
What I learned on my
summer vacation(s) 

This week's Monday Motivation is a bit late hitting the website, because I've been
on vacation -- again.

I can't remember when I last took this much time off in one year's time. I just don't
do that sort of thing. But I have a very persuasive wife, and so we went off in
search of riches in California's gold country and along the Oregon coast. This
follows our trip in June to Grand Canyon, Monument Valley, Denver, Mt.
Rushmore, Yellowstone, and Grand Teton National Park.

Wherever I go, I look for items to learn from -- and driving to new parts of the
country, and having new experiences in the process, is a great place to learn.
You meet a lot of wonderful people, a few who are less than wonderful, and see
a lot of new territory.

So, please bear with me while I bring up a few of the lessons I've learned in my
travels across much of the Western United States this year -- and I promise I'll tie
it all together at the end.

So, in no particular order, here is Gibson's list of "Things I learned on my summer
vacation."

1. One of the things that I learned most from my experience is the
importance of protecting your good name -- or in this case, your brand.

I've traveled a lot over the years, and when you're doing a lot of traveling, one of
those the things that is most important is how the travel and lodging companies
you deal with live up to their promises. When you get into a new city, the last
thing you want to hear is "we've got a problem with your reservation."

In late May, after a long drive, my wife and I pulled into a Hampton Inn in
Kayenta, Arizona around 1 a.m. That's late, I know, but we had been watching
the sunset at the Grand Canyon, and the reservation was secured with a credit
card.

We went into the hotel, only to find that not only had the hotel sold our room, but
the only room they had available was one with two double beds. I was so tired
that I didn't argue -- even though our two double beds were a far cry from the
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king suite I had booked. I dearly didn't want to go back out in the sandstorm that
was raging outside. Inquiries to the night manager provoked a somewhat
amused look -- "We balance our books at midnight, and if you're not here, we
charge the room," she said, -- and give away the room, I might add.

Now, it's been years since I've slept in a double bed -- I didn't even know that a
Hampton Inn would have such a thing! We retired to the room, and slept in the
two beds, like Lucy and Ricky in "I Love Lucy," a TV show from back when
network censors were aghast at the idea that a married couple would sleep in the
same bed.

The next evening, we were again headed for a Hampton Inn, this time in
Cheyenne Wyoming. We were, again, running late, due largely to a late start, a
flat tire, and a snowstorm as we passed over the Colorado Rockies.
Remembering my experience in Kayenta, a call to that night's Hampton Inn
returned the message: "We wouldn't give away your reservation. You've secured
it with a credit card, and we'll hold it all night."

Arriving at the Cheyenne Hampton Inn, Judy and I were greeted by a night
manager who was personable. Our room was the way we asked for it, our bed
was a king (thankfully), and when we went to get our bags, the night manager,
who was watching us approach the hotel's side door, rushed over to hold open
the doors for us.

Two hotels, same brand, different results. As a business leader, which
experience would you prefer your customers to have? I know when I next need a
hotel in the Cheyenne/Denver area, I'll lean toward the Cheyenne Hampton Inn,
just because of that night manager. I think I'll find somewhere different to stay in
Kayenta, or at least get in earlier.

This trip, we picked up another flat tire -- or mostly flat tire, as we drove from Las
Vegas to San Jose, California. Driving a Hertz rental car, we called Hertz, who
sent out a tow truck to change the tire -- in the middle of the night. We went out
to meet the driver, and also found a night security guard from the Courtyard
Marriott, where we were staying, who was there to protect our interests. So far,
so good -- except what happened the next morning. Sent by Hertz road service
to a local tire dealer, we were told the tire would have to be replaced. The tire
dealer called the local Hertz office, who said the car would have to be replaced,
not the tire, even though the car had to go back to Las Vegas.

My wife is a determined creature, and she had the car. Taking it to the Hertz
office, she filled out a bunch of forms, only to find out that the local Hertz dealer
didn’t have the right size of car. She called me, then called road service again --
who, aghast, told her to cancel the transfer, get out of the Hertz office, and back
to the tire dealer, where the tire would be replaced. He then called the tire dealer,
arranged for the work, and called me to tell me what they were doing.



Yesterday evening, as we returned the car to Las Vegas Hertz, the check-in
agent, upon hearing my wife's story, discounted the rental, apologized for the
problem, and gave us a card with the station manager's name -- "He's high up in
Hertz. I think he'll be interested in knowing about your experience," she said.
Will I rent another car from Hertz? Yes -- it'll be first on my list, because of the
check-in agent in Las Vegas and the road service people. Will I rent a car from
the Palo Alto Hertz office?

Nope.

Another hotel chain I use occasionally is Choice Hotels. I've stayed at their
Comfort Inn/Comfort Suites brand, and was favorably impressed. Choice,
however, has another brand called Rodeway Inn. Not knowing the difference, but
remembering the good experience I have had with Choice in the past, we
reserved two rooms at the Rodeway Inn in Reno. I found out that Rodeways are
"budget" hotels -- kind to the pocketbook, but not kind to Choice's reputation. It
turned out to be an old, somewhat decrepit, property that once was one half of a
Travelodge. Will I stay at another Rodeway? Nope. Will I stay at another Choice
Hotel? I'll think twice about it. By including the "down and out" brand in the same
breath as their other brands, they cut the perceived quality of the company as a
whole.

So -- with your company, remember this -- your brand is judged according to the
people who work for you, the training they receive, and the overall quality of the
experience. It doesn't really matter what brand it is; customers will judge a bank
by the quality of the tellers at one location; they will judge a hotel chain by the
cleanliness of one room; they will judge the quality of an airline by the attitude of
one ramp agent. Customers judge your brand by the way they are treated, the
products that they buy, the experience they have calling the front desk, and the
way they are treated by a person who is just another summer agent in an
obscure little car rental office in California.

Essentially, the quality of a brand is reflected in every TV you produce, every
deposit you take, every car you sell, every hamburger that's made, and each
customer who is greeted at the check-in desk at every hotel you franchise or
own.

Each transaction we make reflects poorly or reflects well on our employers, our
workplace, and ourselves.

As individuals, our name is our brand. It follows the same concerns -- when we
are not trained, not motivated, and not friendly, we damage our brand.

2. You need a thick skin to survive.



I've never traveled through Northern California's redwood country, and so I was
amazed at what are called the "coastal redwoods." Some of the trees live 2000
years or more, and grow to enormous sizes. Standing in the presence of these
trees, some of which were alive centuries before Christ lived on the earth, was
truly an awe-inspiring experience.

In researching the coastal redwoods, I found information talking about how the
redwoods live so long. A lot of it depends on their environment, but at least part
of it depends on their bark. The trees' thick bark helps defend them from fire,
insects, animals, and other predators. As we drove through groves of the ancient
trees, it was hard not to be impressed by their ability to survive.

It's easy to see a business parallel. Like the Coastal Redwoods, we need a thick
skin to survive in business. We can't just wander through life, accepting each little
criticism from people we don't care about.

3. Vision is an essential part making things better.

Judy and I went to Mt. Rushmore, S.D. I was struck by the immensity of the
figurines carved into the mountain, (although they appear larger on TV), but I was
struck also by the immensity of the effort involved into creating them. The
sculptor, Gutzon Borglum, developed a vision of what the heads should look like,
and then sculpted them into a smaller model, from which the monument was
created -- but the initial vision for the project came from an unknown, Doane
Robinson, who was the South Dakota state historian. Robinson contacted
Borglum with an idea for creating images of people important to the expansion of
the United States westward. Borglum was caught up with the idea, and pushed
for making it a memorial that the whole country could treasure.

Each of the presidents shown -- Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, Teddy
Roosevelt -- were considered men of vision as well.

"Where there is no vision, the people perish," quotes the Bible. Where there is no
vision, the project will perish, as well.

Vision is the one thing that most separates a leader from a loser. It's the ability to
see clearly something that does not yet exist -- and then put it into action.
It's also the thing that is sorely lacking in much of the business world today. Too
often, businesspeople of today are led by people who trust to cost-cutting,
reorganization, and stock options -- not to a vision of how to make the world a
better place, and make a little bit of money along with it.

Too often in our own lives, we never quite take the time to envision how our
personal lives should be, what paths we should take, what decisions we might
make, and where we want to go to in our lives; as a result, without the vision, our
future is a mere shadow of what it might be.



4. People do much better when told of your needs up front.
As we entered South Dakota in late May, we were greeted by the "Welcome to
South Dakota" sign, which also sported a second, smaller sign below it: "Speed
Limit Strictly Enforced." Although I didn't get picked up, we found this to be true --
as I followed the freeway, I saw South Dakota police cars, strictly enforcing the
speed limit. I found something else, as well -- traffic on the freeway was moving
at the speed limit, even when a police car was nowhere in sight.

Last week, in Livermore, California, our party was looking for a good Chinese
restaurant reputed to be in the area, and I noticed at each intersection, large,
conspicuous signs, bearing the legend "Stop Light Infractions, Fine $261." The
wording might have been slightly different, and the amount might have been
different, but it's in the ballpark. Did we run any stop lights? Of course not -- at
that price, it was difficult not to want to stop for green lights, just in case.

In both these cases, the careful dissemination of information serves to get their
point across -- and in the process, it made the streets a little safer.
In business, often I find leaders refuse to tell their employees what they want --
but then feel free to penalize the employees for not figuring it out correctly. These
leaders are likely to find they obtain better results when they actually put the
information out there for employees to see -- just the same way as companies
will often provide "earnings guidance" to soften the wild swings of stock prices
when the earnings are actually announced. By pre-announcing "guidance" to
indicate where the quarter is going, the companies insulate themselves from the
pain of incorrect assumptions on the part of the investor.

Companies that help their customer know what's going on should find an ample
payback for their effort. People like to be "kept in the loop," whether it's in a
company newsletter, or posted on a traffic sign.

5. Too much information overload dulls the senses.

I like trees, but after driving along U.S. 101 in California and Oregon, I became
desensitized to them -- there were so many (aside from the Coastal Redwoods)
that after a while, I tuned them out. It started looking like 40,000 copies of the
same two trees, over and over and over and over again.

It's that way in business, too. If we are selling someone a car, piling on statistic
after statistic after statistic merely dulls the customer's interest in the vehicle. If
we're trying to lead a workplace, droning on for hours in endless meetings merely
encourages the co-workers to tune you out. Remember the trees -- a few trees
are interesting; a good number of trees is all right; a multitude of tree after tree
after tree merely leaves you looking for the next bathroom break, and thinking
that a trip to the desert might be a good idea next year, after all.



6. Expect the unexpected

Would you expect to find a snowstorm at the end of May? I didn't -- but I found
one. We drove over an 11,000 foot summit in the middle of a snowstorm, late in
the evening. Would you expect flat tires? On both trips? On two different cars? I
didn't expect them, but I got them.

It goes to show you that no matter how well you plan things, occasionally
something will stop in and bite you on the butt, just to remind you that you're
alive.

Life is like that -- there will be challenge after challenge, and experience after
experience. What matters, of course, is what we gain from those experiences,
and what we learn from them.

Well, there you have it -- how I spent my summer vacation. It's not that different
from the vacations of other people, but I hope it might help us to become a little
bit better, treat others a little bit better, and look at life from a more positive point
of view.
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