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Leadership: Weather This Storm, Prepare For The Next 

By Ed Cohen and Vikram Bector September 26, 2008 

  

We are faced with what is being described as an economic downturn, although some see it more as a free 
fall with no idea how close to the ground the parachute will open. One thing history tells us is that the 
parachute will open. Rest assured this economic cycle, as all in the past have, will come to an end. Those 
who survive will innovate their way up the value chain and economic stability will again emerge. We have 
seen this cycle many times. The Great Depression of 1929, Black Monday, October 19, 1987, Asian financial 
crisis of 1997, as well as the period post September 11, 2001, each time the world’s economy has fallen 
followed by a steady rise as industries consolidated along with new industries born. Rebound is inevitable. 
When it happens, we must be prepared to make the most of it. There are things we must do today, to 
position us well for tomorrow. With this in mind, we have put forth few suggestions which we feel are critical 
for us to weather this storm. 

 Be tough on costs, be soft on people. Leaders who take care of their people will be rewarded when the 

economy turns back around. Those who don’t will suffer from significant turnover in addition to a shortage 
of qualified applicants. 

 Balance stakeholders. During tough times, we have a tendency to concentrate more on customers and 

investors than we do on our people. People are a primary stakeholder, so is society, neither should be 
sacrificed during difficult times. 

 Expand financial acumen. Leaders must know where the money comes from and where the money 

goes. Learn about finances, basic accounting skills to analyze and scrutinize financial decisions. This is a 
time when leaders must isolate expenses from investments. Pay particular attention to currency exchange 
rates which can quickly reduce or add to the price of products and services. Know where and how to 
hedge against such risks. 

 What goes down will eventually go up. Do not sacrifice long term investments for short term savings. 

Change in economic landscape often brings about a need for new set of skills. Investing towards 
enhancing learning and development opportunities is essential during these times. Those who ignore this 
will be left behind when market rebounds. 

 Business flows like a river, from the highest to the lowest level. Global leaders should seek revenue 

opportunities across the spectrum, from high-end of the market, to lowest, mass opportunities. This 
means determining where to seek business (rapidly emerging markets, yes there are still a few) and 
determining where to seek labor, skills, as well as the components necessary to get things done. 

 Expand global relationships. Find ways to open doors by expanding your professional network. This will 

help in two ways. Firstly, you will have more resources to turn to for advice as you work to solve many of 
the problems brought about by the downturn. Secondly, should you find yourself displaced, you will need 
your network to find your next position. 

 Provide 2X value to your organization. Now is not the time to sit back and watch others make things 

happen. Global leaders need to produce results and must consciously develop more leaders. In our view, 
having strong set of leaders is the best way to hedge against any downturn. 

 Shift from cooperation to collaboration. What most leaders call collaboration, is really nothing more 

than cooperation. We believe cooperation is defined as- I will offer my help to others after I have taken 
care of my own needs. Collaboration means holistically balancing needs across the enterprise so that no 
one wins unless everyone wins. 

 Maintain integrity and high moral values. Let not current circumstances influence, broaden, distort our 

definition of integrity and values. Standing by values in difficult times is the best way to demonstrate the 
true character of the organization. This means being willing to have difficult conversations, make difficult 
decisions, and if necessary, letting go of some of your people who make such compromises. 

 Buck the trend. It is a known fact that global leaders and corporations learn from developing markets 

and implement these strategies and learnings in the developing economies. We are seeing the 
emergence of a different reality. As an example, the IT sector is experiencing growth in Asian and Middle 
Eastern markets even while the US markets are experiencing a downturn. Global leaders and 
corporations now have the opportunity of taking the leapfrogging lessons from the developing markets to 
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the developed markets. 

That’s not all. Throughout this period of economic uncertainly, you will be distracted and sometimes 
overwhelmed as you strive to successfully follow the ten guidelines above. Be warned, there is another 
storm waiting, brewing, growing, right as the economic storm passes. This storm has been brewing for years 
and has the potential to derail businesses around the world. 

Some are calling it the "perfect storm". A perfect storm is the convergence of multiple storms that when they 
collide, cause massive amounts of destruction and damage. We are seeing forces coming together to create 
that perfect storm. 

Retirements of baby boomers in developed countries, aging population worldwide, declining birth rates, 
longer average life spans, a widening skills gap, and insufficient numbers of people entering the workforce 
are all factors which when combined, are leading to this "perfect storm". This storm will threaten every type 
of industry and employee group. We are receiving many such storm warnings from all over the world. The 
question is, will global leaders heed to these warnings, or will they ignore them in the same way the officials 
in New Orleans did prior to Hurricane Katrina? 

Our current economic crisis may slow the impact of the "perfect storm" as companies may hold back on their 
investment plans, but it will not stop the storm. We will be faced with a skill gap as never seen before-a 
leadership gap due to retirements, an entry level knowledge worker gap occurring simultaneously. Here are 
a few thoughts to consider as we mitigate the damages from the current storm whilst continuing to prepare 
for the larger "perfect storm". 

 Eliminate the word outsourcing from your vocabulary. Instead, call it "Global Sourcing". Companies will 
find stability in having work done where skilled labour is available. It is not about taking jobs from one to 
give to another, it is about utilizing knowledge of workers from around the world because there are not 
enough available in your domestic back yard. 

 During this economic downturn, it will be easy to forget the needs of our people. In reality, their needs are 
now more important than ever. Even though hiring is slowed and there will be layoffs, companies need to 
continue to "do the right thing" to emerge or remain an organization that is an "employer of choice". 
Provide: high visibility and name recognition; maintain a culture where senior leaders are approachable, a 
corporate culture that is held in high regard (for example, values-based leadership, family-friendly 
policies), and monitor the behaviour of all leaders insisting that they enhance their people skills. 

 A sharp focus on low cost and high value learning initiatives for building capability of the workforce is 
going to be a differentiator in the downturn. “Leader as Teacher” and “Customer as Teacher” being two 
such high value models. This is counter intuitive to the practice of cutting training costs during a downturn.   

Companies wanting to attract and retain talent should assess how they currently treat their employees. 
Companies that treat their people well, even during difficult times, will be the long term winners. Companies 
that treat their people poorly during tough economic times will lose their best people to the winners as soon 
as the parachute opens. 
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