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      “Welcome to the newspaper Metro, Peppe. I want you to sack all the sales reps and then hire talented new ones!”

      It was the Group CEO at Metro International who rang and told me this on my very first day as Sales Director at the paper.

      Six months earlier, I’d been sitting in a meeting at Audi Sweden trying to sell advertising space on shoe-shine machines. Smile & Shine AB was the name of the company I was running at the time.

      At that meeting I met Dan, Audi’s Marketing Manager. We hit it off immediately and agreed to start working together. At our second meeting, he asked whether I’d be interested in becoming Sales Director for the newspaper Metro. Dan was a close friend of Metro’s Group CEO, who had been complaining about how things were going at the paper and said they were going to need a new Sales Director.

      Hence the question.

      Naturally I was interested, and told him the Group CEO was welcome to call me. I’d already decided to sell Smile & Shine – I simply felt I was done with the company.

      Two months after the meeting with Audi, I sold it. Incredibly, the Group CEO at Metro rang that same day. It was an exciting conversation – probably because my confidence was high. I’d also been nominated for “Entrepreneur of the Year” by Ernst & Young and the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise for building the company. And a few years earlier I’d taken a course that had completely changed my life. But more about that course later.

      The Group CEO at Metro asked what I thought I could do for the paper if I became Sales Director. I said I could raise turnover by a hundred million fairly quickly—without really having a clue how I was going to do it. Pelle, as the Group CEO was called, was impressed, and asked what salary I had in mind. Since I hadn’t even thought about it, I suggested a million a year. I got the job.

      And here I was, a few months later, on my first day—and I’d just been told to sack the entire sales team. About fifty people had to go. Now!

      I’d heard that there were problems at the company, of course. Turnover had fallen rapidly in recent months, and surveys showed that Metro’s sales team was the worst-performing in the entire media industry. On top of that, the atmosphere at the paper was pretty bad. But to sack everyone? Was that really the only answer?

      And was that why I’d been given the job as Sales Director? Was my role simply to walk in, sack the lot, and then hand things over to a new Sales Director to rebuild from scratch? Either way, I made up my mind: I wasn’t going to sack anyone without first trying to understand what the paper’s actual problems were. Surely not every single salesperson could be doing a bad job.

      “Pelle, with all due respect—come back to me in three months. I need to form my own picture of the situation and understand what we’re actually dealing with,” I said.

      “Fine. I’ll call you in three months. By then I expect either a concrete plan, or that you have sacked everyone,” said Pelle.

      Christ, I thought. I knew things could be tough within the Kinnevik group—I’d worked as a sales representative at TV3 years earlier myself. But I hadn’t quite grasped how tough it could be at management level. Now I was going to do my very best with the situation—and above all, follow my heart and what it was telling me.

      In those first weeks, I probably did what most new managers do: met the staff, worked through the sales history and a pile of other material, and so on. Everyone was friendly towards me—I hadn’t expected anything less—but sometimes it felt a touch too friendly, almost as if they were trying to butter me up.

      I soon sensed that something was wrong in the company. Many of the salespeople were quite hostile towards one another, and tempers often ran short across the floor. There was a lot of talk about how they supported each other and helped each other out—but it was something I heard far more than I actually saw. Unfortunately, I got the distinct feeling it was quite the other way round.

      I understood why they were uncertain about me as their new boss. Who wouldn’t be? Changes in the workplace tend to breed insecurity, as well as increased stress levels among staff members. I was well aware of this, so I did everything I could to show them who I was. At the same time, I had a job to do: to get sales moving again at the paper.

      Time passed and not much happened. So I decided to take the entire sales department away for a team-building weekend. We went to Vaxholm, outside of Stockholm, where we had a whole programme of activities lined up—but also time to get to know one another a bit better and, in doing so, start building some trust.

      A few years earlier, I had participated in a personal development course. Johan, who ran the course, and I became good friends afterwards. He had a real gift for reading people and helping them understand what truly matters in life. Now I asked him to come with me to Vaxholm and run the activities together with me.

      As it turned out, the weekend was a complete disaster. During the day we held workshops and discussions, but come evening, everyone started drinking as if there were no tomorrow—even though I’d told them we’d keep the alcohol at a moderate level. Some of them started arguing too, and at that point I lost all desire to stay with the company.

      On my way home the next day, I was so disappointed and felt such a failure as a leader that all I wanted to do was to call my boss and quit on the spot. Johan had also picked up on the bad atmosphere in the company, but when I told him I’d more or less made up my mind to resign, he said something that is among the best things I’ve ever heard.

      “Peppe, remember one thing. When certain things happen, it’s life coming your way to teach you something. If you choose to walk away now, you’ll have learned nothing. But if you choose to stay – to try to sort this out and help your team grow – you’ll learn an enormous amount about leadership. Things that will carry you further in your own personal development.”

      The message went straight to my heart, but I still felt unsure about how I was going to resolve the situation.

      “What do you think I should do, then?” I asked.

      “This sales team is deeply insecure about the company. They simply don’t trust the management. That’s what’s creating all the misunderstandings and anxiety. If you want to get on top of it, you really need to go deep—and make your people feel safe with you as their leader. They need to feel seen, heard and cared for, so that they feel like they can trust you and the company. This is the most common reason companies stop growing and fail to get their people properly engaged. Right now, the sales team is just a bunch of frightened people wandering around putting on an act all day,” said Johan.

      “But how do I make them feel safe?” I asked, disheartened.

      “Remember what you learned during my course a few years ago. Everything you learned then—you can now teach others,” Johan replied, before we parted with a hug.

      When I got home I told my wife about the weekend and said I was probably the completely wrong person to be running this sales team. She wouldn’t hear of it, and said that if anyone could change the atmosphere at work, it was me. I loved her for her support—but I still wasn’t convinced. And yet, as I went to bed that evening, it hit me: Metro was in exactly the same place I had been in a few years earlier. Low confidence and low self-esteem. Everything I had come to understand after the course.

      In other words: Who am I? What do I want? Where am I going?

      And then it hit me—it was exactly the same for the company.

      Who are we? What do we want? And above all, where are we going?

      Could I use the same tools I’d developed and learned from during my own personal journey—the ones that had helped me reach my goals? What if they held the key to turning Metro around? Could it really be that simple?

      The following morning we had our sales meeting, as we did every Monday. That was when we gathered all the sales representatives and planners to share our current status and set targets for the week. But this particular Monday morning meeting was not going to be like all the others—I’d made up my mind about that.

      After gathering everyone, I didn’t do what I usually did. I didn’t ask how the weekend had been—especially knowing how badly things had gone, given the conference—and I didn’t give the usual rundown of last week’s sales either: where we stood, who had excelled, and so on. No. Instead I stood up and said:

      “When I came into work this morning, I had three choices. The first was to go straight to our CEO and hand in my notice. The second was to carry on as usual and pretend nothing was wrong—but then I know nothing would ever change. The third was to tell you the truth. And I’ve chosen to tell you the truth.”

      I had prepared a few things, which I now presented to them. First, the sales figures for the past five years, which made it obvious that the numbers had been heading in entirely the wrong direction. Then I asked everyone how they felt when I showed them our sales development.

      “You go around telling people you’re the best sales reps in Sweden, don’t you? But we’re not. Honestly, we’re all doing a terrible job right now. First of all, we’re giving away too much in discounts—which means we’re making no money. It’s not hard to sell ads when you’re practically giving them away. That has to change. Then there’s a whole list of other things that have gone completely wrong, which means we’re not working together or supporting each other. Everything—from the salary structure to how we set targets and more. We’re going to change that. Now.”

      When I had finished the first item on the agenda, I asked them what they’d thought of the weekend and our team-building. Then I continued:

      “If we went on a cruise today and one of you fell overboard, I can promise you that nobody would jump in to try to save that person. That’s how bad things are with us right now. But that’s not how we’re going to do things at this company going forward. If we go on a cruise in the future and someone falls overboard, we’ll damn well all jump in to save them. Because from now on, we’re going to start taking responsibility for ourselves and for our colleagues. Properly.”

      I noticed how the mood in the room had soured, but I’d made up my mind not to butter them up—and to stick to the truth instead. So I pressed on and showed them the latest customer survey, compiled by a consultancy firm working for Kinnevik.

      “But the worst of all is probably this survey. According to it—and according to Dagens Media—we are the one sales team in the entire media industry that customers like the least. We sit in 27th place. Last place. Which means customers don’t even want to meet us any more. That’s how bad we are right now,” I said, and then fell silent.

      The room was getting seriously uncomfortable now. Some people started whispering to each other, laughing under their breath. Others shifted in their seats, but I stayed silent for another minute or so before I continued.

      “Honestly—how does it feel, hearing all this? Is this something you’re proud of? Is this how you want it to be?”

      I asked everyone to take a moment and really think about their own experience of working for the newspaper before I wrapped up the Monday meeting and walked out. It didn’t take long before my colleague Cicci came into my office and closed the door.

      “You can really get a sales team delivering at a morning meeting,” she said, laughing.

      “I know! But I’ve realised that if we don’t make a concrete change now, we’ll never get decent results going forward. You know the old saying: if you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always got,” I replied.

      “But you do realise it’s a really bad atmosphere at work right now? We’d better do something fast if we’re going to get the salespeople happy again,” said Cicci.

      “No, leave them to it and we’ll see what happens. It’s good if they can get it off their chests. With any luck they might start to consider what I said. Besides, there’s a management meeting now, so I need to dash,” I said, and left Cicci in my office.

      When I got to the management meeting, everyone was there except our CEO, and I had the feeling they were all giving me odd looks. After a while the CEO came in and turned straight to me.

      “Peppe, there are rumours you’ve destroyed the atmosphere in the sales department. Do you realise this isn’t a newspaper—it’s a sales business? Since we’re a newspaper you get for free, our only income is advertising sales. I genuinely don’t understand how you can run a morning meeting the way you just did,” he said.

      I told him what I’d said at the morning meeting, and why.

      “And what do you intend to do now?” the CEO asked.

      “I’m not planning to do anything on my own,” I said. “What I hope is that we do something about this situation together. But I’d like to know why no one has ever told the sales team the truth. It feels as if you’ve deliberately kept them in the dark.”

      The meeting room went quiet after that, so I kept talking while I had their attention.

      “You’re right—it is the sales team we depend on. It’s the sales reps’ work that ensures the paper is printed every day, that pays the salaries of everyone on the editorial side so they can do their jobs, that pays our salaries every month and allows us to deliver a profit to the group. So isn’t it strange that we don’t take better care of them—make sure they’re doing well, that they enjoy working here, that they feel secure in their jobs?”

      “If we can show them they’re the most important people we have at this paper—show it in both words and deeds—I’m convinced we can get everyone to grow and become genuinely engaged, and that will increase sales significantly.”

      “And how exactly do you plan to do that?” asked the CEO.

      I’d realised that the only way to get the sales team to trust me—to understand that I was there to make a real difference—was to prove I could actually change things.

      “As you say, the sales team is the most important people we have. So why are they down in the basement with no windows—in what we call the bunker—while the editorial team sits on the floor above with windows and a view? I want to move the sales team upstairs and let the editorial team move down. But first, we repaint the whole office and buy new furniture. I want everyone to understand that something new is happening at this company.”

      “Shouldn’t we make sure the salespeople get new company cars straight away?” said the CEO, with a nasty laugh.

      “You can be damn sure we will. We’re going to make sure our salespeople feel like kings and queens when they go out to meetings – and they can’t do that in the battered, dented little cars we have today. No – we’re going to buy brand new Audis for the entire sales team. Fancy cars with big logos on the sides. We’ll stand out on the road and get some great advertising out of it too.”

      “You can forget all of that,” said the CEO.

      “That’s a shame. But then I’d better resign on the spot. I don’t think we can turn this around, unless we do what I’m proposing. There’s no trust in the management of this paper right now. You can’t change that unless you show you’re investing in the sales team,” I said.

      “Be my guest. You can leave whenever you like,” the CEO replied.

      I stood up and walked towards the door. But then our Marketing Director spoke for the first time during the meeting.

      “Stop! Peppe is absolutely right. We haven’t invested a penny in the sales team for years. We just keep demanding things from them. And clearly, it isn’t working. Peppe has told us and shown us what we already know. But we haven’t faced up to it ourselves or done anything about it. If Peppe walks out today, I’m afraid you’ll be the one getting the sack before long,” said the Marketing Director, looking straight at the CEO.

      There was an awkward silence, and I was just about to leave the room when the CEO called out for me to stay.

      “Peppe, do you really believe you can turn sales around if we let you do all this?” he asked.

      “I’m convinced it will create the change that’s needed,” I replied, with steel in my gaze – and my stomach in knots like never before.

      Again, the room went dead silent before the CEO spoke up once more.

      “All right – you’ve got exactly one year to break the trend and turn sales around. If you fail, I’ll expect you to resign. Do we agree?” said the CEO, looking straight at me.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      For the rest of the week I didn’t do very much. I sat mostly in my office and left the door open so that anyone who wanted could come in and talk to me. And many did. Most of them agreed with everything I’d said, and many also admitted they weren’t happy at work. There was far too much constant pressure and control. Almost everyone felt stressed—and that stress wasn’t producing good results either. If anything, it was the stress itself that was holding the whole organisation back from growing and becoming more profitable. But apparently nobody seemed to have worked that out. It struck me that every single one of the people who sat in my office and confided how they were feeling was a genuinely remarkable person. But they hadn’t been given the chance to flourish—to actually show what they were capable of. And every single one of these people was someone the Group CEO wanted me to sack…

      On the Monday of the following week, we had our usual morning meeting. If the previous one had been out of the ordinary, I had decided that this one would be even more so.

      Admittedly, the figures from the previous week were unusually good. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but somehow most of them had put in the effort over the past week. Probably because they were afraid of being sacked, given my speech at the last meeting. Even though that in itself was a good thing, it wasn’t how I wanted it—I didn’t want them working hard just to avoid being sacked. No, the whole point was that they should feel secure, engaged and motivated, and deliver good results because of it.

      I spoke up straight away. I had thought this through carefully, and even though I’d never done anything like it before, my gut feeling told me it was the right thing to do. And above all, I was following my heart—and what it was telling me.

      “I’m genuinely sorry that I had to be so direct with you at last Monday’s meeting, but I knew I had to stick to the truth about where we stand—and that’s exactly what I did. That said, it’s not your fault that things have got to this point. Whose fault it is frankly doesn’t matter. What does matter is whether we can do something about it. And we can.”

      Then I told them my whole life story. I told them I had been a successful person with a leading position, but still felt so low that I nearly took my own life. I told them about a course I had attended long ago and what I had learned from it. I told them about the self-awareness and self-confidence I gained from that course—which led me to start the company Smile & Shine AB. A company that leased shoe-shine machines to businesses.

      What I was really doing when I shared all of this with my colleagues was “laying myself bare”. I showed the entire sales team who Peppe Ekmark really was. That was something I had truly learned during the course. To show my vulnerability—to show that I am an ordinary person with my own history. We all carry different stories as baggage. Things that may have happened during our childhood, or later in life. Things that perhaps hold us back from living life to the full and taking responsibility for ourselves – what we feel, how we’re doing, and above all, how we want our lives to be.

      When I finished speaking, the conference room went completely silent. You could have heard a pin drop. I took the moment to look around at everyone in the room, and immediately felt that most of them had been moved. The majority had probably recognised something of themselves in it. Many of them almost certainly found it uncomfortable—but that was exactly what I had wanted my story to achieve. To cause people to have an emotional reaction. Because it’s only then that something stirs inside us. When we are emotionally impacted by others and begin to think about our own lives.

      “And why am I telling you all this? Because I genuinely want to get to know you, properly, and I want you to have the chance to get to know me, properly. I’d also love for us to train together, and for me to share everything I learned on the course. On top of that, I’d like to teach you my eight steps—the ones I believe are essential for creating undreamt-of success, both here at Metro and in your personal lives. But I will only do that if you actually want to be part of this journey. Otherwise, I may as
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