Randy McClain: Women's CEO group puts aside small talk
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Wouldn’t it be great if there was a “How to Run a Business” kit on sale at the local office warehouse store that told CEOs exactly the right steps to take in finance, marketing, mergers and personnel issues?

Or maybe a powdered drink that the boss could pull off the shelf, just add water to and swallow, and all the answers to the latest corporate dilemma would become immediately clear.

It may not be magic, but a group of women business owners here thinks it has found a novel solution that packs even more punch. The women talk to one another, share problems, chew over solutions and don’t pull any punches in once-a-month, three-hour meetings.

These private sessions aren’t about socializing or networking; instead, they’re about presenting real-world problems to one’s peers and getting honest feedback. And then acting on it.

The group doing all this purposeful chitchat is the nine-member Nashville chapter of the Women Presidents’ Organization, an international group that includes dozens of female owners.

Local participants — including CEO Sherry Stewart Deutschmann of Letter Logic invoices and printing or MaryAnne Howland, president and CEO of IBIS Communications — say they’ve avoided making big mistakes by listening and learning from their fellow owners.

Sales worth billions

The nine women who take part here represent firms with sales ranging from $2 million to $20 million a year or more. The international WPO, the parent group, counts among its membership the leaders of companies with combined sales of $15 billion a year.

The local WPO chapter was created about a year ago under the auspices of the YWCA of Nashville and Middle Tennessee, a group dedicated to empowering women on many levels.

YWCA President and CEO Pat Shea, along with Howland and Deutschmann, helped get the Music City chapter started. The membership fee to participate in the local chapter is $1,650.

Female CEOs from the worlds of accounting, banking, real estate, architecture, design, marketing, the travel industry and health care are among those taking part here. Each industry can have only one CEO in the group. After all, the idea is to gain fresh insight into ticklish business problems, not give away your trade secrets to competitors.

Howland said WPO meetings helped her avoid what could have been an unhappy merger a while back.

She was keen on buying a competitor and thought the company’s finances looked just fine. But several other WPO members — including an accounting professional — fed her key questions that allowed Howland to dig much deeper.

“When push came to shove, the financials I was provided just weren’t as adequate as I thought. I backed away from the deal,” Howland said.

Howland said she has taken part in other management programs from Harvard University to the local Chamber of Commerce’s varied offerings, but the WPO is unique and “an asset I wouldn’t want to be without.”

Deutschmann said that fellow WPO members prodded her into action — and helped her devise a way to broach the subject — when a top executive at her firm seemed to have strayed from the company’s core philosophy.

She confronted the issue head on and mended fences.

“The group gave me the courage and the structure to deal with the issue. For me, WPO is like going to a counseling session. Just being able to articulate a problem, or talk through the situation, helps to create clarity,” Deutschmann said.

WPO Nashville hopes to expand. The group hopes to recruit a top legal executive or attorney. And other CEOs from other industries are welcome to apply.

If you are interested, call Pat Shea at the YWCA of Nashville & Middle Tennessee at 615-983-5155 or email patricia.shea@ ywcanashville.com.

