Thriving in the New Economy:Forget Conventional Wisdom

By Andrew Sobel 

Early in his career, advertising pioneer David Ogilvy, founder of Ogilvy and Mather, won the prestigious Rolls-Royce account. Instead of holing up in a conference room to brainstorm creative ideas for the ad campaign—as many of his colleagues wanted to do—he launched an in-depth study of the company and its cars. He spent weeks interviewing Rolls-Royce engineers and managers, and pored over every word that had ever been written about the company. In an obscure technical journal he read that the ticking of the dashboard clock is the loudest sound the driver can hear at 60 miles per hour. Ogilvy had found his idea: what to an engineer seemed like a mere statement of fact became for a creative advertiser the basis for an enormously successful and award-winning campaign for Rolls-Royce. Ogilvy took this phrase—"the ticking of the dashboard clock . . ."—and built a major print advertising program around it, using it as the headline for full-page ads in upper-crust British magazines. 

Although firmly planted in the last century, Ogilvy was in many respects an exemplar of the broad-based, client-centered business professional who will thrive in the 21st century. Unfortunately, modern professionals have all but forgotten many of the attributes and attitudes that made individuals like Ogilvy so effective in the marketplace. 

Before entering advertising, for example, Ogilvy tried a number of careers, working as an apprentice chef, stove salesman, farmer, and British intelligence agent. He lived in the United States for several years, and worked with the famous pollster George Gallup, who taught him to appreciate modern, quantitative market research techniques. Ogilvy wasn’t content to be a mere advertising "expert." He believed that the difference between average and above-average advertising professionals was that the "the good ones know more." He consequently developed knowledge breadth to complement his specialist depth, and engaged in deep learning about his clients. His client devotion was tempered by a staunch independence: he recommended that all professionals "fire" a major client once a year. He was good at analysis but focused his attention on big-picture, breakthrough ideas—on providing insight rather than information. Ogilvy was, in essence, a broad-gauge, trusted, independent adviser to his clients—precisely the type of professional who is going to prosper in the new economy. To assume this role today, however, many professionals are going to have to rethink how they approach their careers and their clients.

From Knowledge Worker to Wisdom Worker

During the last decade, business professionals—whose numbers count many Middlebury graduates—have benefited handsomely from our booming, technology-driven economy. There is, however, a dark lining to this silver cloud we call the "new" economy—an economy based on technology, the Internet, and brainpower; one where information is being disassociated from the people and things that used to carry it. 
We can glimpse this shadow side of the Internet age by looking at the impact that the English industrial revolution had on craftsmen nearly 200 years ago. Numbering in the millions, English craftsmen were affluent, influential members of society when the industrial revolution began to take off around 1800. Fifty years later, their ranks were decimated, their skilled handiwork replaced by cheap labor—provided mostly by women and children—and factory automation. Those who survived were the artists whose work transcended the mere fabrication of leather, cloth, and iron. 

Today’s knowledge workers face a similar threat from our new economy. With universal access to information, expertise is being automated and reduced to a commodity. Market research reports that used to cost thousands of dollars can now be obtained free over the Internet. Clients can learn virtually everything about you and your product or service at the click of a mouse, and even force you to bid with your competitors in a faceless, electronic auction. Web-based sales automation is reducing the need for expensive sales forces, and millions of consumers use inexpensive software like Turbotax to do their taxes and even write wills, thus avoiding tax advisers and lawyers.

The effects of these trends are readily apparent. In fields as diverse as law, accounting, consulting, banking, and technology services, there is significant consolidation occurring, with new mergers being announced almost monthly. What used to be the "Big 8" accounting firms are now the "Big 5." Law firms, which historically enjoyed long-term retainer relationships with their clients, are being asked to bid competitively for work. Many companies are now conducting frequent, tough reviews of their consulting firms and advertising agencies, forcing incumbents continually to justify their relationship. 

Although the booming economy has masked some of the fallout from these trends, the average income of at least one class of professionals—doctors—is declining. The day may not be far off when service providers will compete online to fulfill your professional service needs, just as they do now for airline tickets. Imagine asking doctors to "bid" to conduct a routine surgical procedure or inviting lawyers to compete for your estate planning business.

How can professionals navigate this sea change? Unfortunately, the conventional wisdom about professional success—"find a specialty, do good work, and the rest will follow" —is now woefully inadequate. Consider, for example, the fact that over 50 percent of clients who switch suppliers say they were "satisfied" with them before switching! 

A new model for professional success is needed in our new economy, and it requires discarding many of our traditional notions about how to succeed. The first step is to move beyond the "expert" mentality that is so prevalent in the business world and in our culture at large. In professional service firms and corporations alike we are pushed to specialize throughout our careers. If you work for a large consulting or accounting firm, you might become a reengineering expert for the chemical industry or an auditor for automotive companies. While there is great benefit in developing a deep expertise—indeed, a distinctive professional competency is essential—this specialization will eventually become a liability if you want to play a broader-gauge role with clients and develop the big-picture thinking skills and intellectual breadth characteristic of great professionals like David Ogilvy. 

During four years of research into the roots of professional effectiveness, I conducted a large number of interviews with leading CEOs about what they look for in the professionals they use for services and advice, and it became clear that the business adviser with technical depth is vastly more valuable than a technical specialist. If you want to stand out, in other words, it’s not good enough to be an "expert" knowledge worker who supplies information on a transactional basis. You need to become a wisdom worker who provides insight and ideas in the context of a long-term relationship. 

Keep in mind that many business professionals have important client dealings and advisory relationships —whether or not they are consultants, lawyers, or bankers. To some extent we are all called upon to offer advice, be a counselor or mentor, listen to another person’s problems or concerns, and come up with an answer or solution. And technical knowledge alone is woefully insufficient to enable us to fulfil this role.

The expert mindset is very different than adviser mindset. "An expert," wrote President Harry Truman, "is a person who is afraid to learn anything new because then he wouldn’t be an expert anymore." Experts focus on providing answers, doing analysis, and specializing more and more during their careers. Broad-gauge professionals who function as advisers, in contrast, ask great questions, develop knowledge breadth as well as depth, demonstrate synthesis in addition to analysis, and listen rather than just tell. 

Overcoming the expert mindset is just the beginning. There are, in addition, a number of personal and intellectual qualities that business professionals need to cultivate in order to be seen as extraordinary in today’s marketplace, in order to function as trusted advisers who add enormous value in their relationships. In Clients for Life: How Great Professionals Develop Breakthrough Relationships, we set out seven specific attributes that characterize extraordinary professionals who develop valued added, enduring client relationships. These include selfless independence, empathy, knowledge depth and breadth (becoming a "deep generalist"), synthesis or big-picture thinking, judgment, conviction, and the facility to build trust. While all of these attributes are essential, the following three merit particular attention: developing selfless independence; cultivating powers of synthesis; and creating deep, abiding trust. 

Developing Selfless Independence

In 1535, Thomas More, the former lord chancellor of England and chief adviser to King Henry VIII, was beheaded in public at the behest of his former client. More had refused to endorse Henry’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon and the resulting confrontation with the Catholic Church. King Henry—the client from hell if there ever was one—could not tolerate More’s insubordination.

Considered one of the most brilliant legal minds in history, More exemplified many of the qualities that characterize today’s extraordinary professionals. Above all he practiced selfless independence, a foundational quality of great advisers. More was selfless: he was devoted to King Henry, who More believed ruled by divine right, and the king’s agenda was More’s agenda. Yet, there were some things he just wouldn’t do—in this case, condone Henry’s seizure of power that once defined the separation of church and state. More’s independence was rooted in his deeply held beliefs and values, particularly his absolute adherence to the Church. 

Fortunately, modern professionals don’t have to die in the exercise of their independence, although they do have to be prepared to suffer short-term financial losses and temporary career setbacks.

One corporate executive told me, "I divide the professionals I use into two groups: those who will do anything I say, and those who are independent." Selflessness, unaccompanied by independence, makes you a lackey—you become willing to do whatever the client asks and agree with whatever he says. Great professionals do everything in their power to make their clients and business partners successful, but they also speak their minds and won’t compromise their integrity and beliefs. Like Thomas More, they know where to draw the line.

In essence, great professionals exercise three distinct types of independence: 

ß Intellectual independence. Harvard Law School professor Alan Dershowitz, who has represented more than his share of high-profile individuals, is a fierce advocate for his clients. He also has a well-articulated philosophy about independence and the need to be perceived by one’s client as an equal. He says, quite bluntly, "The professional who is truly independent from his client is something you rarely see nowadays. My focus is on winning the case, not trying to keep the client. Some advisers surround their clients, telling them exactly what they want to hear—I just won’t do that. I told Leona Helmsley, for example, that if she continued to be mean and cruel towards her employees, they would of course continue to turn against her. She fired me." (Helmsley, a famous hotel heiress who was notoriously tough on her staff, was charged with tax evasion and other crimes, and eventually served time in jail). 

ß Emotional independence. If you are overly attached to the outcome of a particular sale or deal, you relinquish your independence. Confucius expressed it best when he said, "Those who serve the ruler before obtaining their position . . . are in anxiety to obtain it, and when they have it, they are in anxiety lest they lose it; and if men are in anxiety about losing their position, there is no length to which they will not go." Strong professionals develop levels of self-esteem and self-confidence that enable them to be independent of the good (or bad) opinions of others, including their clients and bosses.

ß Financial independence. Great professionals cultivate a mindset of independent wealth. The best advisers are highly paid, but they act as though they are not being paid and don’t really need the money. If you are feeling financially needy and allow this need to intrude on your intellectual and emotional independence, you’re lost. Someone once counseled, "Never act hungry—it makes people want to stop on the street and kick you." Ironically, the mindset of independent wealth—having a certain indifference towards money—usually results in great financial success if it is accompanied by a passion for your work. 

Cultivating Powers of Synthesis

Experts focus on analysis—they are trained to deconstruct a business problem and then examine all the individual pieces. Advisers also are good at analysis, but they excel at synthesis, a thinking process that identifies patterns, simplifies and frames the most critical issues, creates a new idea or develops new conclusions from old data. Analysis is important but rapidly becoming a commodity, whereas good synthesis is worth its weight in gold.

Henry Kissinger, undoubtedly one of the most famous presidential advisers in history, made his mark through his incisive big-picture thinking. "At the core of his brilliance," writes biographer Walter Isaacson, "was an ability to see the relationships between different events and to conceptualize patterns. . . . He sensed . . . how an action in one corner of the world would reverberate in another, how the application of power in one place would ripple elsewhere." By seeing commonalities rather than differences, Kissinger conceptualized the stable, triangular balance of power between the United States, the Soviet Union, and China that endured for nearly 30 years. 

What are the ingredients of a good synthesis? First, the foundations have to be in place: a clear sense of the strategic issues, a view of the whole picture, and an overriding purpose. When Niccolò Machiavelli wrote The Prince, for example—which is in essence a brilliant synthesis of the characteristics and strategies of successful leaders—he had an overarching goal in mind: to bring stability and unity to an Italian peninsula fraught with endless fighting.

Second, you need to employ some specific tools and techniques: frameworks that simplify and clarify the issues, analogies that transfer ideas from one field to another, patterns and commonalities that hint at new constructs, and an understanding of multiple perspectives. Charles Merrill, for example, the founder of Merrill Lynch, reconceptualized the stockbroking business in the 1930s by "borrowing" mass merchandising concepts from newly emerging chain stores of the time such as J. G. McCrory.

Good big-picture thinking, finally, often results from certain practices or habits of mind that enhance your ability to think deeply and creatively. These include suspending your judgment; taking time to reflect; and engaging in integrated thinking that uses both the right (creative) and left (analytical) sides of your brain. It may be no accident that Isaac Newton performed what is considered to be one of the most prodigious acts of synthesis in scientific history—the development of his laws of motion—while tucked away in an isolated, remote rural cottage as the plague swept through Cambridge. He took all the discoveries and theories of Gilbert, Galileo, Descartes, Kepler, and others
, integrated them into his thinking, and then saw the unifying principles and patterns. 
History shows that the liberal arts perspective is a powerful catalyst for good synthesis. The most accomplished and inventive figures of the Italian Renaissance, for example, from Niccolò Machiavelli to Leonardo da Vinci, were consummate liberal arts scholars, equally at home with art, science, mathematics, philosophy, history, and literature. Rajat Gupta, the worldwide managing director of the leading consulting firm McKinsey & Company, sums up the practical advantages of a broad, multi-disciplinary perspective when he says, "Some of our best people are those who studied literature or the classics, and who later received business training. These people tend to understand the array of forces at work in organizations, and they approach decisions in a very well-rounded way."

Building Trust

When another politician once asked President Franklin Roosevelt why he was so loyal to one of his key advisers, Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt replied sternly: "Someday you may well be sitting here where I am now as president of the United States. And when you are, you’ll be looking at that door over there and knowing that practically everybody who walks through it wants something out of you. You’ll learn what a lonely job this is and discover the need for somebody like Harry Hopkins who asks for nothing except to serve you." Hopkins’s great strength was his ability to engender trust—not just with Roosevelt but with other world leaders like Churchill and Stalin. Incorruptible, discreet, and always reliable, Hopkins never let Roosevelt down. 

The trust that Roosevelt reposed in his adviser, however, is all too rare today—America, unfortunately, is slowly becoming a low-trust society. The confidence we have in a variety of figures—politicians, doctors, lawyers, stockbrokers, corporate executives, journalists, and others—is at a low ebb. Furthermore, as the sellers of products and services compete ever-more aggressively for our limited attention and "share of mind," their claims have become increasingly spurious and unbelievable, creating doubt rather than confidence.

The great professionals we’ve observed stand out in this sea of untrustworthiness by becoming, in the words of Tom Peters, a "trusted brand" to their colleagues and clients. They consistently demonstrate integrity, reliability, and discretion on both a professional and personal level. They follow a set of very basic principles that help reinforce others’ trust in them. Here are several of the most important ones:

ß Carefully make promises. The worst kind of professional is someone who constantly promises things and never delivers. This kind of credibility gap, once established, is almost insuperable. Lewis Smedes, an ordained minister, beautifully sums up the meaning of a promise in a sermon entitled "The Power of Promises": "When a person makes a promise, he stretches himself out into circumstances that no one can control and controls at least one thing: he will be there no matter what the circumstances turn out to be."

ß Consider every commitment a major one. At Beth Israel Hospital in Boston, legendary chief of surgery Dr. William Silen tells his residents, "I don’t know what the difference is between ‘major’ and ‘minor’ surgery. I just know that no one performs ‘minor’ surgery on me!" In a similar vein, there is no such thing as a minor commitment—each one, large or small, should be treated with the same seriousness. 

ß Know what you stand for. You need to be clear about your guiding values and beliefs, and willing to draw the line in questionable situations. One well known client adviser told me the story of how, after a major financial deal was closed, he refused to attend a celebratory dinner at a mens-only private club. Non-discrimination was one of his core values, and he had decided not to patronize clubs or restaurants that discriminated against women or minorities. Since there was no other restaurant in the suburb where the dinner was supposed to be held, he and his colleagues ate at McDonalds!

ß Be willing to risk loss for your principles. The true test of integrity is whether you’re willing suffer loss, like Thomas More, by sticking to your principles. It doesn’t take integrity, for example, to turn down a client who you know will be unprofitable—there’s no cost to your action. Refusing a highly lucrative engagement for ethical reasons, however, does demonstrate integrity. 

In his essay "On Lying," the fifth-century religious leader St. Augustine wrote, "When regard for the truth has been broken down or even slightly weakened, all things will remain doubtful." In this low-trust world, you need to set high standards of conduct for yourself and tirelessly develop your reputation for integrity and honesty. 

As the new economy rolls over us like a tsunami, professionals can no longer afford to keep themselves afloat by claiming to be "experts." Information and expertise are being stripped away from the people who used to deliver them and made separately accessible through a variety of new, digitally-based channels and media that include the worldwide web and expert software. This will put many professionals at risk of becoming superfluous commodities, competing, like the craftsmen of nineteenth-century England, with cheaper, faster alternatives. To succeed today, you need offer your clients and business associates a renewed richness of thinking and a trusted personal relationship that cannot possibly be substituted by the anonymous click of a mouse.

