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Praise for Reinventing the Leader


“Reinventing the Leader is an inspiring account of the magic that can happen when a leader realizes they must undergo their own transformation in order to transform their organization. Entertaining and relevant, the book includes personal insights from both authors while showing the pivotal role that trust plays in the leader/coach relationship. Gui Loureiro and Carlos Marin have written an honest, vulnerable, and praiseworthy book that should be in the library of every leader and coach.”


—Ken Blanchard, coauthor, The One Minute Manager® and Simple Truths of Leadership


“In his account of the digital transformation of Walmart Mexico and Central America (Walmex), Gui Loureiro has provided a textbook on leading through change. He not only reinvented the business while also delivering results, but he also reinvented himself as a new kind of leader. The only constant in retail today is change, and Gui adopted a change mindset, which, combined with his commitment to our purpose and values, helped propel Walmex to being one of the most customer-centric parts of our company.


What I love most about this story is how Gui, with the support of his executive coach Carlos Marin, flipped his view to start from the inside out. He started by changing himself, his mindset and approach, which resulted in a positive outcome for the people around him and our business. This isn’t easy to do. It’s so much easier to talk about change with others than it is to change ourselves.


Gui tells the Walmex story with the honesty, vulnerability and humanity that lend him a truly authentic voice. You can’t help but like this guy. And you won’t finish this book without sharing my enormous respect for what he accomplished – and how.”


—Doug McMillon, President and CEO, Walmart


“You’ll find no business jargon or easy aha moments in this remarkable book. Rather, it offers the at-times painfully honest story of a highly visible CEO with sufficient humility to realize that he needed to change before he could transform his company. It also shows how the relationship between a coach and coachee can spur growth, insight, and trust. Written with welcome clarity, this business narrative grabs you from the first page. Highly recommended for leaders and for coaches.”


—Sally Helgesen, Author, How Women Rise, Rising Together, and The Female Advantage


“Reinventing the Leader is among the most compelling business leadership books I’ve read in a long time. It’s exceedingly rare when both the dynamic CEO of a huge, iconic retail business and his seasoned executive coach tell all—in their own unvarnished words, and in the words of executives around them—about the dreams and fears they shared before, during, and after a major transformation of the business, which had to succeed and from which there was no turning back. In addition to recounting the fascinating story of their journey of learning and changing together, Gui Loureiro and Carlos Marin populate each chapter with hands-on tips and techniques that executives orchestrating change in their own organizations can use. In these turbulent times, I can’t imagine more relevant reading for all current and aspiring leaders!”


—John Alexander, President, Leadership Horizons, and former President and CEO, Center for Creative Leadership


“Reinventing the Leader is built on the rich experiences and remarkable introspections from two exceptional global business and thought leaders. At a time when change is omnipresent, this book offers very valuable guidance on successfully inspiring, delivering and communicating optimal change and leadership. More importantly, it provides unique insights on how to lead change by transforming yourself to better serve all your stakeholders. It is truly one of the most inspiring leadership books I have read over the last 10 years, and I recommend it to anyone who wants to drive change and reinvent themselves for greater impact.”


—Dr. Dominique Turpin, Emeritus Professor and former Dean and President, IMD, European President of CEIBS, Chairman of DAA Capital


“Reinventing the Leader is a master class in leader growth and learning. It’s a unique, behind-the-scenes look into one leader’s efforts to transform a business and a coach’s reflections on leader reinvention. With vulnerability, humility, and transparency, Gui Loureiro and Carlos Marin reveal workplace change through two distinct perspectives—the leader’s and the coach’s—enabling the reader to appreciate how the leader-coach partnership works. In the process, we see how changing organizations also means changing oneself. Reinventing the Leader should be required reading for every leader and student of leadership.”


—Jim Kouzes, Bestselling Coauthor, The Leadership Challenge, and a Fellow, Doerr Institute for New Leaders, Rice University


“Reinventing the Leader is a groundbreaking and insightful guide for leaders looking to effect meaningful change within their organizations. Gui Loureiro and Carlos E. Marin masterfully argue that the key to transforming a company begins with the transformation of the leader themselves. With practical tools, compelling case studies, and a deep understanding of the evolving challenges in today’s business world, this book offers a roadmap for personal and professional growth that is essential for leading successful, innovative teams. By shifting the focus to self-awareness, adaptive thinking, and emotional intelligence, Loureiro and Marin provide a powerful framework for leaders to inspire real change. This is a must-read for anyone looking to lead with purpose and impact in an increasingly complex business landscape.”


—C.J. Fitzgerald, 25-Year Private Equity Veteran
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From Guilherme:


To my parents, Flavio and Zuleida—you gave me the values, the example, and the love. For that, I am forever grateful. You opened up new worlds of possibility for me and taught me to love learning.


To my wife, Patricia—you are the one who encouraged me to change and made me feel I was never alone in my journey of reinvention. It was you I turned to for support when I made mistakes, and it was you who helped me celebrate each improvement (even the smallest ones that took others time to see). Change is challenging and you were my safe harbor when the seas became rough. Thank you for the laughter and the long debates too. Your steadfast support over the years gave me strength, and my success was possible because you were always by my side.


To my kids, Pedro, Dado, and Fei—you are everything to me and it is because of your love that I wanted to be better than I was, to live up to your respect. This book is my legacy to you.


From Carlos:


To my dear wife, Martha, my partner in life’s journey, your love and support are my anchor. Your unshakable spiritual faith is a source of inspiration.


To my son, Carlos Jr., my pride and joy. You have filled my world with wonder and purpose. You became one of my teachers the moment you came into our world.


To my cherished grandchildren, Lucas and Naila, you are the stars that light up my sky. Your laughter echoes through the halls of my heart, and your innocence reminds me of life’s simple joys. May you grow, explore, and find magic in every moment.


To my beloved parents, Hernan Marin and Clara Portilla de Marin, I will forever be in gratitude for your unwavering love, guidance, and sacrifices that allowed me to pursue my dreams.


To the leaders and change-makers of today and tomorrow, who have the courage, vision, and passion to transform themselves and their organizations for the better. This book is dedicated to you and your noble endeavors. May you find inspiration, guidance, and wisdom in these pages.









Author’s Note from Gui


During the final stages of working on Reinventing the Leader my role expanded from CEO of Walmex (Walmart Mexico and Central America) to Chairman of the Board for Walmex and Regional CEO for Canada, Chile, Central America, and Mexico. The added countries will mean added responsibilities; however, since Reinventing the Leader is specifically about the transformation of Walmex, we have chosen to refer only to my title at that time throughout the book.










Foreword



by Dr. Marshall Goldsmith


In Reinventing the Leader, Guilherme Loureiro and Carlos Marin offer an essential and powerful Guide for modern leadership. Drawing on Guilherme’s wisdom as a seasoned CEO, including his transformative time as CEO at Walmart Mexico and Central America, and Carlos’s extensive background in leadership development and as an international executive, they present a narrative that is as much about personal growth as it is about guiding others. Their book is not just a reflection, but a call to action for leaders to evolve with vision and integrity in an era marked by profound change.


Reinventing the Leader arrives at a pivotal moment for current and aspiring leaders who face the dual challenges of rapid technological change and the evolving needs of their teams. This book is a call for leaders to embrace the mindset of continuous learning and growth. It offers a unique value proposition by blending the conceptual frameworks of leadership with practical, actionable insights drawn from the rich experiences of its authors. The dynamic combination of Guilherme’s digital transformation expertise and Carlos’s leadership coaching acumen provides a rare, dual perspective that is deeply needed in the literature of leadership development.


They also emphasize the collective journey of leadership—how it thrives on strong, diverse teams and inclusive cultures. They argue that true leadership empowers others, creating an environment where each member can contribute to their fullest potential. This collaborative approach is central to the adaptability and success of modern organizations, as demonstrated by Guilherme’s and Carlos’s respective professional achievements.


As an experienced mentor to global leaders, I’ve seen the transformative influence of leaders who embody these principles. Guilherme and Carlos offer a dynamic perspective on leadership that is critical for today’s technology-dependent organizations. This book is a treasure chest of wisdom for impactful leadership, offering the mindset and the means to truly make a difference. It is a guide for aspiring leaders to not just succeed, but to lead purposefully and leave a lasting legacy.


Reinventing the Leader emerges as a testament to the power of leadership transformation—one that’s deeply needed in our business world. Guilherme and Carlos offer their storied achievements not just as a backdrop, but as living proof that the principles they share are time-tested and effective. This book is poised to become an essential instrument for any leader looking to make an indelible mark in their organization and beyond.
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Dr. Marshall Goldsmith is the Thinkers50 World’s #1 Executive Coach and New York Times best-selling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.
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The Drivers and Challenges of Change


“You cannot swim for new horizons until you have courage to lose sight of the shore.”


—William Faulkner


The Call, March 2018


Gui


“I need your help.” Those were the first words I said to my friend Carlos Marin, one of the foremost executive coaches to top business leaders all over the world. It was a call I never thought I’d have to make under these circumstances.


As the new CEO of Walmex, a division of Walmart and Mexico’s biggest retailer, I had been tasked with convincing the company that despite their years of success, they needed to dramatically change in order to excel in the future. A tall order, for sure, but I had looked at it as an exciting opportunity—a challenge—and believed I was the leader who could meet the moment and bring a trusted chain of brick-and-mortar stores into the digital economy. In my first year I received an excellent performance review from my boss, but after a successful second year at the helm I was met with a critical annual appraisal. I suddenly wondered, Am I the leader for the job at this company?


At the end of December 2017, right before I flew back to Brazil to spend time with my family, I met with my boss to review the past year—my second as CEO of Walmex. Under previous leadership, the company had experienced a couple of years of results below expectations (a rare situation for Walmex), but during the year before my arrival and my first year we were in top form again, delivering great results, and the overall feeling was that “we were back.”


While everybody else was celebrating what we had accomplished and the bonuses they had earned, I started thinking about the future. I still only had a hazy idea at that time about how we would change, but the one thing that was crystal clear to me was that in order to maintain our edge, we needed to reinvent ourselves, leveraging technology to compete in the world of e-commerce. We had begun the early stages of the transformation process and we were already starting to see promising advances in our shift to a multidisciplinary model with a focus on digital operations.


I was close to my boss, and as he entered my office, I expected a quick, even celebratory, meeting.


He started out by saying, “Congratulations on another great year. There is nothing I can say other than well done—and thank you. The results speak to your excellent leadership.”


“Thank you.”


There was a pause, and I could tell my boss was carefully choosing his words. “However, there is one thing I want to discuss with you that is worrying me a lot.”


“Please, tell me.”


He looked me straight in the eyes as he spoke, as if to gauge the effect of what he was about to tell me. “It seems that your style is scaring people. We also have feedback that your passion leads you to act in emotional ways that can have a negative impact on those around you. It’s reaching a point where you’ll need to change and do it fast.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, shocked at what I was hearing. “I’m close to our associates, have good communication with them, and I’ve never had a problem like this in my life. Where does it come from?” Before my boss could even respond, I added, “Let’s take a walk around the office and you’ll see how people approach me, how they talk with me, and it will prove to you that I don’t ‘scare’ them.”


My boss leaned toward me. “Gui, you need to take this very seriously. This is a big problem, and you need to work on it. Talk to your HR partner about helping you.”


I felt like a bomb had gone off in my head. I told my boss, “I spend a whole year working hard and now you and my HR ‘partner’ come up with this surprise?”


I refused to sign my appraisal because in my mind it described someone with bad intentions, and I did not see myself as that person. I was not thinking clearly, and I became convinced that for some unknown reason someone wanted to cause damage to my career.


After the meeting, I couldn’t relax. I was furious and felt betrayed by my boss and my HR partner. This was the first time my behavior had ever been questioned at an appraisal. I had always received feedback that I was a very caring human being. What had changed now—and why?


After flying back to Brazil, I received a phone call the next day from my boss. He offered to tone down the appraisal, adding, “But I’m asking you to see this feedback as serious and constructive.”


Several heated conversations followed, and I suggested to my boss that we should hire a coach to work with me and help me further understand what the issues were. I was familiar with Carlos because he was already doing a superb job coaching my executive committee to prepare them for the transformation. In addition, when I was CEO at Unilever Mexico, he had been immensely helpful to me, conducting a team integration workshop with my national executive committee to help us redefine our strategic priorities and identify key behaviors to help us work collaboratively. There was no one I trusted more to be my coach, so I suggested to my boss that Carlos could work personally with me as well as continue coaching my team.


Finally, in March 2018, my boss gave me the green light and I immediately called Carlos and asked him to become my coach at Walmex. I secretly hoped that he would talk to people on my team and discover that some kind of widespread issue simply did not exist, that it was only an isolated case of somebody making a complaint and my boss turning it into a larger problem than it really was.


“Tell me what’s going on,” requested Carlos.


“I received a bad appraisal from my boss—and that was after a terrific second year. We agreed to hire you as my coach to help us get to the bottom of what the issue is since the two of us cannot agree.”


“I want to be of help,” said Carlos. “And it would be a pleasure to work with you again.”


“You know me, Carlos. You know how deeply I care about my associates and that I’m passionate about my work. Can you believe that my boss told me that I’m scaring people? I feel like he’s telling me that I’m not treating them well and that’s simply not true! If I’m truly the person described in this evaluation, I cannot be the CEO of this company.”


Luckily, Carlos always stays on an even keel, even when I don’t. He said, “Gui, you know how much I appreciate working with you—but you’ll need to calm down and listen. You must try not to take what your boss said too personally.”


“Okay,” I said, “but this is serious—and I need you to help me get to the truth.”


Carlos asked, “Will you allow me to talk openly and listen to your team to fully understand the issue?”


“Yes, of course,” I replied. “You know how much I trust you. And nothing is more important than figuring out what’s going on.”
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Gui


Reinventing the Leader is a chronicle of monumental change, both in myself and within the company I lead, for I believe a leader must grow to achieve sustainable growth in the organization. This book is a blueprint for transformational success for leaders in any business who find themselves facing the need to retool their own company’s systems and operations and energize and inspire an entire corporate culture in order to compete in an ever-shifting digital economy. It’s about sustaining a cherished brand while disrupting the very essence of how it’s done business in the past. And perhaps most important of all, it’s about learning to learn—becoming aware of how to better leverage your strengths, limit your weaknesses, and listen more effectively to your associates and customers to find out what they really want and need during a time of major transition.


In this journey of transformation, we will reflect on how I reinvented myself in order to effectively change the company. Carlos and I will endeavor to provide you with a training manual for leaders, to candidly reveal from our two perspectives the essential truths we learned as we traveled a path that was sometimes rocky, sometimes uncertain, and ultimately rewarding, both personally and professionally.


This is the story of how we succeeded in our mission by allowing ourselves and the organization to be guided by Sam Walton’s original purpose for creating Walmart back in 1962. The resurgent power of his vision defined why we were driven to be so committed to this unprecedented transformation. We were inspired by his strong sense of purpose to save people money so they could live better lives, at every step respecting all individuals and striving for excellence with integrity. In this age of e-commerce, we employed the tools of technology to empower our customers to shop online; using agile methodology and data analytics, we began to think of innovative ways to help them.


With Reinventing the Leader, our goal is to energize you to find the purpose that is bigger than yourself or the company, that transcends a computer screen or the walls of your offices or brick-and-mortar stores. This book is about finding the galvanizing purpose that leads to greater possibilities.


A Blueprint for Transformational Success


Gui


Companies become iconic by earning the public’s trust. For Walmart Mexico and Central America, known as Walmex, our model was set by Walmart in the United States. The original Walmart, founded by Sam Walton in 1962, was a retail business built on the premise that customers deserved to shop for all their needs at a store that offered them high-quality products at affordable prices. When I was named the new CEO of Walmex in January 2016, it was an honor, but it was also humbling. Not only was I going to lead this wildly popular chain of stores, but I was also asked to navigate the corporation through the biggest transformation it had ever experienced since Walmart Mexico first opened its doors in 1991.


As you’ll read in these pages, it wasn’t always “smooth sailing”—more like riding rough waters at times. I had naysayers who resisted, and my own emotions threatened to get the best of me. But what kept me going, despite the daunting mission ahead of me, was knowing that I had the opportunity to make a positive difference in the lives of millions of our customers. Just one thing had to happen—I had to get this whole thing right.


Luckily, I was not averse to risk; in fact, I’ve been told I thrive on it. One of the members of my team, Juan Carlos, says, “Gui, you take more risks than anyone I know.” It may just be that I love a challenge and the chance to rise to the moment. In this case, I was resolute from the beginning. Whoever I talked to, whatever groups I met with at Walmex, I said the same thing: “This transformation will happen.” Was it blind faith? I don’t think so. It was instead a firm belief in a company that had already proven its ability to succeed. As Faulkner observed, we just needed the courage to look toward new horizons instead of allowing ourselves to be stuck in the “safety” of the past. The one thing I never lost sight of was Sam Walton’s vision of being customer-centric. That was the goal that informed every key decision I made in the tempestuous months to come.
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Gui


When I first began thinking of the transformation, I knew that even though my vision for change was hazy (at best), I needed to trust my instinct to take the company into the future by leveraging technology—to become fully digital to be successful in the age of e-commerce. If you are not prepared to act, to take risks, you die with the vision and the company dies with you.


I started with the basics. What seemed like minor changes to me were seen as radical by others in a traditional company like Walmex. For example, when I learned that only top executives had keys to use certain private bathrooms, I said that needed to stop. From that point on, every bathroom in our offices became accessible to everyone. Some said I was dismantling an entrenched hierarchy that had existed for decades. Perhaps I was, but my intent was simply to achieve a more equitable HR model, breaking down walls so that everyone would feel respected and have equal access. In the transformation to come, the power of all of us working together—of building an interdependent cohesiveness—would be a lesson we would learn many times over. And it would be a key to our success.


Carlos


The specifics of Gui’s vision weren’t evident at first to anyone, including Gui himself. He couldn’t provide crystal-clear messaging when his ideas were still hazy at best. Nevertheless, I knew Gui’s instincts and intuition were not only strong but would be laser-focused on what could be—the possibilities for the future that would ensure growth and sustainability as the company evolved from its original purpose. I also knew that, given human nature, Gui would meet resistance from those who simply wanted to keep on doing what was already familiar to them. And Walmex was not just any company. Like Walmart, it was a trusted retailer and a vital presence in many communities throughout Mexico and Central America. People counted on them, and a transformation could not afford to damage that trust.


Gui


The magnitude of the size of Walmex made a complete transformation a formidable task. We had 6,000 people working at our corporate offices and more than 230,000 in our stores. They were still celebrating the success we had achieved the previous year. People were proud of achieving their targets, and they were also very happy with the bonuses they received as a result of their efforts. So, there was no desire for anything to change.


This was not the kind of environment I had encountered at previous companies. Throughout my career, most of the changes I had participated in were related to improving businesses that were not doing well or restructuring companies that were in countries going through an economic crisis. This was the first time I was leading a transformation of an organization that had been doing well for decades and few saw any discernable need or urgency for transformation.


In addition, I was new to the company in Mexico, and having just arrived I had not yet built up enough credibility with my team to propose a major change. Also, I had not identified specific goals so I couldn’t yet articulate a clear vision of what had to change.


Early Years: Gui’s Path to Success Before Walmex


Gui


My path to becoming a CEO was not always easy. At the start of my career I was working in finance at the large multinational company Unilever Brazil during a hyperinflationary period (80% monthly inflation), and I quickly began to acquire respect from senior leadership as a result of a system that I developed that would automatically recalculate our margins by region whenever there was a cost increase. After five years I was suddenly transferred to the United Kingdom to work in Unilever’s Head Office, where nothing I was doing appeared to be important or urgent. My first year there was very frustrating. I was young, had never lived abroad, and did not speak English very well, but I was intensely ambitious and courageous. When I arrived in the United Kingdom, I soon discovered that my limited proficiency in the language made it a challenge to fully understand what my boss was telling me. I kept this a secret, fearing that my lack of fluency could hurt my career. Looking back, I’m sure people had already figured this out, but I was so stressed out about it that it caused me to feel a constant emotional paralysis. The following nine months were the worst ones in my career as I suffered quietly, trying to hide my problem. In the end, my own performance suffered, and for the first time I felt like I was in rough waters being pulled out to sea with no lifeline in sight.


When I was at my lowest point, my previous boss from Unilever in Brazil, Humberto de Campos, came to visit the central offices in London and invited me to dinner. There was something about his wise, gentle manner that made me feel I could open up to him. When he asked how I was doing, it was as if the dam inside me suddenly burst: I blurted out what was going on and apologized for letting him down. “You’re the one who fought to expatriate me, and all I’ve done is make a mess of it. I don’t know what to do—I’m frustrated with myself for not doing better, for not living up to your belief in me.”


His reaction was completely different from what I expected. “I’m sorry to hear this, Gui, but I’m not surprised you’re feeling stressed. It’s very difficult to do a great job at Head Office, where all eyes are on you. Have you done any traveling? Or something to distract yourself and clear your mind?”


I shook my head. “I’m not in any mood to travel or have fun,” I replied. I knew that no matter what else I did, it wouldn’t change the facts of this situation.


I must have been in worse shape than I even knew; the sympathetic concern in his eyes told me so. “It’s a mistake not to be open to possibilities,” he said. “One of the most important things I did during my expatriation time was to travel, to learn about different cultures. Just try to get through this period, even if it means doing the bare minimum at work. When you return to Brazil, I’ll make sure you get a good job.”


The following day he came to my house and had a long conversation with my wife and me. It was incredible the way he managed to calm us down, to show us a different perspective of the situation. “This is simply a time for learning,” he counseled. “Try to worry less about proving yourself—you’ve already done that to me—and instead spend time getting to know new places, try new things. It’s a way for you to also learn more about yourself.”


Soon after that, I had my annual appraisal. My UK boss, John Ripley, asked me if I wanted to say something first and I decided to reveal everything that I was feeling: the words just tumbled out. I didn’t feel I was being productive or doing anything useful. Because of my lack of fluency in English, I often couldn’t understand him or what he wanted me to do. I was disappointed in myself, and I was sure he was disappointed in me too. “I just feel like I should give up,” I said. “I’m not used to feeling like this . . . I normally work hard and produce good results but, in this situation, I feel like I’m not able to keep up . . . and I don’t even know how to do better.”


After listening intently to my struggle, he said, “I’m grateful to you for being so open and sincere, Gui. And I’m sorry I didn’t do more to check in with you, and to give you the help you needed.” Instead of chastising me, he helped me feel I was truly being heard and gave me credit for speaking up. We had an honest, in-depth conversation and by the end of it I felt reassured. In clear terms he explained what he wanted me to do, laying out a step-by-step plan of action, and he even said he would help me reach my goals.


I worked hard to make progress on my English, to see my lack of proficiency not as an obstacle but as an opportunity to do better. Fortunately, my will won out over my weaknesses; I was resolved to master the language or at least become fluent enough to prevent that from being a barrier, and I did. Language can create walls or open doors, and I was determined to open as many doors as I could for myself.


After my appraisal, I had two great years and my London boss became a mentor for the rest of my career. I promised myself that I would never again suffer quietly or pretend that I was fine when inside I felt that everything was going wrong.


This is a lesson for anyone reading this book. If you feel there is something wrong with you or your performance, the best way to deal with it is to confront it. By trying to hide it, you are only making the problem bigger and delaying action. You become unhappy and everybody sees it. The thing to remember is that everyone has good and bad moments, everyone falls at some point, but the ones who succeed are those who get up and take the time to figure out why they fell. Learn from the past and move on.


Carlos


This illustrates how sometimes we do not realize how our own internal dialogues may be feeding our insecurities to the point of turning them into debilitating forces. The way we talk to ourselves becomes an internal transmission of our thinking about ourselves, part of the identity we assume.


The American poet Maya Angelou puts it very succinctly: “The real difficulty is to overcome how you think about yourself.”


Gui


Many years later, when I received my first appraisal in 2004 as Global Head of M&A in London from the Global CFO Rudy Markham, he told me I had done well during my first six months, and he set high expectations about my future at the company. Instead of feeling happy that all my hard work had paid off and my dreams were coming true, my stomach was in a knot. I revealed to Rudy that I’d been experiencing a lot of anxiety and even having panic attacks. “I think I should retire,” I said.


He replied, “What’s happening to you is not so unique. Try not to worry so much. You don’t need to know everything. And remember, mistakes are allowed.” He told me that even if I made some error that had negative consequences, he would never think I was unprepared for the job. “Just relax,” he said, smiling reassuringly. “You’ve already passed the test!”


His words meant a lot to me. He helped me to see that the main problem had been the pressure I had been putting on myself. I was much more concerned about what I had expected from myself than about what others expected from me. I wanted to grow, to do big things, and had this idea that I needed to learn and deliver great results 100 percent of the time. I didn’t know how to let myself off the hook, to just relax and stop worrying about trying to be “perfect.”


I remember that one day I made a small mistake and then I spent days trying to fix it. Rudy told me to stop, turn the page, and forget it. He said that by trying to fix one mistake I was making another one: “Stupidity is something that grows and gets compounded. You have lots of credit to spend due to the good work you’ve done. You normally deliver and that one mistake is not going to change that. But you’ve got to move on.”


It was great advice, and from that moment onward, my life changed in powerful ways. I learned that I was in command of my life, and that it was better to confront a situation instead of letting my fears make it worse than it really was. Intellectually I understood that I didn’t need to be perfect to succeed, but it was a lesson that would take me years to accept deep within. However, I did feel freer to make mistakes or at least to admit it when I didn’t know something. When I relaxed, I started to learn faster too.


Twelve years after I had the conversation about my career with Humberto de Campos, my boss from Unilever Brazil, I had my first job as a CEO, heading up Unilever’s subsidiary in Mexico. The company had had seven CEOs within the previous ten years, and it had just experienced one of the worst years in its history. I was so happy with the promotion that I didn’t stop to think whether I had what it took to lead a turnaround. Maybe it was my own youthful confidence, but I believed that just working the way I always had would be enough to help the company succeed.


In those early days as CEO at Unilever Mexico, an interviewer asked me what the most difficult thing was about being promoted to the top position. My answer was that all my mistakes would now be public, and that people would realize I made a wrong decision even before I did! As CEO you can no longer fly under the radar; everyone is looking at you to see how you’ll react. When you make a blunder, you have three basic options. If you look up and act like you did nothing wrong or, worse, that you don’t care, people will say you’re arrogant, particularly if you try to place the blame on others. If you look down and appear to be embarrassed, they think you’re a loser, especially when you try to correct a mistake and end up making an even bigger one. I used to compound the problem with my old habit of seeking perfection; the more I tried to be perfect, the worse I felt when I wasn’t. The third option is the best: accept you made an error as soon as possible and try to learn from it. Instead of looking up or down, look ahead and move on.


The first six months were not good (again!). I felt that I had to fix every problem I encountered, that no one on my team should rest before every issue had been addressed, and that hard work would be sufficient to change the future of the company. Which just shows how much I didn’t know.


As I discovered, there was a lot to learn. The company was still not where it needed to be, and neither was I. I was lucky that four things happened that reversed the course of our downward spiral.


First, I learned the value of prioritization. My boss informed me that the company had hired a consultant to review its go-to-market operations globally and offered me the pilot operation to test the methodology. Initially I thought it would be a sign of weakness to accept the offer, but the realization that we were failing helped me to see it as an opportunity to improve and so I accepted the offer.


The first phase of our pilot operation was to assess the current situation of the business. As a result, we came up with a list of more than 40 issues that had to be fixed or improved. The methodology allowed us to choose only four and this was very frustrating as I hated to see any problem go unaddressed. But the fact was I had been taking on too much and giving similar importance to a variety of different types of issues. In trying to fight all the battles, I ended up not winning any of them. So, we chose only four initiatives, based on the level of impact they had on the business and the right sequence to implement the change.


The following 12 months were more successful. By focusing all our attention and resources on a discrete number of issues, we were able to come up with solutions for all of them. We felt so powerful that by the end of the year we selected 10 additional problems as our next set of priorities. It was no surprise that we had a hiccup. When we saw we were starting to fail, we had to once again pull back and focus on fewer issues. Once again, by narrowing our focus, we scored more tangible wins. By the time I left the company, our team was one of the best performers in the whole organization.


Throughout this book we will highlight important lessons to help leaders succeed. One of the first lessons I learned at Unilever Mexico was the importance of pivoting and adapting when I realized I had taken on too much. It came down to making choices about what needed to be done most versus what we wanted to do or thought we should do.


Prioritizing is a key condition for success. Our strategy was about choosing what we would not do as much as what we would. In the process, there were debates, trade-offs, and concessions, but that whole process yielded the most effective results in the end.


Prioritization helps an organization focus its energy on the few things that will deliver most of the results. I have learned to lean into the Pareto principle that states that 80 percent of the consequences come from 20 percent of the causes. The problem is that hardworking people often have a difficult time separating what is important from what seems urgent. Urgency demands attention, but that doesn’t mean it’s one of the essential priorities that will help you achieve your desired results.


Some lessons take time to learn. Right before I was promoted to CEO of Unilever Mexico, I had taken part in a development seminar based on Bill George’s book True North, where I was asked to define my legacy as a leader. I wrote that I wanted to be known for leading winning teams and for helping everyone in the company fulfill their maximum potential so that they would personally benefit from the company’s success. I had worked very hard my whole career to get this job, and once I started, I worked even harder to improve the business and deliver on what I saw as my legacy. There was no doubt in my mind that I had to pursue my goals with every fiber of my being.


Luckily, at this time, John Ripley, who had been my boss during my first expatriation to the United Kingdom back in 1993 and was now a valued mentor, came to visit me. He is a dapper, distinguished-looking man, one of the most intelligent people I have ever met, an excellent boss, and an exemplary human being to whom I will be eternally grateful. He was about to retire and, given his years of experience, I wanted to know if he thought I was moving the company in the right direction and if there was anything he thought I could do better.


During his visit I learned another lesson from him that helped me change course and lead the company to success. He told me that he was confident I was taking smart actions to turn around the company but that by working 24/7 I was inadvertently “forcing” my team to do the same. He said, “This is your dream, and you’re happy to do it, but have you asked your team if they also want to give up everything else to deliver your dream? Have you given them a different option? Is it really necessary to do it this way?”


It was because of John that I learned an important leadership lesson—everything we do affects other people. It is the ripple effect in action. Not only was I working too hard, I was causing others to do the same without even realizing it. John helped me to see that my behaviors were neither right nor effective in the medium to long term. I could tell he was reluctant to call me a “workaholic” because I knew he considered himself one too. But that made his words even more powerful—he was urging me not to make certain mistakes that he had made in his own career.


Carlos


Being the first to arrive at the office and the last to leave is no longer considered a badge of honor. On the contrary, it’s perceived as a sign of inefficiency and poor self-management habits. Work is an important part of one’s life but it’s not everything; balancing a fulfilling professional life with a satisfying personal life is the healthiest equation.


In her New York Times best-selling book Thrive, Arianna Huffington writes of the April morning in 2007 when she experienced a startling wake-up call. She was lying on the floor of her home office in a pool of blood: “On my way down, my head had hit the corner of my desk, cutting my eye, and breaking my cheekbone. I had collapsed from exhaustion and lack of sleep.”


She was at the top of her field, on the cover of magazines, and “had been chosen by Time as one of the world’s 100 Most Influential People. But after my fall, I had to ask myself, was this what success looked like? Was this the life I wanted?”


Later in Thrive, Huffington states, “We think, mistakenly, that success is the result of the amount of time we put in at work, instead of the quality of time we put in.”


Gui


The two concepts we’ve discussed above are very much related: lack of prioritization and working too hard. Try to fix everything at once and you will work hard and fail. Even worse, you will believe that life is unfair as you are not being rewarded for all the hard work you’re putting in to fix the past mistakes of others. Leaders should provide clarity about where to take the company, and decide the priorities they want to set. If they don’t, others at lower levels of the organization will make those choices themselves in an uncoordinated way, and the result will be catastrophic. In the same way, working too many hours is neither healthy nor productive. By focusing on fewer things—not taking on a herculean workload—you will be able to work smarter and generate better results.


The third fortuitous thing that occurred was that I had a series of conversations with Vinicius Prianti, the CEO of Unilever in Brazil, who had been my boss when I was CFO there. Vinicius had invested a lot of time showing me the importance of knowing our customers and consumers. He invited me to meetings with our clients and really expanded my view of business beyond the numbers and P&L. He also showed me how to delegate. The more progress I made, the more responsibility he gave me. He was an inspiring boss, a great manager, and a person I profoundly admire. I used to phone Vinicius every week during my first few months as CEO in Mexico, consulting with him about my vision and strategies. It was his attentive listening and support that gave me the confidence I needed at the time. He always finished the conversation by telling me, “You are prepared and you will make the right decisions when you need to make them.” He never told me what to do, which was probably easier for him, but he helped me to grow.


During those conversations there was one other thing Vinicius used to say that stayed with me: “As long as you deliver your targets, you’ll have the freedom to do it your way.”


I began to see what a profound concept this was. That delivering my targets was a long-range strategy for gaining the credibility I needed to act on my vision—and achieve buy-in—for moving the company forward. Delivering on a target must not be a matter of trying to negotiate to reduce that target. If you have open, fair, and transparent discussions during the initial, target-setting phase, you’ll get the respect and trust of your bosses. I never understood leaders who want to show their bosses the great work they’ve done but when the subject of targets comes up, all they want to do is complain about the difficulties and risks the business faces. They attempt to lower expectations, anticipating the possibility that they won’t be able to meet their targets. This behavior generates distrust, and you cannot lead a transformation unless your bosses trust you without reservation.


The fourth factor that helped us succeed at Unilever Mexico was that we hired Carlos Marin to coach me and our leadership group. Carlos helped us to become a fully integrated team, and to think in new ways about how we were performing. We became a stronger, more united team with a clear strategic focus while developing talent as we never had before. Carlos was also helping me to change personally. I stopped being so obsessive about everything and learned to be more focused as a leader, concentrating on the strategic issues of running the company. I realized that my job was about trusting others and asking the right questions rather than depending only on myself and trying to come up with answers to solve every problem. By defining the critical goals we had to deliver, I became a more effective leader, the team became more cohesive and energized, and ultimately the company was successful.


I began to crystallize a formula that became my leadership credo: define your key priorities, work for success but not to excess, focus on fewer issues—making sure they’re the most essential ones—and deliver what you promise.


Carlos


Essentially, much of my focus with Gui at Unilever Mexico had to do with revisiting and putting into practice things he already knew—for example, applying his laser-sharp vision of success for the company, establishing and communicating clear priorities and sticking to them, and setting an example for his executive team as I helped them become more integrated and work collaboratively. I recall the executive team deciding on four priorities to address and then, within a short time, that number had doubled. So Gui’s challenge was not only to help set priorities but to make sure the company maintained a steady attention on them as the most important results that needed to be accomplished. We agreed that instead of fighting the demands of what seemed urgent—but was not strategically very relevant—he needed to concentrate on attaining the goals that had been set with the resources he had available.


[image: image]


The Beginning of the Walmex Transformation


Gui


After four years as CEO of Unilever Mexico and two-and-a-half years at the helm of Walmart Brazil, I was named CEO of Walmex in January 2016. I knew the scrutiny would be stronger than ever before. But at least I felt I was ready; I had worked hard over the years to stop searching for perfection and instead be more open to learning, evolving, and adapting.


At the beginning of my career, I wanted to be admired for the quality of my work and to prove to my bosses that I had explored all angles of a problem to come up with the best solution.


I felt driven to dedicate a lot of time to working hard, studying long hours, even earning a business PhD. However, I was always worried about messing up, which caused a great deal of anxiety. When or how would I make a mistake? I never felt I was truly good enough, and this was the quickest route to unhappiness. It took me a long time to realize that being perfect—getting things right all the time—was simply not possible; it was also not relevant to being successful. Perfection is a lifelong quest, not a destination.


Carlos


A negative side effect of perfectionism is the need for external approval. The lessons for any leader are to discover her or his purpose, nourish their capacity for self-approval, and listen to the whispering instinctual voices within.


Being aware of their internal monologues or silent conversations can help leaders reflect on and process their external experiences privately. Given Gui’s history of striving for excellence and his belief that “perfection is a lifelong quest, not a destination,” it was important for him to notice how his thoughts affected his actions as a leader.


During our coaching sessions, I encouraged him to pay attention to his inner monologues about what was happening around him and to determine how these thoughts affected his emotional reactions. I also challenged his thinking and explored ways to arrive at different and hopefully more effective conclusions for his role as CEO. The aim was for him to have positive responses to the question: “How well am I doing on my journey toward continued improvement?” Better awareness of his own internal monologues became a helpful tool for Gui to use.


The positive aspect of perfectionism involves using it as motivation to do your best, set high standards and realistic goals, and strive for improvement by learning from unexpected outcomes. These pursuits require significant energy levels. Gui had to manage his tendency to push himself so hard that he tested his endurance to the limit.


Gui


The idea of transforming Walmex first took hold early in 2016. Our business in Mexico and Central America was having another great year both in terms of growth and profits, and we were doing much better than our main brick-and-mortar competitors. However, emerging e-commerce competitors were moving faster than us, and it looked like a whole new wave of digital-native businesses were coming at us from all sides.


Though I was enthused about the potential of technology to revolutionize our business, I also felt daunted by the huge amount of work ahead of us. I’d been through enough challenges before to know I had to keep calm and focus. Prioritize what we needed to work on first. Don’t worry, I told myself, you will make this happen. I reframed the way I was looking at the situation; instead of seeing all the advances being adopted by other companies as a big threat, I chose to view this moment as the biggest opportunity we would ever have to grow Walmex’s business.


As I began to realize what was happening in the world—exponential technologies, digital transformations in business—what once seemed impossible now looked inevitable. We could move from a world of scarcity to one of abundance, where the way we offer customer service would be totally reimagined. Having Walmex become digitally enabled was not only a necessity—it was an opportunity.


I started this journey alone. Because I couldn’t stop talking about the need to change and wasn’t very clear when I tried to articulate this vision, many people were initially put off. But there were also those few who “got” how momentous it could be if we applied technology to every part of our business.


Though many naysayers believed we were wasting our (and their) time talking about “futuristic fantasies,” some of my associates and I delved deeper into our research—reading about technology, sharing what we learned, meeting tech-savvy experts in the field, and thinking a lot about how to transform our company. We saw that, in this changing world, if we continued to be the same, one day we would run into a wall. Although we continued to deliver great results, I sensed something was missing from our business equation or, to put it more positively, there were rich opportunities just waiting to be seized.


Just as I didn’t allow language to be a barrier to my own progress in my years in the United Kingdom, I was firmly resolved to become tech-literate, once again to see my lack of knowledge not as an obstacle but as an opportunity. I was determined to learn as much as I could about how to leverage advances in the field to ensure Walmex’s competitive edge. We would combine our new digital tools with a vision rooted in Sam Walton’s original mission to help people save money and live better, and to always put customers first.


The book The Infinite Game by Simon Sinek inspired me. It changed my idea of how to measure success. I learned the difference between a short-term view (which was the one I had used for many years) and an infinite, long-term view. According to Sinek, “Great leaders set up their organizations to succeed beyond their lifetimes.” He also said that “in an infinite game, the primary objective is to keep playing, to perpetuate the game” and that “we need to think about how to build organizations that are strong enough to stay in the game for many generations to come.” That was exactly what our founder, Sam Walton, did so brilliantly. It was what I knew I had to do for the future of Walmex. At 50 years old I decided that this would be my legacy: helping to transform a large and successful company into a much better one.


[image: image]


Gui


And then, just as I was excitedly beginning to plan for Walmex’s transformation, I received my second-year appraisal from my boss. As I wrote earlier, it was as if he had dropped a bomb, and suddenly my self-confidence was shattered. What made it such a shock was how unexpected it was, given the impressive results we had achieved. My call to Carlos in the early spring of 2018 was an urgent plea for help: I felt like a drowning man in need of a lifeline.


Carlos


Gui and I had worked well together during his time at Unilever Mexico and more recently as I prepared his team at Walmex for the transformation. I could tell from the urgency in his voice how serious the situation was. And there was something else—a deep pain and bewilderment that I had not heard from him before. I assured him that I would do my best to help him.


Gui


I felt the negative appraisal had to be the result of people with ill will and dubious intentions trying to attack me. I assumed that Carlos only needed to intervene with the team to make things right . . . I could not have been more wrong.


Carlos


Because I was already working with Gui’s team in support of the transformation, I knew he was admired for his genuine, contagiously passionate energy, known around the company as the “Gui Factor.” This inspired and attracted people from inside and outside Walmex to form a growing cadre of enthusiastic collaborators.


My 30 years of experience as an executive coach working with global leaders have taught me that the leader must set the stage for any major transformation, identifying and clearly articulating the actions they want to take to move the organization forward in new directions. I also understood that change is uncomfortable for people who don’t want to be taken out of their comfort zone. I felt the best way I could help Gui was to find out how his mission to transform Walmex was having an impact on him and his associates and to help them navigate the process.


Of course, I immediately agreed to coach Gui while continuing to work in parallel coaching his team. At the time I had no idea of the kind of tumultuous journey it would be or that I’d have to draw on all my years of training and my experience in the field of executive leadership development to be the coach he needed. But there was one thing I was sure of: I would do the work required to fully understand the situation and to work with Gui to develop a plan to successfully address the issues that had surfaced.


Gui


I just didn’t know that one of those issues would be me.





LEARNING POINTS FOR SUCCESSFUL LEADERS


Reinventing Yourself to Transform Your Company


Reinventing Yourself


•Lesson: As a leader you’ll want to cultivate a desire for learning and to see opportunities and possibilities where others see only difficulties and impossibilities. A sense of curiosity and wonder will allow you to reframe challenges as potential solutions.


“Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.”


—Harriet Tubman


•Lesson: Focus on your top priorities, giving critical attention to the resources you’ll need to attain your strategic objectives. Work for success but not to excess, and you’ll serve as an example of efficiency for others in the organization to emulate.


“We must use time wisely and forever realize that the time is always ripe to do right.”


—Nelson Mandela


•Lesson: An important factor in self-improvement is for you to gain awareness of how the inner monologues you may be having with yourself could be affecting your behavior. Such self-talk could range from optimistic encouragement to discouraging criticism that may be self-defeating and stifling. By being mindful of their impact, you can choose to cultivate the more positive side of the continuum.


“Make sure your worst enemy doesn’t live between your two ears.”


—Laird Hamilton


•Lesson: Wise leaders recognize the benefits of having someone with more experience to advise and support them throughout their career. Try to find a mentor who will help you learn and find the strengths that may be hidden within you as you move forward on your journey.


“The delicate balance of mentoring someone is not creating them in your own image but giving them the opportunity to create themselves.”


—Steven Spielberg


Transform Your Company


•Lesson: Transformation may involve a major disruption in the status quo as your company becomes more agile and resilient in the ways it serves your customers and coworkers. As the leader of such major change, you’ll want to inspire the openness, trust, and transparency needed for everyone to collaboratively tackle the challenges that will inevitably occur.


“You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete.”


—Buckminster Fuller


•Lesson: Prioritizing the needs of your customers and employees will provide your company with a greater chance for success.


“The biggest driver of sustained growth is the client experience.”


—Virginia M. (Ginni) Rometty
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