up along the way, working with advertising agencies and marketing executives. And those Ken-isms—which you will find sprinkled through The Corporateneur Plan as “Life Lessons Learned”—will help you turn his insights into action in your future business.


One of his most quoted is “Make a plan. Work the plan.” Al Rykus, who worked with Ken for ten years before becoming a corporateneur in his own entrepreneurial venture, explains:


When I would get ready to do something, one of the things he always said was “Make a Plan. Work the Plan.” It was a discipline he learned in corporate America. Everything is about the business and the corporate goals and objectives. You’ve got to commit yourself to a plan and then follow it down the path to see the results because something—lots of things—will always come up to sway you to move in another direction. Otherwise, you’ll never be able to measure results.


At the same time, Al reflects that American-style corporate discipline can too easily turn into rigidity that can crush an entrepreneurial enterprise: “That’s what Ken found stifling in corporate America.


“In corporate America, it’s all about the business, and it doesn’t account for the personal and emotional element which is critical when running your own company,” Al continues. “So when we would ‘make a plan’ at Rohl, everyone it impacted had to be involved in the decision-making. If we couldn’t get the buy-in up front, I saw Ken pull back any number of times and start again. You’ve got to get the right plan in order for everybody to work the plan. That involves personal relationships.”


Making a plan and working the plan is a maxim Ken learned early and has followed not just in his career but in every aspect of his life.
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MAKE A PLAN. WORK THE PLAN


I only met Malcolm Forbes once, and we talked about ballooning—a hobby we both shared. I’d admired him for a lifetime. He held values of self-determination and business achievement I shared, and he believed in trying harder to make yourself better. We balloon people are a small but passionate group—there are only about six thousand licensed hot-air balloonists in the country—that share those same values. We are a community of achievers.


I got into ballooning in 1972. My neighbor, a United Airlines pilot, invited me to attend a presentation by Raven Industries. Learning how to master the effects of low-level winds like they have at O’Hare drew him to ballooning, something he felt they don’t teach pilots enough about.


I was interested because I thought ballooning might be a nice complement to my sailing hobby. Both are dependent on the vagaries of the wind. It also fit my lifestyle. I could balloon in the early morning and late afternoon and sail late mornings and early afternoons.


So after some very persuasive marketing—and a couple of martinis—he and I became the owners of a $10,000 Raven 55 aluminum-frame gondola and a green-and-white balloon envelope. We christened it La Mere Gran Verte—the Big Green Mama.


Back then, $10,000 was a lot of money, so we decided to start a chapter S corporation and sell shares to commercialize our venture by giving balloon rides and making the balloon available for commercial events. We had a lot of other commercial pilots in our neighborhood, so a couple of them came along for the “ride,” but even one neighborhood housewife bought in, thinking it would be fun.


Becoming a hot-air balloon pilot fulfilled my lifelong dream of flying. In college, I was in the Air Force ROTC and had my sights set on a military career flying. But that got sidelined when I learned there were more pilots than planes in the Air Force back then.


We all had to get licensed to fly, which included going into free fall from ten thousand feet, then relighting the propane and safely landing. That maneuver isn’t for the faint of heart.


Getting ready for a balloon flight requires a ground crew and chase vehicle ready for action. We’d usually take off from our Tower Lake neighborhood in the early morning when the wind is lighter and more predictable. Besides prepping the gondola and propane tanks and filling the balloon envelope, you must check with the local weather service to estimate your flight path and landing choices.


But that is always speculative because you can only make assumptions about wind shifts. Ultimately you never really know where you’re going to land, but you’re hoping it will be in a cornfield or open farmland. It’s tradition to give the landowner whose property we’ve invaded a bottle of champagne, and hopefully, but not always, it becomes a joyful celebration with the landowner and our passengers.


Even when you plan your balloon trip as carefully as possible, there are still many things that can crop up that aren’t in the plan. You’ve got to be on alert for all kinds of hazards, like high-tension wires, golf courses, private estates, barbed-wire fences, lakes, and even the occasional bog. You have to account for lift, or lack thereof, from heat coming off the ground. And then the winds may not blow as expected.


One of the last flights I piloted almost turned into a nightmare. I was with one of my partners, who’d had a bad flight recently. Just like when you fall off a horse, we figured you need to get right back on it. So that is what we decided to do together.


Everything looked in order before the flight, but after we took off, the wind changed. Instead of blowing us toward the farmland west of Chicago as planned, we were heading right toward the city and Lake Michigan. I tried to find places to land, but below were only industrial parks, railroad yards, highways, and high-tension electrical towers.


At the last minute, I finally found some land where we could put down before hitting Lake Michigan. After that experience, we decided we’d already used up one too many of our nine lives and knew it was time to quit. So after seven years, we sold the balloon for less than we paid, but it was an adventure well worth it.


I learned a lot from my time flying. I learned about taking responsibility for yourself and others who depend on your skill and experience. I gained a new understanding of risk, and it was a confidence builder. I learned how to stay calm when facing potential dangers and the unknown. And most especially, I got a new understanding about the consequences of making bad decisions.


These were lessons I took into managing my own business. As diligently and carefully as you plan, you’ve always got to be ready for contingencies. When the unexpected pops up, you have to rely on experience, common sense, and intuition to persevere through it and come out on the other side. Even so, things may not turn out according to plan, but they’d be inevitably worse with little or no plan.


There is nothing like the joy and freedom you feel when hot-air ballooning; it’s like being a bird. That’s the experience we want to feel as we lift off out of our current corporate career into our own entrepreneurial adventure. But to be successful, it takes rigorous planning and careful assessment of our strengths and weaknesses. You need to play to those strengths and compensate for the weaknesses. Then you are ready to fly.
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On the pages that follow, you’ll find a guide to make your plan for your entrepreneurial journey. Ken and I will come along beside you to show how to make the most of life experiences, including time spent working for others, and use this to create a sustainable, productive, and profitable business to support yourself, your family, and, if you decide, potential employees.


Be prepared because that journey may be more challenging and take longer than you expect, but with diligence and hard work, it will be exhilarating, joyful, and more rewarding than any professional endeavor you can imagine.


The Corporateneur Plan is first and foremost a business book, but it unapologetically and intentionally has a personal-development and self-help aspect too. Most business books are focused on building, managing, and getting return on capital invested in the business.


For the entrepreneur, one’s human capital—their skills, experience, knowledge, energy, inspiration, passion, and personal qualities—is far more important than financial capital. The financial capital piece will fall into place when the right human capital is invested in the most productive ways. But for the entrepreneur, all the financial capital in the world can’t overcome a shortfall in human capital.


In the following chapters, we will share how learning from one’s corporate experience—organization, process, strategy, and discipline—can be the key to success in an entrepreneurial venture as long as other qualities are added into the mix, such as humanity, innovation, flexibility, and intuition.


So with Ken as our expert guide who’s been there and done it all—and me, a market researcher and writer who’s followed an entrepreneurial path for thirty years, after ten years in corporate America—we set off on an exciting adventure together. Get ready for liftoff.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


“Nothing stays the same and nothing changes. What is old today will be new tomorrow. What is new today will be forgotten tomorrow,” wrote Harley King, author and poet.


You might ask, What can a guy who was born before World War II teach me about building and running a business today? And our answer is simple: that’s why you need to learn from Ken. “Business is business, now and then,” he says.


Ken has experienced it all: economic ups and downs; massive cultural and consumer market shifts, as one generation makes way for another, along with the resulting generational wealth transfers.


Ken also can overcome a critical shortfall businesses currently face: the talent gap caused when mature managers leave the workforce and take their skills, knowledge, and experience with them. Next-generation managers are left to repeat the same mistakes that those who came before them made.


Moving from a structured corporate environment into the unstructured world of entrepreneurship presents talent-gap challenges all its own. Ken can fill that gap.


And over the years, he has been passing along the Rohl Model for business building by mentoring the next generation of aspiring entrepreneurs, such as Jenni Martin, a PGA-certified golf instructor who now runs a golf-training business.


“I can’t tell you how much I benefited from all the lessons Ken taught me about business and myself. The real breakthrough was him teaching me how to manage my time and resources by playing to my strengths in order to overcome my weaknesses,” she says.


“He also showed me a structured way to segment my target market so that I leaned into clients with long-term potential and didn’t get distracted by potential clients who would deplete me and had much lower potential. That was a real game changer for me,” she adds.


This isn’t a book where you’ll learn the latest and greatest marketing tricks and business-building tactics. Rather, it will pass along rock-solid, proven strategies the corporateneur can use to start, run, and build a sustainable business. And a critically important part of that is self-reflection: identifying your innate strengths and playing to them.


That’s why each chapter will end with a bullet list of Ken’s most important takeaways and a checklist for you to complete to prepare you for your corporateneurial adventure.
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CHAPTER 1


Working Capital


“My definition of a philosopher is of a man up in a balloon, with his friends and family holding the ropes which confine him to earth and keep trying to haul him down.”


—LOUISA MAY ALCOTT


Money—it’s top-of-mind for any aspiring entrepreneur. No matter how much you’ve put aside or how confident you are about reaching your sales goals, you’ll never feel that you have enough money. And without a doubt, it’s scary to step out into the unknown, leaving the security and comfort of a job and career and putting your standard of living at risk.


When it comes to planning a new business start-up, the rule of thumb is that you should double what you think you’ll need to get your company off the ground and halve your expected revenues in year one—that is, you should overestimate the amount of money you’ll need and underestimate your takings in the first year and maybe the year after. So in terms of a SWOT analysis—strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats—running out of money is top on the threats list for a new business start-up.


But threats are only that: the possibility that something might happen, not the certainty of it. In a weird twist of human nature, we are programmed to overestimate the threats and underestimate our strengths in a typical SWOT analysis. In psychology, it’s called the negativity bias, and for the entrepreneur, it throws an emotional monkey wrench into what should be a rational business decision-making process.


We overemphasize the negative possibilities in decision-making and underplay the potential positive outcomes. As a result, people are more likely to act to prevent a potential loss than to pursue a path to achieve potential gain. Thus, they revert to their inbred status quo bias—to keep things as they are—by choosing not to make potentially risky decisions.


But aspiring entrepreneurs can’t be held hostage by their innate psychology. Anyone can develop ways to overcome it. As the saying goes, “No risk, no reward.” So instead of getting caught up in a risk-avoiding cycle of fear around the potential of losing money or running short, focus instead on the strengths you bring to the table and the potential opportunities that lie ahead.


MAXIMIZING SOFT CAPITAL


It all comes down to how you use and allocate your strengths, which go far beyond just financial or economic capital. The hard financial and economic capital is fungible. Any potential weaknesses there can be shored up by your soft capital, which is plentiful. And what’s even more powerful about your soft capital, as opposed to the hard kind, is that it never goes away but is only strengthened over time.
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There are essentially five types of ever-replenishing soft capital:


• Human capital is the combination of your life experiences, skills, and creativity and your physical, mental, and emotional well-being.


• Intellectual capital is developed through education, training, and hands-on experience, and it equips you with critical-thinking, problem-solving aptitude and the ability to innovate.


• Cultural capital helps you forge wider connections across different groups of people with common interests, backgrounds, and behaviors.


• Experiential capital is gained through firsthand experience working on projects, investigating new ideas, learning new skills, and achieving goals.


• Social capital broadens your base through personal connections made throughout your network of associates, colleagues, family, and friends. Your network connections influence you, and you influence them.


Taken together, the strengths of the corporateneur’s soft capital outweigh any shortfall in financial or economic capital. And unlike financial capital, you don’t have to go to a bank or venture capitalist to get more. There’s no limit to your soft capital potential.


Ken Rohl was rich in soft capital when he started his company at forty-seven years old after twenty-five-plus years in corporate America. Hard capital was in short supply, but he overcame that by leveraging his human, intellectual, cultural, experiential, and social capital and applying it to what the business needed to grow: sales and profits.


“My accountant said that I started the business with $1,000 in the bank and never spent a penny of it,” Ken quips. “And that’s because we planned carefully and used our time most efficiently to make sales and keep the cash flowing. I put everything into growing the business.”
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You Can Only Control Two Things: Your Time and Resources


When first starting a business, even before, you worry about all kinds of things that are entirely beyond your control. That’s a total waste of the two most valuable things you have going for you: your time and your personal resource. That’s the capital you must conserve and use wisely.


And since these are also the only two things you can control in business, whether as a one-person operation or a big corporation, you must allocate that capital for the maximum return on investment.


Back in the spare bedroom where I started the business, it was a full-on family enterprise with me, my wife Amber, my stepdaughter Valinda, and Lou, my middle son who joined the company right after graduating from the University of Illinois. Thank God for Lou being there because he saved the company in those early days, but more on that later.


Starting out, we only had one product—the pullout kitchen faucet—which we imported from a company in Switzerland called KWC. It was a new design in the US market, so people had to see it to understand it. Plus, we were selling a $250 product into a commodity market used to paying $50 for any old tap that turns the water on and off. We were effectively selling a Rolls-Royce into a market used to buying Chevys.


My mission in those early days was to fill the trunk of my car with our fancy kitchen faucets on Monday morning and not return home until the trunk was empty. I must have put on over one hundred thousand miles that first year crisscrossing California to develop a dealer network.


I learned early on not to waste time on the road. I didn’t call on the largest kitchen-and-bath dealers where we’d get lost in a crowd. I needed specialty dealers who could help me reach a high-end target market. Our dealers were what you’d call influencers today, though we didn’t use that term back then.


We selected our early influencers because they would be advocates for our products to customers ready for the Rolls-Royce of faucets. Our first dealers may have been small, but they were mighty and became critical partners in our long-term success.


Like The Little Engine That Could—a book my mother repeatedly read to me as a child—my time on the road proved the success of our process and product, and our business was growing, mile by mile. Eventually, our home-office operations were working so smoothly that Lou was deployed overseas to KWC’s home office in Switzerland. He was our Trojan horse there—to learn the ropes, support the import/export side of the business, and to gather intelligence we could use back here.


I could see a bright future ahead for the company; then it nearly crumbled before my eyes after I got a panicked call from Lou. “You better get over here now,” he said. “There’s been a management shake-up, and talk is they are going to pull the plug on our US distribution and give it to the son of KWC’s founder.”


Lou learned that KWC had brought in a professional CEO who was displacing the KWC owner’s family in the corporate hierarchy. The CEO taking US distribution from us and giving it to the owner’s son would be a nice bone to throw.


A KWC corporate board meeting was planned for the following Monday, so I hopped on a plane to make my case to the board of directors, half of whom spoke very little English and all of whom knew next to nothing about the US market, most especially the owner’s son who’d lived his whole life in Switzerland.


Clearly, if the board gave the son US distribution, it would be an emotional decision. I was determined to persuade them to make the right, rational business decision and stay with us.


I went into the meeting with one prop—a map of the United States. During a thirty-minute presentation, I took the KWC board on a virtual tour across the US, explaining all the different sales and marketing nuances of our country, the time zone challenges, distribution channels, and most importantly, our relationships with key dealers.


I laid out all the reasons why they should continue working with us, then pressed for an immediate answer by announcing that I had a plane to catch and wasn’t going to leave without a decision. The time I waited outside the boardroom turned out to be the most critical minutes I spent for our business. In less than half an hour, they called me back into the room and gave me complete authority for the US.


TIME IS MONEY


We’ve all heard the cliché “time is money,” but I never knew how true it was until those early days in my own business, from the hours spent driving up and down the California coast to those minutes that felt like hours sitting outside the KWC boardroom.


As an entrepreneur, how and where you spend your time matters most. Every minute of your time amounts to either money lost or gained. Don’t waste your time doing things that won’t get you closer to your goal, and make sure your time is spent only on the high-potential activities and most-influential customers that will have the biggest payoff.


You must plan each day so that the activities you engage in are maximized for the greatest return on your irreplaceable time investment. Once your time is gone, it’s gone, unlike money that will come and go. Yes, it is important always to practice good financial management—but even more so to develop good habits in time management.


And by managing your most valuable asset well—your time—you will also be leveraging your soft capital to help grow the hard kind. I did that by spending time developing a network of the best potential dealers to showcase our product and fostering true partnerships with them.


The goodwill we built with our customers in those early days allowed me to convince them to pay our invoices in thirty days, giving them an extra discount if they paid their invoices early. At the same time, I convinced KWC I needed 180 days to pay my bills, so I was able to leverage my payables against my receivables—“borrow from Peter to pay Paul.”


That’s how I kept that first $1,000 nest egg invested in my company in the bank. I focused my time on not only making sales but generating cash flow to keep moving forward.


And most of all, you can’t afford to spend time on the unproductive distraction of worry. That depletes your soft capital rather than builds it.


Make your plan, and work your plan inch by inch, step by step, and mile by mile. The “I think I can, I think I can” spirit of the Little Engine That Could will take you far in building your business.
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You know the arc of Ken’s career. He worked in corporate America for twenty-five-plus years and grew personally and professionally each step along the way. “I was on a typical ‘corporateer’ path during those years—advancing in each job, taking on greater responsibilities, and learning different parts of business in different industries. That structured corporate approach happily gave me a solid foundation that I applied to my own business later,” he says.
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