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Captains in boating and in business 
alike often gain a reputation for 
cajoling, complaining and yelling 
at their crews on a regular basis. 

In my experience as both a leadership coach 
and a racing sailboat skipper, I find that ap-
proach is rarely productive in the long term. 
Things work better when leaders spend less 
time with their mouths open and more time 
listening, asking questions and working out 
how to support their teams.

Before a race, my attention is on setting 
up crewmembers for success with equip-
ment that works and enough practice to 
smooth out the kinks in our maneuvers. 
After the start, my job is to steer a steady 
course, listen to what others are telling me, 
ask for occasional tweaks to our sail trim 
and communicate any major course chang-
es ahead. Mainly, I let them get on with their 
jobs, including solving the occasional snafu 
without giving them high-volume advice 
or, worse, leaving the helm untended and 
jumping in to try to fix the problem.

I was reminded of this when Matt Gruhn, 
president of the Marine Retailers of Amer-
ica Association, showed me his group’s 
organizational chart. 

“The reality is those on the front lines 
have the biggest impact on us as an organi-
zation, and whatever I can do to help them 
is most important,” he told me. “We think 
of our org chart as an inverted pyramid. 
I’m at the bottom, supporting those at the 

top who are working on the front lines with 
our customers. It’s my job to teach, provide 
tools and set the frame of reference for 
those above me. That’s the true leadership 
opportunity — to support the team.”

There are many reasons why a supportive 
kind of leadership like this works, but in talk-
ing with Gruhn and other industry leaders, 
I heard key themes again and again related 

to empowering staff, earning their trust and 
showing up every day with enthusiasm.

Empowering the crew
Step one is to knock off the micromanaging.
Chris Baird, managing director of Fu-

sion Entertainment, says, “You employ 
people to do a job, so don’t micromanage 
them. Instead, if you’re a CEO and you 
understand the problems of your staff, get 
rid of the problems. Then let them get on 
with it. Give people a lot of freedom and, 
if you have the right people, it’s amazing 
what they will do.”

Frank Peterson, president of the Recreation-

al Boating & Fishing Foundation, agrees.
“I try not to micromanage,” he says. 

“When it comes to tactics, my team comes 
in, gives me their pitch, explains the cost, 
the KPIs [key performance indicators], and 
if they are confident in their plan, I let them 
run with it. Afterwards, they bring a report 
and tell me why it worked or didn’t. I give 
them the flexibility to do their jobs, because 
that’s how you innovate.”

Thom Dammrich, president of the Na-
tional Marine Manufacturers Association, 
also says leaders should make sure employ-
ees know what’s expected and give them 
the tools to succeed. 

“Then get out of the way,” Dammrich 
says. “When they have questions, try to be 
responsive and make quick decisions.” 

Dammrich says he works hard not to 
make decisions others can make, but ad-
mits he’s not always successful with that. 
The same thing can happen on a boat. 
Sometimes there isn’t time to stop and talk 
a decision through until later. 

But whenever I can, I find that turn-
ing the question back to the asker usually 
results in a short discussion, a better-in-
formed decision and something learned by 
both captain and crew. 

Earning trust
Setting up your team to succeed is easier 

when you have a personal relationship with 
your team member and begin to earn his 
trust. Otherwise, you may not learn there’s 
a problem in the first place. 

Eric Braitmayer, president of Imtra Cor-
poration, walks around the facility every 
day to see how things are going. 

“We have a family vibe,” he says, “and I 
like to find out about people’s kids and see 
how they are doing. Often, they’ll tell me 
things that are influencing their ability to 
do their job, but would never come to my 
office to discuss. It sets a tone that lets them 
know it’s OK to bring things up.”
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“If youre a CEO and you understand the problems of your staff, get rid of 

the problems. Then let them get on with it. Give people a lot of freedom, 

and if you have the right people, it’s amazing what they will do.” 

— Chris Baird, managing director, Fusion Entertainment



good, a recent article in Entrepreneur mag-
azine titled “How 9 Successful Companies 
Keep Their Customers” provides tangible 
insights into how a number of startups 
have taken the importance of customer re-
tention to heart. For the article, see https://
www.entrepreneur.com/article/243764

According to the story’s author, Joseph 
Pigato, chief marketing officer of Sparked, 
“Startups now more than ever need to show 
not only that they can attract customers but 
that they can keep them. Increasingly, inves-
tors look at customer retention to determine 
whether an entrepreneur’s product or service 
will ultimately succeed in the marketplace.”

While some of the more well-known com-
panies he highlights include Dollar Shave 

Club and Etsy, most of the others are new to 
me. But, the head of marketing for Stumble-
Upon, Annie Gherini, puts the challenge 
facing marketers this way, noting that driving 
user engagement requires more communica-
tion and better integration across data, engi-
neering, product and marketing teams. 

“The age of departmental silos is over,” 
she says, adding, “the unified efforts of all 
functional teams ensure that everyone is 
reading from the same playbook, resulting 
in an awesome user experience.”

For our industry — which sells a discre-
tionary product, has a high cost of entry, 
has an aging customer base and has a de-
clining interest in ownership among up-
coming generations — isn’t having an awe-

some user experience what recreational 
boating should be all about?

Sunshine on the horizon
Meanwhile, I can’t let this opportunity pass 

without mentioning a number of recent de-
velopments that augur well for the industry.

First, the announcement by the Marine 
Industries Association of South Florida 
that NBC’s cable and satellite channel 
NBCSN will cover the Fort Lauderdale In-
ternational Boat Show for the next three 
years is welcome news. More eyeballs on 
boats and the boating lifestyle is what this 
industry desperately needs to grow.

Second, Discover Boating’s return to its 
“Welcome to the Water” national cam-

paign is a good move, as we need to be as 
welcoming as humanly possible. Last year’s 
theme, “Vacation on Demand,” failed to 
demonstrate how anything about boating 
qualified as being on demand.

Finally, the growing use of an Oculus 
Rift virtual reality experience that puts boat 
show attendees at the helm of a simulated 
boat race is a welcome step in the right 
direction. A $200 Oculus Go headset that 
just hit the market and that doesn’t have 
the clunky cables that plagued earlier VR 
devices could be another game-changer 
to bring the boating experience to a whole 
new generation. VR and augmented reality 
are here, and boating should be at the fore-
front of catching the wave. n

Kevin Hutchinson, founder and CEO of 
MyTaskIt, touches base with staff mem-
bers as well, whether in person, by phone 
or in one-on-one lunches, developing re-
lationships and hearing what people are 
thinking about. 

“I know their priorities,” he says, “and if 
they know I know, and I ask them how we 
are doing on X, Y and Z, they know their 
work is important because I’m paying at-
tention to it. I’m not just working on things 
up in the clouds.”

David Wollard, senior director Leisure 
Division at Webasto Thermo & Comfort 
North America, says, “My greatest re-
sponsibility is toward my team and how 
I serve them. To do that, I work hard to 
open lines of communication and develop 

trust. They learn that not only do I ask 
them to help me, but I also expect them to 
ask me for help too.”

Hutchinson says his favorite question for 
staff is, What can I do to help? 

“I can tell you at least a hundred times 
where people have said, ‘All we really need 
is X,’” he says.  “I’ll ask them, ‘What’s the 
upside and downside to that’ and then go 
talk to their manager.” 

When he does, sometimes he finds there’s 
more to the story or maybe another alterna-
tive. But whatever the result, he gets back to 
the employee, a step that builds trust. 

Generating enthusiasm
Good leaders can motivate with words 

or by example. Either way, they exhibit a 

consistent passion for the work at hand. 
In any crew, this passion is infectious and 
becomes a positive part of the culture.

Baird says, “When your staff is looking 
around, they want to see that their leader 
is enthusiastic and passionate. They can’t 
see the pressures and stress you’re under 
— you have to make sure you’re coming 
across with passion.”

Braitmayer says he focuses on a “positive 
mind-set” and adds, “Most people here say 
I wear my emotions pretty openly, and that 
influences others. If I’m not having a good 
day, I work hard to keep that down. And if 
I’m feeling good, I’ll spread it around.”

Dammrich says, “Be optimistic. Show up 
that way — energized — and lead by exam-
ple. I won’t ask anybody to do something 

I am not willing to do myself. As a small 
example, at the last Miami show, when we 
had a crunch time, I helped check IDs at 
the front gate.”

In our boat, I feel the same way about 
wet-sanding the bottom for a smoother, 
faster finish; cleaning and lubing the inside 
of the winches; or pumping rainwater out 
of the bilge. Not only does my contribution 
say to others that nobody is above doing a 
gritty job, but I also find that every time I 
sweat a small detail, I’m reminded of the 
value of doing each job well. 

And I also find that I’m more likely to 
acknowledge a crewmember each time 
she does a small job well, which reinforc-
es a sense of value, teamwork and trust 
yet again. n
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