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I’m a generalist. I have a short attention span and prefer to cast a wide net, as opposed to a 

deeper, but more restrictive one. There’s a place in the world for both generalists and 

 

specialists, but I think that self

-

knowledge of where one falls is crucial for success. For instance, 

a specialist should focus his or her activities differently than a generalist.

 

 

In this issue, I share some highlights from the reader survey I conducted on where people do 

their best thinking and how they stay focused. Based on the responses, I believe there are 

 

beneficial comments applicable to everyone

—

 generalists and specialists alike.

 

 

 

 

Hope you focus in on this newsletter issue!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Michelle 
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Inside this issue:

 

 

PLAN B CONSULTING

 

MISSION STATEMENT

 

 

To assist nonprofit organizations and 

small businesses across the U.S. to become 

more effective and more efficient  through 

 

practical business planning, resulting in 

meaningful and measurable impact on 

both the organization and its community. 

 

 

 

Consulting

 

Good decision 

 

making requires us to 

create conditions for 

deep, uninterrupted 

thinking and to 

 

incorporate techniques 

to stay focused.

 

 

See some tips on how 

to stay focused on 

page 2. I also surveyed 

newsletter readers on 

related questions and 

have attached survey 

results to my email to 

you for your reference.

 

fo·cus 

 

(fks) n. pl. 

fo·cus·es 

or 

fo·ci 

(

-

s, 

-

k) 4. Close or 

 

narrow attention; concentration; 

 

 

v. 

fo·cused 

or 

fo·cussed

, 

fo·cus·ing 

or 

fo·cus·sing

, 

fo·cus·es 

or 

fo·cus·ses 

3. To concentrate attention or energy 

 

 

Source:  

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/focus
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I recently attended a conference on business innovation where a speaker asked participants where they do their best 

thinking. While answers ranged, most revolved around three key locations:  the shower, the bed (falling asleep or 

awaking), and during some form of exercise. Think about where you think most clearly. What is it about that 

 

environment that lends itself to thought? Is it quiet or loud? Are you moving or still? Are you alone or with others? It 

is important to understand the dynamics of the environment so you can seek such circumstances at times when you 

need to make particularly weighty decisions.

 

 

It is also important to be sure that your brain is at its optimum functioning. Simple lifestyle choices can help that 

happen. Get enough sleep, exercise to minimize and diffuse stress, and remember to laugh at yourself! Humor helps 

diminish defensiveness and stimulate creative thinking. 

 

 

What are my tips to stay focused? Work outside of the office one day a week (or however much you can negotiate!);

 

shut your office door; put a “do not disturb sign” up; send your calls directly to voicemail; and find an unused 

 

conference room, empty office, or coffee house in which to hide out.

 

Do you get cold feet when calling someone you’ve never talked with before? When 

preparing plans, such calls typically are necessary to gain needed information and/or 

funding. How do you prepare to make the best impression while quieting your nerves?

 

 

·

 

Do research on the company or person you are calling beforehand.

 

·

 

Sketch out notes on points you want to make and what call to action you want to 

end with.

 

·

 

Be sure to offer the person something in return for his time and attention (a lead or 

contact, a gift, an offer to help with an event, etc.)

 

·

 

Find out if there is someone you know who also knows the person you are calling. 

Mentioning the mutual connection on the call  is a great way to relax and open up 

the conversation.

 

Ethical Impact, a firm headed 

by Kathryn Alexander, just 

came out with a new web site 

and newsletter. The October 

issue of 

Sustainable Ethics

 

features articles on 

“enlightened business”, and 

“leading to green”. It also 

highlights The Forever 

Green™ certification.

 

 

Find out more and subscribe 

to this free newsletter by 

pointing your browser to:

 

 

www.ethicalimpact.com

 

 

 

Planning Predicaments:    Does the word “family” belong in business?

 

Tips to Stay Focused

 

Communication Corner

 

Online Plug 

 

of the Month

 

The 10/19/09 issue of 

Crain’s Chicago Business 

had an article starting on page 

27 that discussed the renewed appeal of the family business. Recent graduates 

finding it difficult to land their dream jobs in this poor economy are heading 

home to work with mom and dad.

 

 

Growing up, I saw firsthand the squabbles and financial complexities that can 

result from doing business with family. Some people feel that personal and 

 

professional relationships should be kept separate

—

 that intermingling them can 

lead to heightened emotions and impaired biases and decisions.

 

 

Yet, many family businesses succeed generation after generation. What’s the 

magic trick to making this work? What are the contingencies to success?

 

Where 

planning 

concepts 

meet 

 

reality
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[image: image3.wmf]Bob Berk works for 

Vistage International (

www.vistage.com

) 

which proclaims itself as “The World’s Leading Chief 

Executive Organization”. He has served as a Vistage Chair for eight years and is currently a Master Chair and 

member of the Chairman’s Advisory Board.  In 2004, he was named the organization’s Robert Nourse Chair of 

the Year. He currently coaches 55 senior executives and CEOs.

 

Prior to VISTAGE, he was president and CEO of a 

mid market retail company and has been a consultant and keynote speaker throughout North and Central Amer-

ica.

 

 

In the years that he has been with VISTAGE, Bob has watched the planning models change. Previously, five year 

plans were the vogue. Bob was convinced that people made five year plans so that it was far enough out that 

they didn’t have to take any major or measurable actions. The five year plan then gave way to the three year plan 

with action initiatives against the plan. Often, however, the original plan wasn’t well thought out, and each year 

the plan was changed. That was mostly because there wasn’t a compelling vision/mission to measure the plan 

against. Next, businesses moved to a one year plan. When the plan was measured against a compelling vision, 

goals were met

—

where not, the plan just broke down into tactical steps that sometimes intersected with the vi-

sion. 

 

 

Then last year arrived. His friend, Peter Shutz, who led Porsche through its turnaround some years back, said “In 

today’s market I want to hire people with two characteristics. I want them to have grown up on a farm, because 

farmers come to work every day, and I want people who have trained as helicopter pilots because they have to 

make small adaptive corrections almost every second”. The best leaders, and therefore the best planning mod-

els, have variable “what if” options.

 

 

Successful businesses have a long

-

range plan that contains a mission statement, vision, values, and long

-

term 

goals. It is the leader’s role to establish the vision. John Kennedy in 1960 said “We are going to send a man to 

the moon in this decade and return him home to earth safely”.  Bob says, “I can assure you that President 

 

Kennedy had no idea of the tactical steps necessary to complete what he had laid out. That’s the most important 

part. To get ‘buy in’ the CEO can’t micro manage. Set a clear vision, hire people who are smarter than you are in 

the important positions, and be certain they have the financial engine to achieve the goals.”

 

 

Preparing annual operating plans is as important as strategic planning. According to Bob, “There are many ways 

to build tactical action plans. What is important is that the CEO not be distracted and give ‘mixed messages’. 

There should be weekly updates on the key indicators related to the most important actions. What are the action 

steps that if ‘flawlessly executed’ would help the company achieve its most important goals? I forget who said it 

first

--

‘do the first things first and the second things never’.”

 

 

 

So, Bob, what is the most important aspect of planning that you would share with others as advice?

 “

Much of 

what I have already said above. I would add that just because somebody is head of a business silo inside a 

 

company does not mean they belong at the strategic table. If someone cannot think strategically they will hijack 

any planning session by pushing for detail and hanging onto the past. There is a place for measurable, detailed, 

and planned execution, but the planning meeting isn’t the place.”

 

 

What do you view as the toughest business decisions?

 

 

“Most of the difficult business decisions have to do with human resources. As a younger executive I often 

 

confused activity with performance. I now periodically ask myself if I were to close my business and open a new 

company down the street, who from the old company would I take with me? It, even to this day, surprises me that 

I have never answered that question with everybody. The best decisions have always been when I put the 

 

company and its mission first and remove people who are not helping the company achieve its goal. The worst is 

when I kept them too long.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

(continued on page 4)
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Be My Guest!   An Interview with Bob Berk, Master Chair, Vistage International

 


[image: image4.wmf]Asked how best to keep a competitive edge, Bob replies that you should continue to change. “If the competitive 

advantage is product development, you need to always have new product. If your competitive advantage is being 

the low cost provider you have to continually get ‘better, faster and cheaper’. If you stand still the competition is 

catching up

—

today faster than ever. The leader should always be challenging his team and himself for continuous 

improvement.”

 

 

So, what is Bob’s business philosophy? 

“That’s easy. It was set by my grandfather when I first got into business. 

The goal is always that when you are done doing business with someone, you can do business with that person/

company again. I have added that I have to know when I have to fire a customer, as well.”

 

 

Bob plans both professionally and personally. For Bob, business planning has always revolved around personal 

goals. He wanted to be available for his kids, and therefore he felt he had to control his schedule. Every decision 

he made as a young business person was made to give him control of his schedule. He has made many business 

decisions that he says consciously cost him financial reward. “Others have different priorities, and everyone 

should make his business meet his own personal goals.” Bob adds, “By the way, every time I turned down 

 

financial reward to ‘be in line with my values’, I ended up making more money

—

every time!”

 

 

He and his family plan together for the future. He says his kids, ages 28 and 32, are smarter than he is.

 

“They are 

grown ups and have thoughts of their own. We have included them in planning, vacations etc., for a long time. We 

do bring in professionals to make certain we understand tax and estate laws, and as we adapt the plan to 

 

changing times. I believe that it is the parents’ role to prepare their children to live in the world that THEY are 

 

going to live in and not ours. They are much better prepared to understand that then we are.”

 

 

Any final advice?

 

“Google ‘wheel of life’ and work yours. Some people have to get back to ‘even’ daily, some weekly and some 

yearly. We are all different. We all have different spokes in our wheel. I believe it was a Chinese philosopher who 

said, ‘You determine how many spokes you put in your wheel of life; business, family, charity, religion, etc. If they 

are not all even you bounce along the road of life.’ Also, my experience is every time I violate a core personal 

value or ethic, I pay a very big price.

 

 

“Lastly, I invite everyone to visit the VISTAGE web site 

www.vistage.com

. As my brother once told me, ‘If you are 

going into a cave for the first time it makes sense to go with someone who has been there before.’ VISTAGE helps 

leaders become better leaders, make better decisions and get better results.”
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Be My Guest!    Bob Berk continued...

 

 

Want to reach Bob? Contact him at:

 

 

Bob Berk

 

129 E Oak Street, Chicago, Illinois 60611

 

bob.berk@vistage.com 
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A Column on Personal Planning

 

Do you feel like you matter? Several 

years ago, where I used to work, an 

officer posted an intranet blog entry 

on what drove her each day. She 

wrote an essay about wanting to 

 

matter. That essay really stuck with 

me, because we may each have 

 

different vehicles through which we 

influence others, but in the end, I 

think we all want to matter.

 

 

Thinking about the diagram to the 

left, what do you do to matter in each 

of these areas? Think about how you 

spend your time and energy. Are you 

doing things that matter? What will 

your legacy be? What do you want it 

to be? How do you consciously plan 

to make that desire a reality?

 

 

Make your moments matter!!
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Book Banter 

 

The Lost Art of Listening:  How Learning to Listen Can Improve 

 

 

 

Relationships

, by Michael P. Nichols, PhD, 2009.

 

I’ve been trying to work on my listening skills. I read this Nichols book and found it also applicable to business 

 

planning. When collecting information and when working toward consensus on decisions, it is important to consider others’ 

opinions. Here are some pointers I found particularly relevant:

 

 

·

 

“The word for sharing experience is intersubjectivity. The reason for this fancy term where an 

 

ordinary word like communication might do is to keep us from forgetting that understanding is a joint achievement:  one 

person trying to express what’s on his or her mind, the other trying to read it” (p. 35).

 

·

 

“insincere listeners come in a variety of forms…: The Faker (feign attention), The Self

-

Conscious Listener (want to be 

seen as listening but are more concerned with the appearance than the listening), The Amateur Therapist (eager to play the 

role of listener, but more interested in the role than the listening), The Active Listener (paraphrases what the speaker says, 

but when ‘active listening’ gets translated into simply summing up what someone says, the focus shifts from the speaker’s 

expression to the listener’s perceptiveness.); Focusing on Yourself (may seem to be listening, but they’re only waiting to 

tell their story or offer their opinion)” (p. 88

-

90).

 

·

 

“As often as possible, it’s a good idea to separate the conversation in which you try to be understanding from the one in 

which you have to reach a decision” (p. 121).

 

·

 

“To practice dealing with criticism, find an occasion to invite it. Plan in advance to respond without getting defensive. 

Listen without arguing. Invite the critic to say more. Then acknowledge what you think you heard and invite him or her to 

elaborate or correct your understanding” (p. 136).

 

·

 

“Hostile inquisitors aren’t really asking questions; they just want to say something. So let them” (p. 180).

 

·

 

“The best way to defuse reactivity is to avoid becoming reactive yourself… One thing that helps is planning… Anticipa-

tion frees you from overreacting” (p. 181).

 

·

 

“You don’t have to agree in order to acknowledge that someone has a point” (p. 229). 

 

Family 

 

Commitment

 

Professional

 

Development

 

Personal

 

Health

 

Personal

 

Fulfillment

 

 

 

Societal

 

Contributions

 

“When you love the 

work you do and the 

people you do it with, 

you matter.

 

 

When you are so 

 

gracious and generous 

and aware that you 

think of other people 

before yourself, you 

matter…”

 

 

—

Seth’s Blog:  You 

Matter, 6/15/09

 

 

Go read Seth Godin’s 

entire list of when you 

matter!
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·

 

Training courses in planning and business management

 

·

 

Personal coaching sessions on business performance and management

 

·

 

Assistance in business plan development, update, review, and/or 

 

revision

 

·

 

Customized market research and competitive intelligence analysis

 

·

 

Strategic facilitation of the planning process

 

·

 

Board retreat facilitation

 

See you in 

 

November!

 

 

This newsletter is intended to provide 

useful information but should not be 

construed as legal or financial fact, 

 

advice, or opinion.

 

Plan B Consulting offers practical business planning assistance 

through consultation, facilitation and training. Client services 

 

incorporate interactive collaboration combined with long

-

term 

follow

-

up and accountability.  To obtain a free, no

-

obligation 

needs assessment, call (312) 823

-

8212 or  e

-

mail: 

 

michelledcoussens@yahoo.com.

 

 

·

 

What’s your decision making style?

 

·

 

Be My Guest! An article by Glen Mangold, board 

member of The Gift of Adoption.

 

·

 

A book review of 

Fearless Leadership:  How to 

 

Overcome Behavioral Blind Spots and Transform 

Your Organization

, 

by Loretta Malandro, PhD, 2009.

 

·

 

And more!

 

 

Have an idea or comment to 

share? Have a topic 

 

suggestion or planning 

 

question? Send it in! I would 

love to hear from you!

 

 

 

Be My Guest/Reader 

 

Feature

 

Look for this regularly 

 

featured column to introduce 

you to people and their 

 

planning stories. Have a 

 

planning success or horror 

story? Have some tips for 

others? I would love to 

 

feature you. If you are 

 

interested in being  included 

in a future newsletter, let me 

know if you would like to 

write a guest column or be 

interviewed.

 

Coming in November...

 

 

Know someone who would like to 

subscribe to this newsletter? 

Forward a copy to them.  They can 

then email 

michelledcoussens@yahoo.com and 

put “SUBSCRIBE” as the title of the 

email. Anyone preferring a hard

-

copy mailing of current or back 

issues can send a 

 

self

-

addressed, stamped envelope 

with their request to:

 

 

Plan B Consulting

 

337 N. Prairie

 

Batavia, IL 60510

 

Attn:  Newsletter Request

 

 

E

-

copies of back issues are available 

at no charge, upon request.

 

 

Distribution is never shared with or 

sold to third parties.
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