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If you are starting up a team or joining a small start up team, lead with environment and values. The critical questions for teams of this size are where to play and what matters. You’ll build everything else on these over time. Play where you can solve someone’s problem. Then assemble your early team of complementary partners. Not everyone on the team needs to have strategic, operational, and organizational strengths. But someone on the team should, and all must buy in to the same values.

In the beginning there is an idea. There’s a problem to be solved. Someone decides to solve it and begins to put together a team to do so. This is where starter teams come in. The nature of these teams is that you, as leader, know everyone on the team. Sometimes you’re the one with the idea and you’re the one creating the team from scratch. Sometimes it’s someone else’s idea and they’ve asked you to build the team. Sometimes the team is in place and you take it over. In all cases, focus on the problem and its solution.

In this chapter we’ll apply the frameworks and tools from previous chapters to help you lead a start up team, think through where to play and what matters, and set the stage for future growth. Let’s begin with where to play.

Solve a Problem Shared By Many

People get jobs by solving someone’s problem. People build businesses with systemic ways to solve a problem shared by many others. Just knowing about a problem is not enough. You have to fix it. If you can build a repeatable way to fix it, then you can build a business.

Ted Schenberg and his business partner Travis Morgan initially invested in Strand Analytical Laboratories as a “small, underperforming company,” as they told George in a recent interview. It had “great technical capabilities, but had no adult supervision.” Its forensic DNA lab did great work for the law enforcement community, but was not able to move samples through the lab fast enough to make any money.

Job one was fixing the lab through process engineering. (How they did that is a different story. For our purposes here it is enough to know that they did it well enough to become cash flow positive – giving them the opportunity to leverage their technical strengths in new ways).

Although Schenberg admits he “couldn’t even spell DNA,” he could watch television. He was struck by an October 2007 feature on NBC’s Today Show talking about how “because of a mislabeled tissue sample that led to a misdiagnosis, Darrie Eason had both of her breasts removed to save her from a cancer that she never had.” Schenberg and his partners realized that Strand’s forensic DNA matching technology could prevent this sort of mistake.

Schenberg walked George through the five-step process he and his partners used to get from that moment to a business expansion:

1. Confirm your hypothesis: Schenberg called his colleague Dr. Peter Knapp who confirmed anecdotally that this type of mix-up occur on a periodic basis. (Since then, a Washington University study has shown that there is a 1.9 percent incidence of undetected switching or contamination errors among patients’ biopsy samples.)

2. Solve the problem: By utilizing Strand’s forensic DNA matching capabilities and rapid turnaround of results, patients undergoing a biopsy for suspected cancer could be sure that their biopsy results are in fact theirs prior to any treatment. Here Schenberg and his partners got Strand’s technical people engaged. This was relatively easy since the idea of helping patients played to the same core values as provided by their forensic DNA work: doing public good – keeping bad guys (or bad cells) off the street and protecting good guys (or good cells).

3. Prototype: This is the difference between a project and a business. Solving the problem once is interesting. Solving it on a repeatable basis is marketable. It’s also essential for getting licensed (to perform highly-complex medical testing), which Strand started pursuing at this point along with developing a sample collection system with help from Dr. Knapp.

4. Test: The team conducted alpha tests to get the bugs out and then beta tests to prove their concept in the field.

5. Commercialize: The important thing to remember here is that the strengths required to develop and test prototypes are not the same as the strengths required to commercialize them. Schenberg and his partners appointed lab industry veteran Ken Cerney as president. He “knew how to take our test to market,” branding their solution as the “know error® system” and helping to build the business.
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Implications for you

1. As a prelude, find an unsolved problem shared by many people.

2. Build the strengths required to solve that problem. Solve the problem. Systematize the solutions to maximize the impact.

3. Follow through to market that solution broadly.

Net, play where you can solve someone’s problem. Your purpose will flow from that. Be flexible. 

Assemble a team of like-minded individuals with diverse strengths

There’s not a lot of margin for error on a small team. Everyone needs to contribute to the purpose. You need people that get along with each other and share a commitment to solving the problem you’re focused on. But you need diversity.

Lessons from The Animal School Fable in Leveraging Strengths

The following is an adaptation of George Reavis’s fable, “The Animal School”, originally written in 1940, when he was superintendent of the Cincinnati Public Schools.

The animals organized a school to help their children deal with the problems of the new world. And to make it easier to administer the curriculum of running, climbing, swimming and flying, they decided that all their children would take all the subjects. This produced some interesting issues.

The duck was excellent in swimming but relatively poor in running, so he devoted himself to improving his running through extra practice. Eventually, his webbed feet got so badly worn that he dropped to only average in swimming. But average was acceptable in this school so nobody worried about that, except the duck.

The rabbit had a nervous breakdown because the other animals said she looked like a rat when she jumped in the water for swimming class and all her hair got matted down.

In the climbing class, the eagle beat all the others to the top of the tree, but kept insisting on using his own method of getting there. This was unacceptable, so the eagle was severely disciplined.

And then the fish came home from school and said, “Mom, Dad, I hate school. Swimming is great. Flying is fun if they let me start in the water. But running and climbing? I don’t have any legs; and I can’t breathe out of the water.”
The fish’s parents made an appointment for her with the principal who took one look at her progress reports and decreed, “You are so far ahead of the rest of the class in swimming that we’re going to let you skip swimming classes and give you private tutoring in running and climbing.”
The fish was last seen heading for Canada to request political asylum. The moral of this story is:

Let the fish swim. Let the rabbits run. Let the eagles fly.
We don’t want a school of average ducks.
or, play to people’s strengths.
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Implications for you:
It’s a lesson we learn over and over again. Most of us are unbalanced. We are relatively stronger in one area than another. There is a great temptation to fix others or ourselves by investing time to improve the areas that are relatively less strong. But that’s not the way forward.

The better approach is to invest time to improve the areas that are already relatively strong, and find ways to compensate for the gaps. That could be leveraging technology or partnering with someone else. If you are relatively weak at managing operational details, partner with a strong chief operating officer. If you are relatively weak at dealing with people’s problems and issues, partner with a strong chief human resource officer. If you are relatively weak at coming up with strategies, partner with a strong chief strategy officer.

There have been some great examples of this through the ages. With Ernest and Julio Gallo, one of them focused on making wine. The other focused on building the business. Wozniak was the technical genius at Apple. Jobs was the one with the consumer vision. At Disney, Frank Wells brought Michael Eisner in to be his boss because he knew he needed a creative genius to complement his business strengths.

This is particularly important with a starter team. Make a conscious effort to bring in people with diverse strengths.

But that’s not enough. You also need to bring in people with diverse perspectives.

Lock in Values

This is the time to lock in your values.

We had a magic moment in the startup of PrimeGenesis after which we locked in our values. We’d deployed the shield exercise described in Tool 5.3. Each of us had laid out our personal shields with answers to a series of questions. From those we pulled our own individual values and put them on Post-it notes. Then we put the notes on a plate glass window and started grouping them into common themes. It was evening and the fading light from outside was still coming through the window.

Then the light outside faded to the point where it could no longer compete with the light inside the house. The window went black, highlighting the Post-it notes on the window. At that precise moment, each person was looking at the groupings and themes and thinking “This is exactly the type of organization I’d like to be a part of.”

We looked at each other and knew.

From that moment on, we locked our values. From that moment on, everyone who would join our executive onboarding and transition acceleration group PrimeGenesis had to buy into our values – or they could not join.

Our values are:

INSPIRING: Committed to excellence and the pursuit of mastery



RESULTS ORIENTED: Short terms with urgency; sustainably with long-term view


INTEGRITY BEYOND REPROACH



LASTING RELATIONSHIPS: Doing what's right for clients over the long run

TEAM: Committed to each other, supportive, collaborative

Values are the bedrock of your culture. We’re not suggesting you lock in your culture yet. We are suggesting you lock in your values.

Gillian really admired this exercise George did with his team. Often we don’t take the time to figure what we stand for, both for our business and for ourselves. By laying out your values at the onset, recruiting, decision-making, and planning become much more straightforward. The majority of brands today that have lasted, have done so because they have stayed true to what they stand by.

Innovate by Experimenting

One of the wonderful things about a starter team is that you haven’t formed a lot of bad habits yet. Since you’re still making things up, experiment. Try things. Make quick, fast, cheap mistakes. Learn from them and move on. 

Make Early Sales

Get someone to pay you money for something. When starting PrimeGenesis, George set a series of gates for himself and PrimeGenesis:

· If he couldn’t get people to join him as partners in the first six months, he was going to stop.

· If he couldn’t get someone to pay for onboarding assistance in the next six months, he was going to stop.

· If he couldn’t make a repeat sale in the next six months, he was going to stop.

· If he couldn’t see his way to a sustainable revenue stream in the next six months, he was going to stop.

Thirteen years later George still hasn’t stopped.

Get Leverage with External Partners

This goes to make, buy, and rent choices. You don’t have to do everything yourselves. With a starter team, you don’t have the resources to do a lot. You’re going to be far better off focusing on the very few things that are absolutely core to solving the problem you’ve chosen to solve. Outsource the rest.

Make – Do the core yourself. At this point, this is likely the new to the world pieces of solving the problem you’re focused on.

Buy – Buy systems and things that are required for you to be successful in the new to the world pieces you’re making. You’ll want to own them over time because you’re likely to adapt them to your needs.

Rent – Beg, borrow, steal, ally, or rent things that support your core activities but are not core. You don’t need to be expert at everything. Ally with experts. Let them make money off what they do. Make your money by how you leverage their expertise.

Open Communication

You don’t need systems here. You need open, free-flowing communication. Keep the innovation, experimentation gene alive by keeping everyone involved in everything. 

No, we’re not contradicting our advice to build a team with diverse strengths. We’re just saying that everyone can leverage their own strengths to contribute across the enterprise in a starter team.

No walls. No barriers. Open communication.

Know Every Employee

One of our partners is a farmer. He says you should “never name an animal you’re going to eat.” This applies as you’re building your team and are not sure who’s really going to contribute. You don’t want to get too personal with people you might have to fire.

But the members of your starter team aren’t animals. They are your fellow farmers. The risk of having to part ways with one of them is far outweighed by the upside of getting to know them well.

The glue that holds a starter team together is going to be commitment to purpose, values, and relationships. Get to know every single member of the team well.

Draw Some Lines

Since you haven’t formed any bad habits yet, this is a good time to start embedding some good habits. These will flow from your values. Don’t be afraid to start drawing some lines in the sand around the behaviors you value.

The dirty little secret about overnight start-up successes is that they take six+ years

It’s not quite Brigadoon where each night lasts 100 years, but the overnight start-up success is a myth. Success comes from having a better idea, positioning and resourcing it smarter than your competitors, and working harder than they do over an extended period of time. 

Have a Better Idea

Find an unsolved problem. Solve it. Commit to your solution. Commit to continually improving your solution to stay ahead of the inevitable competition. Scott Kurnit who founded About.com and now heads up New York based start-up Keep Holdings put it this way, “In the new world, you’re going to have a ton of competitors.”. You have to be different. If you’re copying others, you’re “always shooting behind the duck.”  

Position Better

The pivot point for most start-ups is making sales. Doing that requires a better idea, positioned better. As Triangle Start-Up Factory’s Chris Heilvy told George for an earlier article, of course ideas are important. They are the first step to any great innovation. But they are “not worth (anything) until someone pulls a dollar out of their pockets.”  Get to real revenue early on. 

Kurnit points out that this applies to some, but not all. He says “You need to generate revenue at the RIGHT time…the biggest don’t necessarily turn on revenue early. You have to decide if you’re planning to get to first or hit a homerun”.
Resource Better

Kurnit reminded George of the funding ladder:

Figure 7A.1 – The Funding Ladder
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The right resources for your start-up depend upon your needs. In today’s world there are so many outsourcing opportunities that many companies never need major infrastructure. When Instagram got acquired for $1 billion it had 13 employees. On the other hand Kurnit’s Keep Holding raised $43 million before it had any revenue because it needed to scale to a point that would make “big company” customers comfortable working with them.

Net, get the right resources for your idea, not for some pre-determined script.

Work Harder Over Time

Overnight successes take six to seven years – if they survive the first three. For example, “overnight success” Twitter struggled for its first two years.

Year 1 is about the dream. It’s often a wonderful year as everything is too new to be scary. Expectations are low and mistakes are cheap. As Kurnit put it, at this point, “People are everything.” He is convinced the keys are curiosity and risk taking. Find people who don’t want to work in a traditional corporation.

[As an aside, Kurnit laid out the difference between starting a business inside a corporation and outside one. The advantage of starting inside is you don’t have to worry about payroll. But, almost by definition, you’re going to have people that are less open to risk-taking and extra friction with the corporate people around you. If you start inside, isolate yourself as well as possible so you don’t get caught up in the corporate culture and endless meetings.]

Year 2 is scary. By then you have “built it.”. Now you’ve got to get customers. Often entrepreneurs fall into Paul Grahm’s concept of the “trough of despair” at this point. Early failures are good. They cause you to re-tool which ends up increasing your chances of success over time. Disaster strikes when you’re almost successful. Then you’re tempted to keep going instead of either retooling or stopping. This can lead to a death by a thousand cuts – painful.

Year 3 is the breakpoint. Either your business is working or it isn’t. If it is, keep going. Keep evolving. Remember, you’re still a start-up, still working towards that overnight success several years down the road. If the business isn’t working yet, quit. Then start again with an even better idea, positioned and resourced smarter, prepared to work even harder.

We’ll give Kurnit the last words of warning:

“Start-ups are the innovation point in our economy. The funding structure is set up for the majority of these crazy, audacious ideas to explode… in a bad way.”

Summary: Start with Environment and Values

With a “starter” team of less than 10 members (emphasizing environment and values):

· Play where you can solve someone’s problem and build the strengths required to solve that problem either in your early team or through external partners.
· Lock in core values.
· Gain early momentum and keep going until it’s time to stop.
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NEW LEADER'S 100-DAY ACTION PLAN


 Tool 8A.1


Leading Teams of Less than 10 People











� From “First-Time Leader”, George Bradt and Gillian Davis, Wiley 2013


� From George Bradt’s Forbes.com article on the subject June 12, 2013


� From George Bradt’s Forbes.com article on the subject December 7, 2011


� From George Bradt’s Forbes.com article on the subject
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