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As many of you know, we had the honor of 
hosting Erik Weihenmayer, the only blind 

adventurer to summit Mt. Everest, at an Executive 
Round-table and an Invitational Leadership 

Breakfast this past May.  We also helped Erik and the 
Board he serves on, No Barriers USA, Inc., to develop 

their strategic plan. 

“No Barriers is a powerful community of 
modern day pioneers who use the experience 
of nature to promote innovation, education and 
assistive technologies that create transformative 
life experiences and inspire people with 
challenges to live full and active lives.”

It is hard to say “no” to the collective ambitions of the No 
Barriers Board: Erik Weihenmayer, a blind man who 
climbed 29,029 feet; or Mark Wellman, a paraplegic, 
who climbed the 3,000 foot cliff of El Capitan in Yosemite 
Valley; or Mike Savicki, a quadriplegic, who has maneuvered himself across the Boston 
Marathon finish line 16 times; or world-renowned climber, Dr. Hugh Herr, Director of the 
Biomechatronics Group at MIT who designs high-tech prosthetics to enable people without 
legs, like him, to walk and run; or Bill Barkeley, a man whose lost hearing and sight did not 
prevent him from climbing Mount Kilimanjaro and who is currently in the mountains of Peru, 
working with deaf teenagers.

Each of these incredible people, deemed “handicapped, disabled, or incapacitated” by the 
mainstream have accomplished more than you and I ever will with our present and only 
temporarily-able bodies.

What is it that has lead each of them to struggle to get out of bed every 
morning, take on extreme physical challenges, and then focus on 

giving back to others who are similarly challenged?  

To explore that question, I am reminded of a few messages Erik shared during his time 
with us.  At one point he described his curiosity with alchemy, that medieval science 

purported to turn lead into gold.  Somehow, Erik, Mark, Mike, Hugh and Bill went 
way beyond “getting a lemon in life and making lemonade,” they pioneered 

a way to take “lead” (pronounced led), and change it to “lead” (pronounced 
leed) to find that through their own leadership they were able to create 

gold in the hearts and minds of the people whose lives they change 
every year. 

Erik also shared with us many poignant glimpses of his 
struggle to climb Mt. Everest.  One particularly low point 

transpired after it took him 13 hours to cross the 

Khumbu Glacier.  Physically exhausted and 
disappointed, his mind worried whether he 
was up to the challenge, whether his attempt 
of the mountain was foolhardy, or worse, that 
he was endangering the lives of his friends 
and colleagues.  He realized that what was 
going to turn him back from the challenge 
was not the mountain, but his mind.  He 
then remembered a Tibetan meditation that 
calmed him and clarified what he needed 
to do.  “The nature of mind is like 
water, if you do not disturb it, it 
will become clear.” 

Each of the members of the No Barriers Board 
had to come to that point, in their own dark 

nights of the soul.  They had to stop the whirring 
voices of naysayers and find the quiet inner 
certainty which fueled their conviction.  

The following quotes and key messages were passed on from Erik and the Board 
during the time we were with them.  We share them with you as an inspiration 
to overcome your perceived barriers:

1.	 “When we rope up with great people, we can change the world.”
2.	 “Leading by example – letting leadership exude through your every 

action.”
3.	 “Leadership is contagious.”
4.	 “Develop a pioneering mind-set.”
5.	 “If you can’t get to the top of the mountain, reframe success.”
6.	 “Focus on each moment…and celebrate each step gained.”
7.	 “The greatest things in the world can’t be seen or touched, they 

have to be felt through the heart.”  ~Helen Keller
8.	 “I am only one, but still, I am one.  I cannot do everything, but still 

I can do something, and because I cannot do everything, I will not 
refuse to do something that I can do.”  ~Helen Keller

9.	 “What was turning me back from the challenge, was not the 
mountain, but my mind.”
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What advice do you have for others interested in being a CEO?
•	 Take risks.  
•	 Take charge.  
•	 Learn to motivate people.

As you think broadly about your career, what is one risk 
you have taken?
On both a personal and professional front, my family and I were willing to 
move several times to take advantage of different growth opportunities.  First, I 
moved from my native home in Germany to Iowa to complete my Master’s and 
Ph.D. in Industrial Engineering.  With Brown, I have moved to L.A., Nashville, 
back to Germany (twice), Chicago, and Minneapolis.  Every move has created 
new opportunities (and challenges) for me and my family.  

If you are not willing to take risks, such as moving to a new location or a new 
position, you can’t advance and you deprive yourself of options.  If you play it 
safe, you won’t be a CEO.

Thinking more recently, what is a situation in which 
you’ve taken charge?
The publishing industry is in a state of change, driven by two primary factors.  
First, of course, the recession, and second, the rise of new media – the Internet 
is competing with other media for the limited time and attention of the 
consumer.  The publishing industry hit a peak in 2007 and since that time, 
there has been a loss in demand by about 35%.  Our Executive Team has been 
watching this very closely over the last several years and recognized that we 
needed to take charge and adapt our business to the changing dynamics in the 
marketplace. 

Brown had to change. We knew that we needed to get better at defining new 
products and services for our customers.  We needed to find ways to help 
our customers run their businesses more efficiently and that required some 
significant internal changes for us.  

What were some of those changes?
We needed to have deeper customer knowledge throughout our organization 
which evolved into an end-to-end reorganization and change effort.  Naturally, 

we started this effort by gaining alignment among the Executive Team and 
this meant looking very realistically at our business – our strengths, our 
weaknesses – while defining our future direction.  Alignment among the 
Executive Team presented a challenge as we were coming from different 
perspectives, and several executives had been running their respective 
businesses fairly independently.  This reorganization would change that, and 
that was uncomfortable.

We also recognized that if it was uncomfortable for us, we knew it would be 
difficult for our employees.  Therefore, we engaged in an effort to involve all 
levels of employees in the redesign and change effort.  We spent several weeks 
off site over the course of five months with nearly 50 employees to redesign 
our business.  In addition, those 50 employees sought further input from their 
colleagues to offer even more insight and ideas into the design.

We placed great emphasis on the design itself.  For example, we knew that we 
needed a process to gather and analyze customer information in different ways, 
and that we needed to be able to respond to our customer intelligence once we 
had it.  This involved work flow changes, roles and responsibility changes, and 
so on.  Employees helped us with the minute details of these changes.   It’s been 
quite a journey for our organization and we have seen many employees take 
charge and demonstrate great leadership.

Your third piece of advice is learning to motivate people.  How 
have you done this during the reorganization and change 
effort?
By being willing to spend time understanding what drives people 
and help them to be excited about their work.   I focused on 
appealing to what is important to them and creating a 
connection back to the business strategy in order to 
show the future picture and their part in the picture.   

Prouty has had the 
distinct pleasure of 
working with Brown 
Printing Company 
($400 million 
company) of Waseca, 
Minnesota this past 
year.  As we are 
nearing the completion 
of an engagement, I 
asked Volker Petersen, 
CEO of Brown, to 
share some of his 
perspectives on the 
publishing industry, 
leading a company 
in an evolving 
marketplace, and 
being a CEO. 


