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In the novel “Thirteen Moons,” a 19th century American ventures 
west and finds himself beyond the reach of maps. One moment, he’s 
charting a course following recorded landmarks, and the next he’s staring 
at a blank white space.

Successful entrepreneurs often face similar situations. They start their 
journeys with a plan, vision and roadmap. But then they outgrow the 
plan, surpass the vision, and stumble onto the edge of the mapped world 
as they know it.

This is when many entrepreneurs say, “There’s no way to plan in this 
business. The future is too unpredictable.” It feels like strategic vertigo.

Those entrepreneurs are wrong. Entrepreneurial growth is predictable. 
In fact, most organizations pass through three distinct stages of growth. 
The entrepreneurs who survive are the ones who embrace the pattern, 
know what to focus on and ignore at each stage, and lead accordingly. 

Stage 1: Startup 
This is the fun time. It’s characterized by your first sale, your first bank 

deposit and the exhilaration of creating a business. You have freedom, a 
“can-do” attitude and the willingness to do anything for a sale.

It’s also a scary time. You need an ongoing revenue stream and you’ll 
do what it takes to get it. When that stream comes primarily from repeat 
sales, you’ll know you’re heading into Stage 2.

Stage 2: Validation (and Adolescence)
You’re really in business. You have a steady revenue stream, satisfied 

customers and repeat business. And you begin to feel some adolescent 
restlessness. You miss the thrill of that first sale, and dislike the bankers, 
lawyers, accountants and demands for organizational infrastructure that 
took its place.

This is when you must transform your thinking and leadership style. 
Stop reacting to today and start creating a tomorrow. Resist sales at any 
cost and focus on return on investment. Stop being the “lone ranger” and 
start building a strong management team. Recognize that the skills that 
got you to Stage 2 will not carry you to Stage 3.

Unfortunately, most of this won’t come naturally because it runs 
counter to what attracted you to the entrepreneurial world. It requires 

rules, policies and procedures and a perceived loss of personal freedom. 
But if you don’t adjust, you’ll risk everything. 

While the transition from Stage 1 to Stage 2 is evidenced by repeat 
sales, the transition to Stage 3 is quite personal. It’s an “inside” job for 
the entrepreneur.

Stage 3: Conscious Growth 
This stage is characterized by creativity, innovation, experimentation, 

solid team building and, yes, policies and procedures that ensure 
sustainability, resiliency, consistent growth and profitability. The 
organization becomes self-reliant — no longer dependent on you 
for success. In essence, the organization has moved through its own 
adolescence and has “grown up.”

Of course, knowing these stages exist is only half the battle. You’ve got 
to figure out where you are in the process to anticipate what comes next. 
This is where many business leaders fall short. They redouble their efforts 
with skills that are no longer right for the job. 

Which, to me, sounds a lot like facing a distant frontier. In both 
situations, you’re staring at a blank piece of paper and trying to chart a 
course. That might be a great way to start a company, but it’s a terrible 
way to run one.   
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