CEO TO CEO

Assisting business leaders as they navigate critical passages

July 23, 2009

Planning? In crazy and uncertain times like this? What good is an annual plan
when each quarter—or even each month—holds a new surprise? Trust me, plan-
ning beats the heck out of drifting, reacting or panicing any day. But planning
can’t be cumbersome, because it must be able to be adjusted quickly. And it must
not eat away time needed by management to execute flawlessly. My favorite
methodology is simple, clear and concise, yet comprehensive. | can fit a plan for
an entire company—even a big one—on one page. It’s a great format for making
the frequent course corrections needed in today’s environment. | was asked by
the National Speaker’s Association to lead a workshop on planning, and just a few

minutes before | began, lan Griffin (an executive communications consultant) popped up with a Flip
Video camera to record my ten minute introduction. View it right here on You Tube.

The

NSOMNIA eact,,

What keeps CEOs AWAKE AT NIGHT

—and what to do about it.

Full Speed Ahead

but going nowhere!

By Robert Sher

A few weeks ago we were sailing west (on a real sailboat),
approaching the Golden Gate Bridge. It was a beautiful day
with moderate winds. The sails were full, our bow was
pointed towards Hawaii, water was flowing briskly past our
boat, but we weren't making any progress.

It made me think of so many businesses today that are
working hard, with lots of activity, but little or no progress
towards key objectives like sales or profits. The question on
many CEOs minds, while they lay awake at night is, “Are we
doing the right things? Should we just keep doing what

(Continued on page 2)
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Honor Roll of Referrers
Thank you to those that have referred
me to a chief executive or a speaking
opportunity! Referrals are how | grow
my practice.

+ Marty McMahon, Principal for
McDermott & Bull, referred me to a
speaking opportunity.

+ Rick Cronin, Partner, Meridian Con-
sulting, referred me to a business owner.
+ Ken Niewald, Partner, Tatum LLC,
referred me to a chief executive.

+ John Reese, Managing Director of
Expense Reduction Analysts referred me
to a chief executive.

+ Christina Bui, Associate Managing
Director, and Ed Melton, Partner for
Tatum referred me to Rich Scudellari of
Reed Smith who referred me to a CEO.

+ Alison Diboll, CEO for Diboll & Asso-
ciates connected me with four CEOs.

+ Dan Wheeler, Partner with Bu-
chalter Nemer referred me to an en-
trepreneur.

+ Anne Bisagno, President,

Xantrion, referred me to a chief execu-
tive.
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The Insomnia Factor, continued

we're doing and wait for better economic condi-  Presentations (I’m always interested in speak-

tions, or do we need to change what we are do- ing opportunities)

ing?” + July 24™: I'm organizing a chief executive
round table event in Santa Clara for the Alli-

We weren’t making progress getting under the ance of Chief Executives focused on buying

and selling businesses as the economy re-
covers. Sponsored by Hanson Bridgett and
Bernstein.

Golden Gate Bridge due to a heavy flooding cur-
rent. So even though we were sailing through

the water, the direction of the water was offset-
ting nearly all of our forward motion--it was like
we were sailing upstream. Since we had already
decided on our course (going under the bridge),

+ August 12" I'm organizing a chief executive
round table event in Sacramento for the Alli-
ance of Chief Executives focused on creating
high functioning executive teams. A joint

my first thought went to not screwing up what event by the Alliance and River City Bank.

we were doing right. The sails were full, and we Chief Executives interested should e-mail

were at least holding our own, and not getting me.

swept in the wrong direction by the adverse tide. | ¢ Aug 25th: Speaking at the Danville Rotary

If | had been inattentive, or had one beer too Club.

many, or been distracted, dreaming about big + Sept 9th: Speaking at The 680 Commercial

diesel marine engines, | could have lost hundreds Idea Exchange.

of feet of progress in seconds. + Sept 17th: Moderating an Expense Reduction
Analysts panel on Financial Execution for the

Now is a time for all of us in business to be sure Upturn. Interested CFOs and CEOs should e-

that we continue to execute the fundamentals mail me.

well, including the basics of customer satisfac- + Sept 22nd: I’'m organizing a chief executive

tion, salesmanship, project management, and round table event in San Francisco for the

leadership. Even though we may not see imme- Alliance of Chief Executives focused on Exe-

diate, tangible gains from tending to these tasks, cuting for the Upturn. Hosted by Hanson

we know that they are best practices that pro- Bridgett, and sponsored by Expense Reduc-

tion Analysts and Tatum. Chief Executives

duce results over time. Conditions are hard right
interested should e-mail me.

now, but most best practices rarely change, even
in deep downturns.

Please call, e-ma i | or | et S

The next thing | did out there sailing on the Bay

was to look around and assess my mid-term situation. | looked to see how far the bridge pillars
were from my position and if | was drifting toward them. | observed where other boats were,
relative to me, and if they were heading my way. |looked up and down the shipping lanes to see
if an ocean freighter was coming my way, and one was! | had about ten minutes to clear the
channel.

Business does not often grant us the instant gratification we seek, and especially not in this nasty

downturn. Most of the time it takes a steady hand to navigate through slow times tolerating

little or no progress while keeping the company ship-shape and ready for the aggressive winds of
(Continued on page 3)
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The Insomnia Factor, continued

growth ahead. All ships have a maximum speed,
called a hull speed. Once you're moving at hull
speed, there's no amount of trimming and adjust-
ing and tinkering you can do to go any faster. This
is true of many businesses too. Sometimes we
need to learn to be satisfied with a slower rate of
progress.

Of course, boats come with a manual that tells you
what the boat’s hull speed is. Companies don't. If
you're running a mature business where you've
developed and tested known best practices and
there is little competitive turmoil, it may well be
your best option to settle for steady growth, or
even no growth and wait for better conditions be-
fore increasing your investment. If this is the case,
you'll focus your team on incremental adjustments,
fine tuning practices, increasing efficiency, improv-
ing performance, if even a percent or two. That
presumes you're business in not drifting toward the
rocks, sinking, running out of rations, or otherwise
imperiled. As for me, I had a massive freighter
headed my way.

[ &0 a2vViKQA

Last month some of you took a survey after
reading my column. Here are the results. Sta-
tistics was not my best subject, so don’t as-
sume this is statistically valid! But it is inter-
esting.

® |nthe past nine months, have you had a
customer or client act in a manner that you
felt to be disloyal? 67% YES

® Was the disloyalty moderately damaging,
or minor and occasional. None has been very
damaging.

® 33% of respondents will change how they
run their businesses as a result of customer
disloyalty.

® 33% felt they have not been naive in the
past, with the rest being split between yes and
maybe.

® 100% reported that their company values
will stay the same and be unaffected by cus-
tomer disloyalty.

| had good control over the 36 foot sailboat. The only direction | was having trouble going in was
the direction | chose—going under the Gate. So | adjusted course a bit to go sideways, closer to
the bridge’s pillar to allow the freighter to pass through under the middle of the bridge, where the
channel is. As | made this course change, | started going both sideways and backwards back into

Are You Making Anything?

No, | don’t mean money. I’'m looking for mid—sized manu-

the Bay, shoved by the current. It
was a setback, but clearly better
than being run over by a freighter.

facturers in Northern California, who are making things. If

you know any such companies, please nominate them by e-

mailing me. Here’s the opportunity:

Setbacks happen in all economies
and they are always hateful. But
sometimes you have to choose the
least harmful setback that allows

The Alliance of Chief Executives is putting together a private
group of manufacturing company chief executives who will
meet quarterly to gain fresh strategic insights and ideas by
engaging in confidential strategic discussions. The group will
be directed by me, (Robert Sher). All industries are included,
provided that they manufacture physical goods. An example
of one of our members that will be in this new group is Ap-
plied Aerospace Structures Corp.
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you to live to fight another day, and
not get so frustrated, tense,
stressed or wound-up about it. I'm
not suggesting a mellow attitude
toward your company, just that
each of us as CEOs must stay ener-
(Continued on page 4)
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The Insomnia Factor, continued

gized and positive so we can relentlessly keep leading our company forward. | know, recessions
can feel like marathons, rather than the sprint to victory we all signed up for.

Just watch out for the rocks! It’s one thing to have break-even cash flow for a while, but it’s an-
other to be running low on cash, to have your bank call your loan, or worse. As you observe dan-
ger coming closer, lay plans to take action to save the ship, and the sooner you do that the better.

But beware of panic-based changes. | could have put up a larger sail. It might have made me able
to go faster. But the time and disruption to change the sail would have set me back much more
than | ever could have gained. | could have reduced the weight of the boat by jettisoning some of
the passengers, but then who would have been able to adjust the sails for me?

Those sailors among you are thinking, "Rob, did you even check the current book that would have
told you the two times of the day when the current would be so strong?" Admittedly, | did not,
and could have avoided this entire challenge had | done so. So my planning was clearly flawed. So
too, in business, we have to plan forward to give ourselves the easiest playing field on which to
score a victory. Of course, downturns are not so easily predicted as the current, nor their effect on
each of our industries and businesses. But | could have chosen to sail over to Sam’s Anchor Café
for a beer, or the City, or any number of other lovely destinations that would have been less diffi-
cult. Be sure that you've considered your intended destination well and considered other less ar-
duous alternatives.

We finally made it under the Gate, then turned tail and headed for port in Sausalito. It was a light
challenge for a guy who's been sailing for 34 years, and trivial compared to the challenge most
CEOs are up against right now. So if you’re laying awake with insomnia trying to reconcile how
hard your team is working yet not making any apparent progress, be reminded that you are sailing
into an adverse current, and holding your own or making small gains may be the best you and your
team can do.

Key Takeaways:

1. If your best practices have stopped working well, be wary of changing them — it may just be
much harder to get a sale in today’s environment. If you are new or trying new things it might
still be that your test is failing. You may lose more by changing best practices, because of time
lost making the change.

2. Make sure you are fine tuning all systems for the best possible results. Small improvements
can be critical.

3. Keep a sharp lookout for problems arising. Sometimes you do have to take drastic action to
avoid a fatal collision.

Robert Sher is principal of CEO to CEO, specializing in assisting CEOs and business leaders as they
navigate critical passages. He is the author of The Feel of the Deal; How | Built a Business through
Acquisitions. He may be reached at Robert@ceotoceo.biz.
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