

[image: cover]



[image: t01]



 


Copyright © 2024 by Phil Geldart.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Forbes Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media Group.


Forbes Books is a registered trademark, and the Forbes Books colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.


Printed in the United States of America.


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


ISBN: 979-8-88750-247-2 (Hardcover)


ISBN: 979-8-88750-248-9 (eBook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2024904564


Cover design by Analisa Smith.


Layout design by Ruthie Wood.


This custom publication is intended to provide accurate information and the opinions of the author in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher, Forbes Books, is not engaged in rendering legal, financial, or professional services of any kind. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the reader is advised to seek the services of a competent professional.




Since 1917, Forbes has remained steadfast in its mission to serve as the defining voice of entrepreneurial capitalism. Forbes Books, launched in 2016 through a partnership with Advantage Media, furthers that aim by helping business and thought leaders bring their stories, passion, and knowledge to the forefront in custom books. Opinions expressed by Forbes Books authors are their own. To be considered for publication, please visit books.Forbes.com.









 


To Roz, my amazing wife, who has provided her unwavering love and support on our journey through life together for what is now nearly fifty years.







INTRODUCTION


Very often, we as leaders receive great advice about what to do but not how to do it, and knowing the “what” without the “how” is rarely as helpful as we hoped it would be!


With that in mind, I thought I’d introduce you to Bridget, my fictional CEO running a large and highly successful tech company that is now encountering problems on the people side. While Bridget is brilliant as an operational executive, her expertise with truly releasing all the potential within her workforce is seriously lacking. This has led to declining results in both performance and employee engagement. Her board is unhappy, her people are disengaged, and her leadership team is no more people savvy than she is.

By taking Bridget’s journey with her, we share in her frustrations and problems as well as her successes. More importantly, we see how she tackles, and ultimately resolves, these issues to the benefit of everyone involved.

You may perhaps identify with some of Bridget’s challenges and be looking for insight about how to tackle them. As you follow her progress, you learn with her the practicalities of how, with the right help, you can change behaviors to improve performance.

It is my hope that you will also gain greater clarity around how you can achieve those same results … and that Bridget’s journey inspires you to truly release the potential of your own workforce!

Phil Geldart

CEO, Eagle’s Flight














IT’S NO LONGER WORKING

Bridget let the binders filled with financial reports and project timelines tumble out of her arms and onto her desk. Then she plopped herself into her chair. Staring at the pile, she touched a bead on her bracelet. I wish I could make all this go away with a touch of a button as easily as I can do this, she thought as she tapped the side of the bead and listened to the whir of her window blinds opening. She swiveled her chair around for what she knew would be a much better view. Gone were Talon Tech’s faltering financial reports, the technology projections filled with a promise she may never realize, and that glaring GCG consulting report. In their place was the sparkling reflection of the sun in the slow-moving waters of the river below.


She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. The river always had a calming effect on her, but today the sensation lasted mere seconds. The board meeting had been brutal. How had things changed so drastically in what seemed like a few short months? Were a multibillion-dollar company with a product that people love, and we’re on the brink of a new technology that will catapult us beyond any potential competitors, she thought. How did this happen? Bridget hoped it wasn’t too late to set things right.

Turning back to her desk, she picked up the GCG report, once again scanning the list of deficiencies. “Underdeveloped staff, low employee engagement, poor leadership competence, and ineffective corporate communication,” she whispered to herself. She had dragged her heels getting this report—tried to deny the need for it, thinking she still had it under control, but she knew the board was right. Something was no longer working. Their growth was beginning to plateau, and it had nothing to do with the quality of their product or their distribution systems. She couldn’t even pin it on a competitor. Talon Tech was so technologically advanced that competitors weren’t even in their rearview mirror.

It felt like a sink-or-swim moment for her personally and professionally. In fact, the board chair had made that clear. Waving the GCG report, she had said, “Bridget, it took you three months to produce this report. Now you have three months to put these recommendations into action. If you can’t show progress in getting these numbers turned around, we’ll be forced to consider other options.”

“I’ll turn it around, Eliz. You can bet on it,” Bridget had replied with more confidence than she felt. I’ve put too much blood, sweat, and tears into this company, Bridget thought, I can’t let it all be for nothing.

“Bridget?”

Bridget jumped at the sound of her name and looked up.

“Looks like you were far, far away,” said her assistant, Nick, with a smile. “I just wanted to let you know that it’s five fifteen. I know you were trying to get home by six. I’m heading out and will see you in the morning.”

“Okay. Thanks, Nick. Have a good night.”

Bridget began packing up, and just before turning off her desk lamp, she decided to leave her briefcase behind. No paperwork tonight, she thought. And with a tap to her bracelet, she turned off the lights and locked the door.

The kids and Rob had been ready to go when she walked in the door. They had been waiting all week to see the latest Galaxy movie and had allotted her five minutes to change her clothes before they were all in the car, buckled up, and ready to go. A night out had been just what they all needed. Imaginations ignited and bellies filled with pizza and popcorn, they arrived back home with two sleepy kids in the back seat who were more than happy to go straight to bed. Exhausted herself, Bridget sat down and put her feet up for the first time all day. She reached for the glass of wine Rob offered her and let herself meld into the soft, well-worn leather of the sofa.

“Tell me all about it,” Rob said. Bridget recounted the board meeting, ending with Eliz’s ultimatum. “Wow, that sounds rough.”

“The truth is, they’re not wrong,” Bridget said. “Talon Tech does have a significant problem, and a big part of it is me.”

“What do you mean? Talon Tech is number one in wearable technology because of you. You provide a quality product that consumers can’t get enough of. You’ve opened three international offices in three years—that’s success if you ask me,” said Rob.

Bridget smiled. “I appreciate you coming to my defense, and yes, all those things are true, but the signs are clear that we can’t sustain those results doing it the same way we’ve been doing it—and definitely not now that we’ve moved into the global market. When the board sees profits and productivity trending down, customer feedback telling us our response time is too slow, and employee survey data showing concerns around leadership, morale, and commitment—there’s no hiding that there’s a problem, and all those issues lead back to the CEO.”

“But—” began Rob.

Bridget put her hand up to stop him, took another sip of her wine, and said, “Poor leadership was at the top of the list of deficiencies. It doesn’t get more damning than that.”

“Ouch,” said Rob. “So, what’s your plan?”

“I started with GCG, which is one of the world’s largest consulting companies, asking for some direction on how to best move forward with their recommendations and if they had someone who could work with me. That was a dead end. It turns out their services effectively end when they hand over their report, so it looks like I’m flying solo. But I have my ELO mastermind group next week, and I’m sure there’s a few of them who can offer me some direction. In the meantime, I’m going to meet one on one with my executives and do some fact finding on where and how things began to unravel.”

As Bridget began to review department reports in preparation for her meetings with her senior team, patterns began to emerge. Talon Tech had been churning through top talent at an alarming rate for the past several years. She remembered how excited each one of them had been when they were first hired, how brilliantly they worked to execute a project, often working long nights and weekends. Now, when she took a moment to think about when and why they left, she realized it was always after a milestone had been reached—and sometimes even before that—and before the inevitable push for the next one occurred. This was where leadership had repeatedly failed, because they, herself included, were so focused on identifying the next technological feat that they didn’t think about the people and what kept them engaged, motivated, and able to consistently contribute to their full potential.

Compounding these issues was the push for companies to provide more and more remote work. Originally Bridget had welcomed the idea, but now she could see the negative impact it was having on team cohesion and the informal collaboration that had allowed frustrations to be easily resolved in the natural course of the workday. She began to wrestle with the contradictory satisfaction data. The data clearly showed that her employees valued the flexibility, but her gut was telling her that the lack of human connection to each other and the company was a key element of the challenge they faced.

The more she dug into the data, the more she realized that her top team was performing below its potential, and she suspected other teams were the same and that their underperformance was due to weak leadership and a poor people-centric culture. Bridget intended to make these new insights the focus of her one-on-one meetings with her directors. That would be her opportunity to really probe into where the lines of communication and efficiencies were weakest and why.

When Bridget arrived at her ELO meeting the following week, she felt a bit embarrassed to share the challenges Talon Tech was up against. Well, not so much the challenges themselves but that she was the reason they existed. But these were a group of supportive peers, she reminded herself, who had gone through their own challenges and had a wealth of knowledge and experience they were willing to share. She presented her situation to her colleagues and shared some of the ideas she and her leadership team had to get them back on track. They lauded her for her initial efforts and offered insights. Her colleague Natasha, the CEO of a major medical equipment manufacturer, offered to send over the strategy plan her organization was employing for the transformation they began six months ago. That bolstered Bridget’s confidence a bit more. As she walked to her car after the meeting, Natasha called for her to wait up.

“You look a little better than when you first walked into the meeting,” Natasha said with a smile.

“I’m trying to get over my feelings of regret for not acting sooner so I can focus on the path ahead. Talking with all of you helped me cross that bridge. And thanks so much for offering to send over your strategy plan—I appreciate it,” Bridget said.

“Of course,” said Natasha. “Four months into our transformation, we are already producing promising results. The work we are doing with our transformation consultant is working. I’ll send along his contact information with our strategy plan. I hope you can pull pieces of it that will work for Talon Tech.”

“You and me both,” said Bridget, turning her car on with a tap to a bead on her bracelet. “It was great seeing you, and I’m sure we’ll talk soon.”

The next two weeks were a blur as Bridget and her leadership team hunkered down, creating and implementing new policies and strategies for employee engagement and communication based on GCG’s recommendations.

They began by addressing compensation and hiring practices with biannual bonuses based on performance and directed managers to involve team members when interviewing potential new hires. They also provided every department with a detailed outline of how to streamline processes to improve communication and increase efficiency. They knew adjustments would need to be made as the new directives were implemented, but Bridget felt it was a solid start in the right direction. She felt she had room to breathe again.

Just then her phone buzzed with a text from Marty, a colleague with years of experience as the CEO of a Fortune 500 hotel conglomerate, asking her if she was free for golf on Saturday.

“Perfect,” Bridget replied.

As Bridget slid her nine iron back into her bag, she realized she had thought about little else than Talon Tech since she walked onto the course. She had hoped golf would provide her mind with a reprieve, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. “Marty,” she said as they climbed into the golf cart and headed for the next hole, “can I bend your ear for a bit?”

Bridget gave Marty a quick overview of what was going on and the hope she had for the new strategies they had implemented.

“Sounds promising,” said Marty, tightening his grip on the front bar as the cart bumped along the path. “Who are you working with?”

“My leadership team,” said Bridget as she slowed the cart and parked it a few yards ahead of the fifth hole.

“No, I mean who are you working with outside of Talon Tech?” asked Marty.

“No one. We’re working off the recommendations from GCG.”

“Ah,” said Marty.

“What does that mean?” said Bridget with a laugh.

“My advice,” said Marty, “is to bring in an outside consultant to work through the process with you.”

“We already spent three months doing that with GCG, and we’re working off their recommendations.”

“Suit yourself,” said Marty as his club cut through the air, hitting the ball at an angle that sent it soaring. “Dang it, why can’t I ever keep my shot straight on this fairway?” Turning to Bridget, he said, “You have to do what you think is best. But given the pressure from your board for fast results, you need a true transformation practitioner to walk you and the team through this. You can’t afford to learn from too many mistakes as you implement this, and I know just the guy for you.”

“I’m not sure we need to go that route, but send me his contact info, just in case.”

Almost six weeks into the new initiatives, Bridget’s leadership team continued to report grumblings from their direct reports. Sales continued to push back, saying the way they had been doing things was working fine—the company just needed to figure out how to fill their orders faster. Operations complained that they didn’t have time to implement these new procedures and keep up their current production levels. Customer service grumbled about customer complaints taking up too much of their time, which meant they couldn’t keep up with new orders. Why couldn’t leadership work on fixing those issues instead of throwing them a measly $200 bonus, and since when was it their job to interview people? Bridget wanted to scream, but before she could, her phone rang. It was Eliz.

“Good morning, Eliz. How are you?”

“I’m good, Bridget. The real question is how are you, and how do the numbers look? There’s only seven weeks until end of quarter. I hope you’ll have good news for us then.”

By the time Bridget fumbled her way through the call and hung up, any hopes she had built up in the past few weeks had vanished. She pulled up Talon Tech’s latest earnings report she had been working on. No, Eliz, I don’t have good news, she thought. But here she was. She’d have to provide the board with a report. And then what? she thought. Beg them to give me another quarter to not make any progress?

Wait, thought Bridget. Maybe Marty’s given me the Hail Mary I need. Looking more closely at the card, she recognized the name as the same consultant she’d seen on the file Natasha had sent over a couple of months ago.

She couldn’t dial the number he’d given her fast enough.

“Hello, this is Ray Ortiz. How can I help you?”









MOVING FROM WHAT TO HOW

“Is this table a l right?” asked the hostess, ushering Bridget to a small table in the center of the bustling restaurant.

“Actually,” said Bridget looking around the room, “could we have one of the booths in the corner over there? It looks a bit quieter.”

“Certainly, and how many in your party?”

“I’m expecting one guest, Ray Ortiz. If you could direct him here when he arrives, that would be great,” said Bridget as she slid into the booth.

“Of course,” said the hostess, handing Bridget the wine list. “Your server will be right with you.”

Bridget took off her jacket and folded it neatly beside her before scanning the list. As she debated between merlot and pinot noir, her phone buzzed. She answered it. “Hi, hon—I’m just about to start my meeting. What’s up?”

“This will be quick,” promised Rob. “Maddie just wanted to say good night to you.” Bridget loved that Maddie still wanted to do this. Their son, Craig, now eleven, was no longer so enamored with her except on rare occasions.

“Hi, Mommy.”

“Hi, Maddie Bear—you ready for bed?”

“Yup. Good night, Mommy. I love you.”

“Good night, sweetie. I love you, too.”

“See, I told you it would be quick,” said Rob with a laugh. “Good luck with your meeting—can’t wait to hear all about it.”

“Bridget?”

Bridget looked up to see Ray approaching the table. “Gotta go,” she whispered into the phone and ended the call. “Ray? It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Please don’t get up,” he said, putting his hand up and sliding into the seat across from her.

They talked about the weather and what looked good on the menu. After placing their order, the conversation moved on to family and where they were from. With their salads now in front of them, Bridget decided it was time to jump in.

“I’m guessing the first order of business is telling you all that’s going wrong with Talon Tech so you can fix it.”

Ray laughed. “Well, you have that partly right. I do need to know what prompted you to call me, but I’m not going to fix the problem.”

Bridget’s fork paused in midair. “If you’re not going to fix it, why are we here?”

“I’m going to show you how you and your team can achieve the results you’re looking for and then be there to help you and them on that journey,” said Ray.

“And how do you intend to do that?” asked Bridget.

“I promise I’ll explain in detail, but first I need to understand what you are trying to accomplish at Talon Tech.”

“Well, I’m happy with the business. I’m happy with our customers. I’m happy with our product.”

“Maybe I’m the one who should be asking why we’re here,” Ray said with a smile. “Sorry for the interruption—please continue.”

“The truth is, as recently as a week ago I was still resistant to taking this step. I think because Talon Tech has done so well—we’re at the top of our industry, and we continue, at least until now, to turn a healthy profit—it’s blinded me to some very real issues. Issues that I should have addressed sooner, but now, months after there were initial indications of potential trouble, I’m finally taking the steps that I hope will help me right the ship before it’s too late.”

Ray leaned forward. “You have my full attention. Tell me everything, starting from the initial indications to all the steps you’ve taken up to today.”

Bridget barely touched her salad, trying to bring Ray up to speed. As she shared the details, Ray interjected now and then with questions that made her walk around the entire problem and realize that she couldn’t approach this like a glitch in a piece of technology. A 360-degree view of Talon Tech—its strengths, weaknesses, and, most importantly, why those weaknesses existed and the fallout if she didn’t figure out a way to fix it—was beginning to come into focus.

Before she could formulate her next thought, Ray said, “I think what’s happened is you don’t know how to harness the potential of your workforce. You and your leaders know how to lead the business, but you don’t know how to effectively lead your people.”

Bridget felt validated. Ray had just confirmed what she had begun to suspect was the root cause of Talon Tech’s problem. She was not a people person, and she was realizing the significance of the disadvantage she had let that create. “You’re right, Ray. I feel that neither I nor my leaders are equipped to adjust to the evolving landscapes of how our people work and what they need. Optimizing how people contribute is not my strong suit, so how in the world can I get my leaders to do it if I can’t?”

“One step at a time,” Ray assured her. “I’ll walk you through the how and answer all your questions. But first, I need you to answer a question for me. Are you willing to do what it takes to get the outcomes you want?”

“Of course!” said Bridget, reaching for a warm roll and a scoop of butter.

“Okay,” said Ray. “I can see that you are highly motivated. What I need to know,” he continued, “is how committed are you?”

“One hundred percent,” said Bridget confidently.

“One hundred percent committed looks different for everyone,” said Ray. “When you say one hundred percent, does that mean, let’s say, in a bacon-and-egg breakfast, that you have the commitment of the chicken or the pig or somewhere in between?”
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