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THINK DIFFERENT

A COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO GENERATING GROWTH WILL BE MORE EFFECTIVE
THAN THE TYPICAL BUSINESS MANAGEMENT METHOD, SAYS LAWRENCE CHONG

n May, with one swift stroke, 6,000

Malaysian Airlines (MAS) employees

lost their jobs. MAS new CEO,

Christoph Mueller, nicknamed “The

Terminator”, declared that the airline
was “technically bankrupt”. Applying the
typical playbook of business management,
he announced that the solution was to cut
costs, and focus on turning profitable in three
years. Market analysts were not surprised
by the move but have said that this is just
the first step. To cut is straightforward. The
tougher question is: How do you restore
confidence, generate conviction and revive
growth?

Consider another high-profile company
which nearly went bust — Apple — and how
it turned the corner. In 1997, returning to the
company he founded (but was subsequently
kicked out of), Steve Jobs made peace with
his nemesis Bill Gates in order to secure an
investment. He reviewed the organisation
to identify the talents that he could count
on; he told all staff that their best days were
still ahead, then focused all their resources
on a single product. The iMac — a bulbous,
all-in-one computer which came in five
outrageously flashy colours — was launched
in 1998 to resounding success, providing the
fuel to rebuild Apple.

That Apple is now a powerful company is
beyond anyone'’s doubt. What is incredible
was that Jobs did not just revive one company
but two; before Apple, there was Pixar. When
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the small crew at Pixar approached Jobs,
they too were on the brink of bankruptcy. But
Jobs saw value, backed the creative team
and signed a deal with Disney. Pixar began
to produce one animated blockbuster after
another. Soon, Disney acquired the company
for USS7.4 billion.

How did a man like Jobs, who had little
education — the only credit Jobs cited for his
education was a typography course at Reed
College — create more wealth than his peers
ever did within 20 years?

Many thinkers and leaders in business and
management, including Gates, credit Jobs with
vision and the ability to understand the power
of design, which ultimately gave Apple the
edge. But what did Jobs himself think about the
subject? Jobs once explained that for Apple,
design is not about how things look but how
they work. This belief that every element has to
be designed to work in sync, and to deliver an
effective outcome, shapes everything at Apple.
How the organisation thinks, how it develops
ideas, builds supply chains and organises its
culture, as well as how products are shaped
and presented — everything is done with
purpose and in harmony. Current CEO Tim
Cook said in an interview that the late Apple
chief's most significant contribution to the
world was “the company and its culture.”

So what is the difference between a
design-led strategy versus the typical
business management approach? The typical
business management approach has an
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almost fanatical belief in looking at business
in a clear-cut manner: The company is not
growing because costs are high, so trim the
fat and you will naturally see growth and a
return to profit. This “bloodletting” approach
— of simply cutting costs and hoping for
growth — is dangerous as many companies
eventually get cut to the core, losing critical
talent vital to their (eventual) recovery.

In contrast, in the design-led approach,
the task is to ascertain who are the existing
creative persons or units that are creating
value, and how best to retain them. One of
Jobs’immediate objective upon his return
to Apple was to identify the key talents that
he needed to retain. One of the primary
purposes of the investment that he obtained
from Gates was to pay those people.

The typical management thinking has a
limited view on business and tends to look
at issues from just the finance or human
resource point of view. This is like driving
a car without rearview or side mirrors. In
contrast, a design-led approach would entail
looking at every aspect of the business. Take
for example a bank review — a design-led
approach would involve looking at how
the bank was organised, its belief systems,
revenue generation, customer relationships,
product development, how the products were
presented and communicated, and how the
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In the design-led
approach, the task
Is to ascertain who

are the existing
Creative persons or
units that are creating
value, and how best

to retain them
|

retail experience was designed to shape the
customer’s perception.

One may find that the bank does not have
an emotional bond with its customers beyond
its physical proximity, which limits the bank’s
growth. One possible reason may be that
the bank’s staff did not know or understand
the value they brought to customers
(unfortunately, a low-value-creation mindset
fairly common across industries in Asia).

A design-led strategy would recommend
sessions to help staff question and discuss
their role and purpose within the organisation.
A new retail banking experience with an
emphasis on staff coming across as the
customers’ extended family members would
be implemented; staff roles redesigned for
employees to act more as advisors rather
than just customer service providers.

A design-led approach is a far more
complex than a straight-up cost- or staff-
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cutting experience, and require several
rounds of adjustments. Also, as the saying
goes, the devil is in the details. For a design-
led approach to work, it also requires a
comprehensive implementation. In the
business management approach, companies
spend a lot of time looking at the finances
and organisation, then rush the “softer”
aspects such as branding and service.

For the beleaguered MAS, the challenge
now will be to pay attention not just to the
financial and organisational structure, but also
other less tangible aspects that can help the
company rebrand its experience and service.

One of Apple’s famous taglines is: “Think
different”. Our world is shaped rapidly by
technological advances, and the increasing
speed of information exchange means
different schools of thoughts are colliding
exponentially. One thing is clear: It can no
longer be business as usual.

Today, a company such as Uber does not
own any taxis but is one of the world’s largest
manager of private drivers; a social network
like Facebook has a reach greater than a
singular religious faith. And Apple, which was
widely dismissed in 1997, is now the biggest
company in the world. The question that
leaders have to confront is this: How can we
redesign our lenses, to provide a new vision
for our future? @
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