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Connie Dieken interviews Les McKeown

Author of Predictable Success
CD – Connie Dieken, LM – Les McKeown

CD:  This is Connie Dieken. Welcome to The Influential Leader.

[image: image2.jpg]The Influential Leader )

Podcast Series
.,“{‘

1

~g

W ‘A
—

[ ]

)
\]
\'

> Influence Tips from Today’s Leading Experts




Did you realize that there is a step-by-step formula to create success? Our guest today will share that playbook. He’ll help you generate predictable success and save you from costly mistakes that could damage your influence as a leader.

Les McKeown is the author of the Wall Street and USA Today best seller ‘Predictable Success: Getting Your Organization on the Growth Track and Keeping It There.’ He’s the CEO of Predictable Success, a leading advisor on accelerated organizational growth.

He has worked alongside many inspirational leaders and, as the remarkably giving man that Les is, he has got your back today! Les McKeown, welcome to The Influential Leader.

LM:
Great to be here, Connie. Thank you for having me.

CD:
How did you uncover predictable success in a world where, today, everything seems so unpredictable?

LM:
Well, the short answer is that I did it through a bout of insanity in my early life, Connie. I arrived at age 35 and realized that I had started, with myself and other people, 42 businesses. You know, that’s probably about 41 more than most people do.


And, you know, even a dumb Irishman like me can begin to see some basic patterns emerge if you do the same thing over and over again. And I began to see, obviously, some patterns that were familiar to me by about the 30th of these start-ups.

And then I spent another 10 years running an incubation business; essentially wholesaling what I had been doing previously, and had the privilege of seeing literally hundreds more businesses that I helped grow. And that helped me move away from just understanding the patterns in start-ups to beginning to understand the patterns in second and third and fourth stage growth.

And it was really a question of pattern recognition; just watching the same thing happen over and over and over again. And, of course, every business has got its own quirks but, as I say in the book, about 80% of the patterns that every business goes through are repeatable and predictable. And that’s why I called the book ‘Predictable Success’.

CD:
If it’s predictable, Les, what accounts for the fact that most people do not figure it out and that most people keep making costly mistakes?

LM:
This sounds very simplistic, but I think it’s true; nobody tells us that it’s otherwise. Certainly we have access to a lot of tools to help build success. We can take MBAs, you can go through an incubation unit, like many of the people that I work with did, you can do it over and over again, as I did, you can read books, you can talk to other people.

So there are plenty of tools out there to help build success. And there is absolutely an expectation that, if you start a business, you’re doing it to be successful. But, what I realized, pretty early on, is that we were never really given what was necessary to link the two.

So what I observed was that the business leaders I was working with – and certainly I, for many, many years – we were just walking around with a big tool kit full of stuff that we’d pick up. It’s like a whole bunch of spanners and screwdrivers and drills. We’ve got six sigma, we’ve got discount pricing, we’ve got our understanding of marketing and sales.

We’ve got all these tools rattling around, and you sort of grab one that you think might be appropriate for what you’re facing, and hope that it works. And it’s all trial and error. And what I tried to do in the book was to show literally thousands, probably hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people have done this, done what you’re facing right now over and over and over again.

And you know what? There are some very, very clear patterns of what to do next. And wouldn’t it be helpful if we just put those down? And that’s basically what I’ve done in the book.

CD:
That’s what I found with influence too. There really is a pattern: connect, convey, convince. It’s just that nobody had ever written down that down or shared if you communicate following this pattern, you can predict that it will work.
LM:
I think that’s one of the things that struck me, when I read your book, Connie, which was that we’re both mining the same scene and saying, “Look don’t feel that you have to reinvent this every single day. If you want to and if you enjoy that, go ahead! But, if you want to make it a little bit easier, let’s learn from the lessons of other people.”

I tell people that, of the 42 businesses I started, two of them failed. And I learned more in those failures than I did in all of the successes. And so has everybody else that’s gone before. So why not aggregate all of that achievement and failure. Work out what works and what doesn’t, and then repackage it so that it is easily understandable and let people accelerate then in their path to success. That’s exactly what you do in your book in the area, obviously, of influence.

CD:
For those of you who haven’t read the book yet – and I certainly encourage you to – the stages are ‘Early Struggle,’ ‘Fun,’ ‘Whitewater,’ ‘Predictable Success,’ ‘Treadmill,’ ‘Big Rut’ and ‘Death Rattle.’ You can take a look at any company and tell them right where they are. Is that right, Les?

LM:
Correct. And, obviously, the state that we want them to be in is the one I call ‘predictable success’ and it’s why I gave the book that title as well. That’s the apex of the curve, and if you think of it as…

CD:
Kind of a half moon shape, right?

LM:
Correct. The first three stages lead on to predictable success. That’s early struggle, fun and whitewater. And it would be lovely if, once we got to predictable success – the prime, organizationally, so to speak – it would be wonderful just to stay there without having to do anything but, unfortunately, if you try that, what will happen is the business will eventually lurch forward into the three decline stages, which are treadmill, the big rut and death rattle.

CD:
Some companies get so big that it takes forever to try to make any decision or get anything done, which leads to very unhappy people in a strange culture.

LM:
Correct. In essence, the whole secret here, if there is one – there’s not much of a secret – is relatively mundane. It’s incredibly powerful but it’s pretty prosaic. It’s all about getting the balance between, on the one hand, the entrepreneurial spirit that gets the business up and going, like creativity risk taking, and, on the other hand, the systems and processes that are necessary to deliver consistent quality every day. And, in the early stages, particularly the stage I call ‘fun’, which is the first stage of growth, you really don’t need a lot of systems and processes.

In fact, you don’t want to put many systems and processes in place, because it just inhibits the growth of that young business. But, eventually, it hits the stage that I call ‘whitewater’, and that’s the point at which the business needs to be professionalized. We need to put some systems and processes in place.

But, unfortunately, being human beings and being what we are, when we do something and it’s good – in this case, putting some systems and processes in place – what we tend to say is, “Oh, that’s really good. We’ll have some more.”

CD:
How does it feel to customers when there are too many systems?

LM:
Well it begins to feel like, for the company, their own systems and processes are more important to them than meeting our needs as customers. And, sure, we’ve all felt that. I’ll take a rough stab that, probably, if you had to deal with your local utility company or something like that, or, if you’re going for the DMV at any point, it’s all about the systems and processes and you feel like, as a customer, you’re just getting in the way.

These people really aren’t focused on you, it’s whether or not Form 47a/9 is completed down to the 27th question and must be submitted in a triplicate copy. And you’re just standing there, and all you want is to get your water switched back on again, or whatever it might be, and businesses that hit treadmill are beginning that process of getting more internalized than focused externally on their customers.

CD:
You know what surprised me about your book, Les? It’s really for anyone. I assumed that it was just for organizations, for an SVP or a CEO who’s fighting to keep the company moving. But it’s for anyone!

LM:
Yes it is. It’s one of the great pleasures that I have in what I do. You hear people all the time and they say, about a product or a service or whatever it is, “It’s really for anybody.” and then, when you look at it, it isn’t. But, because, essentially, what we’re looking at is a whole piece of cloth, this is a methodology that applies to any business of any size, shape or form.

In fact, not to digress, but the reality is, in essence, any group of two or more people trying to achieve common goals…

CD:
This could be about a marriage. Let’s think of this - early struggle, fun, whitewater, predictable success, treadmill, big rut, death rattle!

LM: We’ve all gone through relationships where we’ve been in the big rut. We’ve all thought, “What am I doing here?” We’ve all had relationships where we’ve got to the fun stage after maybe a little bit of early struggle. So yeah, it absolutely applies to any group of two or more people who are trying to achieve common goals. But I wrote it in the context of  business because that’s what I know best, and that’s where I get my excitement from.

But the book has a massive solopreneur, micro-preneur and small business following. And, obviously, the first part of the book is the part that gives the most obvious and immediate applicable tools, because it talks about those early stages of growth.

But what is really, critically important is that, no matter where you are in the life cycle, whether it’s early stage start-up, medium size business or a very big organization, it’s really crucial to understand the whole life cycle, because only when you know where you are in context do you really understand what’s going to happen next.

And that’s one of the reasons I said at the very start at the book – something that’s relatively unpopular these days – it really is best just to start at the front and read right through.

CD:
Don’t cherry pick?
LM:
Yes. I mean, it’s fine if you cherry pick, nobody’s going to die, but there’s such an enormous amount of benefit to be gained from understanding the pattern as a whole that I do recommend people take the time to read it all. It’s one of the reasons why I’ve written a somewhat anecdotal version so that it’s fun to read.

CD:
You have worked alongside many leaders. What have you learned about what makes leaders influential?

LM.
I’ve something that’s not very popular to say, these days, Connie, and it will go against a lot of what other people are saying. Let me say what it’s not, first. It’s not passion, it’s not authenticity and it’s not trust. It’s not popular to say that, these days. In my experience, over and over and over again, it’s execution. It’s actually making things happen.

I think that those other things which are being sold wholesale at the moment, tremendously, are by-products of being an influential leader. If you deliver for people, they will trust you. If you deliver for people over and over again, well, they’ll see that you’re being authentic. And if you have to deliver, then you’ll use passion when necessary. But just being passionate, just being authentic or just building trust with people, none of those, in and of themselves, in my observation, make someone an influential leader.

CD:
It can make them popular, though, right?

LM:
Very popular, absolutely. And there’s nothing wrong with those thing. Those are things to aspire to. But, if you want to actually talk about being an influential leader, you have to execute. You’ve got to say, “This is where we’re going, and here’s how we’ll get there.” And you’ve got to be right more times than you’re wrong! So you’ve got to execute.

CD:
I am beaming with pride over the subtitle of my book ‘Talk Less, Say More: Three Habits to Influence Others and Make Things Happen’, because you and I are on the same wavelength here. If you deliver, then you have influence. If you don’t deliver, you may be popular momentarily, but your impact will be fleeting. 

LM: We see a lot of stories and understandably so, because sexy stories sell print and online eyeballs. So you take somebody like Steve Jobs. Is Apple doing so well because he’s such a great communicator? 

CD:
No.
LM:
Right. It’s because he delivers. He delivers what the company needs. Is he a great communicator? Sure. Does that help? Sure. Is he being authentic? I don’t know. I’ve never met the guy! A couple of people have tried to tell me that he’s not. He can be a really, really difficult person and very different from his public persona. I don’t know.

But one thing’s for sure; he delivers. You look at Sergei Brin, Google, at the moment. It’s a very, very interesting thing going on. They brought Eric Schmidt in because both the founders of Google felt they wanted people to lead the business to the next stage. And the jury’s out. Everybody’s saying, “Sergei Brin’s stepping back. Will he be an influential leader?” Time will tell.

CD:
If he delivers.

LM:
That’s it. It’s a really interesting point. I mean, one of my great heroes – being British, as you might expect – is Winston Churchill. At the point – Winston Churchill, who was probably if he wasn’t in the top three of the most influential leaders of the 20th century, I’d be very surprised – at the point where he was appointed prime minister he was the least trusted politician in Britain. He was rabidly despised by about 50% of the voting public. He’d changed sides three times. There were people who thought of him as somebody who would sell his ethics for the next vote.

And fast forward ten years. Did people view him, by then, as an influential leader? Oh my goodness, absolutely. And on what basis? Because he delivered. He changed the face of the world. And that was not the man who, in 1939, if he’d taken a public vote, would have got the position.

CD:
Who else would you put on your list of influential people? 

LM:
Well, you know, Churchill is a great example. I like the quietly efficient influential leaders too. I mean, Warren Buffett impresses me a lot. You listen to Warren talk about business and he’s able to talk at the runway level. You know, he can slice and dice any of the many businesses he’s invested in and tell you, at granular level, about those businesses.

But he can go up to 30,000 feet in a moment, and tell you what the very large tectonic plates are that are shifting.

CD:
Warren Buffett is a great storyteller, too.

LM:
He’s wonderful. And he’s retained that sort of ‘homely’ folksiness. But you know, the truth of the matter is that, when I think of names of people that really have impressed me – I have a confession to make; my wife and I are in approximately the same business and we’ve worked together for many years, so our dinnertime discussions are excruciatingly boring because we’ll talk about what we’ve involved in, and we’ve had this discussion very frequently – and the names that I’ve mentioned are people you would never have heard of. You know, a window distributor in Arkansas – I’m not going to mention his name because I don’t have his permission to do it publicly – but who just took his business from its knees and rebuilt it. And it took him almost a decade to make it happen, because of the deep trouble that the previous owners had got it into.

You know, a plastics extrusion business owner, back in the U.K., who came back from cancer, none of his employers, to this day, I think even knew that he suffered from it, and rebuilt his business by hand.

The third generation owner of a privately owned candy manufacturer, here in the U.S., who saw the previous generation fritter away the business, and who took a stand and lost not just the confidence and respect, but the relationship with almost every other member of his very large family by kicking out the previous generation and taking over and rebuilding the business.

There are just hundreds of examples of people like that, who I have met, and had the privilege of meeting during my career, who I view as really truly influential leaders, but they’re not on the front cover of Inc. They’re not getting print and online eyeballs. They’re just making it happen.

CD:
What about social media leaders? Do you think they’re influential?

LM:
Sure, influential in different ways. I think it’s the same as in the entertainment industry. I think what we’ve moved into is a period – and hopefully it’s just a swing of the pendulum, Connie, and it will all come back again – but I see a lot of what I call ‘Kim Kardashian’ leaders. Leaders because they’re leaders, not because they’ve done anything.

I don’t mean this critically; I’m not making a moral judgment here or poo-poo-ing it. But I think that, because of the ease of communication that we have now, there’s a lot of folks who have a followership on the grounds that they teach very well how to get a followership.

And so it becomes a little bit of a pyramid scheme where, when you put your hand into it, you can’t reach down and find where this is turning into someone who is learning how to build a real business.

CD:
Are you a leader if people follow you?
LM:
Sure. That’s why I say I’m not making a moral judgment here. But, after a while, if you’ve gone down enough pretty hedgerows and tried to glimpse enough unicorns, there’s going to be a group of people who are going to say, “Well, wait a minute. This is fun, but this is not the journey I’m on or that I signed up for, and it’s not the area that I work in. I work in the area of business leadership.”

And I think that the overlap of the two is what’s problematic. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with having role models for the sake of role models. And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with having people who are leaders in the sense that they inspire other people.

But what I’m looking for always, in what I do, are people who lead others to somewhere that’s substantive. That says, ‘here we’ve added value’. And business is really about adding value. If you can’t please an end customer at the end of the day, by adding a value to his or her life, then, in my world, that’s not true leadership.

CD:
You have worked with hundreds and hundreds of leaders. As you work alongside them, have you noticed there’s often a gap between their intent and the impact that they actually have on people?

LM:
Sure. And I think that that’s when your great teaching comes in, Connie. I think that one of the things that happens a lot, and particularly for younger leaders, is that they fail to understand – and I certainly put myself in this camp when I look back, certainly before I was 75 or 80, I began to catch on, so, now I’m about 120, I’m now beginning to get it – there are two classic errors, I think, that happen; one is that the assumption that, if I say it, they get it and it will happen. And I tell people “If something is really important, in a business environment, you have got to keep saying that thing over and over and over again, until the point at which you feel literally – I’m not exaggerating – literally feel physically sick at the thought of saying this one more time. And, at that point, your folks are probably just about beginning to get it.” So, that need to be consistent with important issues I think is very important.

And it’s because of the second issue, which is – the other thing I see a lot of leaders do and, interestingly enough, the more intellectually curious the leader is, the more this happens – they spit things out, they’re spit-balling, you know, they’re just throwing a few things out there for discussion and, before you know it, 20 people are off rushing around, assuming that that is what the boss wants and trying to make it happen. And so I tell people to be very careful about what they view as brainstorming; you’ve go to be really clear when you’re doing that and tell your folks “Hey, this is not me speaking ex-cathedra; let’s just kick this around and see where it goes.” Those two things, I think, do tend to mix up intent and what the impact is at the end of the day.

CD:
I’ll tell you a story here; I was working with a CEO who was just brainstorming ideas with his team. He happened to look out the window of the boardroom and mention that “Gee, it’s looking a little shoddy out there.” No big deal, he went on, the board meeting continued. Next day, the landscapers were there - pulling up the turf, planting new flowers. All because somebody in the meeting thought that the CEO wanted the landscaping redone, when it was just a little offhand comment!

LM:
There’s $20,000 gone.

CD:
Exactly. Because someone in the room assumed his intent was a major overhaul. The impact was ‘Boom! Let’s change it.’ 
I enjoy your insights, Les. I know you’ll say “Oh, this just comes from years of working with people.” But there’s more background to it than that. Tell us a story about how you got into this position.

LM:
Well, I was originally going to be a journalist, Connie - that was my first thought, and then, in a massive wrinkle of cosmic irony, my mom and dad opened a little convenience store and promptly went bust. To cut a long story short, I couldn’t afford to go to college, and there was an opportunity to go study to be the UK equivalent of a CPA – a chartered accountant – essentially through night school. That window closed very shortly after I was fortunate to get in there. I’d always been fascinated by business and enjoyed my studying a lot but, as soon as I was qualified to set up my own shingle as an accountant, I did so. But I had very little interest in the legacy stuff of producing accounts and tax returns. 

And so I just started to interfere with my clients, and they were very kind to let a young, early 20s guy really find stuff out on their dime. And I would their accounts down to them, and spend the day with them and try to help them interpret it and, of course, I was just finding stuff out as I went along. So, as I said, fast forward another decade, and I’m 35 years of age and, by this stage, a whole bunch of people had asked me to get involved with businesses with them. And that’s really where it all began. 

These were not earth-shattering businesses, a manufacturing company, graphic design agencies, advertising agency, specialty printing company. And one of them was the Pizza Hut master license for Ireland, and I learned a lot there, just trying to sell flat Italian bread to Irish folks was fun.

CD:
Think of all the experiences you have had - stemming from a convenience store that didn’t survive.

LM:
Correct. It was quite a shock for me as – I guess, then, I was about 17 – and I’d lived in the same area, in East Belfast, all my life – we’d moved around quite a bit, but always in the same area – and I knew all the little shops very well and, funnily enough, the store that my dad picked to take over, to buy, was one that had never really, sort of ever succeeded. It had been a whole series of a bunch of things. 

You know you see these stores; they’re selling aromatic candles one day and it’s an audio part store the next day. One of those. And I remember thinking, at the time, “There’s just something not right here. This hasn’t worked before, it’s not going to work again.” 

And yet there was this other store, just literally across the road, and it had been in the same hands for generations, always did well. And it was that pattern sense, of there being a pattern somewhere. It was some pattern somewhere that meant that the store my dad took over didn’t succeed. And so it proved. 

And I think that was really the germ that got me to, eventually, uncovering the pattern that’s ‘Predictable Success’. And that’s what it’s been; I’m 54 years of age now, not to jump too much about how long in the tooth I’m getting, but I’ve spent 30 years, now, basically uncovering patterns. I haven’t invented a single thing; there’s nothing in ‘Predictable Success’, the book, that I’ve made up. It’s just stuff that I’ve uncovered.

CD:
I’d like to encourage you, our listeners, whether you are a senior executive, a CEO, a president, a founder of an organization; I’d like to encourage you to pick up this book, ‘Predictable Success.’ I’d also like to know there are plenty of ways that you could work with Les. Who would be a good fit and how can they work with you?

LM:
I really work, in terms of face to face work, with two groups of folks, Connie; I work with essentially founders of businesses, where the management team have still got skin in the game, who are typically on that upside of the curve and just need help getting up to predictable success. And, on the other hand, usually SVPs, C-level executives in very large organizations, normally where a department or a division has begun that slide into burocracy, into treadmill, as I call it. 

So those are the two face to face sort of consulting activities that I engage in, but, really, my goal is to get the word out as much as possible – it’s one of the reasons why I wrote the book – so I run public workshops, one a quarter, and you can see those on my website: predictablesuccess.com. And I’ve got an online coaching program as well – the details of which you can see there too – where I really try to help as many people as possible through email and phone support, using webinars that I’ve canned, that go into the issues in the book in more detail.

And then, having taken those webinars, people can hook up with me and I give them some personal, customized feedback as to what they need to do next in order to get to and stay in predictable success. The workshops and the online coaching program are probably a really great place for people to start with and, if any of your listeners are really feeling the hurt of what I call whitewater treadmill right now, I’d be more than happy to talk to them. The first phone call’s always free, delighted to share anything I can to help people out.

CD:
I encourage you all to take advantage of that and learn from Les McKeown. Again, his website: PredictableSuccess.com. Les, thank you so much for being such a giving person; we’ve learned a lot from you today about influence and business and we will be hearing lots more about you in the future, I’m sure.

LM:
Pleasure. Thank you for having me, Connie.

CD:
You’re welcome, thanks so much. 
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