Book Insights

Entrepreneur of the Year Award : Insights from the winners circle
By Curt Clinkinbeard

Hello entrepreneurs! In this month’s book insights column, we will look at a book entitled “The Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year Award: Insights from the winners circle” by Gregory Erickson. This is a great book that profiles select winners of this prestigious award, as well as thoughts from the judges of the award. It then boils down the successful characteristics of these entrepreneurial companies into the key traits that separate them from the crowd.  

The book is organized into four parts, each looking at important areas involved of growing a company. The four areas are: Leadership, Team Building, Innovation, and Financial Performance. The book devotes a (long) chapter to each of these four concepts. 
INSIGHT 1: Leadership is a critical skill for growing a company. The book describes leadership as the ability to develop and commit to a larger vision, then to put the things in place (energy, people, finances, ideas, determination, courage, etc) to make that vision materialize. Leadership, according to the author, is fueled by passion, an intangible drive that cannot be taught in a book or a classroom. Leaders have a fire!

INSIGHT 2: The second major area the book touches upon is the skills associated with team building. Successful companies have the ability to grow larger than just the owner themselves (and their individual time constraints), which is a major limiting factor in many companies. Included in this team building concept is the ability to put together an external group, including a board, consultants, and other outside experts. This outside group helps guide the entrepreneur and their company. 
As well, strong entrepreneurs build a strong internal team, namely employees. Finally, best practices for this group included creating an environment that ensures success for everyone within the company. Leaders have the ability to build their companies around inspired, competent, and forward thinking teams.
INSIGHT 3: Innovation is the next key to success highlighted in the book. Creating change, fostering creativity, and pushing the limits were cited as examples of innovation. To succeed, great companies find new ways to better serve clients and produce improved returns for the business. Innovation is a people process (idea driven), so companies that excel in this area were great at unleashing the potential, creativity, passion and energy found within their people. The book quotes Philip Kotler, a widely regarded marketing expert as saying, “There are two kinds of companies: those that change and those that disappear.”

INSIGHT 4:  The final success key highlighted in the book is excellence in financial performance.  This multi-faceted component of business success focuses in on several key tactics. First, winning companies understand accounting principles and the financial implications their actions have on the company. The “yardstick” the company uses to measure its success is found in the financial area of the company. (Note: many businesses are formed for many non-financial reasons; few accomplish their goals, no matter how altruistic, fun, right and important they are, unless they are first built upon a solid financial platform.) 
In this area, the book also looks at the concept of financing and how great companies have obtained the funds to grow their business. The book reaches three key observations. One is that these entrepreneurs were able to fund their businesses without losing control of them. Second, debt was a tool that was used intelligently - in the right situations, for the right reasons. And third, that successful companies share the wealth, both with their employees and within the community. 

If you are interested in a book that explores the stories of a large number of successful companies and weaves their experiences into a context which can be implemented in nearly every company, large or small, “The Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year: Insights from the winners circle” book is a worthwhile read. 

Have a great August and have a fantastic time building your own “award winning” company! 
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