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C 
ompetitiveness de­

mands commitment 

to truth and willing­

ness to confront brutal facts. 

Unfortunately, most of us 

have biased perceptions of 

how the world works and 

how companies perform. In 

the absence of candid feed­

back, it is convenient to as­

sume that reality is similar to 

our preconceived ideas. But, 

ignorance and denial can be 

costly. That's why gutsy lead­

ers seek to uncover the truth 

by asking tough questions: 

What do you like or 
dislike about working 
for this company? 

When Mike Abrashoff be­

came captain of the USS 

Benfold, a $1 billion guided 

missile destroyer, he asked 
this question to all 310 sail­

ors. Once the crew realised 
that he was seriously inter­

ested in their opinions, the 

ideas started to flow. Over 

the next two years he used 

the answers to  make 

Benfold the most combat­

ready ship in the US Navy. 

Soon, Benfold had the high­

est retention rates, the best 

gunnery scores and the 

most efficient operations. It 

won the Spokane award 

given to the best ship in the 

Pacific fleet. 

What are the 10

dumbest things we do 
in this organisation? 

Every organisation does 

dumb things. These things 

create waste, redundancy 

and inefficiency that slow it 

down in a world that re­

wards  speed .  Jimmy 

Blanchard, former CEO of 

the highly successful ,  

m u l t i -b i l l i o n  d o l l a r  

Sy n o v u s  Fi n a n c i a l  

Corporation, was famous 

for hosting a quarterly 

meeting with top leaders of 

the Synovus system, where 

he would ask: "Let's talk 

about the dumb things we 

do around here - starting 

with me - so we don't do 

them anymore." The prob-

lem in most firms is that 
people don't want to focus 
on the negative. They're 

afraid that it will turn into 
a blame game and cast a 

dark cloud over employee 

morale. Synovus says: 

"Let's be honest, let's get it 

out in the open so we can 

learn from our mistakes!" 

If you were in charge, 
what would you do 
differently? 

Where you stand deter­

mines what you see.  

Employees frequently get 

trapped in the ''I'm not the 

CEO" mentality. It limits 
their creativity and causes 

them to feel powerless. Not 

only does this question 

force them out of that 

mould, it also raises issues 

you may not have consid­

ered. It is amazing what 

can be learned when you 

put people through the in­

tellectual exercise of being 

in charge. Give them own­

ership; let them run their 

own show and the whole 

mindset changes. What 

emerges is a whole new set 

of ideas. The most innova­

tive firms in the world tap 

into the intellectual capital 

of the entire workforce. 

Everyone has a voice. 

People are honoured when 

someone values them 
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