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FORWARD



Who are each of us really? We are of course the sum of our parts. Perhaps the two things that mostly make up our identity are our ethics (or morality if you prefer) and our decision making ability to determine what are good things and what are bad things. As an example, for a pilot we would hope that pilot would consider landing safely a good thing but that a very bad landing would be a bad thing.



But even this makes up only a small part of what we do each day or what we accomplish. Some of the rest of what makes us to be who we are is made up by education, knowledge, training and experience. Many days I admire people who can do things that I cannot do. Such people may be pilots or surgeons. At first I thought that they must be geniuses. Now I realize that yes, they have good judgment skills – able to tell good things from bad things, and hopefully good ethics, but in addition there would be incredible amounts of training from some of the best human knowledge possible. Now some people may think that only pilots and surgeons need such training. I am not one of those. I believe that many good professions or skills in life require not only good judgment but also much knowledge and training.



I have myself read a number of fine business books that have helped me. This one might be different than most since I really tried to cover a large number of possible business issues, while also showing some examples that had to be resolved along the way. Many of the Industry leaders I met during my career were quite talented, and I learned much from being around them.



What is the scene for the learning in this book? I was part of the giant cellular expansion at Motorola and found myself around some very talented people. And during that time I went from a very beginning Engineer in that company to a Vice President, and then became a Senior Vice President at another firm. At least for a time, I was listed in the book Whos Who of America. At other times I was considered a problem solver, and once was asked to help fix a billion dollar a year sales division in another country – along with others of course. And so the learning I received from talented people I found helped me greatly. And I wish to try and pass some of that learning along to those willing to listen.



The huge expansion that occurred within Motorola during the early days of cellular might be hard to describe to someone who did not experience it. The only normalcy was change." Decisions needed to be made rapidly. While we did say Lead, Follow, or Get out of the Way – in our case it was not just an expression. We meant it. It was also an excellent time for both learning and gaining very rapid experience. It also just provided I feel a wealth of knowledge and education of what did work, and what did not work, in a seemingly brief period of time.



A possible Apology



As I write this book I am so happy and appreciative that so many people helped me, and also took the time to educate me. I also tried to avoid saying anything negative, or if I had to a bit, I did try to not target at least an individual by name. I hope that no one is offended by anything within this book. That is not my intention. If someone is offended, please accept my apology.



Sometimes I know many people feel that they are not important. I really do not view the world that way. I find that wisdom and great advice is where you find it." Very early I tried to train myself to listen and then to judge which of that information I should follow. It was an excellent education I do believe, and one I have tried to write down as well as I could in this book. And if this book helps anyone in their own career or in their professional life, that would make me very happy. And I certainly do wish you the very best in your endeavors.



Thank you for reading this.



– Ron Plachno (author)




PART 1: DEVELOPING STRATEGIES



What I learned – and what I decided to keep from that learning.



The first 29 chapters are really the core of what I learned and wish to pass onto others. The remaining chapters show how that learning affected some of my other thinking.




CHAPTER 1: Arrogance versus Self Confidence



Many people might think that arrogance and self confidence are quite similar items, but those two terms could not be more different. Arrogance is basically a lie and a delusion and will almost always hurt you. Self confidence can be a great help. Self confidence deals in truth and whom you are and whom you are not, and then adds the willingness to accept yourself. And using that information of whom you are then becomes the basic foundation of how to form an organization that can be a killer team that can accomplish your dreams.



But, a person whom is arrogant and then whom also believes that they know everything is incapable of learning. If you are arrogant, I cannot help you and perhaps no one can since you are unlikely to listen to anything that I or anyone else will say. If arrogant, you would believe that you have already arrived." But since arrogant people close off their minds and their senses and learn little, they are easy to beat. Even if you as a different person, have an open mind, and can learn just a little each day, you will pass up those who are arrogant and who refuse to move forward and progress.



Our world has seen many bright people. Some of the best had good self confidence I would believe, but were never arrogant. Let us consider Einstein for a second. Einstein was quite brilliant in Physics and Math, to the point where a mere mortal like me would be likely quite nervous around him indeed. But on the other hand, we would also likely find him to be a logical individual. Einstein had self confidence, at least from what I know about him. For example I would believe that if you asked Einstein to be a jet pilot on a test plane, he would refuse and say he does not have that skill. I do believe that if you asked Einstein to do a heart surgery that he would think you were insane. And the reason for that is that talented self confident people know what they are good at, and what they are bad at, and never confuse the two. 



Another difference between arrogant people and people with self confidence is the amount of noise that they generate. Arrogant people are most often noisy since they are trying to convince you and also themselves that they are just simply great. People with self confidence however often are very quiet. Why are they quiet? They already know who they are. What is there to prove, and to whom, and why does it matter? One could take this one step further if they were a philosopher and say that this is most odd – people often display the opposite of whom they really are. Exactly, say I, and I like to feel that I am an amateur philosopher. People who tell you they are great are often hiding an insecurity and a fear of their own little importance and so they talk a great deal to try and convince both you and them that they are great people. But those who do not brag, be careful, they might be quite self confident. The most self confident person I ever met was a man who would not talk at all or even move when he asked me for my thoughts. There were times when I felt that he was not even there; yet I learned he would repeat back whole passages of what I said later. Now if people are somewhat frauds, as I imply here, meaning that a person who talks a lot is lacking in self confidence, what might you say about a person who can be silent for long periods of time and does not even move when you speak to them? Yes, this second type of people do concern me and make me notice them. Those might be the truly self confident and talented ones. But enough about philosophy and body language.



You may even be intimidated by arrogant people. Do not be. They are really no challenge since they are easy to pass up. Since you are willing to learn, each day you will grow stronger and better. Each day you will learn more.



One of the most important things we must learn is who we are. People often say that born again Christians are the very best Christians since they have hit rock bottom and now know what they believe. I am not sure that people have to hit rock bottom before they are willing to listen, but from my own experience, it does help. While I might have been a very good engineer, and I even had some formal training to be a manager, I would admit that at first I was one of the worst managers I could imagine. I had no idea how to relate to people. I had no idea how to form a team. My boss at one time said that he even thought I was mean and scheduled me to see the corporate shrink. Honest. I did in fact visit the corporate shrink a few times, even if my goal at the time was to outsmart the shrink. But, actually being either mean or being too loose in management style is generally how people begin as managers – doing all of the wrong things. Management skills or real leadership is not something you are born with. But even though I was a good engineer, I knew I was failing as a manager. And I was certain I was going to be fired. If I said that this bothered me a great deal, I would be underestimating it. I was about 33 years old at the time. I remember it well – that one week – that I felt totally lost.



Well, after doing absolutely nothing right during that week, I finally did do something right at the end of the week. I felt that I had hit bottom emotionally. I felt that whatever I was doing was not working. I then decided to figure out who I was and how to try and build from what I thought was nothing at that time. I mostly did this since I decided I wanted to stop hurting.



In trying to figure out who I was, I decided to look at both my good points and my bad points. I decided I had almost perhaps equal numbers of both. And when I was done analyzing myself, I did something right that week after all. I decided to accept myself. And at the end of that week I thought I was a different person. Even my wife thought I was very different. I certainly had a different perspective. It was the death of egotism, professional fear, and arrogance and the start of honest self confidence.



I now call that simply maturity – being able to analyze your good points and your bad points, and then deciding to live with yourself. Once I did that, I found the way forward made much more sense. I transferred myself to a new group at work to get a fresh start. I took over a team of 22 Manufacturing Engineers and Technicians whom I was told had never made a goal and that team also seemed to find it funny that they never made goals. A great place to start. How could one lose? I now think that I needed them perhaps more than they needed me.



When you know whom you are, and what you are good at and what you are bad at, organization makes simple sense. Most people in organizations do exactly the wrong thing. They tend to surround themselves with people just like them. That is a horrible mistake. Why have someone on your team who is just like you? What do they add? Or perhaps even more biting, what do you add? No, a great organization is one where the organization wins. You personally winning almost does not matter, since as we know, and even Einstein I believe knew, no one is good at everything. Neither are you good at everything. But… your team can be. While no human can be 100%, a team can be – if it is put together well. 



Now keep in mind that when you analyze yourself, you might very well be a totally different person than I found I was with totally opposite skills. But I can only use an example of who I am. I decided that I was very good at leading a very large single program. I was not good however at leading even two medium programs and also, someone asking me to lead many small programs is wasting their time. I also decided that both engineers and technicians had their place and approach problems differently. So being an engineer, I decided to ensure that a technician led the group of technicians. And so, for this 22 person group. I led the major big program myself and also a change in direction for the whole group. Why not? That was what I was good at. But I put someone in charge of a second medium sized program and trusted and encouraged him and stayed out of his way. We both liked that a lot. Then I took the best technician and put that person in charge of all of the other technicians and often listened to his advice. And indeed I needed someone to watch the myriad number of small jobs that I never would. And I gave those three leaders a great deal of respect and power. And why not? They were good at their jobs and I was good at mine. It was a team. It was a team of different people with different skills who complimented each other. But when you added up the pieces, the team was 100%. And we were. At the end of several crises this team who had claimed that they never before made a goal now made 23 out of 24 goals on time or ahead of time, and the 24th, just a few days late. We won. I did not win. The team won. While I was the same person, this time after learning who I was I could now put together a team. The victory was a personal one for me. I went from being a total loser manager to one who could now make goals – and was actually even liked by his own team. 



I received a promotion after that first outing, but the real victory was a personal one. I had learned how to deal with myself. In order to win, one must first conquer themselves. If you know whom you are, you will surround yourself with people who have skills that you do not possess yourself. While each of you on this team are different people, the sum total is very powerful, as long of course, as each of you respect the others on the team. 



Some time later our overall large operation was going to redo itself into 7 operations. We were told to each take turns and pick people on our teams from the rest of the personnel. Again I decided to think to myself how to do this. I again decided that I should know who I am, what I am good at, and what I am not. I decided that I had good skills at both Engineering and Manufacturing, but I knew nothing about Purchasing, and I could use some details in Quality even if I did like the subject. And as always I needed someone who was going to handle myriads of small details since I never would. So then the choosing began, perhaps similar to an US NFL (Football) draft. I was not the first to choose a person to add, but perhaps the fifth of seven to have a selection. The first managers did as I expected. They chose people like themselves. A common fault. If they were good engineers the first person they would pick would be another engineer. If they were good at Manufacturing then the first person they would pick would be a Manufacturing person like themselves. So all proceeded quietly and almost in a boring manner until it got to me. For my first move I chose the Head of Purchasing. The screams went up right away. The other groups screamed – You cant do that – we need help there also. I smiled. I was merely following the rules. But I am not a mean person. I immediately said, No problem – I will share him certainly, but he will report to me." The others seemed nervous but the head of the session knew it was fair and also found my answer to be fair. So yes, I got the Head of Purchasing. And after I acquired said Head of Purchasing, I treated him with the utmost of respect. And why not? He knew things that I did not. And he knew that I knew things that he did not. We got along great from that time forward – since we both respected what the other knew – and also knew it was a skill that we did not have. That is what makes a team.



It is so odd to me that managers make such simple mistakes with whom to surround themselves with. Consider a US baseball team. Such a team is made up of different skills. You would normally not ask the first baseman to pitch, and you would not ask the catcher to run fast in the outfield. Everyone has their expertise. Likely they cannot do exactly what their team members can do, but when you add them up in total, they are a wonderful force and a wonderful team. Industry is no different. Some people just think it is different. If you are the pitcher, then you need a catcher and an infield and an outfield – and not 8 more pitchers. 



And so my very strong advice from this first chapter is this next part. You cannot win unless you know who you are and what you are good at, and what you are bad at. Then you choose a team that compliments you – that adds the talents and knowledge that you do not possess. And then respect those people and work with them and trust them at least as much as reasonable. They know what you do not. They are good at things that you are not. And that is all fine. You see? In order to win, you do not have to win alone. No one is that good. But, your team must win. Think in terms of the team, and that you are a valued part also of that overall team. 



I feel certain that some readers will look at the above and say that I am telling people to delegate and then to stand back. Neither of those are good strategies. While you should respect others and give them power, you must always keep in touch with where they are since any human, including you, can falter and make a mistake. So you must always know how your team is doing even if you decide to not micro manage them. Likewise you should at least listen to their counsel if they think that you instead are making a mistake. On the other hand, be wise enough not to delegate everything. Some people think a wise ruler delegates everything. If so, I would then ask, what do you do that earns your paycheck? And if you are good at something, why are you not helping your team? Over time I learned that I should always be the one that ran the teams major goals and talk to them about goals and future. And later I learned that I also should be the major contact point for large outside organizations that we worked with. So the answer is never to delegate nothing and the answer is never to delegate everything," but rather the right answer is that you need to put the best person in the best job for each case. And some days, that best person will be you. Hurray! That means that you have a place where you belong.



WHY DOES SELF AWARENESS/CONFIDENCE HELP MAKE A BETTER MANAGER?



I see two reasons why that maturity helps makes a person a better manager. The first reason is that I believe when a manager is first put in charge of others, the others may look all the same to that manager. Therefore what assignments should each person get and why? And does the manager give the best assignments to their friends? Some managers do. But that is a horrible strategy. But if a manager is mature and knows that they themselves have strong skills and weak skills, they will look for what skills each of their team has. And after understanding which person has which strong skill, and also what skills are hard for each person, now it becomes far, far easier to put the correct person in the correct job for success of the team.



The second reason is one of respect. When a manager begins and is confused, they also may be confused on why to respect their team. Or if they do, that respect may be based on nothing real and therefore may not hold up. But if they realize that their team at times may have better skills at some things than the manager themselves have, it is easy or should be at least easier to have a true respect for those skills the others have. And of course since the manager also is aware of their own skills, the manager can also find it easier to respect themselves as well. And so maturity in understanding who is whom, can also lead to true respect of each member of the team and of yourself, and therefore be a far more stable environment with a team where respect is based on something real.



AN EXAMPLE - THE BOMB SCARE



When we do the above and recognize different skills, sometimes even emergencies become easier to understand. One time in England when my boss was away and I was in charge, I was called to an emergency conference on the building second floor when I had no idea at the beginning for the reason for the meeting. When I arrived on the second floor, there was a group of perhaps 12 people waiting for me huddled in a group. Some British Police were to the right, the Facilities group in charge of the buildings I believe were in the center and on the left were other managers in the building. I was then told that the Police had received a bomb scare involving one of our buildings, and they told me which building. Then they asked me what they should do. And then the group fell totally silent. I was aware that even though this information was shocking, that yes I would be given a few seconds to think, but only a few seconds.



Following my belief that different people have different skills, after a few seconds I turned to the British Police. I then asked: "What do the British Police recommend?" I decided that the people in the room with the best experience and who had also done some thinking on this particular issue would be the British Police. The British Police were not surprised at all by my question and only hesitated for what it seemed like a second. And then one of them said that they believed that for safety that building should be evacuated and they also recommended a route that they believed should be safe. And the Police also said that they were willing to take charge of the evacuation.



Inside I felt better. I had determined quickly who would know and be the best. But I maintained a serious face and simply said something like: "We will follow the advice of the British Police." The entire group quickly nodded telling me that was indeed the right answer. The building was evacuated. There never was an explosion, but I also was never told by the Police if a real bomb was found and removed. Likely that is their business and they also do not want the public alarmed. I then reported the incident immediately to my next higher up, which in this case with my current boss traveling, was the Head of Europe for the company. He was initially upset being called out of a meeting, but later was thankful that I told him about the scare. For example, he could have been approached by a reporter and his answer would have otherwise been "what bomb scare?" As just a point of interest, the British Police did say that we ourselves were not the intended target of the bomb criminals, but the building of interest was a government building next to one of ours.



But I believe the above shows the importance of how to approach being a manager and also can make some tough things easy, or at least, easier. Each person has a skill set. If you can recognize who has what skill set, you then know whom to ask for advice and also whom should be in charge of any project.





Chapter Summary Advice: Try for the maturity of self confidence – knowing who you are – and try at all times to avoid the pitfalls of arrogance. It is hard to win unless you know who you are, accept who you are, and then use that knowledge to ensure your team members or those around you have the skills you may not be best at. In that way seek others different than you but who have skills you do not have. Then respect the other members of the team for their skills, and then the team and you may win.







CHAPTER 9: Walk the Walk



The subject for this chapter is sincerity and how extremely important it is. The title itself though comes from a few of the African Americans that I worked with. After I had been given a larger Manufacturing population, inside of that operation we had European ancestry, African Americans, Koreans, Spanish, Philippine origin personnel, and likely most other nationalities somewhere out on our production floor. I often enjoyed talking to the African American folks, and yes I mean that sincerely. I actually enjoyed some parts of their culture – even though oddly it seems I am about the only person that I know that talks about that. What I liked about their culture for at least the people I would talk to, and they were often a group and I was just one, that they were very upfront with me, and absolutely sincere. To be honest – that made them very easy in my mind to work with and negotiate with. If they were mad at something I did, and some days they were, they would begin to tell me about it when I was still 15 feet away from them and walking towards them. I would listen to what they said. Then we would talk. And then we parted friends again when done. I did like that issues and concerns were always up front and right out in the open. To me that was far, far better than some of the so called suits in the conference rooms. Sometimes the suits would smile at me and it seemed that then they might try stabbing me in the back. Some days I thought I should bring a mongoose to meetings in conference rooms since there were too many snakes. And so in my opinion, those who are straight forward and had no hidden agendas, like our African American community, at least to me, well, they were refreshing and much less stressful to work with.



And so, I really did find it far more relaxing some days to talk to the African Americans in our group. In fact one day I mentioned to them how easy that they were to talk to. One of them said, Thats because we speak White around you – and then they all broke out laughing. I found that funny and laughed along with them, and also believed that what they just said was most likely true at the same time. Well on another day, they told me a little bit about their philosophy. They said that they sort of accepted me since they said:



Some People Talk the Talk, but other people Walk the Walk. 

– Our Production African American Group



Now I am sure that some English majors would have a problem with that, but I did not. I liked it and never forgot it. It was their way of saying that people should be known by their deeds and not by their words. I agree.



Over time I began to realize – if I did not know so already – that at least in Manufacturing the trait of sincerity – or walking the walk – was by far the most important thing. And there can be really no mistakes with that. If you lie to the group, what are you next going to say? Are you going to say, Whoops?" I guess we can do what some people on TV do and blame others or say that we are misquoted. Does that work for you? It does not for me.



Where I saw this to a much larger degree was when a boss high above me said that we had to close a plant and then we had to outsource the product to another facility. I did not like that decision. But since it was my plant, I said that I would keep the people informed. Some of the managers helped me by putting together a team that would try and find jobs for many of the people – and they did I believe find jobs for 95% of them or more – almost everyone who wanted us to find them another job, did receive another job opportunity elsewhere. Some of those jobs were within our company, and some were not.



But I decided even if closing the plant was never my decision, I decided that I should be the person that announced this to my team and also gave them monthly updates as to where we were in the process. And so I did do that. We are talking many people here. Over two thousand. Some might think I was taking my life into my hands, but it was nothing of the sort. What I learned is what I should have known. Human beings can deal with almost any news – as long as the speaker tells the truth, is sincere and also cares. And so of well over two thousand people, the only person who came up to me to complain at the end of all this was a lady who said that yes, our team found her another job, but she now had to take a train to work. I listened to her politely, but I will admit that later I asked myself the question Is this it? This is the only complaint? And I do not mean to sound like I do not care, but I took trains or buses to college for years. One place I lived, work was 63 miles away each way by car. We often can have those issues. I have had them a number of times. That sort of thing – I did not think we can always fix. 



THE STUFFED SHIRTS



I find many people who seem impressed by people on TV or in public life who dress well and talk well. I grew up with a different background. I was allowed to be part of a group of smart ass engineers who got things done. This group was high on performance and was actually suspicious of people that looked too good and talked too good. In general, if someone looked too good this group would suspect that they were pretty awful. And to this day, that is how I feel. If someone looks too good and talks too good I wonder what they are covering up. And so appearance has the opposite impact on me. And my guess is that my African American friends that I speak of would see through them as well. After all, they are the ones who told me what a big distinction they made between one who talks the talk and one who walks the walk." Yes. Unless those good looking good talking folks could walk the walk," I certainly was not a believer. In fact they sort of remind me of Robert Preston the flimflam salesman from the Movie and Musical The Music Man – all show and no substance, so to speak. Robert Preston at least had an excuse. He was an actor playing a part. People in industry should not be actors or actresses.



CUSTOMERS



I really did seem to find much of this was also true with customers. I am certainly not a good sales person type. By that I mean, I do not have a habit of buying customers beers or telling them how great it will be after they buy our product. Well, I did buy one customer one beer once. However, I did listen to them, answer their questions, and get answers back to them at times. If they would ask me a question, if I did not know the answer I would respond I dont know – a phrase that quickly seems to be disappearing from the human language. But when I did not know, I would get on the phone and call back to our plant to talk to someone who did know, and then I would give the customer the answer they had asked for as soon as I could. That seemed to work each time I had that issue.



Over time, I oddly found myself the Division choice to work with customers on what we all called The Product Improvement Committee." I say oddly, since again I am not what anyone would confuse with a sales type. But I did listen to the customers. What I found out to my amazement was that their objections were mostly correct and that it did not cost much to fix them. And so fix them we did. They said that there were two tools that were missing that were needed to adjust our base stations. I checked with our people and found out that the customers of course were correct. In fact our Production team had specially made tools that they used. And that is bad since customers generally do not have that option. And so since two of the tools were low cost, we just began shipping them with each base station. A third tool was more expensive, but we gave them a means to buy that third tool. The customers said some adjustments were on the back of the product and some were on the front, meaning that they had to keep walking in circles. We put them on the same side. The customers said that our manual was garbage for what to do with a base station when it arrives. And so I asked a person in our group who did not have an electronics background to write a very short several page manual that gave the first things to do. I did get a barrage of complaints from the person who ran our printed manual department that I was on her turf. I may have been polite to her, but I was going to take the customer side. The manual we normally shipped mostly seemed to deal with specifications and things that may not be the first items of interest when unpacking a base station. So we kept the real manual for reference, but created one with the first concerns for safety and setup. Why did I ask someone to do this who had no electronics background? Sometimes an engineer knows too much and assumes everyone also has their knowledge. Someone without that specific education, who has a different education, will put a better value on what needs to be said. Overall? Our Product Improvement Committee was a success and the customer leader of it began to give updates on what good things we did at their customer meetings.



However, I never really learned to talk much like a sales person. In fact someone could accuse me of walking the walk but seldom talking the talk." But what was also odd to me, was why the customers had no path before this committee to be heard by anyone.



Chapter Summary Advice: A fool may think that it only matters what they say. But you will find that even starting workers are smarter – they will watch what you do – and what you do will be far more important to them. There is a later chapter Watch their feet which builds a bit on what is said in this chapter.




CHAPTER 10: Leadership Styles



There are millions of leadership styles of course. However, we will just talk about a few basic styles. The others will be in between these extremes since of course we humans are quite complex and variable. Below is a quick chart that shows management styles based on how much a manager is concerned about people and how much they are a business winner. 
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As a person cares more about the people in their group, the more to the right that person will be on this chart. As a person is better at winning business goals and objectives with their team and themselves, the higher a person rises on this chart. While this chart appears to have 5 sections, and we will first talk about those five areas, the simple truth of course is that there are millions of places managers can be on this chart – as they move in different directions even slightly.



You might ask what the numbers are in the chart. Those are just my opinion (author Ron Plachno) how valuable each of these basic 5 management styles are. And of course there would be more difference than just five numbers as one moves a bit in each direction within each of these spaces. Let us talk about each of these five areas at least a little. I will simply call them by their point values for simplicity so we can ensure we are talking about the same area. For example, the 0 area is at the bottom and to the left. The nine area is to the top and to the right.



0 AREA, Dont care / Stuff Happens



This area we can best call the dont care area, since a manager here neither cares for how their people are doing nor whether business goals are met. An example of this might be a manager who just cannot be bothered." Perhaps they might say to their team, Do whatever you want, but please do not bother me. I will be internet browsing on social sites all day long." This will not only confuse the people, but a manager like this can have a very abrupt end. Zero is the right score for a person such as this since they neither help the company nor the people on their team. 



As we go through these areas, try to imagine someone you know or in a TV sitcom or movie that represents each of these groups we will be talking about. Sometimes it can help visualize how it looks and how well it works. There are some days that I think the characters in many sitcoms are designed around this 0 Area type since those people may seem more humorous to us – and also we might be so glad we are not that bad ourselves.



2 AREA , We are Just Friends



This area sometimes even confuses me. One might think that being great with people, even if one is bad at business objectives would be a good thing. And at first, many people may really like this group. And why not? They might have good laughs during the day, and then they might go out in the evening and play sports or drink a bit together, or meet at each others houses. And let me be quick to say – there is nothing wrong with those things. The problem comes in if that is all that this group does – have fun. If the group never achieves business goals, this team might be the first to go in bad times. And when that happens, one needs to ask themselves, Was this being kind to the people at all? – now that they have no jobs?



The Talented People Problem



The other issue with this choice – area 2, the people only area, is that talented people may not wish to be in it, or if they are in it they may not stay long. Talented people are not often satisfied with just getting by or having a few laughs. Some are very tightly wound, and to them, time is very precious. Talented people must be kept challenged and must be listened to. If not, you will find them looking at department change notices within the same company or they may even change companies.



To illustrate the last issue with talented people, I very much had that situation more than once – a group of very talented people – and it was a two edged sword. One time, I had asked a lady manager to start up a group that we considered a small research group within Manufacturing. We wanted to make big progress and also to achieve change for the better on new products that might be introduced. We of course also had some fun with it. I recall the lady manager asking me one day for a pager, and I sort of shook my head and asked what emergency a research group might have? We both had a laugh, but the simple truth was that I went along with much that she asked for. And she did not disappoint. She did the hiring and we soon had about seven quite talented Manufacturing engineers that were heads and shoulders above many of the others in their profession. We should cheer right? We did. Briefly. Her and I. And then we began to worry if these very talented engineers were going to leave us. So we put together projects and meetings that both challenged them and also gave them ample opportunity to express their views to all of our local management. Yes that was good for us. But in a sense we were also working for them – and maybe that is the way it should be. What is the message here? If a group does not hit goals and is not challenging to its members, it just might lose or never even get the talented people that it should wish to seek out. The smart people, the talented ones, know perhaps even better than you and me – that a team first has to win for it to have any real chance at all.





3 AREA, AVERAGE



What can one say about average people? There are often many average workers within any company. They mostly do their job but often go no further. They are reasonable to others but not amazing. One could argue that without average people there would be no companies, no business.



Average people often live long lives at companies, and why not? They give no reason to be gotten rid of. Their main danger is that if times get very bad, so bad that the average employee no longer has a job, neither will they. Of course promotions will be few and far between and most likely the average people will never understand why.



Some could argue that being average is balance itself – and that they balance work life with private life and lead nicer lives in total. I would find it hard to argue against that. And another argument for average is what we might call the Lion analogy. When the lions are chasing gazelles, you do not have to be the worlds fastest gazelle to avoid being eaten. However, you should not be the slowest gazelle.



But basically abandon all hope for getting ahead if you choose this path. If everyone else is worse or disappears, you might have your opportunity. However, this path does not make opportunities happen.



Are many people or even groups average? I will share a confidence with you. Several times when I had larger groups I would have a group near me, or even within my group, that I honestly did not know what they did. Honest. I recall one group that was assigned to me that I had no experience in. Each week it seems I would talk to the leader and ask that person what their group did. That person tried their best to explain it to me. However, it seemed to me that work could be done a lot faster with a much smaller organization. What was the result? Well, I never fired the group. Since I am not an egotist I decided that there must be something there that I did not understand that the company wanted. However, on the other hand, I do not recall promotions being given that group. And so average has its good points and bad points.



I do recall another time when there was a group in our large Division that again I had no idea what they did. The group called itself Configuration." Now that seems a safe title that however does not really tell what they do. Since I had Manufacturing at the time, I would have thought that I must have need of that group now and then. But I never did. I am not sure Engineering knew that it existed either – and I was not in Engineering at that time but within Manufacturing, but we still talked often between Manufacturing and Engineering. Most of the engineers were as pragmatic as I was, if not more. Our idea was mostly Lead, Follow, or Get out of the Way." Well, to its credit, the Configuration group did seem to mostly stay out of the way. Again, average has some parts of safety, but is not totally safe nor does it naturally lead to promotions or getting ahead, or even being part of the planning cycle that some of us love.



6 AREA, Bossy, Pushy, Autocratic



I feel certain that right at the start that some will be angry with my numbering system and demand to know why one extreme, this area 6 is higher than the other extreme of 2, We are just Friends." One would think that they should be the same. But they are not. The issue is of course that the company is in business to do business, and that must be their first concern, but of course not their only concern. While good companies often do care a great deal about the people skills of their managers, they are often very much more hyper if they are in danger of going out of business since goals are not met, or profit is not made, or it the team cannot pay its bills, or if customers are angry. And so, whether it seems nice or not, the first item of business is business.



Does that mean that this bossy autocratic area 6 is a good style? Certainly not. It is a style that indeed works for a while. For a time, the employees may tolerate an autocrat – especially if pay raises and perhaps even promotions come with it. And so a team may do well on making its goals and may appear to look to an outsider as a great team, even if it has internal people issues. Even the talented might stay in a group like this, at least for a time. The talented would see that this group has a good chance of winning. That much is great. The issue is who will take the winnings if the group wins? If the manager is a bad autocrat, the manager might take all of the success themselves and leave the employees with no reward for winning the goals. And that is why this approach may work for a time but has no real staying power. The employees, the good ones, will sooner or later notice that when the team wins, they do not. Only the boss wins. And then the good people will leave and will also say not very nice things about the manager. And this approach can make employees angry. If the team wins, people expect that some of that should also mean opportunity or money for them. If not, they may well feel cheated, and I cannot say that I blame them.



So then, what does work? There is only one style that both wins and has staying power, and staying power that can last a very long time. And that is the next area – area 9.



9 AREA, The Team Wins Approach
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One could argue that the difference between the last two areas is seen in who wins – since both area 6 and area 9 are expected to win. In area 6, the boss certainly wins, but perhaps no one else since the autocratic boss may take all of the glory. In area 9 it is a team win. Certainly the boss does win there as well. However, the manager then tries to share the rewards with the team – promotions, raises, congratulations, perhaps a celebration. Of course the manager must be sure to reward the employees who helped the very most, since the employees will also be watching that closely – especially the better and more talented employees. The rewards should go to those who helped the most, and of course not to friends who are friends only, or for any other reason other than business and people excellence.



This is the management style that can simply go on for just about forever. And yes I have seen that happen, where forever is at least many years. A good manager who works with their team to win and then shares the win with the team will attract the best and most talented workers, and those workers will stay with that manager since they recognize a good thing when they see it. I have personally seen teams like this that stayed together for years, where the top manager started as the lowest level manager and after a time became a Director or VP and yet the main talented members in the group, the team, were the same exact people. Winners prefer sticking together, especially when there is a leader who spreads the rewards.



You might ask how this can possibly work out. How can a manager have the team hit the business goals and still be a nice person? It happens all of the time. The manager who takes this approach thinks in terms of we rather than I." The manager stresses that the team must make the goal. However, the manager also asks the team for ideas on how best to do it and hears the team out. In the end the manager alone will make the decision but people in the team must feel that they can speak and speak openly – and that they will be heard – even if their own ideas are not adopted. 



When a manager takes this team approach, they then put the best person in each task of that overall job. Some times it might be the manager themselves, or it could be any employee who has a special expertise in the field needed. The team then meets regularly and all learn and get feedback on how they are doing seeking their goal. They also learn what hurdles they might face and again the team may be asked for possible alternatives. If a team member is in trouble on their part of a task, they will get help from the others or the manager themselves. The idea is for the team to win, and for that to happen, all the tasks must themselves each also win. And so the team helps each other. And all on the team know that if they hit their goal, and only if they hit their goal as a team, will there be rewards. One person cannot win and another lose. All must win on the team.



Now for some this might sound socialistic. Yes and no. It is socialistic in that in regards to hitting the overall team goal that each member gets support and help to ensure a team win. Where it does vary is during the reward cycle. If the best person not only did their job and did it spectacularly and also helped two other team members, it should surprise no one that person might get promoted and the best raise. If another person finishes their task well without help, they also should get a reward, but perhaps not as high as that first person. And if a person finishes but needs a lot of help, they might get a small reward, but also encouragement as a team member. That person might be learning and if given encouragement may become one of the best. 



Of course if a person always needs help for project after project then the manager must do some serious thinking. Is this person holding the team back? Now I am not as brutal as many. If a person is not making it on a team, there often is another place within a company that they might do well. And a transfer is what I would certainly look at first. Some may think people should be fired quickly. But of course something like that gets around quickly and may make even the talented workers worry about how safe it is to be on a team with a manager like yourself. There is also the ethics question of how bad must a person be to be fired? I would say they only get fired if you have no place anywhere that they can contribute. I have found it best to exercise compassion and care in the past. However, I still did not leave someone in a job that they could not do. That helps no one. So if they are not working out, you must take them out of their current role. However, sometimes a transfer to a place in the same company where they can contribute can be worked out. Sometimes a bad manager for example is a very good hard working individual – as an individual.



NEW MANAGERS



I often hear people tell me about someone who is a born manager." I have never met one of those people in 40 years of industry. I do not think anyone is a born manager. Some may have better starting skills than others in management, but to an extent I think that management must be learned and is not a normal human trait. Being a 9 and winning at goals yet also caring about employees is not easy.



Most managers I have seen do many of the wrong things at first. They go to areas 2 or 6 most often. Since it is most difficult to achieve both business goals and also be great to employees, most new managers feel that they must do one or the other to be sure they get that one right – and do nothing on the other. So most new managers either are too soft and easy on employees (area 2) or become autocrats who are mean and are quite worried about losing their jobs and so go to area 6. Of course over the years I have heard many reasons from people like that who say what they are doing is right. But of course it is not. They are new. They have not practiced and achieved the best skills yet. And of course that is to be expected. The first time a person throws a football, they are not likely NFL quarterback material. The first time a person picks up a medical book, it does not mean that they are ready to be a skilled surgeon. One thing I have certainly learned about myself, and that is, nothing of value comes very easily. The things I am most proud of took muck work, but then led to some nice success and then some good feelings of achievement.



HOW DO EMPLOYEES FIT INTO THAT DIAGRAM?



One could also graph their employees on such a diagram, but of course we are generally nicer to them than managers. Just a few thoughts. A dont care employee may not last long just the same as a dont care manager might not last long if either are in the 0 area. One example of this was after I left England, my replacement told me that he had fired a few engineers he saw watching pornographic web sites at work. Now he did not tell me the whole story, but such a thing is often up to the manager. Now in my case, I would have first given them a stern warning in a closed office. But for all I know, perhaps that other manager did that. But finding good employees can be difficult. Unless the mistake they make is earth shaking, I prefer warnings before firing. But that is my style and not everyone may agree. And for all I know, this person, this manager, may have done exactly that same thing.



However, some others take more thought. I have indeed seen autocratic mean employees with few or no people skills. One engineer that comes to mind is one that I had on my team who worked three times faster than anyone else on the team. However, that person also had little regard for people that could not keep pace with him. That person also at times would come into my office and tell me what was wrong with me. I decided that he achieved enough such that I would put up with a bit of that. And so I sometimes would give talented employees some leeway if they lacked people skills. I think it is up to a manager to decide how much they can deal with. One day as I recall a Manufacturing group in our company in another state asked for help. They asked for my best person. My best person was this autocrat who is three times faster than anyone else. I sent that person. And yes, you are correct if you are saying to yourself now, Wrong answer." But within a week, they sent the person back. It had something to do with some meeting where this employee said that the sum total intelligence of the others at that meeting was not higher than an IQ of 5. And so, while I was willing to put up with a talented non-manager person lacking people skills, not everyone was equally willing. After a reorganization that person went to another manager. I heard that the other manager fired the engineer quickly. I would have tried to intercede but the person was long gone by the time I heard it. Yes, if an employee has bizarre behavior, it will be up to the manager to decide if their work output and overall value gives them at least a passing grade. Over time I learned that I have a better sense of humor on such things than some other managers.



In England I also had a very talented engineer with close to zero people skills. I was not the direct manager of the engineer, but I agreed with the direct manager that this person was good enough such that we definitely had a place for him. One day the employee had one too many arguments with our plant guards who like to check things coming in and out of the plant – something that most of us including me just felt was a way of life. That talented engineer quit abruptly on us since he said our guards were terrible. Well, our engineering team who apparently had a sense of British humor made a tape outline of a body on the floor of this engineers cubicle to sort of represent a crime scene. Now I imagine with my job I am supposed to tell everyone how inappropriate that was, but somehow I found it funny and laughed along with them. A few weeks or months later, we learned that this engineer wanted to come back. The reason was that he decided that the guards at our competitors plant were even worse than ours. His direct manager in the past then arranged an off site meeting with this engineer to talk to him. We said we would take him back and he did return and some of the engineers cheered. He was a good engineer even if his people skills were awful. Well, as I say, it is up to a manager how much they are willing to put up with from a very talented employee who has oddities." In my case, I tried to work with several of them. Sometimes very talented people are tightly wound and do some things some people would call anti-social. And that, to me, just seems to be normal life.



But there was another time that I had a very talented engineer who was quite bright at finding difficult answers to some of our quality issues. This was not in England. But then Human Resources came to me and said that this person had bad problems outside of work and would sometimes beat up his girlfriend. Now that was not something that we found acceptable. But the problem we had is that so far all of that was outside the plant and therefore in fairness outside of our jurisdiction. But his girlfriend was also a worker inside of our building. One day he called her on a company phone and threatened her and Human Resources somehow found out about that call. We fired the person. This time it was on company property and on company time. It was a real shame since the person seemed bright in some ways and able to solve problems. But of course when a person goes too far and hurts others especially physically, there is no choice but to let them go. And no I do not know if the lady pressed charges against him. Her job of course was safe with us. She was the victim. I hope she stayed safe. We heard no more on this issue.



Chapter Summary Advice: While no one or at least very few people are born managers or leaders, learning about the direction to go, applying that, and improving over time, I believe is a great idea. But as I have mentioned before, becoming a skilled overall manager and leader is just not easy nor that natural for most of us human beings. As for employees who lack people skills, that will be up to each manager.







CHAPTER 17: Prioritize or Die



There have been a number of books published about Abraham Lincoln, who was a most interesting person. Many of them speak of things he did not do well. Abe for example, seemed to have a very hard time finding the correct general for his war. And as we also know, he seemed to choose the wrong guard for his evening at the Ford Theater. In this last case, I am told that the guard wandered off since the guard had other things to do. But what Lincoln did do right I believe are the important things. And those important things were two: He knew that slavery was wrong and he was going to get rid of it. He also knew that the union had to stay together and he ensured that was going to also happen. And so what Lincoln did was to prioritize. He seemed to know that he was never going to get everything correct. He decided to get two items correct that he knew must happen. And he has gone down in US history as one of the greatest if not simply the greatest ever US president. And that was not based on 10,000 things. It was based on two important goals and victories. We can learn much from Lincoln.



Elsewhere in this book I spoke of my own career and how I moved myself from Engineering one day abruptly into Manufacturing. My goal at the time was to go from being a horrible manager into a good one and as such I wanted a fresh start. And I also in this book say that I learn from others. In my process of moving, I had asked the receiving manager to give me a minor promotion to make my move look good." He did do that. I became an E10 in this company, something that seemed to have no great definition but was in the twilight zone between being a section manager (over group leader managers) but not yet an E11 – an Engineering Manager level. Well, that was fine, and did perhaps agree with my taking over a team of 22 people who were engineers and technicians within Manufacturing. The only advice that my new manager gave me would seem short to most, and yet it was extremely important and I never forgot it. This manager told me that in my new job I would have many responsibilities. He then told me that there was no way I could accomplish all that I was told to do. He said the reward goes to knowing what needs to be accomplished and what is unnecessary. That was an eloquent way of saying, prioritize or die, perhaps. However, his words had one of the biggest impacts on my career. After that point in time, I would often look at assignments and would decide which I was going to win at, and which I would not get into deeply. Now I do not want to compare myself to Lincoln, but the situation at my much lower level is quite similar – where must you win? Where can you take a loss? And what if you simply cannot do it all?



As I began in this new Manufacturing organization with 22 people, our group had many goals. The question then was – which ones were important? Well, one can read the body language of your bosses if not their words directly. Many of the assignments were just work. But there was one giant job that was said to be extremely important to the company – the birth of a new product line. And this new project was already quite late. The head of the Corporation was quoted as saying that he was receiving many complaint calls from the customer involved. He said that he was annoyed by those complaint calls. He then said that if he gets another complaint call that he would pick up his telephone and call people on this project and fire them until he got tired. At the time for some reason I found that rumor humorous. I found it humorous since I suspected that it was true and someone was simply helping you to prioritize. So, why should we all be dumb and not learn? What I did then was to delegate the other assignments to other people within my group but I ran this main project directly. I did that since it was clear that a win there was necessary. And yes, the group did win on that main goal. We completed our projects on time, 23 of 24 assignments, and the 24th was completed just a few days later. We won. I was promoted and in turn I promoted those who helped me. You could ask me today, what about the other projects our team had at this time, but I have no answer. I do not recall if we won or lost on the lesser items. I am not sure that it mattered, except to congratulate the team on them. As I do recall the second hottest project I had put our best person on it as a manager. This was the same person I had met in a hallway for this new job and he asked me to take him with me. I liked his direct no nonsense approach. He won as well. I did congratulate him. But sad to say, I am not certain that the company cared. The company could only think of the main project. What we should always ask ourselves is – what is the main project we have today? This week? This year? And are we doing the right things or not?



During that same time elsewhere in this book I said that I avoided working for someone that worried me during this highly important project where I had this group of 22 people. I had won in this case and still worked for the original great boss that I had started with in Manufacturing. But they did assign a project manager for this all important single project the company wanted to win at – and I would for that project refer to that person. Fine. While this person and myself were clearly different people, one thing I certainly admired from him was his ability to prioritize. At one time I said that the product test yield was low and we were getting low numbers of good products out. His answer was – build more product and more test equipment such that more comes out the final end of the operation. While that is extremely expensive, it was indeed a logical answer, and so I saluted and did it. Another day I mentioned that we were short a part to proceed. I then said that I could get that part if I were to shut down our company model shops and just have all of them work on that one part for me. His answer was, What is your question? – which meant, shut it down." I saluted and went out and shut down the model shops and asked them to make the part we needed. As a movie once said, I was on a mission from God." Another day when I was short of test equipment I pointed that out to this person and he said – take down this other product line and use their equipment – just shut that business off. While this person might seem a wild man, he certainly understood his priorities. And actually, he and I never really argued. Whether or not what he said was expensive, that was indeed his decision. And if it worked, why would I object? This person stands high in my mind as one who understood his priorities and never flinched. When he said he intended to win, he was quite sincere and meant it. Good for him.



A Financial Double 0 Number



Another example of the company prioritizing for the large program above, which was the birth of cellular by the way, was the financial freedom I was given. I was new in the process of Manufacturing and spending money and I had not yet made peace with the Financial community. And yes, it could have been my fault and most likely was. I think at least our head Finance person thought of me as a loose cannon. I might have been. I do not recall. But even though I did not have a big title during this birth of a new product line, the company felt I had a key position. Yes I did. I was in charge essentially of the technical engineering side of the Factory birthing Cellular. Well, the company who clearly also can prioritize told Finance that any financial request that I put on their desk should get immediately approved.



As I say at times, I could have a brat side. And so, you have no idea how much I enjoyed dropping financial requests on our head of Finance knowing he was told to just stamp them as being fine. Of course later I made my peace with Finance, which was the right thing to do, and I do believe that after that peace we both respected each other and listened to each other. But the company understood prioritization, even if it meant giving authority to, well, me.



ARRANGING DECK CHAIRS ON THE TITANIC



An expression we often use for people doing things that do not matter instead of main obligations is the title above this paragraph. Are we just arranging deck chairs on the Titanic?" And what that means is to ask if the things we are doing matter at all. In the case of the Titanic, should not the main goal have been to not hit the iceberg? Or if they did, to then get as many people to safety as you could?



I feel certain in your life you will see many people guilty of the above. Perhaps they have an important job to do, but instead they decide to re-arrange their office or their desk top. Now in a few cases, that could make someone more efficient before tackling the big job. But often it can just be a diversion. What if you need to talk to someone but it is hard for you and therefore you just do not do it, and because of that you lose on an important event? Some days we might not want to do the hard things. But, is there really a choice?



PRIORITIES – THERE IS AN ORDER TO THINGS



I sometimes watch American Football on television. My nephew who grew up in Europe tells me that American Football is a lie since the team members use their hands. But even though I agree with that, I still enjoy watching it. If you watch it also you may have heard a commentator give a negative opinion on why a football receiver does not catch a thrown football. What I often hear the broadcaster say is that the person did things in the wrong order. The receiver started to think about running with the ball before they ever caught the ball. Since the receiver was therefore thinking about the wrong item, they did not think well enough to catch the ball. Yes, there is an order to things. Of course that might also give meaning to the expression from football commentators who call some football players possession receivers." As I visualize what the commentators mean by that, it does give an image of someone 100% thinking only about catching the ball, and they are quite good at catching the ball, but then they mostly go nowhere with the ball afterwards. But at least possession receivers get the order of things right - and also to get that title, must usually never miss a single catch.



I once remember a restaurant that charged twice as much money per meal as what I might say a normal family restaurant charged. I also remember my humor why I thought that higher pricing was fine was that they had their priorities correct. In the case of the more expensive place, the appetizers arrived before the soup which arrived before the meal which arrived before the dessert, and each allowed at least a bit of time before the next course. And on certain days, when I felt the need to be amused, I found that well worth the money. And on the other hand I have been in family restaurants where everything arrives randomly. At times the main meal arrives before the soup or at the same time as the appetizers, and one would not even dare to order the dessert early.



Well, the same thing is true with industry. One does not become a vice president until they first are a director (in the case of the company I was in), and an engineering manager before that and a section manager before that and a group leader before that and an excellent engineer before that. So one could get confused and start acting vice presidential at the start of their engineering career. That is, if they wish to be fired. Things at times must go in order. One must be a good engineer first to even get to the second level – or perhaps to even keep the job they have at the first level.



I could also bring finance into this. One could say that they want a car. I could say that I would love a 200 foot yacht and a crew and time to sail around Tahiti. But the problem with both is that one must start first with earning the money. One must, or at least should have the money before buying things.



WHAT TO DO



First of all, each of us must decide what our top priorities are for work to get done each day. Then as we start each day, we should know that item(s) that must be done that day in order to progress well. Those should be the items that should be done first. Is this hard? Of course it is. But I often find the feeling of worth when I do the hard things and progress is often well worth the few minutes of problems to accomplish them. When you are moving forward on your big goals and force yourself to do it, you will also have a better feeling of self worth.



PRIORITIZATION, WINNING and TIME



In an early chapter, I did say that one must know how to sing and dance before they can get to Hollywood big time. And I did say that the equivalent in industry for that was working hard, smart, and being willing to work long hours. But there is something I noticed about prioritizing. There were some days when I ensured that I went after the main item needed for my group. And often when I would achieve doing that main goal and getting it done, I often felt like I had accomplished more than sometimes on five other days. And that is something to think about. It is not just the amount of time that you apply. It is also the quality of that time. I am not going to tell you to work fewer hours since that can lead to difficult situations as well. But what I will say is that talking about the number of hours that a person puts in is less important to some people like me than what is accomplished. If you are working long hours but purposely avoiding the main things you need to do, you will still lose. Instead, be a winner. It feels better.



Chapter Summary Advice: There will come a time when you cannot do it all." It may in fact be impossible. But if you prioritize things correctly, perhaps no one will care and you will win big. Recall that Abraham Lincoln may have gotten only two things right: slavery is bad and must go away, and keep the union together. And yet Lincoln may be the greatest US president ever. What are your two things that you MUST win at?







EPILOGUE: ABOUT THE AUTHOR



The author of this book, Ronald J. Plachno, was born in Chicago, Illinois in 1945, the middle of three sons. He was born of parents who were never rich or even that well off, but who believed their children should receive a college education as well as other education in music and more. His father, Joseph Plachno, was a tool and die maker and his mother Mary (sometimes called Marie) often worked long hours to help their family, while encouraging ethics and also continuous learning. It was a great family for a child to grow up within. Later, Ron was also quite fortunate to have a wonderful family with lovely wife Valerie and two great sons Kenneth and Gregory, who now each have families of their own.
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Ron graduated with a Bachelors Degree in Electrical Engineering from IIT in Chicago, and took 6 graduate courses at the University of Illinois. Beginning as a low level engineer, Ron over time had success in engineering and then leadership and became a VP at the Fortune 500 Motorola Corporation and later a Sr. VP at Novatel Wireless, a technology startup company in California. Ron was also listed at one time in the "Who's Who of America." At times he was considered a problem solver and at one point was asked to move himself and his family to England for three years to help a Motorola Division, $1 billion dollar a year in sales, that was in trouble. He has since founded a few small companies, and has 16 Copyrights with the US Library of Congress and one more in progress.



But of course, there is more. Ron was fortunate enough to be in the right Motorola group of Car Telephone that exploded in a huge Market to become a giant cellular business. Along the way he learned from some very talented people who also helped lead that very dramatic growth. This book is really a summary of that learning, and what worked for him, and what he believes would be very helpful information to pass onto others who will come after him.
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