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•  Audio visual technology
•  Free wireless high-speed internet
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The CEO and the coach: pride in people
BY JEFF SAARI AND KEN ABBOTT / PHOTOS BY BILL GNADE

Something special and inspiring is happening at a small 
manufacturer in Swanzey. 

Ken Abbott, CEO of ABTech, and I began a 
coaching engagement a couple of years ago 
that was focused on his leadership, but 
which quickly turned into a widespread 
culture change in his business. Recently 
their company motto, “Pride in Preci-
sion,” has been augmented by a com-
pany culture motto, “Pride in People.” 

Through our work together we real-
ized that culture happens whether you 
are intentional about it or not; usually 
left on its own culture can become a 
monster that sucks energy and life out of 
the business and its people. With “Pride in 
People” there is intentionality to make bet-
ter every interaction ABTech employees (and 
Ken) have with each other; it isn’t just about what 
they make, but who they are being as they make their 
products.

Ken has wanted a better culture for a long time now, and a few years 
ago he was told by a colleague that he should talk to me. Ken quickly 
began to transform his life and business as he learned about emotional 
intelligence, and he also started to realize how much he set the tone for 
his business culture. I supported him to unlock the doors to a stress-
free life by learning how to manage his thoughts, judgments and trig-
gers, develop his listening skills, hone his ability to give and receive 
feedback, live more in the moment and lead effective meetings. 

I interviewed Ken so you could read in his own words what has 
been happening with his employees and what his objective is. From my 
perspective, the intention should be for a culture to have the ability for 
anyone to bring up any idea or challenge to each other or the manager/
CEO at any time. When people hold back their truth, it thwarts the 

creativity, collaboration, and ultimately forward momentum 
of a business.

Too often I hear, “Well, I don’t feel like it is 
my job to say something,” or “I don’t have 

the power to change things around here.” 
What follows is a series of questions 

and answers for other business own-
ers in the Monadnock Region to draw 
inspiration. In future articles we will 
expose more of what is going on with 
the ABTech culture, and the results 
thereof. 

What does the word culture mean 
to you? 

Culture is the collective energy and at-
titude of a company’s employees and is the 

way we act, and communicate. All too often 
the CEO confuses the poster on the wall in the 

reception area labeled “Mission Statement” with the 
real company culture. This real culture is often what goes 

on when the CEO isn’t around, or what the employees say about the 
company outside of the business.
Why is it important for you to develop your culture? 

It’s simple: I care about people. We spend the majority of our waking 
hours at work, and I have the opportunity to provide an environment 
where this time is enjoyable, meaningful and rewarding.
How have your employees responded to all of this change? 

I can tell you it wasn’t easy at first, “a very slippery slope” comes to 
mind, and there are still challenges. It became easier when people be-
gan to trust me, and trust that we have created a safe place to speak up. 
Now there is no shortage of ideas and support, and people are really 
starting to understand that we are creating something special.
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What message do you want other business leaders to walk 
away with? 

The fish stinks from the head! (from the book “When Fish Fly” 
by John Yokoyama) Make no mistake: You set the tone at your busi-
ness. If your culture has no intention, or you have high turnover, poor 
communication, low morale or poor employee satisfaction, then take 
ownership in your part of the situation and change it. Create a culture 
with intention.
Where is all of this culture work going? 

We are in the process of mastering coaching skills at ABTech and 
collectively living with “Pride in People.” This culture with intention 
is the foundation that will allow and promote ABTech and its people 
to flourish. 

There is a movement happening across the world to develop people 
and create a high-functioning culture, and ABTech seeks to be at the 
leading edge of this trend in the Monadnock Region. My personal 
goal is to spread the word by bringing awareness to this trend to other 
businesses in this region.
Can you give me an example of how you or something has 
changed? 

I listen differently and pay attention to every word and the actions 
and mannerisms of the person I am talking to. I am curious and ask 
questions, paraphrase to better understand their intention or problem 
and no longer look for opportunities to find fault or impress them. I 

am being there for them and living in that moment, and it feels good 
to have a positive impact on those around me.

The biggest change at ABTech is that the complaining and back-
stabbing is gone. People have learned that if they don’t like something 
they see with a policy, procedure or co-worker that they can change it 
by giving feedback in a respectful way. What we call negative group 
behavior is so toxic and counterproductive and doesn’t produce any 
positive results. We are learning to hold each other accountable by 
upholding the vision of “Pride in People.”

Is there one skill that you feel is the most important? 

That’s an easy one: self-awareness. What is it like to have a conver-
sation with you? Do you truly listen to people with the intention to 
help, or are you listening to defend your position or blame others? Do 
you cut people off when they are talking, or one-up them with a better 
story to impress them of how great you are? 

Do you roll your eyes, check your emails, look over their shoulder, 
think about other stuff you need to get done, or do you pay full at-
tention with the intention to help and make their day? If you want to 
transform your business, your world, your co-worker, your children, 
your spouse or partner, start with yourself. ■
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