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1. What are the basic skills and things business leaders need to know to navigate through difficult times?

Understand that times of crisis (even deep recessions and depressions) are also time of awesome opportunity.  

· If you can sort things out ahead of others you can be a leader even during the crisis and certainly on the inevitable upswing.  
· Internally, remember also that it is far easier to take bold actions in a crisis -- so now is the time to do all the things you have always wanted to do (but didn’t due to internal resistance) to tighten things up and get on the best possible track to success.
2. What can companies and organizations do to survive dramatic changes in labor force (layoffs), shifts in industry, the need to change business models, loss of financing, credit crunches?
Spend only what they have to until they figure out the best play forward.  Those who cut expenses to get where they need to be the quickest, are the ones who survive. If you take the slow road (“death by a thousand cuts”) you will fail.  Someone else (brought in by the investors, competitors who take control, etc.) will take over and restructure to make money on the remaining revenue stream because they will have the fortitude to cut what you did not.

Be flexible, creative, and aggressive given that now is the time for strong companies to do game-changing things

3. Can you discuss a crisis faced and how it was handled?

In the downturn of the early 80’s I led a team to build a successful business that sold business applications software products and related services to support collection departments that raised productivity nearly 100% for large bank lenders who faced soaring delinquencies.   While we were lucky to be in position to exploit a counter-cyclic business opportunity, the bigger point is that it is important to develop a business (and a team) that can thrive in bad times by remaining disciplined in good times, which allows the team to execute during the bad times by responding to different needs by cross-purposing existing solutions and exploit competitor weaknesses.

The business grew to $50M in ’89 when that era’s downturn caused revenues to flatten.  We had to “shrink-to-size” by cutting growth initiatives and lowering support costs to make a profit even with no growth in revenue or even with lower revenue.  These actions got us on to solid ground to drive new grow as things turned around.

Our method was to systematically take existing products to new markets and to develop new offerings for existing clients.  In so doing the business grew to  have a 4-product suite (CACS, ACAPS, BureauLink, ACLS) serving retail finance industry clients and entered new markets (telecommunications and state governments) with similar offerings. We followed this model over and over to take the business to $175M and 15%+ net contribution margins with nearly 2000 people around the world.

4. What did the experience teach you? 

Profit is a decision not a result.  As long as there is revenue you can make money. Even if revenue drops from $50MM to 10MM, a leader needs to remember that for someone with a $1MM company, the opportunity to get 10 times the revenue would allow that person to create an extremely profitable company. 

Most leaders focus on the problem of lost revenue rather than the opportunity they have to make a return with surviving revenue.

5. What would you say to others on the importance of leading and managing through the rough times? What’s your best advice?

Don’t try to do it alone.  It takes a team.  It is amazing what a team of strong players with complementary strengths (i.e., they are very good at different things important to the business) and compatible orientations (i.e., they really like each other and cannot wait to get up each morning to work with each other) can accomplish if they all pull in the same direction and insist that the credit for any success goes to everyone else.

Develop a financial model and a plan to get the business in line with it and to run in a manner consistent with it the long term.  The model must be consistent with lessons learned by those who have run successful like-businesses.  

Spend against a conservative working view of revenue

Maintain a minimal bench and use ‘just in time’ hiring for direct work 

Tilt sales investments towards variable vs. fixed costs; e.g., substitute outside consultants for indirect hires even if the original plan was to hire new employees
Defer marketing investments that do not have a clear near-term ROI; e.g. push user conference into following year
Increase management focus on building a richer sales pipeline and methodically review leading sales indicators; e.g., in bi-weekly sales meetings 

Re-purpose fixed assets to reduce investment in new cap ex (e.g. server consolidation, greater use of hotelling cubes and conference rooms) 
Don’t let variable costs become fixed.
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