
TURNAROUND
MISSION:

       Your business has seen better days, 
  and if you want to return to profit and prosperity, 
you’ll need to implement a new strategic direction. 
             Do you choose to accept?
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MAGINE THIS SCENARIO: Upstarts are disrupt-
ing your industry. Fundamental shifts in the mar-
ketplace, technology, and customer preferences 
are impacting your core offerings. Your business 
was performing well over the past several years, 
but thanks to a recent convergence of circum-
stances, you’ve lost your competitive advantage 

and you don’t have a clear plan for a profitable return. Even 
worse, new competitors are emerging every day to steal size-
able chunks of your business.

If you didn’t have to imagine, it’s time for a turnaround. Too 
often, organizational turnarounds are done in-house, with 
few seeing the value of seeking professional help unless the 
company is in dire financial straights. Even organizations 
looking for outside help tend to narrowly focus on financials 
and legal issues. According to the Administrative Office of 
the U.S. Courts, only one out of eight companies that files for 

3. How do I create impact 
that leads to successful 
execution?

Maybe you’ve figured out 
how to buy some more time 
on the financial side. Okay, 
then how will you compete in 
the new environment? What 
are your competitors focused 
on? How do you differentiate 
your products or services 
in ways that will quickly get 
you back on the right path to 
profitability?

You can do volumes of 
planning and analysis, iden-
tify reasons for poor market 
performance, determine root 
causes of failure, execute 
analyses, come up with all 
sorts of insights for the hows 
and whys, and make every 
incremental attempt to stem 
and turn these tides. But one 
thing you can’t afford to do 
is stay the course—because if 
you do, your business won’t 
exist in a few years.

That’s why you need a new 
strategic direction.

It’s critical to have the 
right leaders in place. These 
people must take a hard look 
at the business and put it 
through the inevitable pain 
required to deliver on the 
promise of a return to profit-
able growth. You’ll need to 
redraw boxes and cross off 
the names of some current 
veterans. New leaders who 
can communicate clear, con-
cise guiding principles will 
help the organization focus, 
develop the right capabilities 
aligned with the new strate-
gic direction, and navigate 
the often painful and long 
transition of a successful 
turnaround.

Got those? Great. Now 
let us explain how to answer 
those three big questions.

Chapter 11 achieves success-
ful reorganization.

Companies that choose to 
tackle a turnaround inter-
nally will often follow an un-
structured approach. What’s 
more, these organizations 
seldom define the necessary 
levers to make a full turn-
around that is rooted in re-
defining a vision for growth, 
leadership, and investments 
in new capabilities.

It has been famously said 

that what got you here won’t 
get you there. Now apply 
that tenet to your organiza-
tion’s vision, leadership, and 
capabilities. If your busi-
ness needs to turn around 
or transform, there’s a good 
chance you’re asking yourself 
these three questions:

1. Why do we have to  
do this?

2. Do our leaders get it, and 
do we have the capabilities to 
do it right?
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   Q U E S T I O N  1 

Why Do We Have to Do This?
information. This holds true 
when leaders are focused on 
their own  functions and yet 
have strong opinions and 
biases for what a turnaround 
should look like.

To succeed in setting a 
complete strategic picture 
for the turnaround, you 
need a thorough diagnostic 
to understand how your 
business got into its 
predicament. Have you 
experienced a long gradual 
decline in profits, or more of a 
death spiral? Brutal honesty 
here can provide clues 
for plotting the best path 
forward. If you experienced 
a rapid fall from grace, it’s 
likely that your competitors 
have outmaneuvered you, 
perhaps taking advantage 
of technology to access 
customers in an efficient 
manner that reflects the way 
they want to engage or buy.

Significant industry  
disruptions—think Uber,  
Airbnb, and Netflix—require 
more radical efforts in re-
sponse. These disrupters 
often take advantage of tech-
nological advances and new 
consumer preferences that 
simply make your products 
or services less relevant than 
they were before. In these 
cases, strategic acquisitions 
or partnerships may be the 
only solutions (as opposed to 
slowly developing new in-
house capabilities).

When the decline is gradu-
al over several years, it tends 
to point to a lack of innova-
tion in building on the core 
foundation of the company’s 
products or services. This 

It’s easy to spot signs of dis-
tress. Falling market share, 
declining revenue, dimin-
ishing liquidity, and higher 
customer turnover are just 
a few. However, not all turn-
arounds are created equal. 
Some require significant cost 
cutting to appropriately size 
the business. Others require 
more focus on innovation or a 
change in the business mod-
el. Context is everything: 
Which organization-level ca-
pabilities are most important 
for you? Which leadership 
muscles will be required?

Before picking the leaders 
for your transformation, 
you need to know the root 
causes behind why you’re 
turning the business around. 
Until a physician diagnoses 
your ailment, he or she 
can’t prescribe a treatment. 
Complying with the right 
treatment is essential to 
keeping a patient alive and 
kicking. It’s the same with a 
business turnaround.

In an old fable, a group of 
blind men come across an el-
ephant and try to conceptual-
ize what the animal is like by 
touching it. Each man feels a 
different part of the elephant 
and describes it based on his 
partial experiences. Predict-
ably, no one can agree on the 
correct description, and so 
each man comes to suspect 
that the others are dishonest.

The moral? We all have 
a tendency to project our 
partial experiences and 
biases as the whole truth, 
failing to consider that some 
people may be partially 
right and may have partial 
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What to Tell Your 
Talent During 
Times of Change
There’s only one thing worse than saying the wrong 
thing: Saying nothing at all. BY BEVERLY CROWELL
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is often the case with larg-
er organizations that have 
achieved success and become 
complacent. It’s not that lead-
ers wake up one day and real-
ize the company is in trouble; 
rather, they haven’t tended 
to innovation and impor-
tant signals from customers 
and the market over a period 
of time. How long have the 
brick-and-mortar retailers 
been watching trends in the 
market and assuming that 
they could survive?

The critical first step is 
clearly establishing a data-
driven fact base on which 
leaders can agree. Without 
facts, companies are reliant 
on a visionary savior to ideate 
his or her way out of trouble. 
These leaders are few and 
far between, so the rest of us 
must be data-driven. But the 
key here is to strike the right 
balance between big data and 
relevant data.

Data in and of itself won’t 
make decisions or set a 
course of action, but the right 
data can give leaders confi-
dence that their proposed de-
cisions and future direction 
will in fact deliver improved 
results. Tools like Tableau 
have greatly simplified how 
data visualization can be 
used to integrate multiple 
data sources and provide in-
teractive, real-time insights 
and drilldowns to guide lead-
ers in their decisions.

Any strategic diagnostic 
should incorporate the voice 
of your customers, so that 
you can hear directly how 
your products or services are 
missing the mark. During a 
turnaround, it can be some-
what of a balancing act to en-
sure that you maintain your 
highest-priority customers 
as you rethink the business 

at its core. However, keep in 
mind that 5 years from now, 
those customers could have 
completely different prefer-
ences than your core custom-
ers today.

Ultimately, the diagnostic 
must result in decisions 
that get you back on 
track. Sometimes, taking 
a disruptive innovation 
path and better leveraging 
technology will be the key. 
Other times, the answer 
might be to play catch 
up through incremental 
innovation or a more 
disciplined sales force. Of 
course, if the business has 
become bloated, then you 
might need to lower your 
expenses while you figure 
out the growth agenda.

Cost cutting has its place 
in a turnaround, but it’s very 
rarely a panacea. It can help 
create the financial head-
room for efforts that are 
focused on improving inno-
vation and regaining market 
share. With the added head-
room, leaders must be deci-
sive in areas where strategic 
investments are needed to 
drive the most value for the 
organization. This could be 
in the form of innovation, tal-
ent, or strategic acquisitions.

Additionally, during times 
of distress, employees are 
looking for signals of hope. 
What’s the growth narrative 
you can create that will 
provide your people with 
leadership and a steady hand.

You must understand the 
current profitability and 
growth opportunities across 
the product and service 
portfolio. Let’s say one is 
lagging behind the rest. Can 
we trim it out and focus on 
the products or services 
that create greater value to 

experts define the applied 
treatments. A true turn-
around needs to address 
changes in leadership, or-
ganization alignment, and 
capabilities to succeed in the 
future. Let’s look at each.

Changes in Leadership
So how do you test for the 
“right” kind of leader to do 
the turnaround? What expe-
riences does he or she need 
to have? The type of leader 
that shepherds a turnaround 
is different from the one who 
guides growth. This leader 
does things that take the 
cost out of the organization 
while simultaneously invest-
ing in new capabilities and 
growth. The behaviors they 
exhibit will be critical for cre-
ating and sustaining lasting 
change. They must do the fol-
lowing things:

 STAY ON MESSAGE. 
When leaders at different 
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customers? In that case, we 
may also need to reinvent the 
business model. This could 
even involve rethinking 
your sources of competitive 
advantage, channels, points 
of differentiation, talent, 
revenue model, and optimal 
cost structure.

  Q U E S T I O N  2 

Do Our Leaders 
Get It? Do 
We Have the 
Capabilities to 
Do It Right?
Most turnarounds treat the 
symptoms, not the causes. 
This is why many turn-
arounds focus on cost cut-
ting and restructuring debt, 
where financial or legal 



D
uring a major 
change, it’s 
easy for 

leaders to lay low 
in the spirit of not 
creating panic, raising 
issues, or having to 
face tough questions 
when they don’t have 
all the answers. But 
in the absence of 
information, it’s even 
easier for employees to 
make it up—or worse, 
bolt for the door.

Employees want to 
be trusted with the 
truth about the busi-
ness, its challeng-
es, and its changes. 
Conversations during 
times of transforma-

tion are critical for en-
gaging, retaining, and 
developing top talent. 
These talks can mini-
mize the mystery and 
help employees under-
stand where and how 
they fit amidst the 
changes taking place 
inside the organization.

Despite what you 
think, this isn’t as hard 
as telling your kids 
about the birds and 
the bees. (Sorry, can’t 
help you there.) The 
key is to share openly, 
honestly, and often. 
And you don’t need a 
crystal ball to do so. 
Focus on these four  
areas to start:

 1. Your organiza-
tion’s strategic direc-
tion and goals.

 2. Your profession-
al, industry, and orga-
nization’s future.

 3. The emerging 
trends and new 
developments that 
may affect career 
possibilities.

 4. The cultural and 
political realities of 
your organization.

Tackle these topics 
and your employees will 
learn to look at the big 
picture and see trends 
and implications. 
They’ll also feel more 

competent and 
confident in their 
future marketability. 
What if you have to 
hold some information 
back? Tell them you’re 
not at liberty to 
share—and explain 
why. Understand your 
response may not 
please people, but if 
you establish a track 
record of speaking 
honestly (and early), 
you’ll have more room 
to keep secrets when 
you need to.

And remember: It’s 
a two-way street. Ask 
your employees what 
they want from you, 
when they want it, and 

how they’d like to get 
it. People want to be 
heard regarding their 
jobs, the work at hand, 
and the organization’s 
goals and strategies. 
Keep your employees in 
the loop and you’ll keep 
your employees, period.
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levels in the organization 
send different signals about 
their commitment during 
a turnaround, it can have a 
devastating ripple effect. It’s 
not uncommon for employ-
ees to ask different leaders 
what they think about the 
turnaround plans and their 
potential for success.

They also have to 
get comfortable with 
repetition. If you think 
you’re over-communicating, 
communicate again. 
Employees are worried about 
the business and their jobs. 
Their capacity to absorb 
information is compromised, 
so practice clarity, 
consistency, and simplicity.

 BE TRANSPARENT. 
Leaders who paint an overly 
optimistic view of the future 
or fail to own previous mis-
takes may feel better about 
themselves in the short term, 
but they’re not winning the 

hearts and minds of their 
people. Be specific about the 
actions you will pursue, and 
how employees can contrib-
ute. In times of great success, 
leaders simply need to “man-
age” the business and be 
good operators. But in times 
of turnaround, they need to 
“lead” and inspire with direct 
communications about the 
current state, supplemented 
with a compelling vision for 
the future.

 BREAK DOWN WALLS. 
You want to align people 
around a shared set of objec-
tives, but legacy silos will per-
sist. Recommendations are 
often too inwardly focused 
on functional capability ver-
sus delivering results for cus-
tomers and the business.

Use a simple method called 
a “value tree analysis”—where 
you rank objectives that drive 
value in two dimensions—to 
assess gaps in alignment. 

Example: Ask the leadership 
and manager ranks to assess 
each objective on two scales: 
strategic importance and 
ability to execute. The results 
will reveal the collaboration 
gaps you’ll need to bridge.  

Organizational Alignment
Once the leadership team 
establishes the direction 
for the turnaround and 
identifies the key levers 
to pull, be honest about 
the capabilities required 
to pull off the change. If 
you’re a brick-and-mortar 
retailer, trying to become 

an exclusively digital 
marketplace with your 
current capabilities won’t 
work. You simply can’t win if 
you’re playing hockey with a 
team of soccer players.

Capabilities to Succeed
How do you know which 
capabilities you need? Start 
by mapping your desired 
results, the capabilities 
required to deliver, and then 
prioritize where you’re over- 
or under-invested. 

Turnarounds create an 
opportunity to take stock 
of talent. If you haven’t 

DURING TIMES OF CHANGE, 
EMPLOYEES LOOK FOR 

HOPE. WHAT’S YOUR 
GROWTH NARRATIVE? 

BEVERLY CROWELL is a 
senior associate consul-
tant for Career Systems 
International, and a 
speaker and contributor 
to The Talent Manage-
ment Handbook and 
Coaching for Leader-
ship: Writings on Leader-
ship from the World’s 
Greatest Coaches.
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T
urnarounds 
happen all 
the time 

in sports. As any 
underperforming 
coach or player can 
tell you, after a bad 
season or two, you’re 
outta there faster 
than a clean-up hitter 
caught looking at a 
four-seam fastball. 
But while struggling 
teams are prone to 
making short-term 
bets to reverse 
their fortunes—
trading players, 
shifting rosters, and 
otherwise trying to 
shake up the ever-
sliding status quo 
of losses—they 
never get to the 
championship without 

a major sea change 
in vision and values 
embodied across the 
organization.

Take the glory 
story of the Chicago 
Cubs, who went 
from lovable losers 
with a century-long 
championship drought 
to World Series 
champs in 2016. 
Through a systematic 
set of activities, 
they determined a 
path forward, found 
the right leaders, 
selected the right 
team, and got 
everyone aligned. 
It wasn’t about the 
stats, but the vision, 
commitment, and 
spirit. Follow their 
turnaround plan:

1. Find a Leader 
with Passion

Cubs owner Tom 
Ricketts had a lifelong 
love of the team and 
well understood its 
cultural significance 
to sports fans and the 
city of Chicago. While 
turnarounds are often 
executed by leaders 
who are agnostic, and 
in some cases even 
dispassionate about 
the business they are 
leading, a key driver 
of Ricketts’ success 
was his personal 
connection to a 
grander vision of what 
his team represented 
to him and millions of 
other baseball fans.

2. Invest Big in  
the Right Areas

Anyone who has 
spent a summer 
afternoon at Wrigley 
Field understands 
that the ballpark 
is a world unto its 
own of nostalgia, 
green, blue, old, and 
new. But Ricketts 
understood that the 
world Cubs fans didn’t 
see—the players’ 
clubhouse, workout 
rooms, and staff 
quarters—needed 
to be overhauled and 
revamped as well.  
This was a serious 
signal to players and 
coaches that he 
was committed to 
both the immediate 
needs of the team 
and the longer-term 
infrastructure of the 
Cubs franchise.

3. Field the  
Right Team

Want to win? Then 
pick the right win-
ners. In President of 
Baseball Operations 
Theo Epstein, Rick-
etts selected a world-
class, holistic leader 
with shared values 
relating to the care 
of his players in every 
regard, but also the 
same passion for the 
game and ability to 
conceive of, and reach 
for, a new vision of 
excellence. There’s a 
maxim that holds true 
about how individual 
leaders, separately, 

may be highly effec-
tive. But the synergy 
of powerful leaders 
with shared ideals 
and goals is a critical 
success driver of any 
turnaround.

This extends to the 
Cubs themselves—a 
high-performing group 
of young, talented 
ballplayers with pas-
sion, skill, and identi-
cal work ethics that 
sometimes extend 
to 18-hour days in 
training and whose at-
titudes have trans-
formed the culture of 
the clubhouse.

4. Think Long-Term

In rebuilding the 
leadership, team, and 
culture, Ricketts, who 
purchased the Cubs 
in 2009 for $845 
million, revitalized a 
franchise for both 
fans and the market. 
According to a 2017 
Forbes valuation, 
the organization is 
now worth a cool 
$2.75 billion (a figure 
that has gone up 22 
percent in the past 
year alone given 
the team’s winning 
ways). Like Ricketts 
and company, 
transformational 
leaders who commit 
to a turnaround take 
a long-range view 
of what profitable 
growth looks like for 
their organizations 
and then commit to 
delivering against 
those targets.

From Strike Two  
to World Champs:  
The Chicago Cubs Story
Spoiler: If you want to be winners on the field, you must first 
 be winners off of it. BY GARRETT SHERIDAN AND LEI TONG
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reductions, and overall 
turnaround strategy to help 
employees understand the 
changes. Communicate 
a side-by-side contrast of 
which things will stay the 
same and which will change.

 3. CATEGORIZE YOUR 
CAPABILITIES. Group 
your resources as “strategic,” 
“core,” “requisite,” or 
“surplus.” Align your talent 
around these. You must 
discontinue surplus and 
requisite and strengthen 
or reallocate resources to 
build strategic and core. 
Don’t make the wrong cuts, 
because you never want 
to trim the organization’s 
strategic capabilities.

 4. ALIGN AND 
EMPOWER LEADERS 
AT EVERY LEVEL. 
Give your leaders clear 
goals, objectives, and 
expected outcomes of the 
turnaround initiatives. 
Then create appropriate 
levels of responsibility and 
accountability by scheduling 
standing meetings to discuss 
progress, challenges, and 
results. Empowering your 
managers to make decisions 
that directly impact their 
areas will increase their 
commitment to change. 

Remember: One of the 
most common turnaround 
pain points is that leadership 
focuses on mistakes rather 
than helping their people 
solve actual problems.

 5. CUT ONCE WITH 
PRECISION. Use a bottoms-
up approach to identify 
which teams, departments, 
and functions have excess 
capacity, and then use 
a data-driven approach 

and objective measures of 
performance to determine 
which employees to let go. 
Employees often know who 
the low performers are, so 
a subjective approach to 
reducing headcount and 
refocusing the business will 
create discontent.

A turnaround CEO 
is willing to cut deeper 
than expected, and in a 
single event rather than 
in protracted or recurring 
iterations. Given that a 
turnaround almost always 
means staff reductions, 
it’s critical for the CEO 
to clarify the new roles, 
responsibilities, and 
expectations to avoid 
declines in morale.

Turnarounds are never 
easy; every case is different. 
But if you establish clear 
mandates and priorities—and 
execute with discipline—
you’ll guide the day-to-day 
decisions that will ensure the 
future health, viability, and 
growth of your organization.
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used objective, third-party 
leadership assessment tools, 
now is a good time to start. 
The Hogan Leadership 
Assessment, for example, 
can provide helpful insights 
into leadership potential 
and how leaders are likely to 
“show up” during the change. 
You need leaders who can 
mobilize people during a 
turnaround. If you’re making 
cuts to the workforce, you 
have to quickly turn your 
attention to creating a 
growth narrative that’s both 
compelling and believable.

One common and costly 
mistake: leaving poor per-
formers in important roles. 
You want A players in your 
most strategic roles, though 
it’s probably okay to have a 
B player. Look at historical 
performance data and objec-
tive assessments to pinpoint 
your players and deploy them 
appropriately. If you can’t fill 
strategic roles with A players 
from within, it’s time to cast a 
broader net.

Change management 
during a turnaround needs 
to focus on actions and 
investments that align, equip, 
and sustain the change.

• Align: Get leaders and 
employees to agree on the path 
forward and commit to it.

• Equip: Provide leaders 
and employees with the skills 
and capabilities needed to 
drive the turnaround.

• Sustain: Create ways 
to monitor and measure the 
turnaround and reinforce 
positive results and behaviors 
to maintain momentum.

 Easier said than done, 
right? Consider setting up a 
program management of-
fice, a team of taskmasters 
who keep the organization on 

point to hit milestones dur-
ing the turnaround.

   Q U E S T I O N  3  

How Do I 
Create Impact 
That Leads to 
Successful 
Execution?
The board of directors has 
replaced the CEO after a 
failed turnaround attempt. 
Now you’re in charge. You 
have 12 months to return the 
business to growth and prof-
itability. How do you avoid 
the pitfalls that sullied the 
last turnaround attempt? 
Here are five ways:

 1. SET A NEW 
DIRECTION AND START 
WALKING. You need to 
establish a solid fact base, 
but also be able to make the 
tough, strategic decisions 
when you don’t have all the 
information. Things are in 
transition; you can’t wait for 
the new players to redefine 
the market. Even if the 
strategic decisions aren’t 100 
percent correct, you’ll have 
the opportunity to make 
adjustments over time.

 2. COST CUT AND 
GROWTH PLAN. You 
need to understand sources 
of organizational value, 
whether they’re strategic, 
operational, or foundational. 
Do you have the discipline to 
add one area while cutting 
another? You must also 
articulate the link between 
turnaround efforts, cost 
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