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            Beginnings
      

         

         My parents were independent business owners, and I can’t remember a single meal from my childhood when they weren’t talking business. Their conversations focused on customers, employees, finances, liquidity, capacity utilization, business partners, and competitors.

         The same messages were always lurking between the lines: “the one who has the ability has the responsibility” and “hard work pays off.” My parents felt that most things could be accomplished by working even more hours. That’s the way my father took care of his customers, and that’s how my mother handled the bookkeeping, cleaning, and managing personnel. By the age of 50, my father was an old, worn-out man, and at 52, his life was cut short by a blood clot. After that, my mother worked even harder, and today her body shows all the signs of it.

         In addition to being weaned on management skills, I observed how my parents cared for their employees. In my childhood home, coffee, hot food, and the opportunity to have their clothes washed were always available whenever any employee needed it, as was a bed in the guest room. No one was afraid to cross the line between work and private life. It was perfectly natural for employees to receive invitations to big birthdays and major anniversaries.

         Ambitions
      

         My upbringing definitely influenced my desire to go into management. During my teen years, I felt a certain wanderlust: I didn’t want to pursue an education in applied crafts, which my brothers had done. Instead, I applied to our local Rotary Club to become an exchange student, although I didn’t tell my parents about it until after I applied. Two days after my sixteenth birthday, I left for the US. When I returned home, I knew that my next step would be business school—on my way to becoming the first one in my family to get a diploma.

         I had strong ambitions, and with a business degree within reach, I applied for an internship at Maersk. Shortly before I turned 20, I walked for the first time through the revolving doors sporting my new polished shoes, pressed pants, heavily padded shoulders in my suit jacket, crisply ironed (by my mother) shirt, and a strong double-knot in my tie. With a recent haircut, naturally.

         After three years working for the shipping company, including a stint in Spain, I felt the allure of the IT industry so strong that I soon said farewell to Maersk’s seven-pointed star. After that, my career went in only one direction—up! Larger budgets, more employees, more responsibility. Along the way, my ambitions never diminished. As far back as I can remember, I’ve had a very specific picture of success: what I wanted to achieve in my career, how much money I should earn, where I should live, which watch I should wear on my wrist, and which cars should be sitting in my garage.

         By and large, it all came true. Until the day my (professional) life took a turn for the worse. I was fired.

         Success
      

         My definition of success in my early twenties didn’t originate with me. I copied other managers, never considering whether my barometer for success would change with time. I pushed ahead at full speed without realizing that the success I was chasing was unhealthy, both physically and mentally, and led me away from personal values and my family.

         Being fired meant that I suddenly had to stop and consider what success meant to me. I had to look myself in the eye so I could see myself in others. Otherwise, I risked continuing to pursue something, even though I had no idea what it actually was. Ultimately, it hit me that outer success is no guarantee for inner success. When I look back on the times in my career when I seemed most successful from the outside, they’re the same times when what I was feeling inside told me otherwise.

         Screw Fear
      

         It took a long time before I could even think about writing this book—three years, actually, between the day the thought first occurred to me and the day during our family vacation when the energy surrounding the book became so strong that I could physically sense that the time had come to start writing. Until then, fear of the outside world’s reaction held me back. In the years following my dismissal, I was simply too afraid of being judged by the Danish business community if I invited others behind the façade. In my experience in the business community, we still define ourselves—and each other—solely on our professional lives rather than who we are as people, what gives us energy, what values ​​we stand for, what life choices we have made, what life has taught us, what we believe in, what dreams we have, where we find meaning, what brings us happiness, and what we want to contribute to the world.

         Twists and Turns
      

         The story in this book is mine, but it’s also my family’s. Therefore, the book has been written with their approval, as was my decision to write the book with an open heart. The book begins a few months after my dismissal in January of 2020 and concludes at the end of 2024. I follow this narrative with reflections on what happened and on managerial trends in the business world.

         The book is for anyone who wants to gain insight into how crises in life can help us to grow and develop as people. It’s written especially for those who’ve experienced being fired and those who might still be transitioning toward a new work life. During my own process, I often wished I had the opportunity to see myself in others who’d been in similar situations. The same is true for my wife Rikke, who’s been on the sidelines as my closest loved one.

         The book is also an homage to the people who choose a career path other than the more traditional one (that is, the direct and steadily ascending one). There’s a lot to gain if we start viewing our career paths in a far broader perspective and, together, create acceptance that a great career is something individual.

         We should support indirect career paths for several reasons:

         
            
	
                  They leave room to adapt our careers to the phases of our lives.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  They provide far more opportunities overall.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  They sharpen and sustain our curiosity and development.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         The Fine Print
      

         This book is based on entries in my journal combined with input from my columns for the online Danish journal Finance, along with other diverse articles. Throughout my writing process, I began to perceive, in certain cases, a discrepancy between what I’d written in my journal and what I was saying at the same time in my Finance columns. First, I soon realized that if I had any hope at all of getting a new job, a seat on a board, lecturing, or being hired as a consultant, my external communications had to indicate that I was “on top.” That’s how it is with all of us: we’re attracted to success and excess, while the opposite is barely as desirable. Second, I can see today that my columns were mostly an attempt to convince myself that everything was all right, even when that wasn’t the case.

         As humans, we perceive situations quite differently, even when we experience them simultaneously. I based the story in this book on my own experiences. Out of consideration for those involved, especially those who might not want to appear in the book, I’ve used different names, and certain details have been changed. Those changes do not alter the essence of my story, however, which I hope reflects the fact that I enjoyed being a CEO, but even more so, that I enjoy being a human being.
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         September 26, 2019

         The Big Layoff
      

         Along with the rest of management, I’ve been planning this day for several months: execution of the detailed plan begins at 8:15 this morning. The logistics surrounding documents, meeting rooms, and psychologists have been planned meticulously, and all internal and external communication has been spelled out in full. We even created alternative plans in case something goes awry along the way.

         I couldn’t sleep at all last night. That rarely happens, but I knew the day ahead would definitely be a demanding one. As a consequence of my decision to markedly reduce staff numbers, I’m going to have to look employees in the eye and answer questions from business journalists.

         That decision doesn’t only affect 65 people’s lives—it also potentially affects the lives of those closest to them. I remind myself that my decision is the right one for the company. It’s my firm position that the company’s well-being must always take precedence over that of the individual.

         Throughout my process, I’ve insisted that terminations and any subsequent dialogues should be implemented with the greatest possible care within the available framework. Many of the employees we’ll be saying goodbye to have worked loyally for Aller Media, Denmark’s leading publisher of magazines and weeklies, for many years. They aren’t being terminated due to a lack of skills or because of their personality. They’re being terminated because the market for printed weekly newspapers and magazines has dried up, and the company has lost a significant share of revenue every year. That’s the reality I’ve been wrestling with for the past three years, so pursuing cost reductions has occupied a great part of my everyday life.

         I’ll never get used to having to fire people. I cling to the basic belief that everything in life happens for a reason—that it’s no coincidence that certain people are being terminated today. That belief has to get me through the day.

         What I’d really like to do is hide in my office, but I fight the urge and, instead, spend the day walking around the building. The layoffs are my decision, so I need to look our employees squarely in the eyes. I’m not going to be one of those CEOs who sticks his tail between his legs and vanishes when difficult decisions have to be carried out. “No one should feel sorry for me. I’m not the one it’s hard for—it’s all the people who’ve been fired. It’s my job, and I get paid for it. Yes, that’s true, but that doesn’t mean I don’t find it difficult. Argh, pull yourself together!” That’s my inner dialogue as I meander round the building, where I encounter everything from sadness, helplessness, and anger to joy and relief. The mood is depressed, and the light in too many people’s eyes has gone out—both those who still have a job and those who don’t. A huge management task lies ahead.

      

   


   
      
         September 27, 2019

         Vulnerability
      

         In the car on the way to the office, I rehearse the messages I plan to deliver in front of the television cameras early this morning. The interview came about as part of a communications initiative in connection with this large round of layoffs. In addition to wanting to signal to the outside world that we have a solid strategy, it’s also important to give the remaining employees faith in the future. For the same reason, a joint meeting has been called later today, where my task will be to explain why we do what we do and what needs to happen going forward.

         The interview’s going well. I’m calm and manage to deliver the three most important messages I’ve been trained repeatedly to impart. It involves answering with what I want to communicate, instead of responding concretely to the journalist’s questions.

         Following the interview, there’s a short break before the meeting for all employees. It gives me ten minutes to sit in silence and focus on my breathing. In the last few months, I’ve frequently had to do so in the course of a day. With each passing day, I seem to be vanishing further and further from myself. I’m “in my head” more frequently, my breath gets short and jerky, and I constantly feel restless. It takes more and more of me to come back, and some days I don’t succeed. In fact, there are days when I have difficulty breathing.

         Today, I get control of it, and by the time I go down to the town hall meeting for all staff, calm has returned. I know my PowerPoint presentation down to the smallest detail. As I put on the microphone, nerves take hold of my body, but over the years, I’ve learned to turn that into something positive rather than trying to fight it. Even with so many people around me, my inner voice speaks, as it has so many times before, letting me know that nervousness is merely a release of energy in the body. That helps me to focus—and I need focus, because one minute before I start, the AV equipment crashes.

         The technicians work hard to fix it, but after more than ten minutes have passed, I can’t let 500 employees wait any longer. I have to start without my well-prepared presentation. What seemed like a challenge, however, proves to be an advantage. I’m even more present and let the words flow out of me.

         When I reach the part where I start talking about the layoffs, I become emotional, my eyes welling with tears: “I’m just going to take a sip of water.” It’s fine for the employees to see that I’m moved, because I don’t want to be the type of executive who puts up a façade and acts tough.

         After the town hall meeting, I’m exhausted, my body completely drained of energy. Before the day can go on, I pause for another ten minutes of silence and breathing exercises. I look forward to a meeting with two representatives from the ownership family this afternoon. I’m also looking forward to telling them how well the whole process of downsizing has gone and how proud I am of the team that made it all happen, including my closest management colleagues. Basically, it has been a joint effort. We’ve helped and lifted each other up whenever we’ve needed it.

         I sense it as soon as the reps step into the room—it’s going to be one of those days. One of them is already in a bad mood, and I sense instinctively that it will be a matter of sheer survival just to get through the meeting. Whenever he’s in that mood, my best bet is to stay as neutral as possible and avoid locking horns with him. I also know that in a situation like this, the other rep doesn’t have my back, even though just two hours ago he was singing the praises of my and my team’s efforts. It’s a game and a power struggle between those two, and my role in it.

         Even though the rep’s bad mood probably has nothing to do with me or with the topic of the meeting, I become a target. He starts with an angry outburst about a journalist from the business newspaper Børsen who didn’t keep our agreement on the publication time for an article about the recent downsizing and our new strategy.

         “I am also really upset about that, and it’s unethical,” I respond. “Fortunately, we’d foreseen the risk that it might happen, so we had a plan B, which we activated. My experience is that no damage was caused, and that no one—internally or externally—discovered what was happening.” He seems unimpressed and lets me know that it’s completely idiotic of me to trust a journalist from Børsen, who “everyone knows does whatever suits them best.”

         The next wave of dissatisfaction has to do with the fact that we haven’t laid off enough employees and that we should have taken an even tougher stance now that we’re in the process. I remind him that although the number was higher in the first presentation to the board, we all agreed on the final number. I also try several times to turn the conversation around to the many positive aspects of the process and to shed light on the efforts of everyone involved. My success is limited. After 45 minutes, they both leave the meeting room. The other rep remained silent throughout most of the meeting. Just as I expected.

         I have to pull myself together before I leave the room. Although I gave up alcohol a year ago, I open one of the beers I’d ordered for the meeting. We were supposed to celebrate that everything had gone well despite the seriousness of the situation. I take a sip of the beer, stare out over the water, and think: “They can kiss my ass!”

      

   


   
      
         December 13, 2019

         Circus Director
      

         The months following the big round of layoffs have been tough. Both revenue and earnings are declining more than budgeted, and even though additional costs have been cut, we can’t avoid a new round of layoffs. The faith I had when I took office that it was possible to turn the tide is starting to falter. I’m finding it increasingly difficult to see any way out of this negative spiral. Although new initiatives have gotten off to a good start, they’re still not generating revenue at the same rate as print magazine sales are falling.

         Yes, we have a strong strategy. Yes, we have an operational plan. Yes, it’s being executed. Yes, we’re focusing now on new income sources and digitalization. Yes, we’re staying the course. I force myself to leave my office because I refuse to hide. But I really have to pull it together. It’s sapping all my energy—I can barely wait for Christmas vacation so I can have a few days of peace with my family. After vacation, I’ll be completely ready again. Now, it’s just a matter of surviving the Christmas party.

         The planning team has decided on a circus theme for this year's Christmas party. It borders on ironic considering all the changes recently. I feel that for the past year, I’ve been running around the ring in a circus tent, where emotions take precedence over reason. Today I’ve put on a circus jacket and hat, which helps me hide behind a facade. But I’m tired—down to my very bones—and it takes everything within me to try to convey positive energy.

         Among the performers are two acrobats who have to do a number requiring a lot of physical effort. They don’t succeed on their first try. Nor on their second. And not even on their third. They’re struggling and clearly don’t want to give up, so they try again. They still don’t succeed, but they indicate that they’re in control. They exhibit strength and laugh at the situation. They have the employees in the palms of their hands and have even won their sympathy. When they finally succeed on their fifth try, the cheers in the hall are deafening. The performers are also clearly very surprised—and relieved.

         I cheer along and can readily picture myself in the performers’ shoes. I understand how your muscles can become inflamed, making it increasingly difficult to succeed with each attempt. I understand the feeling of not wanting to give up and disappoint the audience.

         As I’ve done in previous years, I circulate to celebrate with the employees. On my first day as CEO, I decided that, unlike my predecessor, I would be accessible and relatable. When I started the job, I had a lot of general ideas about what kind of leader I wanted to be and how I wanted to do away with the “old-fashioned executive” who primarily employs masculine traits, focuses unilaterally on financial KPIs, distances himself from the ordinary employee, and makes a virtue out of hiding away in his ivory tower.

         Since then, I’ve repeatedly doubted the actual validity of my ideas. Often, I don’t feel like a “real” CEO, without ever making it clear to myself just what that means. My insecurity is fueled by the fact that when I do things in my own way, I hear it from both the employees and the board, who take obvious notice. Sometimes I even have to be crystal clear that I don’t want to be stuck in old patterns, like when my first personal assistant insisted on getting coffee for me, as she had for my predecessor. I want to get my own coffee, however, partly because it gives me an opportunity to get out of my office and be visible in the organization, and partly, especially, because a trip to the coffee machine always results in dialogue with one or more employees.

         I also have to stand my ground when I decide to do an “internship” in the company’s various departments. For example, one day I work in customer service and another day I work in an editorial office. On New Year’s Day, when the Queen hosts a banquet for prominent figures of the Danish society, I meet in front of her residence, Amalienborg Palace, along with my photography and journalism colleagues, to follow the work of getting the first edition of that year’s weekly Billed-Bladet in house. Standing in the frosty weather, waiting from 11 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. for the New Year’s banquet guests to arrive, provides a unique opportunity for different types of dialogue with my colleagues, rather than simply spending another day at the office.

         Managers, particularly those just beneath the executive management level, have reacted strongly to my fraternizing with employees and tried to convince me not to do so. Their arguments are many, and although doubts rage within me, I stand firm. I’m aware that they feel that way because of the low degree of psychological safety among managers, something I’m constantly working to change. Transitioning from strong organizational silos, where everyone remains closest to themselves, to a strong community doesn’t happen overnight. Still, it’s crucial for strengthening the company. For the same reason, it’s vital for me to be in direct dialogue with the employees, because the managers’ narratives are characterized by the fact that they’re accustomed to having to show they’re in control. I’m naturally very conscious of not undermining the managers or entering their management space.

         It’s been a great joy for me to dialogue with the employees, and it’s always been easy for me. Yet in the last few months, and as I go from table to table at the Christmas party, it’s anything but easy. I can’t seem to live up to my own image of the CEO I want to be, and I feel as if the employees can see right through me. When questions arise about our strategy and the future, I deflect them with a witty remark.

         Although it’s very unlike me, I throw in the towel shortly after we finish eating. I use the excuse that I need to be there for a good friend who lost his father yesterday. The truth is that I can’t be there for anyone right now. Not for my friend. Not for my family. Not even for myself. I ignore the fact that that’s the way it is—the way it has to be, so I can keep it together. Still, I can’t avoid my guilty conscience about Rikke and our two daughters, Marguerite, who’s 9, and Maja-Rose, who’s 13. I feel I haven’t been there for them in the last year.

         One of my strengths has always been my curiosity and a natural interest in whatever’s happening around me—whether it’s other people or the business. That’s been an important factor for creating relationships and, not least, for my personal growth and development. At the same time, I believe that leaders who focus most on making themselves interesting to both superiors and subordinates will fail. For me, it’s more about letting my colleagues take the lead, giving them the spotlight, and helping them look their best.

         Yet, that too has changed in the last few months, and it has become truly difficult for me to maintain interest. I’ve found myself often wishing that the outside world—from employees to journalists to other executives—would find me interesting. I exhaust far too many resources on positioning myself, while an oppressive feeling of being overlooked and not getting the attention I deserve persistently consumes my body.

         Among other things, I’m concerned about how I will appear in the media. I tell myself that it’s because the board has given me the task of changing Aller’s image after the problems with leaked information in one of its publications, the gossipy magazine Se & Hør. When I take office, everyone agrees that no one wants to hear about Aller and a case run by a former editor-in-chief with no ethical compass. It’s much more interesting to hear about a new CEO and his approach to the task.

         The task and goal are no longer what drives me, however. Instead, it’s a personal agenda to convey to everyone in my surroundings the impression that I’m a success.

         The self-esteem that I’ve worked hard to build up over so many years is slowly deteriorating. As my self-esteem dissipates, the need to be interesting increases exponentially. That’s not healthy for either me or the company, and with each passing day, I have to spend more and more resources maintaining that façade.

         By the time I get home, I’m totally wiped out. I have a short fuse, I have difficulty being present and having fun with the girls, the level of conflict at home is increasing, and Rikke and I are moving further and further away from each other. I watch as all of it happens, yet I feel like a spectator. The connection between my mind and my body is increasingly closing down. It’ll all work out at the job, anyway. Things will work out soon. I just need a good vacation….

      

   


   
      
         January 5, 2020

         Exhausted Christmas Vacation
      

         We’re sitting around the table on Christmas Eve. The whole family’s visiting, and I’m responsible for the Christmas dinner, which we’ve just finished. Staring at my family around the table, I feel like I’m in a glass bubble. I’m there without being there. And I’m tired. Really tired. As the clock approaches 8:30 pm, all I want to do is go to bed.




OEBPS/images/9788727273235_cover_epub.jpg
Y% SMAGA

REDEFINING SUCCESS
AFTER JOB LOSS

Translated by Mark Mussari

Lars Sander Matjeka

W /7





