Preface
Up to and After the Fall … Confessions of a “Turnaround” Specialist

Fear is the reason for this article.

In the “Background” section of this article I describe my years with McKinsey and then 14+ years with The Palmieri Company.  Both were “project” work.  Same employer(s), but serial projects.  McKinsey was pure Class II consulting.  Palmieri was all Class III.

Every time I started a new project I was very tense, actually scared … and it actually got worse after each successful project.  Think about the nature of the work.  There is a company, often large and complex, with lots of history.  There are people that may have been in there for years.  We were always outsiders at the start.  Oh, sure we would read as much as we could, wherever we could get it from, but in essence we started off cold.

The Companies were always in some kind of trouble.  Our mission, should we choose to accept it, was to learn very quickly all there was to learn, get smarter than all the people in the company that had been there for years, figure out how they messed it up, come up with dramatic fixes that would work in that environment – and at Palmieri – as Class III’s – actually have to implement those changes and make them work! … and everyone was watching … Courts, creditors, shareholders, competitors, often the SEC … and most importantly, future possible clients.  In the “Turnaround” business, you were only as good as your last press clippings.  Failure … was not an option!  Tense.

I never really got used to the stress.  Every project was a new situation.  It started off with total immersion.  Lots of interviews and reading, everyone there trying to convince us of what really needed to be done, lots of time pressure – after all, we were the pros from Dover.  We had all those notches on our belts.

For me, a pattern developed.  In my areas of responsibility, somewhere between the eighth and twentieth day on a project, I literally would wake up sometime between 3 and 4:00 o’ clock in the morning with the “answers”.  But then, I was afraid I would fall back to sleep and forget them.  So I would toss around until it was time to go to work.  Finally I started keeping a pad by my bed.  When I woke up, I would write it down – and then could go back to sleep.  Is that weird enough for you?

Over the years it kept happening – exactly that way.  What scared the hell out of me was that I really did not know what was going on.  (I’m sure a shrink might.)  Each success brought us more press, bigger more complex work, and higher expectations by all those concerned.  The raging fear for me was – “What happens if I wake up at 3:00 AM … and there is nothing there … a blank!”  Gasp.

On an assignment I took on after I formed my Company, RPF, Inc., I was commuting to Hawaii three times per month.  The TWA (remember them?) flight from St. Louis to Oahu, provided long stretches of quiet time.  So with my first laptop (and about 20 pounds of batteries) I started writing down what I thought I was doing on the job.  What really floored me, was that this thirty-some-odd page, single spaced paper came out almost exactly as you will read it below. It was a HUGE catharsis!  

Since I wrote this several years ago, I have edited it some.  Beefed up some parts.  However, it was actually written just for me.  It was a very self-indulgent effort and was not meant to be an Article in the educational sense.  I am not a writer and, moreover, don’t feel the need to proselytize or defend the approach. So even though, in the Article below, I threaten to turn this into a book on “How To” with examples, I have decided not to.

As you read the Article understand that this is really my “to-do” list with lots of introspection.  For example, on your shopping list you might write down  “OJ”.  When you’re at the market, you know that “OJ” means: “the half-gallon, Tropicana, without pulp.”  To someone else, there would be substantial information missing.  So you are really an essential part of the complete information package, as I am in this effort.  Although I don’t believe what you are about to read (if you get past this paragraph) is that opaque, you might find yourself wanting a bit more at some places in the Article.  

In any case, I was encouraged by well meaning friends who have read this to send it to a potential publisher.  I did.  The publisher liked it but wanted me to turn it into a “kiss-and-tell”.  I declined.  So, if you find it useful at all, as is, I am delighted, and would be happy to talk with you about it. (RMarmon@RPFinc.com or 610-664-8072)

Most Recent Addition – “Hooray for Hubris” 
In the original form of this Article, I went directly from the concept of the Issue Hierarchy and use of the Dialectic for Issue resolution, to some specific techniques to help ensure you have flushed out most, if not all of the Issues.  With this version, eight pages have been added to the original paper, immediately after the discussion of The Issue Hierarchy and The Use of the Dialectic. 

Because we always accepted the messes we found, and immediately set about developing the remedies, we did not spend much time philosophizing about how previous management got the Company to the state that required our intervention.  (Secretly we were obviously quite pleased that they did.  After all, that’s why we were making the money we did.)

Now, a bit older (and fatter), I have taken a crack at what I believe is one of the fairly obvious “Whys and Hows” that can lead otherwise very bright executives, their companies, along with their bright and often very expensive advisors to disaster, and that is:  Hubris.
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