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Shannon Waller: Hi, Shannon Waller here, and welcome to Team Success. Today, | am
particularly excited to introduce you to a good friend and someone whom | respect a ton. And
what we’re going to talk about today is his latest book. He’s written several fabulous books.
This one is on succession. And it is a critical area in terms of team success, longevity, and
continuity of a company. It is an emotionally fraught area. And Mike, | am thrilled to have you
on the podcast to talk about your latest book, Succession: Quiet Crisis of Transition, and how
to prepare for it. So Mike Mack, welcome to the podcast to talk about succession. Thank you
so much for being here.

Mike Mack: It is a absolute delight, Shannon. I’'ve been anticipating this day in your podcast
for a long time. I’m a big fan of your work and of course of Strategic Coach over the many,
many years as well. So privileged to be a part of your programming today.

Shannon Waller: Thank you. Well, | am super excited because this is. As | said earlier, it’s an
emotionally challenging topic. It’s lots of minefields, which is actually something that your book
addresses, which | think is really powerful, by telling two stories. And they’re so relatable. Oh,
my gosh, as | was talking to you before | hit record, I’m captured by these characters. And you
can feel what they’re feeling. And you’re like, oh, no. Certain parts of it you can see where
something’s not going to go well. So congratulations on writing a really compelling book. It’s
told in story format, but based on reality, which is really interesting.

So before we jump into some of the goodies, there’s two things. One is | want to know what
caused you to write the book. And | suspect one of the reasons why we’re always so aligned is
we both care deeply about entrepreneurial companies, business owners, leadership teams,
how they are successful. That’s something you and | both do. And this is a big, big, big danger
for a lot of people. And it’s something that | haven’t had that many people, if anyone, on the
podcast talk about before. So this feels like a new territory. Thank you for being the first one.
So having said that, and | know the conversations that | get to hear from people and the ones
I’m a part of actually, but what compelled you to write this book? You coach business owners,
you’ve been involved in Canadian businesses, in Western Canada primarily, for decades, but
what made this particular topic so timely and so relevant for you?

Mike Mack: Yeah, | think that answer is more aligned than ever. Over the years, | would say
it’s like picking out a red car, thinking you’re going to buy a red car. It just keeps popping up
on the freeway or the highway all the time. And that conversation, be it talking to my farming
sisters in Saskatchewan or clients or business friends over time, succession and transition just
continually kept up, where there wasn’t an obvious slam dunk, this is what we’re doing. So
there was more conversation about this awkward topic, succession. What is it exactly? It was
really compelled. And proud of the fact that this is my sixth book. So | think I’'ve hopefully have
honed my skills a bit more from an author perspective. And | wanted to have something
compelling, more importantly, for people to take action. And if nothing else, they updated their
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will, or they talked to their wealth advisor, even if they didn’t do any work with us. That would
be a desired outcome of the book, that it made people think differently.

And again, putting the characters and the fable together, if you will, was really to make it, I'll
say entertaining, but capturing their attention, but seeing themselves within the characters at
the same time that, oh, this is a good read. More importantly, we did something about it. That
ultimately is the greatest joy. And we have just secured a new client recently who | never met,
didn’t know the name, who read the book, and reached out to us. He needs to do something
with his family, his wife and his two sons. So that unto itself is just makes it all worthwhile. This
particular book was also a labor of love. Like | traditionally am doing my work on books on
weekends, more creative time, Saturday morning, Sunday mornings. And | never tired of the
project. | was caught up in my own work. And my beautiful wife read the book six times to kind
of get a feel and how it flowed. She’s a big reader. So that was really helpful to go, hey, is this
story powerful enough to grab attention?

So again, | can offer very briefly, too, that | designed the book in three parts by design. One, |
created a fable. And besides Dan Sullivan, one of my favorite authors—I follow all of Dan’s
work over the many years—but I’'ve always been a big fan of Patrick Lencioni. And he is a
master at writing fables. So listening and reading his books over the many years, that was a bit
of a, an inspiration, if you will. So | decided to put a fable on part one of the book. So the
character Don McKenzie, who owns a trucking and logistics company, and then Harold
Sanderson, who has a manufacturing company. Now, in my world, over the many years within
X5, we have worked with a lot of different clients in different industries. Well, ironically, trucking
and manufacturing are two that pops up a lot. So that was the reason that | selected those
particular industries.

The second part of the book is a case study. It may not be as well known in the U.S. or in
eastern Canada, but in Alberta anyway, there was a company, Williams Engineering, who went
through major tragedy over a very brief period of time, many years ago, back in 2007, 2008. So
| reached out to the now chair of that organization, very successful company, and he agreed to
be part of the book. So in effect, | interviewed him and shared his story from the beginning to
how he had to literally take over a company overnight on a Sunday, literally. And then the third
part closes out with some resources of some of my professional network that | have in
Edmonton, including legal advice, wealth, insurance, and accounting advice relative to the
conversation of succession. So that’s kind of the package in a nutshell. So the fable was a
great joy, but | had to make the case compelling that, hey, this happens all the time. It’s not
just in the storybook. It really does happen.

Shannon Waller: Thank you, and it’s a great way to lay it out, because you go from sort of
being entertained to the story about Williams is powerful. So you actually get a real story,
which is interesting, because he also communicates it; the two of you did in a very compelling
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way. And then when you want to do something, which | think | love about entrepreneurs and
entrepreneurial leaders, we are action oriented. So just telling us, oh, this would be a good idea
with no tools, it’s actually really frustrating. So | love it. And | was actually refreshing my
thinking on your website, because you have a whole succession part on your website, where
you have like a questionnaire—what’s your preparedness, what’s your readiness, what’s your
thinking, which is much easier to do once you’ve been warmed up by the book, if that makes
sense.

And the other part about fables, parables—we’re both massive Patrick Lencioni fans—I was
actually coaching on Working Genius yesterday to my team (it was super fun), is that it allows
you to tell the emotion behind something. And the thing I love about entrepreneurial companies
is that, it’s not that there aren’t any politics, but you can kind of know how people feel good or
bad on any given day. Like there’s a transparency to that. Entrepreneurs are emotional
creatures. Well, human beings are, but we express it more than most, perhaps, because no
one else is telling us what to do. So you’re able to get into the meaning, the fear, the
willingness to hand over the baton and not have a death grip on it. And you tell the story of
these two families of how to do this. This book is not just about family businesses. Really, it’s
about any ownership making any kind of an ownership and leadership transition. So | think it’s
relevant for any privately owned enterprise who wants their business to continue.

Mike Mack: I’'m glad you brought that up. So, | mean, strategically putting the fable together
specific to family business, it was easier to share a story knowing they were brothers and
sisters and fathers and mothers, etc. So that was the intent. But you’re right. Succession is
alive and well in public companies and private companies that aren’t family business specific.
And most entrepreneurs, which is the lane that you and | work in and play in every day,
understand and appreciate that as well. | think the other aspect that maybe wasn’t even as
apparent when | started it is that succession isn’t always just about C-suite either. There’s
other senior leaders in the organization that may be non-owners, but what happens if a key
individual left an organization after 15 years? Are we having that conversation? Are we waiting
until they have a health issue or they suddenly go to the competition? We need to be ready
and at least have the conversation rather than making everything about an emergency or an
event that may occur at some point in time, even though we should have contingency plans in
place, but being proactive to have the conversations at any level within leadership within an
organization.

Shannon Waller: It was really interesting. There’s one line that | highlighted for myself: “There
was ho plan. It was running just on momentum.” And that’s Don McKenzie, if you want to
know. And | was like, ooh. So before we dive any further into the book, | want people to really
appreciate the decades of experience that you bring to it. So talk a little bit about X5, talk a
little bit about what you do, because you work with leadership teams all the time and C-suite
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level people. So talk about what X5 is, who you do, what caused you to start this business,
because you’ve got a very illustrious career in terms of X5.

Mike Mack: Thank you. And as you can appreciate, like most entrepreneurs, sometimes you’re
too close to it to realize the gains that have occurred over time. And I’'m going to say | have
many of them, including many challenging times that made me stronger. But timing of our
conversation is great because fall of 2026, I’ll celebrate X5’s twentieth anniversary. And | say |
will because I’'ve been here the whole time. So right. Shocking. And, well, team members have
come and gone. We’ve got a strong team today. But that was the evolution, | think, back in the
fall of that period of time. Just mind-blowing that that 20-year journey went so quickly. X5 has
really been an evolution over time. | always love to share a little bit of the story. | initially had
the brand as a lowercase x, and everybody was starting to call it times-5. And it’s like, no, it’s
x5. So we had to kind of redo the branding.

But that evolution over time has always been about people. And whether it was leadership
development or team development, if you will, in the lane that you play also. So including
executive coaching, lots of facilitation, be it strategic planning or even leadership
conversations. Succession was a natural dovetail over time where, when you start dealing with
senior executives, some of which have family or not, the succession evolution came to be. So
we continue to hone that service offering because reality is, any business, we can’t be all
things to all people. But I've reflected on this a lot recently, because colleagues and other
people have asked me about that. The greatest compliment that anyone can give me or my
team is that they trust us to be a trusted advisor or a trusted confidant, if you will. There’s
nothing better. And when people open up and tell you about personal situations, health
situations or a strained relationship with a son or a daughter, that’s the lane that we play in and
want to continue to spend more time in. And it gets us up in the morning.

So from an evolution of a consulting firm to be picking the lane a bit more specifically on
leadership continuity, which really dovetails nicely from succession, because that’s really the
conversation, if something happened to me today with an X5, what’s the plan? It’s the plan
with Don McKenzie. Well, he put it off and put it off. So that, in a nutshell, is where we are
today. We predominantly serve clients in Western Canada, but during the journey since the
days of the pandemic and so on, it’s allowed us to be a bit more global, where we’ve had
opportunity on the virtual side to do lots of support on a virtual basis, outside of our
geographic servicing area, if you will, which is very gratifying.

Shannon Waller: Somewhere you get a reputation beyond your own borders. And you do
great work. And we’re also, we both coach on profiles and we help people understand
themselves and know thyself. So | appreciate the like-mindedness that you and | share. We got
to know each other through Strategic Coach and have kept on an ongoing conversation again
because we are so like-minded.
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Mike Mack: Which | really appreciate. | didn’t hesitate to accept the offer to be on your
podcast. | listen to your voice a lot when I’m in some of my faves that | get to have you and
Dan having a conversation about whatever that may be, but there’s always value. And | do it
for my own insight and wisdom, but then | can instill some of that with the clients that we know
as well and reference to the great materials that are available. So we’re making a difference,
we hope, with entrepreneurs and leaders.

Shannon Waller: Well, you are, because otherwise you would not have a successful business.
The marketplace is pretty binary when it comes to that, which is great. So let’s jump into the
succession issues, and it’s great. You know, the characters in the book kind of exemplify one
way of thinking, which is, oh, I’'m gonna have to lean in to this challenging topic and go where |
was hoping to avoid but couldn’t. And | would like the wake-up call—it literally is a phone
call—that happened with one of the characters, Harold Sanderson, which is that he gets a
phone call from his very close friend saying, | just had a heart attack and | have to make some
changes. And Harold was like, oh my gosh, what would happen if I, | call it beamed up,
because | can’t just talk about someone dying 18 million times in an estate planning
conversation. So he takes action and then we have it with Don McKenzie who just running on
momentum.

So, let’s talk about those two paths that kind of, you know, willing to step into the challenging
parts versus the ones who avoid it. And | know we both dealt with both. So, you chose a great
way to illustrate it. | think contrast, Dan does this all the time, the contrast between what
works, what doesn’t work is very illustrative. But you chose to kind of take it that way. Tell us a
little bit more about that decision making and what the two different paths are.

Mike Mack: Well, I'll start on the, I'll say the positive side, where Harold Sanderson had that
call and the scare. Leaders that I’'ve known over time, including people that I've been related to
in my past, don’t always act on that signal, that warning, if you will, be it a health issue or
otherwise. So | think that’s the reality is that, oh, well, I'll look at that next year, where they act
on it, and it could have been a spouse going, hey, we need to do something, because | heard
about this. On the other side, there’s a few things that come up in no specific order. They’re
busy. In most cases, they’re running and leading successful organizations. They’re operating
on momentum, as Don did. So they’re busy and they’re spending all their time in the business,
but they’re not spending time on the business, where even if you think about strategic planning
over the many years that we’ve done it, succession wasn’t as big of a conversation even five
years ago. It didn’t come up. Sales reports and opening a new office in Winnipeg or whatever
the case may be was talked about. But the reality of succession, well, hopefully everybody
stays and everybody’s healthy and nobody goes.

Shannon Waller: Right.
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Mike Mack: The other aspect that I’'ve observed over time is particularly the founders. So
when we talk about transition and the quiet crisis, why | did that as a subtitle, it’s sort of like
high blood pressure, is that you don’t know until something happens, but we shouldn’t be
talking about it. We shouldn’t be quiet about it. So the reality is what I’'ve observed over time—
it’s best illustrated in The Gap And The Gain, just for reference— is that they do not know what
their ideal future is. They struggle with that. So they’ll just consume themselves with the
business over time. So when they’re in it, well, this is good, but so what are you going to do?
Well, | don’t know. | haven’t thought about that, whether they’re going to travel. So that
transition, even if they continue to be an owner or partner owner of the organization, is the
most difficult. What’s your purpose?

| have a personal story. I've talked to a brother-in-law years ago who was a very large farmer in
Saskatchewan. And when he was turning 65, everybody was bugging him like, when are you
retiring? Including my sister. And | asked him the question. I’'m the family consultant, so I'd ask
the question, so what are you going to do when you retire or step away from the business?
Yeah, that’s the problem. | don’t know. And we needed to solve that. So in part of our process,
sometimes we get personal right away because | want to know what they’re looking for. They
want to work till they’re 75. That’s their prerogative. But what happens if something happens?

So there’s so many factors, but the conversation is the catalyst. But don’t judge them, don’t
point fingers, don’t blame them for anything versus, hey, what do you want to do? Where do
you see yourself in this period of time? And most people never ask them that question before.
And we do it ideally in a pretty safe place where there’s no wrong answer, but they’ve never
answered the question before because no one’s ever asked the question. So that’s a bit of the
evolution.

So if we're privileged to have the opportunity to talk to them, and there’s still people that avoid
it. I’'ve got many examples of an 80-plus-year-old executive that | had an initial call with that
would say, Mike, | know | need to talk to you, but I’'m just too busy right now. | have too much
on my plate. When the diary is set up, when we’re going to have that call. But | think now might
be a pretty good time, in all fairness. So there’s a combination. But for him, he’s so entrenched
in the business that his ideal future is probably way more scary, because there isn’t an ideal
future for him at this point beyond the business, because he hasn’t thought about it.

Shannon Waller: You've just raised, it’s the owner, the owner’s seat, and then the role they’re
playing in the business. And those things are obviously conflated for the most part. And it
actually takes separating those things. Not easy to do, right? And | know this from family
business conversations that I've had with Sara Stern, actually, a great EOS Implementer who
works with family businesses. And it’s that identity piece. Most of the time they say this about
men. | think it’s also true for women. Like without a purpose, who are we? | don’t know. The
idea even for me, and we’re same age, is | can’t see not being creative and productive and
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creating value for people. That is actually terrifying. | didn’t even take a maternity leave
because it scared me. I’d rather take my kid to work, which is what | did. Kids, plural.

It’s like, I’'m gonna stay home with somebody who can’t talk to me, but that does not sound
like fun. But it’s one of those things where what we do, we get such gratification from it. This is
where people clap. And if you can’t start to separate that and recognize, oh, maybe my health
is something or make it optional rather than it has to happen. Right? Come in and do what
Coach would say is your Unique Ability. It’s interesting because those two things are so tightly
matched and it takes a conversation, which | think the book really opens the door to that
conversation. Like someone asked, what do you want to do after you retire? And you're like, |
have no clue. And then in your own head, that’s the end of it. But because of the conversation,
and | find it really interesting, Mike, | mean, who you are as a trusted advisor, your right hand,
Lenora, who has a really interesting designation, that | learned about from you, Certified Exit
Planning Advisor. That’s a thing now, which is kind of amazing. There are actually people
trained in doing exactly this.

And we’re at the stage where Baby Boomers are selling their companies. This is going to get
bigger, not a smaller conversation. So your timing is impeccable. But yeah, that’s the
emotionally sticky part. | can still be the owner. | don’t have to be the doer all the flipping time.
And then how could | think bigger outside the business, working on the business, not in it? It’s
like you’re pulling really tightly knitted Velcro. It feels like when you’re doing that. So how do
you get underneath? How is it that you give people space or what are some of the questions
that you ask people? Obviously, what do you think you might do if you’re not working is one of
them. But how do you do that? That seems like that could be a tricky path sometimes.

Mike Mack: It’s a very tricky path. And from a personal perspective, the evolution of what I've
been able to do, | have the ability to build trusting relationships very quickly —one of my unique
abilities, which is wonderful, but it’s an urn process. So for example, you refer me to John
Smith. You like me, respect me, and trust me, but John doesn’t know who | am yet. So we’ll go
on the assumption that John agrees to have a conversation. And there’s no sales conversation
here. We talk about the business. Because most entrepreneurs, as you can appreciate, love
talking about the business. So we start at the beginning. So what did that look like back at 75?
And how did that evolve? And who was with you? Well, | had a partner and my wife was
instrumental in that. And whether his wife is still with them or there was a health issue, those
happened as well. You start at the beginning rather than, okay, so what are you going to do
with your business?

So you got to go slow and warm it up, but we’ll call it a first date. You’ve got to build rapport.
You’ve got to build a fundamental relationship. And as John C. Maxwell, another one of my
favorite authors, a connection is about the other person. So that’s what we go into with that
mindset right away is that | need to connect where our team does with the individual to
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understand what makes them tick. It’s a conversation, it’s not a checklist. Even though we’re
writing this checklist on our website, but if we were facilitating that in person, it’s a
conversation. And then usually would say, you know, a line that I’d love to use, in a perfect
world, John, what would that look like for you in three years? And then we use a reference of
time. Three years is far enough away. Five years is too long and a year is way too soon.

So one of two things will happen. They don’t know because they haven’t thought about it. But
there’ll be something. Odds are highly probable they’ll have something. And it might be
spending more time with the grandkids. It might be travel. It might be restoring an old car. You
don’t know until you ask the question. Oh, | never realized you were a car enthusiast. Well,
yeah, you know, back in the day. And that’s how you’re building that connection. So then we’ll
segue back. So while we have some structure, it’s designed to be flexible to build that trust, if
you will. So even with that 80-year-old individual that | talked about, we had a two-hour
meeting with somebody else in the room and it was kind of like, hey, sit together and become
friends in a way. We need to break bread together more, be it a coffee or a lunch, before we
take that any further. And that’s really where it starts.

So what excites us is when there’s a willingness to openly talk about where they are, and
where they want to go. That may not be that clear, but there’s usually a nugget or two of
information that becomes really valuable. And our role is to work on that. And if you didn’t do
anything today, John, what would be your biggest regret in three years? As an example, we
may ask a question that may not be the first, second, or third question we ask, but yeah,
probably because we didn’t do anything about succession. They may say that as an example
or get my daughter involved in the business sooner or whatever the case may be. But again,
that’s the journey from our vantage point. Patience prevails. So even that first meeting,
discovery meeting, may not seal the deal or otherwise. It may discover more things than we
knew before we started the meeting and we got to be okay with that. So sometimes even this
new client that reached out to us, it took 90 days just to get ready to start working with a client
and they reached out to us. So it’s not like, hey, | wanna buy a new lawnmower. It’s not quite
like that. This is a transformational conversation, not transactional. We’re not selling a widget.
We’re selling a lot of things, kind of state of mind, comfort.

I’ll give you another side point, one of the things that we do effectively that has worked well. So
if there’s more than one member of the family—John has a spouse and he has a daughter and
a son, much like this new engagement—when we start working with them, we’re going to work
individually with each person. We’re going to have one-to-one discovery because John’s wife
may have a very different story about the future, the ideal future than John. In fact, almost
guaranteed that they will. So we want to hear that and understand it. So then when we can
look at all that information, we know what we have to work with and where we’re going to go.
We’re not going to solve everything immediately, but we agree that we’re going to focus on the
future and how things unfold. And maybe it’s as simple as getting them to update a will or to
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talk to someone else initially, even before they become engaged with us, is progress. Progress
is perfection. It’s something we believe in and it’s a process.

Shannon Waller: Well, that’s one of the things that came out of it for me is it’s not a
transaction, it’s a transition. And that’s one of the things | appreciate about you is you come at
things from that relationship standpoint. Transactional things don’t actually appeal to you. You
know, you want to be friends with the people with whom you’re working and you want to have
that kind of relationship with them. And you’re talking about challenging things. | used the
death grip on the baton analogy earlier. We hang on tightly, and there’s parts of your
business—you do that, | do that with my stuff. And someone’s got to show up and be pretty
darn fabulous before we’re willing to pass that over. And then when they do, we’re like, oh, that
was awesome.

But it can take a hot minute. And so this is not a thing to be rushed into. And | think that’s one
of the fears, actually, that people have as an owner, is that they’re going to be, you know,
rushed into something, make a hasty decision, have to unmake it, it’ll create a bigger mess,
and the whole thing feels confusing and hard and scary, and they’d rather do what they do
know how to do really, really well. So that’s the business owner’s standpoint. Dan had an
expression one time. He said, | don’t want the baby to die. And | was like, hmm. Right?
Meaning Strategic Coach, because Dan and Babs don’t have children, right? So our clients,
our team, our coaches, that’s who’s going to be left after they beam up, is how that works. So
I’m like, okay, note to self, whatever role | can play to make sure that doesn’t happen, that’s
the mandate. | would like to approach this from a team leader perspective, because in terms of
who’s listening to this podcast, we have both business owners and team leaders.

You’ve also interviewed those other people in the business, could be family members, could
be key leadership. What can they do to help support, facilitate? You know, it’s kind of
interesting because with the two families in the book, both very capable kids, which is actually
really nice to see. You didn’t write in any deadbeats. That was well done. But one has a
positive response when they bring it up and the other one not so much. So what can someone
in a leadership role do to help facilitate support the succession conversation and thinking?

Mike Mack: Well, one thing they shouldn’t do is, you know, pester. There’s a time and a place
for the conversation. So maybe it’s a strategic planning or a quarterly check-in. That
conversation, you might love that question out about it, assuming they’ve been in the
organization for a period of time. And I've personally over time worked with a lot of
organizations where their senior leadership team have been there a long time, like 20 plus
years. And it’s tricky. In a perfect world, the founder, the owner, needs to start that
conversation almost to give permission, but that isn’t always the case. So one of the tools we
use in work of leaders relative to alignment, we talk a lot about exchanging perspective and
being receptive. So exchanging perspective from my perspective is a conversation.
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So Shannon, what would that look like if something happened to you? It’s not pointing a finger
versus, well, | haven’t thought about that yet. Well, listen, if we can help you in any way with
that, we’re committed to this organization. | think that’s the other aspect, is that fundamentally
they enjoy the work they do, the culture of the organization. They can be a positive influence
for the change and for the future, which is really important. And then being receptive, | go into
that comment, is that you may not get the answer that you want from the founder or the owner
at the time because they’re not ready. We’ll talk about that in the fall, and then you may have
to let that go. Now, if three falls pass, that person’s procrastinating, but they can be an agent
of change, if you will, that they’re proactive on that and even seeking their own professional
development.

I’ve observed, for example, is that they’re willing to elevate on their own business acumen.
Financial comes up a lot. So founders know numbers, but they’re not necessarily number
experts or not accountants. So that evolution of succession, what | see often, that could be a
gap. So if that person, we have someone within our client base that a senior director is being
coached by one of our team members who happens to be a CPA on just understanding
fundamental financials, that was a gap.

Shannon Waller: Right.

Mike Mack: So the fact that they’re committed to that, that is going to serve that individual
well for the of their own career succession, but instills confidence in that founder as well. So |
think, hey, how can | be part of the solution in a nutshell versus the problem? And most people
don’t want to nag about it and be nagged about it, if you will. So make it about a conversation
and open it up. It doesn’t always work that way. And | have so many stories of that people just
close off. But what | have learned is that the individual that they’ve closed off to has brought it
up a thousand times. A two-way street, but now it becomes an annoying conversation versus,
hey, this is something important for our own future, including our company, whether we sell it
or the existing leadership team takes over. So again, it’s a process, but they need to be part of
that. And they don’t necessarily have to be experts to do that. But if they push the envelope
too hard, it’s not going to win the day.

Shannon Waller: | think that’s a good point. Be tuned in, be sensitive. The other side of that is
don’t be greedy. Don’t be like, oh, I’'m going to get a big chunk of shares. Like that doesn’t
really work either. | have seen power struggles happen, by the way, not pretty. So how do you
respond to getting more perceived power is something to have a little conversation with
yourself in the mirror about, but | love, love, love your point about building your capabilities, be
it financial, business document. You know, | look at our company and Babs, | mean, we’re not
a 10-million-dollar company anymore. We’re much more than that. But she can run a 10-
million-dollar company in her head. Her brain is wild. It’s amazing. She gets help now because
we’re now close to 50 million. So there’s that.
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But it’s one of those things where, like, | could get better at numbers. I'm not completely
ignorant of them. | did take business courses in university, thank goodness. But that was a
long time ago. So getting refreshed in that, making sure | know, paying attention to our
numbers, | do look at the spreadsheets every week, is a key part of it. And also the type of
decision making. And one of the things you talk about is the different aspects. So it’s
governance, ownership, and leadership, which | think is really interesting. And if all the decision
making is left with one person and no one else knows the success criteria, you know, as
happens from the hip on the fly versus a structured process weighing the pros and cons, a lot
of it for me boils down to decision making. At what level can other people make decisions or
are you the bottleneck, which comes up in the book too. So can you talk about that? Because |
think the decision making and preparedness, there’s a whole process to that to help elevate
other people.

Mike Mack: Well, just looking at governance at a high level, it’s the gap in more organizations
than not. More, I'll say sophisticated, where there’s an advisory board or a fiduciary board,
more formal where they can actually fire the CEO. | know a lot of real experts in that lane that
have built advisory boards for a lot of organizations in Western Canada, where there’s statistics
on how much more successful that organization can become in growth and how it operates.
So basic governance is fundamental, but not everybody always thinks about it in terms of
decision making and what that looks like versus, I’'m going to be away, Shannon, so do what
you need to do. That’s pretty informal. You’re empowered, but that’s not formal governance.
The ownership side, that varies a lot because the biggest shareholder or the only shareholder
can be a little bit of everything on that, if you will.

So that becomes tricky where, well, | own 100 percent, | can make whatever decision | want,
but there still needs to be good governance relative to operating the organization, particularly
when you come in a scale to a relative size, 10 million or 50 million or otherwise. That’s a lot of
moving parts. And in most cases, a lot of clients, a lot of employees that are within that
organization, the leadership. We play in that lane specifically relative to the leadership
development of succession, where we want to make sure that we help build good stewards for
the organization for the future. So whether you’re a manager and you become a director and
you eventually become a VP and maybe you’re a shareholder, maybe you’re not, but you’ve
got to be a great leader and serve the best interests of the organization. And that’s a bit of our
guiding principle. Sounds simple, but if we’re going to work with father, son, daughter, and a
spouse or a CFO, not always a family member, we’re here to serve the best interest of the
organization. We’re not here to agree with one person or another person. That’s going to be
our North Star, where we’re here to serve the best interest.

So leaders, when we get to work with them, be it in a coaching capacity or otherwise, that they
do focus on that as well. Not all of them do, and that becomes difficult. You talked about
rubbing their hands together and making it about a money play. We have to protect the house.
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The house is, in this case, the business unit that is producing revenue for employees, owners
as well. So those three need to go hand in hand, if you will. So even if governance is a little bit
lighter in the early stages, strong leadership can really take you a long way in terms of what
people will do and integrity. Knowing what’s right when no one is watching, that’s really
powerful that, hey, this is what | would do. | have authority to write checks. But I’'m going to
treat that as my own money and how | would do that and not blow the back door off by
running into cash flow issues or otherwise. So those really balance and interchange a lot.

As you know, there’s so many great experts out there relative to governance experts or
otherwise, or setting up good, you know, unanimous shareholders agreements or otherwise.
Fundamentals that have some structure that if something were to happen, odds are something
is going to happen, whether it’s a small event or a big event. Making sure that you have your
proverbial ducks in a row are fundamentally incredibly important.

Shannon Waller: And | think also, assuming that something bad does happen at some point,
because not having to be in a decision making frame of mind when you’re emotionally
distraught is a thing. If anyone’s planned a funeral before, you know exactly what I’'m talking
about. It’s like, | planned my stepmother’s funeral. And | was so appreciative of the funeral
director because it was this or this, okay, easy, that. They were so helpful and they had a
process and they had a plan and | knew some of Sue’s wishes. So it just made it so much
easier. And if they had not been who they were, if there was not someone there providing
leadership and direction, it would have been a kajillion times harder. So again, when the
documents are in place, when those hard decisions have been made, the conversations have
been had to know what the wishes are, then you can execute on them.

This is the wonderful thing about our size of companies, our types of companies, is that
everyone’s emotionally invested, which means you can celebrate when things are going well,
but you also feel it when things do not. So | think having a structure and those intellectual
decisions made so that you can be upset or deal with taking care of somebody or worst case
scenario, arranging their funeral, whatever, you can handle those emotionally-fraught situations
with grace because some of that other stuff has already been sorted and figured out. Not me,
some morbid, but when the owners beam up, Dan’s like, | don’t care. I’'m not gonna be here.
I’m like, yeah, well, we do. So can you help us out here? So | think it cannot be said strongly
enough how important it is to get those decisions made, the shareholders agreements, the
wills, all of that stuff done. Otherwise you just leave a mess.

There was a story—I would never get the details right —about an owner of a major sports team,
husband and wife, and they were flying in a small plane. Something happened. It was basically
an automatic pilot and they both died, to the point where they flew over, | think Cuba, and were
escorted. Eventually the pilots went up and looked at them and realized two people
unconscious and not alive anymore. And there was no succession plan for this major sports

TM & © 2026. The Strategic Coach Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced in any form, or by any means whatsoever, without written permission from The Strategic Coach Inc.



YOUR TEAM SUCCESS PODCAST
STRATEGIC Creating Freedom Through Succession Planning,
COACH® . .
with Mike Mack

team. None. Tens and tens of millions of dollars of mess. Whoa. Now that’s a worst-case
scenario, but just imagine whoever was left over has to deal with all of that.

Mike Mack: When you shared the story, | would say, who does that? Sadly, a lot of people.
That’s the reality. Whether they’re rich and famous or they’re running a medium-sized
enterprise, it’s all relative to the risk of making those decisions.

Shannon Waller: Well, and it’s that naivete of thinking that you’re gonna live forever, you're
healthy, but people travel, you know, things happen. Yeah, so again, it’s being astute. It’s
allowing for all the possibilities, not just the one that you want. Maybe you’ll live forever. Maybe
your 80-plus-year-old friend will live till 100 and he’s good, but maybe he won’t. Has he
planned for all eventualities is kind of the question.

Mike Mack: A statement that I’ve used over time and | didn’t come up with it, but it’s a guiding
principle for me is, leave nothing to chance. Whoever that may be. And it’s the simplest thing.
So if this happened, would your team or your family be okay?

Shannon Waller: Right.
Mike Mack: People can’t answer that question.
Shannon Waller: No. Yeah.

Mike Mack: My wife and | updated our wills a year and a half ago, and it puts you just in a
state of mind of, wow, wow, what if this happened? Everything is in place. So that discomfort
of two hours with a lawyer is pretty small in the context of the comfort over the last 18 months.
And even in 18 months, realizing we should update some things already. | mean, that’s the
reality, that you got to tweak and adjust with circumstances, be it family or whatever other
shareholders involved in a business. So be prepared for what may happen. At some point in
time, something is going to happen. And we’ve been around long enough, Shannon, that we’re
both storytellers. There’s just hundreds and hundreds of stories and more of them are sad
tales. That seems to be the ones we remember. No, we had all this stuff together and
everything was beautiful. We don’t hear those stories very often, sadly.

Shannon Waller: I'm sure they do exist, but you’re right. The ones we hear about are where it
was really bad that someone passed away. | like that, though, because it means that you start
to value peace of mind and you start to put the priority on that. Like, what’s going to give me
peace of mind? What’s going to give my family, my leadership team, my clients, my customers
peace of mind that there is a plan? You know, people ask, what if anything ever happened to
Dan? | have to tell you, Strategic Coach compared to 20 plus years ago, so much in better
shape. Because Dan used to coach, | can’t remember how many workshops he was coaching
a quarter, but it was a lot. And now he coaches three, right? Now, does Dan do a lot of other
things, books, podcasts? Yes, he does. And | don’t want anything to ever happen to him. But
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at the same time, because we have developed our leadership team and Cathy Davis has an
incredible job designing concepts and tools with our coaches, our coaches are brilliant at
delivering the Program. Huge chunks of our company are just fine. Right? So that is a relief to
me.

| actually mentally have a hard time going to work Strategic Coach if Dan and Babs aren’t
around. Partly because I've been there more than half my life. | don’t want my future to not
include them. So emotionally it’s hard for me too, but at the same time | just appreciate the
work they put in to make sure that the baby will survive. As a leader in the company, that’s
something that’s important to me too. So this is fascinating. One of the things | want to shift to,
Mike, is that you have put together some tools to help people, to help leaders, to help business
owners recognize where they are in the stage of preparedness to start to ask themselves some
of those conversations. And this is the thing | appreciate about you. You don’t just think it’s a
good idea. You actually do something about it and put it into a framework. which has to do
with your Fact Finder and your Follow Thru to take action on your ideas. So talk about some of
the tools that you’ve put together. And again, even a little bit more about this amazing CEPA
designation that Lenora has. Talk about that, because you actually wanted to put in place a
structure, not just a conversation, but a structure to have people be able to take action on this.

Mike Mack: Thank you for asking. | do have to give a great plug to Lenora Thomas, who does
have the CEPA designation, but | gave her some love within the book because she was
instrumental in helping build out that resources section of the book. She has the structure
behind all of that. | mean, | can facilitate a conversation on a napkin, but that structure was
important. So, for example, on our website within the succession planning hub that we have
under x5management.com, Succession Readiness Assessment. People can do that through
our website. Sometimes we’ll ask those questions in person, and really just a series of
questions. They start fairly easy. Do you have someone in place if this person wasn’t here?
Odds are not everybody can check all the boxes to suggest we’ve got our stuff, so it’s going to
identify gaps. Even going through that process myself, and we’re in the lane going, hey we’re
doing a pretty good job, but there’s some gap. That’s one as an example.

Succession planning process checklist, sometimes that might be as simple as, what does that
look like? What is your process? So we started engaging this new family business recently,
started on Monday, and that particular individual is highly educated from an academic
perspective. So he likes structure and process. What are the deliverables in the first 30 days?
So you need tangible tools to be able to do that. Founder guide, this is a broad statement in
terms of their own clarity, and again, including our discovery, but it really starts with them as
well. What were their intentions relative to that? So | have very clear objectives from an X5
perspective as a founder, where | don’t want to sell it for any amount of money at some point
in time. | would like to have more partners, my team members included in that. So 20 years
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from now, X5 is running and I’ll say the legacy of it is that we continue to make a difference,
but it does start with the founder. You know, lots of founders, as do I.

So that’s why there’s that founder guide, where if you’re not a founder or have been a senior
executive for a long time, you think differently than other people. And that’s the reality. So
that’s where that tool comes in place. A family guide, we have a conversation on that one
where even the bench strength of the family —here’s the tricky part in family business, as you
can appreciate, Shannon, is we might fundamentally even get along. You and | are brother and
sister and our parents are running the company. It doesn’t mean we’re highly capable of doing
what we get paid to do. And more times than not, that’s the case. So now you’re running a 50-
million-dollar company just because you’re a really nice person and you’re my sister doesn’t
mean you’re capable of doing that, for example. So that conversation needs to be at the table.
It’s a difficult one. I've been at that table many times, and it’s difficult to say well, here’s the
reality. If we weren’t related, Shannon, and | own the company by 100 percent, you may not be
working with me, possibly. That’s the reality. That’s pretty common practice in larger
organizations.

Shannon Waller: Well, it’s interesting. Kathy Kolby wrote Business is Business with Amy
Bruske, her stepdaughter for that exact reason, because people, they tell stories in that book
too, but the whole point is business is business. Are you the right person for the role? And of
course, they bring the Kolbe Index into that as a way to measure whether or not you actually
have some, even the capacity to be able to do that. So yes, oh my gosh, it is so critical. Like,
would you actually hire this person off the street? If the answer is no, that is a clue, right? And
unfortunately, the most hard-nosed—| was gonna use a different word—hard-nosed business
people, when it comes to their kids and if they don’t think their kids can survive out in the wild,
they give them a job in their company. | love it when a kid doesn’t wanna come into the
business that they have a rule that they have to work outside the business first. | think that is
such a good idea. Anyway, we could wax on it about family businesses for a long time. But
yeah, there’s some wisdom out there and I’'m so glad you’ve got a family guide to help bring
that to the fore. You have a bunch of other guides too.

Mike Mack: | won’t ramble on with them. The resource hub is very helpful. A crisis guide. So
you should have something in place regardless that contingency plan, what happens,
emergency plan, what happens if this happens. You know, we might have a safety plan if
there’s a fire and knowing how to escape the building, but there’s less likely to be a succession
plan specific to crisis and documented where everybody has access to it. I'll give an example.
Leah Tolton, who wrote the forward of Succession, had been a longtime business friend of
mine. She’s a highly regarded lawyer at Edmonton, and she shared a story a few times. I've
heard it the first time, but we shared it with other people when | was there, where a very
successful entrepreneur, because there was no crisis, but there was a crisis plan in place.
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The reality is that when he passed away suddenly, a very young, healthy, successful
entrepreneur, his mother actually called her. It was the first phone call. Yeah, | know you’re
important in his life and | knew you would know how to help me. So it could be whatever that
is, whether it’s the lawyer, the accountant or the wealth advisor, the banker, that even having a
list of that, you know, in case of emergency, what would | do? It could be that simple where,
hey, if something happened to my spouse, who would | call first? And just even that unto itself
can be really helpful. There was an example, an accident recently in another province. | saw it
on the news and they had no access to passwords or anything that basic.

Shannon Waller: | was just thinking that. It’s like getting your password. And | didn’t get all of
the ones | needed from Sue. It was train wreck.

Mike Mack: So if you think of banking, well, | can write a check. Well, can something happen
to me? There’s other people that can write a check legally and they have the authority, not just
because we’re related. So those are basic things. Well, what happened if this happened? Even
if you don’t formalize a succession plan, we should have a contingency or crisis plan in any
case. Like when you travel in the event of an emergency, who would we contact? Basic
information, right? But critical.

Shannon Waller: There’s a book out there called When | Die. | think that’s what they call it.
Basically, it’s a guide to write down all the things, but this is for the business, right? So it
includes some of that personal stuff, but it also includes the business stuff, which is so cool.
This is working on the business, not in the business. And we all know, Strategic Coach knows
this, X5 management knows this, it takes some wherewithal to suck yourself away from the
business for a second to work on it rather than in it. But when you do, you grow, because
you’re getting that bigger perspective and that wisdom and you’re writing stuff down you
wouldn’t have otherwise, and your brain cannot ignore a question. You’re answering questions
that you haven’t done before. So yes, there’s a leadership guide and advisor guides and who
holds what in succession planning. Like you guys have put so much work into this, which is
just amazing. There was one other resource here that | really wanted to talk about. Your
Succession Readiness Assessment, you mentioned succession planning process checklist and
succession planning versus exit planning. Can you just give a little insight into that? Because |
think that’s an interesting distinction.

Mike Mack: In the world of succession, so even in my network, if you will, lots of M&A
advisors. So not every exit, for example, means we’re selling the organization. It may simply
mean the founder is exiting from their role, a share purchase, whatever the case may be. But
there is a difference. Because generally, let’s say you built up a really strong leadership and
management team, systems and processes are tight. So a private equity comes in, they could
acquire that and have the existing leadership team run that company for a very long time. So
that could be an accident; they have to check. | had somebody | chatted with regarding, give
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me a quote for the book that was coming out. And he just said, my only quote is succession is,
receiving a big check after you worked a long time, and that was his definition, but he was very
successful. He did get a very big check. But there is a difference that purpose of the future
may be, hey, | still wanna be engaged in the business, maybe if I'm an equity player, that’s part
of the succession plan, where, hey, who do you know that wanna sell their business?

Well, | have to admit, 90 percent of the people that | talk to, and | got a pretty strong network,
aren’t looking to sell their business today. They’re talking about succession. There are people
that want to sell their business. There’s many of them out there. And there’s a need for those
advisors to do that. Obviously, they’re very good at that. Evaluations of the business, what
would that look like? Is it ready to be sold specific to the infrastructure, the bench strength, if
you will? But that’s the lane we play. So even with Lenora’s Certified Exit Planning Advisor
designation, we may be talking about the exit of the founders or even the partners over time.

So let’s look at an accounting firm as an example. Accounting and law firms do this pretty well.
They have a lot of partners. They could have 30 partners or 1,000, where the succession of
somebody exiting, and usually over time there’s checks and monies associated with that, but
the entity itself, the house, the baby, as you said about Dan earlier, continues. So
distinguishing the difference of the two is really important. And that’s the clarity where, | don’t
know, most that | know want to protect it and build wealth, build legacy. Particularly that’s
compounded if there’s family in the business. May not be the case if there isn’t family in the
business, but the succession side, again, that’s more where we play in more days than not,
obviously, because that’s what they want. Let’s keep this going forever and a day. Let’s take it
for the next 25 years or 30 years, whatever the case.

Shannon Waller: Perfect, that’s a great description. And the process is the gentle, hopefully
not too painful, gentle extraction of you from the enterprise, right? And for so long, you were
the company, you being the owner, that person was the company, and then slowly you build
the structures and the systems and the leadership and the capabilities so you can separate
that. But that separation process has to be done with care, | think with love, with compassion,
and with clarity to make sure that that happens well, which is really cool. Mike, | could talk to
you all day about these things, and we have done that before. So I’m curious, what is your final
message? We'll reiterate how people can get the book and reach out to you and all that kind of
stuff, and | so deeply appreciate your expertise and you sharing it, because this is a topic that
is sensitive and most people | don’t think have a great handle on it. So | really appreciate
having this conversation. So what is your final message to a founder, to an owner, if they’re
even thinking about succession? How can we make it less scary for them? What do they need
to do? What’s a way to get into motion and out of paralysis about this topic?
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Mike Mack: There’s a lot of quick suggestions, but obviously more times than not, the typical
founder will have an advisor of sorts. And | say of sorts because they fundamentally will usually
have a relationship with an accountant or a lawyer. They may not always have a relationship
with a consultant or a coach or otherwise, but having that resource, and asking others. Peer
groups are good examples where you’re getting insight. And looking at the things that other
people did wrong is really powerful. | know a lot of very successful founders and organizations
that are really open to share the things that they didn’t do well. And if | were you, I’d make sure
that | would mitigate that risk. So it’s like anything. It’s like buying life insurance. If something
happens, would | be okay? Well, let’s clarify, would my family be okay or my business in the
context if | wasn’t here? Really, as a founder and you have 500 employees, there’s a lot more
moving parts. So that’s the conversation. Have we covered all the angles to mitigate risk? And
again, I’'m kind of sharing those as a checklist, but it becomes a conversation.

So even talking to my brother-in-law many years ago, so what do you want to do when you
retire? That’s a problem. | don’t know. Because no one’s ever asked him. We said earlier, the
ideal future. So if you slow down over time, that’s where | want to get back to that 82-year-old
executive sometime. In the next five years, what would success look like for you? | may go
there versus suggesting that he should get out of here now because he’s 82 years of age
versus that. So be willing to have the conversation. It takes vulnerability-based trust to be able
to do that. And | think that’s really where it starts. So the message from the book perspective, |
hope one paragraph, one page triggers action of sorts, whether it’s talking to your accountant,
lawyer, anyone within our organization or great advisors such as you or others out there that
we need to have a conversation about this, because I've been thinking about it. It’s keeping me
up at night, might be keeping my spouse up at night. Just do something about it. That’s really
the first step more than anything. Take action. Leave nothing to chance.

Shannon Waller: | love that. Yeah, be willing to have the conversation. And the other part |
want to highlight just a little bit more is it’s not just a transaction. You need to have the legal
stuff figured out. You need to have the financial stuff figured out. You need business acumen
to do that. But | think, you know, you’re a coach. I’'m a coach. And actually having a trusted
human that isn’t judgy, doesn’t think you should have retired 17 years ago if you’re 82, but that
is open to your version who will individualize and customize a strategy and approach for you so
that just in case something happens or that you can have a successful next chapter of your life.
My husband, who’s been retired going on 11 years, which is wild, he knows more about this
than | do. And he goes, apparently there’s three different phases. There’s the go-go years after
retirement, quote unquote. There are the slow-go years. And then there’s the no-go years. Oh,
never thought of it that way. If I'm assuming I’'m going to be at 90 the same way | was at 65,
that’s probably not realistic.
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So | think letting people play that out, or what regrets would you have? | love that question. |
mean, | don’t think in terms of regrets, but if certain things didn’t happen, I’d be like, oh, I could
have done that. Why didn’t | do that? You know, we talk about Lifetime Extender and Coach,
what are you gonna do with your extra years? Well, that’s what we’re talking about here. And
having a Who, having a person to ask the questions, to listen generously to you is so, so
powerful. So | think having all the technical experts is key, but then also having a consultant, a
coach, an advisor with whom you can have that conversation who’s going to help you deepen
your thinking. And I’'m not just tooting your horn. | think having a coach, cot that counseling
doesn’t occasionally enter into it, although I’'m not certified, but it’s that person who will ask
you questions and listen generously to your answers and then help you think more deeply.
That’s really, | think, a vital part of the process, which | don’t know that most people know is
actually available. So | appreciate the work you do in this area. Better you than me, actually. So
I’'m happy about that. But | think you’ve laid out the process, the thinking, some of the tools to
have that trusted relationship. So that part of it, to me, is pretty special.

Mike Mack: It is one of the items I’'m excited of this fall. | was invited to speak to a large group
of financial executives, so predominantly CFOs and corporate controllers. The title is loose
right now, but it’s going to be something like Beyond the Numbers, because if you’re a
financial expert, relative to succession, the numbers are important. We’re on the people side.
That’s the lane that we play in at X5. So we’re not the experts of that. We do know numbers, as
do you. But we have experts in the field, you know, within the organization, well, within our city
that have the ability to do that. So we have trusted conversations to get the process started.
But it’s like anything, they’ve got to be ready to be able to do that. And we hope that this
conversation together today, along with the book and all the other great work that exists out
there in the universe on Amazon or otherwise and online, there’s no shortage of great
resources. But action is what makes all the difference at the end of the day.

Shannon Waller: That’s a great point. Thank you so much, Mike. So Mike, if someone wants
to check out these resources, learn more about X5, connect with you and your team, how can
they do that? How can they find you?

Mike Mack: Twofold. Easiest is X5management.com. We do have a comprehensive website.
Under our resources section is specific to the succession planning hub. And I’'m very active on
LinkedIn, so any of your listeners are so inclined to connect. I’ve been a big fan of LinkedIn for
a long time. Reach out. They could reference, | enjoyed your podcast with Shannon Waller.
That would be wonderful. That connection would help and I’d love to be able to have that
conversation. And regardless where they live and work, happy to have that conversation. | love
not only building a relationship with great entrepreneurs. That’s the lane. | get a lot of joy in
that. So those are the two predominant channels. And again, just can’t thank you enough for
the opportunity, Shannon. I’'ve been a fan for years, but just a delight to be part of that. And
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hopefully the two of us today in some small way make a difference for the people that are
listening to this podcast.

Shannon Waller: Thank you, Mike. | think so, because | think you’ve actually kind of laid out
the territory and reduced some of the fear factor of what’s entailed and given people some
resources to do it. And number one thing, go grab the book. The book is fun. It’s written in
those three sections. You get to read two very compelling stories, the fable about the two
different companies. You get to hear a real-life story, which is very detailed. And you’re like, oh,
my gosh, this guy has, man, he went through a lot. He was holding a bag when something
happened to the founder. That’s a big deal. So that hits home. And then, of course, you’ve got
the resources and tools.

So | love big ideas, and | also like when they’re practical. So thank you, Mike, for writing such a
fabulous book, Succession. And | hope everyone grabs it, especially beyond a certain age,
because you just want to be ready. That means you have freedom of choice. You don’t have to
beam up tomorrow, but it means if anything does happen, you are prepared and your team is
prepared and your company is prepared to live beyond you, which | think is so key. So Mike,
awesome, awesome, awesome to have you on the podcast. Thank you for sharing your
expertise and your wisdom with the world. | appreciate you.

Mike Mack: It was a pleasure, Shannon. Thank you again and look forward to connecting in
the future.

Shannon Waller: I’'m sure you will.
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