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“In the current recessionary economic environment, we will witness a sharp worsening of the insolvency 
trend everywhere in the world, at least up to the end of 2009. We expect our Global Insolvency Index to rise 

by 35%.... As for next year, it is unlikely that the levels of business insolvencies will abate: they may stop 
rising in some countries, but the very light winds of recovery we anticipate will not save many more 

businesses in 2010 than they will in 2009." stated Karine Berger, head of research, Euler Hermes (Credit 
Insurer)
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INTRODUCTION 

Of course businesses want to survive but too often the critical lifeblood resources of time and finances are 

exhausted on fire-fighting. Businesses can find themselves falling into survival traps by becoming: 

 Too busy to see the bigger picture 

 Too culturally rigid to seize known opportunities 

 Ill equipped to identify new opportunities.  

This position can be further worsened by the over management of resources.  

Ever wondered how it is that although your managers work hard your performance still drops, your morale gets 

lower and the company becomes less efficient?  

Although a few businesses are set up deliberately as short term ventures to exploit a specific market window 

and then disband, most are intended to have much longer lives. However, the average start-up only survives a 

few years, with early demise down to a wide variety of factors. But large companies also die, even after 

decades of success. Others almost die before making excellent recoveries. And still others manage to pass 

through the same market pressures with barely a scratch. 

 What makes the difference? Why are some companies so much better than others at dealing with change?  

In this report, we consider the processes that surround the making and timing of these decisions and identify 

our ten top attributes for business survival. As companies exist for a wide variety reasons ranging from 

commercial through to not for profit, they have different goals e.g. growth, profitability or serving a 

community. This report seeks to be of benefit to all by drawing on lessons from the past and opportunities for 

the future. We harness knowledge about: 

1. Creating company value 

2. The most successful leadership styles 

3. Balancing corporate culture 

4. Effective Management 

These areas are collated into four survival steps (see Fig. 1) to assist companies when applying the survival 

attributes. However, these attributes are interwoven to some degree, which is no big surprise. And also, 

unsurprisingly, most of them are already well known to long established companies who are likely to be 

practising them already. 

 

 

 

 

 

 4. Effective     

Management 

1. A Clear    

Purpose 

2. Strong 

Leadership 

3. Balanced 

Culture 

Fig. 1 Four Survival Steps 

Corporate Survival 



©Futurizon GmbH & Simon Branston Ltd 2009  Page 4 

Step 1 A Clear Purpose 

Clarity of purpose is the most critical aspect for any business. It should be intrinsically 

understood and clearly and widely communicated internally and externally.  

What is the purpose of a business?  

 

 

        +       = 

A business takes inputs in the form of resources, adds value and creates outputs in the form of goods and 

services. The most important part is adding value. The way value is added and communicated defines a 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊƛŎŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ /ƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻƴ 

the tangible and intangible value that they offer.  

How do companies use tangible and intangible value to differentiate their businesses? 

Tangible Value: Companies that differentiate mainly on tangible value are competing on price and 

efficiency. They face a continual global challenge of having to produce goods and 

services at the lowest price possible. They need to utilise the most efficient 

processes with the lowest overheads to stay ahead of their competitors. Examples 

include Ryanair and Walmart. 

Intangible Value: Companies that differentiate mainly on their intangible value have greater brand 

recognition and demand. They have higher prices and greater margins than their 

competitors. These companies need to ensure the alignment of their corporate 

purpose and value adding habits within their businesses. Their customers buy from 

them because of who they are and the values associated with their products and 

services. Examples include Disney, Ferrari and Armani.  

Most companies balance their value proposition between tangible and intangible value. For example, 

supermarkets try to compete on price, quality and choice. Other companies use the power of their brand to 

move into different markets e.g. Harley Davison whose brand is famous for its motor bikes, is synonymous 

with a lifestyle. It comes as no surprise to see the diversification of its brand into other markets such as 

fashion clothing, jewellery, books, cards and of course motorbike accessories.  

Companies that differentiate on intangible value have customers aspiring to purchase their products and 

services. They attract and pull customers towards them whereas other companies have to push out resources 

and maybe lower prices to attract customers to their products and services. 

To survive companies must add greater value to their purpose. This requires the development of two types of 

company value: 

 The development of tangible value adding processes necessitates adopting tools and techniques to 

drive down cost and increase efficiency. 

 The development of intangible value requires companies to develop, nurture and run themselves 

according to their own values. 

Inputs                                         

(Resources e.g. human, physical and 

financial capital) 

Value                                                     

(The tangible value added to a product 

/ service and the intangible value 

associated with the business) 

Outputs                                                 

(Products & services both tangible and 

intangible) 

Fig. 2 Purpose of a Business  

1. A Clear    

Purpose 
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 The following attributes are designed to assist companies in developing both types of value: 

ATTRIBUTE 1  TRUSTWORTHINESS 

People often prefer to buy from people and whilst the internet continues to change many of our purchasing 

behaviours, word of mouth and now on-line customer reviews heavily influence where and how we live, work 

and play. 

Trust is integral to decision-making. People like to live near, buy from and speak to people they trust and 

ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΦ Lƴ нллоΣ Wƻƴ .ŜǊǊȅ ŀƴŘ 9Ř YŜƭƭŜǊ ǿǊƻǘŜ Ψ¢ƘŜ LƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭǎΥ hƴŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ƛƴ ǘŜƴ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƴƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ 

ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŜŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ōǳȅΩ
2
. It sparked some debate about the ratios but the message that the 

majority of people are influenced by a minority is a powerful fact.  

Companies need to look at themselves and decide if they are trustworthy and have integrity. Do their 

employees trust one another? Most importantly, do their customers and their influencers trust the company?  

When setting foot outside of familiar ground, it helps a great deal if you are already on good terms with the 

ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΦ LŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ōŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ 

brands, then it is more likely to bŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘΦ LŦ ƛǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ όǎƻƳŜ ōǊŀƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀƴ 

others), then it may be possible to find a suitable ally and make a joint venture, using the trustworthiness of 

another company to help market acceptance. Failing that, the company either has to rely simply on its own 

good name, or it will have to work to establish acceptance. A strong company with adequate resources can 

often take any of these lines successfully.  

Trust is the key to sustained market success. If a product is very new and unfamiliar to the customer, as is 

often the case, then some hand-holding and customer education is required. Treating potential customers 

with respect, being patient with them, and making the product offering exciting and fun is likely to pay 

dividends. But, unless a company can find some way of establishing some trust in its offerings and make 

people want to buy them, it will be an uphill struggle establishing market presence. 

On the other hand, where a company already has trusted brands, it is important not to risk them with a poor 

product offering. Trust must be maintained and, once lost, takes a long time to recover. 

This can sometimes require careful managing. Take British Airways Corporate Responsibility Vision that their 
Chief Executive Willie Walsh believes should be followed during hard as well as good times:  
 
ΨhǳǊ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŀƛǊƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ 
guiding principles that describe what we are doing to achieve this ƎƻŀƭΦΩ 

3 
 

However, this high value positioned brand is suffering some of its tightest economic times. In a down-turned 

global economy with an increasingly price sensitive market, it has to maintain its high value position and 

compete with budget airlines. To assist the company, the Chief Executive took an unprecedented step by 

explaining that he would work unpaid for the month of July 2009 and appealed to his staff to follow his lead. 

The result was: 

ΨhŦ ǘƘŜ плΣллл-strong workforce, 6,940 employees had volunteered for unpaid leave, part-time working or 
unpaid work by June 24, which the company saiŘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀǾŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ϻмл ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴΦΩ

4
  

Was this timed to perfection to guide British Airways out of troubled times or the wrong decision? Time will 
tell but Willie is known as a miracle worker for the way he cut costs and turned around the Irish state airline 
Aer Lingus in 2001. 
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ATTRIBUTE 2  BRAND INTEGRITY 

Corporate branding is a huge industry. Large corporations realise the significance of reinforcing their corporate 

brand. A rangŜ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘΦ /ƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

are further strengthened by quality standards, the winning of industry awards and key note speeches by 

executives. In a reduced scale, smaller and family run businesses rely on their reputation, personal values and 

customer satisfaction to maintain their business position. 

Throughout history the public have held businesses accountable for the products and services they offer. An 

example favoured for many centuriŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎǘƻŎƪǎΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘƛǎƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǎƘƻǇ-keepers / traders were punished by 

the local community. 

Today, modern society metes out financial and criminal punishments. Take, for example, Enron listed for three 

years on the 100 Best companies to Work for in America. It won environmental awards and had great policies 

on climate change, human rights and anti-ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅΩΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ǘƘŜ CƻǊƳŜǊ 9ƴǊƻƴ /9h WŜŦŦǊŜȅ {ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎed to 24 years, 

ŦƻǳǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎŜŘ ΨƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ Ϸму Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŦƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƛƳŜǎΩΦ
5
 

Brand integrity is partly about trust of course, but goes further. Brands are short cuts in customer choice 

process. Over years, they associate a brand with a wide range of attributes, and used wisely, they help 

customers make shortlists of potential suppliers very quickly. A brand might stand for a particular level of price 

point or a certain market segment and future products should only be associated with that brand if they tick all 

the boxes. If not, then other products both existing and future might suffer.  

Nurtured and used wisely, brands can be an excellent weapon when re-positioning your company or 
conquering new territories.  
 

ATTRIBUTE 3  SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

As was evidenced with the Brand Integrity Attribute, the public and media are unforgiving of organisations that 

claim to be one thing and then deliver something different. There are though an exceptional group of 

companies that openly acknowledge that their policies and approaches may upset their existing and future 

customers.  

How do they achieve this? 

The answer is by being true to their purpose. If a company offers a great priced service with the costs stripped 

out, any additional costs will need to be either passed on to the customer or reduce a very tight margin. These 

ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ  wȅŀƴŀƛǊ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

masters of this art as they offer a tangibly lean value service offer.  

Customers can choose to endure severe conditions for example overcrowded commuter trains or the people 

who camp out to be first into the New Year sales. However, if those under-capacity trains then breakdown and 

make people late, or there are no bargains in the sale then the customers react and in turn so do the media. 

Questions are asked of the company and its operations. Social responsibility is exactly the same if a company 

claims to be: 

 Ethical, then society expects ethical behaviour 

 Green, then society looks for it to be environmentally friendly 
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 World class, then society expects the highest levels of quality and service 

 Cheap as chips, then society expects that you will get what you pay for 

The challenge is in balancing the social responsibilities of a company. What customers, regulators and 

investors want can all differ. In theory, the company should always make these decisions based on their 

corporate purpose. However, in practice, sometimes under intense duress, decisions have to be made quickly. 

What ǘƘŜƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΦ DŜǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƛƳƛƴƎ ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

wrong and you can ruin your business. 

As the web becomes more and more integrated into every area of everyday life, companies are discovering 
that custoƳŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǘƻ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ 
unethical practises that might once have been accepted are more difficult to get away with in the harsh glare 
of worldwide publicity and public action. Companies that have been identified as using child labour in the Far 
East have suffered considerable backlash and been forced to change their behaviours. This kind of continuous 
exposure is something companies will have to learn to live with and the easiest way to avoid damage is simply 
to behave in socially responsible ways. But of course, the goalposts keep moving. Yesterday it was child labour, 
now it is gender equality, tomorrow, who knows? Too high carbon usage, cooperation with Big Brother and 
ageism are all tendencies likely to get companies into trouble. Although, with the exception of animal welfare, 
backlashes tend not to be life-threatening in themselves. 
 

ATTRIBUTE 4  DIVERSITY 

Some companies, especially utilities, can survive perfectly well with a single product on offer. The price they 

pay for this is lack of flexibility and commoditisation of their product so that profit margins are constrained. If 

the product is threatened by a strong market change, they may simply decline and die. 

In addition, single product companies risk developing stale and brittle cultures. In this environment, employees 

may instinctively seek to reject any changes to the way they work. This can result in both a company and its 

employees being de-motivated by new challenges or the search for alternative approaches to delivering their 

product or service.  

This type of company can also experience an ageing workforce with skills shortages. Limited short term career 

progression, coupled with a poor brand image, can also accompany this and lead to a weakened brand appeal 

to young people when they seek work. In addition, after attaining qualifications, the company may further 

suffer from a higher staff turnover of new recruits as they seek other opportunities where they can widen their 

experience and progress their careers more quickly. 

Diversity is an excellent way of ensuring adaptability. If one product dies, the company might still have many 

others and can reallocate resources to them. If it is capable of managing a diverse range of products, it is more 

likely to be agile too, able to develop and manage new ones in new areas very quickly. But diversity is not just 

about product offerings, it is also useful to have a diversity of culture in the management.  

One way that large companies can create the light footed approach to compete with smaller companies is by 

holding a group of independently managed companies with light group management teams, ensuring that any 

ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǎȅƴŜǊƎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǿŀȅs. And, as will be shown with the 

Agility Attribute, some parts of the group can safely be stable cash cows whilst others are a rapid reaction task 

force darting back and forth capturing green fields. 
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Step 2 Strong Leadership 

The leadership of a company has to steward its resources and ensure that it delivers its 

purpose and achieves its Measures of Success and Performance.  

¢ȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ōǊƻƪŜƴ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ 

over the short-term (up to 1 year) to ensure that the company stays on course. This necessitates the Board of 

Directors having a very clear view as to how the company needs to be resourced.  

tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ōŜǎǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

when tackling conflicting decisions, for example: how do you increase quality and profit whilst reducing price? 

!ǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻǊ /ƘŀƛǊƳŀƴ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎǳǘŜƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

and its future direction. They have overall responsibility for the strategic direction of the company. This 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΣ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

requires them to have a strong understanding of regulatory, investor, stakeholder, political, technological, 

market and environmental factors to guide the company and its resources. 

The President or Chairman of the company should bring a sense of perspective and context to current issues or 

challenges. They should steer the Chief Executive Officer or Managing Director to operationally implement the 

actions required for the company to achieve its short and medium term objectives. In turn the Chief Executive 

Officer or Managing Director should provide objective feedback on the implementation of proposed strategies.  

¢ƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƪŜȅ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

company: 

 

ATTRIBUTE 5  FORESIGHT 

Few people would dare to drive a car without looking out of the front window but many companies seem to 

do the corporate equivalent. When something happens, it catches them by surprise; they are ill-prepared and 

may die. Corporate foresight is rather like good driving, looking ahead as far as possible (and as broadly as 

possible too) and planning behaviours to deal with what lies ahead, whichever path the company decides to 

take. The future is more of a plain than a road and some paths through it will be more attractive than others, 

but unless the company maps out the plain ahead, it cannot plan effectively. Foresight is an essential activity 

bǳǘ ƛǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ-house, but can be bought in, and many 

companies specialise in selling foresight consultancy in every sector. The key purpose of course is the spotting 

of threats and opportunities. 

Foresight need not be a full time activity; it is enough to look ahead occasionally, provided that the future is 

surveyed with sufficient competence to spot most of the significant features ahead. In a world swamped with 

information, this requires a little discipline to create an ΨƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ ŘŀǎƘōƻŀǊŘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

bear in mind alignment with the corporate purpose and: 

 Be eclectic - methodically targeting relevant information from a variety of sources 

 Identify problems ς recognising potential or actual problems and challenges that can face the 

company 

 Seek detail ς to ensure that information is valid, reliable and sufficient 

2. Strong 

Leadership 
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 Be analytical ς to ensure the accuracy of data and probe facts to identify and explore advantages and 

disadvantages and counter arguments of any proposals 

The challenge is that even with a well lit dashboard it can still be like looking through fog, since there will 

always be surprises, such as when people invent things and some very predictable events can still happen at 

times that cannot be determined in advance (wildcards). But it is still useful to look ahead even when driving 

through fog, since many of the features ahead can be planned for if they are spotted far enough in advance.  

 

ATTRIBUTE 6  VISION 

aŀƴȅ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

company to attain in the future. In surviving to achieve a future position a company must first evolve from 

where it is now. This requires the leaders of the company being able to develop their proactive vision setting 

capabilities.  

Vision is the other side of the foresight coin. Vision is not about seeing what lies ahead but about what could 

lie ahead. It is what happens with the realisation that the future is not entirely fixed but that parts of it can 

change and even be changed in your favour. Vision puts the leaders of a company in control of their future to a 

much greater degree than simply reacting to what the future throws at them. To develop vision the company 

needs to: 

 {ǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ 

 Gain foresight  

 Apply some imagination 

 Gather detailed market knowledge 

 Have an in-depth understanding of its capabilities and resources 

Like foresight, vision can be bought in, but it is much more company-specific than foresight and strategy 

consultants work with many companies to help them form a corporate vision suited to their own 

requirements. However, if the first step is in developing the vision setting capability, the second step is in its 

implementation. 

LƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΩ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅΦ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ .ŀǊŀŎƪ 

Obama used timing, powerful visionary messages and an advanced technological communications strategy to 

defeat the Clintons and Republicans on his long road to victory. One challenge that politicians always face is 

that the rank and file public sector workers do not always share their passion for change. Even if the structures 

of government and departmental heads are changed, the majority of people are simply moved around. They 

may have no intention of changing their behaviours or work patterns and can be a little resentful of having to 

move from their old job. The result can lead to very slow processes of change and little perceived short-term 

change to the public. 

Most people have witnessed a training session where someone in the room (maybe themselves!) has not 

wanted to be there. Immediately a dynamic arises between this person and the trainer, the delegate taking 

ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ΨL ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘΩ ς Guess what happens? - ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘΗ ¦ƴƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

you have a skilled trainer that engages their delegates, questioning and listening, drawing out and expanding 

on individual experiences, providing insight and information and building rapport and respect. 
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Company leaders need the same skills as the above skilled trainer but with corporate gravitas, influence and 

ǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ 

ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ŜŀŎƘ ǘȅǇŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ Ǝŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψōǳȅ-ƛƴΩ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ  

Given the potential impact and skills that setting a vision requires, company leaders should ensure that they 

exert great judgement over the timing and implementation of a vision. The implementation of a vision 

therefore often requires the next attribute ς Bravery: 

 

ATTRIBUTE 7  BRAVERY  

Having mapped out the future to some degree and developed a vision, the next hurdle is actually doing it. It is 

Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ 

what you are doing. But taking steps into a green field takes courage, even if it has been surveyed and you 

probably have the right skills and resources. It is still unknown to some degree and until you try doing 

something, you can never be sure you will succeed.  

This is when the company has to understand its: 

 Risk tolerance levels, in order to achieve a desired result 

 Resilience, in order to maintain its composure and overcome new challenges, adversity and 

opposition during a change process 

 Tenacity, to see through a well formed plan and vision until its objectives have been accomplished 

Underpinning the change process needs to be the right style of successful leadership at the right time. Drive, 

charisma and presence fortify and galvanise ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ performance. However, staying only on familiar 

ground and hiding in the corner is sure to end in decline as the ground beneath the company will gradually be 

eroded by market change. Fortune favours the brave. But not the stupid! Bravery is only useful if you are doing 

the right thing.
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¢ƘŜ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ƛǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǘ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘime. The 

goal is to balance the development of the culture in order to ensure that the business 

goals are met. 

There are a number of key components which effect culture and these in turn can impact the performance of 

the company:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As companies move into faster paced technological times the culture within the organisation becomes 

increasingly important. The culture attracts or detracts employees, enhances or damages a reputation, creates 

efficiencies or deficiencies and delivers results or disasters. The challenge is therefore to carefully balance the 

culture at the right stage of corporate development to support survival. This is achieved by developing two key 

attributes within the company: 

 

ATTRIBUTE 8  AGILITY 

Agility is the ability to move both flexibly and quickly. Often agility is associated with small companies, which, 

because of their size, can react quickly to market changes, colonising green fields and moving away from 

threatened territories. But actually size is not the problem here; it is a combination of management culture 

and corporate structure. Big companies can also react quickly if they are structured and managed well.  

There are a number of factors that determine agility. Firstly and most importantly, at least a significant 

proportion of the company is project managed in such a way that focus can change quickly. In these parts of 

the company, projects can be abandoned and new ones started easily as the need arises i.e. skills and 

resources in these areas can quickly be re-deployed. This makes it possible to target suitable green fields 

quickly after they have been spotted, thereby giving the best possible chance to capture a good share of the 

associated markets with the lowest effort and resource expenditure. If companies are slow to do this, then the 

3. Balanced 

Culture 

Fig. 3 The Corporate Culture Dynamic  
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green field markets will already be colonised and more effort and resources are needed to displace 

competitors and establish a presence. 

The key requirement is that only part of the company needs to be able to do this. It is perfectly acceptable for 

a large company to have a large core that is committed to a particular market in the relatively long term, 

provided that this market is reasonably secure in that time frame. Then, even if the core comes under threat, it 

will take some time to die, during which time the agile parts of the company can build new income streams 

that will ensure longevity. 

Secondly, success depends on the company knowing its key skills and weaknesses. There is no point wasting 

energy on hopeless targets. Green fields are only attractive if the company has a good chance of winning part 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ {ǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ {ƻ, for 

example, Kodak made successful drives into digital cameras, photo printers and printer paper. They would 

probably have been less successful trying to move into biotech. Knowing your skill-set is key, though some 

flexibility exists since small holes in the skill set can often be filled by buying people in. 

Thirdly, and this starts to overlap with the next main attribute, those parts of the company must have 

management teams that have the right culture, willing to change what they are doing, willing to abandon 

projects in which they may have invested significant personal effort. This calls for good leadership but also for 

adaptable and loyal staff with high energy levels and lots of enthusiasm for exploring new things. 

 

ATTRIBUTE 9  ADAPTABILITY 

Evolution in nature favours species that can adapt to change in their environment. For a company, agility is the 

active side of this, but is not the whole story.  

As can be seen in Fig. 3 uncontrolled innovation coupled with agility around the corporate purpose can 

ŜƴǘƘǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŜƴŜǊgy, growth and short term results. 

However, if agility is left unchecked it can create problems. This was experienced by many internet companies 

when the dot-com bubble of 1998-2001 burst. If a market has not been developed effectively and a company 

is not in a position to support its growth, then potentially catastrophic problems can occur. 

The counterbalance to agility is adaptability. Adaptability is an altogether more passive attribute. While agility 

allows a company to take advantage of change, adaptability is more about the ability to withstand changes. It 

is essentially the much slower partner to agility and both are just as important for long term survival.  

A good example of adaptability is a car company that responds very slowly to a market change, such as the 

increasing price of fuel, ōȅ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ƻƴ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ ŎŀǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŜƴ 

field so much as adapting existing product lines. Responding to regulatory changes requires adaptability too.  

It seems too obvious that companies should be able to adapt; ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘΦ .ǳǘ ƛŦ ŀ 

company has too much of its resources invested in a particular product that is being made obsolete, then 

sometimes it cannot adapt to change because it has too few resources or skills to make alternative offerings. 

So it dies, just like a species that depends totally on a particular foodstuff dies if that foodstuff vanishes.  
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Step 4 Effective Management  

A company needs a clear purpose, strong leadership and a balanced culture to survive 

but success also depends on effective management. Failure to best utilise the 

resources at its disposal can lead to corporate failure.  

So what are the principles of effective management? 

Nearly a hundred years ago Henri Fayol identified 14 key principles in his book General and Industrial 
Management (1916)

6
.  These principles evolved and modernised and have been credited with supporting the 

management development techniques of modern effective managers and the functions of management. 

The challenge facing modern managers is to work out what principles and skills are most relevant for them and 
their companies today. There is a need to evolve their management skills to meet the ever changing corporate 
structures and market places. They need to acquire a core set of management tools and techniques and 
develop these to manage new situations such as home based international teams or new technologies. 

Staying still is not an option for effective managers. They need to be on top of their game, challenging 
themselves and developing their learning in order to minimise their constraints and those facing their 
companies. The survival attribute that assists them is ς Informed Intuition: 

 

ATTRIBUTE 10 INFORMED INTUITION 

Informed intuition is the state that a manager attains through acquiring an area of expertise and then being 

able to apply it to new situations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4 ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ƛƴŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ through to Informed Intuition. 

Unconscious incompetence is when a person is unaware that they are incompetent; for example a child before 

they learn to ride a bicycle. Then, as the child acquires greater knowledge, they realise that they cannot cycle 

yet and so they consciously learn techniques and practice to become competent at cycling. Once competently 

riding a bicycle, braking and setting off become second nature. 

 This point of unconscious competence is critical as, once it has been achieved, it can be expanded further into 

Informed Intuition, by allowing the development of this expertise into a related field. This could be in relation 

to the: 

 4. Effective     
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 Materials used; for example, developing new metallurgical components and aerodynamic structures 

for bicycles or other products that share certain characteristics with the bicycle 

 Learnt processes or skills; for example to allow the child riding the bicycle to learn road safety around  

traffic and pedestrians.  This could then be developed into an area of expertise, for example racing, 

repairs, customising, practising off-road or BMX extreme sports.  

 Mindset; created through becoming an expert at something. Aristotle suggested in 3000 years BC 

that we should try to make excellence a habit. People who understand what it is to achieve a level of 

expertise in a given field or skill have achieved this. The opportunity that they have is in applying their 

level of expertise to solve current problems, develop new fields and to generate future life and career 

opportunities.  

Most people do gain a level of skill or expertise in something. For example, even within criminal communities 

there exist entrepreneurial skills for drug dealing, technical skills in car theft and organisational skills within 

gangs. The values and experiences of each individual within a criminal community differ to those of your 

average citizen and company, but nonetheless levels of expertise do exist. 

A good detective spends years mastering their investigative policing, understanding human behaviors and 

ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ǘǊŜƴŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ΨƛƴǘǳƛǘƛǾŜƭȅΩ ƎǳŜǎǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ŦǊŀǘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǳǎŜ ƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ, 

for example mobile phones or the internet, to support their activities. They may describe that they have 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ΨƎǳǘΩ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎ. 

However, care must now be ǘŀƪŜƴΧ 

Regular action must be taken to ensure that skills and competences remain current, sufficient and reliable. 

Failure to do this can lead to complacency. This is why continuous professional development is so important 

for leading professions and institutes. Like driving a car, when you pass from conscious competence to 

unconscious competence you may continue driving perfectly but then, as many people do, you may begin to 

pick up bad habits and cut corners.  

Complacency and corner cutting are in-built human traits and everyone has to guard against them. By striving 

for and achieving a state of Informed Intuition, companies and businesses can prevent these pitfalls. 

In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell suggests a "10,000-Hour Rule".
7 

This is the amount of time that an 

individual has to dedicate to an activity, skill or occupation to be able to excel at it. This is not surprising given 

the way that master trades men and women have developed their skills throughout history. In fact, it is really 

only during the last 150 years that processes have become so mechanised that factories now produce a large 

percentage of our products.  

As society has changed during this time, it should come as no surprise to see the increasing sophistication of 

management techniques. We are experiencing, and will continue to experience, unprecedented levels of 

change and arrivals of new technologies. Driven by market forces and a long term trend towards global 

economic growth, managers must gain at least one area of expertise. This not only benefits their personal 

development but that of their company. They should be constantly working to improve their management 

skills and to understand their personal strengths and weaknesses and how to get the best from others. 

When an athlete performs at the top of their game they reach ΨǘƘŜ ȊƻƴŜΩ. This is the point where they 

instinctively perform at their best. This is all about timing; bringing all their skills, expertise and knowledge to 

coincide in a single action or decision at a point in time. Similarly, in a company, managers need to be at the 

ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŀƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀƎƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜŀƳ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ 

Their processes, knowledge and expertise provide them with the foresight, vision and understanding of when 
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and how to make brave decisions and take calculated risks. Underpinning them is their reputation (brand) as a 

well rounded trustworthy manager that has an ethic of social responsibility and embraces the diversity needed 

to take their company forwards into the future. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The key for managers is to ensure that they are equipped to effectively manage their resources through 
change. They need a context; at least one area of expertise from which they can apply unique solutions. 
Expertise brings with it genuine respect and credibility. They should be continually fine tuning their 
management skills, reading books, watching DVDs, listening to CDs and attending seminars and practicing their 
skills in different ways. 

Most critically, when leading changes that affect their company, they have to ensure that their staff are on 
board and behind them. They should inspire, make targets achievable and build and reinforce the vision. 
Technologies should be utilised to assist them to manage their communications and optimise buy-in. Their 
teams should be set short term wins and any constraints or obstacles removed. This strategy, along with 
support, encouragement and persistence should enable them to deliver their goals. 

 

Now consider survival ς  

Success is not guaranteed to any business. 

Decisions (some critical) are made on a daily basis. There are a myriad of attributes that need to be present 
within all companies. These must be balanced by company leaders and managers to ensure success. 

This report has targeted ten attributes that the authors feel, based on their experience, can assist companies 
to survive the challenges that they face today and tomorrow. 

A company that knows its purpose, is building its tangible and intangible value and has strong successful 
leadership, is heading in the right direction. Add to this a carefully balanced culture and an informed and 
intuitive management team that is correctly targeting their expertise and resources, and you get a company 
that is well placed to deliver focused results. 

If this company has to compete head-to-head for survival with a company that is complacent and cutting 
corners - Who do you think will win? 

Who will acquire the new markets? Who will exploit new technologies? Who will attract the best staff? 

How would your company compete? 

 

 

 

 

Corporate Survival 
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