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PRAISE FOR BEEP! BEEP!

 

 

“Helps managers be more like the fast-moving cartoon character, and less like his nemesis, Wile E. Coyote, a perpetual loser!”

—Wall Street Journal

 

“BEEP! BEEP! helps desk jockeys outwit Wile E. Coyote on the information superhighway.”

—Vanity Fair

 

“Wacky though it sounds, the BEEP! BEEP! metaphor is a good one!”

—Newsday

 

“Who will emerge as the key source of wisdom on management issues in our brave new Internet world? Someone fast, erratic, and perhaps even a bit feathery? Someone like—BEEP! BEEP!—the Road Runner!”

—St. Petersburg Times

 

“Okay, okay! It’s a cute concept . . . using Wile E. Coyote and the Road Runner for lessons on managing in 2000. But Bell and Harari aren’t lightweights by any means—and neither is this book!”

—Management General

 

“You know the boomers are running the world when cartoon characters like Wile E. Coyote and the Road Runner start popping up in business books! The main lesson of BEEP! BEEP!—be a paragon of speed and adaptability to succeed.”

—Training Magazine

 

“The message of Bell and Harari is simple, clear, and presented through interviews with successful businesspeople and through humorous descriptions of scenes from the Warner Bros. cartoon.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A must-read for any leader . . . loaded with practical and humorous insights . . . right on target.”

—ROB ROBINS, executive vice president, Visa USA

 

“Regardless of the business you’re in, this book is a gem . . . a great presentation on what it takes to succeed in this new millennium.”

—ED SELLERS, CEO, Blue Cross and Blue Shield of South Carolina

 

“BEEP! BEEP! captures perfectly both the spirit and the lessons we all need to have a running start at competing and succeeding in the future.”

—ALAN M. WEBBER, founding editor, Fast Company

 

“A wild ride that brings leaders practical wisdom and cutting-edge insights in a very entertaining way. Bell and Harari will turn you and your organization into a Road Runner!”

—RICH TEERLINK, former CEO, Harley-Davidson Motor Co.

 

“From the first page to the last . . . filled with provocative ideas and sound advice for business success in the new century.”

—THOMAS J. DONOHUE, president and CEO, U.S. Chamber of Commerce

 

“A refreshing guide to ‘working on the edge.’”

—EUNICE AZZANI, managing director, Korn/Ferry International
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Road Runners of the New Millennium

 

 

 

  


PREFACE

Road Runners don’t have prefaces . . . they just begin!
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CHAPTER 1

“And in This Corner, Weighing Twenty-three Pounds . . .”
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Two cartoon characters meet on the New Mexico desert to match wits. Spectators are instantly struck by the David and Goliath parallel. The program that came with the tickets says that coyotes can run thirty miles per hour . . . and this particular coyote is hungry, already tasting his next meal. And it tells us that roadrunners can’t really fly—soaring short distances is about it—and can run sixteen miles per hour . . . tops.

Wile E. Coyote brings several other advantages to the fray. He has a seemingly endless arsenal of roadrunner-trapping gadgets, provided by a mysterious manufacturer named Acme. And he relentlessly uses these tools against his scrawny, defenseless opponent with great cunning and stealth. He is a master planner, obsessed with visions of fricasseed roadrunner!

The line on this match heavily favors the Coyote. Who would bet a dime on the multicolored, gawky bird who seems oblivious to the fact that a contest is even underway? Yet time and again, the Road Runner eludes and escapes! As we toss the stubs of our betting slips, the Road Runner’s victories baffle us.

The Road Runner’s feats defy logic. He races through imaginary tunnels as if they were real. He never gets wet when there’s water everywhere. He outmaneuvers a faster, stronger opponent by making speed superfluous. He turns the ingenuity of his opponent into embarrassing results . . . so embarrassing that spectators laugh, even though they bet on the Coyote. How can we comprehend such absurdity?

The Road Runner has a secret that Wile E. never figures out. He is operating under completely different rules. He understands what Albert Einstein once said: “You can’t solve the problems of a paradigm from within the paradigm.”

This book is about the Road Runner paradigm. Wile E. can’t even pronounce paradigm, much less understand that as long as he clings to an outmoded set of assumptions to guide his plans and actions, he cannot avoid the blunders and errors that doom him to perpetual hunger.

A paradigm is a way of viewing the world—like Newton vs. Einstein or Ptolemy vs. Copernicus. You remember from school days studying about the lengths people will go to hold on to their favorite worldview. When nature did not fit the “Earth is the center of the universe” paradigm of Ptolemy’s day, astronomers added a fudge factor called epicycles to make it work. Like Wile E., they worked harder to protect conventional wisdom than to give it up. Ptolemys are still out there in full force today.

Success in this new millennium requires a completely new way of managing ourselves and our enterprises. The rules of the road have changed and we must master them quickly if our businesses and our lives are to be successful—and fun. Solving future challenges with present-day patterns will be as futile as the Acme schemes on which Wile E. relies. It’s like trying to solve a Zen koan with Western logic (“ . . . so, what is the sound of one hand clapping?”). Like Wile E., we scratch our heads in confusion, even after we hear the answer. It isn’t that Wile E. doesn’t know that he loses; he doesn’t understand why he loses! Our hope is that you’ll be ready for the riddles of the new millennium by the time you’ve read the last word on the last page.


Bugs into Bulldozers: Surviving Managers Are Transformers

When a young child was asked to explain why he liked the transformer toys that were the current rage, he said, “They’re neat! If I have a plain old toy car I might be able to take stuff off of it and make it a hot rod. But with a transformer, I can turn a bug into a bulldozer!” We believe that the next few years will have us wanting fewer “ordinary cars that can become hot rods” and wanting more “bugs that can be transformed into bulldozers.”

The world of enterprise often attempts to operate in a Porsche world with buggy whip thinking. Many “truths” that now are albatrosses around the necks of new millennium pioneers are vestiges of an irrelevant past. It’s like public schools still closing for the summer fifty years after the end of the agricultural era. Or, it’s like . . .


	“Managing” employees by command and control and behind closed doors.

	Dealing with suppliers in an arm’s-length, adversarial, hyper-legalistic manner.

	Assuming that gradual changes to the status quo are less risky than going for breakthroughs.

	Assuming your most valuable assets are the tangible ones that show up on the balance sheet.

	Defining your organization or unit in terms of real estate and location rather than global networks and relationships.

	Seeing salvation in mass markets, cost effectiveness, and economies of scale, rather than in perpetually innovative solutions for market units of one (i.e., each customer).

	Clinging to the belief that “mating” with another coyote company will somehow yield a roadrunner organization.







The patterns, paradigms, and rules practiced in today’s world of management and leadership have a long and rich history. And they once worked! But no more . . . take it from former Hewlett-Packard CEO Lew Platt: “Whatever made you successful in the past won’t in the future.”

As we move into the new millennium, we face completely new business realities, requiring completely new management mind-sets and leadership models. The winners in this era will be the nimble, mobile organizations that can, on a dime, gather and shed diverse constituents whose loyalties are less to the current concoction and more to their own competencies and talents. Free-agent mercenaries will be in; gold watches, out. Independent proprietors will be in; subordinates, out. New realities call for new paradigms.
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Enter . . . the Road Runner! The Road Runner is unencumbered by mass and fat (and meetings, and sign-off approvals, and huge sunk costs, and politicking). He is the essence of versatility, ingenuity, turn-on-a-dime agility, zigzag mind-set, and sheer joy. The Coyote relies on a ploddingly predictable set of tactics and style of execution—including his dependence on one of the most inept suppliers imaginable. He’s stuck in a rut, which invariably costs him his meal . . . and his pride.


A Map for the Millennium

The contrasts between roadrunners and coyotes are most instructive for leaders who seek a map for maneuvering in the new millennium. If you look at the Spirit of the Road Runner as a desired effect or result, what is the process for achieving it? Stated differently, if you wanted your organization or unit to be a roadrunner among coyotes, if you wanted all your employees to act more like roadrunners and less like coyotes, what actions would you take as a leader?

Beep! Beep! is about bringing a new spirit to the work world. It is intended as a practical blueprint and a courage-builder for business pioneers who are unwilling to be lulled into complacence by the latest Acme trick or fooled by a painted tunnel. The book is designed to be your periscope for envisioning the future and a guidebook to ready you for the trip from here to there. It is a working book—one aimed at being more edgy than conventional, more vivacious than staid, more sensible than scholarly—and much more about practice than philosophy.

It’s important to emphasize that Beep! Beep! is not a simple homage to small companies. There are many little coyotes out there—small companies or units that are slow in decision-making, ponderous in market response, ruled by a dictator, behind in technology, and just plain uninteresting in the products and services they offer. The issue is not big vs. small. In the Age of Road Runner, the issue is, which species are you striving to be? The key question this book seeks to answer is: How can I help my team, unit, or organization become a roadrunner?

This book will show you how to prepare for—and succeed—in the Age of the Road Runner. But beware! The Road Runner himself is giving us a very important clue—and warning—that we must heed before getting on the racetrack to our future. Review these two scenes and guess the clue he gives us.
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Wile E. holds a medicine bottle. A tight shot on the label reveals its contents: “Acme Hi-Speed Tonic—Contains vitamins R-P+M.” He gives a spoonful to a small mouse, who runs around at turbo speed. Wile E. then drinks the whole bottle and jets off turbo speed in pursuit of the Road Runner. The Road Runner suddenly stops, extends his foot, and trips Wile E., who goes tumbling into a construction zone and into a small shed with a door sign, “Danger. Dynamite. Keep Out.” The shed explodes, sending Wile E. through the chimney and into space.
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The scene opens with a close shot on a box labeled: “One Acme Jet Propelled Pogo Stick.” Wile E. removes the pogo stick, starts it up, mounts it, and waits for the Road Runner to run by. As the Road Runner races by, Wile E. starts pogoing up and down in hot pursuit. But he soon loses control of the pogo stick and goes straight backward over a cliff.

 

 

What these scenes show is that you cannot remain a coyote and expect to compete against roadrunners by simply copying their movements. Sure, the coyote can buy high-speed tonic or jet-propelled pogo sticks, but his body and soul are still coyote. If you are a coyote team or organization, no matter what fads or quick fixes you jump into, you are just imitating a roadrunner—and the real thing will beat you every time. In this book, we’ll help you learn to be the real thing.

Sometimes we will be focusing on roadrunner organizations, sometimes on roadrunner leaders. Success comes through embodying the Spirit of the Road Runner, whether that application is to a person, a team, or an entire organization. The cartoon characters created by Chuck Jones are both male. But we approach the concepts of roadrunner and coyote as gender-free. Likewise we will refer to the cartoon characters by their proper names: Wile E. Coyote and Road Runner. We will refer to the concepts in lower case.


Take a Closer Look
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Wile E. Coyote is preoccupied, earnest, conniving, and grim. The Road Runner is joyful, light, and free. Wile E. does nothing but go from pursuing one meal to the next, with perpetual frustration; the bird is gleefully living life to the fullest. The results are always the same: Wile E. somehow manages to dig himself into the hole of failure, while the Road Runner strides on, undeterred and unaffected by life’s bumps and obstacles.

Are you a coyote? Or are you a roadrunner? And how about your organization? We all like to think we’re roadrunners. The truth is most of us are not. After all, the coyote way has worked for years. In the coyote world, solid professional management means being persistent and focused. Coyotes are lean and mean—especially “mean.” Coyotes develop a smart idea or great plan . . . then ruthlessly obsess on execution, never deviating from the plan until they reach the last step. Coyotes never give up or stray from the course. Sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?

Coyote thinking has worked in the past. But supervisors, managers, and executives, if pushed to be candid, will confess that in the last few years the old formulas for success are beginning to feel wobbly. Pressing the pedal harder only spins our wheels in place, maybe even digging us in deeper.

Too many of our goals seem unreachable, the pace seems too fast to negotiate the steep slope ahead. It feels like we’ve bought a bill of goods—perhaps from the Acme Company. We got the right degrees from the right schools, paid our dues, and kept our noses clean, yet now watch raw, unrefined upstarts (sometimes college dropouts) outdo us by redoing the rules. What do these mavericks know that we don’t?

As we watch the cartoons, there are many reasons we admire the Road Runner. He’s a free spirit, marching to his own drum above the mundane, minute, and meticulous. He’s light, joyful, and seemingly fearless. He’s fast, bouncy, and always looking ahead. And he’s garbed in glorious color, not dull like the Coyote. It’s somehow much easier to imagine Wile E. in a drab three-piece suit than the Road Runner.

We have mixed feelings about Wile E. Coyote. He’s true to his name—“Wile E.”—as in sly, cunning, clever, crafty . . . wily. We admire his tenacity and endurance; yet we disdain his dark side. There’s an appealing curiosity in him in a sinister sort of way. But he’s way too myopically obsessed . . . which leads to narrow vision and appallingly poor execution. We appreciate his ingenuity. Yet he operates out of such a small, narrow picture of the world that he’s unable to adjust to his environment. His goals are winner take all—he wants to kill and eat the competition—literally. He defines the game as win-lose and, ironically, becomes the loser.

 

[image: ]

Scene opens on an Acme Street Wagon, a 500-pound anvil, a self-inflating weather balloon, and an electric fan. Wile E. stands in the wagon, which is attached to the balloon, anvil tied to one side, fan on the other. He checks the contraption over and turns on the fan. The fan propels him over the edge of the cliff. As he flies smirking through the air, he spies the Road Runner through the clouds, zooming along the road. He unties the anvil and drops it over the side. The sudden loss of weight causes the balloon to shoot up. Then the tie holding the balloon begins to unravel, causing the balloon to release its air and jerk around wildly. Finally, all the air is out of the balloon, Wile E. falls, passing the anvil on the way down, and crashes onto the road. The anvil falls on his head. The Road Runner runs over the anvil.

 

 

Thinking of trying a middle ground? Forget it. It’s impossible to be a blend of Wile E. and the Road Runner. You might alternate from one persona to the other, but you can never be both at once. Biologically and organizationally, the two will never merge . . . there will never be a Wile E. Roadrunner! Taking the moderate, safe route in search of a hybrid not only produces deformed offspring like the mule; it leads to sterility and extinction.
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The Origin of the Chase

The Road Runner and Wile E. Coyote were born on September 16, 1949, in a cartoon titled Fast and Furry-ous, the creation of Warner Bros. cartoonist Charles Martin “Chuck” Jones. “The Road Runner seemed funny—a bird that runs,” wrote Jones in his autobiography, Chuck Amuck. “They’re like flying fish of the land. And the Coyote, by his very nature, is never well-fed—he’s always hungry. So you don’t have to explain it. You come across a coyote chasing a roadrunner—he’d chase anything.”

Jones chose the name Acme Corporation as Wile E.’s sole supplier because, as he describes in his autobiography, “My sister Dorothy fell in love with the title Acme, finding it was adopted by many struggling and embryonic companies because it put them close to the top of their chosen services in the Yellow Pages. Acme and Wile E. were the perfect symbiotic relationship; whatever his needs were, Acme was there to supply. No money was ever involved.”

Jones established a framework for the Road Runner cartoons that gave them resilience and coherence. In his book he outlines some of the boundaries.


	No outside force can harm the Coyote—only his own ineptitude or the failure of the Acme products. Whenever possible, make gravity the Coyote’s greatest enemy.

	The Coyote could stop anytime—if he were not a fanatic.

	The only dialogue is “Beep Beep.”

	The Coyote is never to be injured by the Road Runner.

	The cartoons are always seen from the point of view of the Coyote.



 

  


CHAPTER 2

Competing in the Terrain of the Future

The group of sales reps from a large aftermarket parts distributor gathered in a ballroom for the start of their annual sales rally. Excited to get their brand-new four-inch-thick parts and price book, they largely ignored the CEO as he highlighted the company’s previous year wins and losses.

Then the meeting took an unexpected turn. The CEO introduced the opening keynote speaker . . . a business consultant who had entertained the audience the previous year. But instead of opening with the expected clever joke, he walked in their midst and changed their view of their future with three questions:

If all your customers could at any time remotely “look” into your warehouse, find the solution or part they needed, and get it shipped overnight, what would they need you for?

If all your products were engineered to be “smart,” and the part itself could alert the distribution center when it needed to be changed, replenished, or deleted, what would your customers need you for?

If all price shopping was driven by real-time, global comparisons via the Internet and customers could request customized products and services which in turn drove your production cycles, what would they need you for?

The terrain of the future will be dramatically different from anything we have had in the past. The Internet is both a part of the change as well as a cultural symbol of that change. The Internet is the ultimate roadrunner terrain. Coyotes are simply lost in this bizarre environment. All their size, girth, marketing muscle, and economies of scale help little in a world where nothing is fixed, stable, predictable, or tangible, and where everything proceeds with nonlinear warp speed.

Chip Valentine understands. Chip is the past president of the National Welding Supply Association, which represents distributors of industrial gas and related supplies. In a keynote speech to the national meeting of the association in late 1998, he pointed out a truism that applies to every industry, mainly, that “new forces are going to dramatically change the way we will do business in the twenty-first century.” And what are those new forces? “The Internet, and electronic commerce in general,” he told the audience, “have had little effect on us until now, but they will have a tremendous impact on us over the next few years. Those of us who have dabbled in it have seen it as a small competitive advantage maybe, but it will soon be a requirement to do business.” Global traffic over the Internet doubles every 100 days with 60,000 new people logging on every day in the U.S. alone.

Valentine went on to give an intriguing example, citing a fellow member of the association’s board: “Ed lives in northern Wisconsin and grocery shopping is very inconvenient, especially in the winter. His wife recently placed an order for groceries at www.netgrocer.com. The selection was wonderful, the prices were better than at the local grocery store, and they were delivered right to her door by UPS—for a $2.99 delivery charge. Ed’s question to the board was, ‘If this works so well with groceries, can www.weldingsupplies.com be far behind?’”

This is the vital question for grocers as well as welding suppliers. A slow unexciting grocery chain that simply opens a Web site (or merges with another slow, unexciting grocery chain to produce an even bigger, slower offspring) won’t survive. That’s coyotes trying to imitate roadrunners. E-commerce, to paraphrase Valentine, is more than a dabble, more than an offshoot of the current business, more than simply providing employees with PCs, more than simply using EDI to link up with suppliers. The real question is how do you capitalize on the new realities of the Internet in order to reinvent your business? If you’re a grocer, what’s the grocery business going to look like tomorrow? Will there be “stores” the way we know them? Will there be “stores” at all? And how do you use the tools and highways of electronic commerce to make these transformations to do what seems impossible today?

Nowadays, the Road Runner thrives in any environment, but he positively dominates in a digital terrain. Writing in Fast Company, founding editor Alan Webber notes: “In the past, competing on time created performance differentials. But as real as those differentials were, they usually improved things only 20% or 30%. When you move into the digital world, you attach a supercharger to speed as a competitive weapon. The difference between those who get it and those who don’t is no longer incremental—it’s a quantum leap. And once that disparity becomes apparent to some consumers, word spreads to others.”

But, again, keep in mind that the move to the Internet and digital economy is not simply about buying gee-whiz technology (the Coyote is always buying gee-whiz technology from Acme). It’s more about organizational metamorphosis—toward quantum leaps in roadrunner-like speed, fluidity, lightness, responsiveness, precision, and agility. That’s why the next-wave strategies of Dell Computer and Cisco Systems, two of the most successful companies in the 1990s, now revolve almost entirely around the Internet: selling on it, customizing product on it, communicating one-on-one with customers on it, providing after-sale servicing on it, partnering and outsourcing on it, allowing customers to take care of their own questions and problems on it—all instantaneously, real-time, individualized, on “customer-time.”

The reality of the Age of the Road Runner is that winning teams and organizations will not be able to capitalize on what were core elements of businesses of the past. Organizing around sacred cow principles of secrets, security, allegiance, time, place, order, or supremacy will be a prescription for extinction in the Age of the Road Runner. Here are the realities of the new environment of business:


No More Secrets

The desert is the terrain of the Road Runner–Wile E. Coyote cartoons, and it is the turf of our future. It is a stark setting: a bare-bones, inhospitable, brutally hot expanse. Unfortunately, we’re more accustomed to a jungle-like business landscape (as in “It’s a jungle out there!”), where the heavy entanglements of secrecy, the thick fog of politicking, and the dense underbrush of buck-passing obscure your vision and block the path. The desert, in contrast, is clean, wide, open. For the Road Runner, the desert offers clear-cut opportunities and barrier-free paths to success. The desert’s purity and clarity reek of Road Runner–type honesty . . . with no BS and few places to hide (though Wile E. pathetically tries to, over and over).

The desert in which tomorrow’s organizations will operate offers similar mixed blessings. There’s no hiding behind excuses, closed doors, policies, or hierarchical levels. No Adam and Eve paradise here, with lush low-hanging fruit, fat cats, cash cows, and steady streams of income. The organizational desert is open—information technology and flattened structures give access to competitive knowledge to anyone, anywhere, anytime. For roadrunner organizations, the new desert is alive with opportunity. However, for coyote organizations, which rely on secrecy, stealth, one-upmanship, and power plays, the business landscape of tomorrow will be a nightmare.

The desert is open, and it calls for open responses. Wile E. doesn’t quite get that. His first name is synonymous with trickery and deception! Almost every Road Runner–Wile E. Coyote script begins with a secret plan—a devious scheme to snare the little bird. His tricks epitomize deceit. They are carried out with great reliance on covertness and stealth.

The business world has had a long-standing love affair with secrecy and stealth. Corporate espionage, insider trading, and paper shredders have littered the landscape of enterprise. Elaborate security systems are the hallmark of corporate headquarters buildings. “Confidential” is a well-used rubber stamp. Managers get private briefings after reading numbered copies of classified reports. And that’s just the beginning. On a daily basis, coyote organizations chug along fueled by political secrets, back stabbings, “for your eyes only,” “can’t-share-that-stuff” mentality, everyone in their box, and closed-door whisperings. That world will be inappropriate and unsustainable in the twenty-first century.

Today, technology universalizes and democratizes information. The management of governments, corporations, hospitals, and unions—you name it—can no longer keep information under wraps. You need advice about a physician, a hospital, a surgical procedure, a disease, a medication? Click on a mouse and you’re immediately connected to the world’s knowledge bank. You need the lowest prices and optimum features for cars, long-distance services, or mortgage rates? You want the real story about a potential product or a potential supplier? Click on a mouse and you’re immediately connected to the world’s knowledge bank. You see a need to reduce the time between customer orders and your company’s delivery of the product? Click on a mouse and you get real-time information about inventory control, logistics, current costs, the impact of delivery time on cash flow, and the impact of the current order cycle on customer satisfaction.

“As globalization gives everyone the same information, resources, technology and markets,” says New York Times political writer Thomas Friedman, “a society’s particular ability to put those pieces together in the fastest and most innovative manner increasingly separates winners from losers in the global economy.” The same goes for business units and organizations. Information is free and ubiquitous. This is why roadrunner organizations capitalize on openness, for they know it’s not the information and data that are crucial but what smart, creative people do with it. So their credo is: no secrets, spread information everywhere. Like Dorothy with the Wizard of Oz, they lift up the curtains. In contrast to their coyote competitors, they work “out in the open” as much as possible.

We live in an open world but still tend to operate as if it were closed. Yet children routinely fire up home computers more powerful than the Cray Supercomputers used by the Strategic Air Command thirty years ago. Teenagers use the Internet to access any data on the planet for their term papers. But in our coyote organizations adult employees are still denied unrestricted, unfiltered contact with sensitive data. Customers and outsiders (analysts, consultants, vendors) can often “see” more of an organization (its processes, its financials, its inventory, its strategic priorities) than employees can. People read about your organization in the paper; the world may know more about it than you.

Coyote thinking is about hoarding and protecting information, about power and cash cows. Roadrunner thinking is getting information out. It says, “Let’s spread information everywhere so everyone can be stronger and more effective.” “Let’s obsolete ourselves before someone else does.” “Information grows old fast, so why hoard it?” Instead, roadrunner energy goes into the next—not the last—product, service, idea. Wile E. secretly protects what he does. The Road Runner is not concerned about that. He roars all over the desert, looking ahead, free to absorb everything around him.


No More Security

We are all a little ambivalent about security. At some level, we know it’s false. We laugh at Wile E.’s dilemma because we so often fall into the same trap he does. Security implies protection, predictability, exterior reliability, a sense of peace—the feeling that “someone else is taking care of me.” Wile E. seeks the security of a sole-source supplier . . . Acme. He seeks the security of the instructions on the box: Do X, Y, and Z as instructed and the bird is yours! Despite his perpetual disappointment, he clings to the same modus operandi, the same strategic plan, over and over . . . and when it doesn’t work, he redoubles his effort (like “continuous improvement”) and tries the same MO with a different ruse.

The victorious Road Runner’s well-being doesn’t depend on anyone else; he uses any resource out there—especially his own capabilities. He doesn’t look back to what he did yesterday when dealing with today’s situation. His is a true sense of security, a self-assurance that inner peace comes from self-reliance, not other-reliance.

As we shall see, the Road Runner periodically reaches out to “allies”—but the Road Runner does not compulsively call on external organizations or quick-fix techniques for help—unlike Wile E., who clings to them. Wile E. wastes his energy choosing and trying all kinds of outlandish props—from dehydrated rocks to rocket skates—hoping they will guarantee him success. He doesn’t even test-drive his strategies; he puts them to use straight out of the Acme carton.

What do roadrunners do? They think differently. Consider this: If your organization spun you off as a subsidiary with your own profit and loss statement and required you to justify your presence by the impact you made, who would be your customers and what would they be willing to pay for your efforts? Guess what! You already have been spun off! The Wile E.’s don’t know it and continue to act entitled; Road Runners already view their departments as profit centers, their divisions as unique businesses, and themselves as their own company. They have turned themselves into Me, Inc., and are busily marketing and delivering their services to others.

Coyotes assume that outside forces (like employers or benign corporations) will offer them security. Then they are crushed when they don’t get the promotion they expected, or even worse, when they become a downsize statistic. Even when they keep their job, they often find themselves in a constant state of low-level anxiety about their future in the organization.

Roadrunners (individuals and organizations) create their own security. They focus on being different, continually learning, taking important risks, and making a difference every day—making themselves more indispensable to their current organization and more marketable to others.


No More Allegiance

Wile E. Coyote loves Acme! Boy oh boy, does he love Acme! He buys and buys and buys. Check out his account history with Acme:

Account Name: Mr. Wile E. Coyote

Address: Somewhere on the Run, New Mexico

Re: Products Purchased to Date


	Small canister of Acme Aspirin

	Acme Rocket Powered Roller Skates

	One “Acme Super Outfit”—blue body suit, red cape, yellow socks and gloves, mask

	One sheet of Acme Triple Strength Battleship Steel Armor Plate

	One Acme Batman’s Outfit

	From Acme Anvil Corp: Contents: One (1) Anvil

	Acme Giant Rubber Band

	Acme Street Wagon, 500-pound Anvil, Weather Balloon (self-inflating type), Electric Fan

	Acme Mouse Snare

	One Bottle of Acme Hi-Speed Tonic—Contains vitamins R-P+M

	One Acme Jet Propelled Pogo Stick

	One Acme Jet Propelled Unicycle (satisfaction guaranteed)

	One Acme Female Road-Runner Costume

	One Jim-Dandy Wagon, One Acme Outboard Motor

	Acme Iron Pellets

	One Fifth of Acme Bumblebees

	Acme Axle Grease—Guaranteed Slippery



Wile E. sticks with Acme, despite his never-ending disappointment. He probably calls their toll-free number repeatedly, credit card in hand, like some forlorn lover. Wile E.’s in love with Acme all right, but he’s even more infatuated with the process that controls him, that drives his actions, his attitudes, and his results. His first love is a blinding, driving goal—EAT THE BIRD. This means stealth, deceit, and Acme . . . over and over and over. Never is he successful—or happy—but he is a faithful customer even though Acme never acknowledges his existence. Acme never follows up. There are no customized solutions, no requests for feedback, no sales rep visits, and no sense of partnership. And so the Coyote’s allegiance exacerbates his myopia, rigidity, and possessive holding on to old tools, perspectives, and attitudes.

The Road Runner is not tied down to one product line, vendor, institution, organization, process, or set of instructions. He is loyal to his ethics, his purpose, his goals, his principles, his environment, and himself. The Road Runner avoids the Coyote’s shortcomings . . . no false pride, no arrogance, no unrealistic expectations. The Road Runner chooses his attitude: optimistic self-reliance. The Coyote allows his attitude to rule him: He lets himself be a victim of external circumstance, and the circumstance renders him gloomy, obediently dependent, blindly allegiant.

Blind allegiance is the hallmark of security-driven organizations and employees. In time this “taking for granted” allegiance becomes self-righteous, self-absorbed, and self-defeating. Allegiance is no longer enough, as Intel is now telling its suppliers: If you want to keep our business, don’t just respond to our directives. Take the lead, take the initiative; get involved in our operations, suggest things you can provide that will help both our strategic objectives, show us that you understand our business and can help us improve it. If you do that, you’ll stay part of our family even though the life of the original project we hired you for will have ended. In other words, don’t count on us to show allegiance to you just because you’ve been our vendor for a thousand years, or just because you meet the terms of the contract with zero defects. We’re not interested in commodity services or commodity transactions. That’s not enough. Partner with us to add value to our business in new, fresh ways, and we’ll be loyal to you.

Allegiance is not the same as loyalty or commitment. We choose to be loyal or committed to someone or something; we are obliged to allegiance. Roadrunners demonstrate loyalty. Blind, binding allegiance is reserved for coyotes and their canine cousins, not smart organizations and leaders.


No More Time

We all learned in Philosophy 101 that time doesn’t really exist . . . it’s just a convenient convention, concocted eons ago to make life predictable. In many ways, the concept of business time is under radical overhaul. Winning organizations are sure to be those that use time (or the lack of it) as their ally.

The 1980s and 1990s focused on creating a just-in-time world. Raw materials were no longer stockpiled days or months before their use in the manufacturing process. Since carrying costs were soaring, most product makers learned how to minimize holding time for inventory. This concept was amplified by the concept of cycle time, the through-put time of manufacturing. Given narrowing margins and the fact that goods in production were a drain on the expense side of the equation, factories scrambled to find ways to shorten the time between the purchase of raw materials and the shipment of finished goods.

All organizations now focus on compressing time . . . speeding up their responses and processes, making things happen faster and faster. Pick up a phone or turn on your laptop and, like magic, time seems to disappear. You’re connected to any piece of information, to anyone, anywhere. Technology squeezes time to irrelevance. It’s all “real-time” now.
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When people think about the Road Runner, they usually think first of speed. And it’s certainly true that roadrunner organizations look at compressing time as a vital competitive advantage: speed up time to market, responsiveness to customers, buildups of electronic networks, reactions to market trends. FedEx’s remarkable ability to track instantaneously (indeed, its ability to allow the customer to track instantaneously) the precise location of any en-route parcel is a key competitive advantage. So is Disney’s capacity to churn out a new entertainment product—a movie, a game, a videotape, a toy—every five minutes. As Dayton Hudson chairman Bob Ulrich tells his managers: “Speed is life.”

For the past few years, Professor Bill Murray, one of Oren’s colleagues at the University of San Francisco, has held an annual eight-week seminar with leaders from a variety of European companies. Shortly after the stock price of Yahoo! took one of the periodic big leaps, Bill told Oren something interesting. His European clients have no problem understanding a market valuation of a billion dollars for an Internet-based company, nor do they have a problem understanding how any American start-up can raise millions and then be worth billions. What they can’t understand is the speed with which it happens! How can people take a concept, raise capital, form an organization, set up supplier links, form global networks, market and sell their wares, and be appraised at huge multiples of earnings so quickly? How do they get the people, train them, get them the tools and technology they need, create plans and systems and processes under which they will work—so quickly?

For these international executives (and for many domestic American ones as well) the image of people choosing to work fifteen hours a day in ad hoc, ambiguous “organizations” with very loose job expectations, then collapsing in a sleeping bag under their desks when they get tired—at any hour of the day—in order to create a shared dream and gain access to millions in stock options is an alien concept. These skeptics still see business development in terms of slow, deliberate planning and execution. They still see work in terms of a compartmentalized nine-to-five, forty-hour-a-week schedule (and for some, that’s a heavy week). They still view financial rewards in terms of straight, fixed salaries. In a world populated only by coyotes, all that is eminently reasonable. But when the stage is shared by roadrunners, those premises go right out the window.

Coyote managers and organizations are held prisoner by speed barriers that they create: a maze of holy structures and processes, sacred hierarchical levels and pass-offs, centralized decision-making, trickle-down communication flows, always-done-it-this-way traditions, meticulous planning sessions, political massaging, perpetual committee meetings and reviews, more paper trails and proposals, wait-for-the-other-guy attitudes, arm’s-length relationships with outsiders, technologies that are “cost-effective” but out of date, cultures that value convention over experimentation, and hyper-caution over risk.

The Road Runner simply has no time for such stuff! The Road Runner’s world is not just about speed; it’s also about anticipation, responsiveness, imagination, and—most of all—agility. Speed is about pace; agility is about nimbleness. If the Road Runner were simply fast, it wouldn’t be enough. If he took the same routes and showed up at the expected times, he’d eventually be caught. The key to the Road Runner’s success is that he’s more than just fast. He’s unpredictable, he zigs and zags, he reacts creatively real-time. In a world where linear speed is a commodity, any organization can use technologies that compress time. The key is this: What do you do with those technologies? What can you create that is different, unique, or special? In a world where speed is a commodity, being fast equals no more than surviving. The key to thriving is no longer just the ability to work fast, but what you are able to do fast.

Even on a personal level, time is no longer the overriding principle. The Road Runner doesn’t know or care if it is 8:00 A.M. or 5:00 P.M. or if it’s Tuesday or Saturday. Human roadrunners may declare that Thursday and Friday are going to be the weekend this week and it’ll be Tuesday and Wednesday next week. This isn’t the orientation of a lazy person. Nor are we talking about the “super woman” ostentatiously juggling twenty-five things at work and home simultaneously, or the workaholic businessman receiving an e-mail at his hotel saying, “Congratulations, it’s a boy!” Those are simply images of coyotes trying to imitate roadrunners.

The Road Runner knows that we are entering an age when, once again, distinctions between work and “life” are becoming meaningless. Increasingly, in roadrunner organizations, we can choose when to work and when not to. Individuals brave enough to create a “no-time” mind-set will win, personally and professionally. Organizations that can create a “no-time” culture will be able to attract and mobilize people who choose not to be bound by the clock—aka the roadrunners.

Finally, “no more time” is an interesting play on words. Roadrunner leaders behave as if there is no more time. They have a sense of urgency to take action and try things out. They have an understanding that if they don’t act boldly now they will be left behind. They fully understand AB Investor Chairman Percy Barnevik’s warning that “nowadays, the cost of delays exceeds the cost of mistakes.”


No More Place

Where does the Road Runner live? Apparently, he has no address. Wile E. Coyote, however, must have a permanent headquarters—otherwise where would Acme keep mailing him all the stuff he orders?

For the Road Runner, “place” is irrelevant to getting the job done. Energy devoted to “place thinking” is energy that could be devoted to results. The advent of telecommuting, satellite employees, intranets, outsourcing, contract work, mobility work on the customer’s or distributor’s or other department’s site—all make “place” an unimportant part of enterprise. The “place” of the future is not bolted to the ground. It is virtually anywhere.

Sun Microsystems, located in the heart of Silicon Valley, California, relies heavily on the work of their chief technologist Bill Joy—who lives in Aspen, Colorado. For six years our research assistant, Bruce Taylor, operated a purchasing operation for a family-owned American jewelry manufacturer. Bruce lived in Bangkok, the principals lived in New York, the subcontractors were in Thailand and China, and the final manufacturing facilities where product was sent were in the Dominican Republic. These examples will be the norm, not the exception, in the Age of the Road Runner.

“Place” no longer matters—that is, you want to be in one place only when things outside are static, stable, slow-moving. But that’s not the case anymore, so you want to be “placeless,” or anyplace—anywhere you hang your laptop, modem, pager, cell phone—and yeah, hat—is “the office.” The Road Runner spreads himself around everywhere. He’s never in one place because . . . well, he’s a road-RUNNER.

“What are you doing in your office?” asks the roadrunner leader incredulously. “Why aren’t you working?” You can’t be place-bound anymore. That’s why the business model of credit card authorization king VeriFone is based on location independence, global reach, and electronic knowledge networks to “glue” everyone. Even giant companies like Mars, Nucor, Wal-Mart, and Virgin Atlantic have pitiful corporate headquarters. Ridiculously spare. The idea is not to get comfy in lush, opulent headquarters, but to get out on the road! In companies like Oticon and Chiat/Day, people don’t even have offices anymore—your office is wherever you’re hanging out today, with whomever you’re working. In other words, the planet is the playground: We appear and operate with anyone, anywhere, and when we’re far from each other we stay connected through e-mail and intranet, cell phone and fax, videoconferencing and overnight mail.

In contrast, coyotes plot tactics that require a stationary base—Wile E. perches atop a mountain, hides around a corner, or crouches behind a boulder. Most of his entrapment devices have him lie in wait for the upright, stand-up, always-on-the-move bird. We rarely see the Road Runner stand still for more than a fleeting moment. As Wile E. lies in wait, the Road Runner confidently speeds across the desert, averting his traps and tricks.

At Wal-Mart, Sam’s Club managers are like the Road Runner. While preparing for a keynote address to senior management, Oren found it extremely hard to schedule a phone conversation with them. They were always on the road—visiting stores, customers, suppliers, technology experts, marketing specialists. Compare that with coyote organizations, where senior management is cloistered behind a wall of security and secretaries, and where their direct reports (taking their cue from their bosses) are comfortably ensconced behind big desks. If it takes a vote of toadies and public relations people for an outsider to reach an organization’s CEO, you’re probably dealing with a pack of coyotes!

The more “place” you have, the more baggage you carry . . . be it debt, sunk cost, bureaucratic infrastructure, passé product, rigid culture, or outdated tradition. One executive of a faltering Fortune 500 company ruefully told us, “Yeah, in our company we’ve got many years of tradition unmarred by progress.” If the Road Runner were confined to a fixed place, the Coyote could easily catch him. For the Road Runner, “place of business” is anyplace he needs to be or simply where he is. Mobility is more important—the Road Runner can work anywhere, linked with whomever he needs to work, remotely or directly on site, and still be connected back “home.”


No More Order

If order were the first order of business for the Road Runner, he would be road kill. His movements, no matter how fast, would be predictable. He wouldn’t have a chance against the logic and reason of Wile E.’s schemes. The carefully developed blueprints, diagrams, and strategic plans Wile E. follows are all based on order and predictability: Let’s see . . . the Road Runner should come down this path at about this time. He will move from point A to point B, at which time I will ignite the engines of the Rocket Powered Roller Skates (guaranteed for quality and reliability). The wheels on the skates are perfectly angled to account for the precise forward path and speed of the prey . . . success is 101 percent assured.

Typical coyote strategic planning! Today’s premises logically extrapolated to generate complex scenarios that have everything in the future falling into place—perfectly. Thick documents called strategic plans, bulging manuals for policies and procedures, byzantine budgeting processes, intricate control and communication systems, complex interventions called TQM. Everything based on order—of time and place, of events, people, processes, and products. It’s a once-marvelous system, created to make wars, manufacturing, and other acts of chaos manageable. But it is a system that works worse and worse every day.

Need proof? A Conference Board “State of Business” study concluded that the world of commerce today is marked by words like turbulence, volatile environment, and unpredictable future. Competitors’ schemes, consumer preferences, technology and scientific advances, capital market shifts, demographic and social changes—they don’t fall into place in the neat orderly way they used to. Even so, we spend precious time and resources propping up fat, slow bureaucracies dedicated to planning, TQM’ing, budgeting, reviewing, and signing off on documents—while the roadrunners around us bob and weave and skip merrily into new arenas with new concepts that make irrelevant, if not obsolete, what we are so earnestly doing today.

The leaders of two blue-chip American companies came to the same conclusion. In a Wall Street Journal interview, Doug Ivester, CEO of Coca-Cola, stated that within five years he hoped to do away with annual business plans altogether in favor of an ongoing, continuous planning process. The reason is twofold. First, there’s simply no way for export-dependent Coke to predict, for example, an Asia crisis or the appearance of a new competitor. Second, traditional planning doesn’t permit sufficiently quick response to changing conditions. Conventional planning processes only hopelessly bog down an organization’s ability to respond to change. Andy Grove, the former Chairman of Intel, was even more blunt: “Think of your company as a fire department. It cannot predict where the next fire will take place, so it has to shape a flexible and efficient team that responds well to unanticipated events, no matter how extreme.”

The skeptic might object: “I still have customers who expect quality products delivered on time. I still have shareholders that expect financial returns. I still have regulatory agencies that expect certain controls. I still have employees who expect to be paid.” Of course you do! Everyone does. But meeting those demands is simply the price of admission in today’s business game. If that’s all you do, you may survive in today’s business desert, but you certainly won’t thrive.

The Road Runner thrives because he zigs and zags, reading the requirements of the moment. Of course, he sniffs trends and does strategic thinking. He does this constantly, not once a year. In fact, he’s much more attuned to the subtle shifts in the “desert market” than Wile E. He thrives in disorder. If his cartoon world were orderly and the Road Runner acted accordingly—even at warp speed—the Coyote, with his superior technology and cunning, would have him for breakfast. The reason the Road Runner frustrates Wile E. every time is that he is so unpredictable, so dis-orderly.

Wile E. thinks like a bureaucrat; the Road Runner thinks like an entrepreneur. The coyote relies on precision, precedent, and predictability—a linear, logical approach to achieving his goal. The Road Runner relies on ingenuity, imagination, and instinct—he takes a holistic, eclectic approach to living his life. The Road Runner knows that most order is concocted, controlling, and constrictive. He is a lover of freedom, riding the wind of a tornado that twists and turns, jumps and lands unpredictably across a landscape that itself is unpredictable and disorderly.


No More “Organization”

There will always be a need to organize people into focused activities. So, in that sense, “organizations” will continue to exist. The trouble is that our sense of what constitutes an organization is based largely on tried-and-true, but no longer operative, coyote thinking. We see organizations as:


	Buildings. Coyotes have edifice complexes. Roadrunners work out of their cars or on an airplane en route somewhere.

	Formal labels. Coyotes need titles (“Genius” on Wile E.’s business card). Coyotes like to know who are managers and who are employees. Roadrunners see inside-outside logic as irrelevant and defy labeling. Is it a bird, an animated race car, or a wild comedian with weird colored feathers?

	Permanence. Coyotes love plans. They love structures, missions, and labor forces. They keep Acme forever. Roadrunners attach to nothing. They love results.



Instead, successful post–year 2000 organizations of two people or 200,000 are interlocked webs of alliances working anytime, anywhere to add new value. They are collaborative confederations of people with a common purpose: consolidating minds and energy to create something new. These alliances (often temporary) are confederations of equals, inside and outside—with permeability, and the ability to cross boundaries. A confederation means: “being united in an alliance.” The connotation is: friend, companion, associate, accomplice, accessory, and ally.

A roadrunner employee could never survive (and would never find attractive) a coyote organization. As Tom Peters recently asked in his Web site in the wake of megamerger frenzy: “Why would any clever youngster with an iota of spunk want to go to work for one of the sluggish, bureaucratic, post-merger beasts???”

Why would any roadrunner want to work in any coyote organization, merged or otherwise? Roadrunners, for example, know that anyone talking about “empowering an employee” is most likely a coyote trying to masquerade as a roadrunner. Why? Because we’ve found an inverse relationship between the amount of leaders’ big talk about empowerment (hot-air memos, splashy slogans) and the amount of empowerment that actually happens.

All too often, great pomp and ceremony about “pushing authority down” is followed by a slight slackening of controls here and a teeny bit of freedom to make a decision there. The coyote manager who benevolently grants a little more authority to “his people” (like he owns them) still gives them a subtle (or not-so-subtle) message, which goes something like this: “If you are planning on doing something interesting which is really different from standard operating procedure, make sure you first go through an exhausting, time-consuming clearance process . . . a process which will likely delay, dilute, or nix initiatives anyway.”

And when it comes to relationships with other organizations, things become truly coyote-like. Acme is not a confederate (friend or ally) of the Coyote. The relationship is a mere business transaction . . . a formal, legalistic, commodity-like supplier-customer interface. You never see Acme reach out to Wile E. There is never a follow-up customer survey. Nobody at Acme says “We sell solutions, not products.” Some faceless someone at Acme fills the order and mails it out. Caveat emptor. They don’t even put a disclaimer on the box! Accordingly, the Road Runner simply uses brains and mobility to easily outmaneuver his foe:
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There is a bowl filled with birdseed and a sign, “More Free Bird Seed,” placed on the road. Directly above the bowl is a wooden beam straddling two cliffs. Wile E. is standing on one of the cliffs holding an anvil in his hands. The Road Runner runs up to the bowl and starts eating. Wile E. creeps along the beam, which breaks in half, sending him, the anvil, and the two pieces of beam falling. The Road Runner looks up and calmly takes one step to the left. Wile E. and the anvil plunge into the road, going all the way through. The broken pieces of beam land and cover up the hole. The Road Runner calmly steps onto the beams and resumes eating.

 

In coyote management, function follows form. As a consequence, managers frequently become protectors of processes, stewards of systems—they feed them, nurture them, protect them, identify with them. Function (like the goals and mission of the organization) takes a back seat. Coyote managers see control and precision as ends in themselves. Do that and you are professional; if you fail under those conditions, it must be unfair competition. As management consultant and Stewardship author Peter Block says: “If managers had to choose between uncontrolled excellence and highly controlled mediocrity, they would choose the latter.” Coyote leaders focus on process and control. Roadrunners embrace any form necessary to achieve function.


No More Supremacy

Every Road Runner cartoon revolves around the same theme. We view events from the Coyote’s perspective: He is obsessed with gaining supremacy over the bird—specifically, how to crush and devour it. The Road Runner has no interest in supremacy—over Wile E. or anyone else. His thinking is about roaring through the desert unencumbered. Applying the analogy to organizational life, roadrunner leaders think about excellence, accomplishment, achievement of extraordinary goals—and genuine power.

Power is about capability, competence, excellence, and the capacity to influence and inspire others to some grander way of doing things, whether you run a large consumer products division or a small procurement team. Powerful people do not need official rank and status for their power. Their “rule” is from a competence, an ethic, a philosophy, a value, a vision, a dedication to superb performance, an inspiring way of influencing. Governance happens by respecting a set of values rather than from bowing to rank.

Just as people sometimes confuse loyalty with allegiance, they confuse power with supremacy. Supremacy is about dominance, one-upmanship, beating someone, usurping authority, stealing status. It comes from the Latin word supremus, which means status—which by the way fits right into the linear world of coyote organizational hierarchy. The definition of supremacy is “highest in authority.” Authority is about sovereignty and formally anointed rank, not about the ability to excel and to captivate others.

Supremacy, and its subset authority, are becoming irrelevant and counterproductive concepts in the roadrunner world. They’re unrealistic. Nowadays, it is becoming increasingly difficult for any company, even a successful one, to gain and maintain a supreme position. For example, the biggest, strongest players in prescription pharmaceuticals, the Mercks and Glaxo Wellcomes of the world, each own only a 5 to 7 percent global market share. In the highly lucrative personal banking sector, Citibank is a big player with $1 billion in revenues; yet its share of the world market is less than 1 percent (put the top ten banks together in this niche and you’ve got a grand total of about 6 percent share). Starbucks and Dell Computer, both extraordinary success stories in the 1990s, have less than 10 percent of their respective markets.

New competitors challenge big, entrenched, presumably “supreme” players every day. Kodak’s woes are aggravated by the challenges of Hewlett-Packard and Casio divvying up the digital imaging photography market. Travel agents and car dealers are under assault by the rapid development of online search-and-buy capabilities. Tiny upstarts like N2K, Liquid Audio, SuperSonicBoom, Headspace, EMusic, CDNow, and CDUctive challenge the global giants who manufacture and distribute compact disks—offering online sales, purchasing, and logistics, plus click-of-the-mouse customized CDs. While it’s hard for outsiders to believe, Intel has been successful because its operating credo is “only the paranoid survive,” and Microsoft echoes this belief by literally operating as if it has two years left in business.

Free markets free roadrunners. In the 1970s, Sears and IBM were acknowledged as supreme by everyone, including themselves; both almost collapsed in the face of roadrunner competitors. It took new CEOs Arthur Martinez and Lou Gerstner, who stripped arrogance and a sense of invincibility from the ranks, for both companies to perform surprising turnarounds. A dozen years ago, Apple Computer had the sweetest margins and the coolest brand name in personal computers; a dozen years ago McDonald’s was rated by one analyst as “a perpetual growth machine.” Things change. Supremacy is a false idol. Many once-supreme companies no longer exist. Apple and Sears are coming back from near-death experiences. As Arthur Martinez reminds his troops: “Today’s peacock is tomorrow’s feather duster.”
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