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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR


BIG BET LEADERSHIP


“Most books merely extol the virtues and mandate for transformation, urging you to transform without truly instructing how. Big Bet Leadership is a masterstroke, daring to present an empowering gameplan suited for digital transformations or any vital strategic initiative. It is more than just a call to action, it’s a blueprint for success. Bravo!”


	—Jeff Dirks, CTO of TrueBlue


“At Amazon in 2002, John and I led Amazon’s big bet, the launch of the Amazon Marketplace. Today, John advises my technology company which is designing the next generation enterprise AI productivity network protocol. In Big Bet Leadership, John provides keen insights on creating clarity with pace and avoiding big bets with bad leadership by asking the right questions.”


	—Jim Harding, CEO & Founder of GrokIt


“Big Bet Leadership outlines a groundbreaking guide for enterprises navigating the treacherous path of transformation and innovation. Packed with actionable strategies, this compelling book redefines the playbook for senior management, urging leaders to rethink their methods, foster a dynamic environment and take the reins of change.”


	—Mike Steep, founder, Disruptive Technology & Digital Cities Program, Stanford University; former SVP Xerox PARC


“This playbook is destined to be a cult classic for business leaders and their advisors to change the trajectory and future of their business, their culture and their leadership techniques. Don’t proceed with your transformation without Big Bet Leadership.”


	—Joel Bines, board member & advisor, retired AlixPartners Managing Director, author of The Metail Economy


“Ninety percent of the world knows they need to change. Only 10% are ready to change. Big Bet Leadership is for that 10%.”


	—Dr. Mark Goulston, author of Just Listen and Talking to Crazy; UCLA professor of psychiatry, former FBI and police hostage negotiation trainer


“The overwhelming majority of business executives get paid to make small bets. This book is not for them. This book is for the few who make the big bets required to build the legendary companies, products, and categories of the future.”


	—Christopher Lochhead, bestselling author of Play Bigger & 22 Laws of Category Design





“John Rossman has taken his experience from the early days at Amazon and helped apply those principals to help companies operate more effectively. His new book Big Bet Leadership simplifies the connections between innovation, value propositions and customer pain points. It provides frameworks to help marketers play a more strategic role in companies by maximizing impact while simultaneously reducing risk. Worth your time!”


	—Ed Nevraumont, senior advisor, Warburg Pincus


“Absolutely wonderful! The authors walk the reader through leading change with simple, but profound principles that pay big dividends.”


	—(Ret) 4 Star General Gustave Perna


“Big Bet Leadership is a game changer for leaders looking to drive transformation and deliver remarkable results. Rossman’s wealth of experience, combined with his practical insights, and engaging storytelling, make this book a must-read guide for anyone seeking to lead with vision, embrace risk, and create a lasting impact. Big Bet Leadership is a roadmap for deeply understanding, in fact obsessing, about customers and thinking in outcomes. Prepare to be inspired, challenged, and equipped with the tools to lead with purpose and deliver tangible outcomes.”


—Gary Michel, former Chair and CEO JELD-WEN, Inc., Forbes Featured Author, Keynote Speaker, Director, and Advisor
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PREFACE



WHY WRITE THIS BOOK?





There are countless books that make the case for digital transformation, innovation, and business model reinvention; others that deal with Agile frameworks and innovation programs and styles; and bountiful stories about the companies and leaders of both the disruptors and the disrupted. Those works are important, but they are not sufficient.


Big Bet Leadership is oriented at a different altitude and for a complementary purpose. This playbook highlights the key failure points of transformations, innovation programs, major technology initiatives and other high-risk strategies, defines a guiding policy or approach to address the point of failure, and describes steps and tactics to gain the desired outcome. These approaches are at an actionable level for executive implementation.


The mission of Big Bet Leadership is to aid leaders in doing a central part of their job, which is in leading transformations.


That is why we wrote this book. But why now?


We are writing Big Bet Leadership now because the job of leading transformations is simultaneously getting harder while the need for them has never been greater. Our belief is that leading successful transformations and innovation must become a leadership core competency, which it is not today for most leaders and companies.




MEGA FORCES SHAPING AMERICA’S NEED TO INNOVATE


There are three mega forces shaping America’s need and opportunity to drive productivity and innovation.


The first mega force is disruptive technologies such as generative AI and quantum computing. There are many types of artificial intelligence and machine learning, and many other disruptive technologies. Computer vision, the Internet of Things (IoT), cloud and edge computing, augmented and virtual reality, and 5G technology are just some of the game-changing technologies. More are on the horizon, with fusion energy a potentially complete game changer.


Why are these disruptive technologies game-changing? Because customer value propositions as well as company organizational structures, operating models, and cost structures can be radically reinvented by using what is often a combination of these disruptive technologies.


The second mega force is the aging of America’s workforce. In 1995, approximately 88 percent of the US population was under the age of 65. Today, it is 82 percent. In 1995, the US birthrate was approximately 15 per 1,000 people. Today, it is approximately 11. In 1995, approximately 3 percent of the US labor force was over 65. Currently, it is approximately 6 percent. By 2050, it is projected to more than double to over 13 percent.


Our available workforce is aging, and that is a challenge confronting most of the world’s major economies. This mega force will drive substantial but hard-to-predict disruptions to companies’ organizational structures, operating models, and cost structures.


The third mega force is the growth of spending on entitlement programs such as Social Security and Medicare as well as the cost of serving the US debt. The Congressional Budget Office forecasts US government spending on entitlement programs plus net interest on US debt to grow from 56% of total federal spending in 2023 to 74% by 2050.1 Growth in spending on entitlement programs and debt payments will create upward pressure on taxes and downward pressure on spending on infrastructure, education, defense, and other discretionary spending programs.


One effective way to reduce the burden of the debt and entitlements obligation is to improve productivity, increasing the size of the economy. The aging of the workforce will create macroeconomic conditions encouraging companies to realize dramatic versus incremental increases in productivity. Disruptive technologies provide the essential enabler for the innovation and retooling.


This tumultuous backdrop, formed by the combination of these three mega forces, will be further stoked by the monetary war chests that private equity, venture capital, and Big Tech companies are poised to invest in fueling an ever-accelerating rate of disruption. Global private capital raises totaled $1.3 trillion in 2022, up from $448 billion in 2012.2 Over the same decade, US venture capital assets under management grew from $255 billion to $1.2 trillion.3 The combined annual operating free cash flow of Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft grew nearly fourfold, from approximately $100 billion in 2012 to nearly $400 billion per year in 2022.4 Combined, these trillion-dollar war chests will fund the creation of dramatically more efficient operating models and cost structures and the technology to fuel this battle of innovation and efficiency.


These mega forces will feed into each other like a vortex, building an overriding theme for business and society—that of a chaotic environment of dramatic change with successful business operators realizing productivity and cost model advantages that separate them from their competition.








THE STARTING POINT



Netscape went public on August 9, 1995, and that date is often used as a historical marker for the start of the current digital era. ChatGPT was released on November 30, 2022. We believe that in the coming years the release date of ChatGPT will be another historical marker for a new era of competition: the Hyper-Digital Era.


This will be an era with more dramatic business winners and losers. The winners will include categories and companies unknown to us today. The losers will include organizations and brands that today appear to be under no threat, perhaps even the big winners of the first digital era.


Those companies and leaders who lack daring, clarity, and velocity will typically find themselves on the wrong side of history. We write this book to assist those who are the opposite—ready to act with daring, clarity, and velocity to compete for the future.







YOUR GUIDES


John Rossman and Kevin McCaffrey are your guides and form the perfect team to help advance your leadership to win in the Hyper-Digital Era.


John is a thirty-five-year veteran of leading complex change, technology, and business innovation initiatives. He started his career at Accenture in an advanced technology team that was building object-oriented and early graphical user interface applications on Unix workstations. He was a partner at Arthur Andersen and then an executive at a technology startup, which was a victim of the dot-com bubble.


He served in key leadership roles in the early days of Amazon.com, when the survival of the company was doubted. While the media and industry experts referred to Amazon as “Amazon.toast,” “Amazon.con,” and “Amazon.org,” the latter being a jab at the potential—or lack thereof—for profitability, Amazon transitioned from the world’s biggest bookstore to the everything store and a platform business model. John was the Director of Merchant Integration and played a key leadership role in launching the Marketplace business in 2002, which was called a “dreamy business” by Bezos.5


John embraced his knowledge and experience and brought it to a worldwide audience as the author of three books about competing in the digital era: The Amazon Way: The Leadership Principles Behind the World’s Most Disruptive Company; Think Like Amazon: 50 1/2 Ideas to Become a Digital Leader; and The Amazon Way on IoT.


Since leaving Amazon.com, John has applied and adapted the leadership, strategy, and mechanisms of Amazon for use at dozens of clients, including serving as Innovation Advisor to T-Mobile and Senior Technology Advisor to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. He has presented hundreds of keynotes on leadership, innovation, and digital transformation. He was a Managing Director at Alvarez and Marsal for twelve years before founding Rossman Partners in order to assist his clients on leadership, strategy, and complex problem solving, typically related to a digital strategy or operating model transformation. He is a senior advisor to several companies including Wilson Perumal, a management consulting organization, and with GrokIt Technologies, an autonomous AI workforce and protocol company.


Kevin spent five years in the belly of the beast at T-Mobile learning from the best about how to place Big Bets effectively and supporting T-Mobile’s executive team in designing strategy and operations capable of furthering the Un-carrier legacy. He led innovation efforts at T-Mobile, where he first formed a working partnership with John. After T-Mobile, Kevin was hired as the Director of Operations within the Strategy and Operations team at Google Ads, where he led initiatives to better adapt the Google Ads operating model for sustaining the long-term growth of one of the most successful business models in modern history. His work is framed by his experience supporting dozens of Fortune 500 executives in navigating their companies’ transformations as a consultant with McKinsey & Company. He is now a research and development partner to Rossman Partners.















INTRODUCTION






“Ironically, in a changing world, playing it safe is one of the riskiest things you can do.”


—REID HOFFMAN






In 2013, at the annual Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas, T-Mobile CEO John Legere confidently stepped onto the stage, prepared to place a bet. But this was no ordinary Vegas gamble. It was a high-stakes wager gambling the future of his company—this was a Big Bet.


With a captivating blend of humor and audacity, Legere declared war on his competitors and the mobile industry’s tarnished reputation. His rallying cry signaled a radical new strategy: No Contracts. No Data Plan. No Overages. “We are the Un-carrier!” The impact was electric, igniting the audience, stirring the media, and inspiring his team back in Bellevue.


While Legere is often celebrated for his bold leadership, keen insights, and strategic acumen, his true genius lies in understanding what all leaders must do: assess their situation, recognize their strengths and limitations, and make a Big Bet when it counts.


But Legere didn’t stop there. He constructed a powerful engine capable of churning out one Big Bet after another, dubbing them “Un-carrier Moves.” Over several years, T-Mobile executed twelve Un-carrier Moves, driving more than twenty consecutive quarters of industry-leading subscriber growth, record-breaking net promoter scores, and an enterprise valuation that grew over 700 percent.


Legere was a master of Big Bet Leadership, defining and harnessing the systematic transformation of T-Mobile from a financially hamstrung, laggard, fourth-position mobile telecommunications provider to a market-leading brand viewed as the market innovator.


Legere’s Big Bet challenged the industry orthodoxy of fixed contracts, roaming fees, and data caps, but Big Bets can take many other forms. Legere’s Big Bet is just one type. Let’s identify the other common types of Big Bets this playbook is for:


First, there are go-to-market and brand re-positioning initiatives. These are a fundamental repositioning of a product or service within the marketplace, such as the T-Mobile Un-carrier announcement.


Second, there are digital transformations. A digital transformation is the integration of digital technology into all aspects of a business, fundamentally reshaping how it operates and delivers value to customers, with a focus on improving efficiency, innovation, and the customer experience.


Third, there are innovation programs, which are a systematic approach to incubating transformative new businesses and product line extensions. When a concept from the innovation program involves a significant change or investment, it is a Big Bet.


Fourth, there are technology platform investments. Often there is a thin veneer of a business change and justification, but at their core these are 80 percent major system overhauls, upgrades, and transitions.


Fifth, there are operating model transitions. An operating model is a framework outlining how an organization aligns its resources, processes, and technologies to deliver its value proposition to customers effectively and to achieve its strategic objectives. When the operating model involves a significant change or investment, it is a Big Bet.


Sixth, there are mergers and acquisitions. Both pre-deal diligence and post-transaction merger-integration programs are typically Big Bets because there is a clear thesis for benefit.


All of these Big Bets are connected by these realities: they almost always underdeliver in benefits, take longer and cost more than planned, and oftentimes are considered failures.




WHY BIG BETS FAIL


An examination of the data suggests that the likelihood of John Legere successfully executing even one Big Bet was slim, let alone a series of them in rapid succession. Digital transformations, operational shifts, product launches, innovation initiatives, large-scale technology migrations, mergers, and other Big Bets suffer a staggering failure rate of over 70 percent. Every piece of research we’ve examined converges on a similar finding—substantial and critical transformations are typically considered failures:




	
“An alarming 73% of enterprises failed to derive any business value from their digital transformation, and 78% fell short of meeting their business objectives.”1



	“89% of companies have launched a flavor of digital transformation. But they only captured 31% of the expected revenue lift and realized just 25% of total cost savings.”2



	“According to most studies, between 70 and 90 percent of acquisitions fail.”3



	A study of 1,471 IT projects revealed that while the average cost overrun was 27%, an alarming one in six projects experienced overruns of 200% and were delayed by 70%.4






The true hazards of such major initiatives stem not just from the high likelihood of underperformance or budgetary excesses, but from the genuine risk of colossal failure. One global expert on megaprojects, Bent Flyvbjerg, notes that “In total, only 8.5 percent of projects hit the mark on both cost and time. And a minuscule 0.5 percent nail cost, time and benefits.”5


Is there hope?


Our responsibility is to learn from both legends and failures, proactively sidestepping the many pitfalls, enabling our organizations to confidently pursue innovations, technology initiatives, digital transformations, and operational adaptations that drive exceptional financial results and a formidable competitive edge.


John Legere isn’t alone. There are a few leaders who have proven an ability to systematically beat the dismal odds of getting Big Bets right. Leaders like Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, and Satya Nadella repeatedly succeed at Big Bets and then can take on more of them, while other leaders roll the dice and fail more often than not. Studying the leadership styles of these Big Bet legends offers lessons and makes it clear that they act in ways that Big Bet losers do not.


Imagine possessing a leadership playbook akin to a mystical codex, filled with insights empowering the holder to conquer complex problems, challenges, and transformations and avoid the traps and enemies hidden on the path to treasure. If you could have a map illuminating your path, steering you through perilous journeys and pushing you up to the limits of your company’s potential, teaching you how to compete and win in the next era of competition and hyper-digital companies, would you pay attention? Would you be willing to reconsider the dogma of traditional management practices?







SOLVING WICKED PROBLEMS


The CEO of a company has a unique perspective and obligation. Their viewpoint is based on seeing the world and their business through the lens of risk. The CEO job is to always scan for the enterprise risks that might threaten the organization—competitive, capability, capital, cyber, reputation, regulatory, and legal. More than ever, there is the existential risk that disruptive technologies and artificial intelligence represent to products, services, operations, and business models. Responding to these risks and complex problems is what drives the response—the strategy, the transformation, the initiatives.


Risks are often both threats and opportunities. Big Bets don’t stem from simple or predictable problems and challenges. Big Bets are a response to multi-sided, complex, and difficult-to-predict problems with many facets to them. These are often referred to as wicked problems.


A wicked problem is a complex situation that is difficult to define, unique, has multiple constraints, has no universally agreed-upon solution, and is one in which solutions are difficult to test. Wicked problems can happen at any level of the enterprise, from an all- encompassing situation, such as a business turnaround or digital transformation, or at a functional or department level, such as a legacy core technology platform transition or a supply chain transformation.


In his seminal book Good Strategy/Bad Strategy: The Difference and Why it Matters,6 Richard Rumelt argues that a good strategy is a coherent set of actions designed to address a challenge or a specific complex problem, while a bad strategy is an ambiguous or incoherent plan either not attached to a specific challenge or one that fails to confront or resolve the crux of a problem. Good strategy is marked by a kernel consisting of three elements: a diagnosis, a guiding policy, and a set of coherent actions.


Big Bet Leadership builds off Rumelt’s work, giving a structured collection of guidelines, strategies, and tactics that will assist organizations and executives in achieving specific goals and solving wicked problems. This playbook provides a structured and paced approach to problem-solving and decision-making, outlining innovative practices, key principles, and practical steps. The playbook includes identifying the core issue or challenge, a generalized principle in approaching and solving the challenge, and tactics to demonstrate a path to action. This guide develops not just good strategy for wicked problems, validating the riskiest parts of the strategy from the inception and setting up the effective transition to strategy execution, but addresses the most significant risks and challenges in executing this strategy.


It is when attempting to solve these difficult challenges, in these calculated moments in which a path is chosen, where management either prove their mettle or set out upon another foolish journey. In all cases, Big Bets have material risk. And in most cases, they fail. Yet these are the Big Bets we must make. The mission of Big Bet Leadership is to help you mitigate the risks while maintaining the ambitious goals that motivate us to transform.







PLAYING IT SAFE


Instead of pretending Big Bets are not needed or accepting high failure rates with marginal improvements, Big Bet Leadership enables a dramatic reduction of the failure risk while simultaneously increasing the size of the prize. By raising the success rate of Big Bets, we enable a more aggressive mindset and posture. This is how you will compete and win in the Hyper-Digital Era.


The choice in front of management is ultimately one of four:


Do we avoid and resist the need for digital transformations, systematic innovation, and operating model advancements, thus avoiding the poker table of Big Bets?


Do we accept the low odds of success that current management best practices deliver, thus accepting a rigged game with a high probability of failure?


Do we deny ourselves intellectual honesty, believing that our strategic plans can predict the future and our agile project management makes us different?


Or …


Do we intentionally choose to become a shark, the commanding player at the poker table of Big Bets? This is a playbook for leaders who deliberately choose to become a shark and a Big Bet legend. They want to win.


Leaders are under constant pressure to produce improved earnings, growth, and new lines of business and revenue. Simultaneously, they need to improve productivity and efficiency, lower cost structures, and get more done with less.


Leaders who can’t stomach the inherent gambling involved in addressing those topics are likely not playing to win. Companies that fail to navigate them successfully are overtaken by rivals. This is why disruption, declining profitability, commoditization, irrelevancy, and eventual company demise happen.


Big Bets are not optional unless you are in a protected environment. The business world is divided into those leaders who do this well and those who do it poorly. Case in point: Bed, Bath & Beyond. In 2023, entering bankruptcy, the ninety-year-old former founders lamented in the Wall Street Journal, “If we made an error by not moving fast enough into the internet, it wasn’t because we wouldn’t spend the money.… It was because we goofed.”7 The goof was not recognizing that a Big Bet was needed far earlier, or how to proceed on it. They would have benefited from this book.


The importance of placing Big Bets is empirically backed. McKinsey studied 2,393 of the world’s largest corporations to better understand why a select few companies manage to earn more than their cost of capital while most are break-even at best.8 Central among the findings is that making bold moves is critical to success. Making one or two bold moves more than doubles the odds that a company will move from just covering their cost of capital to becoming a top performer; at three bold moves the odds rise by nearly sixfold. Moreover, “the upside opportunity far outweighs the downside risk,” and “making no bold moves is probably the most dangerous strategy of all.”9 A large percentage of Big Bets that are taken fail using typical approaches—but 100 percent of the Big Bet strategies not taken also fail. Look at every company that at one point was healthy, relevant, and had competitive advantages, but is now average. These are companies that failed at Big Bets. These are not counted in the failure percentages reported on Big Bets.


You are holding a book that helps you take more Big Bets because you will be systematically sharper at identifying, shaping, executing, and de-risking the Big Bets before big commitments are made, while creating the most upside potential for the concept.







THE JUNGLE OF AMBIGUITY


The major underlying factor contributing to the high failure rate of transformations is that leaders don’t have a clear definition, an actionable goal, a crisp mission creating a defined North Star to galvanize efforts. Once proceeding on the transformation, they fail to isolate this North Star destination and then maintain tight focus on the value creation hypothesis and largest risks, dedicate a team, or create an environment engineered for the needs of the Big Bet. They instead lead with big commitments before the critical risks are tested, adjusted, and validated.


They proceed on Big Bets with a vague, unproven future state definition, adopting a “can’t lose” mindset instead of an agile “prove it” style. We want the initiative done, and we want to do it fast, but we don’t have a shared, clear, strategic definition of what “it” is or a truly agile risk-forward approach to experiment and prove our bets early. Thus, we work against each other, take long and hard paths, and try to get far too much done, resulting in bloat, conflict, long time frames and a “too big to fail” reality. That is the postmortem summary of most failed transformations and Big Bets.


Big Bets often bog down when the efforts lose momentum or become muddied by other priorities. A critical goal of Big Bet Leadership is to achieve the virtuous balance between maintaining velocity and attacking ambiguity. This requires focusing on the right components of an outcome, and only those components. What routinely pulls organizations out of the virtuous test-and-learn cycle and into the slow, expensive, brittle model is analysis paralysis. This is a state of diffused decision making and letting everything be a priority, resulting in complexity, dependencies, and an exponential growth in points of failure. This is the vicious cycle leading to failure in Big Bets.


The Big Bet is bogged down in a jungle morass of ambiguity in which one can hardly move, likely doomed, requiring incredible effort and coordination to make marginal progress. Morale and accountability quickly vanish as everyone senses that the journey to nowhere is under way. Yet, the major system integrators and management consulting firms are more than willing to lead you down this very path. These are the plum engagements that send the armies of young consulting ants marching around your organization, racking up the billable hours.







THE SHORTEST DISTANCE BETWEEN TWO POINTS


To put your Big Bet on the right track, or to turn around an existing strategy, establish a Big Bet Vector.


A vector has both a magnitude and a specific direction between two coordinates or points. It is different from just having speed or force in that vectors are directed at specific coordinates. The coordinates here are between the current wicked problem and the exact future state. The magnitude is the speed and constraints applied to prove the feasibility and business value of the coordinates.


Most Big Bets start with a range of definitions and understanding regarding what the real problem, situation, or customer pain is.
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No wonder most Big Bets fail. We don’t agree on the precise nature of the wicked problem or existing situation. We don’t agree on the future state capability, which is the destination we are targeting. Our team believes they are working together, but they cannot be because of this lack of clarity. Scope expands, validation slows down, the journey to testing gets long and expensive. By the time the value or feasibility is validated, the investment and commitments are often past the point of a comfortable off-ramp. To manage the risk of not delivering, we downsize the ambition of the transformation. We have committed but without having done effective diligence.


A vector is not just speed. Speed can be undirected activity and motion. In Big Bet Leadership, there is a vector that has a defined purpose or mission and proceeds at a rapid pace. This results in velocity and leads the organization to a validated future-state understanding with speed and with alignment to strategy, plans, and priorities.


Big Bet Leadership puts in place the sharp thinking, the nurturing environment, and the low-friction management techniques to clearly define, value, and validate the real problem or customer pain; a precise, smart, and shared definition of the hypotheses for the critical components of the future state; and a set of leadership techniques forcing speed, focus, and alignment throughout. This creates a shorter gap to validating and aligns resources for optimal magnitude of the Big Bet Vector.
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With the starting point, which is the wicked problem, firmly defined, the coordinates of the future state are explicitly defined as a hypothesis. Resources are aligned and efficiently deployed. Furthermore, if one tests just the critical valuable and high-risk aspects of the coordinates of the future state, then adjustments can be made deliberately, intentionally, and effectively. This is value-added agility.
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The Big Bet Leadership playbook contains three sections that will help you establish and lead using a Big Bet Vector.


Big Bet Thinking: Change the technique and approach for rapidly understanding the wicked problem and defining your critical hypothesis for the future state. In other words, create crystal clarity around the starting and end points of your Big Bet Vector. You won’t think about strategy, envisioning, and problem-solving the same way you used to.


Big Bet Environment: Create optimal conditions with the essential checklist for the journey, giving your Big Bet the best chances to succeed. Doing this addresses some of the major failure points of transformations, which result from unwillingness to change the resources, policies, or constraints for the purpose of the Big Bet Vector. Create a clean-slate environment without the bureaucracy and entanglements of the existing organization.


Big Bet Management: Senior executives need to lead to impactful upside outcomes while guarding against the natural enemies of change. In this section we navigate the high-stakes decisions and failure points of the journey. Protect against the forces pulling against progress by maintaining the velocity of the Big Bet Vector.







THE CRITICAL HABITS OF BIG BET LEGENDS


What is it that Big Bet legends like Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Satya Nadella, and John Legere do differently? How do they tilt the odds in their favor to consistently deliver trajectory-changing results while others so regularly fail? Getting one Big Bet right might be chalked up to luck. Getting a series of them right is something different. These Big Bet legends act in ways that Big Bet losers do not. Big Bet legends have three consistent, critical leadership techniques:


Create clarity. Guided by a deep curiosity about the customer, a clear vision of critical use cases and features, and a strong grasp of the underlying first principles, the masters of Big Bets consistently reject vague notions of future-state transformations. Failing to escape the fog of war can spell disaster. Successful leaders continuously identify the most significant sources of ambiguity and risk, pinpointing precise use cases, operational requirements, and the core of customer needs. By doing so, they unite their teams in the pursuit of systematic elimination and circumvention of uncertainty.


Maintain velocity. Big Bet legends have a keen sense of what should move fast and what takes time to design, engineer, and build. They know that material risk is added to the concept through analysis paralysis, which is the comfortable pace that successful and large companies operate in. Big Bet leaders create machinery and cultures that value speed and early rapid learning. Velocity decreases the risk of status quo approaches, bloated initiatives, and major failure from infiltrating the Big Bet.


Prioritize risk and value. Big Bet legends accelerate fast and efficient testing and validation on the high-risk, high-value points. They conversely defer and delay any scope that is not high-risk and high-value.


They exhibit an unwavering commitment to preventing themselves and their teams from being sidetracked or overwhelmed by noncritical tasks or factors. Big Bet legends possess a keen understanding of what is genuinely challenging, as opposed to issues that unnecessarily complicate matters. They attack large and valuable markets and customer needs. They combat bureaucracy, ensuring that only Big Bet priorities take precedence. As Bezos once advised John Rossman, “Don’t let simple things become the hard things. Only let hard things be the hard things.” This is setting priorities.
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Throughout our exploration of tackling wicked problems with Big Bet Leadership, those three critical habits consistently emerge as vital. These foundational principles of Big Bet Leadership form the cornerstone of a genuine Big Bet Vector by articulating a crystal-clear vision of future capabilities, rigorously testing, validating with speed and discipline, and safeguarding the mission from forces that threaten to muddle objectives, decelerate progress, or minimize the ambition.








YOUR BIG BET



Pause for a moment and consider the following questions. Perhaps do this as a leadership team:


As a company, how successful is your digital transformation journey? Has your organization emerged as a systematic innovator cranking out innovative products leading to a great financial return? Have you secured a sustainable competitive edge? Do you excel in unlocking value and efficiency through the intelligent application of disruptive technologies and AI? Is your cost and operating structure an advantage for your business? Are you prepared to achieve the business growth and financial targets set forth? Is the company playing it too safe?


As a professional, does your career revolve around a Big Bet? Is your career trajectory tied to a Big Bet? Would you like to be the visionary who tackles wicked problems, forges a competitive advantage, and cultivates a culture of value-based innovation?


If your organization and team are like the vast majority, you are probably contending with these challenges and their related strategies and transformations. At best, you might be making progress but realize there is still considerable opportunity to be created. Acquiring the ability to succeed at Big Bets is a practice that can be honed by leaders and organizations.


Creating a Big Bet Vector by creating clarity, maintaining velocity, and prioritizing risk and value will be your fundamental habits. Let’s discuss how to establish the Big Bet Vector and show these habits of Big Bet legends at work by creating memo experiments.
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