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A Note From The Author

Welcome to your checkup!

Since businesses are started by humans, they carry human qualities. They function and exist similar to a person. So congratulations—just by opening this book, you’ve chosen to consider a different way to chart your professional health and your company’s health.

This book is an opportunity to see where you are in your life and your business’s life. Together we will journey through the parallel life cycles of people and businesses, all of which I’ve experienced.

I’ve spent fifty years owning and operating businesses, which included scaling Alamo Rent A Car from a local car rental company into a national brand. Add on over two decades on the board of U-Haul, and I’ve picked up a thing or three that’s worth passing on.

Not every venture has worked out. The first business I bought went belly-up when a rise in the prime rate forced us to sell all our assets. Another business that looked healthy quickly took a turn for the worse and led to years of legal nightmares. Overall, I’d say my batting average is around .280. You can still be successful in business without having a hit every time. Because every ending is a new beginning.

I’m excited to share this journey with you, and you should give yourself a pat on the back for taking the time to study. Because in this process, you’re becoming a student of both yourself and your business. Don’t be a stuffy graduate student, though—overblown with statistics and vocabulary. No!

Instead, approach these lessons with the childlike enthusiasm of a kindergartner walking into class on the first day of school—excited, imaginative, and with maybe a dash of healthy nerves.

Don’t be mistaken, though: This book isn’t a lecture. It’s a dialogue.

In each chapter, I’ll present some concepts, some examples, and some questions. It’s your job to answer those questions honestly and turn them into actions. I can’t do your homework for you!

With that childlike enthusiasm, we will study a type of biology. Our main metaphor here is to compare business development to human development.

As we do so, keep this scientific fact in mind: Researchers at the Weizmann Institute of Science learned that 330 billion cells in your body are replaced daily, equaling about 1 percent of our cells. So you’re 1 percent different than you were yesterday—which aligns well with the concept of choosing to be 1 percent better each day. Over time, an entirely “new” you is being created, and I hope for this book to be part of that process.1

Just as humans grow and evolve, businesses also follow the human life cycle. They have human characteristics. And once you see that for yourself, you’ll be able to listen, learn, pivot, and grow in ways that keep you healthy.

Whether you came here as a professional looking for your second career, an MBA student looking to apply your newfound knowledge, or a seasoned executive trying to diagnose your business’s current challenges, you’re in the right place.

In this journey, there are no endings—only new beginnings.



1 Mark Fischetti and Jen Christiansen, “Our Bodies Replace Billions of Cells Every Day,” Scientific American, April 1, 2021, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/our-bodies-replace-billions-of-cells-every-day/.




Introduction

There’s really no mystery to business, once you realize that a business isn’t so different from a living body.

Bodies and businesses—we all use both every single day of our lives. Nearly everything in your home is there because a business made it possible. And everything has a function, whether it’s a table to eat on or a piece of art to add beauty to your environment. Likewise, every part of your body has some kind of function too.

Ever since the biggest health scare of my life, I’ve been struck by how similar the two are. Understanding the human body helps us better understand how to run a healthy business. And at the center of that understanding is one simple idea:

Blood is to a body as cash is to a business.
Without blood, the body dies.
Without cash, the business dies.

Organs in a body are like departments in a business. They each have their own function and responsibility, but they also have to work together. And at the very heart of it all (pun intended), you have cash flowing throughout the entire system. And if the cashflow stops … so does the business.

This analogy has served me well whenever I’ve sought out new businesses to buy. In the process of buying, I always wanted to see their tax returns, not their audited numbers, since most crooks don’t pay taxes on fraudulent income. Similar to how you will be honest with a doctor in ways you would never be with almost anyone else. This helped me see the actual cashflow of the business.

Because if cash is blood, then we need to make sure we have enough flowing. We need to make sure it’s clean, full of nutrients, and reaches all of our systems, major and minor. We need to make sure that the pulse is strong, that the nervous system is properly communicating, and that our feet are moving in the right direction.

Over the years, I’ve bought and sold businesses at various stages of life, which helped me to see how business and body operations have a lot in common as they grow and mature.

Think of a startup as an infant business. It needs constant care and attention. An adult business is growing and is more self-sufficient.

Throughout the life of a business, it will go through many ups and downs—wins, losses, health scares, and tough decisions. The better a body functions and the better business departments work together, the better chance each system has at a long, successful life.

It’s an analogy close to my own heart because I was only thirty-seven when I was diagnosed with kidney failure. Had it not been for my wonderful sister Sheila donating her kidney for a successful transplant, I wouldn’t be here today. The way I saw my body was forever changed.

Similarly, the way I view business in my eighties is very different from how I viewed it at the start of my professional life.

See your business as a living body. To stay healthy, your body needs different care at different ages and so does your business.

Infancy: Startup phase marked by vulnerability and dependency.

Toddlerhood: Growing startup marked by lots of rapid development.

Childhood: Small business with more autonomy but still dependent on external forces.

Adolescence: Business looking to find more control and autonomy in the market.

Maturity: Business with enough resources and experience to withstand setbacks.

Aging: Businesses can experience symptoms of aging and either succumb to them or address them in a way that shows true wisdom.

Endings and New Beginnings: In life and business, we only have new beginnings, whether through succession, “reincarnating” as a new entity, haunting the business world as a horror story, or establishing an everlasting legacy.

Where this analogy of bodies to businesses divides, however, is in the timeline for reaching these stages. Some businesses may be in the toddlerhood phase for a decade before they progress into childhood. Others may seem to fly rapidly through infancy to maturity because the market was ripe for them to grow quickly.

Thus, you need a checkup to confirm what stage your business is in and what it needs to succeed and grow. Whether the checkups are routine or required due to a health concern, they cannot be ignored.

With regular checkups, proper nutrition, exercise, and emergency systems, we can give our businesses the chance to grow and thrive through each new stage.

You’ve taken the first right step by scheduling the appointment. Ignoring the issues will never make them go away. But by confronting them head-on and practicing the right habits, you can keep the blood flowing.

Now let’s get to the heart of the matter. Let’s get your business set up for a long and healthy life.




1 [image: ]

The Checkup

Some of life’s biggest events happen in the fewest words:

“The job is yours.”

“Will you marry me?”

“You’re a father.”

On August 15, 1981, four words rocked my world during a health checkup:

“Your kidneys are failing.”

At only thirty-seven years old, I wasn’t even middle-aged. Yet the doctor was telling me I needed a new kidney … yesterday. I had a wife and three kids. This couldn’t be happening.

In the months leading up to the checkup, something was clearly wrong. I’d grown sicker, finally prompting the doctor’s visit. Still, the diagnosis was more severe than I had expected, but at least now, I no longer had to guess why my health was tanking. Now I could take action with a treatment plan.

Coincidentally, my kidneys weren’t the only thing failing in my life. Only two weeks before the checkup, I’d bought my largest company to date.

On paper, the business had looked very promising, but as it would soon become apparent, its health was deteriorating. Fast. The company needed a lot more attention than expected.

For the next nine months, though, I was on dialysis and couldn’t give my struggling business the attention it needed.

Then my sister Sheila volunteered to be my kidney donor, and I received her kidney in June of 1982. After the transplant, the doctors told me to abstain from work for another three months. My neglected business would continue to be neglected.

Shortly after I went back to work in September, creditors filed a chapter 7 bankruptcy petition to liquidate the company. This kicked off years of litigation that we ultimately won, but still, the business was dead, with no chance for resuscitation.

Those dueling events, my failing kidneys and the failing business, first planted the idea of how similar the human body and a business are to one another. Specifically, I realized how cash is the blood of a business. And if something is wrong with the cash, then the health of the business suffers. And if the cash can’t be fixed … the business will die.

If kidneys can’t be fixed, you will die. You don’t think about your kidneys much when they’re working well. But their primary job is to filter and clean the blood, removing toxins and any excess fluid. For the average adult, their kidneys filter thirty to forty gallons (120–150 liters) of blood a day. And if that filtering isn’t happening the way it should, the toxins stay in the blood and can cause all kinds of health problems. Eventually, even dialysis isn’t enough.

Like blood flow for a body, your cashflow has to pass through several systems. In this sense, financial operations can be compared to the kidneys. It’s their job to “filter” the cash in the business through accounting, compliance, and even risk management. And if financial operations are not filtering cashflow correctly, then it’s only a matter of time before that “unfiltered” cash causes the other systems in the business to shut down.

This idea of cash being the blood of the business has served me well in my five decades of owning companies. Even a “brain-dead” business can stay alive for a while, so long as cash is still pumping through it. And no matter how brilliant you are, a sudden violent strike to your business in the form of a market shift or bad publicity can cause it to hemorrhage cash.

Maybe you’re aware that not all is well with your business. You may feel something is “off,” but you don’t know what exactly. Like with the body, the root problem isn’t always obvious right away. You see the symptoms but don’t know what they mean.

My kidney failure was a shock and changed my life. Had I ignored the symptoms, had I viewed the appointment as a time-consuming inconvenience, then I wouldn’t even be here today.

Don’t make that mistake with your business. Even if everything appears healthy, you need to be doing regular checkups. It’s not just about finding problems but about staying healthy. Not only now, but at every stage of your business.

The Business Life Cycle

Since businesses are like bodies, they also have a life cycle and stages of development. You need to understand where your business is within the business life cycle to keep it healthy and get the right care.

Imagine, for instance, an octogenarian going to a pediatrician. Beyond the awkwardness of the situation, the pediatrician would be limited in what he could offer me.

Yes, as a doctor, they will be able to give me generic medical advice about my health. But admittedly, I’m better off going to see someone more experienced in geriatric health. And the reverse is true too—a geriatrician would be a little tongue-tied if an infant was brought into their office, even if they have had experience with babies in their personal life.

And this is why you can’t take all business advice you find online (or even in a book) at full face value. So much depends on what stage of development your company is in now. What’s true for the health of mature companies like Apple or Toyota may not apply to your business.

For instance, the oldest company in the Fortune 500 is the Bank of New York. Originally founded in 1784 by Alexander Hamilton, the company is nearly as old as the United States. Now compare this to one of the youngest companies on the Fortune 500, DoorDash, which was started only in 2013.

If the Bank of New York tried to operate like DoorDash, it would be a disaster. And vice versa. Not only because the two businesses are in wholly separate industries, but because they’re in different life stages.

The tricky part, of course, is that not all businesses grow at the same predictable rate as a human body does. Some companies take decades of consistent grind before they are labeled a “success,” whereas a Silicon Valley unicorn like Airbnb seems to explode out of nowhere. Even within an industry, you can see this inconsistency with the “aging” process.

For instance, New Balance shoes has been around since 1906. Nike, meanwhile, was founded much later, in 1964. And yet Nike outsold New Balance in 2024 by over $43 billion (New Balance had $7.8 billion in sales2 vs. Nike’s $51.4 billion3). Being first to market doesn’t always mean you’ll be first in the market.

There’s no simple copy-paste formula to follow in business or in health. Yes, best practices exist, but when you’re facing a health issue in your business, then you need to be able to honestly assess your current “age” and symptoms.

Because what’s healthy during the startup phase could be very unhealthy when you are an aging business.

Look no further than a recent downturn with Jaguar. In late 2024, the company launched a rebrand, taking their cue from younger companies. They wanted a fresher image with an emphasis on their transition into EVs.

On the surface, it seems strategically sound for a company to pursue relevancy. The problem is that in shifting away from their heritage, they alienated their customer base—and failed to attract new buyers. They forgot the Business 101 principle:

It’s more efficient to retain a customer than acquire a new one.

By July of 2025, their sales in Europe had plummeted over 97 percent from the previous year.4
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	The treatment would work.

	The treatment wouldn’t work, and I’d be back on dialysis.

	The treatment would go south fast, and I wouldn’t survive.















	What are some of the persistent problems that never seem to go away despite changes you’ve made? (E.g., seasonal cashflow issues, staff turnover, etc.)

	What does your business’s diet (revenue) consist of? Are you getting enough nutrients through enough revenue sources?

	How has your past work history influenced your decision-making for this business? What unhealthy habits have you unintentionally passed on to your business?

	What preexisting conditions did the business have if you acquired it? (E.g., outstanding debt, worker burnout, distribution issues, etc.)

	Are any departments/systems (organs) facing an imbalance of cashflow? Is this a recent issue or has it been a chronic problem?

	Is your vision clear? Is the brain focused on decision-making or is it too involved in micromanaging the other organs?

	Are the lines of communication clear between all members of the organization? What blockages need to be dealt with?

	Who else might you need to help restore health? Which professional skills do you need to supplement the areas where you are lacking?
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