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Chapter 2 - The Hourglass

No one actually uses an hourglass, except maybe when they play a board game. Still, you've seen
them in old-fashioned pictures; two glass bulbs connected in the middle by a narrow neck—a
pinch point. One bulb is filled with sand and will measure out exactly one hour when it passes
through the choke point into the other bulb; only a few grains of sand can make it through at a

time. It was cutting-edge technology in the eighth century!

When I talk about the hourglass, I'm talking about being stuck in the neck of the hourglass with
your harried face pressed against the glass. That means a jammed-up life of making decisions
about each and every piece of sand as it passes through the bottleneck. I used to be stuck there,
slowing things down, slowing the company down. Everyone needed to come to me for decisions
because / was the only one that could make them. And yeah, I didn't like it, but it was my
life—wedged in the neck every minute of every day. When I think about my business, the grains
of sand equal all the inquiries, questions, and problems that occur every day. I had to process
every one! I needed to examine each piece of sand and approve it before it passed through the
hourglass. It is a place of weakness. [ wanted the company to grow, and I wanted balance in my
life, so the company needed to build muscle and grow strong. I needed to climb out of the choke

point.

Today, I get everybody on board with the outcomes we are looking for at Nolan Painting so that
they, too, are empowered to make decisions. That means expanding the neck of the hourglass,

making it wider so more sand can flow through easily and faster every day. This requires muscle.

At Nolan Consulting Group, we do a podcast called Out of the Hourglass. It is about how a
business owner can get out of their own way. We teach people how to grow their organizations
and stay in control without getting lodged in a bottleneck. The goal is to identify the most
productive and best uses of their time while establishing behaviors that provide freedom from
daily operations. Doing this frees up time to spend on strategy development, company culture,

personal enjoyment, and quality time with family.

If a leader wants to grow the business, sell it, pass it on to the next generation, or just have a

better life ... it's time to get out of the hourglass.



The Real Problem

Most new business owners have the same problem. I had the hourglass problem for a long time.

It looked something like this:

I liked to solve problems. Oh, and it felt so good. I got some dopamine out of it, but that only
lasted for a second because I had more problems to solve. I was constantly solving problems, and
I couldn't get ahead. I did tasks, tasks, and more work tasks, while all the time worrying about
not making payroll this week. I focused on have-to-dos, not want-to-dos.* And above all, I

believed that if [ wanted things done right, I'd have to do it myself.

Like most business owners, I started as a technician. When I’'m working as a technician, I focus
on the physical task of painting a house or planting a tree; all I can think about is getting the job
done. There is no multitasking! Focus is a good thing for a technician on a project, but as a

business owner, | now have many other responsibilities. When I started my own business, I was

stuck doing everything, wearing all the hats. That's normal.

It was like I had an organizational structure chart with the word me in every box! I was stuck
there and couldn't find a salesperson or an operations person. I had poor performers in those
positions, so I still needed to do those jobs. I was stuck tight in the hourglass, trying to multitask

when the job requires single, focused tasking.

When that was my reality, evenings looked like this: I arrive home at the end of the day and
attempt to greet my wife Mary Fran and our four small children. Mary Fran is exhausted, and |
can see why after only three minutes at home! She has been chasing 4 kids, all under 5 years old,
all day long. I am also burned out. I help with dinner and bedtime routines before I sit at my desk
to return work messages, write estimates, send invoices, order paint, and plan the following day's
schedule! I'm pretty sure there are things I forget, which adds to my stress. It never ends.
Tomorrow I have to spray a house, then get to another job to do some carpentry, and finally, stop
to do an estimate on the way home. Once, I remember going to an evening estimate after a day

like that. The customer made a yucky face and said I smelled ripe. I never got that job.

As you read this, many of you may feel like you’re looking in the mirror. This is normal, but this

sort of “normal” has to change for your business to grow and thrive.
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Negative Self-talk Will Keep You Stuck

Who do you talk with most during the day? Your spouse? Your co-workers? Your customers?
Actually, it's yourself, and it's often negative! Early on, when Nolan Painting was weak and
without organizational muscle, I often thought things were going badly. I was locked in the
hourglass with no answers to all the problems. This is the dialogue that played on repeat inside

my head:

This is not going well.

I am in over my head.

I work too much, and I am broke.

I have grown past my ability to run this business.
I need $100,000 by Friday for payroll and bills.
I am feeling overwhelmed.

I am stuck in the hourglass. Each friggin’ problem is a grain of sand, and there are so many.

Time is ticking away, and it's really a frustrating place.

This is negative self-talk, and negative self-talk will crush you. People will lose faith in your
leadership abilities if this characterizes you. Never complain to people that you are
overwhelmed, because this is negative self-talk and is not solutions-oriented. No one wants to
hear about your problems. No one cares if you are sick and tired of someone or something. I've
heard that 80% of folks who listen to you complain don't care, and 20% are glad you have

problems because they have issues, t00.>

In 2009, I was vice-chair of the Main Line Chamber of Commerce. We were losing members and
money; the future looked bleak and the executive committee was scared. Our executive director
was running around telling me and others that he was overwhelmed. I warned him to stop saying
that. He didn't, and I decided that he would be replaced when I was in charge. The truth was that
I was feeling overwhelmed as well, but I knew I had to look like a strong leader. That's precisely

what happened! I took over and had a great ride as chairman of the board, rebuilding the
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organization. I didn't let any doubtful self-talk in, even though I felt scared around all the
corporate presidents and VPs on the board. I remember talking to my good friend, Patrick, the
night before I took over as chair. I confided to him that I did not feel smart enough to be chair.
He said that was nonsense; I had built my own company from the ground up, and I would know
what to do. He was right. It turned out that I knew how to manage a small organization like the
Chamber through a recession better than anyone because I had experience with that. I knew how
to tighten the belt and paint a picture of better times. His pep talk and my subsequent success did

wonders for my confidence and my self-talk.

It’s the negative self-talk that starts the path to insanity. It is hard to think about forward progress
with this on repeat. Now, the minute I hear myself whining to myself or out loud, I catch it and

cut off the loop of negativity. Cut the recurring loop, and get out of the hourglass.
Decide Just To Be a CEO and Wear One Hat

I sold paint jobs until my early 50s, mostly to repeat customers. On a typical Monday afternoon,
I'd sprint out of the office and head out to meet Margaret or Joe, who were excellent customers. I
didn't have the time for this, but I was stuck. They were expecting me, so it was too late to dish
this off to someone else. Eventually, I'd get to the appointment and sell the job. Then, I would
have to write it up and schedule it. Next, there would be dozens of details to organize for that
job. On Tuesday, the cycle would repeat itself. What was I to do? I wanted to scale the company
and make it bigger. I had big plans and a vision for growth, but that sand kept coming, and there
1s no stopping it. I just couldn’t seem to get to ten million in annual revenue. It was frustrating

because I had been at this for 35 years! I was stuck in the hourglass.

There were so many high-priority things I needed to work on: budget, training, teaching folks
how to be good craftspeople, developing true leaders who run jobs from start to finish, scouting
great people, marketing, HR, finance, and business planning! I was stuck in the now, tending to
the urgent matters of each individual day in the business life cycle. Living like this can keep a

leader jammed in the hourglass.

I remember talking with Steve, another contractor friend. Steve said, “Kevin, I don’t think you

will ever get ten million dollars if you are still selling little bitty paint jobs.”



I said, "I like selling. It's instant gratification! That's how I know I accomplished something

today. But, of course, it all starts with a sale."

He said, “That’s fine, but I don’t think you can do both. I don’t think you can be a salesperson
and a CEQ.”

I decided to become a CEO.
Fighting My Way Out of the Hourglass

I became the CEO, and it worked. We began to hit our goals and started celebrating significant
accomplishments as a team. That was very gratifying. [ have always been determined not to

think about regrets, but I do wish I had quit selling jobs and become a CEO earlier in life.

Things kept improving when I began to hire some folks and replaced some of the boxes filled

with “me” on the organizational chart with the names Jon, Jim, and Steve. That was exciting.

Once, we hired a marketing company. At first things went well; the marketing company assigned
us an account manager, Holly. She was sharp and attentive to our needs, so we were pleased.
However, after about a year, Holly moved on, and the firm's owner, Bryan, said he would handle
our account. [ said, "Bryan, you are gonna be stuck in the hourglass like I was! You'll never be

able to service our account and handle all your other responsibilities."

He said we were important clients and he could handle it. He did for about a year, and things
started going wrong. I noticed that Bryan's company had won an award for being one of the
fastest-growing companies in the region. So, he obviously didn't short-change business
development. But, as they grew, Bryan was stretched. More and more problems kept surfacing.
His team got weaker and weaker. He would communicate with us that everything would be
fixed. Sometimes, he tried to delegate to his people, but the balls kept getting dropped.
Eventually, we dropped the firm. Classic example of the owner not getting out of the hourglass. I
told him so when I let the firm go. I know because I have lived it. Learn from my example. Don't

let it happen to you.

Primary Aim



The answer to your bottleneck problem starts with the Primary Aim.? This is your first layer of

muscle.

When you start your own business, it needs to serve your life; otherwise, you'd be better off with
a regular job and a good boss. A good boss treats you better than you treat yourself—a steady

paycheck, Paid Time Off (PTO), and no work to do when you are home with the kids.

Now, imagine your perfect life. Pick a specific date in the future and write a letter to yourself (or

to a friend). Tell what's happening on this date, in real-time and with detail. This is part of your

Primary Aim. In my unedited example below, I chose October 10, 2018, which at the time was

three years in the future, for my letter to myself. It is amazing how much came true!

Primary Aim - Written on Oct. 10, 2015
Three-year Vision for Oct. 10, 2018

The morning starts like most, at 5:30. 1 feel great. So I go for a run. I don't have to rush into
the office. The weather is cool and clear. This is a fantastic time. So many years of planning

have come together, and I appreciate this moment.

All that I have been talking about for the last five years has come true. Nolan Painting has
achieved over 10 million in annual sales. Nolan Consulting has grown, and Brian is

comfortable with my role. I have run a marathon in all 50 states and completed an Ironman.

These next few years will start major changes in my life. The next stage of my life will

culminate in all my planning. But, I will enjoy it as I have all my life so far.
Now it's time to move on to other things. I have a detailed plan for that.

1 just turned 59 a few weeks ago, and 60 looms! I am planning to retire as CEO of Nolan

Painting in the next few years. I want to finish big and move on to new challenges.

1 will likely hire a CEO from within the company and remain as Chairman for the next

decade. After that, I will move out of my office and take an office on the 3rd floor of Hillcrest
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Ave. After that, I will look for leadership among my family to take on eventual ownership of

Nolan Painting.

As I think ahead and explore possibilities, I plan to travel more with Mary Fran; I would like
to start to develop my property in Florida. Then, I will start a national brand in the painting
industry and contribute to Nolan Painting and Summit, 1 will prepare for succession and be

Younger Next Year.

Nolan Painting is currently in great hands. The management team has been steady and runs a
great company. We have continued to recruit great people. Family members have contributed
in amazing ways. The power of our shared mission and values has been tremendous. We love

being a team.

So that's what it's about in business. Ask any business owner; the most important thing about
being a business owner is autonomy, no question about it. Whether it's about making lots of
money or being able to take off when you want, it’s about freedom: the freedom to build
something that serves you, your family, your future, and your community. I’ll talk more about

Primary Aim throughout this book.
Vision

Next, write a three-year business vision. The vision for the business has to be in alignment with
the Primary Aim. The Primary Aim comes first and answers the question: What do I want to do
with my life? Once you’ve answered that, it's time to make a vision for ~ow you want your
business to grow. 1 picture exactly what my business will look like in three years. I convince
myself that the things I've written will happen. I explain how many people are involved, how
much revenue is needed, and what resources are required. Then, I do a gap analysis to divide
what has to be done over the next three years. Just ensure you don't become a tyrannical leader
who demands an unreasonable amount of work from your team and yourself, creating a bad or

stressed-out culture.



Repeat yearly. Over time, your priorities change, so it's important to schedule time annually to
reflect and project your new goals into the future. This practice will keep you from slipping back
into the hourglass. Be sure to include the different things that affect you in your current season of
life. For example, the most challenging part about my business right now, is preparing to leave it;
it is very emotional. So, I try to address that in my latest Primary Aims. It is good emotional

therapy.

Start with a Primary Aim and then do a business plan. In the next chapter, I will include more

details and an example of a business vision.
Systems, Processes, and People

Systems, processes, and people are the next set of answers to most hourglass problems. So
whenever our organization has a recurring problem or a huge problem, we develop systems with

our people that widen that pinch point.

I never say, "Here is the new system." Instead, I state the reality of the problem and explain the
urgency for a solution. My folks and I come up with the systems. After all, they will run it, so it
needs to be their solution. An essential step out of the hourglass is to document, document,
document. Document what is in your head, how you do things, or the ideal script of how a
customer experiences you. And then you've got to communicate that over and over to your team.

It must be abundantly clear how to do things in the company's system.

If there's a problem on the job, your first questions are, "What part of the system didn't work? Do

we need to fix the system?"

Or, if we didn't have a system for that problem, we need to create one, write it down, and
communicate it. Create systems! No matter what size you are, get it out of your head and into an
operations manual, job description, or policy, and train your people about it. That doesn't mean I
bark orders and treat my team as my subordinates. It means I stand clear and watch them run the
system. Be clear with desired outcomes and get out of the way! Don't micromanage, or you will

be stuck in the bottleneck again. Let your people run the system.

Cascading Leadership



When we start a business, we wear all the hats. Then, we populate our company with people, and
it's time to crawl out of the hourglass. As you organize these folks, it's all about the ability to

empower others in sound decision-making.

First, choose a couple of potential leaders, people you think might be able to run things, and
mentor them. Next, it's about shared-success models with performance pay for when things go
well. Finally, it's about getting enough other people in your world that care about the business

and know that you care about them, too.

I’1l devote a whole chapter to cascading leadership. But for now, we’ll say it is what happens
when leaders care about those above and below them. It’s leadership at every level—the vision,
culture, and systems must cascade down with the same message, through leaders who overflow

with enthusiasm and engagement and who care to invest in engaged people with the same vision.

In my world, it starts with the job leaders. I don't know that there's any position more critical to
scaling a contracting business than using a job leader system in which the owner does not have to
be at every job. Job leaders understand how the hours that have been budgeted for a job are

allocated across the tasks within the job.

I feel confident that my job leaders will run the job the way I want them to because we've
documented everything, and they're being trained well. They know how to start a job. They
know how to talk to a customer. They know how to delegate to a crew. They understand the
hours on the job. So you or somebody in your company has to document those systems because
systems will open up the hourglass! Well-developed systems will remove pinch points and open

up the hourglass.
Trust People

You can't grow if you don't trust people. Hire great folks and empower them. When they fail,
coach them; if they continue to fail and do not learn, replace them. (Do it in a friendly way.)
Every problem is an opportunity to coach someone. It really is that simple. Suppose I see
behavior that doesn't fit the culture or is untrainable incompetence. In that case, I must act and
invite that person to be successful somewhere else; failing to do so threatens everybody in the

organization.



Decide to start with an open heart and mind, believing that all people are good. If you get burned
by someone, that does not mean you will get burned by everyone. And when you find an all-star,

make sure you do everything in your power to help them succeed in your company.

You must be able to judge an individual's behavior or work product to determine if they are a
good fit for your organization. If they are not, you must communicate the correct behavior or
skills that need to be developed. Many leaders skip the feedback piece and go right to
termination. It's important to give your people notice and opportunity to improve. You owe it to
them. When multiple conversations take place without a change in behavior, this person has to

leave.

At Nolan Painting, we often say that they probably need to go if we are talking about somebody
too much. The folks that stay make all the difference; adding key people at the right time allows

you to free yourself from the hourglass.

Trusting people isn't easy, and I learned slowly. But when I first hired an administrative assistant,
my life improved dramatically. However, I continued to wear multiple hats and never really
grew. Then, after 15 years in business, I finally started to get it. | hired an operations manager.
Our revenue increased, and my quality of life improved. Next, I hired a salesperson, and I had
more time to do strategic planning, and we grew. Then at some point, I couldn't handle the
finances in my head anymore, so I needed a finance person, who later became CFO. A friend
warned me, saying [ needed to hire a human resource person because we were dealing with
people and needed onboarding and immigration compliance. We waited too long and dealt with
many human resource (HR) problems before suffering an expensive audit by Homeland Security.

We did eventually invest in an HR Department.

My next hire was a client relationship manager, followed by another salesperson, and another,
and another, until I needed a sales manager. Soon we hired a materials resource manager, a safety
manager, a recruiter, and a training manager. There were plenty of hats to pass around. Yes, we
had some hiring failures, but we also succeeded in hiring for these critical roles. It is complex but

not impossible, and it is a ladder out of the hourglass.

Keep Liberating Yourself from the Hourglass: Balance, Growth & Succession



Balance

We all need balance; I still need more in my life. Yet, I desired excellence as well. So, balance in
pursuit of excellence! 1 want to go to my kids' soccer games, take a vacation, and have dinner
with my family every night. However, I also want a ten million dollar business. The only way to
do both is to not have it all depend upon me. We’ll get in deeper on balance in the Cascading

Leadership chapter.

Discipline is also an ingredient in balance. It is absolutely required. Balance doesn't just happen
by itself; you must want it and be disciplined. David Campbell, the founder of Saks Fifth

Avenue, says, “Discipline is remembering what you want.” He is right.
Growth

There are three sources of capital that you can use to grow your business: your own money, a
lender's money, or the company's money. I prefer the last one; it is called bootstrapping. The
business will tell you how fast to grow. I advise that you, as the leader, simply take a modest

salary and leave the profit in the company.

Alan Miltz, a co-founder of Cash Flow Story and co-author of Scaling Up, believes that
“Revenue is vanity, profit is sanity, and cash is king."* This is a wise principle for all business
owners who value their company's safety. Of course, there are other factors that affect growth,

but getting stuck in the hourglass and not having cash top the list.

Grow only as fast as you can organically attract great people and build resources! It's dangerous
to borrow money! I am not saying never to borrow money, but I would say to only do so for a
specific piece of equipment or a truck. That's it—hard assets only! I don't borrow much because
some businesses, like mine, are low margin, so growing slowly is the best practice. At Nolan
Painting, we divide up all the money as it comes in, dispersing it through automatic deductions.
After Monday's bills and Friday's payroll are paid, everything else is dumped into reserve
accounts, retirement accounts, equity accounts, insurance accounts, and profit accounts—nothing

is left! Essentially, we are broke every week, and therefore, we are always hungry.

I remember many times when I thought we were growing too fast. It comes in fits and starts. It is

not linear, nor like a faucet where you control how much comes out and how to turn it off and on.
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Yet by following this method, we have grown during 40 out of the last 43 years (except for a few

severe recessions and a pandemic).
Succession

I remember Michael E. Gerber said, "There are two acceptable endings to a business ownership:

franchise it or sell it."¢

You shouldn't get into a business you can't get out of.% It’s never too early to think about your exit
strategy! A business simply cannot survive if the owner is stuck in the hourglass and then

decides to get out of business with no plan!

I have a plan for Nolan Painting. [ am very confident that our success and growth were never
about me, so replace me with someone better, I say. This worked for me in sales first, then in
operations, and finally in finance. I can be replaced, but I do need to set up my successor for

success.

My skill set will need to be replaced. So it's a good idea to have an exit plan (not just for your
business, but also for your life). I've been wrapped up in my business for what seems like
forever. I reckon that I have an identity-role crisis coming my way, so this idea of planning for
succession is a way for me to remove myself from the business, separate my mindset, and then
begin planning my next passion—which is essential! You cannot leave a thriving business and

stay healthy in your mind unless you have thought about what you will do when you go.

About ten years ago, I bought MacMillan Bros., a third generation painting business owned by
two brothers who were about 20 years older than me. We were competitors and friends. The
MacMillan Bros. Painting Company had been around for over 100 years! We were a bigger
business at the time of the purchase, but they were once the biggest painting contractor in Philly,
yet they had no plan for succession. As the brothers approached their 70s, their business
declined, and I bought it for a song. I did a modest asset purchase agreement and gave them an
earn-out of 10 percent of any business they sold for the next two years. The brothers were
financially set, but the business and all the people that were part of it were gone. Those brothers

were both in the hourglass their entire careers. They did have life balance, but they had stopped
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growing years ago and had no succession plan. There was absolutely no one to run the business,

so the only value it had was what [ was offering them. That's a sad end to a business.

This was not lost on me, so I started thinking about when I would exit Nolan Painting. It is hard
to do this! I have poured so much time and energy into building this business over years and
years and years, and it has affected many people's lives. Not just my own life, but my family, my
employees, their families, and the community. How can I not devote passion and energy to
leaving it? | know that nothing lasts forever, but this is my life's work, and it's tough to walk

away from it. At the very least, I'd like to exit well—thoughtfully and carefully.
Pieces of the Puzzle

Leading and putting together a thriving company is like putting together the pieces of a puzzle.
Leadership is an art, and this art form requires the emotional intelligence to know when to let go.
The biggest issue with the hourglass is that we feel the need to control and don't let go. You don't
let go because you're afraid to let go. I get that. And then, some people do let go, and it goes
terribly, so they say, "See, I let go, and look at what bad things happened." Then they move
themselves back into the pinch point and get small again. For some people, that's fine, but not for
me. The fun is not necessarily in doing the work, but putting the pieces of the puzzle together

and watching it happen.

It's okay to be small. The business will only grow to the size equal to the degree that the owner is
willing to (wisely) delegate. Letting go does not equal losing control. With the right systems
(written down!), processes, and people, you never have to lose control, but building this can take

a while.
The View from OUT of the Hourglass

I've got freedom and the autonomy of business ownership, and now I am putting money away for
the company and myself while planning my exit. Out of the hourglass, I can spend time on the
creative task of strategy development, personal enjoyment, and quality time with my family. It's

a great view.
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Write your Primary Aim.

Write a vision for your company.
Build systems and write them down.
Develop cascading leadership.

Seek balance.

Control growth.

Plan succession.



