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“Wow! Jennings and his researchers have taken the complex subject of embracing constant change, reinvention, and growth, and broken it down into simple bite-size pieces. The Reinventors will be the catalyst that helps your business achieve its full potential.”

—Dr. Robert Kriegel, New York Times bestselling author of If It Ain’t Broke … BREAK IT!, Sacred Cows Make the Best Burgers, and Performance Under Pressure

“Leaders of companies like Kodak and Blockbuster should have read Jennings’s book on reinvention. Their businesses would surely be more relevant and innovative than they are today. Read this now or take the chance of following their unfortunate fates!”

—Tommy Spaulding, New York Times bestselling author of It’s Not Just Who You Know

“Jennings’s ideas are powerful and highly practical. Embrace the steps he lays out for you in The Reinventors and your business will rocket to new heights.”

—Sean Atkins, senior vice president, Discovery Communications, former senior vice president of HBO, and angel investor

“Jason Jennings hits it out of the park with the best road map for change and growth in business today. Read it and reinvent your business like never before!”

—Mark Thompson, New York Times bestselling author of Success Built to Last, visiting scholar at Stanford University, and co-founder of Richard Branson’s Virgin Unite Growth Academy

“As you read these words your business is either being reinvented or being destroyed. With Jason Jennings’s new book, The Reinventors, you’ll learn how the best leaders conquer this challenge every day and you’ll gain a practical blueprint for creating your own success story. I loved this book and you will too.”

—Vince Thompson, author of Ignited and managing partner at Middleshift
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THE
REINVENTORS


INTRODUCTION

I broke Thomas Wolfe’s cardinal rule and went back home to the town where I grew up. I parked my rental car a block off Main Street intending to wander through the downtown business district.

I remember it being filled with bustling department and clothing stores, drugstores, restaurants, more barbershops and salons than you could count, crowded supermarkets, hardware centers, and insurance agencies. It was so jammed with cars and people, you had to look both ways before you stepped off the curb to avoid being run over.

But as I turned the corner, I saw a ghost town minus the tumbleweeds.

Boarded-up buildings were covered with grime and graffiti, parking meters were mere stumps, their heads lopped off in hopes that saving a quarter would cause shoppers to return, and there wasn’t anyplace to buy anything. The only things left were a few little bars and a handful of antique and junk stores.

As I walked, memories of the people I knew who had owned and operated the stores that lined the streets came flooding back. There were the Lowenstein sisters, who had owned the town’s flagship department store. Leah, Rose, and Bertha had fought successfully, like Patton battled the Germans, to keep competitors from gaining ground on their turf, and often swatted competitors away with the phrase “There are already enough stores downtown and we don’t need any more!”

There was the town’s favorite drugstore owner, Joe, who when asked if he was planning on building a new store out on the highway where some out-of-towners were constructing new stores had replied, “No way, they’re all going to go belly-up because nobody’s going to drive all the way to the highway to shop.” For the record, the highway is five blocks from downtown and has become the main shopping area.

I also heard the voice of Tony the barber, whom I’d once asked if he wanted to grow his business and get bigger and who’d replied, “I don’t want any more business and I don’t want to grow. I’m happy with things just the way they are.”

I had liked and respected these people. They were business-people—successful, smart, sophisticated, and I’d grown up thinking they must have known something and must have had most of the right answers or they wouldn’t have been running a business.

During my trip home I asked around and heard the depressing last chapters of the Lowenstein sisters, our family druggist, the affable Tony, and all their peers. Not one of the downtown merchants had ever gotten a dime from the sale of their business. In fact, as the tsunami of regional malls, discount centers, outlet malls, rapidly changing shopping patterns, the Internet, and shopping on our smartphones chipped away at their business, it was death by a thousand cuts. They were too old, too tired, too set in their ways, or too entitled to ever change anything, and they remained stubborn in their belief that because they were there they had a right to be successful. One by one their businesses spiraled into closure.

It would be easy to write these people off as small-town simpletons or remnants of a world that no longer exists. But when you read between the lines these people are like a lot of us. The Lowenstein sisters focused on the competition instead of the customer. Joe the druggist had all the answers. And Tony’s business wasn’t broke, so why should he mess with it? It’s all very familiar.

My hometown is an apt metaphor for what will happen to you, your job, and your business unless you become a reinventor completely committed to constant radical change and growth.

EVERYONE MUST BECOME A REINVENTOR

Your job as you know it and your business as it is currently run will eventually change. The only chance any of us have for prosperity is to constantly reimagine, rethink, and reinvent everything we do and how we do it in order to remain relevant. We must all become reinventors, and we’d better do it quickly.

Compare the list of the top twenty-five companies in the Fortune 500 in the year 2000 and the year 2010. The results are shocking. Sixteen of the top twenty-five companies fell off their lofty perches in the span of only ten years. That’s almost two-thirds!

Dig a little deeper and you’ll find that since the Fortune 500 list was first published in 1955 more than 90 percent of the companies on it have been mopped up by smaller rivals, gone bankrupt, shrunk so small that they have become inconsequential, or simply closed their doors.

These companies were once the largest and most stable businesses in the nation. Certainly these thriving organizations had the intellectual and financial resources to ensure their continued success. Amoco got merged away; Esmark was acquired by Beatrice Foods, which later got sopped up by ConAgra; Armour got split up into parts; Navistar was delisted from the NYSE; Union Carbide was swallowed by Dow; and Firestone ended up sold to Japanese interests. Only one company, DuPont, has appeared on every Fortune 500 list.

All of these companies failed to constantly evolve, change, grow, and reinvent themselves, and eventually they were kicked to the curb.

Today, a combination of stagnant Western markets, former third world nations embracing technology and becoming manufacturing powerhouses with middle classes larger than that of the U.S., technology that makes everything increasingly transparent, and customers who believe that they can get exactly what they want when they want it at a price they’re willing to pay all add up to a game-changing business environment. Anyone who thinks that they’ll get a free pass and that they don’t have to constantly reinvent their business has their head in the sand.

HOW THE REINVENTORS CAME TO BE

As part of my preparation for teaching and speeches, I conduct about eight hundred telephone interviews annually with business owners, senior leaders, executives, and CEOs. Two questions I ask each of them are, “What’s keeping you awake at night about business?” and “What are the stumbling blocks or challenges that could get in the way of your business achieving its full economic potential?”

As the Great Recession of 2007–2009 came to a close, people stopped talking only about staying alive and started responding with their concerns about the need to reinvent their business models.

While considering the possibility of doing a book on the subject, I received a call from a friend attending a conference that helped me decide to pull the pin. He’s not normally a very excitable guy, but he was almost out of breath when I answered his call. “You’re not going to believe some numbers I just heard,” he said, “and if nothing else convinces you to do the book on reinvention, they will.”

The startling numbers he was referring to were from the 2010 IBM Global CEO Study. It turns out that 67 percent of worldwide CEOs think their current business model is only sustainable for another three years, while another 31 percent believe their current model might have as long as five years.

Between everyone I was interviewing talking about their need to reinvent themselves and their companies and 98 percent of global CEOs believing their current business models were ultimately unsustainable, I decided to learn as much as I could about reinvention.

THE RESEARCH

In the spirit of becoming a reinventor, I changed the ways I used to research previous books, outsourcing the task of helping me identify the people and companies who’ve done the best job of reinventing their businesses and reducing the research time by two-thirds.

Initial research yielded more than twenty-two thousand stories, articles, and blogs published in the past ten years with the key words reinvention, reinvent, and reinventor. By reviewing the first few paragraphs of each article we were able to discard almost 90 percent of them because of either age (too old), size (too small), or repetition. Most of our rejections were due to the zealous misuse and overuse of the word reinvention.

I studied the remaining several thousand stories in search of the one hundred most compelling examples of reinvention by asking the following questions: Has the company truly demonstrated a significant reinvention? Is it doing well financially with a seemingly bright future? Will it be an interesting company to study? Is it of a size that both entrepreneurs and leaders of large organizations could learn from? Am I likely to learn something I don’t already know? Next came interviews with the companies in an effort to identify the most compelling cases for reinvention, followed by field research and interviews with people at all levels of the organizations. From the one hundred, I selected the best examples of companies who successfully embraced continuous change for inclusion in the book.

A SURPRISING FINDING

I undertook this project with the vague notion that reinvention was about moving a business from point A to point B. But that’s not what I found. We discovered that in the process of moving from A to B these businesses developed new skill sets and values that allowed them to quickly progress to C, D, E, and beyond.

They all became serial reinventors and embraced constant radical change.

Good business is about making certain you’re providing something of value to someone willing to pay you enough to make it worth your while. Reinventors make certain they’re continually providing something of value to someone willing to pay them enough to make it worthwhile.

This book isn’t about outsourcing, and it won’t tell you where to build your factories, how to distribute your goods or services, who your customers will be, what your business model will look like, or even what business you’ll be in. But it will teach you how to figure out all those things on your own and provide you with lessons and principles to give you a head start on everyone else.

You’re about to learn what people and companies who continually reinvent themselves and their organizations do to stay ahead. If you’re ready, this book will help you and your business become a serial reinventor.


CHAPTER 1

CONSTANT CHANGE AND GROWTH


Companies committed to growth make staying ahead of their customers’ wants and needs a hallmark of their culture and accomplish that goal through constant radical change and reinvention.




Several years ago I was standing in front of an audience of highly accomplished engineers and executives at an electronics company. I wanted to help them get their heads around the topic I was about to address, so I asked three questions.

“How many of you would like to earn more money?”

Every hand went up, including those of the newly hired recruits; low, mid-level, and senior executives; and even the C-suite senior executives.

“Now, raise your hand again if you hope that someday you’ll receive a promotion or have more responsibility.”

Once again, it was unanimous; every hand reached high into the air.

Then, I asked my final question: “And when would you like to begin earning more money and having more responsibility—sooner, or later?”

Accompanied by big smiles, “SOONER!” echoed loudly throughout the room.

As I glanced at the CEO, it appeared he’d heard something he didn’t like. At the break I asked if something was wrong. “No, not wrong,” he said, “but those questions you asked are going to keep me up tonight. They all want to grow and do better, and I’d better not let them down.”

He was more right than he knew.

Since then I’ve asked that question of nearly a half million people who have attended my speeches, and having witnessed the same number of hands in the air it seems fair to conclude that wanting to improve one’s financial condition and achieve one’s full potential are universal desires.

Buried in the shared hopes of workers are two mammoth problems with huge consequences for the owners and leaders of businesses of every size and that speak directly to the need for constant radical change and reinvention:


[image: ] If a business isn’t growing, the people who want to make more money and have more responsibility won’t get what they want when they want it, and they’ll find a reason to leave and pursue better opportunities elsewhere.

[image: ] Unless a business is constantly undergoing radical change, it will never be able to stay ahead of its customers’ constantly changing wants and needs, and its growth will first falter and then completely stop.



Two of the primary responsibilities of a business leader are to keep a highly motivated team of people together and to make certain the team stays ahead of a growing base of customers who have constantly changing wants and needs. Everything else can be dealt with and managed.

There’s never been a business that has reached a desired level of revenues or profits and then remained static or stayed at the same level for any significant length of time. Even those that make it to the top of the Fortune 1000 are on a slippery slope. Two out of three were able to hold their ground from 1973 to 1983, but from 1993 to 2003 almost two out of three were leaders no more. It’s not going to get any easier to stay at the top in the future.

Every business must be constantly and quickly changing, growing, and moving forward or they’ll eventually find themselves in a downward spiral that will ultimately result in their demise. Stalled companies historically lose almost 75 percent of their market value and often see their CEO and senior team kicked to the curb. Their replacements get saddled with long odds against them. Not even one out of two stalled companies find their way back to a healthy (4 percent or more) top line growth.

CONVENTIONAL WISDOM WON’T PROVIDE CONTINUAL GROWTH

Achieving and sustaining healthy growth is the biggest single challenge that every business will face during each day of its existence, because consistent growth simply isn’t common, and profitable growth is even rarer. While studying companies around the globe, Bain and Company Research found that nine out of ten businesses routinely fail to earn the cost of the capital invested in them. In fact, average annual growth in the 1990s was 1.4 percent, and it was even less in the 2000s.

The research for my book Think Big, Act Small bolsters the findings of Bain and Company Research. Despite spending two years studying more than seventy-two thousand companies around the world, my research team and I were able to identify only 120 businesses that had achieved double-digit organic growth for ten consecutive years.

TIRED OLD EXCUSES FOR
LITTLE OR NO GROWTH

Instead of accepting personal responsibility and addressing the root cause—an unwillingness to embrace radical change—for their lack of growth, many business leaders spend their time finding excuses for their poor performance. Their questionable explanations get retold so frequently by so many that they receive de facto validation. Here are some examples of the most used excuses:


[image: ] “It’s the economy; we’ll get better when times get better.” Margins, return on assets, and top line growth have declined consistently over the past four decades. Those years have seen seven recessions and seven recoveries. More of the same should be expected. Recessions are actually a great time to grow; more than half of today’s members of the Dow Jones Industrial Average opened their doors and began prospering during recessions.

[image: ] “Slow growth is outside our control.” Acts of God, recessions, antitrust policies, Republican or Democratic administrations—uncontrollable events are responsible for less than one out of every five stalls in business. Eighty-three percent of companies are doomed by unforced errors in execution. We’ll discuss other internal, controllable issues in upcoming chapters.

[image: ] “We can’t grow because we’re too big (or too old).” To be sure, it’s not the big that eat the small; it’s the fast that eat the slow. But since I first penned that attack on conventional wisdom in 2000, many large organizations have blown up their bureaucratic speed bumps and remade themselves to think big but act small. And it’s not just big technology companies who’ve radically changed; smokestack businesses, distribution, retail, even education companies have proven any business can grow.

[image: ] “Cost cutting is our key to growth.” Even though strategies to accomplish more with less have time and time again spurred incredible innovation and growth, old-fashioned, share-the-pain, across-the-board cost cutting has failed to create profitable growers 93 percent of the time. Why? Because pruning 10 or 15 percent from all parts of a business still leaves you spending 85 percent on activities that don’t contribute and cutting precious investment dollars from your best opportunities for a big payback. This is called feeding the weeds while starving the flowers.

[image: ] “Acquisitions are our key to growth.” We can all remember good examples, such as when eBay bought PayPal and Disney bought Pixar. Or the decade when IBM hit scores of home runs and ran up their revenues 50 percent and Cisco added $8.8 billion in sales through buying and growing other companies. There are notable examples of game-changing acquisitions that propelled organizations to double-digit growth. But as the adage says, “‘For example’ is not proof.” Acquisitions are minefields with booby traps everywhere. Nearly two-thirds of merged companies get trapped and stall within a quarter after announcing an acquisition, and almost 90 percent of companies fail to accelerate growth significantly in the following three years, according to research firm McKinsey Global Institute.

[image: ] “People are unwilling or unable to change.” When Bob Nardelli rolled out his sweeping plan to reinvent the Home Depot, he didn’t get a lot of buy-in. “There’s no way I was going to be part of Bob’s [bleeping] Army,” one executive confided. But many of those same executives went on to management positions at other big-box organizations and did very well. They changed, just not for Nardelli. Research shows that only one out of five people have such deep-seated issues with any change. The majority, 63 percent, will pitch in and help you reinvent as soon as they believe it is safe and the end result has a good chance of succeeding. (The remaining 17 percent are your early adopters—they’re ready to reinvent when you say “Go.”)



BUILDING A CULTURE OF
CHANGE AND GROWTH

One of the most important decisions a leader will make is to determine what kind of culture the organization should have. The hardest nonstop work they’ll ever do is to live the culture (and be seen as living it) and to get and keep everyone on board the same culture bandwagon.

Culture is defined as the shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices of an organization; every group of people has a culture. Whether it’s a small restaurant, a medium-size office, or a multinational corporation with a hundred thousand employees, each group has a distinct culture, either the culture desired by the leadership and the one they constantly strive to spread throughout the organization or the one that exists by default.

When a leader fails to provide the proper culture, one will still exist; it can best be described as one of every man for himself, each acting in his own best interests and to heck with the interests of the company.

One of the best examples of a company that has created a culture of growth and embraced constant change and reinvention, where everyone is aware of the culture, is Apollo Tyres, of India. The company does business in India, where it has a network of more than four thousand retailers who sell its products, in South Africa, where it has nearly one thousand dealerships, and in the Netherlands.

By 2005, Apollo had spent several decades becoming a small, respected manufacturer of tires in the Indian marketplace. According to the company’s young managing director, Neeraj Kanwar, “We found ourselves in the same position that many other companies do. We were doing three hundred million dollars a year in revenue, constantly fighting fires and spending all our time on things that probably weren’t the best use of our time.”

Kanwar likens the company’s position at the time to an old-fashioned phonograph. “The record on the turntable kept going round and round but the needle was stuck. Some years,” he says, “we’d be up a few percent in revenues, and the next year down a couple percent, and we kept repeating that over and over again.” The breakthrough that caused Apollo to embrace constant growth and the change required to achieve it occurred in 2005.

“We had a meeting of the top twenty people in the company,” Kanwar says, “and for the first time seriously asked ourselves where we were, where we were headed, and where we wanted to go. Until that point,” he says, “what was missing was having a big goal.”

During a retreat away from company headquarters the group decided they wanted to grow the company more than sixfold, to two billion dollars, in the following five years, which would put them among the top fifteen tire companies in the world.

“Once we knew what our big objective was, we were totally committed to growth,” says the U.S.-educated Kanwar. “The next obvious step was to ask ourselves what we’d need to do to make it happen.”

The group decided they could drive the company to two billion dollars in annual revenues within their ambitious five-year time frame if they adhered to three principles, which became known as the Apollo Pillars: people, technology, and quality.

“On the people front, we were united,” says Kanwar, “and decided the more the merrier. We needed more talent, and the talent we had needed more training, because they were the primary asset that would get us to two billion dollars. One of our immediate changes,” he says, “was the launch of our Apollo Laureate Academy, designed to train everyone from our senior leadership down to people on the shop floor. We totally reinvented how we find, keep, and grow people.” This was the first pillar.

For the second pillar, “we made a complete commitment to technology on every front,” says Kanwar. “Making applied technology available to everyone within the company not only made their lives easier but makes decision making a snap and allows for nonstop reinvention to happen.

“When we refer to quality being the third pillar of our journey, you might think I’m referring to the quality of our products,” says Kanwar, “but I’m not. Having the highest-quality product goes without saying. Instead, we made a commitment to quality in every single thing we do and undertake at every level of the company. One of our aspirations is to win the coveted Deming Prize for quality.”

There was an unspoken fourth pillar in the Apollo growth and reinvention journey: speed. “My philosophy,” says Kanwar, “is that if something is worth doing it’s worth doing as fast as possible. It’s not natural to do things slowly,” he says. “If you’ve made up your mind, just do it and get it done.

“Once you’ve made a commitment to constant growth and you’ve gotten everyone on board and you’ve agreed on the principles that will guide your journey, the things that need to be reinvented become obvious,” adds Kanwar, completing his thought with a profound “Reinvention isn’t something you do once or twice or now and then. It’s something you do on a daily basis, and leading a business that embraces constant radical change is a lot more fun than listening to a phonograph with a stuck needle.”

If a leader truly wants to build a business committed to growth and change, then that message must become a vital part of the culture, and everyone must know it and practice it.

A CULTURE OF CHANGE AND
GROWTH MEANS A BETTER
TOMORROW FOR EVERYONE

When a business is growing quickly, all the stakeholders—workers, leaders, customers, suppliers, and investors—are happy and reap financial rewards. When a business isn’t growing, those same stakeholders begin to suffer financially, imagine darker tomorrows looming on the horizon, and eventually start looking elsewhere for better opportunities.

Workers

Abraham Maslow nailed it in his landmark work Hierarchy of Needs: A Theory of Human Motivation.

Nobody woke up this morning and said, “I sure hope tomorrow sucks more than today.” The human condition is to hope for a better tomorrow and to always improve one’s circumstances in life. When someone joins a company she’s making a bet. She’s counting on continued employment, pay raises, developing new skills, being promoted, and eventually being able to achieve a better life for herself and her family and to gain some sense of financial security.

Once a worker’s needs for food, clothing, and shelter are fulfilled he begins striving for self-esteem, achievement, the respect of others around him, creativity, spontaneity, and problem solving. Unless a business is growing, there’s no opportunity for a worker to grow and achieve those things, and he will start searching for fulfillment elsewhere. Howard Schultz, founder and CEO of Starbucks, realizes that and included growth platforms in his new seven-point transformation agenda for the company. “You can’t attract and retain great people for a company that isn’t going to grow,” he says. “We have to instill a deep sense of commitment to growing the company.”

Eventually, unless a company is changing and growing, wages get frozen, downsizing occurs, layoffs take place, and the company ends up with a disappointed, disillusioned, and cynical workforce. Sooner or later the most promising and talented workers leave because they can’t see a future that will allow them to achieve their full potential; following their departure, all that generally remains is a group of unskilled, unmotivated, directionless people who merely go through the motions and are unemployable anywhere else.

When a company is constantly changing and its revenues and profits are growing—assuming the ownership and leadership have learned the lesson that wealth must be shared with the people responsible for creating it—you’ll more than likely find a happy and highly engaged workforce.

Customers

Customers are a smart bunch of people and know a lot more than most companies realize.

Last year I went holiday shopping at an upscale mall located in an affluent suburb of San Francisco. One of the mall’s anchor tenants is a store owned by Federated Department Stores, the nation’s largest chain of department stores. As I walked through the store I had a strange feeling of déjà vu, of having experienced the exact same shopping experience at another time in the past. I stopped, looked around, and realized I’d had the precise
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