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OWL BELIEVES TWO THINGS ABOUT SMALL BUSINESS MONEY: > It should be stable and secure.  > There should be more of it.

Need an extra life raft? 
We can help. Call us today.
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The origin of this idiomatic slice of Americana is disputed. 
It’s alternately attributed to John F. Kennedy’s father and 
legendary Notre Dame football coach Knute Rockne. Either 
way, it can be assumed that the message was intended as 
no-excuses, kick-in-the-shorts motivation:

Work harder.
Dig in.
Don’t complain.
Put on your big kid pants 
and get it done.

When it’s used in business, the 
underlying theme of this message
is one of loyalty. 

Don’t bail just because things aren’t 
always sunshine and rainbows. 

Don’t leave the company high and 
dry when it needs support the most.

With due respect to Kennedy and/or 
Rockne, we have an alternative 
message for the business world:

If you can’t hack it when things 
are tough, perhaps you shouldn’t 
be here.

Oof. Harsh. (We know.)

Here’s the thing: 

It’s easy to be employee of the 
month when business is great.

It’s easy for your salespeople to haul 
in rock star numbers when your 
widget was just named “Best New 
Widget of 2014“ by Head Honcho 
magazine.

It’s easy for your marketing folks 
to earn media placement when 
the media is falling at their feet, 
begging for sound bytes.

But what about the other side of 
the coin?

It’s always hardest for employees when 
your business isn’t where you want it 
to be. They may not lay awake at night 
fretting about the numbers like you 
do, but the impact is real.

“WHEN THE GOING 
 GETS TOUGH, 
 THE TOUGH GET GOING.”

Too often, a business owner’s reaction is to throw 
resources at people in the second category. 
After all, 

•  Low morale is contagious. 

•  You’ve already invested in 
    training those people and 
    getting them up to speed.

•  With business already in a slump, 
    the idea of searching for, interviewing, 
    hiring, and training new people makes you want to hurl.

Typically, an employee’s reaction to tough times 
in the business falls into one of two categories:

They keep swimming,
even when it would 
be easier to give up

or They start 
to flail.

We’re here to tell you that you’re 
investing in the wrong place. 
While you’re busy trying to coerce loyalty and performance out of the flailers, 
those people who have continued swimming are being left to tread water alone.

If you’re lucky enough to have people who keep swimming, hold on tightly to 
them. Thank them. Invest in them. Throw them a life raft and tell them how much 
their hard work means to you. And, above all else, when your ship rights itself, 
make sure they know that they were a big part of what plugged the leak.

It may seem unduly ruthless to cast flailers out to sea, and we’re certainly not 
suggesting that you fire people at the first sign of struggle. We’re simply saying 
that you should make sure you allocate your attention and investments 
appropriately.

That means not throwing time (which is money) at people who aren’t committed 
and aren’t willing to weather tough seas.

THE ADRIEN BRODY RULE STATES:

You can’t make 
decisions based on 
initial assumptions 
or the amount of 
resources extended, 
but solely on what 
best meets the needs 
of the situation.1
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Perhaps you remember our mailing about the 
Adrien Brody rule. It applies here. That rule means 
being willing to cut your losses and move on when 
something (or someone) isn’t going to contribute 
positively to overall success, regardless of how 
much you’ve already invested.

There are exceptions, of course. Perhaps you’ve 
committed to mentoring someone. Perhaps a 
brand new, promising employee was barely up to 
speed when the slump hit and is taking some extra 
time to sort things out. 

Thankfully, the power of self-selection also comes 
into play. Most flailers will identify themselves 
promptly when things get tough. Many of them will 
bow out, saving you the trouble.

You know your business best, and we trust your 
instincts. Just please, please, please don’t forget to 
notice the swimmers. They’re keeping you afloat.


