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IN DEPTH: FAST LANE

From the June 17, 2005 print edition

Guidance from the Giants

An advisory board, made of up peers who have been successful, is a way for small companies to chart their course wisely.

Lisa Biank Fasig 

Courier Staff Reporter

Some high-flying executives like to credit their success to "the little people," but Mark Daly thanks the giants -- those big brains whom for years surrounded him. 

The former CEO of On Target Media is so convinced that a handful of well-selected peers made his business thrive, he committed almost 300 pages to the topic. His newly published book, "5 Steps to Board Success!" (AuthorHouse, 2005) is a tribute to the importance of an advisory board for the small and midsize company. 

And therein lies the twist. While most people associate boards with Fortune 500 companies that count millions of shareholders, Daly insists companies with as few as 25 workers would benefit from a board. Not so much for investor guidelines as for advice. 

"They help in so many ways," Daly said in a recent interview. "They keep you out of trouble. They have the wisdom to say what works and what doesn't work." 

Daly speaks from experience. He helped co-found On Target Media in 1987, and within a couple years the company was approaching sales of $10 million. Daly, a former Procter & Gamble Co. brand manager, was innovative, but he and his co-founders didn't know how to manage the growth. 

Other experts did, however. Daly decided a board was a good idea, but he could find very few books on the subject. In time, he did appoint a board, and On Target Media expanded, adding two successful companies that each sold for millions. One of the companies, a pharmaceutical sales outsourcing service called ProtoCall, yielded in three years an annual return on investment of 159 percent. 

Daly credits the board for this success. And he later became a board member himself, of downtown-based Hilltop Basic Resources Inc., a supplier of ready mix concrete and aggregates. 

"They challenge us to think through what we're doing," said John Steele Jr., chairman and CEO of Hilltop. "And they will challenge us with our decisions if they don't agree." 

Daly's experiences on both sides of the table make the book a "must read" for small and medium businesses, said Bill Connell, one of On Target's board members and a former corporate vice president of Procter. 

"It's really very provocative," he said. "I'll be amazed if that book does not become the industry standard for small companies." 

It took Daly almost five years to write "5 Steps to Board Success." He consulted with hundreds of executives and experts, from former Procter CEO John Smale to current Kroger CEO David Dillon, as well as Jim Collins, the author of "Good to Great." 

The trick is knowing when the board is needed. To Daly, any company that is on the fast track of growth is eligible, and all firms as small as 25 workers should consider an advisory board. 

"If you don't get at least a 10-times return on your investment, you're not doing it right," Daly said. 

Here are some of his guidelines: 

· Determine what expertise the company needs to maintain growth. Is it a wizard in finance, a master of marketing? Also keep in mind this advice from Hilltop's Steele: "Too many companies use the board to just run the day-to-day financial statements and the mundane everyday stuff and fail to use them for strategic decisions." 

· Don't bring in friends and associates who already are regular contacts. Get fresh expertise and check their references. You always can dismiss board members who fail. 

· Let the board do its job: "There are a lot of people who appoint a board and all they are looking for is a rubber stamp to approve their own point of view," Connell said. 

· Benefit beyond the boardroom. One board member of On Target introduced Daly to a corporate contact who led to a critical, $3 million contract for ProtoCall. 

"He is on to something very valuable there," said Ralph Ward, a respected consultant and publisher of the newsletter Boardroom Insider. "The use of an advisory board, it is a great idea. It's always been sort of a trend, but it has a lot of uses." 

A lot of small firms might think they cannot pay a board. If money is tight, offer them equity in the company, he said. "People who serve on boards, they're not doing it for the money. They're doing it to help." 

Daly stepped down as CEO of On Target in 2000, on the board's recommendation, so he could focus on the second business that sold, called Exam Room Network, a national TV network for doctor's offices. In September 2004, he and his partners sold On Target Media, and in January they sold Exam Room Network. 

Today, Daly is CEO of Daly Strategic Associates in Cincinnati, a business-improvement firm whose clients include the fast-expanding Drees Co. But the Long Island, N.Y., native has other endeavors. He is writing one book on midsized-business strategy and a second on Australian mandolin luthier Steve Gilchrist. Daly also is an accomplished mandolin player. 

As he put it: "I was a lemonade-stand kid." 
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