Thanks Corinna, and thank you MCG for the invitation.

My objective today is to present to you, on six short slides, a different perspective on the business of consulting, including my own experience in it and my viewpoints on leadership and strategy.

It’s one you probably didn’t expect, but you’ll hopefully find refreshing.

At anytime, feel free to ask questions.

SLIDE 1: “One thing that’s very clear is that a long resume does not equal good judgment.” – Senator John Edwards.
I’m willing to bet that the single most frustrating interview experience you’ve all encountered is being told that you don’t have enough experience.

The near universal reaction to this revelation is “but how can I get the experience if no one wants to give me a chance to get it!?”

Prior to starting my firm, which promptly concluded my own job-hunting experience, I had concluded that this corporate HR insight about my background was nothing more than a “go jerk off” reason to not hire me.  

Suffice it to say, I quickly tired of being “jerked off”.

But more so, I got pissed off.

SLIDE 2: “Justice may be elusive, but success is the best revenge.” – Prof. Amy Wax
How dare a bunch of paper-pushing corporate bureaucrats judge me, define my worth, and limit my career by my inability to fill some administrative role!!!  [ Pause ]
Have any of you heard of Nell Minnow?  Ms. Minnow founded Institutional Shareholder Services (ISS), a major proxy advisor; and now heads The Corporate Library, a prolific shareholder activist.  

Her mere presence in a room can make many CEOs quake in their pin-striped suits.

We met last year at a shareholder conference where I proceeded to pick a fight with her, completely oblivious to who she was.

I chose to defend the right of senior management to make top dollar.

My rationale was, without this right, or at least the expectation of this right, how were companies expected to find the best of the best leaders?
But with forehead-vein-popping [ pointing ] vehemence, Ms. Minnow refused to accept that a CEO should be ambitious.  
Her solution: “If they don’t like it, they can quit and start their own company.”

Evidently, Ms. Minnow and I are of the same frame of mind.

Word to the wise: never pick a fight in defense of management at a shareholder conference where Ms. Minnow is present.  Your skin simply isn’t thick enough.

Anyway, after officially hanging my shingle, one of my earliest experiences was pitching the interactive marketing director of a major cable network, which shall remain nameless.

There I was, excited about a major client opportunity.  I arrived an hour early, with my 8-pound laptop and 80-slide Powerpoint.  

I was prepared to give a tour d’force on why she should work with our new firm.

3 slides in, she interrupts and gets her assistant to join us.

Somewhere past my 30th slide, she started dozing off and by the time I hit the 50s, she almost let out a snore.

Shocked and unaware of what to do next, I stopped and asked if she had any questions.  

She didn’t and confessed that she felt this was a good experience for her intern.

Furious I wrapped up, left a copy of my presentation, and left.

I realized 2 very important things:

Number 1) Ageism is not limited to the 55 and over crowd.  It’s flagrantly directed at anyone under 35 with a little ambition.  

And 

SLIDE 3: “Any fool can buy a company; just pay enough.” – Henry Kravis.
Number 2) Always go right to the top!

But before you do, understand who you’re talking to.  

In my opinion, there are 3 types of people in business:

Number 1) The Visionaries

The Visionaries are the really creative guys who come up with the most earth-shattering ideas, but are rarely capable of executing them.

Number 2) The Operators

The Operators execute the ideas.  They’re admittedly unimaginative and overly reliant on experience and relationships.  It’s how they prefer to be valued.

And Number 3) The Strategists

The Strategists analytically combine aspects of both.

All 3 are motivated by the same things, however, they skew towards the following:
Number 1) Visionaries are passionate about revolutions.  They want to revolutionize something, anything.

Number 2) Operators are driven by the desire to get paid.  They’re mercenaries for hire.

Number 3) Strategists relish the intellectual challenge of solving problems.

As I see it, examples of visionaries are the Google guys, Larry and Sergey;

examples of operators are anyone who KKR employs to run the companies they own; and an
example of one of the earliest strategists was

SLIDE 4: “It is very important to remember what other people tell you, not so much what yourself already know.” – John D. Rockefeller, Sr.
John D. Rockefeller.
This bit of wisdom, I have found, is applicable whether it’s wives or clients.

Briefly, what Rockefeller did was: consolidate a chaotically fragmented market, where barriers to entry were extremely low.

He foresaw price stability, increased product quality and standardization.  

He recognized and leveraged the potent power of entrepreneurial agents (the oil riggers he bought out), who drove innovation within the Standard Oil behemoth.  
(Note, it was them, not Rockefeller, that lead to the “robber baron” reputation he’s historically known for).

He conquered operating efficiency, leading him to decrease his procurement costs as he scaled.

And what Rockefeller ultimately achieved was a total vertical integration of the business of getting oil from the ground and into homes as kerosene to conquer the dark and increase social productivity.

By listening to and learning from the Rockefellers, The Rothschilds, countless executives and clients, elders and even Mom, I learned 2 more things:

Number 1: where the corporate mindset originated from;

SLIDE 5: “The nature of peoples is variable; and it is easy to persuade them of something, but difficult to keep them in that persuasion.” – Niccolo Machiavelli
And Number 2: Lack of experience could be easily remedied with the right books, the right mentors, and Google (actually, the right process for learning.)

You know, Machiavelli was not a genius.  

He didn’t have sophisticated analyses or technology.

And who knows how he survived without search engines.

What Machiavelli did possess were astute powers of observation of human behavior, which, as you have hopefully realized, doesn’t change much through history.

Whether it’s customers, employees, or shareholders, humans are quick to modulate their sentiments.

I don’t say they’re fickle because people don’t change jobs, religion, or politics on whims.  

Well, most people don’t.

And thanks to a more learned society, they’re not as easily manipulated (...unless, of course, they find themselves in a Red State).

Thus, the secrets to being a successful consultant revealed themselves to me in 3 pearls:

1) As advisors, our primary job is to promote and sell our ideas.  Brilliance doesn’t exist if it’s not recognized.

2) Our ideas, or strategies, fail primarily because operators fail.  Never forget, you’re always the fall guy, never the hero.

3) Clients are very knowledgeable, [ pause ] they just have narrower perspectives.

SLIDE 6: “It’s ironic that consultants spend so much time improving clients’ businesses, and yet, they rarely think of improving their own business.  What other differentiator exists for a person hired to think and teach if not the way in which they think and teach?” – Al Berrios
Those are my thoughts on consulting, leadership, and strategy.  Thank you.  Any questions?
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