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SMALL GIANTS by Bo Burlingham

First, a look at Conscious Capitalism
There are four tenets to Conscious Capitalism.

1. A Shared Noble Purpose

2. Integrated Stakeholders

3. Conscious Leadership

4. Conscious Culture

The Conscious Capitalist Credo

www.ConsciousCapitalism.org
We believe that business
· is good because it creates value, 
· it is ethical because it is based on voluntary exchange, 
· it is noble because it can elevate our existence, 
· and it is heroic because it lifts people out of poverty and creates prosperity. 
Free enterprise capitalism is the most powerful system for social cooperation and human progress ever conceived. It is one of the most compelling ideas we humans have ever had. But we can aspire to even more. 

 

Conscious Capitalism 
· is a way of thinking about capitalism and business that better reflects where we are in the human journey, 
· the state of our world today, 
· and the innate potential of business to make a positive impact on the world. 
Conscious businesses are galvanized by higher purposes that serve, align, and integrate the interests of all their major stakeholders. 
Their higher state of consciousness makes visible to them the interdependencies that exist across all stakeholders, allowing them to discover and harvest synergies from situations that otherwise seem replete with trade-offs. 
They have conscious leaders who are driven by service to the company’s purpose, all the people the business touches, and the planet we all share together. 
Conscious businesses have trusting, authentic, innovative and caring cultures that make working there a source of both personal growth and professional fulfillment. 
They endeavor to create financial, intellectual, social, cultural, emotional, spiritual, physical and ecological wealth for all their stakeholders. 
 

Conscious businesses will help evolve our world so that billions of people can flourish, leading lives infused with passion, purpose, love and creativity; a world of freedom, harmony, prosperity and compassion.

 

Small Giants

By Bo Burlingham. 2005.

This is the story culled by the author, who was then the Editor at Large for Inc. Magazine.  Throughout the book Burlingham sprinkles the stories of 14 different business that are Small  Giants.  “Each had a buzz.  There was excitement, anticipation, a feeling of movement, a sense of purpose and direction, of going somewhere.” Xxvii  

These businesses had mojo; magic, charm, chemistry, charisma, attractive energy.  Mojo.  Those working in these companies had an intuitive sense for what their mojo was, but they tended to describe it in terms of the effects – “We are humming right along, man, and the sky’s the limit!”  “ We are putting out better numbers month after month.”  “We love coming to work.”
What did companies do to generate mojo?  Here is Burlingham’s list of seven.
1. First – The founders and leaders recognized the full range of choices they had about the type of company they could create.  They preserved their agility.  One of the biggest choices was about how far and fast to grow, and they took the path less traveled.  They did not want to lose the soul of the business with any strategy for sustaining or growing the business.  Leaders of Small Giants keep their options open and preserve their ability to choose how far and how fast to grow.  And therein lies another lesson: If you want to have the choice, you have to fight for it.
2. Second – Leaders stay in charge of their choices.  The leaders resisted the enormous pressure to follow the normal script.  Instead, they remained in control of their choices and often rejected outside advice and “normal” strategies.  They controlled the growth curve in the face of pressure.  10 of the 14 kept equity inside the company, and they shared the conviction that you can’t have a Small Giant company with outside shareholders.  Most said it wasn’t advisable to have 100% in one shareholder.  Pressure also comes from customers and employees.  Both need room to grow. Controlled growth has been the most frequent choice.  Market pressure to grow is always there as well, especially in what Adizes calls the Go-Go stage.  Then there is the assumption built into our culture that bigger is better.  Entrepreneurs struggle to resist the urge to become entrepreneuraholics.  Commonly, leaders of Small Giants have a deep appreciation for their business’ potential to make a positive difference for many stakeholders.
3. Third – Leaders of Small Giants have an extraordinarily intimate relationship with their local town, city, or county in which they were based.  They are connected to their place within their place.  Their companies shape their respective communities, and the communities shape them, and it is not an accident.  It is intentional.  The French word Terrior: Every community has its character and that character will impact you deeply.  The community affects them, and they affect the community. These companies tend to be socially responsible within their communities, but relatively quiet about it.  In privately held companies, the owners are spending their own money in socially responsible projects, and that’s different than public companies.
4. Fourth – These leaders cultivated exceptionally intimate relationships with customers and suppliers based on personal contact and one-to-one, face-to-face contacts.  Handshake relationships.  They focus on recovery when there are problems, not the problems as much.  They have a near obsession with making sure customers are happy and having a good time.  One company had five core values: “caring for each other, caring for guests, caring for the community, caring for suppliers, and caring for investors and profitability – in descending order of importance.”  This is the most visible piece of their mojo to the outside world.  It is not customer satisfaction – it is customer happiness!  Employees not only feel valued at work, but they have fun at work.  Treacy and Wiersma’s book, The Discipline of Market Leaders focuses on the best overall solution, and it is customer intimacy.  One company had three values as pillars: integrity, professionalism, and direct human connection.  They look for relationships with those who share their vision.  Small Giants believe the customer comes second and leaders of Small Giants model caring inside the company first, so their employees exhibit it to the outside world.
5. Fifth – They have unusually intimate workplace cultures that strive to meet employee’s needs at a deep level and in wide ways.  Body, mind, soul, and spirit.  “Unless a significant majority of a company’s people love the place where they work; unless they feel valued, appreciated, supported, and empowered; unless they see a future full of opportunities for them to learn and grow – unless, that is, they feel great about what they do, whom they do it with, and where they’re going – mojo is simply not in the cards.” P. 96  There is a relationship between employees and the company where the employees never doubt that the company, its leaders, and the other people they work with care about them personally and will stand by them through thick and thin as long as they hold up their end of the bargain.  Thus, there is a limit to how many people a company can grow to be.  They feel like family.  There are numerous and ongoing one-to-one relationships.  Have the right people on the bus and they keep the bus in good running condition.  They share vocabulary and training opportunities.  Three imperatives: 1) They have a clear noble purpose. 2) They remind people in unexpected ways how much the company cares for them. 3) They cultivate collegial feelings among the employees.  The leaders of these Small Giants are attempting to build a better way of life in their own little corner of the globe.

6. Sixth – They had developed their own corporate structures around what made sense to them given their relationships and values.  Relationships and values come first, and structure comes second.  Trust = Consistence + Vulnerability over Time.  Every business represents an attempt by its founder, or founders, to reorder the world in some way, and to do so in a way that has sustainable cash flow.  Their org charts reflect the reality of their relationships and the flow of work; they are pragmatic.  Some have Declarations of Belief, or Direction Statements, or Constitutions.  Greenleaf’s Servant Leadership is read by many.  They want Theory Y employees who put in the extra effort, who want responsibility and job satisfaction.  They leverage their assets well and carefully and they control everything as effectively as possible – they know what is going on and make sure that what they intend to happen, actually happens.  They are generally less hierarchical and have cultures where people work autonomously and without a lot of supervision.  Given the focus on caring for people, Small Giants have significant benefits packages for employees.  One more critical factor – the way everyone sees the founders themselves.  They are firm and compassionate.  Everyone knows who is ultimately in charge, and yet there is often vagueness around who is exactly in charge of what.  “Good management in a small company involves a certain freshness and responsiveness and natural feeling that is by definition partly unspoken, unarticulated, and undefined.” P. 153.
7. Seventh – Succession - some do it well and it works, and others don’t. Their leaders were enormously passionate about their business.  They loved what they were doing more than profit.  They had deep emotional attachments to people and processes – a lot of it being subjective.  They were not detached professional managers.  One said, “Yes, you pause to consider each tributary and whether it is part of your voyage, but keeping you on course is the knowledge of where you want to be at the end of the trip”. P.159  There are many questions that must be answered about how the company can maintain its mojo on into the future.  People, processes, cash, structures all need to be in place – and so much more.  How to sustain brands, people, business, culture, community and planet.  Deeply held values are both a blessing, and a curse when they become sticking points.  Transition is a challenge, but the process itself reveals the character and identity of all of those involved, especially the leaders themselves.
8. The Art of Business.  Yes, business is an art and it takes artistic people to build a business.  It grows from the soul… out.  Thus, the business becomes attractive.  The company has mojo and the leaders often have the charisma that is born of their passion for the work and the people.  Yes, everyone is disciplined.  Yes, they push through boredom.  Yes, they create systems and processes and focus on them in order to have success and happiness.  Business and art.  It is a balance between the two.

9. Reflections.  Choose.  “As many readers have pointed out to me, the most important word in the book’s title is “choose.”  If Small Giants helps people understand the choice they have and leads them to be more self-conscious in making it, then it will have served a worthwhile purpose.” P. 221.
Comments from Andy Atwood
Forthcoming.

�








PAGE  
1

