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Self-Aware Leadership and its Impact on Business
BY JEFF SAARI / PHOTOGRAPHY BY BILL GNADE AND MICHAEL MOORE

Small businesses make up roughly 96 per-
cent of all businesses in New Hampshire, 

with a vast majority of those having 20 em-
ployees or less, or like mine, no employees. 

In the macro view, business sustainability 
is an important driver for the local and state-
wide economies. In the micro view, from my 
perspective, company culture is the driver for 
business success. 

Of course there are many financially suc-
cessful businesses with negative or even miser-
able cultures. To me, success is not only reve-
nue growth, cash flow and profitability; success 
lies in how owners treat their employees, how 
it feels to work in the business and how well 
people collaborate for business outcomes.  

I had the good fortune to interview four 
Keene-area-based small business owners to 
get into their minds and learn their philoso-
phy about why and how they attempt to cre-
ate a vibrant company culture.  I also wanted 
to learn their their top challenges and illicit 
advice they would give to fellow business 
owners.   My hope is that this article sways 
and inspires other business owners to think 
more strategically about building a highly 
collaborative culture. 

I interviewed Ash Sheehan, owner of Ode-
lay Taqueria; Judy Rogers, owner of Prime 
Roast Coffee Shop; Ted McGreer, owner 
of Ted’s Shoe and Sport; and Ken Abbott, 
owner of ABTech Inc. I selected these own-
ers because of my personal knowledge of their 
commitment to create a great culture.  

I asked these owners a series of questions 
to get their perspectives on cultivating an in-
ternally vibrant culture so that I could amal-
gamate the information and showcase that it is 
happening here on Main Street, and that there 
is a business case for doing so.  I even forayed 
into the owners’ spirituality, that intangible 
cacophony of attitudes, values and beliefs that 
help shape their worldview and intentions. 

But the proof is in the pudding.  A recent 
white paper by the Dale Carnegie Institute 
said a key indicator of a successful culture 
is that employees have pride in working for 
their company.   In all the businesses in this 
article the workers seem to like or love their 
jobs and resonate with the company’s mis-
sion, vision and products. Rogers called this 
“the vibe” that she painstakingly works on to 
create a community of staff and customers.     

There were many similarities with each 
business owner that I interviewed. What I 
uncovered was exciting for me to hear: that 
each is committed to develop a positive busi-
ness culture because it is the right thing to do 
and it keeps employees on the edge of devel-
oping their own self-awareness.  

They are surfing the uncomfortable big wave 
of continually improving their leadership and 
commitment from their employees. Sheehan 
talked about facing his fears and “living with 
integrity and transparency,” of walking the talk 
to serve as a role model for his employees.  

Abbott made the point by saying he continu-
ally looks at not letting his ego (being Mr. Right, 
feeling superior, being a dictator, etc.) get in the 
way of his desire for a great workplace.  

Each owner also believes in more than sup-
porting employees to do their best on the job; 
they care about their employees’ overall well-
being as human beings. McGreer and Rog-
ers talk about their employees as if they are 
family.  Their intention is to support them, to 
help them grow, learn about themselves all 
the while creating excellent customer service. 
They also believe in helping their employees 
move on with their lives, if that is what they 
are called to do in the long run. Some of their 
former employees have attributed the train-
ing, philosophy and those company values as 
the reasons for their success in their own lives. 

When I got to the “how” to make culture 
development I received several diverse opin-
ions.  One way of engendering it is to create 

a coaching space for employees to talk about 
their challenges.  There is a commitment to 
listening to those voices and looking at ways 
to get needs met. Sheehan mentions creating 
open lines of communication and supporting 
people to vent when needed, which helps em-
ployees feel respected and appreciated.  Do-
ing so builds trust and engagement, where 
people buy in to being held accountable. 

Rogers spoke of the importance of enacting 
in her employees the ability to be personable; 
to be attuned to emotions and body language; 
and to engage and smile with customers and 
each other.  

In a recent article in the New York Times 
called “Group Study,” written by Charles 
Duhigg, it outlines a premise called psycho-
logical safety.  Psychological safety is a “sense 
of confidence that the team [including the 
owner] will not embarrass, reject or punish 

someone for speaking up.  It describes a team 
climate characterized by interpersonal trust 
and mutual respect in which people are com-
fortable being themselves.”  

This trust is the stepping stone for posi-
tive emotions; crucial for engagement in 
the business.  On the other hand, the own-
ers are vigilant about having their staff “hang 
their issues on the tree outside,” as McGreer 
says.  Negativity is a powerful factor in busi-
ness, and these owners are diligent about not 
letting people infect the culture.  This is truly 
a balancing act, and takes time and finesse to 
pull off effectively. 
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Sheehan offers another “how” gem, and says 
that he looks at developing his staff through 
training and opportunities to move into differ-
ent positions. He is looking to grow his business 
and has also created a catering arm of Odelay. 

“By supporting people to work from their 
strengths puts me in a better position to 
work on my business and not solely in it,” he 
says. In short, it’s a win-win.

McGreer says that he puts hundreds of 
hours into training his employees to support 
a focus on excellent customer service. He says 
each customer has an invisible sign on his/her 
forehead that says, “Make me feel important.”  

He engenders in his staff a high degree of 
listening skills, resisting the temptation to 
solely talk about themselves and to continually 
ask questions and build a relationship with the 
customer.  This builds a common language and 
practice that the employees engage in, which 
creates consistency and camaraderie. 

Abbott has created a similar practice. He 
creates a common lexicon for his employees 
to live by.  Words like triggers, feedback, in-
tention, and choosing your attitude are com-

mon staples in the workplace.   
In terms of challenges, this is where the 

answers differ the most.  For McGreer, it is 
the fear of losing good employees, not just be-
cause of the training time it takes to get a new 
employee up to speed but because he is losing 
a family member. For Abbott, it is staying on 
the edge of his own vulnerability to be aware 
of his thoughts and feelings and continually 
choose his attitude and perpetuate positive 
actions in the face of adversity. Another key 
challenge of his is getting 20 or so employees 

aligned to see culture as paramount to success, 
or getting everyone “on the same bus.”  

Rogers says that young, transitional, and 
part-time employees are a challenge both in 
work ethic and maturity.  She has established 
a four-week process that seeks to make sure 
that prospective employees will be a good fit 
for the culture. 

I engaged each owner about their sense 
of spirituality and/or religion and how that 
parlays to the shop floor.   Spirituality plays 
a powerful role in business.  I was curious as 
to how this notion played out, if at all, with 
these four great leaders.   The answers I got 
were stunning.  

All four owners agreed that a set of guid-
ing values or principles defined their spir-
ituality. Rogers calls them her “system of 
values.”   Things like joy, purpose, balance, 
transparency, openness to ideas and feedback, 
gratitude, honesty, service, positivity, passion, 
vision and trust of self are some; others include 
being in the moment, cultivating a non-judg-
mental mind, being patient and kind.  

McGreer mentioned that his church is 
“getting out in the woods.”  

Rogers articulated that the best part of her 
day happens when she goes to work because 
of the care that is exemplified.  

Each of these leaders give themselves time 
and space to contemplate their guiding values 
and make sure that they are used on a daily 
basis in the workplace.  After all, these values 
engender positive emotions in others, which 
is the biggest driver of workplace success and 
employee engagement.  

I was also impressed by the admission some 
of these leaders had for their darker leadership 
times. For instance, Abbott’s hard-won sense 
of transformation to self-aware leadership 
sprang into action from hitting rock bottom in 
2008, both personally and in his business. 

I asked about advice my interviewees had 
for other business owners. Abbott says, “You 
can run your business with compassion, em-
pathy and spirituality and still run a tight ship, 
be more successful and profitable, less stressed 
and create more of a thriving and alive envi-
ronment than if you are the grumpy dictator 
that scares people into doing their job. Who 
do you want to be remembered as when you’re 
gone? What is your legacy going to be?”  

McGreer echoed that statement. “It’s not 
top-down leadership. Open the lines of com-
munication and keep improving it. Also, build 
relationships with your people. This is crucial 
for success.”  

For Sheehan it was both internal and exter-
nal. “Make sure that you have enough capital 
and keep an open mind to be adaptable and 
flexible with changing business circumstanc-
es,” he says.  

In short, keep innovating! 

Rogers says she thinks work should be a 
time when you feel passion, peace and care. 
She exhorts business owners to foster respect 
and trust deeply in their employees and reap 
the dividends. After all, people are the life-
blood of the business and profitability.

It takes real courage and hard work to stew-
ard a positive workforce. These four leaders 
have the passion to create a great culture, and 
the courage to open up to feedback about their 
leadership, to put themselves out there and 
be vulnerable.  But there is also fierceness, as 
Rogers put it, to uphold with their employees 
the standard of excellence of their unique cul-
tures.  In doing so, there is a payoff, a light at 
the end of the tunnel. As leaders make strides 
to learn about themselves through the eyes of 
others, it becomes less hard. An when the mask 
is removed, all of that energy of avoidance and 
blame gets released into company results.  

And results matter.
Says Abbott, “Revenue is up, cash flow is up, 

stress is down, cost of goods is down, and ef-
ficiency is up. ABTech’s success has been built 
on developing people to collaborate better.”  

This is a dramatic relief from high turno-
ver, stress, anxiety, sleepless nights, not be-
ing profitable and bringing toxicity home at 
night.  This is just good business. And these 
four self-aware business owners are doing 
good business. ■
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