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Cameron is one of the perfect examples of what makes America the greatest country in the world. Hard work, determination and relentless pursuit to be the very best will be rewarded. Elite Teams I’ve coached and elite businesses I’ve studied share the same focus on development of a winning culture. This is exactly what Cameron Mitchell shares in his new book “Yes is the Answer”. I admire his openness of his struggles and his clarity of expectations of this culture. A great read for leaders of teams, businesses and families.

– URBAN MEYER - Head Football Coach, The Ohio State Buckeyes; Three-time National Championship Coach

“Yes is the Answer. What is the Question?” is a wonderful story about a young entrepreneur who took risks, learned from his mistakes, worked hard, and beat the odds. Cameron Mitchell’s autobiography demonstrates how he created a culture of hospitality and built his business by putting people first. I found it to be an excellent and very personal read.

– RICHARD MELMAN - Founder & Chairman, Lettuce Entertain You Enterprises, Inc.

Cameron’s love for food, life, business and fun come alive in every tasty page of this wonderful book. I ate it up. Cameron tells the story and shares how the operating culture at Cameron Mitchell Restaurants propelled it to become one of the most prolific, private, multi-concept restaurant companies in the United States.

– MICHAEL SYMON – Iron Chef, Entrepreneur, TV Personality

Cameron Mitchell’s “Yes is the Answer. What is the Question?” is a candid, revealing and highly instructive chronicling of his inspiring journey from a troubled youth, through the Culinary Institute of America---and on to extraordinary success in the restaurant industry. The CIA Family is extremely proud of Cameron and I recommend this book to aspiring entrepreneurs and seasoned business veterans alike.

– DR. TIM RYAN - President, The Culinary Institute of America

“Yes is the Answer. What is the Question?” is a must-read for anyone who wants to learn the secrets of one of the legends of America’s amazing restaurant industry. From his start as a 16-year-old dishwasher to one of the most respected and admired leaders in hospitality, this book chronicles the spectacular results that come when an authentic leader and an organization put their people first.

– DAWN SWEENEY - President & CEO, National Restaurant Association

Cameron Mitchell’s deep commitment to his team’s personal well-being and professional development permeates his narrative of his company’s founding, setbacks, and remarkable success. His book is an important and instructive read for anyone dedicated to building a positive culture while growing a profitable business.

– LENA G. GOLDBERG, Senior Lecturer of Business Administration, Harvard Business School

Honest and unique … A penetrating insight into the mind of a successful founder . . . wonderful example of performance and purpose.

– LESLIE H. WEXNER, Chairman and CEO, L Brands, Inc.
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To all the Associates of Cameron Mitchell Restaurants.

I am your Raving Fan.
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PROLOGUE


In April 2018, Harvard Business School held a course on the restaurant industry—the first in the school’s ninety-year history. I was honored to serve as a speaker at one of the lectures, but more importantly, I was happy to see the nation’s most elite business school focus attention on our industry. Restaurants are the second-largest private employer in the United States, overlooked for far too long as a major influence on countless aspects of the American economy.

2018 also marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of Cameron Mitchell Restaurants. Today, our sixty food service operations, including restaurants, The Budd Dairy Food Hall, and Cameron Mitchell Premier Events, span from coast to coast, employ almost 5,000 people, and generate over $300 million in annual sales. I have written this book because for many years, wherever I’ve gone, whether visiting our restaurants or speaking at conferences, I receive the same questions again and again: 1. How did you build such a successful business? and 2. Where do you find so many great people?

The answer to the first question is simple: Our incredible company culture, which is embedded in everything we do, is the most important factor in our company’s success. The answer to the second question is essentially the same. We hire the same people everybody else does, but our culture nurtures and promotes their greatness.

I have written this book to tell the story of our company and the story of our culture, which began before we opened a single restaurant, back when I was a young man with a dream, a pen, and a yellow pad of paper. I wrote down five questions and answers that articulated who we would be, why we would exist, and what we would believe and do as a restaurant company. These questions and answers became the pillars of our company culture along with a philosophy built on eight core values, which have guided us for twenty-five years. I am confident that they will continue to do so for the next twenty-five years and beyond.

One of the most distinguishing features of our culture is that we place our associates first. While most other restaurants say that their number one mission is to take care of their guests, we make our associates our top priority. We have learned that when our associates are respected and cared for, they give our guests great service and genuine hospitality. As a result, our guests become raving fans and return again and again.

This book includes not only our successes, but also moments of failure and mistakes. I have written it for our industry, other service businesses, and anyone who is curious about our company. Most of all, I have written it for our people—those who work for Cameron Mitchell Restaurants now and those who will join us in the years to come.

In these pages, I also recount my personal history, including my difficult childhood, my time as a teenage runaway and drug dealer, my search for purpose, my life-changing journey through the Culinary Institute of America, and my great fortune to have a wonderful family. I candidly share both highs and rock-bottom lows in the hope that I can inspire others.

Yes Is the Answer. What Is the Question? is the title of this book because it has been a cornerstone of how we’ve done business since our earliest days. We see ourselves as great people who deliver genuine hospitality; therefore, we treat guests in our restaurants the same way we would treat guests in our own homes. It is natural to us that when a guest asks us for something, we say yes. We go out of our way to care.

Our yes attitude extends far beyond guest service. When an associate requests time off to care for family, or when a local charity asks for a donation, or when a purveyor or other company we do business with seeks a favor, the answer is yes. Yes is not a tactic we use to manipulate people into working harder in a scheme of greater profit. Yes is the answer because it is who we are, and the right thing to do. Our success is a byproduct of that philosophy.

A chocolate milkshake emerged as the symbol of our yes is the answer philosophy based upon an experience I had one rainy Saturday afternoon in 2002 when my family went out to a local restaurant for a late lunch. I was with my wife, Molly, her parents, and my two sons, then ages four and two. Molly didn’t want to go to the restaurant because she thought it was not a kid-friendly place, but I persuaded her because I wanted to try a particular dish there. Finally, she agreed.

Not long after the six of us settled down at our table, a server appeared and began to take our orders. She went around the table, and got to me.

“I’d like a grilled cheese for my son,” I said.

This seemed simple enough, but I really stumped her.

“I’m sorry, sir. We don’t do grilled cheese sandwiches.”

I paused for a moment and looked at the menu again.

“Okay, then, can I have a club sandwich? And please hold the turkey, the ham, the bacon, the middle slice of bread, the lettuce, tomato, and mayo. Then take what’s left over and sauté it on both sides?” (Yes, I will admit that I was inspired by the famous Jack Nicholson scene in the film Five Easy Pieces. But if the server recognized the reference, she wasn’t charmed.) Begrudgingly, she said yes.

I asked her to add a chocolate milkshake, too.

She looked uncomfortable.

“Sir, I’m afraid we can’t do that, either. All we have is a large Häagen-Dazs milkshake on the menu, and it would be way too much for a young child.”

“I understand. But would you please ask your manager?”

I watched our server walk over to her manager and explain. From across the room, I could see the manager shake her head while her lips formed the word no. The server returned to the table.

“Sorry, sir. We just can’t do it.”

“Would you please send your manager over to our table?”

By this time, my wife was kicking me under the table and asking me not to make a scene.

“I’m not going to make a scene,” I reassured her. “I just really want to know.”

Then the manager arrived. She reiterated that they couldn’t make a small milkshake because they pre-portioned the ice cream, and if they used less than one serving, it would throw off their inventory. I had spent my life in restaurants, and knew they didn’t pre-portion ice cream, but I forged on with a smile.

“Well, how about a chocolate milk instead?” I asked.

She was visibly relieved. “Of course, I can get you a chocolate milk.”

She thought she was delivering hospitality at that point and turned away to get the chocolate milk.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Before you go, I have a question….” I pointed to two items on the menu, a warm carrot cake and a hot brownie with the option of à la mode for $2.95.

“What does à la mode mean?” I asked.

By now, Molly was looking away, trying not to associate herself with the persistent guy sitting at her table.

“Oh,” the manager replied, “that is a scoop of ice cream added to the dessert.”

I said, “Really? Oh, cool. Can I have an order of à la mode to go with my chocolate milk? And would you mind whipping it all up in a blender?”

“Okay, sir,” she said with an admonishing tone. “But that will be expensive.”

“I’m a big boy,” I said. “I can handle it.”

She left the table, and my wife fumed. “I told you they don’t take care of kids here. I can’t believe their attitude. We’re never coming here again.”

We had the rest of the meal, and it was fine.

A couple of weeks later, I was the keynote speaker for our local business magazine, which was hosting an event celebrating the fifty fastest-growing companies in Columbus, Ohio. There I was onstage, proud as a peacock in front of 500 people, sharing the milkshake story and proclaiming that such a thing would never have happened at a Cameron Mitchell restaurant, where we provide genuine hospitality—a.k.a. great service. My speech was well-received.

A week later, a woman came up to me and said, “My husband heard you speak at the Hyatt, and he thought you were great.”

I smiled and thanked her.

“He especially loved the milkshake story. But you know, afterwards, he went into one of your Fish Market restaurants and ordered a milkshake. The bartender said no, he was sorry, but they didn’t make chocolate milkshakes.”

I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. She might as well have punched me in the gut.

The next Monday morning, I arrived at our senior executive meeting, still reeling from the experience. I recounted the story and asked our team, “What do we need to do to reinforce for our people what we’ve been teaching all these years: The answer is yes. What is the question? What do we need to do to drive it home? Clearly, we have not made the impact we’d hoped.”

That day, we brainstormed and decided that a chocolate milk-shake would become the symbol of our culture. We would use the milkshake story and the beverage itself again and again to emphasize that the answer is always yes, and that we are great people delivering genuine hospitality. Today, each person who starts working at Cameron Mitchell Restaurants receives a chocolate milkshake and goes through a four-hour orientation to our culture and values. Milk-shakes appear at regional meetings, special events, and other important moments. Managers celebrate associates who win our weekly Milkshake Award, for going above and beyond the call of duty, with a milkshake toast. We even created a company icon with a picture of “Flo the Waitress,” who shares a beaming smile and extends a tray with a chocolate milkshake on it. Today, we make thousands of milk-shakes a year, and celebrate our important events with this symbolic drink and toast—sometimes in humorous and surprising ways—to reinforce to our people: The answer is yes. What is the question?



YES IS A STATE OF BEING

Yes is more than a word. It is a powerful concept and state of being, not only in customer service, but also in life. For this reason, the title has personal meaning to me because I deeply believe in caring for people and giving back as much as possible. I have tried to lead my life by pushing out into the world all the good I can. As I see it, the more we give, the more we get back.

I believe in karma. Certainly, I came from very little, and have been fortunate to have received so much. I am indebted to society for the opportunities I’ve received. I am indebted to thousands of people who have helped me along the way, including the investors and mentors who believed in me. I am indebted to the people of our company, who always have and always will come first. None of our success would have been possible without the love and support of my wife, Molly, and none of it would have mattered without my children and the many friends and family members who have supported me unconditionally through the years.

At Cameron Mitchell Restaurants, we all have different job descriptions, whether server, marketing manager, or CEO. But all five thousand of us share the same role: to make raving fans of the five groups of people with whom we do business. These include our fellow associates, our guests, our purveyors, our partners, and the communities we serve. I hope that you, the reader, will become a raving fan—not only of our restaurants, but also of this book and what I share in these pages about building a great culture.

I welcome your feedback.

Cameron Mitchell

cameron@cameronmitchell.com








1 LOST AND FOUND IN COLUMBUS, OHIO–1972–1984


“What time is Dad coming home?” My mother and I were driving home after school in her sky-blue Oldsmobile. I was nine years old, riding in the passenger seat.

No response, so I asked again.

“What time is Dad coming home?”

“He’s not,” she answered, looking ahead at the road, expressionless. I watched her profile, waiting for an explanation.

“We’re separating,” she said.

When I asked her what that meant, she could tell me little more. I think she didn’t understand it herself.

The car was silent for the rest of the drive home, and I looked out the window, watching the streets going by—stunned by the shock of it, unable to feel or cry. There had been no preparation, no discussion. No goodbye. When I got home, his belongings were gone. I didn’t understand.

Until my father left, I thought my life was fairly normal. Sure, my parents had their fights, and sometimes my mother stayed in her room for days on end, and I could hear her crying. My oldest brother and my father fought bitterly at times. I remember being in bed and hearing the cops at the door. But I didn’t know whether all of this was normal or not. I was a young child, and this was the life I knew. To a certain extent, it was a typical life. My father was an insurance agent, and though money was short, we lived in a middle-class house and always seemed to get by. I played Pee Wee football and Little League baseball, like other kids. My brothers were smart and did well in school. And there were some good times, like the year my parents saved up enough money in a shoebox so we could go to Florida on spring break.

[image: A black-and-white family portrait featuring two adults and three children, all smiling and seated together.]
Before things fell apart: my parents, my brothers Brian and Geoff, and me as a baby, 1963.

My father’s departure marked the end of all that. Soon, things began unraveling. Every other weekend, I started to see my father for visits at his house, which I found terribly boring. The arrangement didn’t last long, and by the time I was in middle school, he was out of my life.

My mother seemed to suffer from depression and mental illness, though I wasn’t nearly old enough to understand these things. My dad never talked to my brothers or me about it, or tried to explain. Years later, when my two older brothers became medical doctors, they agreed that she probably had bipolar and narcissistic disorders. She was a very difficult woman with many highs and lows who had a hard time keeping it together, but I had no doubt that she loved me, and I loved her.

My father wasn’t a bad guy. He just wasn’t very smart or lucky. He had harebrained schemes that didn’t pan out, like the time my mom inherited some money and wanted to use it to buy stock in The Limited and Wendy’s—two young companies founded in Columbus that ended up doing spectacularly well. My father disagreed and talked her into investing in a dumpy apartment complex in Marion, Ohio. They never saw that money again.

After my father left her, my mother got a job as an administrative assistant, and we moved to an even smaller house in the have-not side of town. One thing I never understood was why my wealthy uncle didn’t help her out. His wife’s father had founded a large grocery-store chain, and whenever we visited, I was awestruck by their huge home and pool, their housekeeper, and especially the two refrigerators in their kitchen. I wondered why my uncle couldn’t see that his sister, a single mother with three sons, was struggling. Perhaps he could see but was unable to help for whatever reason. Once a year, they took us out to their prim and proper country club, an experience I found unbearable because I knew we didn’t fit in.



GOING ON THE RUN

I made it through grade school, but as soon as I arrived in junior high, things began to go wrong. On my first day of seventh grade, an eighth-grader named Harley Rouda came up to me and asked if I wanted to smoke a cigarette. Harley would later turn out okay, and eventually even run for U.S. Congress, but at the time, he was a lot bigger than I was—intimidating, and tough. Though I had never smoked before, I nonchalantly said, “Sure,” wanting to go along. From then on, I started hanging out with the hoods and troubled kids who were smoking cigarettes in the bathroom, getting caught, and getting suspended. By the eighth grade, I was into drinking, smoking marijuana, and taking pills. By the ninth grade, it was more of the same—just progressively worse.

Upper Arlington High School was a tenth- to twelfth-grade high school. The summer before I was to begin, my mother suddenly decided that we were moving to Naples, Florida, for a fresh start. Evidently, my uncle had finally offered her assistance with a $50,000 loan. Her plan was to get a real estate license and work in the booming housing market down there. We packed up and went, and I attended high school there for four weeks. Then, just as suddenly as we had packed up and left Columbus, she decided that we were leaving Naples and going home. Fortunately, our house had not sold.

She’d probably gotten scared that she wasn’t going to make it and wouldn’t be able to pay her brother back. In Columbus, I showed up for tenth grade during the second month of school, which made my life seem even stranger. On top of it all, my hormones had kicked in while I’d been away, and suddenly I was growing tall and thin and becoming an angry young man. Also, I was starting to attract attention from girls.

When I got into high school, I started dealing drugs. At one point, I told my mother, “By the way, I’m going to Florida next week.” I was only fifteen years old, but I made it clear that there was nothing she could do to stop me. I’d raised $7,000 from the kids at school and had a grand plan with my dealer to buy a hundred-pound bale of weed in Florida for $70 a pound and resell it for $350 a pound. I was entrepreneurial even then, and my love of numbers was obvious as I calculated my potential profit. But I was not yet sharp enough to avoid getting ripped off. The whole plan was a scam, and I came back to Ohio without the money or the marijuana. I had to start my business all over again with small amounts until I made enough money to pay everyone back. Once I got that done, that was the end of my drug-dealing days.

Word got out of what I was up to. The parents in the community understandably tried to keep their kids away from me. They especially didn’t want their daughters anywhere near this pariah. I was awful. I smoked and drank at home. I didn’t do homework. I came and went as I pleased, and let my mother know that she had no control over me. She made empty threats and cried and carried on, and I didn’t listen to a word she said. She














MY FIRST RESTAURANT JOB












AN EPIPHANY ABOUT THE FUTURE








	By age 23—executive chef.

	By age 24—general manager.

	By age 26—regional restaurant manager.

	By age 30—VP of operations for a restaurant company.

	By 35—president of a restaurant company. (I wasn’t thinking of owning a company at the time.)









FIRST STOP—HYDE PARK, NEW YORK





FORGIVENESS
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