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●  It was Heraclitus of Ephesus - the pre Socratic philosopher who as a pioneer of wisdom insisted that -  
“ever present change”- was the fundamental essence of the universe.

●  He famously said… “no man ever steps into the same river twice”.

●  Change is an innocent enough word and yet one that strikes fear in the minds of many -loved by few- feared 
by most.

●  In my experience people resist change because they believe they will lose something of value or have their 
lives disrupted.

●  People hate disruption.

●  Because we are all creatures of habit.

●  From waking through to bed, we are attached to our routines - the time we get up -our bathing routine-  
our breakfast routine - our travel routine, our office routine - it rarely varies.

●  And we positively hate it when our routine is broken especially by something or someone  
outside our control.

●  Yet as Heraclitus said - it is inescapable.

●  Resist it you may.

●  Fight it you may.

●  Lose you will.

●  And in my business life I have faced constant change.

●  I haven’t actually worked out whether I got to like it because I had to change - or because I wanted to.

●  Probably a journey from the former to the latter…

●  But I’ve embraced it….  And come to love it.

●  Because I believe that life is all about choices and that if someone opens a door for you,  
you should go through it - unless of course you can see a man-trap on the other side.

●  You will regret it if you don’t.

●  I’ve worked as a CEO in 5 retail businesses -and for one of those businesses- M&S - twice at the beginning 
and the end of my career.

“MANAGING CHANGE”



●  All of them had golden periods of growth in sales, profits and reputation.

●  And all of them -at some time or another- got into serious trouble.

●  Why?

●  Because they became fat, happy and complacent.

        ●  Because they failed to listen, see and identify the changes happening around them – and to react.

      ●  Or - as an old boss of mine used to say “They failed to look out of the window every day  
and when they did they found the world had passed them by”.

●  Good businesses/brands don’t just die.

●  We - management - screw them up.

●  Change is all around us - whether in politics, social, behavioural or technical - it’s not going to stop.

●  Today we live in a 24 hour “real time” world where everyone knows pretty well everything that’s going on - 
instantly.

●  You can be sure if David Beckham goes to a party in LA tonight wearing a white tie - someone will be  
in your shop asking for one tomorrow.

●  Or more likely on your website.

●  So how do we cope with these constant changes and demands?

●  By being “restlessly dissatisfied”.

●  By constantly striving – like athletes – to improve our performance….  Pause and you will fall behind.

●  I had an early immersion into the world of “restless dissatisfaction”.

●  I started my career in M&S in mid-70s.

●  Joining a company that for nearly 100 years had had uninterrupted growth in sales and profits.

●  As a junior employee I can clearly remember coming in early on a Monday - after a record week’s growth in  
    sales – to be told by my boss that if only we had done “this” and not “that” - sales would have been better!

●  Told not once, but daily, weekly, monthly… Year in, year out.

●  It could have been very demotivating but the business was led by enlightened leaders who engendered  
a “can do”, “winning” culture that permeated the whole business.

●  It was an amazing time - we thrived on success.

●  Yet even M&S - like many other great businesses - got into trouble.

●  It failed to spot the advent of fast fashion, of disposable fashion and the need to go from a supply  
driven model to a demand led one.

●  It failed to remember the customer is king.



●  It failed to remember that it stood for value - price x quality.

●  Trust was lost.

●  Sales slumped - profits collapsed.

●  It was a major crisis and one that cost the business dearly.

        ●  A decade of stagnation.

      ●  Why did it happen?

●  Complacency.

●  Believing your own PR.

●  By being seduced by success.

●  Having a silo driven mentality.

●  By not looking out of the window every day.

●  Of course there is no better way to learn than in times of adversity.

●  As we Brits say “when the going gets tough - the tough get going”.

●  It’s a question of survival - survival of the fittest.

●  I learned that early in my career.

●  I learned -before I became a CEO- that good leaders listen, consult, observe and act - and act with speed.

●  Good leaders know that because they are CEO, it does not mean they have exclusivity of good ideas.

●  They don’t fly solo for long - successfully.

●  They build teams - teams with complementary skills.

●  Really clever leaders surround themselves with better people than themselves.

●  Every organisation knows its strengths and weaknesses.

●  They know where the problems are.

●  Invariably the problems start with the people - the people at the top. The ones running the silos!

●  The ones in charge.

●  A smart CEO -like a smart football manager- knows how to get the best out of his people and his team.

●  No one I have met in 40+ years of business tells me they want to work in a struggling business -  
just as I’ve never met anyone in fashion who wants to dress older than they are!

●  I learnt by being thrown in the deep end.



●  At the end of the millennium I became CEO of a business operating 700 companies worldwide including  
seed propagation, fish farming, poultry breeding, publishing and Cash and Carry.

●  It was unfocussed and over-geared.

●  We had a collapse in profits - and £1 billion of debt and some very unfriendly banks.

     ●  The CEO/FD left overnight.  I was alone.

          ●  First get more help - CW  / SS / 

● Then find out what was going on.

●  Who knew best - staff, customers and suppliers.

● Talked to Top team - direct reports.

●  Apparently all was well - it was the other business area!

● Not my problem, talk to the other guy!

●  70% of business turnarounds fail because senior management are not engaged.

● If you don’t get traction day one week one act decisively.

●  Sack blockers.

● Talk to next level down.

●  Lots of talent - hungry, frustrated and energetic.

● 20 odd people - one to one - with confidentiality.

●  One week later I had the answer.

● 90% overlap in diagnosis.

●  90% overlap in possible solutions.

● Distilled, refined and developed a plan.

●  With key actions.

● Brought team together.

●  Syndicated the solutions.

● Agreed steps.

●  Agreed responsibilities.

● Set targets - empower.

●  Set off.



●  Sold to organisation: 
- Simple message QVSIT 
- Product - service - environment

●  Regular review.

   ●  Adjust and modify.

         ●  Praise success - celebrate.

       ●  Reward - small example M&S shoes 
- Dine In for £10

●  Keep up the pace.

●  It’s tough.

●  Top tips….  My list - tried and tested and effective:

●  Enjoy work - a long time at it!  If you are not happy - move!

●  Be flexible - inflexibility is a killer.

●  Take risk - no risk = no reward.

●  Guts v brains.  Both just as important.

●  Speed vs certainty 90% rule.  (If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck, quacks like a duck - it’s a duck.)

●  Keep it simple - bigger the business - even more simple.

●  Believe - stick to your guns - but law of unintended consequences.

●  Don’t be afraid to change your mind = being wrong is not wrong!

●  CSR

●  Enlightened self interest = business interest

●  Sustainable business can be profitable business

●  Leadership lonely - syndicate.

●  Time out - relax your brain.

●  The importance of money - let the money chase you not the other way round.  

●  Finally remember 70% of turnarounds fail because management is not engaged.


