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INTRODUCTION:  THE SUCCESS TRAP 
A few years ago I started noticing a pattern among certain clients.  They were 
all smart, capable, successful leaders who had experienced major growth.  They 
worked with more people and made more money than ever before.  They also 
worked longer and harder—but couldn’t ever seem to get caught up. They had 
all their old problems plus a lot of new ones.  There was a lot of money coming 
in but also a lot of money going out and they couldn’t always tell if it was being 
invested or wasted.  Work was more work and less fun. The success 
they’d worked so hard for started to feel a little like a trap.  Why? 
 
BIGGER IS DIFFERENT 
Smaller isn’t always easy but it is easier.  There is less to keep track of and 
fewer people and things to organize.  As you grow you deal with more work, 
more dollars and more people, which means more complexity and a multiplied 
factor of risk.  Size changes things.  
 

Making dinner for 4 people is very different  
than making dinner for 40 or 400. 

 
BIGGER happens when a significant increase in your workload 
starts to overwhelm your existing infrastructure.  The problem is 
NOT that you got too big or grew too fast.  The real problem is that the 
systems, processes and tools you’ve built can’t handle the workload you have 
now.  Your business looks a lot like it always has, but it’s different.  And 
BIGGER isn’t just a little different, it’s a fundamental state change.  BIGGER 
means you’re playing a whole new game with a very different set of rules. 
  
BIGGER can be wonderful, exciting, fun and profitable.  It’s proof 
you succeeded.  It can also be confusing, dangerous and hard.  Part 
One will help you recognize and understand the real problem.  Part Two lays 
out what you need to do in order to keep winning.  Part Three will give you 
step-by-step instructions to apply what you’ve learned. 
 
 
Get excited. 
This is good stuff. 
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Part One: 
BIGGER IS DIFFERENT  

 
 

 
BIGGER:  A unique growth state where significant increases in 
work volume cause simultaneous breakdowns in multiple 
informal systems producing a critical mass of inter-related, 
interconnected problems that threaten your ability to continue 
to function as a profitable entity. 
 

 
 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF PROBLEM 
BIGGER is fundamentally an INFRASTRUCTURE problem.  It happens when an 
organization grows beyond the amount of work that their systems and processes can handle.  
It’s a very big, very common problem.   
 
You’ve probably never heard of it. 
 
BIGGER is...sneaky.  Once you know what to look for, it’s easy to see.  Until you know 
what to look for, it’s hard to see at all.   
 
BIGGER is not necessarily a simple or straightforward problem to recognize.  There is no big 
event or growth marker that can tell you you’re there.  You don’t become BIGGER when 
you have a certain amount of total revenue or number of employees or locations.  Like a frog 
that ends up in boiling water, BIGGER happens progressively over time.  It happens to big 
companies and small ones, start-ups and companies four generations strong.  
 
You’ll often hear BIGGER misdiagnosed.  People will talk about how a 
company “got too big” or “grew too fast.”  But there are many companies that 
manage to successfully get very big, or grow very fast, sometimes simultaneously.  The 
problem is not size or speed.  The problem is that companies don’t have the 
INFRASTRUCTURE they need to manage the amount of work there is to do.    
 
Three inches of snow in Chicago is no big deal.  Three inches of snow in Atlanta can shut 
down the city for days.  The problem is not the snow.  The problem for Atlanta is that 
they don’t have snowplows and salt.  Their people don’t have snow tires and most aren’t 
trained or experienced in driving on ice and snow.  Snow is a problem in Atlanta because 
Atlanta doesn’t have the INFRASTRUCTURE it needs to manage the snow.  
 
Your infrastructure is the network created by the systems and processes and habits and 
people and interactions that you use to get work done.  Unfortunately, most leaders are not 
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trained in INFRASTRUCTURE so they don’t recognize infrastructure problems for what 
they are.  Their training and experience has them focus on the work that needs to get done 
and the problems that need to get solved.  When they become BIGGER they have more 
work to do and more problems to solve.  So they work longer and harder, never realizing 
that what they need to do is build systems and fix their infrastructure.   

 
When you start to understand infrastructure, you will naturally see why your infrastructure 
isn’t working.  You’ll also start seeing potential solutions.  The first step is learning to 
recognize BIGGER when you see it. 
 
 
 
HOW TO KNOW YOU ARE BIGGER 
When you’ve had a big increase in your total workload AND you’re dealing with some 
combination of the following issues, you are BIGGER and the real problem is your 
infrastructure.  

 
1. You work more and work longer but the work is never done and you 

never seem to really get ahead.   
You’ve always worked hard but now you’re having a hard time staying on top of things 
and you never feel like you’re really getting ahead.  It’s common to find yourself having 
more meetings that last longer and take up a lot of work time but don’t actually 
produce much.  You may have even added at least one person to your executive or 
management team only to find it actually seems to make things worse in some ways.   
 

2. There are a LOT of emergencies. 
Too many emergencies are a sign that your organization lacks stability and 
predictability.  Even in the most chaotic, fast-moving environments, there are things 
you can and should control.  Size destabilizes existing systems which leads to surprises 
and emergencies that take time away from regular work.  This leads to more 
emergencies, creating a vicious and exhausting cycle.  
 

3. Important stuff is getting missed.  
Good people missing important things they wouldn’t normally miss is a good indicator 
that you’re having systems/structural breakdowns.  It could be that priorities aren’t 
being communicated clearly enough, or are changing too often.  Your people may not 
have a way to keep track of the sheer volume of stuff they need to accomplish.  It could 
be that confusion above them has them running in too many directions at once.  If the 
person isn’t the problem, something in the environment is—usually the structures 
around those people. 
 

4. You can’t believe your people don’t get it.  
Smaller organizations usually work with their team members but don’t actually formally 
train them to manage an area of responsibility independently.  They also tend to work 
around attitude, behavioral or productivity problems rather than address them directly.  
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Managers keep the peace more often than they hold people accountable to reasonable 
standards. 
 
When BIGGER hits, leaders have less time and find themselves more annoyed more 
often that people need help on even simple problems, wait for approval instead of 
handling an issue, make mistakes that “should” have been obvious, basically that they 
just don’t get it.  It’s also normal to start to see, and be frustrated about seeing, the 
same problem come up over and over and over, problems someone should be solving or 
that should have been avoidable.  
 

5. Things happen way too fast, or way too slow.  
BIGGER makes it harder to stay on top of everything as a group.  When teams respond 
by waiting until everyone can be informed and included, they have to delay action and 
decisions.  Everything slows down.  When teams opt to make decisions without key 
people, it usually feels like everything is moving too fast (especially to the people left 
out of the process.)  Usually it’s an unpredictable, confusing and stressful combination 
of the two. 

 
When you’re seeing this combination of issues, you’re dealing with a different type of 
problem.  These are the symptoms of structural breakdowns.  Growth is putting pressure on 
your old, informal systems.  To use the “too fast/too slow” example, you used to make 
decisions by bumping into each other or in your weekly meeting.  Now there are more 
people and more decisions and you can’t stay on top of it all.  You’ve got to delay acting or 
leave people out, neither of which works.  Your old system can’t handle the increased 
workload.  

 
BIGGER is fundamentally a structural problem.  Structural problems require 
structural solutions.  You can’t just work harder.  There is now too much to do and too 
many problems.  You’ll never catch up.  If you have a water pipe burst, it’s a mistake to try 
to solve that problem by just working harder at bailing water.  You have to fix the pipe, the 
infrastructure.  In your business, that means replacing your old, informal systems and 
processes.  It means changing the ways you organize your people and work, how you assign 
resources, and the tools you use (or need to build) to track results and hold people 
accountable. 

 
If you don’t address your infrastructure,  

it’s easy to find yourself in a long, exhausting, and losing  
game of Whack-a-Mole.  You deal with one problem and 

another two (or ten) pop up somewhere else. 
 

Because most leaders are most experienced, comfortable and skilled at doing the work and 
solving the problems, it’s a very big change to start to focus first on INFRASTRUCTURE.  
It’s AS BIG of a change as switching from playing baseball to playing football.  You need a lot 
of the same skills and abilities in order to win but the game itself is fundamentally different.  
You need to understand the new set of rules and develop new skills and strategies in order to 
keep winning and avoid big losses.   
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Dealing with BIGGER means shifting focus from solving problems to building structures, from 
effort to strategy, from working IN your business to working ON your business.∗  You can’t 
just work harder.  You have to work smarter and with a very different focus.  
 
 
 
WORKING SMARTER:  FORMAL VS. INFORMAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE & THE MACHINE 
Every organization has infrastructure.  Your infrastructure includes all the formal and 
informal structures you have for getting work done.  Your infrastructure is how supplies get 
ordered, decisions get made, priorities get picked, work gets assigned, paychecks get written 
and new people get trained.  
 

 
INFRASTRUCTURE is all the elements of your business that 
make it possible to get work done.  It includes your systems, 
processes, structures, culture, training, habits, resources and 
management.  It’s the way you gather and communicate 
information, organize people and resources, plan and make 
decisions, track and manage work. 
 
INFORMAL Infrastructure tends to be verbal, spontaneous, 
casual, ad hoc and reactive.   
Example:  Informal training usually looks like a more experienced person showing the 
new person how things work.  They remember or decide in the moment what needs to 
be covered.   
 
FORMAL Infrastructure is written, pre-planned, conscious, 
standardized and proactive.   
Example:  Formal training could be as simple as a basic checklist of topics that need to be 
covered or as elaborate as a formal training manual with testing to make sure the 
material is actually learned and a record of training is created and filed.  

 
All organizations have both informal and formal infrastructure.  One is 
not actually better or worse than the other.  It’s a mistake to be too 
informal.  Too much shooting from the hip makes it easy to miss things or 
make mistakes.  It’s also a problem to be too formal and create so many 
rules and regulations and systems that your infrastructure actually makes 
it harder to get work done.  They key is to find a balance between the 
two that fits the culture, goals and current needs of the organization.  
What matters is what is EFFECTIVE.   
 

																																																								
∗	The	distinction	between	“IN”	and	“ON”	the	business	work	comes	from	“The	eMyth:	Why	Most	Small	Businesses	Fail	and	What	
to	Do	About	It”	by	Michael	Gerber.		As	I	use	them	here,	“IN”	the	business	work	is	the	work	required	to	get	product	out	the	door,	
basic	things	like	ordering	supplies,	paying	invoices,	answering	the	phone,	shipping	product.		“ON”	the	business	work	is	about	
building	the	systems	and	processes,	planning	and	strategy	work	that	standardizes,	formalizes	and	refines	how	IN	the	business	
work	is	done.			
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In small companies, it’s possible (although not advisable) to manage mostly informally.  
Everyone works close to the work itself and to one another.  It’s easier to have conversations 
and make decisions and keep an eye on everything.  People talk all the time.  Everyone 
knows everyone, how things work and what to do.   
 
Size changes several key dynamics: 

• More front-line work means you are dealing with more customers, more 
decisions, more potential problems, more costs and more revenue. 

• More people to do the front-line work means you have more to organize, 
more to train, more to manage, and more potential problems. 

• More managers add entirely new layers of complexity to how things get 
done.  Information needs to be relayed to them and through them, up to leadership 
and back down to front-line people.  There are more people to involve in decision 
making, which takes more time. 

• More space is often needed to house everyone. You might add offices or 
workspace or even new locations.  Everyone is more spread out which changes how 
often you see people and how easy it is to communicate. 

 
Each new stage of growth makes it a little more complicated and a little 
tougher to stay on top of everything.  When you manage informally, you’re mostly 
managing by TOUCH.  You check in with people to get updates, deal with issues or make 
decisions.  This works when you are smaller.  But as you grow, you and your key people 
have more to do over a larger number of people and area.  You aren’t always able to be there 
to make sure things are done the way you wanted or help team members solve problems the 
way you used to.  You don’t have the luxury of checking in as often so you’re not always 
sure what is happening.  If you’re not there to make sure it goes right and you 
haven’t created formal training and reporting to make sure it does, you’re 
basically hoping people can and will figure it out without you.    
 
Working smarter when you are BIGGER means you need new levels of formal 
infrastructure, of planning and organization to manage the increased 
workload and help you get the results you want.  We call this system, The 
MACHINE.  

 
 

 
The MACHINE is a system of formalized infrastructure; the 
formal meetings and documents and communication structures that allow 
you to organize people and resources, plan and make decisions, track and 
manage work.  It’s the formalized systems and processes and planning and 
strategy and training that allows you to get quality work done 
PROFITABLY.   
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Your MACHINE creates efficiency and stability  
and helps GUARD PROFIT. 

 
 
 
BIGGER IS ALSO DANGEROUS 
One of the biggest problems with BIGGER is that businesses that are BIGGER tend to be 
making BIGGER money.  And it can be hard to believe you’re in trouble when your bank 
statement looks so good.  Just because it looks like you’re doing well, doesn’t mean you 
actually are.   
 

A big pile of money can hide a multitude of sins. 
 

When you don’t have the structures in place to monitor what is really happening, you can 
lose a lot of ground without even realizing it.  The losses might be going unnoticed because 
you’re not actually looking or because you don’t have the time to check in as much as you 
need to in order to stay on top of everything.  (I have personally seen millions of dollars 
vanish as inventory mistakes are found and corrected or when bulk pricing was finally 
analyzed enough to realize that millions of dollars of inventory had been sold at a loss.)  If 
you cannot see what is happening you cannot manage it.  And if you don’t manage it, there’s 
a good chance bad things will happen.  And if you’re BIGGER, the bad might be bigger too. 
 

Good infrastructure gives you a way to  
know you’re in trouble while you still have  

time to do something about it. 
 

Even if you manage to avoid a major problem, the lack of good structures can mean 
you are missing opportunities and literally BURNING MONEY with 
inefficiency and repetitive or poor quality work.  Consider the cost of insufficient 
infrastructure in four key areas of your business that tie directly to your bottom line:   

 
1. Man Hours—This is the time your front-line people spend getting the work done.  In 

many organizations, training looks like experienced people or managers showing new 
team members how to do it.  What people see, and what they remember, can vary 
greatly.  If you’ve never established even simple processes for how to do work, or 
formalized your training enough to make sure the important stuff gets covered, you’re 
basically asking your front-line people to make up how the work should get done.  
When you don’t have formal processes and systems in place you miss out 
on both quality and efficiency during each man-hour.  The more people you 
have, the more you stand to lose. 
 
You also waste man hours when managers don’t have clear plans and good systems for 
delegation and leave front-line people waiting for instructions, re-doing work, or 
overloaded playing catch up.   
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Additionally, unless you’re consciously creating a strong culture where people are both 
held accountable and recognizably appreciated, you’re unconsciously creating a culture 
that let’s bad employees get away with too much and takes good employees for granted.  
This creates additional problems with hiring, retention, morale and productivity which 
all eat up additional man-hours and dollars.   
 

2. Management Hours—These are some of the most expensive hours in your entire 
organization and one of the biggest hidden sources of waste.  Managers that don’t 
prioritize their own work well, or who spend a lot of time on low-value work are 
wasting expensive time.  If they’re doing those things, it means they also have less time 
available for high value work like solving high level problems, building systems, or 
providing training and oversight for their teams.  One of the biggest sources of waste is 
when managers spend time doing or redoing the work that should belong to the people 
they manage.  You end up paying for the same work twice, in part with management 
dollars.  Managers also need structure, formally defined roles, training and 
accountability.  When they don’t have it, you’re hoping they’re doing the work that 
makes the biggest difference.  And often you’ll be wrong. 
 
Another big source of waste is management teams that aren’t able to 
operate efficiently as a group. Management teams that are so dysfunctional that 
they openly fight are fairly rare.  The bigger danger is when they’re 
dysfunctional but polite.  It’s harder to know you have a big problem.  
Management teams need to be able to collaborate on decisions, coordinate and share 
resources, and plan and trouble shoot efficiently.  It is critical they be able to have 
honest conversations and healthy disagreements.  Most people don’t get the training or 
tools they need to do this.  And most organizations pay for the dysfunction again and 
again in dollars wasted and opportunities lost. 
 

3. Physical Resources—Without good systems to track key materials, products and 
money it’s EASY to over-order or miss a lot of write-offs.  And when you don’t have 
strong oversight, when you get busy and forget to check, you’re also vulnerable to 
theft.  Even when you have good people doing their best, the losses can pile up quickly. 
And when you’re not efficient you’re also using a lot of supplies you don’t need to—
which in some industries is a significant expense. 
 

4. Spending Money & Not Spending Money—Spending is a problem in both 
directions.  Undisciplined spending on foosball tables or fancy coffee machines that 
aren’t tied to a goal or return, or unmonitored/out of control expense 
accounts can become major problems.  (My favorite example is the business 
partner who bought a BATMOBILE with his company card.  His partners spent years 
trying to recover the money.)   
 
Likewise, companies sometimes cost themselves by not having good 
spending policies that encourage smart investments.  They wait years too 
long to upgrade equipment or software.  Old, slow computers kill 
productivity.  (A top manager worked for 3 years on an office chair with NO BACK.  
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Not the best way to help his performance or appreciate his extraordinary contributions 
to the bottom line.) 
 
Failing to hire and engage good advisors is another common money 
mistake.  Every stage of growth brings new challenges.  Advisors help you fill in the 
technical gaps, avoid expensive mistake and spot opportunities you may not know are 
there.  You need accounting people who can provide analysis not just statements and 
attorneys who can help you modify your processes and paperwork to minimize risk, 
especially around employment law.  (At a certain number of employees it’s not will you 
be sued, it’s when and how ugly things will get.)  Depending on your industry you may 
need significant help around insurance, benefits and safety.  If your company has a lot of 
dollars invested in your workspace it’s worth getting expert analysis there.  If you have 
a big risk or are spending big money but do not have a lot of experience or expertise in 
that area, hiring someone who does can be one of your best investments.  Not having 
the information you need to make good decisions can mean making very bad, very 
expensive ones. 
 

 
When you put these elements together, you’ll find a lot of potential dollars lost.  No 
business runs at 100% efficiency and it is reasonable that you will make sacrifices just trying 
to keep up when you’re growing—especially if you’re growing fast.  But over time the 
amount lost can be significant.  And those dollars lost are dollars that could have been 
banked for a rainy day or reinvested in strengthening or growing your company.  If you 
don’t know how much you are losing, either because you can’t see or aren’t 
looking, you are in very dangerous territory. 

 
Some companies will become BIGGER and manage to avoid any major mistakes and muddle 
through.  Some will simply shrink back down to a more manageable size for the structures 
they’ve got.  Some will find themselves dealing with losses that become so significant, or make 
one or two mistakes that are so big that they simply cannot recover and will have to close their 
doors.  
 
All of these are expensive, painful, and largely avoidable options.  It’s time to 
start building your MACHINE. 
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Part Two:  

BUILDING YOUR MACHINE 
 
 
 
Building your MACHINE is a dynamic process that varies greatly in focus and execution 
from organization to organization.  It can be hard work, challenging both mentally and 
emotionally.  It requires making major changes to both your infrastructure and culture, 
changes that you have to both invent and execute during a time when you are busier than 
ever.  It can feel like driving a train down the tracks at 100mph while you lay 
down the tracks.   

 
Building your MACHINE is a process of going from:  

o Informal to Formal 
o Verbal to Written 
o Effort to Strategy  

(Working Harder to Working Smarter) 
o Reactive to Proactive 
o Unconscious to Conscious Decision Making 
o Tribal/Institutional Knowledge to Formal Training 
o Being a Family to Running a Business (AND still caring about and taking great 

care of team members) 
o Solving Problems to Building Systems 

 
 

It’s a big job that comes with big questions.  How do you figure out what to work on?  
Where do you start?  How do you turn something informal into something formal?  How do 
you know how much detail is enough and how much is too much?  How do you keep the 
good stuff you love about your company?  How do you avoid drowning your people in rules 
and red tape?  
 
It’s a lot to think about.  But while it’s true that building your MACHINE is a big job that 
involves a lot of people and choices, it’s not an impossible one.  The key to winning any 
game is understanding and mastering its fundamentals. 
 
 
 
THE FUNDAMENTALS of MACHINE BUILDING 
There are principles that make good sense for businesses of any size but are especially 
important when you’re building or refining your MACHINE.  The FUNDAMENTALS are 
your short cuts, keys to how to think and what to focus on to build smart 
infrastructure, or refine what you already have.  They are specific openings, 
practical ways to access, define and impact a big and complicated issue.  In 
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basketball, the fundamentals are dribbling, passing and shooting.  In football it’s blocking and 
tackling.  In MACHINE building, the FUNDAMENTALS are: 
 

#1 VISIBILITY:  You can’t manage what you can’t see. 
#2 PROACTIVE LEADERSHIP:  Firefighting isn’t leading. 
#3 ACTIVE MANAGEMENT:  Hope is not a management strategy.   
#4 TRAINED vs. UNTRAINED MANAGERS:  Untrained managers cause 1000 
problems for every one that they solve.  

 
Each FUNDAMENTAL is explained in detail below.  MACHINE building is a process that 
needs to be personal and customized for each organization.  You need a MACHINE that fits 
your goals, your culture, and your team.  The FUNDAMENTALS are designed to get 
you to take a fresh look at your own organization, to see it differently, through 
a different lens.   
 
Once you start looking, it’s normal to begin to see a LOT of potential MACHINE building 
projects.  That’s a good thing.  You’re spotting opportunities.  As you read, it’s useful to 
write down the potential projects that come to mind.  Each FUNDAMENTAL also has a 
CRITICAL PROJECT AREAS section.  (We use the name CRITICAL PROJECT to talk 
about the infrastructure building projects that have been identified as a top priority, a critical 
piece of work.)   
 
CRITICAL PROJECT AREAS are specifically chosen areas of potential focus for 
companies that are at the beginning of building their MACHINE.  They are high value 
targets, places where your efforts can produce disproportionately large results.  If you’re 
unsure about which projects should come first, these are the places to begin. 
 
Each FUNDAMENTAL also has a KEY QUESTIONS section to help you think more 
deeply about what is happening in your own organization.  They are great tools to 
use with your leadership team as you work to identify the CRITICAL PROJECTS you’re 
going to work on. 

 
Once you start this process, it’s normal to suddenly see a lot of projects that look really 
important and really urgent.  Resist the urge to jump in and get to work.  
MACHINE building takes a lot of resources.  Some projects are more useful 
than others.  If you want to make smart decisions about where to focus your energy, you 
need to be strategic about this process.  The WHERE TO START section in Part Three will 
give you detailed instructions on the formal planning and launch session recommended for 
identifying your CRITICAL PROJECTS, prioritizing them and creating a plan of action and a 
system for managing progress with your key people.  
 

 
 
FUNDAMENTAL #1:  VISIBILITY 
You can’t manage what you can’t see. 
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Smaller organizations often manage work informally...by TOUCH.  They get information 
and give direction by bumping into their people, visiting or calling.  People tend to work 
near each other and see each other all the time.   
 
BIGGER makes TOUCH a nearly impossible management strategy.  First, there are more 
people so it’s impossible to stay as connected.  Second, those people are usually spread out 
over a greater area or number of locations, which means it takes more effort and 
intentionality to see them or be seen.  Third, BIGGER means there are more people, more 
projects, more customers, more problems; more of everything and that takes more time to 
manage, which leaves less time to check in. 
 
The old system for getting information and giving directions quickly breaks down.  Without 
a new one, leaders usually just work longer and harder trying to keep track of everything.  
They don’t have the same information or insights about their people or 
problems or the business so they end up flying blind.  Their decisions aren’t as 
timely and aren’t as good and that creates more problems.  A lot of things will 
get missed which only creates more issues. 
 
You can’t manage what you can’t see.  You need VISIBILITY into key areas of your 
business.  You may need to invent new systems to replace the informal ones that size made 
unworkable.  One of the first and most important things you can do when you start building 
infrastructure is to create ways to get important data so you can make better decisions and 
give better directions to your people.   

 
 

CRITICAL PROJECT AREAS 

 
TRACK & MANAGE WORK 
The simplest way to manage more of everything is to get organized and get ahead of it.  
Keeping a pile of notebooks with pages of to-do lists doesn’t cut it when you hit critical 
mass.  It’s easier to find a fork when you need one if you put your silverware in those neat 
little slots in the same drawer instead of putting them in a big pile in a different random 
cupboard each time.  You want to do the same thing with critical information.  It needs to be 
grouped and organized and kept in the same place so you can find it when you need it.  
Specifically you want to be able to keep track of both the WORK being done 
(or not being done) and the RESULTS being produced.   
 
Your goal is to make both the WORK and RESULTS visible to you, to be able to know what 
is planned and what has happened without necessarily talking to the people involved.  Verbal 
reporting tends to be biased and incomplete and it’s very hard to remember everything 
you’re told.  It’s easier to track information and manage results when you have a written 
record of key information.  (This doesn’t mean you’ll never have a conversation with your 
people.  Man cannot manage by reports alone.  People need human contact and you need the 
additional information you can gather from what they tell you and how they say it.) But, 
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written information means you will have access to critical data even when you are too busy 
to connect.   
 
The key to creating VISIBILITY is to start with your most important work and 
projects.  You begin with basic, written documents that are updated and 
reviewed on a regular basis.  Think simple.  You don’t need to write down every detail 
or create a document for every person or project.  Start with your most important WORK 
and/or RESULTS and build from there. Some specific potential starting points: 

• Electronic, Sharable Documents -- Make your documents electronic and easily 
accessible to the team working on them with file sharing.  There are plenty of free 
services that can help you avoid emailing 200 versions back and forth.  

• Key Person Documents -- Instead of just getting verbal updates from a lot of 
people and burying them in a notebook or worse, trying to remember them, create 
a key person document where team members can plan and track their work and 
report on regular tasks and results. Having this kind of documentation makes it 
possible to track results over time, spot trends and hold people accountable.  

• Special Project Documents -- Create a one-page spreadsheet for an important 
project with dates and assignments that everyone can refer to.  It will make it much 
easier to keep everyone on the same page and making progress. 

• Standardized Report Templates -- Put together a standardized report template 
that all your managers can use to report results.  Standardization makes it easier to 
quickly understand what is happening.  Again, this doesn’t have to be elaborate.  
Think about the information you’d like to get if you visited the location or stopped 
by to talk with a manager.  The questions you would ask or the things you would 
check on are great candidates to be included.   

 
The practice of formally tracking and managing WORK and RESULTS works best when you 
have both the documents AND a structure like a regular meeting to update and 
review them.  When you do, paper becomes very powerful.  It doesn’t forget or get 
distracted by other priorities.  Written plans force people to be more proactive and clear.  
They eliminate a lot of the chaos and confusion that often mask poor results.  Formal 
reporting gives you a way to hold people accountable and makes it easier to see where good 
people are struggling so you can provide support.  It gives you clearer, better data to help 
you see threats, set immediate priorities and make better decisions.   
 

 
KNOW YOUR $, KNOW YOUR MARGINS  
It’s never good to not REALLY be on top of your money or your margins, even when you’re 
small.  But when you’re small it’s a bit easier to not know and still have a sense of how things 
are really going.  You’re closer to the cash, the spending, the customers and profit.  When 
you’re BIGGER you’re not as hands on.  You don’t have the same feel for what is happening.  
Plus there’s probably more money coming into your account than ever before, and a lot 
more coming out. You have less time to monitor and advise your people so it’s easy for 
waste or fraud to creep in.  
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Pick some key #’s to always know, some to spot check and at the very least, know and 
manage the margins for the products you sell the most of and/or your biggest profit or cost 
centers.  If you don’t know your margins, you and your team are just guessing about your 
priorities.  And with the multiplied effect of being BIGGER, it’s easy for a major threat to 
grow without you knowing it.  
 
 
CRITICAL #’S  
In poker a “TELL” is a signal, a giveaway, a change in someone’s face or body that gives you 
valuable insights about their game.  Being able to read someone’s tells gives you a major 
advantage.  Organization’s also have tells, some #’s that give you more information and 
better insights than other data. 
 
Push yourself to find your organization’s TELLS, to track them and leverage them.  Ask 
yourself how you’d know if something were wrong.  What kind of information would make 
you nervous?  If you could only use five #’s to run your business, which five would you use?  
And if you couldn’t use those five, what are the next five?  Think beyond the obvious.  
Experiment.  The best TELLS can be hard to spot but are absolutely worth the effort it takes 
to find them. 
 
Once you have some identified, put a formal system in place to track that information on a 
regular basis, review it, and manage it actively. 
 
 
KEY VISIBILITY QUESTIONS: 

• Which areas of your business are you wishing you knew more about or had better 
insights into? 

• Where are you using notebooks, or just trying to remember? 
• Where do you get verbal reports only, with very little or no written reporting to 

verify? 
• Do you have similar departments or locations within your system?  (These are good 

candidates for some kind of standardized reporting.)   
• Do you have different people, departments or divisions where you’d like to be able 

to compare progress, costs or results? 
• Where are you flying blind, without good, regular, solid data about how things are 

really going?   
• Which areas of your business make you nervous?   
• Do you have any people whose results are unclear?  They seem to be doing o.k. but 

something tells you they might not be?  (If you don’t actually KNOW how it’s 
going, you have a VISIBILITY problem.) 

• What is the product or area of your business that you can’t afford to have fail?  Do 
you know what’s happening there? 
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FUNDAMENTAL #2:  PROACTIVE LEADERSHIP 
Firefighting isn’t leading. 
 
Firefighting isn’t leading.  There will ALWAYS be a lot to do and a lot of it will be urgent.  
But fighting fires often gets in the way of actually leading.  When you’re reactive 
you’re more focused on solving problems than on building the systems that solve and 
prevent problems.  You’re working IN your business more than ON your business.  You’re 
springing into action when you see a problem or have an idea but less likely to pause and 
think about how a new project fits in with your other priorities or plan out your approach.   
 
PROACTIVE Leadership means planning and prioritizing and building and 
refining your machine.  It means clawing your way past all the daily work and working 
on creating your circumstances instead of just reacting to the ones that show up. Sometimes 
it works to react and act quickly.  Sometimes you must react and act quickly.  But you 
cannot win at BIGGER if you are not proactive enough often enough.   

 
 

CRITICAL PROJECT AREAS 

 
BIG PICTURE PLANNING  
BIGGER means there is more of everything and it’s all moving faster.  There are bigger, 
more urgent problems and so much more work to do.  It will feel like the most important 
thing is to get to work.  Right NOW.    

 
Planning matters most when resources are scarce.   

The less time you have to make a plan,  
the more critical it is to pause and make one. 

 
This is most true when it comes to executive teams and big picture planning.  Anywhere 
your people are not on the same page you are wasting time and resources you don’t have.  
Your leaders need to be aligned on key priorities at least annually and have clear plans for 
how to achieve them.  Within individual roles and departments, leaders and managers 
typically need to do at least basic planning on a weekly or sometimes daily basis.  Plans don’t 
have to be 15 pages long.  Often even a basic, one page plan can help you avoid conflicts 
with resources and prioritization or strategy.  Plans make it possible to communicate both up 
and down more quickly and clearly.  Take the time to get on the same page about what 
needs to get done, by whom and in what order and put it in writing.  It will save you time, 
waste, frustration and efficiency in the long run. 
 
  
REGULAR MEETINGS  
Reactive exchanges between members of a team, bumping into people or dropping 
by/calling/emailing whenever things come up, are a huge waste of time and resources when 
they are the standard form of information exchange.  Regular meetings act as a container for 
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important information and conversations.  Instead of spending your days trying to get work 
done between interruptions, schedule regular meetings with key people and save 
conversations that aren’t urgent for those meetings.   
 
You don’t have to meet every person for a full hour every week.  You might need 10 
minutes each day or 2 hours once a month.  Think about what information needs to be 
shared or reported and how frequently.  A few additional tips: 

• Use your documents!  Create documents to help you track and manage work and 
results (as outlined in VISIBILITY) and use them.  They should be updated well 
enough in advance that meeting participants can review them beforehand.  The 
meeting is used to handle breakdowns and solve problems vs. read documents. 

• Don’t be afraid to end meetings early.  Really early.  You’re done when the 
work is done, not when the hour is up.   

• Save the social chatter for the end.  Catch up at the end of the meeting instead 
of the beginning.  It sets a more intentional tone and doesn’t trap the people who 
don’t feel they have the time/ability/desire to participate. 

• Be on time.  Start on time.  End on time.  It is easy for competing priorities to 
delay the start of a meeting.  But one person taking one last call or sending one last 
email can waste the time (often high dollar time) of the rest of the team.  Be 
intentional.  And if you do extend a meeting past when it was scheduled, make sure 
that it is a conscious decision to do so and that you name a new end time.  Discipline 
around time is one of the simplest, cheapest ways to set a cultural tone for your 
entire organization.   

• For meeting with 3+ people set a standard time & have one person send 
a meeting invitation (with conference # and passcode if there is one.) Have 
participants accept if they will attend to save time.  As much as possible, cut down 
the number of emails that need to be sent to schedule a meeting.  

• Don’t do fancy agendas.  Everyone in a meeting, but especially the leader, 
should be clear about what needs to be covered or produced.  A formal, written 
agenda takes time to write, send and receive.  Don’t do it without a good reason.  
(But if you have a good reason, do one.) 

• One person RUNS and leads the meeting.  Everyone in a meeting has a 
responsibility to participate in a way that forwards the desired outcomes and you can 
take turns having different people run the meeting and everyone can contribute, but 
name one person to RUN each meeting.  This person will lead the conversation and 
own the ultimate responsibility for its’ effectiveness and outcomes.  

 
 
HIGH VALUE vs. LOW VALUE WORK 
PRO-ACTIVE leaders don’t just do what’s in front of them.  They think about which work 
does matter most and do that work first and most.  Many leaders have become leaders by 
being good workers.  They are good at getting things done.  Even when they become leaders 
they will tend to do a lot of the same lower level tasks that they used to...simply because 
those tasks need to get done.  But when you are BIGGER there will always be thousands of 
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things that need to get done.  It is critical that leaders differentiate and focus on the work 
that matters most.  
 
What constitutes HIGH VALUE work varies greatly depending on what your role is in an 
organization.  The examples below are generally written to describe someone in a leadership 
or executive role and won’t all apply directly to managers or front-line people whose 
primary role IS to do the front-line work. 
 

LOW VALUE WORK is work that almost anyone could do with a minimal training, 
instruction or specialized skill.  (Stocking shelves, answering phones, making copies, 
sending meeting invitations.)   
 
MEDIUM VALUE WORK takes more training or experience to be able to do 
effectively or requires some specialized skills.  (Having a store or staff meeting, new 
hire orientation, sending invoices, sales, hiring.)   
 
HIGH VALUE WORK is work that very few people can do.  It’s the kind of work 
where specialized skills or knowledge is required and generally produces much greater 
value than other tasks.  (Big picture planning and strategy, margins management, 
management team training.)   
 

The higher you are on the leadership food chain, the more of your time should be dedicated 
to high value work, specifically building and refining the MACHINE.   
 
It is a useful exercise to have your managers and leaders write down a general list of how and 
what they spend their time on each week.  Then have a group conversation about which 
category work fits into.  Teams are often shocked at how little time they actually 
spend on their high value work.  While you don’t have to make any radical changes 
right away, you should create some specific results or goals that help people prioritize HIGH 
VALUE work.  Also create a list of low value tasks you will immediately stop doing or begin 
delegating quickly. 
 
Remember, Superman could write more parking tickets, and write them faster than anyone 
else alive.  But that’s not the best work for Superman to do.  Just because you can do it, 
doesn’t mean you should.  Especially when there are so many more valuable kinds of 
work that needs your attention.   
 
 
KEY PROACTIVE LEADERSHIP QUESTIONS: 

• What are the top priorities of your leadership team?  Would other members have 
the same answer? 

• Do you and your people know the goals and priorities for your individual areas? 
• What do you know you need to make time for that you don’t do now?   
• Name some projects you’ve wished you could work on but never seem to find time 

for.   
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• If someone could magically fix a problem for you, what would you ask them to work 
on?  

• Where are you operating without a real plan?   
• What are your most common fires?   
• Which people or groups do you have to work with over and over on the same issue?   
• Do you have consistent issues with particular customers or vendors? 
• What meetings could you eliminate or shorten? 
• What kind of low value work do you and your team waste the most time doing?  

Who should do that work? 
 

 
 
FUNDAMENTAL #3:  ACTIVE MANAGEMENT 
Hope is not a management strategy. 
 
When an organization gets to BIGGER, it becomes harder and harder to stay on top of what 
your people are doing.  PASSIVE MANAGEMENT is a kind of management where 
you mostly leave your people on their own unless there’s an issue.  It involves a 
lot of assuming, guessing, hoping and wishing.   

 
ACTIVE MANAGEMENT is about knowing, planning, training and developing.  
It’s helping your people become more skilled and capable at their job.  It’s paying 
attention to both their results and how they produce them.  It’s knowing what 
should be happening, tracking it, acknowledging and dealing with what isn’t working.   
 

Hoping things are getting handled is not enough. 
 
The project areas below are great basic practices for shifting from PASSIVE to ACTIVE 
MANAGEMENT.  Remember, consistently good results are never an accident.   

 
 

CRITICAL PROJECT AREAS 

 
ACCOUNTABILITY  
When you’re hoping they’ll figure it out, stepping over problems, ignoring bad results or 
working around problem people, you’re building problems into your culture that can only 
make the future harder and more expensive.  When you are smaller you have some extra 
bandwidth to deal with problems.  You can afford to let more slide.  BIGGER eats up 
resources and you no longer have that luxury.  ACCOUNTABILITY is the simplest, most 
critical component of ACTIVE MANAGEMENT.  But real ACCOUNTABILITY is probably 
not what you think. 
 
First, accountability is not yelling at people.  Accountability is primarily about 
providing the support and structures that help people succeed.  This means 
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formally tracking what they are supposed to produce and what results they actually produce.  
(See VISIBILITY: TRACK & MANAGE WORK.)  You can’t hold people accountable if you 
can’t remember what they were supposed to do. 
 
The second part of accountability is how you interact with people about their results.   
 

Accountability is providing  
acknowledgement and celebration of great results  

AND confronting people when they fall short. 
 
Results include what they produce and the effort and attitude they produce it with.  (For 
information on confrontation see TRAINED vs. UNTRAINED MANAGERS: 
CONFRONTATION.)   
 
People do better work when there is a goal, a scoreboard and someone paying attention to 
what they do and don’t accomplish.  ACTIVE MANAGEMENT means being that person.  
When you hold people accountable, you help them be successful.  When you don’t, you 
make it harder for that person to succeed and create resentment and frustration in the people 
who are doing their work. 
 
Start by being honest with yourself about what you’ve been stepping over.  Think through 
issues that need to be addressed with key people and important results that you’re not 
getting.  Acknowledging that something is off is a good place to start, even if you can’t deal 
completely with the issue or person right away.  Look for where you can clarify 
expectations, put structures in place to monitor results and stay on top of what is and isn’t 
happening.   
 
 
EVALUATE & ADJUST  
It’s a strange function of human politeness that organizations hit a point where it’s difficult or 
almost impossible to provide straight feedback to people.  We work too hard at keeping 
people comfortable and not enough on teaching them how to frame feedback and evaluate 
themselves so they speak the truth, hear the truth and get better.  
 
A few ideas to help you help your people get better at evaluating their own performance, 
receiving feedback and making positive adjustments: 

• Have them evaluate their own performance.  This is not a conversation like 
the highly formalized, and generally very sterile and ineffective annual reviews of 
many large corporate organizations.  This is about asking someone how they thought 
they did on the project, scoring themselves on 4 or 5 key elements of their job and 
then sharing your rating.  Have a friendly conversation about the similarities and 
differences and what adjustments to make.  The goal is to create a new level of 
awareness about the standards, their performance and how they can improve so they 
can, and do, take action to improve. 

• Emphasize a “Get Better” Standard.  Confrontation is a tricky thing.  Immoral, 
illegal, unethical or work safety issues require direct and immediate confrontation.  
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Repeated problems with behavior and performance are also confrontation issues.  
But most employee feedback is going to be about refining and reframing.  Because 
the average person has a hard time receiving negative feedback of any kind, a “Get 
Better” Standard is extremely helpful.  It helps your team know that you don’t 
expect perfection or that they’ll never be allowed to make a mistake or have a bad 
day--but you do expect them to continue to improve over time.  This gives them 
space and makes it easier to acknowledge where they missed the mark/need to do 
better.  The focus is on what there is to work on next vs. hiding failures or issues.  

• Share what you are working on (and be working on something.)  You should 
also have areas you are focused on as part of your own professional development.  
Be able to talk openly about what you need to do to get better, why it’s important, 
how it’s going and what you’re learning.  You model the right behavior and attitude 
for them to copy. 

 
Pick a group, usually key leaders or managers and create some simple metrics for evaluating 
that role.  Introduce the concept to the group and ask people to share their own results and 
set a goal for improvement.  Start formally talking to people about performance and teaching 
them how to have those conversations in a professional, respectful and productive way.  This 
helps set an organizational standard that can dramatically improve the quality and 
effectiveness of individual interactions and results. 

 
 
TRAIN & DEVELOP YOUR PEOPLE  
Training and developing your people means building their ability and 
knowledge in their role so they become more capable, not only of doing the work 
but also more capable of making decisions, spotting opportunities and solving and preventing 
problems.   
 
Showing someone how to do something is different than training them.  Training includes 
making sure they understand why work is done that way and verifying they learn what 
you’re trying to teach them.  Formal training is a PROCESS, not an EVENT.  
 
Development work can be yearlong leadership programs or a regular 2-minute segment of a 
team meeting.  It’s not so much about the format as it is helping grow the professional skills 
of your people.  Some general topics about customer service, safety, or quality standards are 
all good places to focus.  You might also consider training in organization, time management 
or communication, depending on the group and their responsibilities.  You can train to 
address problems like arrogance or a lack of ownership or to reframe circumstances and set 
new expectations for behavior (and you should.)  Language courses can provide a great 
return on investment for some organizations.  Some companies even provide training that 
does not directly impact job performance like money management or parenting classes.  
 
Good formal training and development helps you build your people, build loyalty, and build 
value within the business.  It eliminates a lot of potential headaches and frustration for you 
AND them.  There is a big difference between being able to do something and knowing how 
to do it the right way and do it really well.   



	

	 24	

Identify a key group or groups and the skills they need.  You probably have people inside 
your organization who could be great resources for a variety of topics. Books, outside 
trainers, or online resources can also help significantly.  The important thing is to get clear 
on your priorities, schedule the meeting, retreat or call and get into action. 
 
 
KEY ACTIVE MANAGEMENT QUESTIONS: 

• Where are you hoping something will happen?  This could be a problem you hope 
will go away or be resolved by someone else or an outcome you need but do not 
know you will get.   

• Where are you nervous that something isn’t going to work out?   
• Who are you avoiding having a difficult conversation with?     
• Which people around you have a very hard time or get very defensive when 

receiving negative feedback? 
• Who are you putting up with?  (You may be afraid to lose their skills, fear the hassle 

of replacing them, be hesitant to damage a friendship or just not want to deal with 
them.) 

• What or who embarrasses you? 
• Think of a really good and loyal employee.  What new skills or knowledge would 

they need in order to take on a bigger role in your company? 
 
 
 

FUNDAMENTAL #4:  
TRAINED vs. UNTRAINED MANAGERS 
Untrained managers cause 1000 problems for every one they solve. 
 
Most people who become managers are good workers who were promoted but 
were never trained.  If you’re lucky enough to have good managers, they may be the 
product of someone else’s training program, or years of painful on-the-job experience.  
Most managers are basically just doing their best to figure it out as they go.  
You might be one of them. 
 
Managers need to be able to solve technical problems and resolve issues with people.  It’s 
critical they’re able to assign, track and manage work in order to produce needed results.  
When managers aren’t adequately trained and able to do this, they don’t.  Or they make 
things worse in their attempts.  They let too many things slide or they micromanage.  
They’re too nice or too mean.  They wait too long to get help or they ask for help on every 
little thing.  ALL of these behaviors cause additional problems.  Untrained managers often 
get in the way or frustrate front-line workers and slow down or confuse the decision making 
process of leaders. 
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Having a skilled, reliable, consistent team of managers is a critical part of your MACHINE.  
Without them, you’ll be forced to spend a lot of time working around them and/or doing 
the job you’re actually paying them to do.  
 

Your team needs basic management training.  
 
Unfortunately a lot of management training is either too simplistic or too complicated to be 
useful.  Organizations need a practical, common, consistent set of management skills and 
philosophies that can be understood and applied throughout the organization.  
Standardizing what it means to be a manager and training people how to do it 
saves an extraordinary amount of time, energy and headaches and frees leaders 
up to do their own jobs.   
 
In order for managers to actually manage teams instead of just work alongside them they 
must to learn how to confront and celebrate their people, how to collaborate 
with their peers and how to communicate with their leadership. Good managers 
learn to give and receive feedback in a professional way, how to prioritize, organize and how 
to track and manage work as well as the technical skills particular to their role or industry.   
 
The following three critical project areas are some of the most useful places to 
start.  They help address some of the most common, frequent, frustrating, basic 
skill gaps experienced by managers.  

 
 

CRITICAL PROJECT AREAS 

 
CONFRONTATION  
Confrontation has a bad reputation, mostly because it’s usually done wrong.  Yelling at 
someone when your frustration finally boils over after putting up with bad results or 
behavior is not good confrontation.  Good confrontation changes behavior without 
unfairly damaging a relationship.  When you confront someone in a healthy, 
professional, and timely fashion, you are giving him or her a fair opportunity 
to change their behavior and succeed.   
 
Confrontations is a core part of management and leadership.  Make sure your managers 
understand the need to deal with issues instead of ignoring them.  Don’t forget to take into 
consideration that even friendly confrontation can be really tough for some people.  Learning 
to do this effectively is one of the most important parts of a manager’s professional 
development.  It’s an essential skill and an important way to contribute to team members.  

The method I teach is the CURIOUS, CONFUSED, CONCERNED method.  Basically the 
first time a standard is broken or a failure occurs, you are CURIOUS as you engage the 
person.  The focus is on figuring out what happened, whether or not they were aware their 
actions were a problem.  Then you clarify and reestablish your expectations.  The next time 
you are CONFUSED and outline the potential consequences if the problem continues.  (The 
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intensity of the conversation escalates at each level although you are always calm and 
professional.)  The third time you are CONCERNED.  This conversation most likely 
includes formal consequences of some type, usually a formal write up.  Done well, with a 
competent employee, there should not be a need to address an issue more than once or twice 
at most.   
 
If your managers don’t know how to confront issues, they won’t.  Which means problems 
will only grow and multiply, like Gremlins.  And the results are just as ugly.  Teach 
confrontation.  Learn confrontation.  Practice confrontation.  Get really good at 
confrontation so you can help all your people win. 
 
 
THE FIGHTING CHANCE STANDARD  
Management is hard in part because it involves being professional with people you probably 
also care about, people who are not perfect.  It’s easy to go too easy on people or too hard 
on them—especially when you don’t know how to do it better.  Because you are also 
human, it can be easy to blame them for underperforming when you get frustrated.  The 
FIGHTING CHANCE STANDARD is a way to better understand your own role and 
responsibilities and see where the responsibility and consequences for their performance 
belong to them.  (This standard obviously does not apply to illegal or immoral behaviors.  
It’s designed to deal with general performance issues.)   
 
When a person, or their performance, becomes a problem, your job is to first check in with 
yourself as the manager.  Did you 1) Set clear expectations?  If not, go back and do that.  
If you’re not sure you did, assume you did not.  If you did set clear expectations, did you 2) 
Train them? (Or make sure they knew how to complete the work?)  If not, go back and 
train them.  If they’re trained, did you 3) Hold them accountable/provide support?  
If your people were never held accountable, they didn’t really have a chance to succeed.  
BUT, if you’ve done all three of those things, that person has had a FIGHTING CHANCE to 
succeed.  It’s fair at this point to discipline or even fire them depending on the significance of 
the failure. 
 
This method puts the responsibility on the manager first and helps them understand and 
execute their role AND know when it’s fair to take more serious actions.  It takes a tricky 
relationship and adds some objectivity and clarity for everyone involved in the process.   
 
 
GET THE RIGHT PEOPLE ON THE BUS  
A small mountain of research (see Chapter 3 of Good to Great by Jim Collins) shows that 
hiring good workers who understand your company and share your values is way, way better 
than trying to manage people who aren’t so good and don’t get it.  Good people own their 
results and get stuff done.  Not-so-good people cause problems and annoy and exhaust the 
good people. 
 
The Container Store believes in this philosophy so much that it’s the first of their seven 
Foundation Principles.  They’ve done a great summary of it in a 1:38 minute video, which 
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you can view it here.  (Click on principle # 1 “1 Great Person = 3 Good People) 
http://standfor.containerstore.com/our-foundation-principles/ 
 

Good management starts with GREAT hiring.  
 
If you hire good people who share your values and will work hard in service of the things you 
both believe in, you can spend your management time training and developing people 
instead of chasing them down and trying to discipline them into decent behavior (which, 
research shows, you really can’t do.)  Ideally you’ll have a philosophy and a process for who 
you hire and why.  Formalizing this process helps you make sure someone fits your values.  
At the very least you want to teach your managers why it’s critical to find good people rather 
than settle for and put up with whoever shows up.  It takes a lot of work to find good people 
but it takes more to manage bad ones.  Make hiring well a top priority to solve a lot 
of management problems before they happen. 
 
 
KEY TRAINED vs. UNTRAINED MANAGER QUESTIONS: 

• What are the biggest issues that keep coming up with your managers or their teams?   
• What do you wish you could brag about when it comes to your managers but you 

complain about instead?  
• What have you seen that you envy in other organizations or wish you had in yours?   
• What do you wish you knew how to do better/ where would you personally like 

new skills or help?   
• Which managers are causing the most headaches for their people?  What do they 

need to learn? Are they a good fit for management?  For your organization?  
• Who causes you the most headaches as a leader and why?  What do they need to 

learn? Are they a good fit for management?  For your organization? 
 

 
 
ADDITIONAL THOUGHTS FROM PART TWO 
A few key things to remember as you start building your MACHINE: 

 
1. Building a MACHINE is a process, not an event.  You’re not trying to fix 

everything at once and there’s no perfect way to do it.  Remember that every bit of 
progress you make, every part of the MACHINE you put in place, is a big win over what 
you had before.   

 
2. Stabilize, then enhance.  Your first priority is to create stability.  When your 

infrastructure is overwhelmed your organization is inherently unstable. So focus on 
eliminating chaos and confusion by getting workable solutions in place vs. fancy or 
perfect solutions.  A simple spreadsheet or a one page written plan can sometimes take 
you a long way.  Stabilize first.  Enhance later. 
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3. Prioritizing also means picking what you WON’T work on.  You don’t have 
the luxury of doing everything you think would be useful.  Make sure that as you chose 
your top projects you’re also clear about what you are not going to take on.  Resist the 
urge to add new projects without making a conscious decision about how they fit into 
your current priorities and workload.  

 
4. Building a MACHINE does not mean drowning your people in red tape and 

regulations.  It can be tough to find the right balance between too much structure and 
too little.  Make conscious decisions, weighing both the cost of doing the work and the 
benefit to the organization.  Don’t assume everything needs a detailed form or 50 steps.  
But if there’s a significant benefit, put a structure in place. 

 
5. People tend to resist structure and change.  This process is both.  Resistance can 

show up in a lot of different ways—from logical objections to emotional frustration. Do 
your best to help your people understand the need to change, to incorporate them into 
the process and keep them engaged.  But also be prepared to continue on even when the 
people around you aren’t excited.  (Including you.)   

 
6. It’s not all about fixing problems.  Building infrastructure is also your way to 

capture and preserve and improve on the good things you do now.  It’s a 
chance to think about who you want to be and create the structures you need to 
be/become that.  Make sure you’re thinking about how to use the tools you’re building 
to make your strengths stronger, to give your people the critical support they need to do 
their best work.  This can and should include how you build and maintain your culture, 
how you appreciate and celebrate people.  Not every organization needs a formal 
monthly birthday party.  Many could use a few more handwritten notes or high fives to 
acknowledge how hard their people work and how much they contribute.  Identify the 
elements that would make the biggest difference in your organization and build the 
infrastructure to support them.   
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Part Three:  
FORMAL PLANNING &  
CRITICAL PROJECT LAUNCH SESSION 

 
 
 
If you’re making the commitment to build your MACHINE, a FORMAL 
PLANNING & CRITICAL PROJECTS LAUNCH SESSION is the HIGHLY 
recommended way to begin.  This is usually a 2-day off-site with your key people.  If 
you have not already completed your annual strategic planning, you can incorporate the 
launch work into that process.  If you have, use the launch as a way to take a fresh look at the 
work you committed to in your strategic plan and make conscious decisions about which 
projects will have the biggest benefits to your organization.  
 
It’s definitely a counter-intuitive move to take your key people away from their jobs for a 
planning session when there is so much work to be done.  But synergy is a real thing, a kind 
of energy and momentum that allows people to produce more as a team than they can 
individually.  When you gather your key people for an intentional review and discussion of 
your business and it’s priorities, you create an opportunity to gather valuable insights that are 
hard to obtain any other way.  Perhaps more importantly, you engage critical people within 
your organization and, if you do it correctly, you create a team that is clear and aligned 
around a specific set of shared objectives and the conditions for vastly improved decision 
making and productivity around key objectives.  You create an opportunity for synergy and 
the fulfillment and great results that often come with it. 
 
MACHINE building is a big commitment.  In order to succeed, you need your people 
to be willing to work hard, to learn new skills and to challenge old ways of thinking and 
interacting with one another.  Being BIGGER means your resources are already stretched 
thin.  It’s critical your team is clear and aligned on the smartest set of priorities you can 
identify.  You don’t have extra time or energy to burn on being confused or contradicting 
each other’s efforts.  The value of engaging your key people in the planning 
process, in educating them, creating clarity and alignment, and getting their 
input and buy-in almost always FAR outweighs the cost and pain of pulling 
them away from their regular work.  

 
The following pages will give you the outline of a process for how to create and run an 
efficient and very effective planning and launch session.  The process has you, as a team, take 
a look at the big picture of your organization.  From there, you’ll begin to identify and 
prioritize potential CRITICAL PROJECTS.  You will eventually select the projects you will 
work on and complete an action plan for each of them.  Good planning matters most when 
resources are scarce.  If you do the hard work to think strategically and plan thoroughly, 
you’ll give yourself a big momentum boost and the best chance at producing your best 
results. 
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(In very rare cases it might be appropriate for the boss or a couple executives to complete 
this process and announce their results to the team.  Or for a leader to pick one or two 
simple projects and start there, slowly adding new systems and processes, as they’re able.  In 
most organizations however, a formal planning session and launch is highly 
recommended as the most efficient, effective way to do this work.)  
 
 
 
HOLDING A FORMAL PLANNING  
& CRITICAL PROJECTS LAUNCH SESSION 
A session like this is a large investment when you take into account the total amount of time 
required of each of your people and the work they’re not able to do while away.  The 
investment is definitely worth it, and often produces returns in many areas.  Given the size 
of the investment, it’s important to be strategic about preparation and the time itself in order 
to maximize your return. 
 
The following is the process I use with clients.  It includes some of the best ideas I have 
gathered or created for holding a session that is both high energy and highly productive.  
These instructions have been further customized for organizations that are starting the 
MACHING building process.   
 
 BEFORE your session:  

• Reserve 2 full days.  You can always finish early but generally you’ll need all of 
that time and wish you had more.  

• Get off-site.  It’s much easier to focus when you’re away.  You don’t have to go 
fancy.  A conference room down the street works great.  Your accounting firm 
probably has one they’d be happy to let you use. 

• Plan your food.  Bring bagels, order lunch, have someone bring coffee in the 
afternoon.  People who are craving a snack or some caffeine can’t focus.  Invest in 
food to keep attention and energy high. 

• Bring supplies and extras of anything you might need including giant and small 
post-its, markers, extra paper, pens, power cords and a fidget box (see below.)  If 
you’re using a projector or other IT equipment, make sure it’s set up in advance and 
that you have a backup plan.  You can’t afford to waste valuable meeting time trying 
to find a second marker or a missing power cord.   

• Prepare your team.  Let them know this is a big investment and you need 
everyone to be ready to engage at a high level.  Sessions can be intense.  Make sure 
everyone knows to get a good night’s sleep and come ready to work.  They should 
plan, and communicate with their own teams, to have the entire time free to focus 
on the session work.  They should not try to squeeze in other tasks during the days 
of the session. 

 
DURING your session: 

• Have a fidget box.  People need a productive, non-distracting way to manage 
their energy level.  A fidget box might have stress balls or silly putty to play with, 
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beef jerky or gum to chew on, even doodle paper and pens.  Small craft kits with 
beads and pipe cleaners (available at most Targets) are a surprisingly awesome way 
to help people stay engaged. 

• Specify several break times for bathroom, food and for checking messages.  
Other than that, keep phones off and prepare whomever is around you that you 
should not be disturbed unless there is an emergency. 

• Quit or take a break when the energy dies.  People have a threshold for how 
hard they can think and how much they can absorb.  Remember that parts of this 
process will be mentally challenging and emotionally confronting.  When 
engagement slows, get people moving, take a break or call it a day. 

• Consider a team meal.  People will have done a lot of very structured work 
together.  A team meal is a great way to allow them to relax and absorb and bond 
while they process what they’ve worked on.  If you can manage it in the budget and 
schedule, take everybody to dinner.   

 
 
STEPS OF THE ACTUAL SESSION 
Step #1:  Start with the big picture.  After you welcome everyone, review the schedule 
and set the tone for an intentional session.  Your first chunk of real work is to have the 
groupthink about and review what is happening in the organization at large, the big picture.   
This can look like completing a SWOT Analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & 
Threats) or whatever your favorite tool is.  I use a very simple method; The Good, The Bad, 
and The Ugly.  The Good is anything you have working in your favor.  It’s good people, 
skills, knowledge, opportunities, habits and advantages.  The Bad is anything you should be 
worried about, internally or externally.  The Ugly is the most challenging, most urgent, 
biggest problems you have to deal with.  Use whatever process works best for you. 
 
Go through each category one at a time.  Ask each individual to write down his or her own 
notes and observations.  Once they’ve each done that, have them share their observations 
and record them on large post-it poster sheets.  (I prefer using large post-it sheets for this so 
you can keep all notes on the wall for reference throughout your session.)  
 
Step #2:  Apply the FUNDAMENTALS.  Once you’ve taken a good look at the big 
picture of your company, do a quick review of the FUNDAMENTALS.  Address each 
fundamental one by one, asking your team to make notes about where you’re doing well 
(the Good,) where you need to improve (the Bad,) and where you urgently need to make 
immediate improvements (the Ugly.)  Add these to your big picture assessments already 
posted.   

 
Step #3: Create a team list of potential PROJECTS.  Now that you have a good 
overview of your company from the varying perspectives of your key people, it’s time to 
figure out what your CRITICAL PROJECTS should be.  As you begin, it’s most useful to 
brainstorm a big list first to help you think more broadly and generate the most useful 
answers.  Start by having each person write down their top 5-7 potential projects.  (I use 3x5 
post-its and medium sharpie markers for this so you can move individual items, group and 
reprioritize without rewriting.)  Each person writes his or her ideas down, largely and 
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legibly on a separate post-it.  Gather all the ideas in the room and put them up on the wall. 
As you work, you’ll start to see natural groups of issues and overlaps between projects.   
 
Step #4: Identify 3-5 CRITICAL PROJECTS.  This is usually most efficient when it’s a 
two-step process.  Taking a look at all the potential projects you’ve identified, work as a 
group to narrow your list down to your top 10.  (We use a group discussion and/or some 
kind of voting.)  Once you have 10, go through a similar process until you have 3-5 
CRITICAL PROJECTS.  These projects are the most important MACHINE building work 
that your team needs to take on this year.  You may be tempted to pick more than 5 
CRITICAL PROJECTS.  DON’T.  It is far better to start and successfully complete 2 
projects than it is to write down 20 that you don’t make real progress on.  Remember, you 
can always pick more and work on more after you complete your first few.   
 
 

 
HOW TO PRIORITIZE YOUR PROJECTS: 
Some projects are, of course, better than others.  You’ll need to 
weigh the value of potential projects against the resources available and 
other competing needs.  A good general rule is to work first on projects 
that: a) solve a significant problem or create a significant 
benefit and that b) are both practical and fast.  (Fast projects can be 
completed in under a year—which is actually pretty fast if it’s a major 
project.)   
 
For example, there might be a significant benefit in creating a lot of 
detailed reports but it may not be practical to have managers spend time 
filling them out.  It might be fast to put in a new process for ordering 
supplies, but not solve a significant enough problem to justify the effort.   
 

 
 
Step #5: Create written plans with owners, goals, milestones, tasks and 
deadlines for each CRITICAL PROJECT.  Good planning in the beginning can help save 
you a lot of time and headaches as you go.  Once you have identified your 3-5 CRITICAL 
PROJECTS, take the time to put clear plans in place.   A few tips: 

• Use the same format for each plan.  It’s inefficient and often frustrating trying 
to make sense of multiple formats.  Find one that everyone can use and use it. 

• Each project should have a single owner.  Many people can work on the tasks 
involved, but one person should ultimately be responsible for the project itself.   

• At minimum, set clear goals for each project, identify key milestones 
and assign them owners during your initial meeting.  You can complete the 
planning process at the same time or set a clear deadline to finish that work 
separately and report back. 

• Lay out the necessary steps in a logical order.  A good plan acts like a script.   
Someone who isn’t involved should be able to read through the plan and understand 
the basics of what you are trying to achieve, how you were planning to do it and 
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when you intend to complete that work.  Having a good plan is critical for avoiding 
confusion later and for being able to hold people accountable. 

 
 
Step #6: Decide how you will track progress and manage results.  Never end a 
meeting like this without a clear plan for how you will complete any incomplete work and 
when and how you will reconnect to report on your progress.   
 
Once the initial planning is fully completed, you will need a regular progress meeting.  
Often this is a monthly session.  Each owner should update their plan in advance and share it 
with the team for review before the actual progress meeting.  Then the meeting itself can 
focus on necessary updates, managing any delays or changes, or in some cases shifting 
priorities.   
 
After your session, use the structures you created.  Don’t waste time trying to find the 
perfect format for your plans or haggling over minor details.  The important part is not the 
plan format.  The important part is whether or not actions are being taken and progress is 
being made. 
 
Do not skip progress/update meetings.  You may be tempted to put your CRITICAL 
PROJECTS on hold or end them in favor of other work projects or emergencies.  DON’T.  
One of the traps of BIGGER is that there is always more to do than you can get done.  If you 
don’t prioritize MACHINE building, you’ll never create the structures you need to get 
ahead.  Remember that a progress meeting can be very fast and still be very effective.   
 
If you do it right, most of your team will be exhausted but excited at the end of your session.  
You’ll have a clear set of priorities and a clear set of plans to achieve those objectives.  
Remember that your plan is a living document.  It can and should morph around major 
changes in your circumstances.  Barring those, stay focused on the goals you created and do 
the work you laid out.   
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FINAL THOUGHTS 
BIGGER can be confusing, dangerous and hard.  It’s hard to break old habits.  It’s tough to 
stop and take time out to work on infrastructure when there is already SO MUCH work to 
do.  But BIGGER doesn’t really create new problems as much as it forces you to face the 
ones you’ve always had.  If you’ve been trying to remember instead of creating systems, 
letting too many people slide on too many things too often, or failing to take the time to stop 
and think and really plan, BIGGER will make your life very difficult. 
 
But it is also true that big problems are often the beginning of big victories.  In business, and 
in life, it’s not so much the problems you have but how you respond to them that matters.  
BIGGER is a big problem.  But it’s also a big opportunity. 

 
The thing that sinks the ship is also  

the thing that can save it. 
 

BIGGER is a chance to break old habits and create new ways of working that work far better.  
It’s a chance to gather your people and decide that you’re going to do something big, build 
something meaningful, and do it together.   
 
Building your MACHINE solves the infrastructure problem.  It protects profit.  And those 
things are important.  But it’s also a chance to put structures around the best parts of who 
you are and how you work, to build a legacy that can last beyond you and this team.  It’s a 
chance to be a part of something, to make a difference, to contribute to something that 
matters.  Human beings need that.  
 
I hope the ideas you found here help you understand what you’re up against and what to do 
next.  I hope you work hard and build a good MACHINE that helps you do your work well 
and profitably and allows you to keep growing if that’s your goal. 
 
More than anything though, I hope you use BIGGER as a chance to be more of the person, 
more of the company that you always hoped you would be.  I hope you work hard enough to 
feel the pure, sheer, exhausted joy that comes with finally figuring it out.  I hope you are 
humble enough to try something new and brave enough to risk failing or looking foolish.  I 
hope you surprise yourself a little with what you can accomplish and the difference you make 
to other people.  I hope you find out what it means to win because everybody won.  I hope 
you build something that matters and have fun doing it.  And I hope one day you find 
yourself standing in a group of people all smiling the same proud, goofy, happy smile because 
you accomplished something together that you weren’t sure could be accomplished at all.  
Human beings need that. 

 
Go for it. 
It’s worth it. 
 

“It’s never too late to be who you might have been.” 
                                                                --George Elliot 
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corporate recruiter after graduation.  It was an intense, incredible, sometimes brutal 
experience and one I will always be grateful for.  I worked with and learned from and led 
amazing people and together we built a large and very successful sales organization.  The 
opportunity to not just learn about, but to practice sales and management and organizational 
development has been invaluable.  I still use and teach some of the exact training I received. 
 
In college I studied English, and Political Science and fell in love with Linguistic Theory.  For 
most of us language is pretty invisible.  But in those classes I was exposed to a very different 
view of language.  You can think things in German that you cannot think in English.  It’s an 
extraordinary thought that our language does more than define what we can say, that it also 
might define what we can think, what we are able to perceive and how we understand and 
make sense of the world around us.  The words people use shape perceptions and attitudes 
and realities.  In organizations language can be a shortcut to helping people understand both 
what is happening and to identifying and executing better, more effective solutions.   

 
I was, and am still, a big nerd.  I have a house full of books.  A lot of them focus on what 
makes human beings behave the way they do, what they are and are not influenced by.  My 
current work has also been greatly influenced by studying behavioral economics (the science 
of how people make buying decisions,) process science and the theory of constraints, chaos 
theory and specifically the relatively new study of complex adaptive systems in science.  That 
work is particularly interesting and has great potential to change how we think about 
organizational behavior and how we attempt to influence it.   

 
I started Maverick & COMPANY in 2004.  Since then I’ve worked with an extraordinary 
number of people and companies in a very wide range of industries.  While I am very proud 
of all the work completed along the way, a few years ago I began working almost exclusively 
with executive teams.  Now the majority of my time is spent helping them perform at much 
higher levels individually and as groups and to create environments with the structures and 
culture that make it easier for their people to do great work too.  
 
Sometimes I meet leaders when they, like the leaders in this article, have outgrown their 
infrastructure.  Sometimes they are being pro-active, trying to find better ways to be in 
business before they need them.  Sometimes I am called in to help see a team through and 
past a crisis.  

 
The work isn’t always easy or comfortable.  But I work with amazing people.  They’re 
smart, committed and they hate losing.  But they also care deeply about the people around 
them.  They win the right way and for the right reasons.  A lot of the wins we create are the 
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kind that matter long after a project is over.  It’s a pretty extraordinary thing to be a part of.  
Plus, I get to read books and run meetings and write down ideas that solve real problems and 
make a real difference in the world—and wonder of all wonders, that’s my job.  Without 
forgetting the long hours and days and years of hard work that have gone into what has been 
accomplished, I consider myself to be both blessed and lucky. 
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