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The One Question Every Business 
Must Be Able to Answer 

 
 
When two people meet for the first time, it’s common for each to ask what the other does for a living. 
Almost without fail, the person on the receiving end of this question will either give their title or talk 
about the product or service they provide. From a sales and marketing perspective, this type of response 
is uninspiring and will rarely influence action. According to author and motivational speaker Simon 
Sinek, the reason for this is because “people don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do it.” 
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Every decision we make is based on emotion first, then 
rationalized with logic. This is especially true when it comes 
to making purchase decisions. When someone walks into a 
Home Depot or Lowes to buy a quarter-inch drill bit, they 
don’t actually want the drill bit. They want the quarter-inch 

hole. Their purchase isn’t about the product or features, it’s about their need to solve a problem or their 
desire for a specific outcome. The hole is the emotional need, and the drill bit is the logical solution. 

Defining the business you’re actually in has to be about more than knowing the who, what, when and 
how of the product or service you offer. You must understand, and be able to communicate, what it 
means to use that product or service and why it matters. 

The importance of this fact isn’t just isolated to interactions with your customers. It’s equally important 
when hiring and leading employees. Leaders who connect their employees’ daily tasks to a grander 
purpose stand apart from average leaders as they give them something to work toward that’s bigger than 
a paycheck.  

There’s a natural tendency to define your business very narrowly and specifically. In actuality the goal is 
the opposite – you want the definition to be as broad as possible. The narrower the definition, the more 
difficult it can be to capitalize on different opportunities or shifts within your industry.  

From the customers perspective, your business has framed itself as doing something very specific, and 
any deviation from that definition seems inauthentic or odd. As a result, your customers will typically 
reject this new direction. 

Ray Sclafani, in his book You’ve Been Framed, defines a “frame” as “the set of beliefs through which 
others see and define you, your team, and your business.” 

“The frame is constructed of those words the client, the media, your team, or anyone else uses to 
describe what it is that you do and the way in which you do it,” he said. “The frame may be accurate, or 
it may be false. It may be positive, or it may be negative.”  

Unfortunately, most businesses don’t have a clue how they’ve been framed, or worse yet have been 
framed improperly. This is typically due to the businesses inability to properly tell a story about their 
brand. 

Having a broader definition of what business you’re in allows you and your employees to be more open 
to recognizing new and better ways to continually serve your ideal customers. 

“Every decision we make is 
based on emotion first, then 
rationalized with logic.” 
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Starbucks is a great example of this. They see themselves as having a higher purpose than just coffee. In 
their mind, the Starbucks brand stands for community, a neighborhood gathering place that’s part of a 
person’s daily routine; the famous third place between work and home.  

 
“Coffee is what we sell as a product, but it’s not the business we’re in,” former Chief Executive Officer 
Howard Schulz once said.  
 
On a smaller scale, we can look at a local landscaping company that went through the exercise of 
redefining the business they were actually in and chose to frame themselves a different way. 
 
“We are in the business of creating an ambiance in our client’s yards that allow them to maximize the 
enjoyment of their property,” its owner said.   
 
As a result of this new definition, employees realized that landscaping was only one way to achieve this. 
The company could now start offering outdoor kitchens, hardscaped firepits, lighting, sound systems, 
sculptures and waterfalls. This new definition didn’t require that the company offer any of these new 
products and services, but it allowed it to capitalize on additional opportunities. By redefining the 
business in the way the owner did, the company is now better able to connect with the emotional 
component of their customer’s purchase decisions. 
 
Now that you understand why it’s so important to properly define the business you’re actually in, let’s 
take a look at an exercise you can go through to help you do this for your own business. 
 
EXERCISE 
 
Effectively defining the business you’re actually in 
begins with understanding what it means to use your 
product or service and why it matters. To help you 
get to the heart of that point, there are three critical 
questions you need to be able to answer: 
 

• What is the value or benefit my customer receives from using my product or service? 
• What is the problem my product or service will solve and/or prevent? 
• What happens to my customer if my product or service fails? 

 
The intent of these questions is to take your focus from “what” your product or service is and “how” it 
works, to “why” anyone should care. Remember, people don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do 
it. Once you have your answers to these three questions, use them to help you answer this final 
question: What business am I actually in? 

“Effectively defining the business 
you’re actually in begins with 
understanding what it means to use 
your product or service and why it 
matters.” 

https://www.michaelvangerpen.com/
https://www.michaelvangerpen.com/


 
 

MICHAELVANGERPEN.COM 

Your answers to these questions will not only help you redefine your business more broadly but will 
make it easier for you to connect the why of your product or service to the emotional need your 
customer is ultimately trying to address. 
 
Here is an example of how a photography business used this exercise to redefine the business they were 
actually in: 
 

• What is the value or benefit my customer receives from using my product or service? 
1. A unique and artistic perspective to capturing moments. 
2. Someone else focusing on all of the little things going on around them, so they can 

enjoy and be fully present in the moment. 
3. Photos they are proud to share with others and to display on their walls throughout 

their home. 
4. A beautifully captured story and/or moment that can be relived and shared for years to 

come. 
 

• What is the problem my product or service will solve or prevent? 
1. The inability for everyone to be in the photograph because someone has to operate the 

camera. 
2. Photos that are improperly exposed, out of focus, poor posed and positioned with the 

background. 
3. Fear that life’s meaningful milestones and moments will be missed and/or forgotten. 

 
• What happens to my customer if my product or service fails? 

1. A photo (memory) they throw out or choose not to share. 
2. Feelings of regret, anger and sadness. 
3. The inability to fully share those meaningful memories with future generations. 

 
• Based on my answers to these questions, what business am I actually in? 

     1. I’m in the business of helping families beautifully capture and share those moments that 
mean the most. 

 
By defining your business, product or service based on the value and benefit it delivers instead of its 
features, you will not only better connect with those you mean to serve, but you will stand out from 
your competition as well. If you’re feeling inspired and are ready to take on the exercise for yourself, just 
turn the page and let’s begin defining the business you’re actually in! 
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EXERCISE: DEFINE THE BUSINESS YOU’RE ACTUALLY IN 

The business you’re in is about more than the who, what, when and where of the product or service you  
offer. You must understand, and be able to communicate, what it means to use that product or service and 
why it matters. Use this worksheet to help you better define and frame the business you’re actually in. 

What is the value or benefit my customer receives from using my product or service? 

What is the problem my product or service will solve and/or prevent? 

What happens to my customer if my product or service fails? 

Based on my answers to these questions, what business am I actually in? 

https://www.michaelvangerpen.com/
https://www.michaelvangerpen.com/


 
 

MICHAELVANGERPEN.COM 

WANT SOME HELP? 
Are you looking for an experienced, trusted and proven ally who will roll up his sleeves and help 
create the business and life you’ve always wanted? If so, we should talk. I’m passionate about helping 
business owners and professionals overcome their challenges and achieve their goals by improving 
their processes, organizational effectiveness and time-management practices through hands-on 
business coaching and consulting. 
 
LET’S TALK! 
Let’s start with a no-obligation discovery call on which I’ll ask you some key questions about your 
situation, get a better feel for you and your business and provide an honest assessment of how and if 
I can help you. I'm all about building relationships, not hard sells, so trust me when I say this is truly 
a free, no obligation call! 
 
You can reach me at: (402) 699-9244 
 
You can also email me at: michael@michaelvangerpen.com 
 
Excited to talk with you soon! 
 
WHAT OTHERS SAY 
“The principles Mike introduced to me as a business owner were extremely helpful and opened my 
eyes to many elements of my practice that I did not see before! Thanks to Mike, I am in a much 
better place today and shooting for goals far beyond what I thought I could achieve.” 
- Andy Sommer, Sommer Family Chiropractic 
 
“Mike has been very instrumental in helping me move my vision of the company from just thoughts 
in my head to a well-defined, hand-written roadmap to the future. Having a clear and defined vision 
has helped me focus on the important tasks that I need to work on that will ultimately help my 
company reach that vision.” 
- Russell W. Falconer, R.W. Engineering & Surveying, Inc. 
 
“I have been working with Michael for nearly a year. After more than a decade of running my own 
businesses, I have the clearest vision of why I do what I do and how to most effectively execute my 
next steps to grow. While the term ‘grow’ sounds generic, Michael has helped me better define what 
that growth should look like in order to achieve my underlying goals and to ensure they fit within 
my mission and vision. Working with Michael has been a game-changer for my brewery and 
distillery.” 
- Zac Triemert, Brickway Brewery and Distillery 
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MEET THE AUTHOR 
 

Michael Van Gerpen is a business performance coach who works with business owners and 
professionals to help them overcome challenges and achieve their goals through the improvement of 
business processes, organizational effectiveness and time management.  
 

Michael guides his clients in their efforts to achieve higher levels of success, accomplish ambitious 
goals and build a more fulfilling business and life by being a trusted advisor, mentor and partner. 
He’s dedicated to bridging the gap between current circumstances and one’s personal definition of 
ultimate success.  
 

Michael aims to inspire others to explore and challenge their limits so that they can unlock and 
maximize their true potential. This driving force is grounded in four principles: 
 

1) Think differently – Following the herd will typically lead you in the wrong direction. Have 
the courage to ask if there’s a better way.  

2) Be purposeful – Decide what’s truly most important, then act accordingly. 
3) Take responsibility – Choose to live a life by design instead of by accident. 
4) Embrace the struggle – Growth will always come with challenges and discomfort. Accept this 

truth and lean into it. 
 

Throughout his career, Michael has been known for his innovative approach to business growth and 
his client-centered attitude. He’s held roles including Manager of Interviewing for Gallup, Financial 
Advisor with Northwestern Mutual, Regional Sales Director for Assurant Health, and Director of 
Business Development for ELAP Services. In each of his roles, he built a reputation for surpassing 
expectations, developing progressive strategies, and always offering a helping hand that pulled others 
up with him. 
 

Using his more than 20 years of business management, sales development and coaching and 
mentoring expertise, Michael partners with his clients to build healthy, profitable companies while 
making business growth and development fun. He understands that success requires more than just 
business acumen -- thriving companies are built on a solid foundation of clarity, purpose and vision. 
 

Michael lives in Omaha, Nebraska, with his 
wife, Kristin, and their five children. When he 
isn’t working with his clients, he enjoys 
spending time with his family, reading, long-
distance running, the sport of triathlon, the 
occasional movie marathon (Marvel, Star Wars, 
Harry Potter), travel and last but not least, his 
beloved Nebraska Cornhuskers! 
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