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When our students matriculate in our MBA programs, we find that many are focused on landing
jobs on Wall Street or in prestigious management consulting firms. Others are drawn to an
innovative startup or a general management rotation program in a Fortune 500 company.
Although these can be wonderful career opportunities, we are unabashed entrepreneurship
through acquisition (ETA) fans. We love to see search fund entrepreneurs develop into enduring
leaders who create value, excel operationally, exhibit enlightened people management practices,
and thrive personally as spouses and parents, and in health and spirituality. In this biographical
case, we will share the story of one search fund entrepreneur who achieved all these things.

When thinking about these superstar entrepreneurs, we started with simple questions: Whom
would we want our students to be? Whom were we trying to be when we were operating entrepreneurs?
What kind of entrepreneurs should our academic institutions really want to celebrate? While there is a
place for the biggest and most profitable genres of entrepreneurship that already dominate the
popular business press, we aim to highlight an alternative path: acquiring a small business and
using that as a platform to architect a meaningful life and career. We hope our students thrive
personally as humans, professionally as executives, and financially. We want them to build
exceptional companies rooted in operational excellence and customer service, have vibrant
marriages, and be terrific parents, all while building financial independence.

We are aspirational and greedy - we want it all for our students, the entire mosaic of professional
and personal success. That is our idea of a 10x 10+ entrepreneur. We examine this concept more
deeply in our case note Profiles in Entrepreneurial Excellence — A Holistic Approach.

While most MBA students hew to traditional post-MBA trajectories, there are, of course,
exceptions, and we have certainly heard some off-the-beaten-path ideas, but in our collective
years teaching and mentoring, we cannot recall a single MBA student articulating a career vision
that involves the dusty business of selling replacement windows and doors. Yet we would
contend that one of the most comprehensively fulfilling business lives we have observed firsthand
was derived from that seemingly pedestrian line of work.

Doug Cook (Northwestern University Kellogg School of Management 1998), the owner and
CEO of Feldco, absolutely dwarfs the quantitative criteria by which we measure our 10x10+
CEOs. In an industry growing no faster than GDP, Cook has occupied the day-to-day CEO seat
for 23 years and has grown equity value by more than 200x the initial investment used to acquire
the company. As we will explore, he has achieved these outlandish results all while running a
regional business that requires him to spend virtually no time away from his family and affords
him the resources to invest generously in his local community.
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Background

Cook grew up in Kenilworth, an affluent suburb on the north shore of Chicago. His father led a successful
business career, which put Cook close to the inner workings of thriving and growing companies. While he
learned a tremendous amount about commerce from his upbringing, Cook also discovered that there were
elements of his father’s career path that he did not want to emulate. He states:

I think it is important to be home every night. I understand that that isn’t realistic for
everyone, but it is something I wanted to do. It was important to me to be a present parent,
not someone who parachutes in and then is gone again.

With that insight in mind, Cook enrolled in an evening MBA program while continuing his work in media
sales. He went back to school to round out skills that he believed would be relevant as an entrepreneur.

I used graduate school to introduce me to concepts I had not seen in my broadcasting job
and to develop skills that needed honing. I always had an entrepreneurial streak. I had a
self-awareness that being an entrepreneur was something that I could probably do and
have some success with.

Like many aspiring entrepreneurs, Cook wrestled with the question of how to find his way into a business
of his own. He readily acknowledged that he did not have any novel ideas for a startup. With the
conventional path to entrepreneurship stymieing him, Cook continued his MBA coursework. Fortuitously,
he added a class he had been emphatically advised to take.

In my second-to-last quarter at Northwestern, I took a class called Entrepreneurial Finance.
It was a game-changer for me. It introduced me to the idea of a search fund, which I had
never considered. At the time, I was all the way down the path to accepting a conventional
corporate marketing job, but as I went deeper into entrepreneurial acquisitions, a light
switch turned on: This is the path. This is the time. If not now, never.

With a new conviction to undertake a search of his own, Cook decided to do so while continuing to work
full-time in broadcasting. He rationalized the decision to search part-time because he had just freed up the
considerable time he had previously dedicated to business school.

Cook then turned to the next logical question of how to finance his search. In the late 1990s, search funds
were very rare, so the notion of raising outside capital did not strike Cook as the obvious path. Moreover,
he was earning a healthy, six-figure salary after graduating from Kellogg. He reasoned that he could live
comfortably on his salary while moonlighting on a self-funded search. And so it was that in the summer of
1998 Cook set out on his search with no investors, no acquisition experience, and no idea what industry he
would find his way into.

The search

The first person Cook sought guidance from was Steve Rogers, the Kellogg professor who originally
inspired him to harness his entrepreneurial spirit via an acquisition rather than a startup. After challenging
Cook to speak with aspiring entrepreneurs who had failed to find success - a sobering experience but one
that did not deter him - Rogers introduced Cook to three business brokers. The last of these introductions
was to Mike Adhikari. Rogers advertised Adhikari as the most credible business broker in Chicagoland, a
position Cook quickly came to agree with.
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Rogers told me, “This is my number-one name. I have worked with him personally for 15
years.” What really distinguished Mike in my mind is that he took a genuine interest in me.
He was not just a broker. He was a tutor. He was a mentor. He was a fine gentleman. He
still is.

Over two years, Adhikari introduced Cook to more than 150 business owners, leading to more than 50 in-
person meetings. Some of the opportunities were proprietary, and others were openly for sale. As the search
progressed, the pair homed in on Cook’s most prioritized criteria.

At the outset, Mike insisted that we cast a really wide net. He likened it to a kid’s birthday
wish list. What do you want? What do you not want? So, at his insistence, I put together a
list of criteria that captured what I thought would put me in a position to succeed, taking
into account business fundamentals and my own strengths and weaknesses.

One of the things I particularly wanted was something local or regional. I was preparing to
get married and wanted to stay in Chicago. Plus, it is a huge market, so I thought my
chances of finding something were high. From there, I knew that I wanted something to
be more service-based rather than manufacturing. I knew I didn’t want to get into union
territory. I did not want a turnaround. I wanted a business that was healthy, not rusty, and
I was willing to pay up a little for it. It was important to me that what I bought was gaining
momentum rather than losing steam. I did not want something trendy; I wanted
something that would stand the test of time.

We think it is noteworthy that from the beginning, Cook was thoughtful about the implications of his
search from a holistic life perspective. Yes, he identified objective business fundamentals that would
improve his chances of success, but equally, he was committed to considerations that would optimize for
family and community. We observe this elevated level of intentionality amidst most (if not all) of our
10x10+ CEOs.

Notwithstanding the rigor of their increasingly focused search, after 18 months, Cook and Adhikari found
themselves without any actionable leads. Deal flow had slowed to a trickle. It was January 2000, and many
of Cook’s Kellogg classmates flourished in dot-com startups while he languished in a dead-end search. With
a new wife at home and no live prospects, he openly questioned how much longer he could continue the
search — more due to energy than capital constraints.

This is a common theme we observe in the journey of virtually all acquisition-based entrepreneurs, even
those who reach 10x 10+ success. In the course of their search, they will suffer through periods of fear and
doubt, often verging on outright despair. We have watched many dozens of entrepreneurs lose the fortitude
to persevere in the search before actually depleting their financial resources. For many, it is simply too
painful to carry on, particularly when the search is at an advanced stage. In those later months, typically
around month 18 or 20 of the search, it is gut-wrenching for an entrepreneur to face the harsh reality of a
dry pipeline. We have seen many strong, battle-tested entrepreneurs throw in the towel in those difficult
circumstances.

Cook was no exception. He agonized over the lack of progress and wondered out loud whether he had
undertaken a career pursuit that he would ultimately not see through to completion.

I had some candid conversations with Mike. I remember telling him that I wasn’t sure how
much longer I could do the whole search thing. Mike knew I was totally committed to it
and encouraged me to have patience.
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It turns out that sometimes it really is darkest before dawn. All of a sudden, shortly after
that, he called and told me that he had something interesting.

Feldco
Origin story

Without any particular optimism about the deal being “the one,” Adhikari sent Cook a fax of a tear sheet
for a company called Feldco. Cook had never heard of the business and knew nothing about the window
replacement industry.

He reacted to it the way that most of us would if we knew nothing about window replacement as an industry
- not sure it’s the sector to build a career in! But with no other options on the table, he agreed to take a
meeting with the owner, Bernie Feld.

I met with Bernie and immediately sensed this might be the one. I knew I wanted this
business. I loved the “dusty, not rusty” aspect of it. It dawned on me that it wasn’t a
construction business but a sales and marketing machine that suited my background and
interests. Plus, I loved Bernie.

Cook and Feld hit it off. Although Cook was skeptical of the construction industry, Feld helped him see the
merits of the business model and the company’s differentiator as a high-quality service provider rather than
a low-cost option. Cook concluded that Feld had built a great business with sound operations that was
flourishing in the Chicago marketplace. Indeed, it enjoyed this success despite an underdeveloped sales and
marketing function.

It was a little lifestyle business for Bernie, who was nearing his 80th birthday. He had a
fantastic lifestyle and did not need to take the business any further. He wasn’t ready to sell
just yet. He wanted to hold onto it for another couple of years, but he knew I wouldn’t
hang around for that, so he agreed to sell a little earlier than he really wanted to.

Feld clearly believed that Cook was just the steward he wanted to shepherd his business through the next
generation. Cook attributes this extraordinary vote of confidence to Feld identifying Cook as a very capable
young leader with boundless energy and unwavering integrity. What business owner without a succession
plan would not want to sell to an entrepreneur with those traits? The two became closer and closer
throughout the transaction process.

Over the years, we have noticed a strong correlation between the integrity of a seller — and their relationship
with the entrepreneur - and investment outcomes. While Cook may have reached the same success with a
different seller dynamic, we suspect that his ownership tenure got off to a particularly strong start due, at
least in part, to the strength of his relationship with Feld.

In August 2000, Cook quit his job - the ultimate expression of “burning the boats” - to focus exclusively
on his acquisition of Feldco. Almost exactly two years into his search, he had irrevocably committed to
closing this deal.
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The deal

Feldco’s revenue in 1999 had been approximately $8 million, and its EBITDA” was a little less than $1
million. This profile fit Cook’s stated size range of $10 million in annual sales as a directional target. He
sensed that Feldco was a diamond in the rough that could be grown significantly with his ambitious work
ethic and relevant background in sales and marketing.

To his credit, Cook had amassed savings of approximately $800,000, an impressive sum for a freshly
minted MBA. Most of his net worth derived from a successful real estate investment he had made in his
early 20s and exited while in business school. Consistent with many of our 10x10+ CEOs, Cook
demonstrated considerable risk tolerance — and belief in himself - in committing to invest the totality of
these savings into his acquisition. As he pondered how to finance the purchase of Feldco, he determined
that if he got creative and a bit aggressive, he could get it done without any equity investors, an outcome he
earnestly hoped for.

So, like many acquisitions of its size, the Feldco deal was heavily structured. The upfront purchase price of
$4 million, plus deal fees and some cash to the balance sheet, was financed with a $2 million bank note, as
well as Cook’s $800,000 and a loan from his father for $450,000. There was also a $1 million seller note
from Feld that was ultimately financed via cash flow from Feldco’s operations. Before long, Cook found
himself the 100% owner of a business generating just under $1 million in annual cash flow.

We want to pause here to underscore the audacity and significance of this approach to acquisition financing,.
While it is admittedly somewhat unusual for an aspiring entrepreneur in Cook’s position to have amassed
several hundred thousand dollars in savings and to have the luxury of access to family financing, in our
view, Cook took a meaningful risk in putting the entirety of his personal balance sheet on the line. After all,
he was already putting his career on the line by quitting his comfortable job to assume the helm of a tiny,
unknown business. Compounding this professional risk with financial risk was no small decision and goes
a long way toward explaining the vast success Cook has enjoyed. The risk tolerance he exhibited upon
entering Feldco foreshadowed the fortitude he has shown by continuing to run the company as CEO nearly
25 years later.

Early days

Cook’s acquisition of Feldco closed in October 2000. At age 31, a first-time business manager, Cook
assumed ownership of the longstanding company and, by extension, responsibility for its 100 employees,
key vendor relationships, and thousands of customers - a daring move for the young media salesperson.

Like many successful acquirers of businesses, Cook was committed to buying a company that was already
performing admirably rather than trying to turn around a failing enterprise.

I bought a business with a lot of good stuff. I didn’t have to reinvent the wheel. Remember,
that was a critical component of my original search design.

I came in and didn’t have a headwind that I had to fight. I had a tailwind and a seller who
wanted me to win. I could turn to him and rely on his assistance. We had some really good
things going for us.

" Earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization.
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Moreover, he resolved to make changes methodically and only once he had built conviction by testing his
new ideas.

Everything has been inspired by a crawl-walk-run mentality. We are fast followers. I wasn’t
trying to be on the bleeding edge of innovation.

We have noticed this as a common trait amongst successful entrepreneurial business builders. This
leadership philosophy exudes intentionality and rigor more than instinct and boldness. That is not to say
that our 10x 10+ CEOs lack vision or fearlessness — indeed, as we will learn, Cook possesses those traits in
abundance - but rather that their first instinct is to measure twice and cut once. Please see our case note on
leadership in ETA journeys for more information and to examine how Cook is exhibiting valuable
leadership characteristics (Exploring the CEQO’s Leadership Role in a Search Fund-Acquired Small
Business).

Notwithstanding this natural inclination to exercise discipline in decision making, Cook cites a few decisive
early moves as important contributors to the culture he intended to build. As with many culture-defining
actions, personnel and company values feature prominently in one such anecdote.

I made two or three large personnel decisions at the outset that I think sent a loud and clear
signal about what my philosophy would be compared to my predecessor. I put my office
right in the middle of all the action; I really wanted to get the pulse of it all. There was one
salesperson, widely regarded internally as “the best,” who I noticed was arriving and
leaving before everyone else had even gotten to the office.

I was coming at this with a team-oriented mindset and didn’t understand why it was OK
for him to do things differently. The explanation I got was, “Oh, yeah. He does it
differently because he’s the best.” And I said, “OK, well, that’s not the way it’s going to be
done. We don’t have different rules for different folks here. If we are going to win, we are
going to put together a plan that works for everybody. Folks, prepare for some turbulence.”

When I asked him why he left every day before he had a chance to collaborate with his
teammates, he said, “I don’t need any of those people. They don’t do anything for me. I'm
not going to waste my time on them.” I acknowledged that this seemed to have worked
well under the previous ownership but stated that the organization’s philosophy moving
forward would not work with that mindset.

I explained to him the expectation that he connect with his teammates each morning before
leaving the office or that he would not retain his job. My team couldn’t believe I had the
guts to deliver that sort of speech to our top-performing salesperson. It sent a really strong
message about the importance of being a team.

Cook took the approach that we believe to be the responsible one: move cautiously and methodically on
changes to strategy and business fundamentals but quickly and decisively on cultural matters.

On human capital

Many of the people strategies Cook employed at Feldco derived from early professional experiences, both
good and bad. In one of his pre-MBA sales roles, his compensation was heavily commission based. He was
stymied by the fact that the results were not clearly reported to salespeople on a timely basis, so it was
difficult to determine how he was performing relative to targets. Cook recalls that this lack of transparency
was a problem regardless of the reason. If the numbers were intentionally withheld or obscured, it
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engendered a sense of mistrust with management. If the lack of reliable data was a function of errors or
delays, it spoke to management incompetence. Either way, it was not inspiring for the frontline employees.
Now a CEO himself, Cook resolved to do things differently.

At the outset, I made it clear that there would be a few key metrics we were going to shoot
for. I said, “Let’s just get our arms around three or four of them.” I figured we can’t get five
or six wins until we get three. And I really wanted to build trust right out of the gates. I
was focused on building clarity into the numbers - I wanted people to understand why the
numbers were coming when they were coming, to have confidence in their accuracy, and
to know what they meant for each of them individually and for the business as a whole. I
started this with my small group of direct reports, and we posted some wins together as a
team. Trust started to build.

Although he was underwhelmed with certain aspects of his early commissioned sales experience, it did leave
Cook with an ingrained understanding of the tenacity it takes to drive sales. When he stepped into Feldco,
the culture was service oriented but not sales oriented.

It wasn’t always this way, but we now offer a really compelling opportunity to the person
who wants to have clear visibility into how to make a lot of money with no earnings ceiling.
Not that sales is for everybody, but we have a strong message and good bait that helps us
tish for people who are wired that way. We have a young vibe with good energy.
Prospective salespeople that are going to fit our culture really resonate with that.
Importantly, they see that we have been around for a long time, so we aren’t just talking
the talk like a startup; they know we are walking the walk, too.

Building on his mission to inject sales obsession into Feldco’s ethos, as he settled into the CEO seat, Cook
worked decisively to mold the organization into his likeness as a hard-charging entrepreneur with a growth
mindset. He used the word “opportunity” to articulate one of the organization’s fundamental values.

Everybody, starting with salespeople, gets opportunities. We call our leads opportunities.
We get opportunities every day. Beyond that, I use that term to spread the mission of
Feldco. I love people who will join us and grow with us. I want people who see the
opportunities ahead of them with us. I make a point of telling new hires in their orientation
that we have countless examples of folks who have grown from entry-level positions into
senior leadership roles. Our HR director started as an HR assistant more than 12 years
ago. She is now in the top tier of management of the company. Our sales director started
as a salesperson and came up through the ranks. Our director of corporate development
started as a base-level IT person 14 years ago. He has done almost every job in the company
and is now the number-three person in the organization.

One overarching theme that Cook emphasizes when talking about human capital is the importance of
having excellent individual contributors who authentically value being part of a team. He reinforces this
through the hiring and onboarding processes, ongoing training initiatives, and performance appraisals.
Another set of tools that he has used extensively to that end has been personality profiles, both in the hiring
process and with tenured employees. Cook stresses that the personnel game is the most important one his
team is playing and the one they are committed to winning.

On operational excellence
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When we asked Cook about his views on the importance of business operations, he offered this sober
assessment:

Operations are the backbone of the business. Operational excellence is what separates the

professionals from the amateurs. It is the only thing that allows for scaling. It is very, very
difficult.

We detected a lengthier pause and a heavy sigh after that statement. We interpreted it as an expression of
the reality operators face in carrying the mantle of responsibility, especially for as long as Cook has. After
collecting his thoughts, Cook continued:

You need to have systems. You need to have measurements and standards by which you
operate. Bringing those two components together can be culturally difficult and can take
time. I didn’t come into this business with an operational background. The company I
inherited was pretty good - not great, but pretty good - operationally. But it was paper
and pen. There were no computers; there was no email.

Being considerably younger and much more tech savvy than his predecessor and most office staff members,
Cook was well-positioned to introduce basic technology systems like email and Microsoft Office early in his
tenure. But he could not make all these changes in one fell swoop. After all, even if he could work
comfortably with new technology platforms, the team he inherited had limitations. So, Cook undertook a
methodical upgrade of systems commensurate with the upgrade in his personnel. By 2005, Cook had fully
digitized the business.

On customer service

From the time he met Bernie Feld, Cook detected that Feld had instilled in the culture a reverence for the
customer. Instinctively, Cook knew this was a valuable attribute and that he needed to harness this customer
focus and build upon it to the point of customer obsession.

There was a decency about Bernie that had permeated the organization. The customers I
spoke with in due diligence had really good things to say about their experience with the
company. They knew employees’ names. They regularly cited how employees had come
through for them. There were clearly ingredients to build on, and that’s what we have
focused on over the years - the good sense of people and the honor of people.

While that kind of intense focus on the customer is challenging in a business of any size, it is particularly
daunting in a large organization. Feldco has grown to employ roughly 600 people: 300 full-time W-2
employees and 250-300 1099 contractors who primarily execute installations. Managing this labor-
intensive organization has required the company to develop consistent and scalable processes in every
functional discipline.

A critical component of the Feldco value proposition is a professional and reliable delivery and installation
service. To extend its geographic reach and accommodate seasonal peak demand, Feldco relies on third-
party installation companies in certain markets. Left unchecked, these contractors could deliver shoddy
service replete with delays, poor communication, and even substandard workmanship. To preserve its
reputation and brand promise, it is critical for Feldco that contractors deliver to the same high standard as
their own employees. Indeed, the customer should be unable to tell whether they are working with a Feldco
employee or a third party.
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To achieve this dynamic, Cook and his team must attract and retain only the highest quality, most reliable
installers. Contractors of that caliber are in high demand, so the challenge is to find ways of commanding
their attention without giving away margin unnecessarily. Rather than compete on price, Feldco wins based
on volume and reliability. On the former, Feldco is the 800-pound gorilla in its local market. None of the
installation contractors can secure anywhere near the volume Feldco can offer them. On the latter, Feldco
offers an ironclad commitment to pay contractors within a week of service. This deviates significantly from
industry standards that can stretch into periods of time measured in months. By optimizing these channel
partnerships, Cook established a defensible operational moat.

Notwithstanding the strength and consistency of its delivery apparatus, Feldco still comes up short of
customer expectations from time to time.

We are in a service business where things happen. We live in Chicago, where weather can
be a real issue. When it comes to customer service disruptions, we have seen everything
under the sun. Just three weeks ago, I had three of my guys held up at a job site by a guy
with a semiautomatic gun. But the customer doesn’t care why we are late, so we have to
tind ways to make it right for them.

For lack of a better word, we will buy our way out of problems. If we disappoint a customer,
we will offer a discount. We do what it takes to ensure our customers are satisfied. I don’t
care if a job is closed out. If there is a problem, we must take care of it because that person
is somebody’s relative or neighbor. They will talk about whether the experience was good
or bad. We call every customer - and we call multiple times if we don’t connect with them
- to confirm the job was completed to their satisfaction.

On value creation

The dusty business Cook inherited was ripe for upgrades. Many of these were obvious to him before he
bought the company, and others became clearer as he settled into the CEO seat. After implementing basic
technology tools like Microsoft Office and email, Cook invested in more sophisticated software
infrastructure (ERP and CRM systems) to allow for detailed insight into KPIs, timely financial reporting,
and, maybe most importantly, visibility into the sales cycle.

Once he had established a tech stack that allowed for more rigorous, data-oriented management of the
business, Cook set about improving the customer journey. From the beginning, he had been convinced that
exceptional customer service would differentiate the company in the competitive marketplace.

Once we had our hands around all of this data, we quickly discovered that the delivery cycle
was too slow. Speed solves a lot of problems. Contracts are like fish; the longer they sit out
there, the more they smell. We made a concerted effort to aggressively shrink cycle times
from initial customer inquiry through to delivery and installation.

This initiative created value from a sales perspective - taking share by being more responsive than the
competition - and through the improved working capital dynamics inherent in a tighter sales conversion

cycle.

We feel so strongly about Cook’s value creation that arose from his working capital management that we
teach a Feldco case on this topic in our MBA classes. We find that students are not instinctively jazzed by
the headline topic of working capital, but we like to believe, perhaps delusionally, that by the end of the

9 DouG Cook



Yale scHOOL OF MANAGEMENT

case, they will garner an authentic appreciation for how much value can be created by intentional balance
sheet management.

The other natural byproduct of Cook’s relentless pursuit of exceptional customer experience was consistent
sales growth. After all, those on the ever-growing list of delighted customers not only returned as repeat
customers but also provided invaluable online reviews and referrals to friends and family. The brand and
its reputation for great service, enhanced by Cook’s sophistication as a marketer, became ubiquitous in
Chicagoland. Almost anyone of a certain age can sing the Feldco jingle from their radio and television
commercials.

One of the many things we respect about the way Cook grew his business is that he went about it
methodically and with discipline. Many business owners in his position would have expanded into new
geographies much earlier than Cook did. After all, as a CEO, there is a constant temptation to grow faster
and to chase what can look like an easier path to near-term results. Ultimately, of course, that kind of
cavalier growth can lead to disastrous consequences if the foundation of the business is at all shaky. To his
endless credit, Cook solidified his systems and processes — both customer-facing and back-end - before
undertaking that kind of risky growth. Not surprisingly, when he eventually made those moves, he did so
with quick and easy success. In the business of value creation, avoiding costly mistakes can be at least as
valuable as posting wins.

Cook’s efforts resulted in extraordinary growth over a long period of time. The small, quirky business Cook
acquired, with $8 million in revenue and approximately $1 million in EBITDA, has grown into a firm with
over $100 million in revenue and $12 million in EBITDA (Figures 1 and 2) with no debt and owned
entirely by Cook. Cook did not do this with splashy growth initiatives or transformational acquisitions.
Instead, he did it with persistent and consistent growth over two and a half decades. Revenue compounded
at a steady but unspectacular 11%, and EBITDA at 13%." EBITDA margins have directionally hovered
around 10% since the acquisition while enjoying some scale rewards as margin grew from 7.6% to 11.4%
over 23 years. While these growth rates are noteworthy, we think this is a tortoise story, not a hare tale.
Steady wins the race in this game, and Cook has undoubtedly been a rock-solid, steady grower. What is
jaw-dropping is the power of consistently growing a company over a few decades. Each year results in a bit
of progress, but the program over time is stunning. We hope students and aspiring entrepreneurs note and
internalize the dramatic impact of steady, incremental growth over time.

" Revenue of $8.5 million in 2000 grew to $106 million in 2023, representing an 11.6% compound annual growth
rate. EBITDA of $0.64 million in 2000 grew to $12.1 million in 2023, representing a 13.6% compound annual
growth rate. All data was provided by Feldco.
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Figure 1: Feldco revenue and EBITDA margin
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Figure 2: Feldco EBITDA
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Building an entrepreneurial empire

Like many of the entrepreneurs we admire, Cook parlayed his early success as a business owner into an
ever-growing portfolio of businesses that expanded his reach and net worth. The first expansion outside of
the core Feldco business was into a consumer financing service in 2007. This company, Amyntas Capital,
which was incubated in partnership with Feldco but as an altogether separate business, effectively
represented a move to vertically integrate Feldco’s offering. Feldco’s customers had historically relied on
third-party financing when cash payment was not a preferred option. By offering direct financing via

Amyntas, Cook captured value that would have otherwise accrued to the benefit of others.

With the confidence derived from demonstrated success expanding into new but related products, Cook
looked to find ways to offer additional products to the same customer base. This led to the acquisition of
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two security alarm companies combined under the brand LiveWatch. To build this business, Cook tapped
longtime Feldco lieutenant and fellow Kellogg grad Brad Morehead, who in turn hired yet another Kellogg
MBA, Dan Aronson. Morehead and Aronson scaled LiveWatch rapidly from 2010 through 2015 when the
company was sold to Monitronics (now Brinks) for $67 million, representing a multiple of more than 12x
the capital Cook had invested.

In 2011, Cook partnered to acquire an elevator and lift company called DME. That business sold into light
commercial low-rise buildings and high-end residential settings. Cook and his partner owned that company
for ten years until the partner bought Cook out in 2021.

With the significant liquidity derived from the LiveWatch sale, Cook bought two businesses in 2017: a
garage-building company called Danley’s and a chimney services company called Early Times Chimney
Services. Then, in 2019, Cook had the opportunity to buy back some of the LiveWatch assets that had been
sold and ultimately mismanaged by the buyer. However, rather than get back into the security alarm
business, Cook leveraged those assets to build a telemarketing agency that serves companies attempting to
sell to homeowners.

The obvious theme is that Cook stuck to his knitting. Even as he diversified his holdings, he retained a laser
focus on companies that sell products and services to Midwestern homeowners.

Five-year horizon

In reflecting on his CEO journey, Cook observed that he has managed the business through a series of five-
year periods, each with its own distinct opportunities and challenges.

Back in 2000, I was setting off to do something new that was altogether different than
anything I had ever done. Several people advised me that I needed to measure this properly.
They challenged me to think about how I would understand my progress and my fit - if
this was, in fact, a good thing for me. The advice I got was to give myself a defined period
at the end of which I would objectively evaluate myself. It’s kind of like college. You go for
four years. At the end of it, you take stock of where you are and thoughtfully assess what
makes sense for the next period of time. I chose five years as my measuring period, and I've
stuck with it ever since.

We have known Cook for several years, and this five-year-horizon philosophy has been a consistent central
tenet of his approach to growing Feldco. Each new evolution of the company and its market positioning has
needed his leadership skills to develop to deliver the business from its previous form to the new iteration
the growth strategy requires.

Importantly, by objectively analyzing the preceding five years and setting out a clear plan for the ensuing
tive years, Cook put in place a forcing factor to face a question many business owners put off until it is too
late: should he continue to remain at the helm? Not surprisingly, Cook applies the same systematic
approach to thinking about his eventual transition out of the business that he has leveraged in building his
vast entrepreneurial empire.

I have had advisors tell me they have seen leaders and business owners stay too long. They
wear out their welcome, lose their effectiveness, tarnish their reputation, and ruin their
legacy. I've kept that in mind over the years and have attempted to operate from a
headspace that I am always ready to leave. To be clear, I don’t want to leave. I love what I
do. However, part of the adherence to the rolling five-year plans is informed by this focus
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on ensuring that I facilitate my transition out of the CEO role with all the thoughtfulness
I've put into building my business.

I didn’t start doing this on a whim, and I don’t intend to stop doing it on a whim, either. I
am responsible for too many livelihoods to be anything less than intentional.

In processing these remarks, we were struck again by Cook’s thoughtfulness and rigor in seeking the advice
of others he deems to be worthy mentors. Among our favorite learnings from this set of interviews was the
value that Cook created by taking this humble, introspective approach to his career.

10x10+ analysis

Cook scores off the charts on each of our three 10x 10+ dimensions.
10 Years

Cook embodies our highest vision for a CEO, having run his business for nearly 25 years. Unlike almost all
CEOs we know, he has remained an active, full-time CEO throughout his tenure. Most entrepreneurs who
have achieved his level of financial abundance would have transitioned into a chairperson role years ago. In
contrast, Cook remains at the helm day to day with no intentions of slowing down. While many ingredients
have led to Cook’s success, chief among them, in our view, is his endurance and energy.

10x MOEV

Between Feldco and the other businesses Cook owns and operates, consolidated revenue and EBITDA as of
2022 approximated $150 million and $21 million, respectively. We do not have to get very aggressive in
our valuation assumptions to comfortably conclude that Cook has massively exceeded our 10x multiple of
equity value (MOEV) threshold in 23 years of operations. More importantly, Cook generated a 10x MOEV
within his first ten years of ownership. Indeed, even with the conservative assumption that a business of
this scale would command a valuation of 10x EBITDA, or $210 million in enterprise value, the MOEV on
Cook’s original $800,000 equity investment is easily in excess of 200x. Furthermore, Cook carries no debt
on his businesses. Finally, this extraordinary return does not account for the nearly 25 years of annual
income and dividends the companies have generated for Cook and his family.

+Plus

While we admire the extent to which Cook has kept his nose to the grindstone at Feldco - and the immense
economic value he has created - we equally respect his many professional and personal successes outside of
his primary business interest.

There is an entire family tree of businesses that have been founded or acquired by Cook, which has created
entrepreneurial opportunities for a number of his former lieutenants. We deem this to be entrepreneurship
at its finest - having created more than enough abundance for himself and his family, Cook has turned his
focus to ensuring his top employees could chart a similar path for themselves. All the while, he is creating
more wealth for himself through these additional ventures, at least some of which will be reinvested into
new entrepreneurial projects with his employees. It is a deeply virtuous circle. It is hard for us to fathom a
more holistically fulfilling way to spend one’s time and money, at least in the commercial realm.
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Like most leaders we hold in high regard, Cook is also an enthusiastic lifelong learner. Beyond the
conventional ways of investing in one’s ongoing development, Cook has been highly intentional about the
people he has spent his time with.

Being the youngest of five, I have always made it my mission to keep a close eye on those
ahead of me. Those who precede me know better than I do. I can learn from their mistakes
and their successes. I have applied that logic throughout my life.

I am pretty deliberate. Having outside interests like the Young Presidents’ Organization
(YPO) and philanthropic activities that expose me to people of significant stature has
always been a priority of mine. They say that if you lie with dogs, you get fleas. Well, the
inverse is also true. I made it my goal to try to rub elbows with smart people who have lived
life well in a balanced way that I respect.

Cook’s innate commitment to lifelong learning was on display through an exceedingly difficult time in his
life. In the throes of building Feldco and at a critical time for one of his other businesses, Cook suffered a
life-threatening medical condition in 2014. After three taxing surgeries over eight months, he emerged
with a clean bill of health but not unscathed. However, when recounting this experience to us, Cook did
not bemoan the physical trauma; instead, he emphasized the learning that arose from the experience.

Amongst his learnings was an elevated awareness of the capabilities of his team. Because Cook had invested
many years and countless hours developing his people, Feldco continued to flourish when he was sidelined
for several months. We consider this yet another of his professional successes. To have developed a
supportive corporate culture comprised of folks who pick up their teammates’ slack when they encounter
challenging life circumstances is a beautiful thing. And, as former operators ourselves, we can viscerally
appreciate the comfort that comes with the knowledge that the leader can step away and the train will stay
on the tracks.

Beyond these extraordinary professional successes, Cook has also curated an enviable personal life. He and
Dianne, his wife of 25 years, have raised a wonderful family of three children, the last of whom was adopted.
Cook quickly credits Dianne for the life they have built together.

I have a great wife. She is a saint. And she is a really good mother.

Observing other folks’ experiences has shown me that not many people succeed
professionally if their personal life isn’t in order. Everyone faces adversity, but the ones
who work through it together as a team emerge successful in the long run. I feel very
fortunate to have had an incredible partner to do this with. It all starts at home.

After spending 15 busy years raising kids and building businesses, Cook set his sights on philanthropy. He
began dedicating his time and money to his alma mater, the University of Illinois, and the Museum of
Science and Industry, where he continues to serve as a trustee. More recently, Cook became a trustee at the
University of Chicago Medical Center.

As empty-nesters with children in London, Cincinnati, and Rhode Island, Cook and Dianne travel
frequently to visit their kids and for pleasure. Theirs is, in our estimation, an enviable existence, rich in all
of the material senses but equally in love, impact, and legacy.
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Conclusion

When students set out on their post-MBA journeys, they often optimize around a single dimension,
typically career or income. While we do not judge, we do want to impress upon students that there is more
to life and they can have remarkable careers and wealth, but they can also be enduring leaders, create
impactful companies, and be terrific spouses and parents, all while maintaining their own health and
spirituality. In other words, they can have it all and be a 10x 10+ CEO. While this is not easily obtainable,
it is possible, and it can be wonderfully rewarding and fulfilling.

Doug Cook is just one example of a 10x10+ CEO. We hope this biographical case inspires students to
consider how they can build their careers and lives to encompass multiple success and achievement
elements. Remember when we asked, Whom would we want our students to be? Whom were we trying to
be when we were operating entrepreneurs? What kind of entrepreneurs should our academic institutions
really want to celebrate? The answer is 10x 10+ entrepreneurs like Doug Cook.
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Endnotes

! Mark Anderegg is an adjunct professor of Business Administration at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth

College.

2 A. J. Wasserstein is the Eugene F. Williams, Jr. Lecturer in the Practice of Management at the Yale School of
Management.
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