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It's easier to be a good person if you spend time with good people. I've always counted myself 
lucky to be part of this industry and learn so much from different people - both substantively and 
otherwise. Who you are, and who you can become, depends on who you surround yourself with 
… your values, your character, your happiness, your success. And in my case one of the luckiest 
things to happen to me has been my opportunity to meet and work for John Spillane.  
 
To show a little appreciation for what he's meant to me, I put together a list of lessons (with some 
stories) that I've saved up from working with him.   
 

 
 
 

How to tie my shoes. I'm only half-kidding, and the real lesson was to think differently and challenge 
the status quo - and not to stop just because when someone says it's impossible and certainly not just because 
they say "well, that's just the way we've always done it." One way I learned this from John was when he 
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shared a Ted Talk (thereby also exposing these to me for the first time) where the speaker proved that, even 
after hundreds of years, there is a much simpler and more effective way to tie our shoes.  
  
Another time, John told me a story that will always stick with me … Early in his career, he was selling a 
particular insurance product. He had a friend at a large institution, but numerous people insisted strongly 
that the institution wouldn't find a use for the product. Despite that, he gave it a try anyway. It wound up 
being the biggest deal of his career. He’s told me that story when encouraging me not to give up if I believe 
in it.  
  
Humility - even when you kick a** at something. A client once told me, “I’ve known John for a long 
time. What I’ve always loved about him is how humble he is. But sometimes he’s too humble for his own 
good.” He repeated the last point to convey his sincerity. 
  
To help a friend, bring them closer and give them a distraction.  To help a friend 
going through a tough time, instead of pushing them away to have space, pull them closer and give them a 
distraction. Instead of pushing someone to take time off work, find a reason to  bring them back to work - 
take them to do something they like to do, a legitimate excuse to be together, where talking about the 
personal issue is possible but not forced. I've seen this with John at work over the years … I'd be  initially 
surprised that John was putting them back to work so soon, later realizing the true motive -- just an excuse 
for John to spend time with them, distract them, and help them. Soon after one co-worker's personal loss, 
John declared it was very important that, despite this, he travel to Boston to negotiate a contract. Also, they 
were going to take the ferry from Hingham (a real treat) and John would join him. And it happened with 
me too - surprised once that John would still ask me to go to a trade association dinner during one particular 
period in my life.  We attended, briefly … after a quick happy hour, I was one of the last persons walking 
into the main hall for dinner. Before I could get there, John caught my shoulder, and suggested the three of 
us (him, Steve, and I) ditch the formal event and go get dinner ourselves. (And tickets had been expensive). 
So we did - we jumped in the car and spent the next few hours with dinner and drinks at a fun Mexican 
restaurant near the office. John took great pleasure in telling everyone about how he had to buy us dinner 
twice that night, and we talked and laughed for hours - Right away I felt relieved and grateful for the break 
from routine and chance to spend time with friends – but it wasn’t until later that I realized it hadn’t been 
an accident, that John was concerned about something much different from meeting potential clients that 
night.  
  
Trust people a little more than you feel comfortable with - they'll surprise you. 
When I started this newsletter in 2013, I thought for sure John would want me to send it his name, with his 
picture or the company logo. Instead, he was firm that I should take accountability, use my name, picture, 
and e-mail address. That is similar to hundreds of other items at SCA where John trusted me, maybe a little 
more than he objectively should have - and that only drove me to reward that trust and I hope that I have.   
  
Let people make their own decisions instead of barking out orders.  Sometimes it 
might be painful, and almost always slower at first, but let people arrive at conclusions and make decisions 
themselves, even when you (think) you know exactly what they should do. If the ultimate action plan or 
direction is the result of their own decision-making process, they will be that much more committed to it, 
it will be that much more meaningful to them. (And often the plan itself will be that much better). Looking 
back I have to laugh about how often John probably led me along – knowing exactly what I should do about 
something, but letting me work through and come to that conclusion myself – then coming to John like I 
just solved cancer – like no one had ever thought of it before.  
  

https://www.ted.com/talks/terry_moore_how_to_tie_your_shoes
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Relationships are more important than anything else in the world. This is true both 
at work and at home, and ideally they'll blend together. Relationships are the key to both personal fulfillment 
and professional success (people who know the right answer are impressive, people who always know who 
will have the right answer are transcendent). When you're truly focused on long-term relationship, rather 
than short-term profits - thousands of day-to-day decisions become easier to make. Live your life this way 
and it will pay off. I remember dinner with a highly-respected industry leader where he explained twice, 
leaning in, and even repeating himself twice - "If there was one person I'd trust my soul to, it'd be John." 
John still speaks often about being between jobs in 1991 (before founding SCA) … he remembers exactly 
who was there for him then – that’s reinforced the importance of relationships for me. 
  
The silent treatment.  Certain situations resolve themselves if avoided. But avoiding certain 
decisions is worse than not making the wrong one in the first place. And avoidance is a powerful tool when 
dealing with people … understand that it is, in fact, a punishment and use it wisely. If discipline is necessary, 
the silent treatment is often more effective than yelling. People go astray when they don't appreciate that 
silence is a punishment and unintentionally cause great harm to someone they care about.  
  
Unique Ability. People thrive when they find their unique ability. Everyone has something they love, 
something they're good at - help them find that and the rest will "be history." Helping identify unique ability 
and crafting or finding an opportunity for it is difficult (too few people know themselves this well, and 
human beings are complex). But all investments will pay off when it "clicks" and that person looks forward 
to coming to work (or whatever it is) every day …  where they're proud of themselves. This is the key to 
"next level" productivity, engagement, and satisfaction. 
  
Turn disaster into the best thing that ever happened. When you’re going through a tough 
time, simply ask yourself: What can we do today to make this the best thing that ever happened to us? I’ve 
seen that work with SCA during the industry downturn and when key people have left. I’ve also seen it help 
clients and individuals with personal crises. That’s the first thing I think of when something bad happens 
to me.   
  
How to be a gentleman.  Class beats lack thereof 11 times out of 10. I've watched John handle 
difficult scenarios with the ultimate grace time and time again. A client is unhappy. An employee leaves. 
Someone's anger gets the better of them. And many of these put John's livelihood, reputation, and more on 
the line - but still I never saw John act in any way other than as a gentleman.  
 
One time a bunch of industry folks donated to a charitable cause, using one of the online platforms where 
you can see who donated and how much. I recognized many of the names but not John’s. I went to John 
and asked if he thought someone like me should donate … and also asked him if he was planning to. He 
shared that he already had, but discouraged me from needing to do so. When I looked back over the list of 
names, I noticed one sizeable donation from an anonymous donor – and that’s John in a nutshell.  
 
He's just as likely thank an employee mopping floors outside an event as he is the bank president who 
hosted the event – and to speak to each with an equal amount of respect.  
 
He’s never let me pay for a single meal since I’ve worked for him (and only ever given me a small amount 
of grief over it).   
 
I remember one time, early on, John took me out of work to an industry golf tournament. Not only was it a 
day not spent working, it was an expensive event. Not only was John good at golf, I wasn't. And in the 
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event afterwards he bought me some raffle tickets, seeming to know that I wouldn't have bought them for 
myself. Of course I won, and of course he wouldn't take even 50%: "Take your wife out to dinner."  
  
If you’re serious about accomplishing something, write it down. Writing down your 
goals and revisiting them can drive yourself to heights you'd never reach otherwise.  
  
In taking action, focus on helping others - the rest is just noise. John's instilled in us 
all this lesson: If we create value for others, then we won't ever need to worry about creating value for 
ourselves. This has always made decisions easier at SCA - what could I do today to best help people in this 
industry? That's what guided this newsletter at the start – just finding a way to be helpful first and foremost, 
and not wasting any time/energy trying to figure out how it helps us - just trusting that if we become helpful 
to others, they'll help us. This is the same concept described in The Go-Giver by Bob Burg and David Mann: 
"If you place the other person's interests firsts, your interests will always be taken care of. Always. Some 
people call it enlightened self-interest. Watch out for what other people need, with the faith that when you 
do, you'll get what you need."   
  
Mindfulness - Don't always rush. Pay attention to small details - life already goes by too fast. 
I've always seen John notice and appreciate details, and generally in doing so focus on the good parts …  
that a cup of coffee was served at the perfect temperature, that someone at the office got a new pair of shoes 
… or maybe to take the time to stop for a walk on a nearby beach after visiting a client, even when there's 
much to be done at the office.  
  
Make work fun. The golden rule. When I interviewed at SCA, I found generally a very informal, 
disorganized, free-flow environment (not a negative thing). But the one thing everyone agreed upon, that 
everyone mentioned separately, was that work at SCA was supposed to be fun – and it always has been.  
 
I remember John (Spillane), Peter Milewski, and John Battaglia spoke at a symposium for realtors back in 
March 2013. John Battaglia tried to tell a joke about economists that bombed. In the awkward silence, John 
explained with poise - "and one way to get paid as a consultant is to explain John Battaglia's economist 
jokes."  
 
I remember when we posted an announcement online congratulating Steve on his appointment to a bank's 
board of directors. At the office John congratulated him when early that morning it already had more than 
100 people open and view it, but he tempered with the comment, "although we should take into account 
that 97 of those were his mother."  
  
Work hard, but don't be a stranger to your kids. I've seen and heard stories of John and 
SCA colleagues working hard, heavily focused, long hours, sometimes unusual hours. But John has always 
told me how he knew he needed to change careers, which was when he came home after spending a lot of 
time traveling for work. Coming in late, he checked on his young daughter stirring in her crib - she cried 
out, scared of this "stranger." And that's the moment John started working on a plan to create his own 
company, which is SCA. 
  
Practical humility to keep overhead down.  It's hard to keep costs down. But having a lower 
overhead can really fight off stress and worry. And if it only comes at the expense of ego or desire for shiny 
things, then that's a fair bargain. One time at SCA we needed a new table for the break room but a table we 
already had was 6 inches too long. So John brought in a rusty circular saw and cut it down to size. Now it's 
not exactly fancy. But we're not royalty (and who would want to be?)  
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Long-term leading questions. Good leaders ask the right questions - questions you'll think about 
for months or years, and to a productive end. Instead of John trying to tell me an answer - he would instead 
challenge me with a big question, something he didn't pretend to have an answer for (even if many times 
he probably withheld many of his own thoughts). That led me to research, explore, discuss, apply, and 
ultimately arrive at strongly supported plans and beliefs that were productive. Some that I can recall over 
the years: "How can we help our clients see compliance as an opportunity, not just a burden to overcome?"; 
"How can community lending institutions use digital media to be competitive?"; "How can community 
lenders compete against mortgage companies?"; "How can we help depositories with mortgage departments 
capitalize during high points and minimize losses in this hopelessly mercurial mortgage business?"  
  
Present the results, hide the process. People want to buy a shiny, functional car - the final 
product. Clients/customers want to see the beautiful and simple end result, but not be privy to all the dirty 
work and confusion that went into creating.  Focus on value created, not on how difficult it was to create 
that value.  "I don't care how much it cost you to make the car, I want to know if it has air conditioning and 
all-wheel-drive." Think: Disney World's top level that visitors see, which is perfect and polished - they 
don't see the corporate underground where only employees go. 
  
Negative ions. They're real. Going to the beach once in a while is a good idea. 
  
You can change yourself. If you think you're naturally an unhappy person, you actually have the 
ability to fix that and “train” your brain to look at things differently. When SCA was going through a 
difficult time years ago, John must have seen moral drop. In one meeting, he challenged each of us to try 
and think of things every morning that SCA should be excited about. So being a good soldier, I’ve done 
that dutifully every day since – and somewhere along the line I realized it wasn’t forced, I actually was 
excited for SCA – I had started seeing the opportunities, not the risks, the positive, not the negative, and 
that’s a hell of a lot better way to go through life.   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Hopefully you’ve enjoyed hearing about some of the things I’ve learned from John. There are too 
many things I’ll only remember later, too many things John will find I misunderstood, and too 
many typos that Rich will find, for me to consider this some kind of grand gesture. I’ll grow old 
being grateful to John, and this is just one small chance to show it. 
 
Best regards,   
 

Ben Giumarra 
 
 


