


breakup was heart-wrenching, the process has been amicable. They recently drew

up papers splitting the firm fifty-fifty.

“We’re still in business together because we trust and respect each other and bring

different skills to the table,” says Carini.

Despite their complementary styles, they don’t always see eye to eye. Although

Carini and Lang agree on their firm’s problems, they often disagree on possible

solutions. They employ a staff of two laborers, who move and deliver the heavy

carpets, and an administrator, who answers phones and tends to customers. A

manager and a salesperson have left the firm, and the business partners are

unsure whether to replace them.

And while Carini and Lang do not consider themselves strong managers, they

share management duties. Both want to expand the business – Carini mentions

penetrating foreign markets like Dubai as a long-term goal – but without a system to

analyze their sales and inventory, they’re not certain where to invest strategically.

And, of course, working together while going through a divorce is an emotional

minefield.

Management headaches

To help the co-owners tame these challenges, Fortune Small Business enlisted

three experts. The first is Marc Cenedella, 38, president of TheLadders.com, a

recruiting firm in New York City.

After perusing the carpets in the showroom, Cenedella sits down in Lang’s

basement office and asks the partners to detail their staffing and management

problems. They reveal that, given the economic climate, they’re hesitant to hire but

need someone to manage the laborers. Lang suggests her administrator, a reliable

worker who needs little supervision.

Bad idea, says Cenedella. “That’s not her skill-set,” he explains. Instead, give the

job to one of the laborers – make him a first among equals and pay him more, he

suggests. But Lang contends that the current, improvised co-management system

will save money.

“It won’t work,” Cenedella says flatly. One manager means “one neck to grab”

when something goes wrong.

Carini agrees and notes that earlier in the day he had to oversee the laborers as

they organized the showroom. “If I hadn’t been there, it wouldn’t have gotten done,”

says Carini. Cenedella warns that by handling such tasks, Carini turns himself

“from a $500-an-hour guy into a $25-an-hour guy.”
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Time spent on such minutiae distracts the co-owners from the big picture, which

includes winning more business, says Cenedella. He believes a salesperson could

help by reaching out to the firm’s core customers. The business partners worry that

their high-end clients require a hands-on approach, which necessitates Carini’s

personal involvement.

“People come for him,” says Lang. “He’s the second product of the company.” But

Lang also worries that Carini, an adept salesman himself, is spread too thin.

Cenedella asks Carini if he enjoys sales. Yes, he says, but not to the exclusion of

his creative work.

In that case, Cenedella advises, the partners should hire a salesperson to support

Carini and to handle top clients when he’s unavailable. Cenedella recommends

bringing on a sales specialist who has a service mentality rather than years of

experience. With a young and hungry assistant sorting out minor issues, Carini can

focus on his design work and meetings with top clients.

The next expert is Jane Zalman, 62, a family business consultant and founder of

Zalman Family Business Solutions in New York City. Both Carini and Lang look

tense as Zalman sits down.

Zalman immediately gets started. “So, what’s it like being divorced and working

together?” she asks.

An awkward silence fills the room; more than 10 seconds pass before either

responds.

“Most of the time things are fine,” Carini finally says. “But sometimes I think, ‘We’re

not getting along. How are we going to work together?”

‘I have a strong need to set boundaries’

Personal issues creep into the office, affecting how the soon-to-be exes interact.

Lang articulates a more specific problem. “When I was Joe’s wife, we would talk

over dinner about the business and the children,” she says. Carini would bounce

ideas off her and seek her input. But Lang is not receptive to that anymore; she

wants to separate personal and business matters.

“I feel like I’m still his wife,” she complains. “I have a strong need to set

boundaries.”

Carini prefers working when inspiration hits. Lang restricts her office time to about

20 hours a week so she can be with the children, and often works from home. But

Carini worries that such limits will hamper his creativity and harm the business.
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Sometimes, he says, decisions need immediate attention. Lang shakes her head,

and the discussion quickly devolves into bickering.

“It’s never, ‘This is important.’ It’s always you sitting in my office, waiting for me to

give you a smile,” she says.

“You sound contemptuous,” Carini responds, visibly angry.

Zalman steps in with a blunt solution: no more meshing business with the personal.

“Separate work and family matters,” she stresses.

For starters, many of the issues that Carini raises spontaneously should be

discussed at weekly meetings with set agendas. “That would eliminate much of the

I-need-an-answer-on-this stress on the relationship,” she says. “It might seem rigid

and uncomfortable in the beginning, but after a while it will become easy.”

Second, Zalman recommends creating a three-year business plan, thus making

decisions – on staff, advertising and so on - easier. “If you agree on the vision of

the company, then that drives many of your subsequent decisions,” she says. And

last, she reminds the couple that shifting from life partners to just business partners

is a tough process that requires time and patience.

Building systems

Perhaps Carini Lang’s most persistent problem is that it lacks systems for

analyzing sales and ordering inventory. So FSB brought in Vasant Dhar, 52, a

professor of information systems at New York University who also advises

companies on building databases.

Lang tells Dhar that for more than a year she has struggled to solve the firm’s

inventory problem: With so many custom orders, she is unsure what to stock. “I

can tell Joseph what we have or how much a rug costs, but I can’t tell him, ‘This is

our best-selling rug,’” she says.

All agree that the firm needs such data in order to grow. Dhar stresses that

knowing their customers is key to getting a handle on their inventory. Carini says

his clients fit a very specific profile: the top 1% of the privileged elite. Dhar thinks

Carini should be more open-minded. He suggests that the business partners focus

on who the company’s clients might be instead of who Carini thinks they are. “Your

clients are anyone with disposable income and a certain taste,” Dhar explains.

To build a database, Dhar suggests the co-owners first study the invoices for all

their sales. He advocates reviewing the last two years of records, noting specific

characteristics of the rugs sold and the customers who purchased them, to learn
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who is buying what. Patterns might emerge, revealing crucial information. For

example, Carini Lang could find that it sells more wool rugs to designers in a

certain geographic area in the fall. If that were the case, the firm could stock those

items at that time of year and promote them to targeted customers.

Carini smiles at the prospect of a low-cost answer to their problem, but Lang

seems disappointed. “Isn’t the goal to have a piece of software that does all that for

you?” she asks.

“You’re not there yet,” Dhar cautions. He suggests trying a low-tech approach

before spending money on software and says that the simple analysis he

recommends will provide Carini Lang with the information it needs to make

stocking decisions. Once the firm has that data, it should invest in a customized

database.

“You go from no-tech to low-tech to high-tech,” he says.

A few weeks later, some of the tension at Carini Lang has lifted. The co-owners are

cautiously approaching hiring and looking at new production venues in Turkey and

Afghanistan.

“It’s much different than it was,” says Carini. Now they meet weekly with a fixed

agenda. “Our talks are efficient, and boundaries are set,” reports Lang. Both

partners are adjusting. “We’re good that way; we hear each other, and we change,”

she adds.

FSB will track Carini Lang’s progress. �
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