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			“Companies need to accelerate their transformation processes to match the speed at which their industries are changing. If they don’t do this, they are doomed to age and, eventually, die. This book is a wonderful and practical conceptual framework for leaders to come to the rescue of companies with ageing symptoms. It will definitely be essential for all those leaders who strive to keep their companies forever young.”

			Luis Huete, Professor at IESE Business School

			“In a changing context, in which I believe that all companies of all sectors need to reconsider their way of doing things, Defying Doom provides a practical and simple recipe to understand the challenges that lie behind the transformation of a specific business. The stories and anecdotes Quinn brings to us describe to perfection the actual challenges companies encounter when they need to change their course of action.”

			Guillermo Ansaldo, Chief Global Resources Officer and member of the Executive Committee of Telefónica

			“The organizational change of companies that have been successful during many years is one of the most complex challenges their senior managers must tackle. Bernardo Quinn offers an accurate diagnosis about the nature of those difficulties and presents a clear and practical conceptual framework that helps senior managers design and carry out a change process of this importance. This book will be very useful for many companies that need to deal with such a significant challenge.”

			Jordi Canals, Dean of IESE Business School

			“Defying Doom is not just another book about organizational change. It is a roadmap for success in any kind of transformation process; based on a broad experience, with a clear view of the facts and focused on the main element of change, i.e. the people. The reading of this book is essential for senior managers and for all those anxious to learn the key elements of change.”

			Luis Tredicce, Arthur Andersen Senior Business Consulting Partner for North America and member of the Executive Committee of Bearing Point Europe 

			“Bernardo presents, in this book, a simple and practical method to tackle the changes we are experiencing in our companies. The examples, the drawings and the model itself, devised in three steps, make this text userfriendly, pleasant to read and easy to remember. It is, undoubtedly, a book to recommend these days.”

			Eduardo Caride, President of Telefónica Latin America and member of the Executive Committee of Telefónica
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			FOREWORD

			There are places and moments that rekindle stories or influence the story of our lives in very important ways. I experienced one of those special moments about three years ago. Something changed in my life and, since then, it has kept me very busy and amused at the same time.

			I had arranged to meet my lecture agent for a coffee in a bar on Calle de Juan Bravo, a street in Madrid. He turned up with a friend of his whom I did not know; he was Bernardo Quinn, then HR Strategy & Executive Talent Director of Telefónica.

			We talked for hours over coffee and croissants. We immediately realized we had lots of things in common in our personal and professional lives. We had both been educated by the same brotherhood, the Christian Brothers, so we had grown up surrounded by rugby, the same values and Irish strictness. As for our professional careers, we both sought excellence in leadership and management, especially in these times of extreme change in most companies.

			With Bernardo (Barney), we discussed the parallels that may exist between the challenges and trials faced by companies and the extreme situations human beings may encounter when they suffer an accident or a highrisk situation like the one I personally experienced in the Andes in 1972. In my case, due to that moment of absolute urgency and struggle against an imminent death on those mountains, I had to learn how to take critical decisions at maximum speed.

			The true and harsh reality hit me when, 10 days after being left to our fate at an altitude of 4,500 m (14,760 ft) in the Andes mountain range, a small radio tuned to a Chilean broadcasting station gave us the news that the search for survivors from our plane had been called off. What can that news be compared to? It is a slow and freezing death sentence. The very same day, I decided that if I were to die, I would die struggling to get out of that place. Being completely honest with myself and with those reading my words or listening to me, I don’t know why I did that. It was not a matter of courage, as many assume, but a fear that is difficult to understand for those who have never been sentenced to death. But I did it. Ever since that moment, when the urgency of my decision allowed me to struggle hour after hour for 72 days to survive, my life strategy and behavior has been the same with my family, in sports and in my enterprises, and it has allowed me to attain a position in the business world and in my everyday life that I would never have dreamt of… I have an incredible family that loves me beyond belief, I have been successful in several sports at an international level,  I have become CEO of three companies at the same time, and I continue learning as a lecturer, advisor and consultant of some of the most important enterprises in the world.

			We also talked about the great problem companies have when dealing with change processes, and how difficult it is to break the existing inertia and get people to act more proactively to find solutions. Sometimes, these change processes must be undertaken urgently, but in large companies most people’s comfort zone makes them expect that somebody else will do the work. People mistakenly think that problems will sort themselves out with no help, or they simply do not realize the global situation they are in, confused by data that are always analyzed according to their needs and not reality.

			We had four coffees and half a dozen croissants while we compared our lives and learnt from one another. I discovered in Bernardo a very special person with a truly deep knowledge of the management and operation of global companies.

			He told me about things that I thought I knew intuitively, but the way in which he talked and explained them to me made them even more interesting and understandable. It was then that I suggested he write down all those ideas in a book, convinced as I was that the result would be very positive for companies and even, in a larger context, very useful for parents. It was only an intuition, but intuition and my heart also saved my life in the Andes, which is why I always follow my instincts and listen to my heart.

			Now, more than two years after that rendezvous in Madrid, I’m not sure whether I should regret my idea or be glad about it, because, since then, Bernardo has not stopped giving me work. I have had the honor of working a lot with Telefónica, giving lectures at Universitas (the corporate university they have in Barcelona), at TEDx Telefónica in London and in different countries around the world where the company is present; I was named Global Leadership Consultant for Telefónica and I have had the opportunity of doing interviews for the press and television. And, now, I hold the book that was conceived that afternoon and whose foreword I am proud to write.

			The decision to accompany Bernardo in this project and be part of such an insightful story is a privilege in my life. It has opened up many new paths and has educated me in many ways. One may believe, at a certain point in life, that it is no longer necessary to acquire more knowledge, but the speed at which the business world moves and, especially, everything related to technology, has shown me that I still have a lot to learn. I thought I was doing things very well and believed that the scope of my marketing and communication system to connect with people and companies was the appropriate one.

			Through the model of leadership management described by Bernardo in his book, I took part in the MOOC (I had to learn that Massive Open Online Courses are the future of digital education), I moved out of my comfort zone of lectures and saw how, in just two days, 10,000 people had seen me and approved of what we were doing. This is very different from being in a large hall with 100 or 200 people, and the possibilities this new experience is offering me are unimaginable.

			Both in our personal lives and enterprises, we usually find challenges and trials that we must face. And this is just the consequence of a context that is constantly changing. These changes can be slow, incremental and gradual, or can be more dynamic and groundbreaking due to the speed of adoption of new technologies that are increasingly available to us all.

			In Defying Doom, Bernardo explains, in a pragmatic and simple way, the main factors and tools we can use in the business world to tackle a difficult situation that requires transformation of the company to adapt it to a new reality. 

			I have always said that one of the things that saved me in the Andes was what I had learned from my father, a simple man, born in a small village of inland Uruguay, with an outstanding capacity for hard work, but more than anything else a pragmatic and realistic man. He was not much given to philosophizing… not at all, really! He always said: “things in life are as they are… not as we would like them to be”. I remember sentences of his as clear as: “rain falls from top to bottom” and “water is wet”. He always reminded me of these things when, for some reason, I wished to imagine my own reality different from the one I had in front of my eyes. This saved me in the Andes because I was able to see the reality in which we found ourselves and do something about it instead of sitting back passively, striving to reinterpret that harsh reality in terms of a utopian and unreal situation.

			Bernardo tells us about the importance of facing reality with facts, with data and with the signs that we often have under our very eyes but do not want to see. He suggests specific tools we can use to be able to write that story, our story, of the necessary transformation we must face, and how to achieve the alignment of all the people or agents who must necessarily take part in the process.

			The stories in the book touch us in a direct way and we remember them much better than any complicated mathematical formula or theoretical model. Much has been written about change management and the leadership necessary to carry it out, but I would like to highlight Bernardo’s outstanding ability to tell us about it through simple stories, real anecdotes from his own professional experience and the analysis of different companies that have, or have not, overcome difficult situations in the past. Sometimes, good management is not something exclusively academic or of theoretical philosophy, based only on the quantitative or qualitative analysis of data. In Defying Doom, Bernardo, who has had an extremely successful professional career, demonstrates this with his attitude and business performance in a way that combines theory and analysis with large doses of common sense and concepts based on his broad experience.

			The world is changing and, with it, most of the models we have known in the past. Companies and people must evolve to successfully deal with these changes. This book will undoubtedly help readers, by means of a simple model and real and pragmatic stories, to better understand the keys to success that must be taken into account to be able to adapt to the future that awaits us.

			Nando Parrado

			Speaker and author of

			Miracle in the Andes
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			PRESENTATION
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			What lies ahead for large “originally Western” corporations with a successful history? Will they become the next Kodak or Sears and disappear? Or will they be able to turn around and defy death as IBM, led by Lou Gerstner, did in 1993 and Apple, led by Steve Jobs, did in 1997?

			“Defying Doom — Leading Urgent Large-Scale Transformations” is a call to action. If you need to know what it takes to break through to a new layer of oxygen in an organization that has been flying high in the past, you will find this both an inspiring and practical approach. Nothing will swoop down to remove your challenges, but this framework carves a clear path towards transforming an organization, as opposed to sinking into decline.

			Figure P.1 The framework is grouped around three simple steps: 
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							First, addressing the question “What’s the Story?” The Story combines the creation of a sense of Urgency with the Vision of a brighter future.
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							Second, making sure people are aligned: a strong and committed leader who is willing and able to face the challenge; a Top Team that is fully aligned; and a workforce in which every single person is pulling in the right direction.
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							Third, effecting coherent and consistent Execution. The pursuit and practice of strategic agility will ensure that the job gets done, not by magic, but by tenacity, boldness and flexibility. 

						
					

				
			

			Defying Doom framework
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			STEPS 

			for Defying Doom

			Don’t kill the messenger

			My mother always taught us that if we did not have anything nice to say, it was better to say nothing at all. And yet what I find myself doing these days, after 20+ years of experience in large multinational corporations, is rattling the cages of my colleagues —superiors, peers and subordinates alike — in an attempt to raise awareness around the urgent need to change. My approach, which would indeed bother my mother, is to hit people with facts and figures that are undeniable, unpleasant and alarming. I am doing this on purpose because I find that the need to change is general and widespread, and yet the responsiveness of individuals who could make a difference is relatively low. 

			The first challenge on the journey of urgent large-scale transformation is getting people to understand what the Story is. Now that I have been touring with my message of doom for several months, I’d like to think that the general awareness around the need to change is a bit higher, but when I began, and even now in some pockets and levels of the organization, colleagues in many areas still think the company is flourishing. I have called this the Disconnection Factor (DF). To combat the DF I have seen myself become a broken record, an evangelist, for the Story, the message about where we are and how urgent it is for us to adapt and move.

			The second hurdle, once a basic level of awareness is achieved, is to convince each and every person that change really does start with them. Not with their boss, not with the procurement or finance departments, not with the old marketing versus sales debate, but with each individual in the room. There are plenty of factors and areas that complicate each of our lives for many different reasons, some of them good ones, and we must recognize that the challenge of making change happen starting with oneself is a really important hurdle for most people. And so, after establishing the Story, I am making an insistent plea to get every individual on board: what can “you” the individual do to turn this around? My hope is that I will have spread the word, convincingly, in a personal call to action. 

			The third and final step is getting it done: defying doom through concrete and deliberate execution. Great strategies and great ideas hold great potential, and yet they may be worthless when several key factors inhibit the right awareness, personal implication and execution. I have tried to compile the key factors in each of these three areas to contribute to urgent transformation processes across the organizational spectrum.

			Some might wonder why I am taking this on, given that, starting with my mother and right through to those hearing my message in companies, people will not be pleased or comforted by this “shock therapy” approach. I can only say that I believe that it is needed, in many organizations — private and public — and communities across the world, in order to adapt to an environment that requires fast change as an imperative for survival. I am the shock guy, the bad news guy, the “wake up from your nice dream” guy, the bearer of bad news. But at the same time I have tried to uncover the key elements that will allow bad news to be a catalyst for recovery, lasting change and survival. I have great faith in what collectives can achieve together, particularly if they are aware of the messages and pitfalls I will outline. So I hope no one will kill the messenger, as I endeavor to describe the reality and suggest constructive actions that build the way to a better future.

			1. So what is the Story?

			The trick about being at peak performance — any performance, whether it’s athletic, professional, personal, organizational or individual — is that there is usually little or no sign that this is it, you are peaking, better enjoy it, because it’s all downhill from here. At the classic apex of a life cycle, we typically have no clue that growth and good times aren’t simply going to go onward and upward forever. In fact, it feels so good that even when it might be obvious that the peak is behind us, we’re having such a great time that it takes a while to realize that growth has slowed, market dynamics have changed, new local or global competitors have snuck up, price pressure and margin erosion have appeared (for traditional profitable products or services, for example), new disruptive technologies have taken hold or regulators have changed the rules of the game (again!). This does not happen overnight but midnight typically does sneak up on Cinderella, who is busy having a ball. 

			Figure 1.1 Successful companies enjoy great moments
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			The thing is, Cinderella really was at a ball. She needed some R&R, a night out. And her slip-up added to her mystique and resulted in her triumph. But companies and organizations are generally not well served by staying out past curfew, carried away by the romance of it all. 

			Indeed, what I find most striking is that often, once an organization has realized it has peaked and is headed downhill, management and employees continue to behave as if the party is still on. There are thus two issues to be addressed around what I call the Disconnection Factor: the first is awareness — trying to identify when things are peaking in order to begin to anticipate the downturn — and the second is, once the downturn has been spotted (whether in anticipation or way beyond midnight), articulating what the Story is.  

			Figure 1.2 Inertia slows down our ability to react
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			With hindsight, we can learn some things from past peaks. Some of the symptoms we can learn to recognize as an organization moves from its prime to its peak and beyond its peak include some or all of the following: loss of customers, loss of market share, dip in customer satisfaction, diminishing revenue growth or revenue decline, cost structure increases regardless of what’s going on with revenues, overall profitability erosion, not meeting quarterly shareholders’ expectations, dividend cuts (if there are any), challenges in refinancing debt, and fall in employee levels of commitment. Just one or two of these would be worrisome, but when they start to combine is when companies or organizations can start to enter a “death spiral”.

			You might ask: are we not checking the numbers? Aren’t there key performance indicators (KPIs) and red flags both inside and outside the organization that will make us wake up and hear the bells of midnight? My experience, especially for larger corporations, is that in times of growth and beyond (that is, past peaking) there is indeed recognition of the symptoms among top management, hand in hand with a widespread inability to communicate the situation throughout the company and drive a shift in behavior. It’s as if the internal organs of the company are not prepared to fight the disease and therefore deny its existence. 

			Decisions are hard to reach or no one has a clear idea of who can make what decisions; there seems to be more time spent dealing with internal politics than focusing on real business problems; suddenly there are more people that can act as stoppers of projects or interfere with execution than people actually trying to execute; there are NO consequences for those who stop projects; lots of internal barriers appear between departments that do not collaborate openly or indeed try to cover their backs to avoid blame when things don’t move; tensions arise between local operations, regional headquarters and global headquarters, and there is a general feeling (often captured by informal coffee machine conversations) that each area is doing the best they can on a stand-alone basis and the problem sits somewhere else. 

			We need a clear articulation of the Story to work against the Disconnection Factor. The Story incorporates two key ingredients: a clear picture of why the status quo is not viable and a general narrative about the direction to be taken. This is not yet execution or even a detailed plan. Rather it’s a quick and dirty escape route, a clear way out of trouble. If we spend too much time engineering the perfect plan to repair our boat, fortifying it and making it the perfect hull for all weather to last far into the future, we will sink whilst we think. The Story in my method is the combination of a patch and an emergency plan: what do we have available to fix the hole right now and where is the nearest harbor where we can pause and regroup, having overcome the worst of the crisis? I will address the issue of who can be the drivers of this rather instinctive doom-averting effort in the next section. 

			The right mix of urgency and direction are needed to create an effective Story. We used to speak a lot about burning platforms. But a burning platform offers the direst of analogies: the choices are to burn with the platform or jump into the black oily ocean surrounding the oil rig. Neither offers much of a way out. In any transformation there is a need for urgency and, just as importantly, a need for some kind of direction to take, which is missing from the burning platform scenario. I find that the higher the urgency, the more vague or out of focus the direction can afford to be, or even might need to be. It needs to be there, as a guiding light, but it can be blurry or far off, because the urgency itself is getting people moving. If, on the other hand, the urgency is not so high or it is not as apparently dire, people will need a clearer compass heading to get them moving.

			2. All aboard!

			We are mending the hole and headed for a reasonably located harbor. The rest of the crew now knows we are not peaking anymore. We have sounded the alarm and we must now get everyone on board, having bought into the Story, heading in the same direction.

			In the previous section, we identified some measurable symptoms, such as falling revenues and dips in customer satisfaction, as well as the behaviors that get in the way of addressing these symptoms. The question thus becomes: in an organization that has peaked and is steadily drifting into decline, how can we make enough people — and the right people — aware of the Story and dedicated to changing course in time to move out of decline and into a new growth curve?

			Figure 1.3 Company’s life cycle
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			After a successful growth period (section A in the picture above) all companies will at some point reach a transition phase (section C) when things that worked in the past are not working any longer. The growth period is over and the organization is struggling to find its way out of this situation. We can call this the period of chaos or change. This phase may extend over a period of time but cannot last forever. Through its leaders, managers and people, the organization must find a successful outcome or rebirth phase (section B in the picture above) that can lead into a new growth period. Otherwise, the company will fall into a decline or doom phase (section D), where the possible final outcome may be death.

			It is disheartening to see how some great companies have not been able to adapt or “transform” in time to capture the next “success wave” in the life cycle curve (Kodak may be a great example of this failure and IBM may be a great example of a company reinventing itself when Lou Gerstner took over back in 1993). The result, when the curve does not swing up into a new period of growth and innovation, is one or a combination of the following scenarios: complete failure and disappearance, a radical change in management that results in a brutal turnaround, or a breakup and redistribution of the company’s remaining assets.  

			As I mentioned previously, top management knows the score; some people in the front lines might have a clue; but everyone in between is too busy or too engaged in trying to get back into that successful groove to pay too much attention to the latest call for transformation. There is a sense that if they just row a bit faster they can pull upstream and avoid the waterfall. There is no time to listen to the folks on the bank, yelling about the dam that just burst upstream. At this point the rowers need a lifeline, a connection to the land, in the form of a comprehensive vision. There are 50 other canoes in the same spot in the river, trying to avert the waterfall, but they can’t see each other or help each other out. 

			Getting these folks on board requires a certain kind of leadership. It needs to be decisive and inspiring, relying on the Story to get people to believe and act with agility to inspire change. The leaders of this effort need to trust their right brains, their instincts in the face of danger, to affect quick change in a noteworthy and inspiring way. 

			3. Getting it done

			Why is it so difficult for companies to execute important transformation projects? Why is it sometimes necessary to reach a brutal turnaround situation? Why is execution so important?

			Most companies have access to the same technology. Therefore, technology alone will not give you a significant advantage over your competitors. An exception may be found in very technologically oriented companies where the ability to execute is reliant on developing cutting edge technology to stay ahead of competitors. But most companies will access the same technology since in many cases the technological partners or vendors are selling the same products to all players in the industry.

			Similarly, in a global market, access to financial markets should not be a major constraint. I recognize that during some periods of time, when the whole world may be going through a major crisis, the ability to access financial markets may be limited, but again, this will affect all players in the market to a similar degree. If one particular company is having problems accessing financing, it is probably due to some issue on its own balance sheet. When markets are difficult, access to financing is also a consequence of great execution from the financial departments. 

			PowerPoint presentations or paper can support any business plan. These may be copied quickly and my experience talking to peers in the same industry has shown me that usually there are no significant differences in strategy when it comes to players competing in similar sectors. These differences get smaller and smaller as industries become more mature and we usually see most players both trying to be cost efficient and to differentiate themselves somehow from the rest of the pack.

			So it all gets back to execution. And what is the main force behind execution? As noted, it is not machines or computers, or access to funds or better strategies. It is people who execute. It is leadership and a relentless adherence to the Story. Large companies will have a very difficult time changing course if the leadership is not willing to stare doom down and persistently drive change. 

			The force of a million old habits will constantly pull people and teams back to their old ways, making it necessary for the leaders to persistently correct the steering back in the direction of the change. That quick and dirty vision we discussed earlier might shift and will hopefully become clearer as our boat gets closer to land. But getting to that shore safely will require constant checking, realigning, calibrating and recalibrating to prevent the waves and current from sending us far off our course. Only those steering can see and feel the direction of the vessel, and need to alert the crew to adjust the sails, shift their weight and recall the direction, the Story, the crystalization of a new vision, pursued with the right urgency. 

			4. Conclusions

			Transformation fails not because of market conditions, industry challenges or even major flaws within the operation of a business. Transformation fails and doom cannot be defied when one or more of the following components are missing:

			1. The Story: why must we change urgently and where are we generally headed? 

			Without a clear sense of urgency, people will prefer to stay where they currently are instead of pushing for a different future. Without a clear direction into the future, people will lack the necessary focus to change in the most crucial ways, resulting in either a panicked scramble to change everything or a state of being frozen in the headlights waiting for something to happen. Even if it is still unstable, an approximate vision is needed in order for each area of the organization to be able to detail the right steps, actions and priorities that need to be taken to get to that overarching brighter future. 
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