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WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

People in formal leadership positions are one type of leader. This book is for you. There are also many informal leaders, not recognized in the structure chart. This book is for you, too. Then there are would-be leaders, some of whom are being groomed as leaders by the organization you work for. This book is for you. Finally, and most interestingly, there are should-be leaders, the many potential leaders who do not even think of themselves as leadership material. This book is for them, too. If you know one, give them a copy. They are unlikely to pick it up themselves.

 

 

‘Most leadership strategies are doomed to failure from the outset … The first problem with all of the stuff that’s out there about leadership is that we haven’t got a clue what we’re talking about. We use the word “leader” to mean “executive”: The leader is the person at the top. That definition says that leadership is synonymous with a position. And if leadership is synonymous with a position, then it doesn’t matter what a leader does. All that matters is where the leader sits. If you define a leader as an executive, then you absolutely deny everyone else in an organization the opportunity to be a leader.’

Peter Senge






Introduction

THE 60 SECOND PHD IN LEADERSHIP

This book is a distillation of 30 essential elements of leadership into 60 second digestible chapters. There are also 30 true 60 Second Leader Tales in between the chapters to help bring some of the leader learning points to life.

However, I don’t want you to feel misled by the book title. So if you picked this book up expecting to find ‘how to be a great leader in 60 seconds’, then here it is:

THE 60 SECOND PHD IN LEADERSHIP

Think back to the best boss you ever had and the worst boss you ever had.

1. Make a list of all things done to you that you abhorred.
2. DON’T DO THEM TO OTHERS. EVER.
3. Make another list of things done to you that you loved.
4. DO THEM TO OTHERS. ALWAYS.
And you thought leadership was complicated.

 

 

Source: Dee Hock, founder of Visa. I first heard Hock’s 60 Second PhD in Leadership from Tom Peters, who uses it sometimes in his presentations.



So, if that is what you wanted - how to be a great leader in 60 seconds - the rest of this book is just gravy.






PERSONAL (SELF) LEADERSHIP





1. The 60 Second Leader and …

FAILURE




Forgive and remember. When Jack blew up the plant. The Tripping Point. 

ARNIE ON FAILURE

‘If you fail, try, try again. Then bring in the stunt double.’

Arnold Schwarzenegger, quoted in Vanity Fair



You probably don’t think of yourself as a failure. But, you or so-called ‘leaders’ in your organization may find it a useful label to hang on others. Allocating blame when things go wrong is a long-standing convention for maintaining the myth of leader infallibility. It poisons your culture, as those below will follow the lead. Using the authority of position to cascade blame becomes the norm.

The best leaders adopt a different perspective on failure, encouraging a forgive and remember culture. Firstly, you separate failure from the person - it’s an occurrence, not an inherent trait.a Secondly, you make it clear some failures are a desirable outcome of trying new things. Thirdly, you set in place practices for limiting damage when failure occurs and for capturing and sharing learning.

This last - sharing learning to prevent repetition of mistakes - is where most organizations still fail.

The road to wisdom?  
Well, it’s plain and simple to express:  
Err  
and err  
and err again  
but less  
and less  
and less  
Piet Hein, Danish inventor and poet


Here’s Jack Welch, the legendary CEO of General Electric, illustrating the importance of leaders tolerating failure, with an episode from his own past:

 

 

Kirsty Wark: I understand one of the first things you did at GE was blow up the plant you were working in and that it had a profound effect on you. Can you explain?

Jack Welch: I did accidentally blow up the plant, yes. I was about 25 and had been experimenting with a different mixture. There was an explosion. I was scared stiff when I went to the manager. But, he was mainly curious as to why I had done what I had done and what I had learnt from it. ‘Would the process I was trying have worked?’ is what interested him! That real encouragement to get it right rather than a punishment did have a profound effect on me, yes.(1)

 

 

Admit it: you would have fired him.


LIMITING THE DAMAGE OF FAILURE 

Use pilots to limit the damage when trying new ways of working. The three principles of successful pilots are: think big; start small; scale fast.


MECHANISM FOR SPREADING LEARNING FROM MISTAKES 

Jack Welch again:

‘We celebrated mistakes at a management gathering with 1,000 people in the room. A manager would get up and say why the environmentally sensitive light bulb or whatever it was had failed … then we’d give them $1,000 or a TV or something, depending on the scale of the thing. The point was to share the learning and get smarter as an organization.’ (1)



ON THE OTHER HAND … 

You will hear again and again in leadership development circles the mantra ‘learn from mistakes and failures’. But, in among the din of all that noisy received wisdom, I recently heard one voice point out that there is an ubermessage about failure; a message that is more important than ‘learn from your mistakes’. I heard Bob Geldof say this at the end of 2006:

 

 

‘The Bob Dylan line always appealed to me: “There’s no success like failure and failure is no success at all.” It was a while before I understood it. Leaders need the ability to fail and then get up and go on. It doesn’t matter if you don’t learn from the failure. But it does matter that you get up and get on.’

USEFUL CONCEPT

The Tripping Point: (2) Refers to those moments in life where you land on your backside and suddenly realize, with blinding clarity, that you got it wrong. For great leaders at all levels in an organization, these are significant illumination points in life. The shock of failure sears into you, you learn, change and, as Geldof says above, get up and move on. And you show other people by your own example how to do it.



AND, FINALLY … WHO’S THIS FAILURE? 

(Thank you to Professor Aidan Halligan for sharing this with me):  
1831 Failed in business 
1832 Defeated for congress 
1834 Failed in business 
1835 Sweetheart died  
1836 Had nervous breakdown 
1838 Defeated for Congress 
1843 Defeated for Congress 
1846 Defeated for Congress 
1848 Defeated for Congress 
1855 Defeated for US Senate 
1856 Defeated for Vice-President 
1858 Defeated for US Senate 
1860 Elected sixteenth President of the USA  
Clue: Tall chap. Beard. Probably shouldn’t have gone to the theatre. One of 
the most revered US Presidents in history.

SOURCES AND FURTHER READING 

1  Keynote interview, European Conference on Customer Management, London, 2004, organized by www.ecsw.com. The excerpts here are from my shorthand notes.
2  I know, I wish I’d thought of it, too. But, I spotted the phrase ‘The Tripping Point’ in the book Success Built to Last: Creating a Life That Matters, Jerry Porras’ follow-up to Built To Last.
Worth reading: Why CEOs Fail, David Dotlich, Peter Cairo et al. Eleven reasons leaders fail. Not just for CEOs, despite the title. My favourite is Number 4: ‘Excessive Caution: The next decision you make may be your first …’






A 60 Second Leader Tale: Leading by example 

‘Example is all in a leader. That’s all leadership is.’

Aidan Halligan



Here’s a true leader tale from Captain D. Michael Abrashoff, who turned around a poor-performing ship, USS Benfold, to make it, according to a number of measures, ‘the best damn ship in the Navy’. That phrase became the strap line that Benfold sailors used to describe their own ship

‘On Sunday afternoons, we had cookouts on the aft flight deck. One Sunday early in my command, I went back to observe. A long line of sailors stood waiting to get their lunch. My officers would cut to the head of the line to get their food, and then go up to the next deck to eat by themselves. The officers weren’t bad people; they just didn’t know any different. It’s always been that way.

When I saw this, I decided to go to the end of the line. The officers were looking down, curious. They elected the supply officer to come talk to me.

“Captain,” he said, looking worried, “you don’t understand. You go to the head of the line.”

“That’s okay,” I said …

I stood in line and got my food. Then I stayed on the lower deck and ate with the sailors. The officers became totally alert. You could almost hear the gears shifting in their heads.

The next weekend we had another cookout and, without my saying a word to anyone [author’s note: my emphasis], the officers went to the end of the line. When they got their lunch, they stayed on the lower level and mingled with the sailors.

Given the Navy’s basically classist society, to say that the fraternal scene on the flight deck was unusual would be an understatement. To me, it felt right …

As Captain I was charged with enforcing 225 years of accumulated Navy regulations, policies, and procedures. But every last one was up for negotiation whenever my people came up with better ways of doing things. To facilitate that I had to encourage the crew to take initiative - and make sure the officers welcomed it. And that meant they would have to get to know one another as people. They would have to respect one another, and from that would come trust.’

 

 

Source: It’s Your Ship: Management techniques from the best damn ship in the Navy, by Captain D. Michael Abrashoff, an instinctive, largely self-taught leader. This book is packed full of practical lessons for challenging hierarchy and improving performance through inspired leadership.






2. The 60 Second Leader and …

INTUITION




How George Soros makes investment decisions and how Kjell Nordstrom’s dad finds fish. 

There’s a great distrust of instinct and intuition in business leadership today. Analysts, investors and regulators want to see the solid ground on which your decisions are built. Post-dotcom bubble, post-Enron, post-Worldcom, people are wary of anything that may not be grounded in reality (or legality, come to that).

Professor Bob Sutton of Stanford University says, as part of the promotion of facts over intuition, ‘Organizations that rely on facts rather than intuition can outperform the competition’.(1) Now I have a lot of time for the thinking of Bob Sutton, but the problem with this particular thinking is that  intuition and facts are not mutually exclusive. Here are two examples of the power of intuition as an expression of tacit knowledge - things you know in your bones but can’t always put into words.

The first is from Malcolm Gladwell:

‘My father will sit down and give you theories to explain why he does this or that,’ the son of the billionaire investor George Soros has said. ‘But I remember seeing it as a kid and thinking, “At least half of this is bull.” I mean, you know the reason he changes his position on the market or whatever? It is because his back starts killing him. He literally goes into spasm and it’s this early warning sign.’(2)




PLOUGHED-IN KNOWLEDGE 

Instinct and intuition should not be lumped in with narrowness of thinking and selective use of evidence. Often intuition draws not on hopes, fears and prejudice, but on the kind of deep knowledge that it is difficult or impossible to articulate and evidence in a report because it is implicit. Intuition grows from ploughed-in knowledge.

Here’s more, er, evidence in favour of intuition. It’s a story the economist  Kjell Nordstrom told me:

‘My father’s a fisherman. He has been all his life. Occasionally he takes me out fishing in his boat. After a while, I’ll say, “This looks like a good spot. Let’s stop here and fish.” My father will just smile and say “Not today. Today the fish are over there,” and point a mile or two to the west. And he is nearly always right. I have given up asking how he knows. He looks at the sky. He feels the wind. He watches the waves and senses the currents. He just knows where the fish are.’


Facts and intuition are false opposites. Leaders should listen to their intuition and instincts and allow others to do the same because they are subconscious, fast ways of processing, aggregating and then accessing evidence to reach a swift conclusion. Trust your gut. And make it clear to your people that you trust them to use theirs.

But balance in all things. Leaders need more of both - a clear-eyed focus on the relevant facts and evidence, rather than evidence that promotes a particular agenda or perspective, PLUS more reliance on individual and collective instinct. Collective instinct? See the next chapter, Decisions, for an explanation.

USEFUL CONCEPT

Thin slicing: Malcolm Gladwell (2) says we make snap decisions all the time, apparently based on tiny slivers of information. It’s called thin slicing. He gives the example of a woman at a speed-dating event who says of one failed encounter, ‘He lost me at “Hello”.’ These fast decisions are often better than the outcomes of long, deliberative reasoning processes. But, they can also be wrong.



SOURCES AND FURTHER READING

1   Hard Facts, Dangerous Half Truths and Total Nonsense, Bob Sutton and Jeffrey Pfeffer. Partly-inspired by the growth in recent years of the Evidence-Based Medicine movement in healthcare, Sutton and Pfeffer argue that the approach should be carried over into how organizations are run. Up to a point, gentlemen.
2   Blink: The power of thinking without thinking, Malcolm Gladwell. Intuition and instinct are by no means always right. But, they are powerful tools in your decision-making, explains Gladwell.





A 60 Second Leader Tale: Branson and gut leadership … or how an unanswered phone led to the birth of Virgin Atlantic 

‘I can make up my mind … in sixty seconds.’

Richard Branson



In this true leader tale, Richard Branson says trusting your gut can be more powerful than any amount of reports:

‘I can make up my mind about people and ideas in sixty seconds. I rely more on gut instinct than thick reports. I knew within a minute that this was for me - a 1984 proposal from a young American lawyer to invest in a new airline.

It was a very bold step, but worth it. I decided to look into it. I had to work out in my own mind what the risks were.

There was already a popular airline that sold cheap fares across the Atlantic. It was called People Express. I tried to call them. It seemed everyone must have wanted to fly, as their lines were busy. I tried all day but I couldn’t get through.

I knew I could run an airline better than that. I spent a weekend thinking it over. By Sunday evening I had made up my mind. I would be bold. I would just do it.

On Monday, I called Boeing. I asked how much it would cost to rent a jumbo jet for a year. They were surprised, but they listened to me. By the end of the call we had worked out a good price. I felt I had done enough research.’

At the time, Virgin Music was highly profitable. Branson worked out that the money to start an airline was less than a third of a year’s profits from Virgin Music. ‘It was a lot, but not too much. Even if we lost it all, we would survive,’ he said. ‘I always encourage people to be bold, but not to gamble.’

 

 

Source: Screw It, Let’s Do It, Branson’s short-form autobiography, which you can read in less than an hour. It’s a distillation of his longer book  Losing My Virginity. Both are highly recommended.







3. The 60 Second Leader and …

DECISIONS




Intuition and decisions. Not what but when. Decision markets. 

‘The more important a decision, the more important it is that it not be left in the hands of a single person.’

James Surowiecki(1)



Paul Van Riper, a retired Marine Lieutenant General, is famous in military circles for out-thinking and beating the Pentagon’s battlefield decision support system during war game exercises. He once tried an experiment to test his theory that there were better ways to make decisions than the military’s top-down approach. Van Riper got a group of Marines, trained in the military’s rational decision-making techniques, to compete in a trading simulation game with traders on the New York Mercantile Exchange. The instinctive traders wiped the floor with the methodical Marines. When they tried the same with war games back at the Marines’ HQ … the traders wiped the floor with the Marines there, too.(2)


LESS IS MORE 

The lesson Van Riper learned is that, in fast-moving situations, a decision based on 80 per cent of the information plus informed intuition is often far better than waiting for a 100 per cent informed solution. By the time your perfect information has been gathered, the world has moved on. ‘Decisions don’t wait; investment decisions or personal decisions don’t wait for that picture to be clarified,’ as Andy Grove, employee Number 3 of Intel put it. (3)


ON THE OTHER HAND … 

Leaders often assume they have to make decisions quickly, that lingering over decision-making indicates weakness. This is particularly true of leaders in new positions who have read all the literature telling them to make an impact in the first 90 days and who want to stamp their mark as a decisive leader. But, former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani advises us not to make decisions until you have to. The ability to reflect and ponder outcomes before acting is a sign of strength, not weakness, he stresses:

‘One of the trickiest elements of decision-making is working out not what, but when. Regardless of how much time exists before a decision must be made, I never make up my mind until I have to. Faced with any important decision, I always envision how each alternative will play out before I make it. During this process, I’m not afraid to change my mind a few times. Many are tempted to decide an issue simply to end the discomfort of indecision. However, the longer you have to make a decision, the more mature and well-reasoned that decision should be.’ (4)



GROUP DECISION-MAKING 

The very phrase ‘group decision-making’ probably has you reaching for the Scotch and shaking your head in despair. The objections are well rehearsed: nobody built a statue to a committee, consensus decisions are inherently weak, ‘group think’ is slow and herd-like. And yet, and yet … the received wisdom on this may now be past its sell-by date. The Boeing 777 jet airliner emerged from an exercise in group decision-making to help identify where  Boeing should go next. See the work on participative leadership through  critical mass interventions described later in this book.


DECISION MARKETS 

Using ‘smart groups’ as a decision-support mechanism brings the power of the market into your organization. Hewlett-Packard and Innocentive, a spin-off of Eli Lilley, have both experimented with the smart groups principle to create internal decision markets, tasked with predicting which products would win out in the marketplace. The markets - made up of a diverse group of employees from across each business - out-performed the decisions made by the companies’ leaders.

Smart groups do not consist of particularly smart or expert individuals. They are a cross-section of people. James Surowiecki(1) has explained the four conditions that allow a group to be smart:


Smart groups beat individual decisions if they have 

1. Diversity of opinion (each person should have some private information, even if it’s just an eccentric interpretation of the known facts)
2. Independence (people’s opinions are not determined by the opinions of those around them)
3. Decentralization (people are able to specialize and draw on local knowledge)
4. Aggregation (some mechanism exists for turning private judgements into collective decision).
The mathematical principle is simple, says Surowiecki: ‘Ask a hundred people to answer a question or solve a problem and the average answer will often be at least as good as the answer of the smartest member. With most things, the average is mediocrity. With decision-making, it’s often excellence.’

USEFUL CONCEPT

OODA loops: Stands for Observe, Orientate, Decide, Act. A decision-making system developed by fighter pilot John Boyd. If you are steeped in a fast-changing environment, rather than distant from it, you ‘wick up’ information like an oil lamp and your resulting fast decision-making is more likely to be right. (5) Yet few top leaders spend a significant amount of time out where the action is, absorbing information through their pores, instead of through reports.



SOURCES AND FURTHER READING

1   The Wisdom of Crowds: Why the Many Are Smarter Than the Few, James Surowiecki. Especially powerful are the last few pages of Chapter 10, which give detail of how the HP and Innocentive internal decision markets worked.
2   Sources of Power, Gary Klein’s classic book on decision-making, with a slightly misleading title. Klein studied nurses, fire fighters and others who make fast decisions under pressure.
3   ‘Decisions Don’t Wait’, a paper in the Harvard Management Update, January 2003, in which Clayton Christensen and other Harvard faculty members interview Andy Grove of Intel.
4   Leadership, Rudy Giuliani.
5   Boyd: The fighter pilot who changed the art of war, Robert Coram’s biography of the fascinating John Boyd.





A 60 Second Leader Tale: Unexpected leaders 

‘A leader is the one who climbs the tallest tree, surveys the entire situation, and yells: “Wrong jungle!”’

Stephen Covey



Don’t look for leadership just at the top of the tree. Listen to leadership wherever it is expressed. Particularly, allow it to flourish in unexpected places. Here’s an example …

Tilly, who was ten at the time, was on the beach at Phuket, Thailand, with her family. It was December 2004. She noticed the sea looked odd. It was foaming, like the head of a beer, all across the surface instead of just where the waves had broken. ‘Bad sea day’, as in ‘bad hair day’, she and her mum joked together.

‘Then I suddenly had a vision in my head of the video we watched in a geography lesson of the sea in Hawaii before a tsunami. It was exactly the same,’ Tilly said later. At first her mum didn’t get it when Tilly told her, as if in a scene from the film Jaws, that they had to get everyone out of the water. So certain was Tilly of her recollection and of what was about to happen that she began shouting to get her parents to listen.

Instead of telling her to calm down and be quiet, her parents were focussed by Tilly’s sense of urgency, and paid her their full attention. They quickly agreed to get the rest of the family off the beach, then persuaded the lifeguards to start getting people out of the sea. They warned as many people as possible and then turned and ran when it became obvious Tilly was right about what was coming. Listening to a 10-year-old girl with a powerful story to tell saved their lives and the lives of many others.

So, the one who climbs the tallest tree and sees the bigger picture, as Stephen Covey puts it, doesn’t have to be the person who heads the organization. Sometimes people at the front line, maybe in a relatively junior position, have a clearer view of where the organization is going wrong and, in this case, of a disaster that is about to strike.

What allowed Tilly to become a leader in this situation was a combination of her learning, her confidence in her own judgement, her urgent sense that she could and should make a difference, her concern and sense of responsibility for other people, and the readiness of her family to listen to her, trust her and ultimately be led by her.

Does your organization (and that includes you) create that same set of circumstances (culture) to allow people at all levels to step up and take the lead when they need to? And when you see the need to take the lead, no matter what your position in the hierarchy, do you step forward and speak up?

 

Author’s Note: It has been pointed out to me that this tale actually reinforces one myth of leadership - the leader as hero who saves the day and without whom everyone else is helpless. I am grateful for that accurate observation. One true anecdote (yes, it’s a true story, as all these tales are: Tilly received a Marine Society award in 2006) doesn’t always encapsulate as many myth-breaking lessons as we would like. Having a young girl as the prime mover at the heart of this story, and parents who were ready to temporarily cede their own leadership authority to the child based on trusting her judgement and knowledge, helps to break one powerful archetype - the patrician, Churchillian, leader that so many CEOs and other managers model themselves on, often subconsciously. It also makes the point that we must encourage leaders to emerge from unexpected places and recognize them when they do; that in flexible organizations, different people will lead at different times, depending on needs, knowledge, circumstance and particular skills.






4. The 60 Second Leader and…

CONNECTION




Leadership is personal. Mass personalization. And Death came third. 

‘Only connect.’

E. M. Forster




LEADERSHIP IS PERSONAL 

The economist, journalist and author Will Hutton has a story about Bill Clinton. Hutton was at a reception with hundreds of others when Clinton swept in with his entourage. He worked the room, shaking hands. When he got to Hutton he paused. ‘Will Hutton, right?’ said Clinton with a twinkle in his eye. ‘I really enjoyed your book,’ he said, then shook hands with real warmth, and mentioned both the book title and a point that he remembered from it. Then he was gone, glad-handing the rest of the crowd. Hutton says he was stunned at the level of personal connection achieved in just a few seconds.(1)

Clinton could intimately touch the person he was communicating with (stop snickering: you know what I mean). Reagan could do it too.


MASS PERSONALIZATION 

The odd thing is that they could both do it even through television, an impersonal medium, addressing a mass, unseen audience. They were able to keep it personal even though the connection was one-to-many rather than one-to-one.

The ability to connect didn’t always work, however. Colin Powell tells a cringe-making story about the first meeting between Reagan and Gorbachev  in the White House, to discuss nuclear disarmament. Gorbachev showed a complete command of the facts and the arguments, says Powell. Reagan, who had said nothing, then told a folksy story about the difference between Russian and American taxi drivers. It was met with stunned silence. Powell says the whole of the next meeting was spent recovering credibility.(2)

‘Your job is to touch everyone and get into their soul. Every moment you are in your office, you are useless.’

Jack Welch



Rapport is the one-to-one ability to connect. It comes from a genuine interest in others. Natural projection is the ability to get past the artificiality of standing on a stage or talking into a TV camera and still connect on a personal level. Daniel Goleman says the ability to connect with people one-to-one or one-to-many requires emotional resonance - empathy - and says it is the prime requirement of leaders today. Hence his phrase ‘primal leadership’. (3)

You don’t have to be the official leader in a group to be the primal leader. Sometimes in a team or even a large organization the official leader may have trouble connecting on a personal level. People then transfer their need for emotional leadership - for a person or value system that helps give meaning to their personal contribution - to someone else they trust and respect, perhaps a deputy or a peer. The formal leader, if they have any sense, then works through that person and ideally learns from them about how to build relationships more effectively. Or the formal leader sees the emotional leader as a threat and sabotages them. Then you are in a real mess.


AND, FINALLY … DEATH CAME THIRD 

In a New York Times survey, people were asked what they feared most. Death came third. Walking into a crowded room came second. Public speaking came first. (4) Most managers worry about their ability to stand up and move a crowd - but you don’t have to be a natural public speaker to connect  and communicate effectively. Richard Branson froze and jumped off the stage the first time he was called to give a big speech. Jack Welch stammers. Branson occasionally does, too. Marcus Buckingham, a great orator, used to stammer, too, and says he still feels so sick he almost throws up before going on stage. It doesn’t matter if you are not slick. It only matters that you are authentic: people want to hear from the real you. Leadership is personal.

USEFUL CONCEPT

Network leadership: Goleman says the most effective leaders ‘are more connected to people and to networks’ (author’s note: my emphasis). (5) You can’t dominate a network with old-style leadership, but you can emerge, with the network’s consent, as one of its leaders, regardless of your formal position or job title. Network connectors who bring talented people together in a community of interest are among the most effective leaders today.


SOURCES AND FURTHER READING

1   I heard this story from Will Hutton’s friend, Richard Reeves.
2   My American Journey, Colin Powell.
3   Primal Leadership, Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, Annie McKee.  UK readers note: inexplicably, given the power of that title, this book was renamed The New Leaders for publication in the UK.
4   And Death Came Third, Andy Lopata, Peter Roper.
5   Primal Leadership (see note 3).





A 60 Second Leader Tale: Ikea’s ten-minute leader 

The world’s second, third or fourth richest man, depending on how you calculate these things (he disputes that he is any of those, by the way) is  Ingvar Kamprad. By some calculations, he knocked Bill Gates off the top spot a while back. The founder of Ikea leads … thriftily is probably the best way to put it.

What interests me about this is how Kamprad’s legendary thrift ends up writ large, multiplied a millionfold, mirrored in the behaviour of thousands of employees, to become the central tenet of Ikea’s low-cost culture. Stories about Kamprad’s unwillingness to spend money circulate endlessly within  Ikea, showing (a) the power of leading by example, and (b) the importance of company stories in creating a culture.

These five 10-second Kamprad stories are from Elen Lewis’s great little book, Ikea, A Brand For All The People, and the sixth is from Richard Branson:

1. THE RE-USABLE RIBBON Kamprad was invited to Almhult, the tiny town in Smaland where the first  Ikea store opened in 1953. A statue of Kamprad in the town centre had been erected and Kamprad was supposed to attend to cut the ribbon and officially inaugurate his statue. When the moment came, instead of cutting the ribbon, Kamprad carefully untied it, rolled it up in his hand and handed it back to the mayor, saying: ‘Now you can use this ribbon again.’


2. WHEN THE BOSS SLEPT IN THE CAR An ex-employee recalls a business trip to a factory in Poland. They were travelling in three cars, but got lost and couldn’t find a cheap hotel. The only hotel free in the area was a Marriott, an expensive chain that Kamprad immediately vetoed as it cost too much. They all slept in their cars that night.


3. IS IT CHEAP ENOUGH? There’s the story within Ikea of Kamprad, on a store visit, questioning customers as they queue for the checkout. Seizing items from their trolley and basket he keeps asking them how much they paid for their things. Apparently everyone just thought he was a bit crazy. They didn’t realize they were being questioned by the Ikea founder. Then he would ask them, ‘Well, is it worth it? Is this item worth the amount you’re paying for it?’


4. BE THE CUSTOMER Kamprad is famous for playing a game during his arduous 15-hour visits in Ikea stores. He pretends that he is a customer shopping with his wife, Margaretha. Kamprad plays both parts. So, during these inspections, he’ll walk around pretending his wife is with him, talking to her, asking her opinion. At every room set and display he checks the imaginary shoppers have everything they need. He will say things like: ‘So, Margaretha, what do you think of those sofas and where is the pen where we could write down notes about it?’ It’s as if he’s fine-tuning a violin.


5. WHEN THE BOSS HID IN A CARPET Established sectoral players often gang up on a challenger brand that breaks their conventions and presents itself as the customers’ champion.  Ikea’s prices were so low that the National Association of Furniture Dealers  in Sweden sent an ultimatum to some suppliers threatening to stop buying from them if they continued to sell to Ikea. Both Ikea and Kamprad personally were banned from trade shows. Kamprad smuggled himself into one, hiding in a rolled up carpet in the back of a Volvo.


6. THE TEN-MINUTE LEADER Richard Branson, similarly a leader of challenger brands that like to break sectoral rules, says that Kamprad divides his day into ten-minute sections and is intent on getting the most out of each ten minutes because ‘you will never get them back’. So the thrifty leader is even thrifty with his time.

 

Sources: Great Ikea, a Brand For All The People, Elen Lewis (Tales 1-5);  Losing My Virginity, the autobiography of Richard Branson (Tale 6).


 




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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