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 INTRODUCTION

AT FIRST BLUSH, you may think that this is a book about busi-
ness, the lifeblood of the economy, the machine that creates jobs 
that support individuals, families, cities, and our nation. You may 
be hoping to read something that will tell you how to survive in this 
fast-paced and highly competitive field, how to discover what may be 
going wrong with your dream of being a successful business owner or 
an entrepreneur . . . and you would be right. 

More accurately, however, this is a book about you. About what 
kind of person you are and how you connect with the people and the 
world around you. It is about discovering the truth about yourself, 
whether you can find the humility, compassion for yourself and for 
the people in your life who are depending on you for your leader-
ship, and the vision to engender the trust they need to stand by you. 
Whether you can find the flexibility to listen to others and change as 
your circumstances demand. Whether you can inspire those around 
you to strive for something meaningful, something larger than them-
selves, and to take pride in something of which they are a part. 

You may be thinking of business as just a way to make money, 
but you would be wrong. Done the right way, business is a way to 
bond us together, to create community, to be a source of hope in a 
world that doesn’t seem to care whether we live, thrive, or disappear 
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into oblivion. A well-run business doesn’t only work for those who 
are a part of it. It spreads its influence far beyond itself, becoming 
a beacon of light and inspiration for hundreds, perhaps thousands 
of others who aspire to create order out of chaos, prosperity out of 
poverty, enthusiasm out of despair. 

This is a book about digging your way out of confusion and be-
ing overwhelmed by seemingly endless days in which you cannot 
possibly do all the things that are needed to keep a business in which 
you’ve invested your life and fortune. It is about clearing away the 
clouds that come between you and your dreams so you can begin 
to reclaim your life again and give the gift of yourself to your loved 
ones and to the activities that nourish your soul and your sense of 
well-being. 

When we succeed in our responsibility to live to the fullest, to 
create wealth that empowers those around us, we make our world 
a better place. When we fail and yet pick ourselves up again, cou-
rageously determined to do better, we become role models whose 
influence is felt far beyond our immediate surroundings. I know this 
because, as a business analyst and entrepreneur for 25 years, I have 
watched, listened, and learned about what works and doesn’t work 
for small businesses. I have witnessed the beauty and influence of a 
well-run business, and the tragedy of those run by leaders who are, 
for whatever reasons, incapable of making needed changes. 

The stories I share here are about real people and real business, 
and the principles I share are ones that have proven themselves un-
shakable for decades. What began for me as a good way to make a 
living has evolved over the years into a desire to make life better for 
others as well. 
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My hope for the pages that follow is that they will be clear enough, 
simple enough, and enlightening enough to inspire you to see your 
business as the profound opportunity it presents to live the life you 
have dreamed of.
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FACING THE TRUTH

Truth, when not sought after, rarely comes to light.
- Oliver Wendell Holmes

OVER THE YEARS I’VE been consulting to businesses, I have lis-
tened and learned some hard truths about people—myself included. 
Whether it is starting a business, a relationship, embarking on a ca-
reer path, or starting a family, eventually it leads us to one very im-
portant thing: the truth about ourselves. We can either recognize and 
deal with that, quickly distract ourselves and think about something 
else, or we can go into full-blown denial. 

Every business eventually becomes a reflection of its owner. It 
mirrors their values, their personality, their ethics, their willingness 
to be responsive to the changing needs of the business, their com-
mitment to being a compassionate and competent leader, and much 
more. I also would venture to say that every parent has had the ex-
perience of realizing how much their children reflect back and chal-
lenge the parent’s traits, their failings, their hidden doubts. Life has a 
way of confronting us with the truth about ourselves. And it is often 
painful. 
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How we respond to these challenges will determine how suc-
cessful we are in business or whatever endeavor we undertake. 
Unfortunately, my experience has shown me that the majority of us 
take that least effective path: denial. 

Let me use the example of the hundreds of small-businesses own-
ers I have sat with over the years. I don’t randomly approach an 
owner. I look for telltale signs and I’ve developed an instinct to know 
when a business owner is in trouble. I’m a careful listener, and even 
when I speak with them on the phone to offer my services, I can hear 
the inflections in their voices, their responses to my questions, their 
hesitancy to consider bringing me in to talk about their progress, the 
fear that I might uncover something about which they are in denial. 

The most typical thing I hear is, “Everything is fine. It’s all fine. 
We don’t need you. We’re having some difficulty, but we’ve got it.” 
For me, fine is a four-letter F-word. Every single business owner I’ve 
met who describes his operation as “fine” knows, at some level, that 
he is presiding over a future train wreck. Being an analyst means ex-
amining every single piece of the puzzle to not just get a client back 
on their feet, but to show them a path where they can gain momen-
tum and become a better leader.

Assembling this puzzle is about much more than spreadsheets, to-
tal revenue, profit margins, or fast cash conversion cycles. It’s about 
seeing the truth. 

What is the truth? It’s the only thing that matters when it comes 
to rescuing a business, or a relationship, or any other endeavor that’s 
gotten off track. Finding the truth about a business is not so difficult. 
Numbers don’t lie. Even a facile look at the books, profit and loss, 
net gains and such can tell me how close a business is to failure. The 
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same with discovering how many hours per day the owner is spend-
ing working in the business. Like Tim at Elite Plastics in Chapter 
One, if an owner is working 12-16 hours a day, it is absolutely un-
sustainable. He is running as fast as he can to keep up with all the 
things that must be done, and they are still getting away from him. 
He can barely stop to take a breath, much less think more deeply 
about how to measure his key performance indicators, i.e., what has 
worked well (lagging indicators), what needs to happen to ensure fu-
ture success (leading indicators), or determine reasonable goals and 
standards he can put in place to stabilize the business. This won’t 
happen without a diligent commitment to measuring all aspects of 
the business’s performance to help determine what needs to be im-
proved, and what methods and procedures, systems and processes 
must be implemented. 

The real challenge for me is getting someone who is invested, heart 
and soul, in their business to admit they are in trouble. For a busi-
ness owner whose sense of value and meaning is tied into their baby, 
so to speak, facing the truth is a huge challenge. They shade. They 
withhold. They choose their words to soften a hard-to-accept fact 
that might reflect poorly on their life’s work. They say, “Everything 
is fine, really.” Deep inside, however, they know differently. I can see 
it in their faces, in the way that they hold themselves or look away 
when I ask a question. 

We’ve all experienced denial in the face of an unpleasant truth, 
and part of my job is to humanely help my clients recognize that the 
more honest they are with me – warts and all – the more I can help 
them. I must establish rapport and earn this right of entitlement 
sometimes in a matter of minutes when I interview them. Typically, 
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I’m on site with a client for only between 48 and 72 hours. That’s a 
tiny window to convince a person to lower their guard, especially if 
they’ve been hiding the truth from their loved ones, their employees, 
and everyone else for months or even years. 

So, I can’t just rely on an owner’s word. One of the first things 
I have to do is speak with others in their company and, if I’m al-
lowed, to their spouse. If they are serious about building a better 
business and getting out from under the pile of problems they’re 
having, they will agree. I explain to them, “For your business to 
succeed, you need to make peace with this idea: there’s no such 
thing as privacy. I need to know everything that relates to this busi-
ness, and that includes the person who runs it. I need to trust you, 
and you need to trust me.” 

Seeing the real picture of a company is rather like writing a good 
news story: Any real news that can be considered truthful must be 
based on interviews with multiple sources and viewpoints. I need to 
know everything that relates to the business, including the person 
who runs it. I need to learn all of the truth. But my real objective is 
not just to understand a company, it is to understand and help you, 
the person who owns the business to lead a happier, better life. At 
its heart, a company is not a machine, it’s a community of people 
formed and held together by its leader, his or her vision and abil-
ity to run it in such a way that they can see something beyond the 
grindstone their nose is up against, and to enjoy their life. That is 
why, whenever possible, I want to interview a spouse or life partner. 
They know you sometimes even better than you know yourself. They 
know when you’re scared or worried, overwhelmed to the point of 
distraction, and unhappy despite putting on a happy act. They know 
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when you’re not sleeping well or enough. Even though they haven’t 
said it to your face, and you haven’t revealed the truth to them, they 
know your business is in trouble. 

They know because you haven’t taken a vacation together for 
years, because they only see you after your long, exhausting day for 
a few hours. They know because they care about you and depend on 
you even more than do your employees. 

I’ll give you an example: 
Alabama Machine Works made screws, bolts, and all types of fas-

teners. It was in its fourth year with revenues approaching $1M. The 
operation appeared to be running smoothly. The place was orderly, 
and the employees seemed to be, if not joyful, engaged and focused, 
no dour faces. When I came for that initial consultation, though, 
the face of the owner, Jim Calhoun, showed clear signs of stress. He 
was one of those who, when I asked how things were going, he said, 
“Fine. We’ve come out of a little slump, and we have some problems 
that I’m thinking you may be able to help us fix, but generally things 
are going in the right direction.”

We spoke for a while, and I was getting the strong feeling that Jim 
was in denial, even before I looked at his books. So, I talked about 
the importance of feedback from those around him, and then asked 
him if he would let me briefly interview some of his employees and 
his wife. He looked a little reluctant at first, but then said, “Well, if 
you think it might help somehow.”

I thought about the employees I’d seen and decided to go first to 
Jim’s wife, Sarah, who was an RN but happened to be off work that 
day. I had with me one of the questionnaires I sometimes used. On 
that warm afternoon I visited their home, a two-story place with a 
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cozy enclosed porch in good suburban neighborhood. Inside, it was 
nicely furnished without being fancy. There were pictures scattered 
around the living room of two of her grown children and their young 
families, and two boys who looked to be in their teens. She was very 
gracious, offered me coffee, and we sat down face-to-face over a cher-
ry wood coffee table. I briefly explained my role as a business analyst 
helping owners to work through problems and told her that it helped 
me get a real picture of how things were going. I asked Sarah to go 
through the questionnaire with me. And she looked a little tense, but 
answered, “Sure. Fire away.” 

I asked the first question: “Are you spending enough time to-
gether as a family?” 

Sarah pondered over the question for a few minutes, looking 
down at the table, a sudden look of sadness on her face. “Well, truth-
fully Mr. Joe, I think we’ve lost a step. I sometimes get the feeling 
that we may be worse off than we realize. He’s working very long 
hours and gets very tired, but he always tries to make it home for our 
youngest boys’ activities like football games. He’s here physically, but 
too often I get the feeling that he’s somewhere else emotionally and 
spiritually, sort of distant. I think he’s more worried about the busi-
ness than he lets on.”

“Have you taken any vacations recently?”
“No real vacation in years,” she said, “one where we get away for 

a few weeks to just relax. We went to one of my nursing conferences 
in Virginia last year. I thought we’d be able to spend time together 
afterward in the evenings, but he was on his cellphone a lot of the 
time. It was okay and we managed to have some fun anyway. And 
we went to one of his business-related trade shows, but you probably 
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know how those go. Lots of networking and walking around the 
show. Not really a vacation.” 

“How do you think things are going moneywise?”
“Well, the business has provided enough to send one of our kids 

off to college,” she said. “We’ve got a roof over our heads, and don’t 
really want for anything . . . except maybe more time together, some 
leisure time. I never really had lofty expectations from the business. 
I suppose everyone could use more money. However, for a guy who 
didn’t finish high school, I think we’re doing pretty good, don’t you?”

“How has this business affected Jim’s health?” I asked. 
“His health is not as good as it could be. He’s had some heart 

issues, high cholesterol, and such. I know he stresses a lot over the 
business. I worry about that sometimes because I know that stress 
can affect your health. There are employee issues and money things, 
I suppose. I know that he’s bearing a lot of weight.”

“Have you talked at all about retirement?”
“Not much, really,” she said. “I’ve just assumed that when we 

sell the business we would have enough to retire on. We don’t need 
a lot to live on, and I’m naturally pretty frugal when it comes to 
spending.”

Finally, we came to a really big and emotional question. “If any-
thing happened to him, what do you think would happen to the 
business? Would you or someone else be able to step in and take it 
over?”

“Oh goodness, no. I haven’t the slightest idea what to do. I don’t 
really get involved in the business. I’d probably need some help. I 
know he’s thought from time to time of taking on a partner, but if 
worse came to worse, I suppose I’d have to figure out how to sell it.”
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When I left, I could tell that I’d brought up some things that 
worried her, that she hadn’t much considered. I felt a little bad for 
worrying her, but I pretty much knew what her answers were going 
to be. Jim’s business was in some serious trouble, and it was wearing 
heavily on his personal life. I hoped he would let me help reorganize 
his business so that it wouldn’t eat up his remaining years and end 
in failure. As I’ve said to small-business owners so many times, Jim 
needed to be working on his business, not in it. He had to create 
a new vision that would pull him out of the downward spiral he’d 
fallen into. 

FURTHER IMPLICATIONS OF TRUST
Beyond the sense of trust between the small-business owner and some-
one like me who is trying to help them survive, there is a new wrinkle. 
While the COVID-19 pandemic has been raging, throwing businesses 
into previously unknown challenges, business observers have been sur-
prised to learn that the values of potential or existing employees are 
shifting significantly. Although many business owners blame govern-
ment pandemic support programs for the difficulties employers have 
experienced in finding and retaining employees, that’s not always the 
case. The 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer Special Report: The Belief-
Driven Employee, a massive survey conducted in early August in seven 
countries, found that a whopping 61 percent of those interviewed said 
higher wages and bonuses, something employers have often ramped 
up during the pandemic to retain or lure employees, are no longer a 
sufficient incentive for them to work longer and harder. 

The employee is now as belief-driven in selecting and staying with 
a company as a consumer is in buying and sticking with a brand. 
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Beyond the traditional enticements of pay and career advancement, 
employees have a strong new focus on employee well-being, with 
flexible hours and remote work, as well as an employer’s commit-
ment to act for good on society’s biggest challenges such as human 
rights, healthcare access, economic inequality, gender equality and 
climate change. More than three-quarters of respondents said they 
have higher expectations of employers than three years ago. 

The Edelman survey also found that in the first six months of 
2021, an amazing one in five employees say they either quit their 
job, are looking for a new one, planning to start their own business, 
or retire and quit working altogether. So, for today’s small-business 
owner, wrestling control of their business has become even more cru-
cial because they will need the thinking and planning space to adapt 
to current and potential employees’ rapidly changing values. This is 
in addition to considering pandemic-caused supply chain shortages, 
price increases, the impact of the global economic situation and ris-
ing interest rates on business loans. More than ever, they need to be 
asking, “How can I get better at what I do? How can I make this 
company more attractive—someplace where they want to be?” 

I’ll address this more later when I talk about the importance of 
leadership, a vision and mission, and providing a sense of meaning 
for employees in the workplace. 
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