
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Will Bachman: Hey there podcast listeners. Welcome to Unleashed, the show that explores 

how to thrive as an independent professional. Unleashed is sponsored by 

Umbrex, the world's first global community of top tier independent 

management consultants. I'm your host Will Bachman. 

Our guest today is Geoff Wilson who was an offensive lineman for the San 

Francisco 49ers before he started a consulting career at McKinsey. After 

McKinsey, Geoff was the SVP of Corporate Strategy and Development at 

Milliken & Company, a privately held diversified manufacturing company 

headquartered in Spartanburg, South Carolina, which has 7,000 employees 

worldwide. 

Geoff decided to start his own consulting firm in 2014 and he left Milliken but 

he wanted to stay in South Carolina. We our discussion, we discuss his 

approach to growing a geographically based practice, so he focuses on South 

Carolina and neighboring states and we talk about how he makes that work. 

We also discuss his work on corporate strategy and business unit strategy 

and somehow we get onto the topic of a voice of the customer analysis he did 

for a porta potty company. Geoff has been a good friend for years. We have 

worked together and he is one of the most capable consultants I know. You 

can read more about Geoff and read his blog at wilsongrowthpartners.com. I 

enjoyed our discussion tremendously and I hope you find it helpful. 

Geoff, it is great to have you on the show. 

Geoff Wilson: Yeah, thanks Will. Thanks for having me.  

Will Bachman: So Geoff, we go back aways. I don't know how long we've known each other, 

but I think it's been at least five years and we've been going to Umbrex events 

together for a while and we've done some work together, so it's really 

awesome to have you on the show 'cause we work closely together and I 

tremendously admire and respect your work. I think of you as a mentor, so it's 

really fun.  
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Before we get into consulting though, I would love to hear just a little bit 

about your time in the NFL and then how you eventually decided to make 

your transition to this less sexy world of management consulting.  

Geoff Wilson: Well, I'd say my time in the NFL was more like a sip of coffee in the NFL. I had 

the distinction of being an adequate college football player who was good 

enough to make it to an NFL training camp and to play in a few preseason 

games, but who quickly realized that I wasn't likely to stick at that level.  

So I was with the San Francisco 49ers in the 1999 season, which as a lifelong 

football fan was really cool because that team had a couple of hall of fame 

guys on in in Steve Young and Jerry Rice. So not only was I trying to make the 

team, but I was able to look to my left and my right and then see guys that I 

had grown up watching play. It was a fun time.  

Ultimately, as I said, kinda realized that wasn't likely to be a star and the NFL, 

no matter what you say about top tier consulting firms like McKinsey being 

meritocracy, the NFL is quite possibly the ultimate meritocracy when it comes 

to immediate decisions on talent and I was on the receiving end of one of 

those immediate decisions way back in 1999. 

Will Bachman: Now, what does it feel like to get hit in the NFL? 

Geoff Wilson: Wow, that's a good question. I think ... let's see, how could you describe it? 

Depends on the guy, first of all, meaning everybody has a different style of 

contact in the NFL or at any level of football. 

There are guys that when you hit them it's like hitting an ocean wave, it kinda 

just keeps coming at you and then there are guys where it can feel a little bit 

more like an explosion where there's just a lot of pop to it. I'd say where I 

played, which is on the offensive line, you tended to have a lot more of the 

ocean wave type hits, where a 320 pound defensive lineman hits you and it 

kinda feels like you're pushing on wall. I like to think that that was me as well, 

but who knows, you'd have to talk somebody that I delivered a few hits to. 

Will Bachman: Wow. Well, so you decided or they decided for you that you had had enough 

of hitting and being hit and then how did you end up making the transition to 

McKinsey.  

Geoff Wilson: I went to college at Stanford, played football at Stanford and then stuck 

around in the Bay area with the 49ers for that brief stint. I spent my early 

career as a financial analyst at a venture capital group actually in Silicon 

Valley. So it took my liberal arts education and had learned finance on the sly, 

which was a lot of fun. 

After about three years of early career, went to business school and was 

really, really fortunate because I'd say when I went to business school, wasn't 

planning on the consulting track. You know a lot of people have their ideas 
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about what they want to be and actually had an older friend who spent a 

summer at McKinsey recommend me during my first term of my first year of 

business school that I should apply for the job at McKinsey as a summer 

intern and his pitch was compelling.  

He said, "Don't know if you'd ever want to be a consultant, but these large 

consulting firms do this really well, it's a structured internship. You should 

apply," and of course, being totally ignorant of the challenge of applying to a 

McKinsey, just kinda shrugged my shoulders, filled out a resume and saw 

what would happen and was fortunate enough to go through the interview 

round and ended up with a summer internship. 

So that's how I got into McKinsey first and ultimately went back full-time and 

that turned into, I guess, seven years full-time after that. I guess you can say it 

was serendipitous. Had a friend make a recommendation. It wasn't as purpose 

driven as so many others I know were.  

Will Bachman: So you did seven years at McKinsey and then you had some time in a strategy, 

in a corporate strategy role right before you set up your own practice? 

Geoff Wilson: That's right. So I was seven years McKinsey, was in the Dallas office, spent 

one year in the Stockholm Sweden office, which was a great time, but I left 

McKinsey and took a role leading corporate strategy for a diversified 

manufacturing company here in the Carolinas, it's called Milliken & Company, 

which is how I ended up in the region. That was 2011.  

Did that for three years and just really had an itch to get back to the fast pace 

of problem solving and ultimately, in 2014, decided, we loved ... my wife and I I 

should say, we loved the region, loved where we were and I was excited to 

kinda get back to something a little more fast paced and decided to stick 

where we are and to hang out the shingle and start consulting.  

Will Bachman: Tell me a little bit about your regional strategy. So, a lot of folks will focus on 

an industry of a function and I don't know many people who have been so 

thoughtful about really deciding to focus on a geography as you have. Could 

you talk about that a bit? 

Geoff Wilson: Yes, part of it's completely selfish. As I just mentioned, one of the reasons I 

started doing what I'm doing with the Wilson Group Partners concept is 

because we liked where we live and so the selfish aspect was if I'm gonna 

work in a place where I like where I live, then might as well have most of my 

work be here at home. 

So the concept was let me think about the best way to be a solid problem 

solving partner to companies across industries and to do it relatively close to 

home. That's not to say I don't spend some time on planes and in hotels, but 

the thought was work to be known in the region and work with companies 

that need the skillset that I bring in the region and on some level be maybe 
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special in a smaller market on some level. I think that's been part of the 

thought process, and three years later it's worked quite well. 

Will Bachman: So, how do you work on building visibility and getting known among business 

leaders in a state like South Carolina? 

Geoff Wilson: You know, South Carolina is a small state and I don't think of the boundary of 

South Carolina necessarily as the region, but it's a good point, Will. In a lot of 

ways you can network to a very broad portion of the leadership in the state by 

getting to know a relatively small set of people. So while I wouldn't say I'm all 

that overt about it, I've been fortunate to, over time, both as an executive and 

now as a consultant to connect with a lot of the business community in the 

state and in the region and by region I mean Greenville, Spartanburg, 

Charlotte, North Carolina, Asheville, North Carolina and then down into 

South Carolina, so all the way to Charleston on the coast.  

I'd say a big part of visibility has been merely just getting to know people and I 

ideally, as it's developed over the past several years and ideally into the 

future, it's about helping some people and then having them say, "Hey, this is a 

guy in the region who you should get to know," to their friends and being able 

to help their friends along the way. So far that's worked well. 

Will Bachman: Do you ask at all to kind of prompt that introduction or ... I'm always a little bit 

awkward about asking for referrals and introductions, so I'm always 

interested in how to make that work, you know? 

Geoff Wilson: Same here. Meaning same here, it's pretty awkward. I'd say I have been great 

at asking people if they're willing to make an introduction or to provide a 

reference and probably not so great at actually asking for the introduction or 

reference. So that goes back to my point about not being as overt as maybe 

some are. I've allowed it to be relatively natural, probably through that 

awkwardness that you mentioned and it's worked well so far. I suspect at 

some point being a little more purposeful about it could help. 

Will Bachman: So tell me a little bit about the kind of projects that you're doing. 

Geoff Wilson: Most of my work falls into a couple of categories and I'll try to break it down a 

little bit. The two categories that the work generally falls into would be 

corporate strategy and business unit strategy. The corporate strategy side, 

just to kinda define that a little bit, is about generally working with 

multi-division companies or multi-business companies and helping them 

understand how to think about aligning and enabling of portfolio businesses. 

That one is generally more complex from a top management perspective, but 

less complex at the line level.  

The contrast to that would be the business unit strategy work and we do quite 

a bit of this, which is much more take a single business unit or a single purpose 

company and help them understand their markets and their value 
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propositions and the capabilities they need in order to deliver those value 

propositions into the market.  

So if you break that down a little bit, there are elements of the voice of the 

customer, the segmentation, the development of a winning value proposition 

set and then figuring out internally how to actually be good at delivering on 

that compelling value proposition over time, all the while obviously creating a 

longterm sustainable enterprise. 

If you back up and think about the work that I do or how I would talk about the 

work we do with a prospective client it's generally around corporate strategy, 

so help you think about where it invest and then business unit strategy, which 

is understand your market and how you align the business to be successful 

within that market.  

There are other components, absolutely. New markets would be an 

augmentation of possibly the business unit or the corporate strategy side, but 

those generally encompass how I do work. 

Will Bachman: So if you're talking to a CEO about a corporate strategy project and painting a 

picture of what that project is gonna look like and feel like for the company 

and what activities you are going to do and what the deliverables are gonna 

be, can you talk me through what that is? I guess I haven't really done that 

many corporate strategy projects myself or been exposed to it that much and 

I'd love to hear what that looks like in practice. 

Geoff Wilson: Generically speaking a corporate strategy is about establishing a vision for 

how a corporate structure adds value to be assets that are in its portfolio. So 

when I talk to a CEO about a corporate strategy engagement, it tends to start 

with what's the vision for the company overall, right? What's the kind of 

company the CEO envisions and you can tell a lot by having that discussion 

because if there's a great vision then you get very quickly to, okay, great. Then 

which markets make sense to fulfill that vision, which configuration of assets 

makes sense, et cetera, kind of the general set of deliverables for a corporate 

strategy project.  

Will Bachman: Can you walk me through maybe two or three examples of different visions 

that you would consider them great, but there'd be sort of orthogonal or 

different?  

Geoff Wilson: Yes, absolutely. One example, which I think has been in vogue and maybe is 

rotating a little bit out of vogue over time is the vision is to be the innovation 

leader in our markets, right? Again, I'm talking again in generalities, but you 

hear some permutation of that concept over time. That vision in and of itself is 

not enough, but it at least gets you to a sense of what are the things you have 

to be good at to be there. You have to be good at understanding the customer, 

you have to be good at investing R&D and in product development and in 
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commercializing new products or product enhancements. That would be one 

example of a vision that you might start with within a company. 

Another generic vision might be to be the value leader in an industry. So some 

combination of cost and total cost of ownership to the customer, whether it 

be a service or a product and that requires possibly a totally different 

configuration of assets and capabilities to deliver. So if you can start at a 

corporate level understanding where the special sauce is, if you will, for the 

company, you can start to understand what needs to be delivered in order to 

get there. 

Will Bachman: Got it. So one would be we're the innovation leader, another one would be 

that we're the value leader. So you find that kind of having that overall 

strategy of how do we create value, it's helpful if that's consistent across the 

business units and you have this guiding vision so all the business units 

somehow fit that consistent approach. 

Geoff Wilson: I do, because if you don't have that in a company that's multi divisional then 

you can't really articulate why you own the divisions that you own, right? Why 

do you own the business units you own? That gets back to ... it's an old 

McKinsey concept, right, this whole natural ownership. Are you the natural 

owner of the businesses in your portfolio. You can't say yes or no unless you 

can say what your corporation, your enterprise is good at. That's why I tend to 

start with what's the vision and then what are the capabilities that you'd have 

to be good at to deliver the vision because then you can start to say, does the 

portfolio you own make sense or not make sense? It's usually a fun 

conversation to start and one that's actually pretty challenging to drive to 

ground, which is why those kinds of engagements are typically relatively 

complex at the senior management level and board I should say. 

Will Bachman: Yeah, how do you have that conversation? Do you ever do something like get 

the senior team together and say, "All right everybody, heads down, write the 

strategy as you understand it or write the vision as you understand it and let's 

compare notes?" that kind of a thing or is it a one-on-one with the CEO? 

Geoff Wilson: The best ones are a combination of both. So I think it's better in general to 

serve a client who knows what they want on some level and I mean that 

whether you're serving a manager in a large corporation or the CEO of a 

company. I think it's a good to have a CEO that has some vision and then to 

have the team help refine it because on one hand you get direction from the 

CEO, on the other you get by-in and contribution from the team. So for me, 

building that vision is a group effort, but it has to be led by the leader. 

Every now and then, I'm sure you've seen this, Will, you have a CEO who just 

by style will sit in the background and it can create real challenge for a team to 

... let me back up, it can create real challenge for the consultant to try to create 

a vision with the team only. 
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Will Bachman: So in terms of how a corporate strategy project would run, so first step is 

articulating or identifying or getting alignment on this vision, like how do we 

consistently create value, either through innovation or low cost or best on 

sourcing stuff from abroad or whatever or we're all serving the same market 

perhaps or everything that we do we're awesome at customer service or we 

own luxury brands, so something that's consistent. So you establish that, and 

then sort of block out for me a typical project. Is it like a two month thing? 

What are the different blocks? 

Geoff Wilson: I think the corporate [inaudible 00:20:04] ... I'll take an example of a recent 

project on corporate strategy. So there's the block up front about who do you 

want to be? That's the vision piece of it. Then there's the block about 

analyzing the existing portfolio of businesses and I've done this in companies 

that are relatively simple, you know, two or three businesses in the portfolio 

and to companies that are 20 or 30 product lines, literally 30 product lines in 

one case, and understanding if you establish the vision and you establish kind 

of the hallmarks of what it means to deliver that vision, you can connect the 

portfolio in that analysis step to those hallmarks of the vision. 

So take the innovation piece of it. One evaluation ... if you expect to be an 

innovation leader in your sector then ... or I should say as a company, then you 

certainly ought to choose markets where innovation is A, valued, and where 

you believe as a company there's still head space to innovate. So you would 

evaluate your portfolio companies or portfolio businesses against criteria like 

that to understand whether they are best fit or are least fit with your 

corporate hypothesis. That's a second step or might me articulate it as two 

steps, it might be three. 

Then the next piece of it, the next chunk is where it gets hard because that 

becomes about making choices about where to invest or not and in some of 

the toughest circumstances you come to a point where there are businesses 

in the portfolio that don't necessarily fit against the vision and that don't 

necessarily contribute to the overall portfolio in a significant way in terms of 

earnings or cash or stability. That's where you get into hard discussion around 

what to divest or what to de-emphasize over time. That can get a little more 

sensitive, but if you think about it as establishing the vision, doing the analysis 

on the portfolio and then establishing the decisions to make at the portfolio 

level, that can typically be ... I would typically call it more like a 10-12 process, 

but it depends on the company, it depends on the complexity. 

Will Bachman: So what does the company get at the end of this, what's your ideal thing when 

you wrap up that the company has in place? 

Geoff Wilson: Ideally in an engagement like that you would like to end up with a thorough 

analysis of the current state against the vision and a very solid picture of what 

the future state should look like and the decisions that you have to make or 
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the actions that you have to take to get from the current state to the future 

state in terms of configuring the company to deliver on the overall strategy.  

What that usually leads to is a need to work in the priority business units to 

clarify the business unit level strategy, which is the other piece of the puzzle 

that we were talking about earlier, it tends to be the second type of work that 

I do. 

Will Bachman: Yeah, let's talk about that a little bit. How does a business unit strategy 

project look and how is that different from the corporate strategy? 

Geoff Wilson: It's different from the corporate strategy in that the corporate strategy, while 

it incorporates a market and customer component, typically is more focused 

on macro moves. All of this depends on the type of company we're talking 

about, but the corporate strategy usually depends on macro moves whereas a 

business unit strategy is usually much more about bringing a customer based 

view, what I would call a market aware view into the strategic plan.  

So using tools like the voice of the customer, just core market research, 

understanding trends and things that are emerging in the market and using 

those to establish the priorities around segments and value propositions and 

then capabilities to deliver. It tends to be a much more micro, almost like 

business management feel, because you land on a plan to address a specific 

set of customers with a specific set of value propositions over a finite amount 

of time and the plan has to involve allocating resources or else it's not really a 

useful plan at that level. Whereas at a corporate level you can have an 

effective corporate strategy discussion without immediately allocating 

resources at the end of the project. You can establish the first steps of a 

journey that way, whereas a business unit strategy, for me, you tend to want 

to allocate resources at the end of the project. 

Will Bachman: Talk to me about the voice of the customer. On practical terms, how do you 

actually do that? Are you sourcing interviews via LinkedIn, are you talking to 

their actual customers? How do you practically do that and get that insight. 

Geoff Wilson: That's great. I'll tell you how we do it an then I'll give you an example because 

it puts a smile on face still. We doing source with LinkedIn, we do source 

through personal networks, we do use conversations through the client 

network, we source occasionally using professional networks. That hasn't 

been really core, but the GLG and alpha sites have been great tools for me in 

the past and have used them.  

The goal in the voice of the customer work is to ideally bring a new insight in 

how the company is thinking about serving its customers. A good example of 

that is last fall we did some work with a portable sanitation provider, actually a 

really interesting business segment. It sounds a little dirty, but it's still kind of 

a neat little sector to work with them, but portable sanitation- 
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Will Bachman: Are we talking about porta potties. 

Geoff Wilson: Porta potties. 

Will Bachman: Okay, just to [crosstalk 00:26:24] 

Geoff Wilson: Yeah, porta potties for large events, for sporting events, for construction 

sites, you name it. Just to start out with- 

Will Bachman: I gotta say I've been to a lot of events where they could have used a few more 

of those. I gotta say. 

Geoff Wilson: Well, if you think about your experience as a customer ... I should say as a user 

of a portable toilet, people get pretty passionate about that and it leads to a 

lot of interesting discussions around ways to innovate that experience. In the 

work we did, we talked with users and we talked we the actual customers of 

the company, which were events companies, construction companies, et 

cetera and we came away with a really ... it actually ended up being a 

transformative list of actions for them to incorporate in their both product 

portfolio, service approach and actually in their overall investment approach 

because of that. 

Will Bachman: Anything you can share here that's not completely confidential? I'm quite 

curious to hear about the unmet needs. 

Geoff Wilson: So really odd, but some things were just the aesthetic of a plastic toilet, right? 

So you can imagine you go to an event in almost any place and the toilets look 

the same and what you will see now is a move toward more trailer based 

bathrooms versus the old plastic toilets. 

Will Bachman: Very nice man, yeah- 

Geoff Wilson: So there certainly is a differential customer experience between the two, but 

the question was could you take the plastic toilet and make it a little bit less 

like a plastic toilet over time by either cladding the interior and exterior, 

creating a more solid experience around it, which that hasn't been a part of 

the industry because in a lot of ways the industry is focused around just 

buying toilets and deploying them, but it's one example where the customer 

experience could be greatly enhanced just by having a more solid feel to the 

overall experience. 

Now there are many, many insights around how to make the overall feel of 

the experience cleaner and we don't have to go into that on your podcast 

here. 

Will Bachman: I mean I've rented one a few times for events and that's not even a great 

experience either, like just finding them, it's like Yellow Pages, the websites 

are kind of crummy. 
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Geoff Wilson: And that would go to the service side. There were a lot of insights around how 

these particular toilets where both rented and delivered and serviced over 

time and companies have a lot of different ways of having their 99 point 

service plan, but often weren't hitting the points that mattered to the 

customer. So a number of the recommendations that we came up with in the 

work, it was me and a couple of others on the team, a lot of those 

recommendations focused on the way that service was provided to the assets. 

So interesting way of incorporating the voice of the customer, right, in 

portable toilets. Who would have known that the voice of the customer in 

portable toilets would be an interesting topic?  

Will Bachman: Yeah, no, I mean very passionate people about that.  

Geoff Wilson: Yeah. 

Will Bachman: So you're sourcing people through either actually getting permission to talk to 

your client's customers or just reaching out to people kind of round about 

through LinkedIn. 

Geoff Wilson: Dialing events companies directly. 

Will Bachman: Yeah. 

Geoff Wilson: So a little bit of just direct dialing and working the phones in that respect and 

that's where having help can be helpful to a consulting firm of our size. I do 

occasionally employ people to do project work on that level to dial or to- 

Will Bachman: How do find that kind of person? 

Geoff Wilson: I maintain a few people that I know and trust and that like doing work of that 

sort or at least tolerate doing work of that sort that I've been able to go work 

with over time. I think that's the best way I could say it. I don't have a ... and 

I've listened to Unleashed here a few times. I don't have a great connection to 

what used to be Upwork ... I don't remember it now, what is it Will? 

Will Bachman: Yeah, Upwork. I'm a big fan of that.  

Geoff Wilson: Yeah, and I've obviously heard some of your stories on sourcing people to do 

very important primary work tasks. I've not been as great at that, but I have a 

set of people that have been great at doing that for me. 

Will Bachman: Yeah, so not necessarily former consults, just kinda people you happen to 

know who you pay like, what, $20 or $30 an hour, something like that, you 

know? 

Geoff Wilson: Yeah, or a daily rate- 

Will Bachman: A daily rate. 

Geoff Wilson: ... something like that. It just depends, depends on the person. 
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Will Bachman: Yeah, okay, so that's cool. So I got the voice of the customer piece. So other 

than going external of the company for that, tell me a little bit about some of 

the kinds of analysis that you might do as part of a business unit strategy or 

other data collection from things other than internal to the company.  

Geoff Wilson: Thinking about the business usually involves thinking about the customer 

segments and what the economics are around the customer segments, 

thinking about the service or product set and what the economics are cut that 

way. In some worlds you call them the unit economics of the business.  

So I deploy a toilet, okay? What's the typical rent I receive, what's the cost of 

servicing that toilet while it's deployed, what's the overall cost of repair, et 

cetera, and so understanding the life cycle cost or unit economic value of each 

of those assets as they go. That would be an example of an analysis inside of 

the company. Then comparing that to the customer segment work and then 

understanding where should the target be? That's the existing business. 

Then looking at where there are likely new developments, either on the 

customer front, on the product service front, et cetera. So moving to the areas 

that the company's not in and understanding whether those are viable. 

Especially if growth is a big part of the picture, the question will be what can 

our current customers markets and products give us and then what can the 

next adjacency get us and then what can the adjacency beyond that get us and 

that tends to be an interesting discussion on the business unit level.  

So lots of different directions to go. As you probably know, Will, one of the big 

challenges is triaging the options quickly in a conversation with the client and 

then going deeper enough on the options that you can have some convictions 

around decisions toward the end of the engagement. 

Will Bachman: Now I've heard you give some training before on some methodology that you 

developed to do kind of a rapid strategy development effort for a private 

equity owned firm that might be a little smaller and not necessarily kind of 

justify the, sort of a two month business unit strategy. Could you talk a bit 

about that sort of rapid fire strategy development that you came up with? 

Geoff Wilson: Yes. So the, as you put it, rapid fire strategy development, it emerged because 

I served middle market private equity firm over time and companies in the 

lower middle market don't necessarily have the scale and financial resources 

to deploy a full consulting team to set strategy, but what they do have 

typically is a need for definition of some of the things I've already talked to 

you about, so the company vision, the viable market segments, the value 

propositions to bring into those segments, the capabilities to deliver.  

So what I've done is pull together kind of a workshop based structure that 

works with companies that are of a kind of mid-size and by mid-sized I'd say 

50-150 million, sometimes smaller, but just in my particular portfolio work 
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that's been the typical sizes of the clients, where working with the senior team 

we do a serious of kind of touch base events with homework in between that 

starts with to mission vision values and kind of market context, basically the 

dataset market and internal context. We spend some time on that and 

establish what's really going on and what the mission vision values of the 

company should be.  

Then we go away and then we come back and we talk about, okay, so what are 

the facts around the potential customer bases to serve and how do we 

prioritize those and what are the facts that then lead us to a discussion on 

value propositions and what we have to deliver to those priority customer 

bases?  

Then we go away and then we come back and we then engage around if those 

priority value propositions and customer bases are still right, then, okay, so 

what do we have to be as a company from a capability perspective to deliver 

on that? So pretty systematic to that point and if you can articulate the 

capabilities, it usually leads you very directly to what initiative work has to 

happen in order to deliver those capabilities.  

So, you know, I'm sitting here talking to you about it and on paper it's 

wonderfully linear, but in real life it's obviously very iterative and you can kind 

of iterate your way with a management team of a smaller company over the 

course of a handful of workshops to what is really an executable strategy for a 

relatively low complexity company.  

I think clients would say the best part of it is it just creates more clarity than 

you typically get in a midsize or smaller company environment and it kinda 

sets the stage for actually executing on a longer term plan. 

Will Bachman: What's the nature of your interactions between workshops? Is it completely 

radio silent or are you sort of checking in and coaching and helping them get 

the materials ready for the next one? Talk to me a little bit about the sort of in 

between. 

Geoff Wilson: Great question. So the in between usually involves a few touchpoints where I 

am reviewing a bit of the work, probably asking more questions than stating 

things in terms of the actual interaction style, but it's certainly more on the 

coaching side and maybe asking questions around what we would really need 

to be successful in the upcoming session. 

One thing I've learned in this is people are busy and it's important to be really 

practical when you're working in a company that ... or you're serving a 

company I should say, where the top four or five people may be all the talent 

that the company really can deploy against a strategic thinking exercise, so 

you have to be really efficient with time. So those touchpoints tend to be 

review what they have, ask a few questions about what's available, what's 
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possible to bring to the next session and then just kind of practice the art of 

the possible, as one of my clients recently told me. 

Will Bachman: Got it. So it sounds like a series of kind of five of six of these workshops, 

checking in, and they've largely done a lot of the work themselves and you've 

helped facilitate that process?j 

Geoff Wilson: That's right. This particular model is necessarily facilitative in nature. You can 

help the client a lot by being more of a structuring facilitator in this and I'm 

pretty up front. There are some instances where I or people I can bring in can 

do some background research and ideally bolster the fact base, particularly in 

a situation where the management team just doesn't have a good fact base to 

start with, but most of the time the intellectual addition from my side of things 

is the structure and the right set of questions to ask along the way.  

Will Bachman: Great.  

Geoff Wilson: So that's one piece of the work that we do. It's not a big piece, but it's been 

one of the more kind of repeatable and interesting pieces, so it's been a lot of 

fun. 

Will Bachman: Lets talk a little bit about running your practice. You once mentioned to me 

that you have almost a mini kind of program management office, a little PMO 

to kind manage your own firm. Could you talk to me a bit about that? 

Geoff Wilson: I'm one that tends to juggle a lot of different things and as I do so, I don't have 

the most confidence that I'm gonna keep it all in my mind at the same time, so 

I tend to keep kind of a one piece of paper it's on, it's on an Excel spreadsheet, 

but I tend to keep a program management view of client situations that I have 

that are active, development discussions that I have that are active or maybe 

you could say in some cases, desired and then also kind of personal 

development priorities or even practice development priorities and I map 

those out. 

I do that, so think about that as the rows and the columns would be something 

approximating the level of urgency. So I know that if something is far to the 

right and very red I need to do it and it's probably gonna get done over this 

weekend. Then if something is farther to the left and in black text it's likely 

that it's something I either know I have to do and don't have to do today, but 

it'll kind of give you a sense of how I think about the world. It's here are my 

work steams and then here are the activities by level of urgency in the 

columns. 

So not real complex, but certainly a way of organizing life as an independent 

consultant or a small practice consultant and keeping things execution 

oriented. I guess I say it's a point of pride that I'm responsive to people and 

that when I take something on I'll deliver on it and one of the ways of doing 
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that is just by maintaining that list and making sure that I know what I have 

assigned myself at any given time.  

Will Bachman: Yeah, and it's nice having it in one place. 

Geoff Wilson: Yeah. 

Will Bachman: You mentioned personal development priorities. Talk to me about that a little 

bit. What are some of the personal development priorities that you have 

either accomplished recently or that you're working on now? 

Geoff Wilson: Well, so one of the things I loved about being at McKinsey was you always had 

a chance to develop new skills and learn new things and that was both on the 

client work that we did, as well as just through the programs offered by the 

firm to develop. So I did corporate finance training and I did operations 

training and there were always things that were new and different.  

One of the things I've had and still have fear about being on my own is that I 

get skill atrophy in certain places. So I'm only gonna learn on the things that 

I'm working on at any given time. So I've been pretty purposeful about trying 

to maintain at least some currency when it comes to software platforms that I 

don't use every day, so things like Tableau, At Risk and others that I think are 

useful in client work, but that I might not use more than a few times a year, 

depending on ... I mean, Tableau is a little bit more, At Risk a little bit less, At 

Risk being a Monte Carlo analysis kind of a thing.  

So over time for me it's been important to maintain some of those priorities, 

almost like a self-training program and that can go everywhere from how to 

learn to maintain a blog better than I have, all the way to, as I said, different 

software platforms or new tools. I've learned a ton through the Umbrex 

resource lists and tools lists that you and the folks have maintained. So that 

would be examples of things that if you looked at my list you would see like, 

"Tableau training for X" or you would see, "How to ... I won't go into more 

detail, I'd bore everybody who's listening to this. 

Will Bachman: I'm familiar with Tableau. I just spent some time this year learning it myself 

and taking some classes. I haven't heard of this At Risk before. How would you 

use that? What are some client situations where you'd use that kind of 

program? 

Geoff Wilson: It's probably more something I like to illustrate for clients than what a client 

would ask for, but in articulating scenarios, especially financial scenarios, 

sometimes it's fun to go beyond a mere sensitivity analysis to something that 

illustrates more kind of probabilistic view of the world.  

So you can show a sensitivity analysis to a client and say, "Well, if your margins 

are 35%, here's your [inaudible 00:45:22] and if your gross margins are 32% 

here's your [inaudible 00:45:26]," and that's easy, the math there, but it's 

actually a lot more fun to be able to show, pick a few drivers in the market. 
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So a good example might if the price of oil migrates between X and Y, and the 

cost of your complimentary raw material migrates between X and Y and those 

move in a certain way, what's that mean for your margins and what's that 

mean for your overall financial health? To be able to show more of a 

continuum of outcomes and how that might look and to challenge those 

assumptions with the client I find is useful and that's where some of these 

scenario analysis tools or probability analysis tools can come in.  

I've used At Risk over time in some client circumstances, but I would argue 

that I've probably pushed it more and had more clients happy because I have 

than I've ever had a client say, "Hey, can you show us that Monte Carlo 

analysis thing?" 

Will Bachman: Right.  

Geoff Wilson: I would say that has happened exactly never in my experience.  

Will Bachman: What are some of the other software platforms or apps that you find helpful? 

Geoff Wilson: Let's see, app wise, I actually use join.me for screen sharing all the time.  

Will Bachman: Okay.  

Geoff Wilson: I'll go app wise 'cause I'll talk about kind of practice stuff. I actually use 

[ExpensiveI 00:46:55] and tend to be pretty disciplined about that. I use 

Think-Cell. I'm a big fan of Think-Cell for charting and just making simple 

charts. I mentioned Tableau for kind of visualizing some complex data. 

Will Bachman: Yeah. 

Geoff Wilson: Those are a few examples. I think I probably, like a lot of people who grew up 

in McKinsey during my time, I can just fall to Excel and PowerPoint with the 

best of them. 

Will Bachman: Yeah, right.  

Geoff Wilson: Unfortunately, that's still the case. 

Will Bachman: Hey, I'll share one with you, Geoff, that I've been liking recently, which is Duet. 

If you had an iPad you can use Duet on your iPad, you connect it to your 

computer and then when you're traveling on the road at a client site, it serves 

as a second screen for your laptop. 

Geoff Wilson: I'll have to try that out. 

Will Bachman: It's awesome.  

Geoff Wilson: I'll have to try that out. 

Will Bachman: Yeah. It works just like a second monitor. You can drag stuff onto it and so 

forth. 

Geoff Wilson: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
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Will Bachman: In terms of any kind of books that you recommend or that you've often gifted 

recommend, love to hear what shaped you and what books you are often 

recommending to others. It doesn't have to be business books, but they're 

allowed in the answer. 

Geoff Wilson: I was trying to go off the beaten path because I have to admit, I've listened to 

a lot of your podcasts, so I was trying to go off the beaten path a little bit and a 

couple that come to mind, one is ... and I will probably laugh myself with this 

one, but "The Road to Serfdom," by Hayek is one that I think just about 

anyone in business needs to read, just from an economic perspective and 

there's so much misinformation about that one out there that it's important to 

read. That's one that came to mind that a little bit off the beaten path. 

One that I've recommended to a lot of consultants over time is about the 

Enron debacle, "Conspiracy of Fools" by Kurt Eichenwald, I think it's Kurt 

Eichenwald. That book, first of all it's a great read. We've kinda forgotten 

about Enron because it happened before the global financial crisis, but the 

number of management and professional services failures in that case were 

just amazing and as a person who kind of grew up in McKinsey and the 

post-Enron years, you really can learn a lot from that case and that book just 

encapsulate ... it's kind of from a journalist perspective. The entire case 

around Enron and how advisors and management came to make some really 

bad decisions over time. It's been pretty formative for me as I've thought 

about how to work with CEOs and management teams over the time.  

It is a cautionary tale but it's also kind of study in group think in a lot of ways 

and if you ever find yourself in a situation where a client says, "At the margin, 

does that look good to you?" And you look at them and go, "I can't say why 

not," you can understand how a lot of Arthur Anderson people destroyed that 

firm way back because that's, in my sense, exactly what happened at Enron, 

was a lot of marginal decisions that eventually just crossed the line. It's a good 

book, interesting read and it's a little off the beaten path maybe. 

Will Bachman: Yeah, I have not heard of that one, so it sounds like one that I'd like to check 

out. 

Geoff Wilson: Yeah. 

Will Bachman: Fantastic. So, Geoff, I see were at the top of the hour here. How can people 

who would like to learn more about your firm or your blog, which we haven't 

talked about, how can people find your writing and your firm and more about 

you? 

Geoff Wilson: Well, I keep a website. It's at wilsongrowthpartners.com. Wilsongrowth 

partners all one word. Certainly people can contact me by email at 

geoff@wilsongrowthpartners.com and of course my Geoff is G-E-O-F-F, so 

geoff@wilsongrowthpartners.com.  
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I love to collaborate with people on interesting topics, so in terms of what to 

reach out on, it can be any number of different things. That's it, that's the best 

way to get in touch. 

Will Bachman: All right. Wilsongrowthpartners.com to talk to Geoff, all right. Geoff, hey, it's 

been great having you on the show. Really appreciate your time and I look 

forward to the next chance we have to catch up in person. 

Geoff Wilson: Will, thanks for the time, it's great to be on. 

Will Bachman: Thanks for listening to this episode of Unleashed, the show that explores how 

to thrive as independent professional. Unleashed is sponsored by Unibrex, 

the world's first global community of top tier independent management 

consultants. The mission of Umbrex is to create opportunities for 

independent management consultants to meet, share lessons learned and 

collaborate.  

I'd love to get your feedback and hear any questions that you'd like to see us 

answer on this show. You can email me at unleashed@umbex.com. That's 

U-M-B-R-E-X.com.  

If you found anything on the show helpful, it would be a real gift if you would 

let a friend know about the show and take a minute to leave your review on 

iTunes, Google Play or Stitcher, and if you subscribe, our show will get 

delivered to your device every Monday. Our audio engineer is Dave Nelson, 

our theme song was composed by Gary [Negbauer 00:52:23] and I'm your 

host, Will Bachman. Thanks for listening. 
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