
Company culture … who cares?  

There was a time when a young, 

strikingly good-looking fellow owned 

a business. Culture was the last 

thing on his mind. “Who needs 

that crap?” he thought. After all, he 

held meetings, set quarterly goals, 

introduced marketing plans and had 

other genius plans.

Three years, a divorce and a new 

company later, he now believes 

that culture is the most valuable 

asset in his company. What’s more, 

his ability to create and maintain 

a strong culture is his number one 

job (perhaps because he isn’t very 

good at anything else). So, until you 

get bored and go back to looking at 

the pretty graphics, here is the story 

of that guy. If you haven’t guessed, 

it’s me.

I worked hard in my old company. I 

read a lot. I tried to do all the right 

things. We acted professional; the 

customer was number one and we 

pretended to be a big, successful 

company. The only problem? We 

weren’t. Long story short, I went 

through a divorce and closed the 

company.

Being the emotional mess that I 

was, I didn’t feel like I could do that 

again. I made a decision that, in our 

next venture, we would simply be 

ourselves. Problem was, ourselves 

is a pretty insane, very politically 

incorrect bunch of idiots. We figured 

few people would get our unique 

personality, but the people who did 

would love us. And if we couldn’t 

get rich by being a big company, we 

could at least have fun and pay our 

bills.

Here’s how it turned out: 

Our first year in business, our 

customers loved us. Contractors, 

architects and government types 

came out of the woodwork to buy 

our products. The second year, 

we started attracting top talent. I 

have been a business owner for 

10 years now and have always 

thought getting talent was a matter 

of knowing the right people and 

offering enough money. I can’t tell 

you the difference between that 

mindset and where we are now.

We have built an amazing place 

to work, and the best and the 

brightest seem to come to us. We 

pay similar to what our competitors 

pay, but people line up to work with 

us. Though I’m not the brightest 

guy on the block, I see the value 

of attracting people who are much 

smarter and more intelligent than 

myself to the team.

The best way I can summarize the 

magic we’ve created in this new 

company is through our core values: 

Be real, be passionate, have fun, 

make money and help out. That’s 

pretty much it. It’s who we are, and 

it’s worked for us.
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KEEPING IT COOL

ESTABLISHING
A TEAM-FIRST  
MINDSET

I started my leadership and team-building 

company, Pinnacle Pursuits, from the 

back of my truck. I had no capital and 

no formal business experience. All I 

had was a heart full of passion, unique 

skills from working as a wilderness boot 

camp counselor for young offenders 

and a vision I couldn’t ignore. Ten years 

later, my business is one of the leading 

experiential training companies in the 

world. What makes us successful? 

Our team approach. “People – Passion 

– Performance” acts as our guiding 

principle. But following these principles 

isn’t always easy, especially when it 

comes to developing a productive and 

inspiring team culture. 

 

HERE IS WHAT I  DO TO KEEP MY 

TEAM FOCUSED: 

ALIGNMENT

We continue to excel because our work 

culture supports listening, teamwork and 

accountability. I ensure my team is fully 

aligned in this area, both internally with 

each other and externally when working 

with clients. This requires reflexive 

listening, the ability to understand the 

situation, ask clarifying questions and be 

open and curious to possibilities. This 

strategy ultimately leads to better results 

when achieving desired outcomes.

MEANING

I know that people love to be a part of 

something meaningful when everyone 

is challenged; they have a sense of 

responsibility, insights are shared, 

learning occurs and positive change 

takes place. I do two things to facilitate 

meaningful engagement with our team. 

First, each employee is connected to 

one of our three business units: youth, family and 

corporate. As a team, they must think critically about 

their projects when it comes to business strategy 

and finances. This creates a sense of ownership and 

empowers them to become more entrepreneurial 

in their thinking. Second, instead of the traditional 

hierarchy reporting structure, we have a co-creative 

working environment where team managers and staff 

can communicate respectfully, work together and are 

accountable to the team for their overall performance. 

VALUES

Our values are People, Integrity, Excellence and 

Innovation. It is from these values that we base our 

decision making and our programming standards. 

When deciding on whether or not we should commit 

to a project, we do a “Values/Profit” analysis. We call 

it our Pinnacle Matrix. It is a decision-making model 

that’s adapted from the original McKinsey Model, 

though ours places Values over Profit. This has helped 

us establish a team-first mindset, simplify and focus 

while keeping us accountable to our values.

WHAT IS THE PINNACLE MATRIX?

We evaluated each of our projects based on the 

matrix. If a project 

was high on 

vision and was 

profitable, it was 

a winner. If it was 

high on vision, but 

low on profit, we 

either changed 

the project so 

it became a 

winner or we 

dumped it. Also, we try to avoid “Time-Waster” and 

“Widget” projects, those that aren’t really connected 

to personal vision and value. Using this matrix 

framework, we managed to reduce our projects and 

discovered the power of simplifying and focusing.

For me, it was all about my passion for the work we 

did. I wasn’t thinking about the long-term strain these 

commitments had on me, the staff and our finances. 

To effect change, we took the projects we were 

working on and asked ourselves two questions: “How 

reflective is the project to our vision?” and “How 

much money will it make?”

Case in point: In 2001, we proposed to design 

and manage a large adventure race. We ran 

this event for several years and, in 2003, 

it became North America’s largest urban 

adventure race with more than 440 racers. 

However, it consumed a great deal of time 

and resources during a very busy time of year. 

Using the Pinnacle Matrix, we concluded this 

project fell into the category of “Hobby”— it 

was cool, it had some marketing value, but in 

the end, it didn’t make us money. 

In order to take advantage of our experience 

and unique expertise, we turned this race 

concept into a high-profile “Pinnacle Project.” 

We began to offer customized corporate 

adventure races around the world, which gave 

us the revenue we desired. 

We continue to use this model to this day. It 

is simple and objective, saves the team time, 

keeps us moving forward and upward, and 

ensures we are in alignment with our values 

and vision.

All in all, maintaining a productive and 

inspiring team isn’t always easy. Then again, 

I’ve learned that nothing important comes 

easy. But when it comes to staff retention, 

performance, client satisfaction and overall 

growth, it is well worth it. 

Jonathan Willcocks’ company, Pinnacle Pursuits, 

offers action-based, adventure-learning experiences 

to develop better leaders and high-performance 

teams. Jonathan has been an EO member since 

2006. He can be reached at jono@pinnaclepursuits.

com.
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Mike Campion is the famed Chief Shade Officer of Killer Shade. 

Founded in 2005, Killer Shade designs, manufactures and installs 

sexy, twisty shades, calls it art, marks it up and calls it a day. Mike 

has been a member since 2000 and is doing swell. He can be 

reached at mikec@killershade.com.

“ I MADE A DECISION THAT                  
                WE WOULD SIMPLY

            BE OURSELVES.”
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