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What do the world’s best bands and

businesses have in common?

More than you’d think. In fact, the winning teams

that built Microsoft, Disney, and Starbucks have 

much in common with the Rolling Stones and U2.

Like a business, a successful rock band is made

up of both visionaries and devoted followers, 

leaders and team players. But the band only 

achieves success when the entire group is 

pulling in the same direction. When all members 

understand the parts they must play within the

group—contributing creatively and playing to 

their strengths—that’s when the hits start 

coming.

In JAM! Jeff Carlisi, former lead guitarist and

songwriter of 38 Special, tells his own unique

story of rising to the top of the charts and 

the business world, offering one of the most 

fun, original approaches to team-building and 

acquired business savvy. Filled with stories of 

the rock n’ roll life, like that of the architect who 

became a guitar superstar and the multimillion-

selling track that almost never was, this is an

insider’s view to making it big and the pitfalls 

to avoid along the way. Each chapter examines

a key moment in the development of a band—

formation, early success, internal crises, falling 

out of the spotlight—and demonstrates how 

executives can use those lessons to crank their 

own businesses to eleven. 
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1

   ello, Cleveland! (Or wherever you are as you 
read these words.) 

 I ’ m Jeff Carlisi. For more than twenty 
years, I played in the band 38 Special. I toured the world, 
sold millions of albums, wrote and recorded a bunch 
of hits, and performed before millions of fans. Along 
the way, I learned that success doesn ’ t come from tal-
ent or drive alone; you ’ ve got to think like a professional 
from the moment you strum your fi rst note. And so 
once I left 38 and entered the business world, I realized 
I was in familiar territory. 

H

          Introduction        
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JAM!

 Although you wouldn ’ t expect it, the legendary 
business teams that created and lead Microsoft, Disney, and 
Starbucks have much in common with the Rolling Stones 
and U2. Each group consists of extraordinary individuals 
who achieve greatness because of the players they assem-
bled and how well that team functions day after day, year 
after year. Together the team exceeds the sum of its parts, 
going further together than any individual could go alone. 

 Sure, it ’ s tough to imagine any worlds more dif-
ferent from those of button - down business and crank - it -
 up rock ‘n’ roll. But look past the surface. Both have more 
than their share of egos and   “ rock stars. ”   Both require the 
right mix of marquee names and supporting cast. And 
both can suffer more from success than they can from 
failure. 

 Like a business, a successful rock band is made 
up of both visionaries and devoted followers, leaders 
and team players. But the band achieves success only 
when the entire group is pulling in the same direction. 
When each member understands the part he or she 
must play within the group, contributing creatively and 
playing to his or her strengths, that ’ s when the hits start 
coming. 

 My business partner and cowriter, Dan Lipson, 
and I have plenty of experience in both the music and 
business worlds. Since leaving 38, I joined with Dan to 
form Camp Jam Inc., an organization that promotes team 
building and business development through rock ‘n ’  roll. 
At corporate retreats and in team - building exercises, the 
Camp Jam faculty transforms business colleagues into 
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instant rock  ‘ n ’  roll bands, forming bonds that last long 
after the ears stop ringing. 

 In  Jam!  I give you everything from great rock 
 stories — like the tale of the architect who became a guitar 
hero and the multimillion - selling track that almost never 
was — and Dan offers up practical, hands - on business 
advice in how to run your company and your career as if 
you ’ re playing before a packed house. 

 Each chapter of  Jam!  examines a key moment in 
the development of a band — formation, early success, 
internal crises, and so forth — and demonstrates how 
you can use those lessons to crank your own business to 
eleven. You ’ ll also see how the world ’ s best - known bands 
and singers triumphed over their own challenges, offer-
ing useful lessons for everyone in the business world. 

 You ’ ll read insights from musicians who have 
played in some of the world ’ s best - known bands, includ-
ing the Rolling Stones and the Eagles, and backed super-
stars like Billy Joel, Eric Clapton, Keith Richards, Ozzy 
Osbourne, Roger Daltrey, Don Henley, and Sheryl Crow. 
You ’ ve seen these people onstage, bought their CDs, lis-
tened to their music on your way to work. Why not learn a 
little something from them to take in the door with you? 

 Finally, in each chapter, Dan and I offer a conclud-
ing Verse, Chorus, and Solo, takeaways for both you and 
your team.  “ Verse ”  recaps the main message of the chapter, 
 “ Chorus ”  gives your team a way to approach the chapter ’ s 
themes, and  “ Solo ”  gives you the opportunity to take the 
chapter ’ s elements in your own direction. Like the song 
that sticks in your head for days afterward, we hope you ’ ll 
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JAM!

leave each chapter of  Jam!  with a little melody to carry 
into your offi ce the next day. 

 And by the end of the book, you ’ ll live by our 
mantra:  Work hard. Rock harder.  

 Showtime is here. The house lights are down. The 
crowd is chanting your name. Ready to take the stage?              
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   usical geniuses like Mozart and Hendrix 
began playing, even composing, almost before 
they could walk. I wasn ’ t quite so gifted. I was 

just a normal kid growing up in Jacksonville, Florida, in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s. Music wasn ’ t that much 
of a draw to me, not when there were sports and playing 
to be done. The fi rst song I remember liking was Johnny 
Horton ’ s  “ The Battle of New Orleans, ”  but even then, it 
wasn ’ t an  “ aha ”  moment. I just liked the groove. 

M

everyone has a true calling. Will you recognize 

yours when it’s time?

Born to Run
1
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 Somewhere around my tenth birthday, though, my 
parents decided it was time to get me into music. They set-
tled on piano; my cousin played it, and it seemed like the 
best option at the time. They tracked down a piano teacher, 
who offered up some sage advice:   “ Don ’ t buy a piano. ”  

 My parents were confused. Why not buy a piano? 
This was an  investment,  right? Why throw money away on 
a rental when this was something that the boy could do 
for the rest of his life? 

 But that piano teacher knew a thing or two. 
She ’ d seen parents with visions of their children playing 
 standing - room - only recitals, while all along, the children 
had different ideas. 

  “ If the child is interested in the piano, ”  the teacher 
said,  “ there ’ s always time to buy the piano. But if the child 
isn ’ t interested in the piano, you ’ re stuck with a very 
expensive piece of fi rewood. ”  

  “ So what are our options? ”  my parents asked. The 
piano teacher gave an answer that makes me cringe to 
this day:  “ You can rent an accordion from me. ”  

 So there it was. Technically the fi rst instrument 
I ever learned to play was an accordion with that dron-
ing, bleating tone. 

 The lessons I took largely consisted of scales 
and exercises, running do - re - mi up and down the accor-
dion ’ s keyboard. I did well enough at it, I suppose, but 
my heart wasn ’ t in it. I was ten years old, trying to play 
an  instrument that ’ s not exactly the most glamorous or 
easy to play. 

 What made matters worse, from a teaching per-
spective, was that I discovered I could play songs by ear. 
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I ’ d be sitting at home watching cartoons, and I ’ d start to 
pick the theme songs out on the accordion. I could listen 
to, say, the theme from  Popeye  and play,  “ I ’ m Popeye the 
sailor man, ”  with only a little bit of trial - and - error. 

 This was a revelation to me, and one that anyone 
who has been involved in any kind of creative endeavor, 
be it designing Web sites or devising sales techniques, can 
intuitively understand. There ’ s a proper way to do things, 
a prescribed path. It ’ s why everything from roads to base-
ball fi elds to sheet music has boundary lines. But the true 
discoveries come when you cross those lines and veer off 
into the unknown. 

 Of course, if you do veer off the beaten path, be 
prepared for some unpleasantness when you return. Each 
week I ’ d return to practice, and my teacher would ask me 
how I was doing with my scales.  “ The scales are fi ne, ”  
I ’ d say,   “ but listen to this! ”  And I ’ d play her the  Popeye  
theme, and she ’ d tell me to knock it off and get back to 
 “ serious ”  music. 

 Nothing against my poor accordion teacher, but 
after just a few weeks of that, I ’ d had enough and walked 
away. 

 Even all these years later, I do wonder what would 
have happened if I ’ d played piano rather than accordion. 
I might have followed through with my lessons, learned 
my scales, and become something of a decent player. To 
this day, I wish I played more piano. 

 Parents often wrestle with this idea of how to 
get their kid into music. The kid sees his favorite bands 
onstage or plays the Guitar Hero video game, and obvi-
ously, he (or she, of course) wants to be a rock star. 
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He wants to stand onstage in front of thousands of fans, 
cranking out songs at ear - bleeding volume. He wants it 
so badly that his parents fi gure it can ’ t be good for him. 
Like candy and cartoons, if he wants it that much, there 
must be something wrong with it. 

 So they try to steer him toward what they think 
is the  “ healthier ”  side of music, starting small with an 
acoustic guitar. But it ’ s tougher to play, it doesn ’ t sound 
as cool, and most important, it ’ s nowhere near as loud. 
Still, there ’ s a perception that you have to learn the basics 
on an acoustic guitar before you can rock out with an 
electric one. 

 Nonsense. If the kid wants the fl aming red guitar, 
and not getting it means the kid ’ s not going to be playing 
music, by all means, get the kid a fl aming red guitar. You 
never know how much further someone will go doing 
something he wants to do rather than something he has 
to do. 

 If you ’ re a manager, take a close look at the people 
under your control. I certainly don ’ t mean to equate them 
with children, but there ’ s a lesson to be learned from 
the fl aming red guitar. Chances are that your employees 
aren ’ t going to refuse a new project assignment from you 
outright. (If they are, you ’ ve got deeper problems; we ’ ll 
discuss those sorts of things when we get to Chapter 
 Seven  on band strife.) 

 However, just because you ’ ve sent them to a par-
ticular conference or encouraged them to take a particu-
lar skills course doesn ’ t mean they ’ re going to like it or 
get anything out of it. Know your people; know their 
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strengths. Don ’ t send the homebodies on the road when 
you can send the smooth talkers. Otherwise they ’ ll end 
up like the kids who don ’ t get the electric guitars: resent-
ful, then bored, then uninterested. But while the kid with-
out the guitar can ’ t walk out the door and fi nd a new set 
of parents who ’ ll give him what he wants, an employee 
who doesn ’ t feel challenged or interested might not be 
an employee for much longer. And it might not be your 
choice when this employee decides to go.  

    My story doesn ’ t end with 
me walking away from the 
accordion, of course. 

 For me, as for so 
many of my peers, the 

defi ning moment of my musical life was seeing the Beat-
les appear on the  Ed Sullivan Show.  Over the course of 
three Sundays in February 1964, the Beatles were beamed 
into millions of American living rooms and changed the 
course of music history forever. They played songs that 
we all know by heart now, but back then nobody had ever 
heard anything like   “ I Want to Hold Your Hand, ”      “ All My 
Loving, ”  and   “ I Saw Her Standing There. ”  

 I saw the Beatles, and that was it. I was hooked, 
and there was nothing else I could imagine myself doing 
again. The Beatles infl uenced so many people in so many 
ways; some liked the long hair, some liked the cool suits, 
some liked the hundreds of screaming fans. 

The Moment 
It All 
Clicked
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 For me, it was the electric guitar. 
 There was something to that look, that style that 

John Lennon and George Harrison had, the way their gui-
tars cut through everything around them. I couldn ’ t explain 
it then, and I ’ m not sure I can explain it now. But something 
in the way they looked onstage touched me on a deep level, 
and I knew I had to be a part of that. After that night, I talked 
my father into getting me a guitar, and never looked back. 

 There ’ s a school of thought that holds that rock ‘n ’  
roll is all about   “ feel ”  — that traditional musical elements 
like notation and sheet music have no place when you ’ re 
getting up in front of a crowd to rock. And that ’ s true 
to a certain extent. We ’ re not the symphony; our music 
breathes and can change from night to night. 

 However, long before you can get up there in front 
of the crowd, you ’ ve got to put in the time with those tra-
ditional musical elements. Guitarists call it   “ woodshed-
ding, ”  as in   “ going out to the woodshed to practice. ”   You 
spend the downtime practicing so that you can spend the 
uptime playing. 

 The great guitarist Larry Carlton once told me that 
his philosophy toward the guitar was simple:   “ Play what 
you love, but practice what you must. ”   In other words, you 
want to play rock guitar? Great! But make sure you prac-
tice the basic fundamentals, as well as jazz, country, and 
blues. When you ’ re young, it ’ s a delicate balance of keep-
ing yourself interested in the instrument while building a 
foundation of musical knowledge. 

 When I was in seventh grade, I was fortunate 
enough to fi nd a teacher who helped me bridge the 
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gap between playing what I wanted and learning what 
I needed. And as it turned out, he was only two years 
older than me. Terry Cosgrove was a guitar teacher 
ahead of his time, one who showed me only what 
I needed to get up to speed and play some simple rock 
riffs. He gave me the gratifi cation of playing the riff to 
a song I could hear on the radio. Maybe I didn ’ t fully 
grasp how one riff related to another, but early on, 
I didn ’ t need to. Just developing the love affair with the 
guitar was enough. 

 Think about what put you where you are in your 
career. Was it a family business? Did you follow a men-
tor? Did you just happen to answer the right job posting? 
For any job, dozens of elements have to come together 
at exactly the right time for you to be where you are 
right now. 

 Think back to everything that had to fall in place. 
A chance meeting at a cocktail party. One more phone 
call to a prospective client. One more r é sum é  sent out. 
When you look at it that way, it ’ s fairly amazing that you 
are where you are. Would I still be where I am if I hadn ’ t 
seen that  Ed Sullivan Show?  Possibly. But possibly not. 
Would you still be where you are if you hadn ’ t had that 
one moment of opportunity? 

 The obvious next step, then, is to take that oppor-
tunity and build on it. Put yourself in a position for 
opportunities to arrive, and you ’ ll be amazed at the doors 
that can open. 

 For me, the door was labeled  “ Marshmallow 
Steamshovel. ”   
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  When I was growing 
up, everybody around me 
either played in a band 
or wanted to. Those of 
us lucky to be playing in 

bands tended to jump ship pretty frequently, going 
from band to band every year. It wasn ’ t like a summer 
romance; it was much more serious than that. In my 
early teens, I joined some bands that were unforgettable, 
if only for the names: 

/    The Summer Sons.  My fi rst band. My guitar teacher 
invited me to join him in this one. We ’ d play Brit-
ish Invasion songs, and tunes like Sam the Sham 
and the Pharaohs ’     “ Woolly Bully. ”  (Years later, I got 
to play  “ Woolly Bully ”  alongside Sam the Sham 
himself. If someone had told me in 1965 that I ’ d be 
doing that thirty years later, I can ’ t imagine how I 
would have reacted.)  

/    Marshmallow Steamshovel.  By now we ’ d started 
incorporating a little bit of soul into our repertoire, 
playing songs from Motown and Memphis. We 
were still trying to imitate the Beatles — everybody 
was at that point — and since they ’ d released  
 Sergeant Pepper ’ s Lonely Hearts Club Band,   we 
ren ted some fancy marching - band costumes to try 
to tap into their look. We ended up looking more 
like Paul Revere and the Raiders — a little odd and 
out of place in the gyms and recreation centers 
where we played.  

The Best Band 
Names in the 
World
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/    Doomsday Refreshment Committee.  Still a cool name 
for a band, if you ask me. Our drum head featured 
the old Kool - Aid Man pitcher with a mushroom 
cloud coming out of the top of his head! Doomsday 
was the time I started thinking of myself as a real 
guitarist, for reasons I ’ ll explain in a moment.  

/    Sweet Rooster.  This was band in which I started play-
ing with Donnie Van Zant and Ken Lyons, two of 
my future bandmates in 38. I didn ’ t know it at the 
time, but I ’ d be spending most of the next twenty -
 fi ve years with them.    

 What do all four of these bands have in common 
besides the strange names? In all four, I was learning 
not just the music but the lifestyle of the musician. That 
meant learning to play well as part of a larger group. This 
is a major theme of this book, one we ’ ll return to many 
times, and here ’ s where it starts. 

 If you can ’ t jell with your bandmates almost from 
the start, it ’ s going to be a long, hard road for you, and 
one that might end sooner than you expect. (Ask Pete 
Best about that. Pete was a drummer who didn ’ t fi t in so 
well with the other three members of his group. They cut 
him loose, and while he struggled with a solo career, they 
went on to become the Beatles.) 

 Working in small groups can be the bane of your 
workday existence. You ’ ve got one person who wants to 
dominate, one who wants to do nothing but cruise on 
the rest of the group ’ s efforts, one who goes along to get 
along. We ’ ll go into more detail about small - group inter-
relations in later chapters, but for now, the focus should 
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be on yourself. Every time you fi nd yourself part of a new 
team, you should be asking yourself these questions: 

/   What ’ s my role in this group?  

/   What do I bring to the group that no one else can?  

/   How am I contributing to (or detracting from) the 
success of the group?  

/   How much responsibility will I have in keeping the 
group afl oat?  

/   Which of my teammates can I learn from, and what 
can I learn?    

 This kind of self - examination will help you become 
a better group member much faster than if you just show 
up with your instrument and expect to join the band. 
Although we were in our early teens at this time, we were 
already working our way through these kinds of tough 
questions. Some of us answered the right way and ended 
up making a career of all this; others decided that they 
didn ’ t like the answers and moved on to other pursuits. 
No harm in that, certainly. It ’ s far better to fi nd out too 
early what you ’ re suited for than too late. 

 So let ’ s take a closer look at how I answered the 
questions above: 

/ / /

   What ’ s my role in this group?  Initially I was the 
rhythm guitarist. That ’ s the guy who plays the chords in 
the background, keeping the song moving while the lead 
guitarist steps to the front for the solos. It was an important 

•
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apprenticeship, watching how the group worked together 
all around me.  

   What do I bring to the group that no one else can?  
In my earliest groups, there wasn ’ t much I could do that 
a bunch of other guys couldn ’ t. But I did have a cool 
 guitar — a 1967 Fender Telecaster Custom — and a willing-
ness to try out new ideas and work with my bandmates. 
I also had a horrible little mustache, but the less said 
about that, the better.  

   How am I contributing to (or detracting from) the 
success of the group?  When you ’ re young and in a band, it ’ s 
not just about what goes on onstage. You ’ ve got to handle 
all sides of the process, from booking dates to publicizing 
concerts to hauling equipment to (we hoped) getting paid 
and handling the money. I was always willing to jump in and 
take on more than my share of those responsibilities in order 
to do what I could to keep the group moving forward.  

   How much responsibility will I have in keeping 
the group afl oat?  Since most of these early groups didn ’ t 
last more than a summer, I guess you ’ d think I didn ’ t have 
much success, right? And you ’ d be correct — sort of. Every 
musician ’ s early bands are like training wheels, meant 
to be discarded as you move up to higher speeds. Sure, 
Keith Richards and Mick Jagger have known each other 
since elementary school, but they ’ re the exception rather 
than the rule. Figure out how much work you ’ ll need to 
put in versus how much value you ’ ll get out, and then 
you can decide how well your group is faring.  

   Which of my teammates can I learn from, and 
what can I learn?  Now we ’ re getting into the heart of it 
all. You can, of course, learn something from anybody, 

•

•

•

•
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even if it ’ s what not to do in a certain situation. But 
what  propels you forward is when you learn from those 
who have been where you are and have already stepped 
ahead. For me, the Doomsday Refreshment Committee, 
a tiny band, was the launching pad for a career that put 
me in front of sold - out stadiums. And it was all because 
of one guy who played me the blues.        

Verse
Nobody this side of Mozart is born a musician. 

But almost anyone can practice into musical 

competence. It’s the same way with your business: 

fi gure out what your particular calling is, and work 

your way toward that.

Chorus
When you’re part of a group, you’ve got to ask 

yourself some questions to make sure you’re being 

the best teammate you can possibly be: What’s 

my role in this group? What do I bring to the group 

that no one else can? How am I contributing to (or 

detracting from) the success of the group? How 

much responsibility will I have in keeping the group 

afl oat? Which of my teammates can I learn from, 

and what can I learn? Thinking in global terms like 

this, looking beyond your group’s to-do list, will help 

your group focus more on what needs to be done 

rather than how it’s going to get done.
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