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PREFACE
It was just before Thanksgiving in 2015; I had been working through concepts for the Magic Number for just 
over two years and decided to head off for a relaxing day of fly-fishing. Standing in the grand majesty of the 
Snake River canyon, the rhythm of spey casting and expectations of an elusive steelhead all combined for just 
the right therapy. Like many aspects of business, sports, science or the arts, fly-fishing for steelhead requires a 
combination of factors to happen at just the right moment. The attentive angler reads the water with its ever-
changing eddies, temperature, and depth. Then, chooses a fly based on the fish species, materials, overhead 
cloud cover, and technique. Finally, the Fisher must have a semblance of skill in delivering the fly at the right 
depth and speed to induce a strike from an awaiting fish. Even for the most adept fly-angler, success occurs 
an average of one steelhead per thousand casts. However, this is exactly what makes this style of fishing so 
exhilarating. At the moment you least expect it-WHAM-the steelhead slams a fly, takes off on a screaming run, 
leaps from the water and bends the rod nearly to its breaking point.

As I drove back across the rolling farmlands of the Palouse, it occurred to me that this is exactly why I love 
working with my clients who are entrepreneurs, professionals, software developers, and small-business owners. 
We are constantly engaged in the process of discovering what the market is trying to tell us about our products 
and services so that we may better deliver an exceptional experience to those that value what we offer. 

This book is a labor of love that brings together lessons learned from experiences, and research over the past 25 
years. It is primarily focused on providing a framework that can help guide readers to ask great questions that 
are focused resolutely on solid strategy. My goal is to empower business owners, professionals, entrepreneurs, 
dreamers, innovators, and leaders with a method of processing and interpreting the immense volume of 
information that can at times overwhelm the senses.
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SOLVING THE RUBIK’S CUBE
The genesis for this book started when my two sons (ages twelve and eight) came to me on the same day asking 
me for a pair of Rubik’s cubes. We were on a three-day family trip to attend a figure skating event in support of 
my daughter. My sons were understandably looking for activities to pass what seemed like an eternity for them. 
After heading to the local Walmart, they each proceeded to try and solve the puzzle by aligning the 54 pieces. 
Watching them, I was reminded of the hours, days, weeks, it took for me to finally solve the puzzle. In the end, it 
required effort and a little help from one very understanding middle-school math teacher. 

Reflecting on this experience, it occurred to me that nearly every aspect of working to grow a business, professional 
practice, or large or small company requires the ability to solve a Rubik’s cube that is as unique as the people who 
lead them. Solving the equation for developing a successful small business most often involves understanding 
the variables that are most impactful to driving revenue growth, reducing costs, aligning resources, and leading 
people.

“Mr. Kane was a man who got everything he 
wanted, and then lost it. Maybe Rosebud was 
something he couldn’t get or something he 
lost. Anyway, it wouldn’t have explained 
anything. I don’t think any word can explain 
a man’s life. No, I guess Rosebud is just a 
piece in a jigsaw puzzle, a missing piece.”

~ Citizen Kane (Screenplay) [1941] ~
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1. Marketing Strategy:

• What type of problem are we solving for?

• What are the variables?

• What constraints do we have?

2. Operations Efficiency

• How do we make our product or deliver our    service?

•  How can we make our product more efficiently?

3. Financial Planning

• How much does it cost to make my product?

• How am I financing my business?

4. Synergizing People

• Who is on my team?

• What skills do they possess?

• Are there any gaps in skills?

• What motivates the members on my team, and are 
their motives aligned with my strategy?

5. Leadership Excellence

• Who do I influence?

• Who am I influenced by?

• What is my why and why does it matter?

Of course, the questions in this exercise can 
and should be adjusted to fit individual needs 
and by no means is this list exhaustive. Instead, 
for my clients, each functional area provides an 
outline to build a custom algorithm based on 
their respective industry, market condition(s), 
constraints, capital, and physical and human 
resources.

I approach every engagement from the standpoint of needing to work together as a team to develop an 
algorithm that dynamically solves a unique puzzle. Some basic questions can help start the process within 
each functional area:
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 WHAT
DO I DO?

This is where the conversation on value truly begins. Every business, regardless of product, engages clients or customers 
in a series of trust building activities that create a perceived experience. The cumulative value of these perceptions 
are traded in the marketplace and, for business owners, they are generally monetized for profit. This is the literal 
definition of the “experience economy.” However, this is what inventors, professionals, entrepreneurs, and business 
owners have been trading for millennia. In bazaars, markets, storefronts, and digitally, consumers pursue and purchase 
opportunities to satisfy the well-known Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 

I ask my clients to consider this question at 
the beginning of every engagement, and the 
response is almost universally: “Brian, don’t you 
know? I sell______________!!!!!!!”

To which I respond: “Ok, is that what you really 
do, and do your ideal prospects or clients 
recognize that?”
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HOW DO SUCCESSFUL ENTREPRENEURS AND LEADERS DEAL WITH THE SEEMING 
CHAOS?

 » Which need does my product satisfy?

 » Why does it perform better than available substitutes?

 » Every business operates in a marketplace with 
direct competitors or substitutes.

 » Each company relies on the efforts of suppliers, 
distributors, employees and/or contractors.

 » The market itself sways on the political, social, 
economic, and technological machinations of the 
moment.

 » We live in a world of “Big Data,” “The Internet of 
Things,” “The Cloud,” etc.

Self-
Actualization

Esteem

Love / Belonging

Safety

Physiological

MASLOW’S HIERARCHY

NOW TAKE A FEW MINUTES TO CONSIDER 
THIS SHORT, NON-EXHAUSTIVE LIST OF 
VARIABLES:

If you examine some of most recognized brands of the past 20 years, you realize that each has created its own customized 
algorithm. Much like solving a Rubik’s Cube, every organization has systematically created a way to understand their 
respective business model in a way that works uniquely for them. Most importantly, the best companies understand 
how to work with their customized solution to deal with each variable as they change in real time.

Jim Collins, in his best-selling book Good to Great, tells the story of what he describes as the level 5 leader. Collins 
points out that building a great team begins with people - “first who, and then what.” This leads to an analysis of what 
skills a company possesses or must acquire in order to pursue strategic initiatives.

THINK FOR A MOMENT ABOUT THE ANSWERS TO THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:
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RUNNING AT THE 
SPEED OF LIGHT
We live in a dynamic, digital world that is always changing. You can’t ignore 
the rapid rate of change. A recent 60 Minutes segment highlighted 
some of the perils that accompany technological advancement with 
companies competing for even the slightest opportunity to influence 
potential consumers. The ability to create resilience both as individuals 
and for organizations has become an essential skill. We are constantly 
bombarded with both data and messaging that our brains have difficulty 
processing into clear, usable information. For some, as the 60 Minutes 
piece illustrates, we experience anxiety when our mobile devices alert 
us to the existence of a text message or new Facebook post. Scientists 
are actually able to measure increased levels of cortisol that the body 
typically produces in a “fight or flight” response to a perceived threat.

This has produced an environment where it is now critical to know 
where you stand during any moment of time. As the rate of change 
increases, it’s harder to understand where we are positioned and what 
the data actually means. For many clients that I work with, this requires 
developing a framework or algorithm that helps digest measurable inputs. 
It also enables individuals and organizations to discard a large portion of 
relatively meaningless data to the mental Spam Folder.

HOW DO YOU KEEP THE ENDURANCE UP TO BE 
ABLE TO RUN A MARATHON? 

US MILITARY: 

The ability to grow and thrive in the face of challenges and bounce back 
from adversity.

GARTNER RESEARCH  (ORGANIZATIONAL RESILIENCE):

The ability to respond quickly, decisively and effectively to unforeseen 
and unpredictable forces is now an enterprise imperative focused on five 
functional areas: Leadership, Culture, People, Systems, and Settings.

AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION: 

Resilience is the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, 
trauma, tragedy, threats or significant sources of stress — such as family 
and relationship problems, serious health problems or workplace and 
financial stressors. It means “bouncing back” from difficult experiences.

In this dynamic environment, we often feel like we are running at a dead sprint. 
However, even in compressed development cycles, we are still developing the 
endurance of a marathon runner. Psychologists refer to this type of endurance 
as emotional resilience, and it can be cultivated at both the individual and 
organizational levels. For reference, please refer to the following definitions of 
resilience:

http://cbshw.com/news/brain-hacking-tech-insiders-60-minutes/
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One common element found in these three definitions is the ability to respond and adapt. A key factor in 
developing a successful algorithm is the ability to respond proactively and adapt dynamically in a manner that 
facilitates the individuals or organizations strategic goals.

As any athlete will attest, after a hard workout it is imperative that the body refuels and rests in order to maximize 
performance. The same can be said for developing resilience. Over time, the wear and tear of responding and 
adapting can take a psychological toll that can only be paid by rest. So, how do we rest when the environment 
is changing rapidly and our time is in short supply? The simple answer is: How can you NOT rest? Any successful 
plan or algorithm includes breaks, even micro breaks, which allow the mind to assess where it is at any given 
time. The frequency and method of recovery will be unique to the individual or organization. Some people 
enjoy a good book at the end of the day, while others meditate, cycle, run, or just binge-watch the latest 
season of their favorite show. Others may find a trip or getaway refreshing. Any way that you take it, enjoy! Your 
business will flourish as a result.

HOW DO YOU RECHARGE IN AN ENVIRONMENT THAT SEEMINGLY NEEDS YOUR 
ATTENTION ALL THE TIME?
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HOW DO I ASSESS EVERY DAY WHERE I AM AT, SO 
THAT I CAN KEEP THE SPEED UP?

To get started in this process, I generally recommend that clients 
begin by asking themselves a few very simple questions:

WHERE AM I?
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 » What is most important to me personally or 

professionally and why?

 » How do I measure that level of importance?

 » What are the five biggest changes I or my 

organization experienced in the past:

• 5 years

• 3 years

• 1 year

• 1 month

* How have these experiences 

impacted me, or my organization?

 » Based on the following factors:
• Personal goals
• Professional competencies
• Skill or staff requirements
• Resource constraints

 » Is there a measure that can be tracked with readily 
obtainable data that can show where I am in real 
time?

• Variables for businesses typically show up in 
five major areas:

* Marketing/Strategy
* Operational Efficiency
* Financial Planning
* Synergizing People
* Leadership Excellence

FIRST, DETERMINE 
WHERE YOU 
OR YOUR 
ORGANIZATION 
STANDS.

SECOND, WHERE 
DO YOU OR YOUR 
ORGANIZATION 
WANT TO GO?

THIRD, HOW 
FREQUENTLY 
DO YOU REVISIT 
AND EVALUATE 
PERFORMANCE?

 » Is the algorithm and variables relevant to the 
current environment?

 » What has changed in my environment or eco-
system?

 » Do I have the resources necessary to achieve my 
goals?

By establishing a dynamic algorithm that you can rely on for 360-degree feedback, it is very possible to achieve a 
sense of stability in a global environment that can easily disorient one’s sense of equilibrium.
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FINANCIAL PLANNING
As Stephen Covey said in his seminal work, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, “No margin, no 
mission.”

Why is it, then, that so many businesses experience financial hardship, or are just simply not profitable?

If you were to ask most business owners and entrepreneurs, many say it is a matter of more sales leading to 
greater profits. Is this true?

The basic formula for measuring the level of Gross Profits is:

• Total Revenue (TR) - the Cost of Goods Sold (COGS)

Your Gross Margin can be calculated by:

• Dividing Gross Profit (GP) by Total Revenue (TR)

For example, John makes software and sells 1,000 subscriptions at $10 per month. John’s Total Revenue 
is $10,000. Therefore, the COGS (labor, equipment, supplies, overhead) to develop and maintain John’s 
Software is $9,000.

Determining John’s Gross Profit:

• Gross Profit = Total Revenue – Cost of Goods Sold

• GP = $10,000 - $9,000

• GP = $1,000

John’s Gross Margin:

Gross Margin = Gross Profit ÷ by Total Revenue

• GM = $1,000 ÷ $10,000

• GM = 10%

While this is an oversimplified example, it is helpful to keep in mind that Revenue AND Cost matter greatly in 
determining profitability.

One question that often fails to get asked is: While my product or service may be valuable, can I sell it for 
more than it costs me to manufacture it? 

AGAIN: “NO MARGIN. NO MISSION.”

With the exception of products that require a relatively large initial capital investment and experience low 
per unit marginal costs, the only thing that scales with products that lose money is the size of the loss.

In fact, I was told early on in my business career that building an activity with no profit potential was the 
classic definition of a hobby. Something we perhaps love to do but that would probably cost more than one 
could hope to make back in sales.
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DEVELOPING A 
FINANCIAL PLAN
The first step in aligning your project, product or service with your financial goals is to determine its Economic Logic. 
Depending on the complexity, I would recommend assembling a team of professionals that can assist in developing a 
model that will work for your unique needs. At a minimum your financial team could include an:

• Accountant

• Commercial or Business Banker

• Insurance or Risk Management Professional

• Investment Banker

• Bookkeeper

• Third Party Administrator or Benefits Advisor

• Payroll Provider

• Lending Specialist

Each of these positions are ideally filled by qualified experts, who specialize in your specific industry. Ultimately, as 
your company grows, a Chief Financial Officer (CFO) would manage these roles, oversee each functional area and be 
measured by the overall profitability of the firm.

The cornerstone position is normally the accounting function. A high-quality Certified Public Accountant (CPA) can 
assist in developing a framework for Cost Accounting that can lead to effective pricing models. This, in turn, can help 
answer the question of whether a consumer or client would be willing to pay more than the cost to produce a good or 
service. 
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CONCLUSION
Algorithms can help us solve an endless stream of puzzles, crack codes, formulate strategy, and also develop 
scalable businesses. Every business has a Magic Number. It is the cumulative percentage of the most meaningful 
and measurable Key Performance Indicators that can change dynamically in response to environmental 
conditions. When the percentage reaches at least 80%, a business in any stage of development will generally 
be operating on a positive trajectory. A business above 90% is an exceptional performer and at 95% achieves 
“Unicorn” status. StratIQ Consulting and our subsidiary finance company (Lendio Local-Spokane) works 
with our clients to provide companies with the capital, equipment, and human resources required to cultivate 
the optimal eco-system for business success. Our custom algorithms help clients to recognize where they are at 
any given moment and what steps they can take to proactively lead their company’s forward. I hope you found 
this book useful and welcome your feedback.

Good luck and let’s find your Magic Number!

http://stratiqconsulting.com/
https://www.lendio.com/local/spokane/


stratiqconsulting.com

https://www.facebook.com/StratIQConsult/
https://twitter.com/Stratiq_Market
https://www.linkedin.com/in/brian-williams-04b32128/
https://www.instagram.com/stratiqconsulting/
http://stratiqconsulting.com/

