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Chapter 13 (Part)
The Challenge
Cyrus arrived at 8.30 on Thursday morning, complete with entourage.  As per the plan they had developed in Lucy’s hotel, Lucy sent the entourage on a factory tour with Abs, and siphoned Cyrus off into a separate meeting room, where Richard awaited them.

As Cyrus entered the room, his eyes were drawn to the far wall.  An interwoven montage of diagrams, matrices and graphs drew his gaze.  He was intrigued, but mindful of protocol, he turned quickly to Richard, and they shook hands.

“Cyrus, welcome to Gloucester!” said Richard by way of opening the conversation.  He had met Cyrus only once before, briefly during his round of final interviews.  Truth to tell, he felt slightly in awe of this man who held a large part of his career, his future, and his security in his hands.  He hoped it did not show.

Cyrus smiled easily, “Thank you Richard.  It’s nice to be here.  How ya doin?”

“Fine,” replied Richard, “as we hope to demonstrate!  We felt it would be useful to give you a quick overview of what has been happening, as a context to the rest of your visit.  Is that okay?”

“Shoot!” said Cyrus.

Richard indicated a chair at the table, and Cyrus took this as his cue.  He pulled the chair out and sat down.  Lucy followed suit.  And Richard walked over to stand beside the montage on the far wall.

“What you see here,” he began, “is the result of our efforts to plan our business goals into the operation of the Gloucester facility.”

Richard glanced at the neatly arranged, professionally prepared sheets, and looked back at Cyrus.  He expected him to be impressed by the amount of thought and preparation that had gone on.  He did not look it.  And when he spoke, he did not sound it either.

“Really?” he responded, a touch of sarcasm was evident in the tone.  “Most places seem to achieve the same thing much more simply.  You know the odd meeting, the odd set of written objectives.  That sort of thing!”

His eyes held Richard’s in a piercing stare.  Richard was now on the back foot.  He had expected a bit of breathing space to get into his stride.  But clearly Cyrus was more direct and blunt than that.  Lucy should have warned him.

Richard struggled to think how to respond to this.  Clearly, Cyrus could not see the need for this level of thinking.  That was what Richard needed to address first.  He decided he had to take some risks, if he was to regain the initiative.

“Yes they do.  Providing the goals aren’t too onerous.  You know the odd 5% here and there.”  He had deliberately taken a sideswipe at the Cylek common goal setting approach.  He continued:  “Or where you suck out the future health of the business to deliver more challenging targets.  But where is the skill in delivering 5%, when your business is capable of delivering 50%?  Where is the challenge in saving 2% of your costs, when you routinely waste 20%?  Achieving 10% of your potential can almost be delivered by luck and goodwill.  Achieving 100% of your potential, without compromising the future, requires careful thought and planning.”

Cyrus had lost some of his aggression.  Richard fancied that he was considering the points in a new light.  But the cynicism was still there.  “So what you’re saying is that this will deliver me 50% improvement?”

Richard realised that this was where ‘the rubber hit the road’ with Cyrus.  The Old Man was not impressed by theory.  He took a flier.  “Over the next two to three years, without any shadow of a doubt!” he replied.  Cyrus sat back in his seat and eyed Richard carefully.  Lucy looked at Richard wide-eyed in surprise.  This was not in the script.

“So how does it work?” asked Cyrus.

Richard started with the Why-How chart, and how the objectives were set, and then moved on to explain the top-level QFD and some of the insights that had arisen from it.  He then drew Cyrus’s attention to the measures and targets.

“You will see that the targets we have set ourselves for the remainder of this year, while reasonably ambitious in ‘normal’ terms, are significantly below the 50% we aspire to.”

Cyrus raised an eyebrow, indicating his wish for Richard to continue, and implying that he was watching carefully and critically.  Lucy had been wondering, ever since Richard had made the 50% claim, how he was going to handle reconciling this bit.

“There is a good reason for that.”  

A second glance caught Cyrus and Lucy frozen in their previous facial expressions.  Richard continued with hardly a pause.  “Whatever targets we set ourselves have to be owned, and believed in, by both the management team and the organisation as a whole.  At this point, many of them are still thinking from an incremental mindset, but working through this goal setting process has begun to change that.  As an example of this we can look at the work done by the ‘Design and develop products and processes’ process.”

Richard indicated the outcomes of the work Lucy had been doing with Deborah, which had been stuck below the main QFD.

“You can see that Deborah Lewis has already got her team thinking of more radical objectives, for instance 30% reduction in design to market time.  I am confident that our performance this year will actually exceed these performance targets, and build their understanding, and their confidence, to pursue even more radical targets next year.  You will get your 50%, but I have to take my team with me in order to deliver it.  And that is why it’s a two to three year goal.”

Cyrus did not look fully convinced, but he appeared to be giving Richard the benefit of the doubt.  Lucy looked impressed with Richard’s quick footwork.  So much so, that she had become convinced that 50% was not only possible, it was the only way to go.  If you could not design a business to perform 50% better, you were clearly not seriously trying.

Cyrus spent the next ten minutes probing the detail of the diagram with Richard, and with each answer, he became more and more comfortable.  Finally came the question Richard had been expecting from the outset.

“So where does all this fit into the objectives you agreed in your budgeting process in December?”

Richard reached into his file.  He pulled out the original fax he had received last Christmas.  It had always looked a little jaded - the standard jagged font, and the typical black lines from a poor signal - but the intervening months had been less than kind to it, and it now looked positively scruffy.  He stuck the fax up beside the rows of neatly typed objectives for effect.

“We believe,” Richard explained, “that the objectives you set us for this year, will not only be fully honoured by pursuing the plans shown here, but that the additional thought we have put into them will ensure that they are guaranteed, and exceeded, and that the excess performance will reveal itself in customer benefits, market benefits, and cost benefits.”

A wry smile played on Cyrus’s lips.  The showmanship had not been lost on him, as he compared the soiled fax he had sent four months previously with the inexorable logic of the QFD process.  He knew that his goal setting process had been anything but rigorous.  It had taken two hours as part of a larger meeting, and had been based solely on what the market and the money markets were likely to expect.

On the other hand, he felt that Richard had gone to the other extreme.  But time would tell, and he would give it enough slack to enable him to make that judgement more objectively.  He had one more card to play.

He turned to Lucy.  “This is a bit off of your normal track.”  The implied question hung in the air.

“Yes, well, I’m not the architect of this one.  I wish I had been.  But to misquote Oscar Wilde, I’m sure I will be next time!”  Cyrus smiled at her, slightly paternalistically, and she continued:  “Seriously Cyrus, it’s a terrific process, and it has so much potential for us, for Cylek as a whole.  I’ve never seen anything like it before, but I know it will work, I’ve already seen it doing so.  I want to help Richard prove it here, and then I want to put it into the rest of Cylek.  Once the others have seen what it can do, I will be so much in demand I’ll have to double my fee rates.”

Cyrus laughed.  “If it does all you say it will, I’ll double them for you!  But it surely can’t be all roses.  What isn’t going so well at the moment?  Where are your problems?”

Cyrus caught the pause, the quick exchange of glances between Richard and Lucy.  The pause lengthened, and he knew they were going to be honest.  They were clearly thinking through how to phrase it.

Lucy had decided to stay quiet.  It was up to Richard as to what he would say.  How open he would be.

After what seemed a long time, Richard looked back up at Cyrus.  “Well, this example of how the QFD deploys down into processes.”   He pointed at Deborah’s outputs.  “It has to be said that this is by far the best example.  Others are working hard to catch up, but some just don’t seem to be bought into it at all.”  

Richard paused again, wondering how obvious his own failings in this area were to others.  “Pushing this approach is bringing me into conflict with some of my staff.  I believe they don’t want the transparency that the process brings.  They don’t want the clarity of issues and the real measures of performance that may invoke additional responsibilities on them.  I am concerned that, at least subconsciously, they hide their weaknesses, and don’t want to be exposed!”

Cyrus seemed to look right through Richard and merely sounded “Hmmm.”  

Richard replayed the last line in his mind “… they hide their weaknesses…” and felt curiously exposed to Cyrus gaze, almost like Cyrus was saying “… and you don’t?”  Richard found he had started to shuffle slightly.  He caught himself, braced himself, and moved quickly on.  “But I recognise that I will need to address this!”

Cyrus stood up abruptly and said “Thank you for that.  I like the way your thinking is going, but I want to see some more for myself.  I have to leave at eleven, perhaps we could get back together at a quarter of eleven, once I’ve had a chance to look around and speak to some people.”  

Richard nodded and Cyrus continued:  “Can you direct me to Daniel Matthews’ office?  I promised to drop in on him while I was here.”

Richard’s heart sank.  But, hopefully without it showing, he said to Cyrus:  “I’ll walk you over there.”

“It’s no problem,” said Cyrus, “I don’t want to keep you.”  Clearly Cyrus did not want a chaperone.  His tone said it all.

“It’s okay,” said Richard.  “I’ve got to go back to my office.  I can drop you off there on the way.”

▬▬▬▬▬▬(((▬▬▬▬▬▬

At ten forty-five exactly, Cyrus walked into Richard’s office.  Richard looked up abruptly from what he was doing.

“I won’t beat around the bush, Richard,” Cyrus started.  “I have strong misgivings over what you are doing here, as it appears do a number of your staff.  Some are concerned that it will cause the company to take its eye off serving customers.  Others feel it is onerous and bureaucratic.  I am concerned that you may get so wrapped up in the theory that you drop the ball in practice.  But…”  

He had run through his speech without taking breath, but here he paused, and allowed his features to soften.  “I appointed you to this position because you’re young and you have different ideas.  I feel I need to give you a chance to prove yourself.  But I have to admit to being concerned about the possible downsides.”  Here he held his hands in a gesture of supplication.  “I can only give you a limited window to deliver in.  Cylek UK is currently under-performing.  We missed budget last year, and the last four months’ figures show a steady decline.  I expect you to meet the performance targets agreed in December for this current financial year, and to have made significant and sustained progress towards this within the next three months.  Within that timescale you have a free hand to make your approach work.  We will continue to fund Lucy’s support for your work for those three months, but we expect results.  I’m sure I don’t need to clarify the alternatives for you.”

The last words were spoken firmly, but not unkindly.  Richard nodded.

“Apart from that, I have to admit to being excited by what you are attempting here!  I want to see you succeed!  Make it work Richard, for both our sakes!”  With that Cyrus turned on his heel and was gone.

Richard looked down at the papers on his desk, and wondered what to do next.  He had not expected the visit to go like this.  Lucy and he had hoped for so much more from it.  They had not allowed for failure.  Their mistake.  He became aware of someone watching him from the door, and he looked up to meet Lucy’s empathetic gaze.

“He’s always been one for the grand exit,” she said.  “Are you okay?”

Richard just looked at her and wrinkled his nose slightly, a sort of facial shrug, and sat down in his chair.  Lucy walked further into the room, looking more intently at him, as if trying to assess the damage.

“Were you seriously expecting more?” she asked him.

He shrugged again.  “Well, more time would have been nice!” he suggested.

Mirth was clear in Lucy’s voice.  “Richard, you’re from R&D, and from the UK.  Cyrus is from Sales, and from the States!  You have different concepts of time!  You got about as much from him as you were going to get!  Seriously!”  Richard shrugged again.

“So, what else did you secure from him?” she asked.  

Richard looked up quizzically.  “What do you mean?”

“Well,” she continued, “if you’ve got your key people meeting a three month timetable on this, there is no way you can conform to the budgeting timescales or the Oroto project, without extra resources.  Did you get concessions on those?”  Richard went quiet, and Lucy closed her eyes momentarily as she thought of a more positive constructive response than the one that had just occurred to her.

After a few moments of silence she continued: “Okay, we’ll deliver performance improvements in three months that exceed his expectations, but that will mean we need to clearly rethink our plan for this, and the implications for people’s time.  That will tell us exactly what the concessions we need are, and we can justify them against the improved levels of performance we are proposing.  Okay?”

Richard remained quiet.  Still thinking.  So Lucy concluded: “Okay, I’ll get on with the plan” and lifted herself out of her seat.  The abrupt movement seemed to bring Richard together to a point of resolve.  

He looked up, his expression firmer.  “Yes, that’s a good idea.  If you can draft it this afternoon, perhaps we can review it this evening?”

Lucy was a bit taken aback by the sudden change.  She smiled briefly, said: “Fine!” and left.
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