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Praise for Cracking Complexity



“The formula is a very fascinating, unique format – which as of today – is easily the best return on time and money I have ever experienced.”


—Mike Crichton, Head of Asia Pacific, Middle East and Africa, Sandoz


“Cracking Complexity is the first book that takes on the daunting task of architecting a systematic approach to leveraging serendipity. Komlos and Benjamin detail the many scientific and sociological breakthroughs in addressing complexity to provide a compelling case for how organizations can tackle a future where the ability to simplify and manage complexity will be the crucible of success. Required reading for every CEO!”


—Tom Koulopoulos, Chairman, Delphi Group


“The formula is truly a breakthrough for engaging the organization in solving big challenges with speed and agility.”


—Cathy Nash, CEO, Woodforest National Bank


“The formula created an inflection point for our company. We quickly won our people’s hearts and minds for new levels of growth and performance.”


—Bob Guillocheau, Chairman and CEO, Ascensus


“Cracking Complexity: The Breakthrough Formula for Solving Just About Anything Fast. Really?! Yes, REALLY! This formula has been used for some very complex issues by some very large companies. I think there will be a lot more of that now. But, I also see where this concept can be used for smaller complex problems. I plan to use it in my consulting business, and just in aspects of life.”


—Dr. Mark Goulston


“Working with the Davids and using the techniques described in this book we transformed two of our businesses, one in Canada, the other in Europe, with outstanding results to our revenues and margins. Key to the approach is the involvement of staff in the process which for us really enhanced the quality, engagement and speed of implementation of our new strategy. I think anyone addressing complex business issues will find this book of immense value.”


—Mark Jones, ex Company President and CEO of AstraZeneca Canada;
President AstraZeneca UK and Global Vice President Southern Europe


“I love the ten steps in Cracking Complexity: The Breakthrough Formula for Solving Just About Anything Fast. If you’ve ever tried simplifying anything, you realize that it’s a lot easier said than done, particularly if you aim not to lose the intent, expressed or implied value, or the story you need the audience to hear. Unfortunately, much of our enterprises have often become unnecessarily complicated, and I’m a huge fan of elegant ways to ‘construct really good questions, localizing the solvers, and putting people on a collision course;’ just a few of the gems in this book. Kudos to Komlos and Benjamin. Well done!”


—David Nour, best-selling author of Relationship Economics, Return on Impact and Co-Create


“Over the last 12 years, David Benjamin and David Komlos’ approach to complexity has had a unique impact on our work transforming and advancing Canada’s national blood system, allowing us not only to deliver life-saving products and services effectively, but importantly to drive deep value into the health systems in which we operate.”


—Dr. Graham Sher, CEO, Canadian Blood Services


“My goal for any book that I read is to glean at least one good idea. Cracking Complexity delivers that one idea, and it is a big one. The authors break down their Complexity Formula, teaching how to gain clarity from the complicated and complex. The result is confident decision making that will take you and your organization to the next level.”


—Shep Hyken, New York Times bestselling author of The Amazement Revolution


“There are much faster ways to achieve greater impact on the big challenges than what many of us are familiar with. This book shows the way.”


—Guy Jarvis, Executive Vice President, Enbridge, Inc.


“What if chaos can be a source of your competitive advantage? This groundbreaking book provides a proven formula for leveraging complexity to drive unpredictable yet sustainable results.”


—Stephen Shapiro, author, Best Practices are Stupid


“When you’re confronted with the paradox that more data, more info, more knowledge doesn’t lead to better decision making, where can you look for the answer? Cracking Complexity lights the path to clarity. It’s not just a book, it’s a toolbox, effective in simplifying the many complex aspects of life, not just business. So much so, I can hear myself think again.”


—Kristi Faulkner, President, Womenkind


“I loved the way the authors used three avatars, with real life problems, to explain steps as they proceeded through the book. If you want to understand a formula for solving complex issues, you need that kind of story-telling to have it sink in.”


—Dr. Ivan Misner, NY Times bestselling author and Founder of BNI
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Dedication


THE FOCUS OF Cracking Complexity and the Complexity Formula at its core is on groups, not individuals. But when it comes to changing the world, disrupting a market, fending off disruption, fixing a relationship, and all the other complex challenges we’ve discussed and omitted, it takes one determined individual to get the ball rolling.


This book is dedicated to you and people like you who in each case want to, have to, or are forced to step up to something really big and important, against odds for success. This book is for you, with the hope that your first step will be acknowledging the complexity as you power up to compel the world’s latent talent to collectively form the megabrains that pave the way in our era of unrelenting opportunity.
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Foreword


OVER THE PAST FORTY YEARS, I’ve had a unique perspective as an executive coach, working alongside exceptional leaders and their leadership teams. Leaders and teams like predictable outcomes. Most of us like to work in that space where things have been done before. We prefer tried-and-true processes that lead us to known answers.


In the midst of complexity, little is predictable and known answers are scarce. Increasingly, leaders at every level of the organization face complexity; they encounter challenges that seem—on the surface—completely unsolvable with the time and resources they have available.


When leaders confront these seemingly impossible tasks, they often rely on default responses. Some simply adopt an “it can’t be done” mindset and refuse to move. Others fight the valiant fight; they boldly apply their most trustworthy tools, processes and partners to the challenge, in the hope that things will somehow turn out well. Both approaches, at their heart, are fundamentally flawed.


That’s because—to introduce a concept from David Komlos and David Benjamin—many leaders have been treating complex challenges like they were simply, everyday complicated tasks.


We’re used to complicated tasks. We face them every day. Complicated tasks have known, predictable solutions. The required work is often difficult and time-consuming. We may need dedicated teams—or help from external experts—who have specific training and skills, but we can get the job done. We can even estimate the effort required and predict a degree of success.


As you will learn in this book, though, complex challenges are fundamentally different from complicated ones. In a complex challenge, the solution is not known and certainly not predictable. In fact, no single person or small team could, on their own, identify a good—or even a good enough—solution.


For a complex challenge, the degree of difficulty is exponentially higher than with a complicated one. And complex challenges cannot be solved with the tools used to solve complicated tasks. The solution must be created anew.


Senior leadership teams need to make complex, high-stakes decisions all the time: for example, in the context of mergers, strategic reorganizations, and global product launches. These leaders usually recognize the stakes involved, and they sense all the moving parts and interconnections. They may even realize that these situations defy quick and easy solutions. However, leaders often don’t detect—or understand—the underlying factors that define these challenges as complex instead of complicated. And they lack a proven way to go about solving complex problems.


The company’s success—and often individual careers—ultimately rely on making the right choices in these situations, but leaders usually start by making the wrong choice in how to solve them.


In Cracking Complexity, David Komlos and David Benjamin present us with a better way for leaders, at all levels, to find answers to complex challenges and mobilize people quickly, rigorously and reliably.


And that’s absolutely pivotal to leadership today and tomorrow. Opportunities have small windows for action. Complex challenges must be addressed quickly, and traditional problem-solving methods that we use for complicated problems simply cannot keep up.


When you have the right people in the room and follow the formula outlined in the book (the same formula that has been used by global companies for years now), you can systematically produce breakthrough solutions every time. Often within just two or three days of work!


If that speed seems difficult to believe, then know that David Komlos and David Benjamin have a two-decade track record with a crème-de-lacrème list of global organizations, mostly at the C-level. They’ve helped organizations solve incredibly complex problems. This book you’re reading isn’t a business-school textbook written by theorists. It’s a recap of what really happened with real companies solving real problems. This is field research. It has happened. It is happening.


As a leader, I know you’ve felt the accelerating pressure to solve your organization’s most important complex challenges without enough time or resources. Take a deep breath. You’ve come to the right place. This book serves up the mindset, steps and skills that you and your team will need to crack complexity, so that you can find clarity and build momentum in uncertain times.


It will help you frame smarter questions, uncover opportunities faster, and align your teams more effectively. Along the way, you’ll encounter terms such as genetic algorithms, human parallel processing, forced collisions, and requisite variety. These new terms reveal some of the mathematics and data-science that make this approach so effective. And they will help you, as a leader, develop a new way of thinking and problem solving.


Now, many books are great at teaching people how to spot opportunities, but they don’t provide you with a process to take advantage of them. That’s where David Komlos and David Benjamin shine. Most of this book gives direct answers to help you translate opportunity into action.


Their formula is a step-by-step method to “crack” your biggest challenges. Along the way, you’ll find compelling stories and examples. It’s got practical nuggets that you (and your team) can apply daily to just be better at routine things: meetings, team-building, collaborating on direction, engaging stakeholders, and so on.


If you’re an emerging leader, you will create your reputation on your ability to build teams that can solve complex problems quickly. You will rise through the organization and be presented with increasing challenges.


If you’re a senior leader, your legacy will be defined by the high-stakes decisions you make on behalf of the organization.


Throughout my career, I have helped leaders overcome their individual limiting beliefs and behaviors to achieve lasting success for themselves and their teams. I’ve helped people focus on solving the challenges within themselves so that they can achieve success.


David Komlos and David Benjamin’s Complexity Formula provides a powerful approach to external challenges—the ones that require groups to come together. When you get the right minds in the room and structure their interactions properly, complex challenges become solvable. That’s the path to breakthrough insights that you and your team can and will implement.


Marshall Goldsmith, #1 New York Times bestselling author, Thinkers 50—#1 Executive Coach and the only two-time #1 Leadership Thinker in the World





Preface


IN 2001, we were introduced to a motley crew of pure academics and business professionals. They had found each other and stayed connected around one shared interest—the genius of complexity pioneer Stafford Beer and his efforts to turn his insights into something usable. They all wanted to save the world.


We had never heard of Stafford, cybernetics, or some of the obscure geniuses who had inspired him or were his contemporaries, like Ludwig von Bertalanffy, Warren McCulloch, W. Ross Ashby, Norbert Wiener, Buckminster Fuller, Heinz von Foerster, Russell Ackoff, and Fredmund Malik. We met Stafford in the hospital, days before his death. That meeting introduced us to a world we didn’t know existed and put us on the path to making some of its bounty mainstream.


Each of us had been involved in various businesses, including jobs at large multinationals, stints with consulting firms, and leadership roles in dotcom-boom start-ups. Now we entered a world of stark-looking, long-bearded scientists whose writings were totally inaccessible to mere mortals, almost written in code, using what seemed to be a secret lexicon. After we understood the true meaning of what we were hearing, we were electrified at the prospect of applying what we learned to a broad range of situations; we realized it could solve for complexity in ways that could produce quantum leaps in performance and growth for organizations and individuals.


Like most start-ups with a minimum viable product, we had our fair share of starts and stops, long sales cycles, and existential crises. Road trips, forgettable hotels, poor diets, long visionary conversations, early adopters, huge fans, big detractors. All the while developing and applying an evolving Formula that just flat-out worked.


And then, timing and luck kicked in.


Complexity as an organizational topic had been around forever and had attracted the attention of brilliant academics and others for several decades. Toward the end of this century’s first decade, however, business and government leaders became serious about complexity and it entered their collective consciousness.


Fast-forward. When organizations are facing central, confusing, multidimensional challenges and opportunities, they apply the Formula. More specifically:




•   When a merger is going south


•   When a reorganization has taken place and the company wants to invent its new strategic planning process


•   When a company wants to double its business in China


•   When they want to take out cost without undermining the consumer experience


•   When a business unit needs to be turned around


•   When a conglomerate wants to digitize


•   When an organization wants to bring a new way of fighting cancer to market





For many years now, we’ve worked closely with the CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, policy makers, global product leaders, government officials, and the heads of global associations. Each of them has made a deliberate decision to use an unconventional, unfamiliar approach to achieving results faster; they’ve applied it to their top challenges; the stakes involved have always been high; the first time they’ve advocated using the approach has always met with resistance; and the outcomes, both immediate and long-term, have been considered unprecedented.


What is also true across each of these situations is that the leaders using our approach know that we are not experts in their business, industry, or sector. Until they experienced the Formula firsthand, they had only a surface-level, abstract understanding of how it works and how it would work for them. They recognized in the moment that the challenge at hand was in a league of its own, that the usual ways of addressing it would likely fail or take far too long, and that they needed to try something different.


Cracking Complexity is about engineering serendipity in the face of complexity. It’s about engineering collisions and “controlled explosions” that release massive amounts of directed human energy that had been previously untapped. Humankind has mastered the effective use of controlled explosions in many technical endeavors from automobiles to rockets. These have advanced our societies in leaps forward, all in a very short time. The leaders we’ve worked with have learned that controlled explosions of brainpower and emotional commitment in large, special-purpose groups, have the same basic outcome: major leaps of progress in compressed time frames.


The Formula we will give you in this book is based on a blend of many scientific and sociological breakthroughs and is itself a well-tested marvel. That means it yields the same outcomes every time the necessary conditions for success are established and maintained for the duration of its application. The outcomes are:




•   Full clarity in the face of prior confusion


•   Novel, achievable solutions and plans


•   Widespread buy-in, alignment, adoption, commitment, and mobilization





All in mere days.


When people collide in the right way, great things happen. And the experience is a deliberate, necessary, and inevitable mix of lows and highs, friction and concordance, divergence and convergence, serious doubt and frustration, before getting to glimmers of hope and eventual satisfaction and, often, elation.


Having brought this to market and scaled it in all manner of organizations, we know the Formula’s promise can still smack of fantasy to those who have not applied it, so much so that we can understand the inclination to chalk it up as just that—fantasy and empty promises.


But there’s a simple reason why so many top organizations use the Formula: It works on complexity better than anything else out there. Organizations bring us in recognizing that we’re not experts in their industry. They know, however, that we have mastered the Complexity Formula, and it’s the outcomes from that Formula they want, and fast.


If you’re a CEO or senior leader of any kind of organization, you’ll want to read this book, understand the principles it contains, and know that it holds step-by-step instructions on how to tackle everyday complexities and the seemingly intractable challenges that you’ve been banging your head against for months.


If you’re a manager in any function related to, or mired in complex challenges, you’ll be able to use this book not just to understand what you’re facing but to apply its lessons to solve the problems that bedevil you and capitalize on the opportunities that excite you.


The Complexity Formula is a machine that just works. It has been engineered for our era of unrelenting opportunity and represents the best way to institutionalize the capability to crack complexity. And now we pass it to you, so that you can do so.





CHAPTER 1



Journey into the Unknown


YOU PROBABLY routinely encounter daunting complexities in your work. It doesn’t matter whether you’re the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, a not-for-profit executive, a sports team manager, or a feature film studio exec. A slew of head-spinning problems confronts you. You’re trying to achieve an ambitious objective and the paths keep shifting in a volatile environment. You’re executing a major change program and struggling for sufficient traction. You’re attempting to mount a response to a growing number of incredibly agile competitors who always seem one step ahead.


The challenges before you feel overwhelming in the best of times and impossible in the worst.


The good news is that they don’t have to be either. Complexity is challenging—in fact, it is the challenge—but the challenge can be met, and fast.


We know this because complexity is what we do. We help a wide variety of organizations and systems solve knotty problems. We help people and groups unravel the knots using the Complexity Formula that we’ll share with you in this book. The results come with unprecedented speed and traction. Novel answers emerge. Turning points happen. It doesn’t matter how confusing, multifaceted, or fast-changing the challenge is. Any complex problem, creative challenge, or highly ambitious goal can be achieved very quickly, given the right approach.


We’ll give you the Formula, step by step, but first we’d like to put complexity in both a historical and philosophical context to help you understand our perspective.


Toffler, Beer, and Hollywood


In 1970, Alvin and Heidi Toffler published the book Future Shock, in which they coined the term “future shock” as a personal and societal perception of “too much change in too short a period of time.”1 In that same year, Stafford Beer, an obscure genius in the even-more-obscure field of management cybernetics, gave his inaugural address as the president of the Operational Research Society and said:




No one can any longer say whether mankind can survive. . . .


Man is a prisoner of his own way of thinking and of his own stereotypes of himself. His machine for thinking—the brain—has been programmed to deal with a vanished world. This old world was characterized by the need to manage things—stone, wood, iron.


The new world is characterized by the need to manage complexity.


Complexity is the very stuff of today’s world.2





Why are we referencing two thought leaders from the 1970s? Because “too much change” and complexity as “the very stuff of today’s world” define our realities now more than ever. And because Stafford Beer is the one who laid out the initial version of the Formula that we’ve evolved into what you’ll read about here.


Many people have heard of Future Shock; almost no one has heard of Stafford Beer and his contemporaries. Both Toffler and Beer were warning of complexity at a time that was exponentially less complex than today. Organizations and societies faced change, but those were simpler complex times. Personal computers didn’t exist yet. Millennials wouldn’t be born for another few decades. Consumers bought things in local stores. “Digital” was a term that referred to clocks that were easier to read. Amazon was a river, Apple was fruit, and Google wasn’t a word.


Leaps Forward in Large Groups


We’re far from being the first ones to recognize that complexity is a huge challenge. Our heritage includes some of the names we mentioned earlier. And over the years, other people and organizations have created a variety of approaches that in isolation and in combination have come to represent the conventional wisdom of how to approach, in part or in whole, complexity. These include in no particular order:




•   Agile


•   Lean Six Sigma


•   Experience centers


•   Whole system change


•   Scalable learning


•   Sprints


•   Management consulting


•   Design thinking


•   Systems thinking


•   Change management


•   Storytelling


•   Online communities


•   Crowdsourcing


•   Idea management software


•   Collaboration software


•   Call-an-expert


•   Expert councils


•   Innovation centers


•   Scenario planning


•   War-gaming


•   Strategic foresight


•   Etc.





The inventors and practitioners of these approaches have learned important truths about their subject. For instance: to examine things from 360 degrees; to leverage data; to allow ideas to gain steam before dismissing them; to foster collaboration; to put the user, or the customer, or the stakeholder at the center; and so on.


The Complexity Formula draws from some of these approaches and from complexity science, but what’s different is that it’s focused on mastering the challenge of orchestrating large groups of people fast and with whole outcomes, where others have not. We’ve focused on engineering how to give large groups the capacity to sense exponentially, absorb exponentially, and think exponentially so that they achieve exponential leaps forward in thought and execution.


Why put the focus there? The answer lies in the red deserts of Santa Fe, New Mexico.


The Santa Fe Institute


The Santa Fe Institute (SFI) began with a series of casual transdisciplinary workshops led by leading academics. The first workshop on complexity was held in the summer of 1986. Operations remained fairly informal until John Reed, the soon-to-be-CEO of Citicorp, reached out to convene a brainstorming session on understanding international finance as a complex system. Reed wanted to understand why Citi’s highly capable economists were unable to foresee a major downturn in the Latin American economy. That session led to the creation of a complexity economics program and accelerated the study of complexity sciences at SFI.


Today, the institute hosts a range of projects dedicated to problems in complex systems science, from collective computation to big data and social networks, to thermodynamics and biological systems, and to scaling sustainable cities, all aimed toward the mission of understanding the “shared patterns in complex physical, biological, social, cultural, technological and even possible astrobiological worlds.”3


As SFI defines it on its website, “complexity” is what “arises in any system in which many agents interact and adapt to one another and their environments.” “Agent” simply means individuals or groups that engage in activity. What makes a system complex is not the presence of many agents, but the fact that these agents adapt to and interact with one another in a way that creates unpredictable consequences. Because the behavior of each agent is dependent on another, each agent’s action offers opportunities for further interactions, creating complex feedback loops that evade easy analysis. In complex systems, the behaviors of agents cannot be simply “summed” up, for the “whole is more than the sum.”


In his introductory book to complexity, John Henry Holland, pioneer of genetic algorithms and University of Michigan professor, provides as an example of a complex system a commodities market where agents buy and sell, adapting their strategies as market conditions change, leading sometimes to “bubbles” or “crashes.”4 For Holland, understanding the interaction of adaptive agents is critical to solving some of the most important problems of the Twenty-first century. These adaptive agents and their interactions are at the core of complexity.


Whether it’s SFI or any of the practitioners of the methods and approaches we listed above, untangling complexity in human systems ultimately points to a need to rapidly and efficiently involve, tap into, and force interactions amongst a large cross section of these agents, which in human systems means people. This is the requirement that becomes the biggest (not the only) determinant of success or failure.


The Plight of the Hero


To suggest the magnitude of complexity’s impact today, let us draw an analogy to the movies. In the 1970s, Hollywood created many disaster movies about sinking ships, burning buildings, crashing airplanes, exploding zeppelins, plunging elevators, earthquakes, avalanches, floods, nuclear meltdowns, tidal waves, and hurricanes. Each film was about a survival threat to an isolated group of people—each one depicted a single disaster at a time. In most of them, a hero would save the day by making a superhuman effort and rescuing some of the others who survived the initial disaster, and eventually life would return to normal.


The disaster on the screen brought about a complex situation, but each was a one-at-a-time event that could be dealt with and was over by the time the credits rolled.


If today’s complexity were depicted in one movie, we’d have simultaneous earthquakes, avalanches, floods, nuclear meltdowns, tidal waves, and hurricanes, each compounding the effect on the others, with all of humankind getting stuck in sinking ships, burning buildings, crashing airplanes, exploding zeppelins, and plunging elevators. Then the aliens would arrive, and a meteor would strike. And it wouldn’t end; the disasters would keep coming with accelerating frequency and severity. To get out of this mess, we’d require many heroes, and each would have to become continuously stronger, faster, and smarter to keep up with the mounting disasters. And they’d all have to work together effectively.


We are living in times that are far more complex than even Toffler and Beer could have foreseen. Unfortunately, the vast majority of organizations still approach complexity as if it were the 1970s. They know better—but they still try to deal with problems one at a time and in sequence. They still act as if survival is just a matter of getting off the plane or the elevator or the zeppelin and getting on with business as usual. They still embrace the tenet that you have to “go slow to go fast.” The results range from bad to a disaster.


Meet Our Three Heroes


Dealing with complexity these days is like the hero’s journey trope in storytelling: a hero is shaken from his or her comfortable day-to-day existence, embarks on an adventure, ultimately wins a decisive victory, and then comes home changed or transformed. Except here, the hero is an organizational leader, the adventure is overcoming a complex challenge, and the victory is the achievement of clarity and action that puts the hero and the organization on a new path with the complexity mastered.


We’re going to be following the story arc of three heroes who are composites and archetypes constructed from real people and situations we’ve worked with. We can’t use actual names and business cases because those are confidential and central to highly competitive situations and core strategy.


Our three heroes are meant to collectively cover business and non-business situations, challenges, and opportunities, dealing with internal and external dynamics, partnerships, and ecosystems. Each narrative is important for understanding concepts, instructions, and the experience of executing both.


Here are their respective organizations:




1.   Plesius Finacorp, a global financial services company trying to get the most from an enormous partnership


2.   Doregan, a global consumer packaged goods conglomerate fighting to remain ahead in an increasingly declining industry


3.   Micbern, a health system struggling to align and mobilize diverse stakeholders in the state in order to tackle the mental health crisis





We’ll be talking about these three individual “heroes,” along with others from their respective ecosystems, throughout the book. But first let’s eavesdrop on their thoughts.


1. Brenda, SVP of finance at Plesius Finacorp, financial services company


I can remember the day that I realized it.


It was my second year of working here. I spent my first year trying to understand the business of Plesius Finacorp and financial services in general; I came over from a media giant, an entirely different industry. One day, I was reviewing our financial statements and I noticed something that raised a question mark: our partnership with Danley-Ross HealthAge, a network whose members are 50 or older. Danley-Ross provides several benefits to its members, from health insurance to discounts at restaurants to community events in major cities.


On paper, our partnership was fairly insignificant, as it was only bringing in less than 1 percent of our total revenue. It involved us providing discounted financial advisory services to members of Danley-Ross who are retirees or soon-to-be retirees. But the more I asked around to understand the partnership, the more I awoke to its potential. We would get business without having to ask for it, as Danley-Ross would line up its members for us, who would in turn be offered financial planning sessions with our financial advisers at a discounted rate, a valuable perk of membership in the network.


What made me truly pause was, after chasing people with multiple emails and phone calls, I found out that this partnership, despite being in play for just under a decade, had only captured about half a percent of Danley-Ross’ network. Given how large their membership is (40 million members), if we bumped that to even 3 percent, that would dramatically increase our total revenue with minimal additional effort or cost on our end. I’m not sure why I seemed to be the first person in Plesius to notice this opportunity, but perhaps because my previous company ran many meaningful partnerships, I was used to examining their value.


Strategic partnerships were led by Trent, who was in charge of our Community Engagement group. His counterpart at Danley-Ross, Sasha, oversaw their Corporate Partnerships function. The three of us came up with a solid list of tactics on how to bump the .5 percent capture to 3 percent over the next few years.


After the meeting, I expected that our respective teams would all hit the ground running. But it was slow going. Leaders on both sides dismissed many of our ideas. A few Danley-Ross people felt that while they do offer corporate discounts to their members as well as educational resources and advocacy, the centerpiece of what they did was community building. Cultivating trust was their number one priority, and they didn’t want to spam their community members with a bunch of ads. Plus, our program was just one of many corporate programs they were running, so Danley-Ross felt little urgency.


Sasha simply didn’t have enough time to try to convince all the people at Danley-Ross whom we needed to get onboard. Their culture made it complicated and slow to get sign-off and commitment. I was having only a slightly easier time myself within my company, as I was relatively new to Plesius and didn’t quite have the influence or relationships to figure out how to convince a lot of people to allocate their time and resources toward this opportunity (nor did Trent, who is quite junior). We are a flatter company, but it’s not that much easier to get things done. Everyone was very polite and amenable to my face but never followed through, and it was hard to hold them accountable.


If we don’t step in to secure the loyalty of Danley-Ross’ members, another financial services or financial technology company easily can. The clock is ticking, and I need to find a quick way to mobilize a whole host of people (20+) from both organizations to align and execute upon a shared strategy—before someone else does so. Everyone knows that more and more boomers are retiring every year, so everyone’s angling to find ways to attract and cater to seniors.


There’s quite a bit on the line for me too. I want to find a way to resoundingly prove the value I can bring to the table by going above and beyond the traditional responsibilities of an SVP of finance. Identifying this opportunity with Danley-Ross was the easy part—now comes all the hard work.


2. Pablo, CEO of Doregan, a global consumer packaged goods company


I can see the writing on the wall. In fact, I think a lot of people here can. But we’re not making any real headway.


When the board brought me on four years ago to run Doregan, I was up-front with them: I’ve always been impressed by Doregan, it’s an enormous company with some of the strongest brands in the industry, but I have my own vision for what Doregan can be.


Consumers have changed. People’s preference for clean labels has rapidly moved into personal care and home care products, like soaps and detergents. We are well aware of this, but our products largely are behind the trend.


Yes, our personal care and home care products are still popular, but we need to expand our customer base to include millennials. The retail landscape is also changing simultaneously, which is our even bigger challenge. Channels are proliferating left and right, making it hard for us to maintain consistent pricing and forcing us to spend more to customize SKUs for each channel. People are going online for the everyday goods they need, shopping either at large e-commerce sites like Amazon where we are competing on price, convenience, and reviews, or at vertically integrated, socially conscious start-ups that deliver products to their loyal base with a personal touch.


These days, it’s all about “customer insights,” but the problem is that we are disconnected from customers because we primarily don’t sell directly to them, but to retailers. We know how to manufacture, market, and sell at scale, but we know comparatively very little about customers—and we aren’t doing a great job measuring what they are saying about our products on social networks.


We are still mostly focused on our cash cows, which, even though declining, are still making us a lot of money. Moreover, there is simmering distrust and plenty of conflict within our organization between employees who have been here for years and a growing and louder chorus of people who want to change our ways and are frustrated by the slow pace of change. Some of them, especially the millennials, don’t get that we’re a 40-year-old company with thousands of employees based all over the world. And to make matters worse, our leadership team isn’t aligned, so we aren’t cascading messaging or pressure consistently.


We have made some changes. Thanks in part to the advice of the consultant we brought on, we’ve made some smart acquisitions of start-ups. We also tried to revamp some of our classic products, but we got some serious backlash from some retailers and even loyal customers who insisted that our products remain the same. We recently announced a goal to reduce carbon emissions and eliminate plastic packaging, but we are struggling to effectively coordinate suppliers, packaging, logistics providers, and retailers toward the same goals. These hiccups aside, we are still making lots of money. But we’re still squarely on the path toward being irrelevant. Bottom line: we need innovation.


You would think with the clarity I have about the clear and present dangers all around us, my fellow leaders would be all about trying new things, investing in new things, figuring out the future core of the business, and so on. But we’ve been a quarterly-run business forever, and I haven’t changed that. We have too many priorities that we’re trying to execute when we only have capacity for doing a small fraction of them well, at most. Our team spends too much of our time putting out fires, and we aren’t internalizing that the entire platform we’re standing on is burning.


3. Alicia, mental health director for Micbern, a health system


I haven’t been this busy in years. I’ve been fielding phone calls, chairing meetings, reading reports, talking to reporters, and attending summits on our state’s mental health crisis.


And I feel like I’ve only really started to wrap my head around how complex this is. It used to be mainly healthcare professionals and mental health advocates who would show up to these summits and conferences. The last summit I went to there were court justices, law enforcement, drug trafficking officers, state commissioners, jail staff—not to mention the usual representatives from public health, hospitals, psychiatry, and disabilities.


The numbers are bad, and they are getting worse. Suicide rates have risen nearly 30 percent since 1999,5 and serious depression has been worsening in teens, especially girls, for which some say social media is partly to blame.6 Our largest state prison holds more people with serious mental illness than our largest state psychiatric hospital—and we’re not alone: 43 other states also share this problem.7 Funding for mental health is shrinking, which is great timing because Micbern’s psychiatric emergency departments are receiving more patients than ever before. There are never enough beds for everyone who needs to be hospitalized, and we are getting sued over how long it takes to get a bed. What’s more, we are seeing patients come in not just with mental illness but also serious drug use. All of this is having an impact on our economy; serious mental illness costs America $193.2 billion in lost earnings per year.8


To top it off, we are short on workers. We need more psychiatrists, psychiatry nurse practitioners, and physician assistants, especially in our rural counties. I’m kept up at night by the fact that nationally 60 percent of practicing psychiatrists are over the age of 559—what happens when they all retire? My medical school students tell me frankly they aren’t going into mental health for a number of reasons—pay disparities, emotional burnout, inadequate staffing, lack of support, and workplace safety.


I spoke to the CEO of our health system the other day about the need, within Micbern, to come up with a holistic strategy for treating our mentally ill patients. He agreed but said that maybe we should turn this into a state-wide strategy. After all, many of our patients come from rural areas of our state or nearby states, as we are one of the few large health systems in the region. The burden of our mental health crisis is far too much for our health system to shoulder by ourselves, and yet somehow it always feels like we are the ones others are looking to for guidance.


I agreed with him, but a part of me felt too tired to even think about it. At the last conference I went to, there was all this talk about “coalition,” “collaboration,” and “coordination.” But my day-to-day job of running and evaluating programs, training doctors, connecting with different divisions, teaching students, managing morale, and engaging in community and patient outreach is more than enough for me.


That said, every day I run into examples of how tackling this crisis will require a system-level effort. Treating a schizophrenic patient, for instance, can sometimes mean coordination amongst police officers, social workers, addiction counselors, and residential treatment centers—not to mention the medical professionals within our health system: the emergency room doctors, psychiatrists, nurses, and so on. Of course, many of my peers blame the closure and defunding of state psychiatric institutions in the 1950s as the reason why people with mental illness have been pushed to the streets, jails, and hospital emergency rooms. Now our state social services, from our jails to our homeless shelters to our hospitals, are operating far beyond capacity. It feels like every move we make ends up creating an unexpected reaction, and we’re always scrambling to react and catch up.


There is insufficient consensus on what mental illness is and what it does to a person, what responsibility and agency they have, and little consensus on what successful recovery looks like. We need to get all the right players in the room and aligned on an approach and strategy—I agree. Just spare me from being part of another task force or work group.
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