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AUTHORS NOTE

The story presented in the first part of this book is a fictional parable. Any resemblance to real individuals, companies, or organizations is purely coincidental, as all characters and entities portrayed are products of the authors imagination.
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INTRODUCTION



Employees who dont take ownership of their work. Friction between departments. Inconsistent results. High employee turnover. These are the top challenges confronting many businesses today, and managers bear the brunt. Rather than leading their teams, they find themselves perpetually in crisis mode, putting out daily fires. These problems wont disappear on their own and cannot be ignored. Heres why:

To tolerate inconsistency and chaos is to normalize it. If left unattended, the businesss ability to execute will suffer, and so will its culture. This is because the culture of a business is shaped by the lowest level of acceptable behavior.

I have a friend who started a business eighteen years ago, built it into an industry leader, and is now a billionaire. I remember him telling me with passion in his voice, Business is all about execution! Hes not alone in this thinking, as most top-performing organizations would say the same. To quote the late Mark Hurd, one of the masterminds behind Oracle, Without execution, vision is just another word for hallucination.

In the early stages of launching a business, especially when the founder is the sole employee, the companys success is directly linked to the entrepreneurs ability to execute. This dynamic shifts the moment a business starts hiring people. Suddenly, results are now connected to how teams execute, both in the leaders presence and in their absence.

For example, I started my first home services business in the back of a friends warehouse, on a plastic folding table, with $3,000 in cash. For the first several months, execution meant doing whatever was needed to stay in business for another day. But I soon realized that for the company to really grow, I needed to build a team. My goal was to offer people more than just a job; I wanted to create an environment where individuals were encouraged to realize their fullest potential. They also needed to learn how to perform consistently at a high level, as an aligned team.

If I wanted to build a business, I had to start by building people.

Over time, my company grew to employ more than a thousand individuals, diversifying into multiple states, business units, and product lines. Along the journey, we received accolades like the Better Business Bureaus Torch Award for Ethics, and Inc. 5000s list of fastest-growing companies. We were also named the best place to work in our state. The teams were aligned, the people grew, and the organization executed with consistency.

Twelve years later, when I eventually sold my group of companies, the businesses had annual sales in excess of $150M. Simply put, a team that consistently executes at a high level will win in any market, with any product or service, regardless of the competitive landscape.

Ive spoken on this topic around the country and while leaders and managers nod their heads in agreement, the overarching unspoken feeling is that while high-level team performance is a bold aspiration, they assume they dont have the right people in their business to accomplish it. However, as we dig deeper, the truth becomes clear.

And that brings us to this book.

What are the steps to developing a high-performing organization? How do managers get out of crisis mode so they can effectively lead their team?

In Beyond the Hammer, we tackle these questions (and plenty of others) in two very intentional sections. First is a familiar picturea fictional story of George, a business owner struggling with burnt-out employees, high turnover, and frustrated customers. Misalignment is plaguing his company. We follow George as he befriends a mentor who shares the five foundational pillars of leadership, and watch as George harnesses the power of those pillars to build a team that performs at a high level, consistently.

In the second part of the book, the narrative shifts from storytelling to strategy, with an actionable blueprint for weaving these five pillars into any business. The books two-part format has been designed to demonstrate problems and solutions in a way that is engaging, informative, actionable, and highly inspirational. Its been built to help leaders picture themselves, not only in the problems but in the solutions, to seamlessly integrate these principles into daily operations.

Written for managers and leaders alike, Beyond the Hammer offers a simple, yet powerful approach to creating a team that is aligned and properly positioned to win.
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CHAPTER 1

Remodeling Sucks. I say this to myself like a negative mantra as I dead-man walk up to Chuck Cregans front door, aka the number one Nightmare Project of All Time. Remodeling Sucks.

I should know because I am one. A remodeler that is. I quickly chew two TUMS in anticipation of whats about to happen.

Chuck jerks open the door before I can even ring the bell. He was probably spying on his own front porch in the hopes that some innocent butterfly might land there so he could pop out and kill it. Somebody needs to create a reverse Yelp where companies can review customers and we can all avoid these kinds of clients. Remodeling Sucks.

Hey Chuck. I try to sound cheerful.

Instead of answering, he turns and walks into the house, big man steps booming on the hardwood floor. I got your text and came right over, I say weakly, talking to his back. Whatever the problem is, Im sure I can make it right.

Chuck is wearing a high-end black suit and large watch with a lot of bling. Im no expert, but I bet its all real, no cubic zs for this guy. Im going to a wedding, he says. We walk through the huge living room into the kitchenthe jobsite and scene of the crime.

Im surprised to see the room is not empty. Theres a man there, late fifties, wearing a formal black suit and sipping a cup of coffee. The guy has a pleasant face and big ears. Hello there, he says.

Hel

Before I can even get the whole word out, Chuck snarls, Look at this. He points to the kitchen island. Look. At. This.

Yes, I say. I see. Hmm. Stalling for time because the truth is I have no idea what hes angry about. The islands back wall is covered in beautiful green tile. Are the grout lines even? Yes. Rows straight? They are flawless.

Youre on the wrong side. His voice is full of contempt. Do you even have a construction background?

Im fully licensed, I say walking around to the other side of the island, which is finished with maple cabinetry.

Chuck points at the islands drawer closest to the window. Do you see this? he asks with exaggerated patience. And then I do, and yes, its bad. Its very bad.

Oh. I stand there staring, mortified. How did this even happen? There was a time when I really looked forward to visiting previous clients just to see them so happy in the space that we created. Those days seem like a lifetime ago. Wow.

Wow. He does an imitation of my voice, making it sound like a surfer dude. On one end of the island, the drawers line up flush with the edge, but on the other end, they are set back a full half inch. He flicks a finger at the drawers. I nod.

It gets worse. One side has a toe kick, while the other side does not. One end panel rests on the floor, and the other is level with the bottom of the cabinet doors. Every time he points out a mistake, he flicks his finger at it, and I nod my head. I hope the big-eared guy isnt watching.

This whole island needs to be ripped out and done correctly, Chuck says. Hes not wrong.

I gulp as I do the math. All-new cabinetry, and maybe countertop, if the stone gets damaged when we pull it. Theres laborId need to yank a couple of guys from a different job and fall behind there as well. What else? A plumber for the sink, electrician, and, oh, dont forget the tile. That fancy green didnt come from a big-box store. Were talking Italian artisans. Were talking tile with a name that I cant even pronounce.

I take a deep breath. Mr. Cregan, I understand that we have a problem, but

We dont have a problem. You have a problem, and I dont ever want to see the crew that did this in my home again.

Chucks phone rings. He glances at it and lets out a harsh sort of hmph sound that makes me feel sorry for whoevers on the other end. What do you have for me? he asks curtly. A pause. No, I wont play there. You tell them to sharpen their pencils or the whole deal goes in the trash. Heres what Im willing to look at  His voice trails off as he leaves the room.

So now its just me, the big-eared man, and about thirty-five grand worth of bad kitchen island.

Im not sure how youre related  anyway, I want you to know how sorry I am about all of this.

He smiles warmly. No, no, Chuck and I were friends in high school, and Im just in town to see a buddy of ours get married. He puts out a meaty hand, and we shake. Im Marty Gold.

George Warren.

Marty nods toward the island. Tough break.

Yep.

I sigh. My project manager and lead carpenter both missed the problem.

Why? His tone is conversational, but theres real interest there, a slight intensity. Why did they miss it?

I dont know. I hear the frustration in my own voice and bite it back hard. The ball got dropped.

Why? he asks again. Why did the ball get dropped?

I look him square in the face wondering how to change the subject in a nice way, but Martys expression is nothing but friendly, so I tell the truth. They didnt take ownership of their work, and lately I cant seem to change that no matter how hard I try. I pause, embarrassed by what I just admitted. But well make it right, dont worry.

Marty nods thoughtfully, but before he can answer Chuck strides back in. I have to go, but get back to me first thing tomorrow with when this will be corrected. I expect timelines and an action plan.

I feel my jaw clench. Absolutely, I say. Well figure this out. I mean, Ill figure it out. I add this to my list, the list that likes to wake me up like food poisoning at 1:00 a.m. and rumbles in my mind and gut until sunrise. Pro tip: If you want to sleep through the night, dont own a remodeling company.

The sun is just starting to set as Marty and I walk down the driveway. Chuck has already sped away in his car. The wedding is in half an hour, Marty says, but makes no move to get in his car, a sweet-looking Mercedes-AMG coupe.

I stand there too, not sure why.

George, I can remember a time when I felt like you do now. His smile is a little self-conscious. I own a few businesses, and one is a contracting company about four hours from here. He hands me a business card with letters engraved on heavy paper stock.

TRUE NORTH IMPROVEMENTS 
MARTY GOLD, PRESIDENT

How about you come spend a day with my team, and Ill show you around the company? Maybe I can help you out.

I glance from him to the card, and back again. Ummm, why? The guy doesnt seem weird, but still.

Sometimes people just want to extend a hand. There were folks who helped me, and I like to pay it forward. I think I could give you some tools you might find useful.

Well, if you have any tools that can fix that island, I wouldnt say no.

He laughs. Ive got far more valuable things to share than that.

For a second, Im tempted, but theres no way I could take the time. Ever since I became owner of Warren Construction my life has felt like one of those horror movies where you invite the friendly vampire into your house, and before you know it, youre one of the undead. Drained dry. My day starts at 5:30 a.m. and ends at 11:00 p.m., and I am still constantly behind, miserable, stressed, and failing. Remodeling Sucks.

I appreciate the offer, but I have too much going on here, including the island of the damned. I motion toward Chucks house. Thanks anyway, though.

We say goodbye, and Im almost at my car when he calls after me. George, regardless of what business youre in, there are only a couple of reasons why people dont take ownership of their work. The good news is you can fix it, and you need to, or it will only get worse.

His words hit me like a sucker punch, and I whirl around to face him again. How do I fix it?

Youve got my number, give me a buzz. Come visit True North.

I shake my head sadly. Wish I had the time, I really do.

Marty nods and smiles. Then he makes a little saluting motion, gets in his fancy-ass car, and drives away.




CHAPTER 2

I started sweeping up jobsites for Warren Construction when I was nine years old, a little kid with a big broom. My grandpa owned the company, and most of what I know about carpentry comes from him. He was a true craftsman.

I was fourteen when my dad bought the business from Grandpa, and one of the first things he did was rebrand Warren to attract higher-end clients, which drove Grandpa crazy, but what could he say? My dad was smart and good at sales, really good, and revenue grew by ten times over the next five years.

I quit Warren when I left for college, and then dropped out to play music, only going back to construction a dozen years later when my marriage broke up.

Can I please have a job? I had asked my dad, feeling like a little kid again at thirty-two. Whatever you need, Ill do it. The courts didnt look kindly on an underemployed bass player, and I desperately wanted joint custody of our little girl, Amelia.

A hungry dog runs fast, my dad answered, laughing. Ha-ha. Do you remember how to do a material takeoff?

Geez Dad, I hope so.

He made me a project manager and thats what I did for the next eight years, surprised by how much I liked the job. I handled budgets and vendors, scheduled subs, but also spent a lot of time wearing a nail bag. I usually worked with the same crew, and it didnt feel like I was their boss, more like we were all friends and every now and then Id ask them to do something. We used to prank each other or make videos of all of us singing because empty houses have great acoustics for that.

Theres a saying about family-owned businesses that goes, The first generation starts it, the second generation builds it, and the third generation breaks it. Third gen, thats me. Only 13 percent of family businesses make it down to a grandchild, and I never thought Id be part of that small group, and honestly never wanted to. My grandfather and dad were giants, but Im not leader material. Good at production? Yes. Awkward and unsure around people unless I know them well? Yes again. But life doesnt care about our plans. As Mike Tyson said, Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth. For me, that punch came six months ago when my dad died of a heart attack at only sixty-one.

Boom.

My dad who connected so easily with employees, clients, and suppliers, who loved the complexity of business, was gone. In the few months since Ive headed up the company, leads are down and so is close ratio and profitability. Some things are sure increasing though. Slippage, employee turnover, percentage of bad reviews, and jobs coming in overbudget are all popping up like a game of whack-a-mole.

A hungry dog runs fast, my dad had said. I am running as fast as I can, my legs frantically pumping in all directions, yet we still continue to slide backward picking up speed no matter how hard I try. These days Warren Construction feels like nothing but a blur under my churning feet.



CHAPTER 3

My daughter Amelia has five tattoos (that I know of ). She also has four unpaid parking tickets, three jobs she quit in the past year, two unfinished semesters at community college, and a dad who would do almost anything to see her happy. Amelias been interning at Warren Construction for the past six months. She works under our marketing director, but doesnt believe in marketing, directors, or corporations for that matter, so its been hard to get her invested in the job. Shes so smart and gifted, though, that I know shell find something she likes. Amelias twenty and has been living with me until she figures some stuff out. I dont have the heart to tell her that Im forty-five and havent figured out anything.

Were at the table playing gin rummy and powering through a bunch of Chinese food. Sugar and carbs. I taught Amelia to play cards when she was a little girl, and surprisingly she still likes it even in this tech age. I pick up a seven, and glance at my phone to see if theres any word from Duncan, the project manager on the Cregan job. Id left him a half dozen frantic texts but heard nothing. Serves me right for not checking in more during construction.

Regarding Chuck Cregan, two things are true.

Truth #1: Ive worked for clients like this before. They are loud, mega-picky, and often have unrealistic expectations about what can (and cant) happen in construction. And they are almost impossible to please.

Truth #2: The crew that installed that kitchen island really screwed up and its embarrassing. Why do jobs always go south on the toughest clients?

Part of the problem, a big part, is that our production manager quit about a month ago to go work for a competitor. Thinking about it still stings. Hed been with my dad for fifteen years and was like a big, friendly guard rail around each project, stopping by every few days to make sure mistakes like Cregans werent happening. Ive been doing my best to fill in, but therere just too many holes and not enough time.

Dad, are you going to discard? Youre not even paying attention.

Sorry. There are so many problems at work right now.

Right now? Amelia asks. More like always, its the story of your life. You should get rid of that company. She helps herself to seconds, heaping lo mein on her plate until theres nothing but two sad little bites left in the carton.

Get rid of Warren Construction? But then how would I support you while you eat all the lo mein?

Ha-ha. She makes a growly face at me, lip curled, dark eyebrows furrowed together.

I spear the lone piece of chicken shes left me, discard my seven, and try Duncan again.

It takes five rings, but he actually picks up this time saying, Hey, in a vaguely surprised voice as if I havent been blowing up his phone for hours.

Hey. I picture
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