
Confessions of CEOs
 

I did an interesting thing a couple of weeks ago.  I asked a group of small business 
owners to give me some of their deepest “confessions” about how it really works to be a 
CEO of a small business.   What have you learned through the “school of hard knocks” 
about how to be successful in your business?  

 

WOW!!!!  I was amazed with the wisdom that started to flow out of their mouths.  I 
have to admit, I almost felt like they were “confessing” to me what they had done 
wrong, but they and we were able to discuss what they learned from it.  Unlike a priest, I 
am going to “spill the beans” about what they said.  And you know what,  their 
confessions are so “juicy” that I cannot fit them all into one article so look for my 
column next week about “more confessions”.

 

1.     The customer isn’t always right. They’re not. Period. You can’t 
make a living without your customers, though. So where’s the middle 
ground when someone is unhappy, but definitely wrong? First, listen. 
Second, weigh the options—does it make sense to give a bit in exchange 
for appeasing someone who’s having a bad day? Finally, stick to your 
principles. Some people will just never be happy and are looking for a 
reason to complain. If we built our business around the complainers, we’d 
be broke in no time.

2.     Trade sucks when you don’t treat it like a business transaction. If 
you remember nothing else from this article, remember to treat every trade 
agreement like a business transaction. Have a contract. Establish 
deliverables. Establish a value. Establish a deadline. If you don’t, 
someone’s always going to come out "feeling slighted.” Just because there’s 
no money changing hands doesn’t mean business isn’t being done.

3.     Your business bank account isn’t a piggy bank. Get a CPA and a 
bookkeeper. Everything you buy once you start a business isn’t always a 
business expense.  One CEO said, “The  day I was able to look at my 
business and run a real profit and loss (P&L) statement was one of the 
happiest days of my life. The next happiest moment was knowing that I was 
actually profitable.”  



4.     Technology won’t fix a crappy business model. I don’t care how 
many devices you have or if you’re using Silicon Valley’s latest and 
greatest app. Technology is a tool, nothing more. Upgrading your computer 
won’t make your business run better. When something’s not working, ask 
what’s not working with the business model.

5.     You can’t do everything. You’re awesome. You’re talented. You’re 
motivated and the reason this whole business thing gets done each day. But 
you can’t do everything. And like me, I know you’ve tried. We’re small-
business owners, a brand of superheroes of our own class. But when you do 
everything for so long, you’re bound to break.

6.     You are not the most important asset in your business. Shocking, 
right? You open the doors and foot the bills, but none of that happens 
without your customers’ permission. Your customers are, and always will 
be, the most important asset your business will ever have. Period.

7.     There are no overnight successes. If you hear otherwise, it's a lie.  
Success comes from an artful combination of humility, tenacity, failure, and 
opportunity. None of those things happen overnight, despite what some 
may say.

8.     Don’t think like a business owner—think like a customer.  The 
greatest successes I’ve seen come from businesses that anticipate customer 
needs and meet them in delightful and unexpected ways
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