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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Executricks in the Post-Retirement Age



I wrote the hardcover edition of this book almost two years ago now, I think. The world was a different place. Subprime mortgages and arcane financial instruments had been invented to keep the massive bubble of corporate capitalism floating high above a sea of debt. Budgets were flush. Armies of executives cruised the streets of every city and town, their snouts in the collective trough of excess. Smaller folk dangled off the pelts of these sharks, feeding on their success. Things were good. And the concept of a life of idle retirement while still on the job seemed not only possible but easily achievable. This was, after all, the way our bosses did it. Why not we?

A little before New Year’s 2008, our sales guys started to feel a definite softness in the market. Our chief financial officer, an amusingly dour fellow, said to me at a staff meeting, “This is all going to come tumbling down. The banks are exposed to trillions of dollars of losses. Trillions. They will fail, and our entire financial system will come crashing down around them.” Then he took another plate of berries. I thought, “What a bummer Ned is.”

In October 2008, as we all know now, our merry magic bus drove at top speed over the cliff. It hung in the air for a while, like Wile E. Coyote in pursuit of his despicable foe, and then noted its true situation and fell into the abyss. This changed things for a lot of people. The question for all those who still sought to suckle off the system mutated somewhat. It was no longer, How do I pursue a life of elegant retirement while still employed by Big Bob? but rather, How do I keep my job without having to revert to my former life as a turd-stained Morlock?

The good news is that the Executrick continues to stand tall as the way successful people in the world of business do their business. And there is still no reason that we, the working aspirants to their thrones, can’t move forward under slightly different assumptions and learn from them.

Practitioners of the executive arts are, of course, all around us still. Some are sitting in executive country clubs that have bars on the windows, and perhaps we can agree that there is less to glean from these moral midgets than from others. Personally, I am more interested in the guys who engineered the downfall of our economy, made millions—and in some cases hundreds of millions of dollars—and then, when the time bombs they had planted blew up, took huge bonuses and moved on to new and bigger jobs. These are the masters of the Executrick to whom we all must kneel, if only to tie their shoelaces together.


So we’re not looking to retire while on the job—not anymore. We’re after a cleaner, less jovial operating model. We’re going to study the way successful people operate in every environment, including this one right now, and either figure out how to fight the tricks they pull or learn how to gently and discreetly pull them ourselves.

Because make no mistake: they do it still. There are fewer of them, it is true, but those who remain are even more clever and accomplished tricksters. We see them in the expensive boites, slapping down their plastic as they take each other to lunch. We attend their industry panels and hear them bloviate about how to fix the situations they in large part created. They continue to fly in First Class, to yell at people from the comfort of their town cars, to delegate with impunity and enjoy all that a business life, even one in reduced circumstances (mostly for others), has to offer.

I should know. I’m one of them. Been at it for some time now. Right now, times are hard. Soon they will be better. The ultimate trick is to play your game no matter what condition the field is in. I’ll try to help you figure out how that’s done—without, of course, doing any harm to myself.

To get that job done, I’ve pretty much had to rewrite a lot of this entire goddamned book. If I could think of an easier way to do it, I would have, believe me. But there was no Executrick I could play to get around it. The upside of that situation, for me, is that even those who purchased the original edition will have to buy this paperback version as well, just to stay current with the most advanced thinking on the subject.









PREFACE

The Executrick, or How These Guys Operate



We didn’t go into business to work hard. Personally, I did it to make money. Then somewhere along the line I got to be the guy who had to do everything. It’s like being in a bank. You look at the tellers, and they’re busting their humps. Somewhere behind them there’s a guy in an inner office picking his ear. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure that that’s the guy you want to be.

In meetings, I find I can’t listen to meaningless drivel anymore without feeling the urge to get up and leave. That’s a significant liability. PowerPoint presentations, in particular, put me into a sleep so deep it involves drooling. I’m up every night at 3 a.m. wondering why I’m up every night at 3 a.m. No matter how small the potential snafu or fubar situation, it rears up and seizes my imagination like a golem. I need some relief. And yet there will be no relief. Because the end of work as we know it is not in sight.

On the bright side, while I worry a lot, I actually work approximately 127 percent less than the guy who works for me. And the guys who work for him? Their situation makes me want to cry. I’d feel really sorry for them if their constant grind didn’t make my life possible. In the old days, they’d be resentful. Now we’re all just happy to have jobs.

People actually say that. You go in for a raise, and the Human Resources functionary looks at you like you’re crazy. “Be grateful you have a job, man,” he says. And he means it.

He’s basically right, at least at this juncture. Forced retirement, like the genuine article, is problematic, even if you can afford it, which so few actually can anymore. Because loss of position means more than loss of income. The evaporation of persona and status is worse. I see the newly decruited in the places where I eat. They’re in the back by the potted plants. They’re talking about mashies and niblicks and great lies on the fifteenth fairway. When you ask them what it’s like to be free of the daily bushwah, they talk about golf, and they talk about all the organized travel they are doing, and in my mind’s eye the void opens up like a cosmic space that only Stephen Hawking could understand—a place where people mall-walk in fugue states. And before long, no matter how brave and self-reliant he or she may be, the guy or gal without a gig will hit you up for a job.

I know this fellow, not old, not young. We’ll call him Albert. About three years ago, in one of the general constrictions of the industry, Albert’s position became redundant. You like that terminology? I don’t. But it’s better than any alternative that anybody has come up with. It’s better than “We didn’t need his sorry butt around anymore.” At least I think it is.

At any rate, I decided that it just might be possible to save Albert. I offered him a very secure post, same money, less power in the reporting structure. It took some doing, too, believe me. HR wanted to defenestrate him. But I said no. So I told Albert the good news, and he said, “I’ll need to think about it.” And I thought, “Huh?” And about a week later, which was already too long, he came back to me and said, “I’ve decided to go out on my own. I believe in my own future potential more than you guys do. So thanks, but no thanks.”

Now the world is as it is, which I’m sure you know. And every few months I receive a piteous, needy call or lengthy e-mail from Albert. Sometimes he’s calm. Sometimes he’s hysterical. Sometimes he goes around me to one of my colleagues to see if he can mash his way into the corporation again. Every time I see his address pop up on my Outlook or see his number flash on my caller ID, I think, “God, it stinks not to have a job.”

Some middle ground between slavery and unemployment is clearly called for. Something between the grinding labor of working life and the silence of deep space that surrounds you as your dead body floats out beyond Pluto, which has also been laid off as a planet, come to think of it. The good news is that this enviable status does exist. It’s called executive life:


 

REAL LIFE

Fixed income, since there are no raises anymore

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Big bucks with boffo bonuses, even when you screw up



REAL LIFE

Lunch at Costco because it’s the only place where you can get a giant hot dog and a Coke for $1.50

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Lunch at Michael’s where you have a cheeseburger and Pellegrino for $150.00



REAL LIFE

Small circle of acquaintances

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Rich social context



REAL LIFE

Drink alone with actual friends

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Drink top shelf booze with “friends” who would like to see you dead




REAL LIFE

Drive four hundred miles per year in boring personal car

EXECUTIVE LIFE

President’s Club at Hertz



REAL LIFE

Mandatory golf on same course, over and over, year after year

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Elective golf on links around the world




REAL LIFE

Heart attack at price of T-bone

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Take an extra one home for Rex




REAL LIFE

Lose touch with reality

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Create own reality




REAL LIFE

Diminished sexual options due to reduced circumstances

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Probability of terrific sex with shallow people impressed by your bankroll, no matter how old, short, and unattractive you may be





REAL LIFE

Intimations of mortality

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Estate planning




REAL LIFE

No naps, except perhaps at meetings, which come with repercussions

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Precisely correct nap quotient




REAL LIFE

Wait too long for retirement and death

EXECUTIVE LIFE

Occasional limited wait for limo



The secret of happiness, then, is to live that life whether you deserve to or not. The fact is, nobody deserves to. So why shouldn’t you not deserve to at the same high level as other guys who don’t deserve to?

The list of the individuals who have made this game work for them is long and inviting, and almost too easy to poke a stick at. It includes suits like John Thain, former head of Merrill Lynch, whose first act as a newly bailed-out executive pertained to the $1 million renovation of his office, and so many others. But the funniest and most endearing example of spongiform executive brains syndrome has still to be the Stan O’Neal who was forced out in late 2007 from his post at that very same doomed financial institution. Consider the following priceless clip, offered by Michael Lewis in the Financial Week of November 19, 2007.

“In the six weeks between Aug. 12 and Sept. 30, as Merrill Lynch’s losses mounted, its CEO didn’t merely manage to play 20 rounds of golf, on four different courses. He played them beautifully, with a consistency that defied the pain he must have been feeling,” Lewis writes, continuing:


Indeed, a glance at the scores explains why the Merrill Lynch board agreed to pay him $48 million in 2006: the man has ice water in his veins. From the end of July to early October, when the firm Stan O’Neal ran was losing money at a rate of more than $100 million a day, his handicap wavered only slightly—in fact dropped, to 9.1 from 10.2.



It’s hard to tell now if Lewis is kidding. But he goes on to quote what he contends are the actual notes O’Neal scribbled on the back of his PGA scorecards during the bucolic time he spent on the greens while his firm was bleeding red. “Many of these, naturally, have nothing to do with business,” Lewis writes.


For instance, on Aug. 31 on the back of the card that proves he shot an 83 at Martha’s Vineyard’s prestigious Vineyard Golf Club, Mr. O’Neal scribbled, “Stan is certainly the man!” On Sept. 22, after he’d shot an 80 at the verdant Waccabuc Country Club, he wrote, with his natural ear for the language, “Eighty makes me greaty!”



What’s interesting to us in this exercise is not how egregious all of this is, but how enviable. Wouldn’t you like to be playing golf, or something even more worthwhile, at a time when others are burning the midnight flopsweat? I know I would.

Cute, huh? I think so. The kicker is even better. When O’Neal was bounced, he reportedly left with a going-away package of more than $150 million. I still expect him to surface again, possibly at my company in some altitudinous capacity. Hell, I’ll probably be working for him. Self-reinvention, built on the amnesia inherent in the system, is the hallmark of true executive talent.

You would think that this charmed life of indolence and financial security might have disappeared with the boom market. It has not. In fact, the very same tactics are now being used by those who wish to keep their jobs, not simply abuse them.


As before, the key in all economies, up or down, is to use the digital capabilities, global reach, and evolved status of the delegative arts to build a lifestyle that, if executed with distinction, makes business life manageable, interesting, and fun and that confers an enhanced level of control on those who know how to keep their jobs while jobbing the system.

At the heart of this strategy lies a phalanx of ploys, evasions, ruses, hoaxes, sleights of hand, and clever swindles that, from this time forth, we will bundle under one simple name:

Executricks.









INTRODUCTION

Core Concepts



For the Executrick to take place at all, let alone work to build your power and security in the current operating environment, it must first have soil to grow in, air to breathe, a favorable environment, and the necessary local technology to give it form and shape. If you toil in a culture without widespread use of the BlackBerry, Palm, or iPhone, you will have to hop around like a one-legged contestant at an ass-kicking contest to get things done. They can be accomplished, of course. But it’s a lot harder. An apple pie made out of Ritz crackers is possible, for instance. It’s called a Mock Apple Pie, and if you have no apples, that might have to do. It’s better, however, to have apples.

Whether or not you have the optimal equipment, you must be clever. And wise. And around long enough to establish a working milieu in which you can rely on the following pillars upon which your temple of subtle, varied Executricks will be built.


Delegation. This is the art of getting other people to do the stuff you don’t want to do. It is at the heart of all power. You can’t woolgather if you’re the one responsible for shearing the sheep.

Great delegators of the past include both managers recognized for their wisdom and success and other managers noted for their indolence and stupidity. You can choose which one you’d like to be. History has a way of changing its mind about this style of nonmanagement.

Ronald Reagan—the Great Delegator himself—was widely derided at the end of his career as president for sleeping during meetings and allowing his wife to act as the actual chief executive, stomping on subordinates and otherwise setting the agenda in matters of policy and astrology. At the same time, there were fawning exclamations of devotion from places usually quite circumspect and trenchant. Fortune magazine, for instance, ran a famous story at the time entitled “What Managers Can Learn from Manager Reagan.” Today, a huge number of Americans cite Reagan as one of the great presidents in American history, with nary a word implying that the man snoozed through a fair amount of his second term.

The operational implications are very clear. Those who can establish a style of aggressive delegation are well on the way to setting up the comprehensive environment in which the Executrick can function. There will be no retribution, either in real time or in the future, if the shifting of responsibility is seen as a bona fide and elected tactic. Only those who take on the job and then simply fail to perform will find trouble. The core Executrick is to pass along the work and then make certain that the recipient of the assignment accomplishes his or her task and then passes along some portion of credit to you. Along with this modus vivendi comes the danger that your working executive lifestyle will be interrupted rudely if your designated hitters screw up. Stan O’Neal felt groovy on the golf course because he thought the guys back in the office could handle things. Now he has to go home with nothing but $150 million to fall back on. Make sure that never happens to you!




CORE EXECUTRICK:

Delegation

1. Receive work;

 

2. Designate recipient;

 

3. Assign work;

 

4. Monitor as necessary;

 

5. Receive work;

 

6. Evaluate and redelegate;

 

7. Receive revised work;

 

8. Accept work with thanks;

 

9. Pass along work to original source; accept credit;

 

10. Continue policy of inattention.





Artful delegation, then, is the foundation of our craft. Without it, nothing can rise. But it is only one of the concepts that drive the enterprise, primarily by empowering the next core element of our effort:

Absence, or the ability to get “work” done while not being physically on the scene.

We will spend quite a bit of time exploring the many possibilities here, which, in this digital age, are abundant and quite nuanced. But the underlying principle has been in play since ancient times, when great rulers like Alexander and Caesar ran the known world from Illyria, Thrace, Macedonia, and other remote places from whence there was no public transportation. News took weeks to get anywhere, and then it arrived garbled. And yet they somehow made the state of Not Being There work for them on a very high level. And believe you me, they both had a mighty good time while doing so.

Today, great potentates from Putin to Gates to
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