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Normally, I send my newsletter out at the very beginning of the year.  I have deliberately waited until now because I wanted to see how the sub-prime fiasco influenced business.  Whether we use the “R” word or not, clearly we are experiencing a significant downturn in certain regards.  A client of mine recently told me, “We are feeling varying degrees of fear, uncertainty, and doubt.”  This reminds me of the Savings and Loan crisis of the 80’s where a lapse in basic credit decisioning principles created a similar affect in the global business community.  Despite the negative ramifications of our current economic situation, not everyone sees a glass half empty.  Did you know that the Chinese word for “crisis” is the same as “opportunity”?  I am happy to report that contrary to what I expected to see, in many areas, business is robust.  What has changed is who the players are.

Successful leaders will distinguish themselves from unsuccessful ones by finding ways to capitalize on opportunities created by the changing economic landscape.  Those people who react rather than steer may hold their breath and wait it out.  The price for this “wait and see” approach is the forfeiture of control. We are all familiar with the 80/20 rule about sales force productivity.  Some sales people out perform others regardless of circumstances.  The same applies to companies.  Why is one CEO more effective than another? Why does one sales manager motivate her/his team to excel while others do not?  Why do some customer service teams receive rave reviews from loyal clients while others struggle to hold on to them?  I believe the answer in large part is that they make a conscious decision to maximize whatever circumstances they face.  

By combining strategies to avoid problems and seeing challenges as opportunities, we can influence our business climate rather than simply respond to circumstances that we permit to be beyond our control.  Let’s take a closer look at what this entails. Earlier, I referred to the 80/20 rule regarding sales people.  Actually, it applies to any functional role.  In order to increase productivity without incurring additional expense, a logical first step is to assess the current staff.  Every company, no matter how selective they are in hiring, has under-performers.  An objective assessment will determine who needs training, direction, or coaching, and who needs to find another job.  Can training under-performers salvage the time, energy, and considerable expense already incurred with them, or is it time to cut your losses?  Do the managers in your company need better tools to more effectively manage and lead?  Perhaps they would be more successful with the improved skills in leadership, time management, and coaching that a sound training initiative would provide.  Since people are a company’s best asset, investment in them is wise when the return warrants it.  Uncertain times call for sound business decisions.  Unfortunately, they are frequently not the easiest to make.  

Reassessing market strategies can significantly influence your company’s ability to gain ground.  Do they reflect today’s business world?  Will they promote your corporate goals for 2008 and forward?  Perhaps new products would more accurately reflect the current demand.  This is a good time to review compensation plans to make sure they are in alignment with current or new business goals.  A review of products and existing or needed training programs for sales and management will enhance bench strength and position your company to thrive in these uncertain times.  

To paraphrase Mike Fleming, past president of the ELFA, “Executives of leading companies focus on new horizons.”  Banks have been assuming an increasing role in the leasing and finance industry for some time.  At one point, leasing was the tolerated but never embraced stepchild.  Then it became more accepted but there was a continual struggle to integrate it into the other banking channels.  Recently, leasing has taken its place along side traditional banking services and a conscious effort to leverage new business by cross selling has taken hold.  During the last several years, banks have invested extensive resources in their leasing business and have achieved a dominant role in the industry as the line between leasing and finance continues to blur.  National banks with the most resources eclipsed the smaller ones in this area.  Unfortunately, they also eclipsed the regional banks in sub-prime investment.  As a result, the fall out that the larger banks are laboring under is not typically burdening community banks.  This is the perfect time for these smaller banks to assertively grow their leasing business while the large banks are busy shoring up their exposure.  Many of the regional banks are doing exactly that.  In my opinion, they will make the most progress by reviewing and increasing the amount or resources allotted to leasing. Leaders know that they must figure out which markets are underserved.  Where are the needs?  How can the small racehorse squeeze through the field of favorites and get to the finish line first?  By assessing market strategy for 2008 and forward, smart executives will identify these opportunities and lead their companies into a period of selective and intelligent growth.   

Some examples of successful opportunism might include identifying portfolio purchase possibilities.  Perhaps reallocating an internal team to address underserved markets makes sense.  Careful analysis of how the current crisis has shuffled the deck will uncover a wealth of possibilities.  Once a segment (either by asset type, credit rating, industry category, etc.) is identified that will benefit from new finance sources, why not invite top industry experts who have been focusing on these markets successfully to join your firm?  No doubt, many of them are concerned because the companies they have been with are no longer as aggressive or even able to serve these markets.  These individuals are the people I referred to earlier who make a conscious decision to maximize the benefits of whatever circumstances in which they find themselves.  Certainly, they would be receptive to your overture to join a forward thinking company that is smart enough to distinguish the diamond from the glass bead.  It is a win/win.  Your company acquires their market expertise, their client relationships, and the understanding of what they did that worked best, which cost time and money to learn.  You can pick up the dropped ball someone else paid for.  These industry experts want a chance to retain their hard earned place of dominance in their market.  The ability to continue to sow the rewards of years of investment will be very attractive to them.  Why not reduce the time, expense, and risk incurred by building a de novo team?  

Over the course of many years, quite a few companies have asked me to assist them in developing their strategic initiatives.  Their view of the market comes from within their own companies’ perspectives.  The nature of my job requires me to develop a more global understanding.  These requests for assistance include developing or reviewing compensation packages, evaluating market opportunities, and assessing human capital with an eye towards improving this valuable resource.  For example, have you provided those people responsible for hiring in your company with formal expert training in conducting effective interviews?  Is there a process in place?  How does your company intend to identify and attract non-leasing people to infuse your staff with vibrant, new talent?  Are you capitalizing on the potential for your management team to lead rather than follow?  Do you recognize a clear delineation between high-level leaders and mid-range tacticians?  Have your managers gotten to positions of management by seniority or through deliberate promotions based on assessment of capability?  Have you provided these people with the necessary training to be effective managers?  

In response to these requests, on the recruiting front, I have reallocated some of Executive Solutions’ resources by dedicating more of my time to focus on the identification of expert teams of market specialists as mentioned above.  Jon Gerson, who joined Executive Solutions several years ago, has demonstrated a real flare for thinking of fresh and creative ways to identify and attract tomorrow’s leaders.  I am proud to announce that as Vice President of Strategic Initiatives, he will formally assume responsibility for new initiatives in addition to his recruiting efforts.  (Please visit http://exsolutions.com and read “Talent Solutions” under Items of Interest). Helene Kugit and Kim McQuinn continue to round out our team of dedicated recruiters committed to providing talent solutions with integrity, diligence, and a sense of urgency.   

To further respond to client requests, my partner, Art Kimicata, and I launched a sister company to Executive Solutions.  The Gerson Consulting Group is celebrating its first full year of operation.  We are proud to announce the successful conclusion of a number of assignments.  Our efforts focus on sales and sales management training, providing a road map for effective interviewing, team assessments with recommendations, market analyses, and carefully devised initiatives.  Art’s impressive career leading and growing businesses in the leasing and IT industries has augmented the expertise I have gained in executive search.  We invite you to visit our web site at http://www.thegersonconsultinggroup.com  to learn how your company might benefit from our services.  

I would like to share some other highlights for 2007.  I was pleased to conduct a breakout session at the 2006 annual ELFA convention.  Based on the positive response of attendees, I received an invitation to speak at several “Women in Leasing” events over the course of 2007 and The JELF suggested that I write an article on the topic of my session.  My article on “Sourcing, Selecting, and Interviewing Talent Effectively” appears in the January edition of the JELF and can be downloaded from my website (http://www.exsolutions.com) under Items of Interest/Articles. 

2008 is shaping up to be full of opportunities and surprises.  I look forward to working with you in this exciting time of change.   
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