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A GENERAL MANAGER'S AGENDA

What good managers do

Joan E. Ricart and Jaume Llopis

As management scholars and teachers, we often worry about a fundamental ques-
tion: what do managers, especially good ones, do? It seems like a simple and easy-
to-answer query. Just follow a few managers around and watch them. But this
approach doesn't reveal essential information. Since managers spend most of their
time in meetings, speaking with people both inside and outside the organization
and addressing diverse issues, it’s hard to tell between what is urgent, what is impor-
tant and what is necessary. And distinguishing these is important.

We decided to try to answer the question by taking a different approach. We
invited top managers from diverse types of firms and industries to attend our classes
and explain their work to MBA students who were about to graduate. In addition
to giving the students a chance to reflect on what they believed were the most
important tasks for general managers, the discussion also forced managers to think
about and identify them. Instead of merely describing how they spent their time,
they were asked to identify their priorities. We encouraged them to focus on this
idea when they prepared for the sessions, and in many cases, we followed up with
separate interviews to clarify their views.'

Not surprisingly, managers’ styles, and therefore their perspectives and in-class
presentations, were quite varied. They reflected the characteristics of their firms,
industries, histories, experiences and values. Despite these differences, clear pat-
terns emerged. As we developed the framework to be explained in this chapter, and
shared these with the executives in our executive education and alumni classes, we
identified significant a convergence in key areas. We realized that our framework
Was not always explicitly articulated by executives, but it was a cogent reflection
of their implicit understanding of the relevance and importance of their leadership
task. In our framework, we identify three fundamental priorities: the future, the

business model and people.
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riority is creating a future for the organization and com,.
g easy to say but so difficult to do. Top managers knoy,
that their essential responsibility, their true service to Fhe organization they manage,
is to make sure the organization has a future. And this requires play3ng the roles of
entrepreneur, strategist and visionary. The CEQ muit actas a mf,e integrator with
a long-term perspective. Sometimes we c:.xll th'xs tl.1e strategizing role of a general
manager, to highlight the ongoing strategic thinking that is involved.

The second fundamental priority we identified was continuously adapting the
business model. We consider the business model to be the instrument that creates
value in a sustainable way. And this instrument requires constant renewal to deal
with continuous changes in the environment, in competition, in the capabilities
of the organization and in the learning of individuals. Renewal involves ongoing
restructuring to boost efficiency, reengineering to be more effective and reinven-
tion to sustain differentiation. We call this general manager role “renewal” to high-
light the design perspective and the need to continuously reimagine the business
model.

The third fundamental priority that emerged was people. We found that man-
agers invest significant amounts of time and effort into attracting talent, develop-
ing people and helping them grow in their organizations. As one manager noted
repeatedly,“My job is to get the best version of each person in the organization and
focus them on our mission as a company.” The general manager’s role as “organizer”
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FIGURE 1.1 Priorities of a General Manager
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emerged from these conversations but with a focus on people as a starting point
rather than tasks.

[n addition to these three fundamental priorities and roles, we identified another
critical element. We found that managers frequently spoke about the mission, values
and the contribution of their firms to society. Importantly, they discussed these issues
2 fundamental, rather than residual, aspects of their leadership roles. This led us to
identify a fourth priority, which acts as an umbrella and gives meaning to general
managers’ work in their organizations. We called this priority institutional strategy.

In addition to giving meaning and direction to firms, particularly in highly
complex and uncertain situations, this priority reflects the view of the firm as an
institution with values, principles, norms and meaning in a broad sense. Serving as
ambassadors for these attributes, on behalf of the organization, is perhaps the most
important role that general managers play.

Figure 1.1 presents the framework we discuss in this chapter. It is a simple model
that captures the complexities of leading organizations as they fulfill their missions
in the world. It highlights the important aspects of a general manager’s role, their
important service to all stakeholders and the beauty of the profession of leading
people to do extraordinary things for the good of society.

Search for the future

What could be more important than the future? The future is, of course, highly
relevant and important for all stakeholders. There is no need for long discussions
about this. So any leader should, before anything else, be aware of the future as
a fundamental responsibility. They, along with everyone else, should be thinking
about, working toward and imagining the future — a positive future — for everyone
involved in this collective project. The creation of the future is the base for any
strategy. It involves the analysis and identification of opportunities and is the start-
ing point for the existence of the firm itself.

Consider the quote of one executive, José Maria Pujol, president of the Spanish
multinational Ficosa International. Ficosa, which designs and produces components
for the auto industry, was a small company back in the 1980s manufacturing mainly
for Seat, the Spanish carmaker that now forms part of the Volkswagen Group. Over
the years, it has undergone various transformations. Today, it is a small multinational
with a turnover of roughly 1 billion euros selling to basically every car manufac-
turer in the world, with a leading position in retrovision systems.

Pujol said, “The future will come. The question is if you are going to have
future. You have to anticipate it, make decisions and be right about your choices.
Sometimes you even need to commit suicide to really innovate and lead the change
that is coming.”

Difficult choices have to be made, which are even more difficult in situations in
Which there are opportunities for creating a different future. Often the first choice
to be made is whether one should anticipate the future or create it. Creating the
future, in fact, is the best way to anticipate it, but can you also be a leader in it?
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e reflection about the future should always be the s

eeds of your clients (or future clients).'One of Ficosa’ i
future n retrovision systems, which feature mirrors. Today, camep,,
ortant in cars as mirrors are. And tomorrow, the indyg
sirrors at all if cars become driverless. So what. are the real need ,
he future? Whose needs will the company satisfy? What should p,
firm’s future tomorrow?
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The second step in creating the future is to put forward a value proposition that

satisfies the needs we are anticipating. The value proposition provides a clear vision
that can inspire the whole organization. Rather than a “dream” projected onto the
future, it manifestly satisfies customer needs through its value proposition.

Good managers are good entrepreneurs, who effectively carry out these funda-
mentally creative tasks with the support of their teams. They are also able to bring
the vision to the present moment and put the necessary strategic building blocks
in place to take the company into this future. Again, in this process, there are two
fundamental steps.

First, managers should define the businesses in which the firm can create sus-
tainable competitive advantage. It helps to focus on one fundamental question:
where do we want to compete? Businesses are defined, in a practical sense, by the
needs that are going to be served, the clients who have these needs, the geographic
areas that will be served and the competencies required to carry all these actions
out successfully.

In terms of competencies, a second fundamental question must be asked: how
are we going to win? Both questions need to be explored simultaneously. We can't
c.hoose where to play without understanding how we'’re going to win. Both ques-
tions are equally important.
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future, CONNECLs Us directly to the second one in our framework: business model
renewal.

gusiness model renewal

What is a business model? It’s the set of choices that a company’s leadership makes,
taking into account the company’s history, philosophy and the way it creates value
for its stakeholders. The business model describes how the company generates
value for society as it seeks to create the future it has envisioned.? As revealed in our
discussions, general managers continuously renew the business model. Since clients’
needs are constantly evolving, the vision of the future must evolve, too.

The Swedish furniture retailer IKEA acts as a useful example of both effective
design and constant adaptation of a business model. In our sessions, Belén Frau —at
the time general manager of IKEA Italy and previously a manager of a large retail
store in Northern Spain — explained this to us in detail. IKEA's business model is
determined through fundamental choices. When it first began, the company set out
to “democratize” good Nordic design by making it widely accessible to customers
through low prices obtained through large volumes and operational capabilities,
especially logistics. But this basic value proposition has always evolved. Currently,
IKEA sells unassembled furniture, which eases the logistics process and enables cli-
ents to transport merchandise themselves, cheaply and efficiently. But IKEA hasn’t
always done this. Instead, the company decided to embrace the idea at the sugges-
tion of an employee as it sought to refresh the business model to better serve the
needs of clients.

Similarly, IKEA is constantly adapting the buyer experience and business model
by studying the habits of consumers in different countries. Changes are imple-
mented either on a global or local level, based on ongoing experimentation, pilot
tests and prototypes.

Traditionally, the business model — its design, configuration and adaptation — has
been a priority for general managers. A more relevant issue today has become the
increasing opportunity to do things differently.” For this reason, business model
types are proliferating. In the past, discussions centered on the trade-off between
differentiation and cost, or mass markets and focused segments. These differences
are still important, and business models have to be carefully designed to ensure they
are consistent with the choices made in these domains. But today, general managers
must consider other factors too.

Numerous drivers of change — demographics, globalization and technology,
among others — can help identify alternative ways of designing business models. As
a result, value chains often become fragmented as value-added activities are distrib-
uted geographically and outsourced to other companies and as distribution systems
grow. The key dimensions of business models have multiplied, providing increasing
opportunities to create new and distinctive types.

As a consequence, there has been an explosion in recent years in the number
of tools, models and proposals for redesigning, innovating and renewing business
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designing, experimenting, rapid.ly Prototyping and dePIOying
has become a daily task and priority of general managers,
business model renewal has become an importap,
with systemic and design-thinking capabilitje

models. Meanwhile,
new business models
new competencies are nccessary..
element in management education,

now cmphasized.

A focus on people

We found that general managers firmly believe that people are the center of the organ-
ization and the key to execution. Everything is done by an.d through them. Following
this view, good managers spend significant amounts of thel.r time focused on peo?le.

The first fundamental priority in the area of people is to manage talent. Firms
use different procedures and processes, but good managers put a lot of their time
into identifying talent, developing it, providing challenges and new tasks offering
training and planning careers and assignments. In other words, they provide oppor-
tunities for people to grow.

Jaime Aguilera — president of Unilever in Spain and at the time of writing in
charge of Eastern Europe ~ told us that his main role was to make sure he had the
optimal team and that each member was able to “bring the best version of herself or
himself to the table every day.” In fact, he actually stated that this was the only thing
he did: simply get the best version of each person to work with others on the team
to fulfill the goals of the company. This is a nice way to express what should be the
first priority of the top executive of any firm, division or department, and not Just
the domain of the human resources (HR) manager.

Importantly, talent management is an individualized task and therefore one has
to involve every manager in the organization as a mentor,
a fun.damenml duty to ensure that people are growing
%)esf in themselves at work every day. Managing talent
individual level since most tasks are carried out in te

fxeed to be combined in ways that enable them to fio
Ing positive results,

trainer and/or coach. It's
and able to bring out the
i1s also challenging on an

urish and grow while produc-

i : requires an unde i ivati
ncentves. It also means Providing recognit; R

what needs to be corrected, sition and rewards fairly while correcting
In our discussions. [ u;
as
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geveloping team members and mentoring people in units throughout the company.
[n addition, he kept his own list of potential talent within Nestlé.

[n essence, good managers are strong believers in human capital being funda-
mental for good execution, believing that optimal productivity is obtained not by
exploiting people but by helping them grow and develop. They understand that

assion comes from commitment and empowerment, and they manage human
capital carefully. The result is often extraordinary things carried out by ordinary

people — the key to success.

Building an institutional strategy

a world characterized by high uncertainty and risk. Companies strug-
gle to create Or at Jeast anticipate the future; design and constantly adapt the busi-
ness model; and develop talent that can execute effectively. In a world sometimes
described as VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity), providing
direction for these priority tasks is tough. How can general managers provide suf-
ficient direction and stability in a VUCA world?

Detailed planning, a conventional approach for dealing with this challenge, s
simply unfeasible today. Of course, you need to plan, but you also need to keep
in mind that you may have to change plans tomorrow. For this reason, detailed
planning is essentially death. So what do good managers do? They map out a clear
institutional strategy.

An institutional strategy has different complementary elements, which include
values and principles; institutional purpose and mission; and a working philosophy
or “rules of the game.” Let’s take a look at each of these elements in more detail.

Values and principles form the backbone of any corporate culture. We have
described how various general managers express their organization’s values and
how these connect to action and performance. They serve as ambassadors for these
values, and moreover, they seek to live them. The consistency between espoused
values and actions of key managers is crucial, because good managers demonstrate
how to live these values.

The origin of values can vary considerably, depending on the history and the
ownership structure of the firm. Even in centuries-old companies, the founder has
an important impact. We found that values rend to be simple, clear and with a few
unique characteristics. Generic values are not useful for providing direction and
focus. Finally, values need to be shared by the whole organization, which is why the
ambassador role played by top management is so important.

The second important element is institutional purpose, sometimes used inter-
changeably with the word “mission.” The basic question to be asked here is, what
contribution does the company make to society? This goes deeper than just talking

about needs, clients and geographic areas that th
. -The purpose should include the external mission,
sition and/or segments of clients. It should also 1

We live in

e company serves.
which defines the value propo-
nclude the internal mission, the
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ization on a deeper level. By connecting the inside and ousjg,
anagerial choices with the organization and its clients, Y
Many times, the values and principles, as well as the purpose or mission, becom,
ingrained, not only in the organizational culture but also in what we call the woy)
ing philosophy of the place. Often, these are artifacts derived from the culture of
the place. Sometimes they are largely implicit: learned by doing and by following
explicit: written down and communicated to every.

examples. Sometimes they are
king in the organization.

one even before they start wor
Two elements stand out when defining the working philosophy since they con-

dition the behavior of people in the organization. The first centers on excellence,
or what it means do things well in the company. The second point relates to merit,
Does the company recognize excellent work? If so, how is this done? How effective

is this recognition?
A relevant example for understanding the role of institutional strategy is La
Cristébal Colén. The company was

Fageda, a Catalan cooperative founded by
ally impaired people in the region of

started to provide dignity through jobs to ment
La Garrotxa, Spain. La Fageda produces, as Colén likes to say, the best yogurts (also

ice creams and marmalades) in the world. Although the company competes with
Danone and Nestlé in the marketplace, its driving force is its internal mission to
generate employment for the mentally impaired. Driven by the combined external
and internal missions and supported by strong values, the company competes suc-
cessfully while providing tremendous social value.

Many companies with sustained long-term success have st
on intrinsic values, a clear purpose and a specific working philosophy. The world

outside is changing fast, so the company has to adapt, change and learn. But the
institutional strategy gives the company stability, a sense of direction and focus for

everyone in the organization.
The institutional strategy is, therefore, an umbrella that provides direction to

the other three fundamental priorities: future, business model and people. Without
this umbrella, the VUCA world can become a turbulent, unmanageable place. The
institutional strategy provides order amid chaos and agility when adapting the busi-

ness model.

purpose of the organ
managers can link m

rong cultures based

Conclusion

The priorities of top managers that emerged from our study, which are summarized
in Figure 1.1, are consistent with other studies on the normative behavior of top
management. They are also aligned with the principles of IESE Business School, 33
articulated by the founding dean, Prof. Antonio Valero, and the emeritus dean, Prof.
Juan Antonio Pérez Lopez.*

. By integrating academic work into our empirical observations, we can €2
rize the areas of responsibility for general managers in four interdependent elements
that together make a system.® The role of the general manager (GM) is t0 wor
on each of the areas in a balanced and coordinated way, as presented in Figure 1.2

tego-



A general manager’s agenda 15

Institutional
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Environment ﬁ

Context

Business

FIGURE 1.2 General Management Main Areas of Responsibility
Source: IESE Insight, No. 23, Fourth Quarter 2014, pp. 15-21.

Institutional configuration: The role of the GM is framed by the ownership,
governance and stakeholders of the firm. The GM makes decisions relat-
ing to issues such as laws, regulations, government intervention, fiduciary
law, as well as social norms. The GM never has total freedom, nor is totally
constrained, since he or she can always manage or influence to some degree.

External context: GM actions are conditioned by the external context, which
includes customers, channels and competitors. Again, the GM can sometimes
greatly influence such parameters. But even when the degrees of freedom
are limited, the GM has to manage the external context in a coherent way
with the other elements while also considering the company’s idiosyncratic
dynamics.

Internal context: GM actions are also conditioned by the internal context,
particularly people inside the organization. Consequently, the purpose should
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al mission dealing with the external environment but g 5
dealing with the internal context.

onsible for the development of a business mode|
fulfill the internal and external mission within the
al configuration. In this way, they can follow ,
d capturing value.

include an extern
an internal mission
Business: The GM is resp

that makes it possible to
constraints of the institution
consistent logic for creating an

It's not easy to work with this system in a balanced way. Management litera-
ture suggests four fundamental roles for the GM or CEO, as shown in Figure 1.3
(1) strategizing, to fulfill the external mission; (2) organizing, to fulfill the internal
mission; (3) business model renewal; and (4) governing. The empirical observations
gathered in our work are clearly aligned with these abstract tasks.

Note that the gerund form of each word is used to emphasize that these are contin-
uous roles. Coherence and balance among the roles are crucial. And remember —itisa
system! GMs need critical competencies to effectively manage this system, such as hav-
ing an open and dynamic systemic or holistic vision and design-thinking capabilities.

Institutional

Configuration

External

Environment

Strate Organiiiug

External Mission Internal Mission

Renewal
New Business Models

Business

Maij .
Source: Authors, n Tasks Associated with the Areas of Responsibility
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When GMs manage a system, they need to have a systemic or holistic vision.
They need to see the forest beyond the trees. They also need to understand that a
system is more than the sum of the Parts, so aspects such as proper fit, consistency
and reinforcement are vital. Furthermore, in a world of swift evolution, GMs need
to understand systemic change. They may need to modify many things at the same
time and, of course, will face many difficulties doing this,

But the system is open and dynamic. It’s open because it constantly interacts
with diverse stakeholders, many of them outside the organization itself. And it’s
dynamic because such relationships and interactions are constantly changing:
sometimes steadily evolving, other times undergoing punctual change.

In summary, the role of the GM is the configuration and management of an
open and dynamic system in a complex context with myriad stakeholders. So man-
agers need to be careful when using tools that simplify and specialize, since their
task is essentially integrative. For this reason, they should always maintain a systemic
perspective.

The Japanese imaging and electronics company Ricoh provides an example of
this transformational role of the GM.6 In the wake of the economic crisis and the
onset of the digital economy in Spain, Ricoh Spain needed to create new oppor-
tunities in the marketplace. As general manager of Ricoh Spain Ramén Martin
explained to us, the firm decided to move beyond the introduction of new products
launched by the corporation and embrace a new business model based on digital
services. The deployment of the new business model is still in progress, requiring
adjustments in all dimensions of this system.

GMs face the challenge of understanding complex situations and excelling in

difficult roles. Management literature points to three criteria for Jjudging the quality
of a GM’ decision-making:

1 Discipline. This refers to the managerial competencies to make rigorous deci-
sions using the available information and the right managerial tools. Essentially,
GMs should be competent and well trained, work hard and understand the
complexities of the world today.

Innovation. We can also call this creativity or imagination. The complex-
ity of the problems today requires novel solutions and innovative formulas to
respond to the external, internal and governance context.

Responsibility. It may seem obvious, but an intrinsic sense of responsibility
is associated with the work of a GM. The GM manages systems that affect

stakeholders in many ways. And behind each stakeholder
ple affected by choices,

fingerprints on every de

group, there are peo-
either in positive or negative ways. GMs leave their
cision they make, a fact they are keenly aware of.

The GMs in our sample demonstrated these criteria and sought to transmit them

to our students, each in a different way. They viewed the criteria as important for
making choices during their careers.
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several common character
pinpointed eight personal
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As we got to know theaid personality traits and lifestyle patterns, I,
characteristics associated with good managers.
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Hard work

Knowledge and competence
Shared values

Integrity

Spirit of service

Conflict management
Personal balance

Passion in their work

Being a general manager has always been difficult, never more so than today. Beyond
the authority, status and power that we usually associate with the role, general man-
agers perform a service that is ideally carried out by well-prepared professionals
who possess integrity, competence, passion and a deep sense of responsibility for
the well-being of all stakeholders. Ultimately, GMs are leaders of institutions that
serve society and are agents of change and prosperity in a quickly changing world.
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