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And	Now	for	Something	Completely	Different	
(or…defeating	the	Vortex)	

	
By	Bill	Woods	

Principal,	The	Advisement	Center	
	
My	apologies	to	Monty	Python.	You	have	to	have	a	
certain	sense	of	humor	(first,	you	must	have	a	
sense	of	humor)	to	enjoy	Monty	Python.	My	wife	
cannot	stand	watching	even	one	sketch	from	the	
legendary	troupe	without	saying,	“That’s	just	not	
funny.”	Meanwhile,	tears	are	streaming	down	my	
face	and	I	can	barely	breathe.	“Stop	that…	it’s	too	
silly.”	
	
Back	to	the	world	we	live	in—and	boy	do	we	need	
to	laugh	more.	Over	the	last	year,	everyone	related	
to	the	print	communications	industry	has	been	in	
cut-back,	cut-out,	and	hunker-down	mode,	PPP	
and	employee	retention	relief	notwithstanding.	
Many	have	found	they	are	able	to	produce	similar	
volumes	as	before	(or	profitable,	lower	volumes)	
with	a	lower	head	count;	the	remaining	heads	
being	more	of	the	‘A’	player	type.	The	trick	will	
now	be	to	begin	growing	again	without	allowing	
the	expenses	to	creep	back	up	and	destroy	
margins.	
	
Our	friends	in	the	packaging	side	of	the	business	
have	mostly	enjoyed	continued	or	increased	
demand	despite	(and	in	many	cases	because	of)	
the	pandemic.	As	with	every	business	that	faces	
competition,	someone	out	there	will	spoil	the	
party	if	you	don’t	continue	to	change	and	adapt.	
More	and	more	generalist	printers	will	turn	to	
packaging	as	the	panacea	for	lagging	demand	of	
traditional	print	products.		Others	will	turn	to	
inkjet	because…well,	just	because.	
	
So	now	that	we	can	finally	begin	to	look	past	the	
pandemic,	it’s	time	for	something	completely	
different.	
	
We’re	Still	Here	
I	was	fortunate	enough	to	guide	our	family	
business	through	various	rough	patches	over	
nearly	30	years,	culminating	with	its	sale	15	years	
ago.	Since	then,	I’ve	worked	with	a	handful	of	
companies	as	their	advisor—sort	of	an	outside	
board	member.	Despite	the	differences	in	size,	
market,	and	geography,	they	all	want	one	thing:	
clarity	in	focus.	Who	are	we,	what	are	we	here	to	
do,	and	how	do	we	make	money	at	it?	
		
I’m	always	amazed	when	I	chat	with	a	fellow	
printer,	multichannel	or	single-source	
communications	disseminator,	or	marketing	
services	provider	(whatever	the	heck	is	the	term	

du	jour)	and	they	proudly	state,	“We’ve	never	had	
a	plan	.	.	.	just	always	kept	moving	forward.”			
	
“And	did	you	always	move	forward?”	I	ask.		
	
“Well,	mostly.	Sometimes	not.	But	we’re	still	
here!”	
	
Ah	yes,	we	are	still	here.	It’s	widely	known	that	
printers	are	harder	to	kill	than	a	tardigrade.	(Look	
it	up;	I	had	never	heard	of	them,	either.)	At	the	
end	of	the	world,	there	will	only	be	printers	and	
tardigrades.	But	the	number	of	printers	is	
shrinking,	nonetheless.	More	mergers,	more	tuck-
ins.	It’s	not	a	bunch	of	big-multiple	cash-out	
events,	but	the	herd	is	definitely	being	thinned.	
Bigger,	stronger	players	will	absorb	the	shop	that	
just	doesn’t	have	the	will	or	next	generation	to	
keep	it	going.	Smaller	orders.	On-line	alternatives.	
Ask	the	industry	economists.	What	was	once	a	
$90-plus	billion	industry	will	soon	be	$75	billion.	
But	the	industry	still	moves	forward,	even	if	there	
isn’t	even	ink	or	paper	involved	in	a	transaction.	
And	what	would	make	it	different?	CEOs,	owners,	
presidents,	and	managers	stepping	out	of	the	
vortex	long	enough	to	assess	the	business	and	
purposefully	change	its	direction.	
	
The	Vortex	
I	define	the	vortex	as	those	daily	events	led	by	
clients,	employees,	the	government,	competitors,	
vendors,	and	banks	that	take	up	100	percent	of	
your	time	and	energy.	You	basically	show	up	at	
the	office,	on	the	phone	or	on	Zoom®	and	
surrender	to	the	vortex.	If	you	lack	the	will	to	do	
anything	different,	this	will	suck	you	in	and	pull	
you	through	another	day,	week,	quarter,	or	year.	
The	trick	is	what	you	are	able	to	do	outside	the	
vortex,	despite	the	vortex,	or	even	because	of	the	
vortex.	This	takes	discipline	and,	dare	I	say	it,	
planning.	
	
I’ve	learned	to	not	refer	to	planning	as	any	formal	
thing.	I	never	use	the	phrase	“strategic	plan”.	
People	start	yawning	or	checking	for	text	
messages.	I	used	to	have	a	slide	deck,	even	a	
script.	But	when	I	ran	my	business,	I	had	to	learn	
what	worked	and	what	didn’t.	It’s	like	when	you	
tell	the	doctor,	“It	hurts	when	I	do	this,”	and	the	
doctor	replies,	“Then	stop	doing	that.”	So	I’ve	
changed	my	approach	over	the	years.	No	more	
“strategies”	and	“objectives”	and	“tactics”.	But	
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taking	time	to	reflect	on	a	few	aspects	of	the	
company	and	how	you	can	make	meaningful	
change	and	progress	despite	the	vortex	is	
necessary—because	the	vortex	never	goes	away.	
	
Discard	any	tired	formats,	worksheets,	or	systems	
that	were	started	and	abandoned.	Be	careful	in	
becoming	a	disciple	of	the	latest	business-
improvement	book.	Most	of	these	books	contain	
useful	concepts,	even	if	these	generalists	don’t	
know	anything	about	our	industry.	And	always	
remember	that	these	guys	don’t	tend	to	write	one	
book	and	do	a	mic	drop.	They	write	more.	Each	
one	calls	the	exercises	something	different.	Goals	
have	snazzy	nicknames.	You	start	to	wonder	if	you	
picked	the	right	book	or	system.	You	fill	out	a	lot	
of	forms—until	the	vortex	interrupted	and	you	
never	go	back.	You	get	turned	off	of	planning	and	
you	surrender	to	that	which	is	comfortable:	
reacting.		
	
Trying	Something	Completely	Different	
Spend	smaller	blocks	of	time	with	phones	turned	
off,	talking	about	your	company’s	wins	(this	is	
where	Zoom	is	a	great	tool).	Why	were	they	
important?	How	could	they	be	replicated	with	
other	clients	or	with	new	ideas	or	products?	An	
uninterrupted	hour	of	this	can	be	a	refreshing	way	
to	remind	each	other,	“Hey,	we	really	do	good	
stuff.”	Going	forward,	keep	your	meetings	to	an	
hour	or	an	hour	and	a	half	–	no	distractions.	
	
Talk	about	the	roadblocks	holding	the	company	
back.	Don’t	go	granular,	like	“Roger	the	folder	
operator	who	has	messed	up	a	job	a	week	since	
he’s	been	here.”	Talk	about	serious	distractions	
that	drain	management’s	time	and	stretch	your	
clients’	patience:	repetitive	failures,	initiatives	that	
never	got	off	the	ground,	nagging	complaints	from	
customers,	CSRs	working	80	hours	a	week	
nonstop,	or	a	wonky	machine	that	is	a	liability.	For	
a	different	perspective,	ask	your	sales	force	what	
they	view	as	roadblocks	to	them	selling	25,	50,	or	
100	percent	more	than	last	year.	When	they	say,	
“There	is	no	way	I	could	possibly	sell	50	percent	
more,”	listen	to	why.	Even	if	you’ve	got	a	
comeback,	their	perception	is	their	reality.	Your	
job	is	to	knock	down	roadblocks.	
	
Next,	talk	about	the	marketplace	and	how	it	is	
changing.	Discuss	not	only	the	change	in	products	
and	services	needed	but	also	the	change	in	how	
you	even	reach	a	prospect	or	client.	What	are	your	
competitors	doing?	What	are	innovators	outside	
the	industry	doing?	What	could	you	do	that	would	
shock	the	market?	
	
Decide	on	a	goal.	Something	to	rally	around.	The	
goal	is	typically	sales	volume,	but	it	could	be	a	
different	financial	metric,	such	as	value	added,	net	

profit,	EBITDA,	etc.	It	could	be	launching	a	new	
capability	or	changing	the	fundamental	structure	
of	the	business.	But	this	goal	will	become	the	laser	
focus	of	all	the	non-vortex	energy	until	it	is	
achieved.	
	
There	is	no	need	to	come	up	with	a	goal	per	area	
of	the	company,	like	“goal	for	sales:	complete	
annual	sales	plans	for	each	salesperson	by	
December	15.”	This	is	part	of	the	sales	manager’s	
job—don’t	do	it	for	them!	The	same	would	go	for	
“hold	performance	reviews”	for	HR	or	“complete	
financial	package	by	the	10th	of	the	month”	for	
finance.	Moving	the	company	forward	takes	
energy	outside	your	normal	activities.	
	
Allow	your	management	team	to	look	within	their	
area	of	responsibility	to	contribute	what	they	can	
deliver	that	will	move	the	company	toward	the	
goal.	It	doesn’t	matter	what	you	call	them—
initiatives,	actions,	strategies—but	these	
contributions	must	be	significant	and	meaningful	
in	moving	the	company	to	the	goal.	This	might	
entail	collaboration	with	other	managers	and	
other	departments.	The	coolest	part:	have	them	
make	a	presentation	of	their	initiatives	to	the	
entire	group.		Even	the	toughest	owner	will	swell	
with	pride	seeing	and	hearing	the	effort	that	has	
gone	into	this	process.	Think	about	it	–	your	
managers	have	put	the	burden	onto	their	own	
backs!		You	aren’t	telling	them	what	to	do;	they	
are	telling	you	what	they	are	going	to	do.	
	
As	owners	or	executive	leaders,	step	back	from	
these	contributions	and	decide	what	is	missing.	
Ask	yourself,	“Can	we	achieve	the	goal,	structured	
as	we	are,	if	we	are	successful	with	most	or	all	of	
these	initiatives?	What	do	we	need	to	add?	Where	
do	we	need	to	invest?		As	an	owner	or	CEO,	what	
do	I	need	to	add?”	
	
Of	all	the	opportunities,	ideas,	roadblocks,	and	
wins	you’ve	discussed,	which	are	critical	to	
meeting	the	goal?	If	every	manager	had	three	
votes,	where	would	those	votes	go?	Is	there	
consensus?	If	you	had	to	pick	and	put	a	target	on	
one	single	issue	that	is	most	vital	to	success,	what	
would	it	be?	When	can	it	be	addressed?	Most	
importantly,	do	the	initiatives	address	these	
critical	musts?	
	
Finally,	you	need	to	put	all	of	these	initiatives	into	
some	form	for	tracking	accountability.	Either	each	
manager	is	making	progress	toward	their	piece	of	
this	plan	(and	the	goal)	or	they’re	not.	Why?	What	
can	the	team	do	to	help?	Does	something	need	to	
be	tweaked?	The	idea	isn’t	public	shaming—it’s	
getting	to	the	finish	line.	If	we	need	to	change	
something,	then	the	sooner	the	better.	I	always	
prefer	frequent	short	meetings	over	long,	drawn-
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out	quarterly	affairs.	Consider	having	stand-up	
meetings	each	week	to	only	discuss	the	initiatives	
in	the	plan.	No	one	sits.	Round-robin,	you	ask,	
“What	is	the	progress?	Where	do	you	need	help?”	
The	meeting	should	be	done	in	a	few	valuable	
minutes.	Believe	me	–	your	managers	will	not	
want	to	be	the	one	reporting	“no	progress”	in	
front	of	their	peers	and	their	boss!	You	can	discuss	
the	actual	results	in	your	monthly	management	
meeting.	(You	do	have	those,	right?)	
	
More	like	a	business…less	like	a	printer	
Okay,	so	does	any	of	this	sound	like	an	
amalgamation	of	lots	of	theories	on	business	
planning?	Sure.	I’ve	seen	and	read	a	lot	of	them.	
Some	ideas	went	on	my	bookshelf,	others	in	the	
trash.	Most	are	from	hundreds	of	sessions	with	
clients	trying	to	find	just	the	right	recipe	that	
gains	buy-in	and	excitement	from	the	team	and	
doesn’t	unfairly	burden	the	company	with	form	
and	pretense.	
	
I’d	like	to	see	companies	in	our	industry	act	more	
like	businesses	and	less	like	proprietorships.	I’d	
like	to	see	my	friends	set	a	course	that	is	larger	
than	surviving	the	day-to-day	vortex	and	move	
their	company	forward	farther	than	they	
expected.	I	understand	the	simplicity	of	the	

examples	in	this	article	and	know	that	for	many,	
it’s	just	not	this	easy.	Most	need	outside	help	so	
the	discussion	can	be	free	and	not	dominated	by	
the	boss	or	others.	Issues	such	as	family	dynamics,	
financial	constraints,	and	aging	workforce	or	
equipment	must	also	be	considered.	I	don’t	take	
these	lightly.	You	have	to	fully	understand	the	
dynamics	at	work	inside	a	company	to	make	this	
meaningful.	
	
But	my	goal	is	that	regardless	of	the	form	a	plan	
takes	-	be	it	a	magnificent	binder	with	charts	and	
tabs	or	simply	an	Excel	spreadsheet	or	even	an	
app	-	the	company’s	laser	focus	and	energy	
directed	toward	the	goal	will	become	a	real	and	
ingrained	part	of	how	the	business	is	run.	A	plan	
such	as	that	can	proudly	be	shared	not	only	with	
their	entire	company,	but	also	with	the	banker,	the	
vendors,	and	even	your	peer	group.	Imagine	the	
pride	the	team	will	have	from	having	a	living,	
breathing	plan	that	the	company	can	rally	around.		
A	common	sense	of	purpose.	
	
By	doing	something	completely	different	this	year	
and	moving	from	the	vortex	to	the	goal	line,	you	
will	have	the	power	to	cut	down	even	the	
mightiest	tree	in	the	forest	with	.	.	.	a	herring	
(Google	it.		Maybe	you’ll	laugh).	

	
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••	

	
William	F.	(Bill)	Woods,	Jr.	
Bill	started	in	the	printing	industry	learning	to	run	
a	small	press	in	his	Dad’s	start-up	shop	at	age	12.		
Fast	forward	50	years!	Following	graduation	from	
the	University	of	Georgia,	he	took	over	the	small	
family	business	and	grew	it,	with	the	help	of	the	
best	team	in	the	industry,	from	$250,000	to	over	
$25,000,000	when	the	company	was	sold	in	2005.		
Bill	served	as	chairman	of	PIA	(Georgia)	and	on	
the	board	of	NAPL	for	many	years.	Working	with	
NAPL,	he	developed	several	programs	for	
members	including	the	WorkPlan	for	Success©	
and	NexGen	Leaders©.	Bill	mentors	and	advises	a	
select	group	of	family	business	clients	across	the	
country	and	serves	as	Executive	Director	of	
PrintAmerica,	a	$600mm	premier	peer	group.		Bill	
is	an	attorney,	specializing	in	mediation	of	family	
business	disputes	and	business	litigation.		Bill	and	
his	wife	Cindy	spend	their	time	helping	others	in	
the	industry	succeed,	while	saving	time	for	golf,	
beach	and	grandkids.	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	

Bill	Woods	is	a	veteran	of	the	print	
communications	industry	and	advisor	to	a	select	
group	of	nationwide	clients.	He	is	Principal	of	The		
Advisement	Center	and	can	be	reached	at		
bwoods@advisementcenter.com	

	


