On Dealing with “Nay-Sayers” and Negativity

This is the first article in a series dedicated to the concept of “Thought Leadership.”  Thought leadership is roughly defined as “the ability to predict and assess markets, social and economic trends, directions, shaping the outcome of those dynamics through concentrated effort evangelizing and teaching your vision.” (my own description, paraphrased from several other published descriptions).

Previously, we looked at an article on objection handling.  There were many excellent techniques described for sales people to use when confronting customers who raised objections with a Pihana product or service.  In most cases, the more an objection is raised with a customer, the closer you are getting to a possible positive response to your proposal – although the objection must be answered or satisfied prior to closure.

This article will not deal with customer objection handling, but rather explore the need to sell your ideas, concepts, and visions to a market – whether that be internally within an organization, or externally to potential customers, investors, or analysts.  Sources of ideas for this article came from Guy Kawasaki’s “Rules for Revolutionaries,” Deloitte’s papers on “Business Model Innovation,” Cap Gemini’s Center for Business Innovation, and EDS’s center for though leadership.
Pihana is in a unique position, with our international presence, talented engineering and operations staff, as well as a service vision exceeding others in our market.  Our corporate vision tells us to innovate, respect those who innovate, encourage risk, communicate, and align our activities in activities that will ultimately increase the value of our company.  This also gives us the intellectual license to look forward, find ways to create innovation, and an opportunity to sell our ideas to the Pihana community.
Some Ground Rules

Selling, or evangelizing your new ideas to a community is pretty difficult.  Prior to solving that problem, let’s take a quick look at some characteristics of innovative ideas, and what is needed to really produce change and value through creative ideas.

· “Business as Usual = Death.
”  Cap Gemini uses an analogy that in biology, the key to life is growth and renewal.  The challenge is to grow and renew faster than your environment.  If agile, creative, and always considering innovative ways to solve customer and market needs and new directions, then renewal and growth has a much better chance of success than taking a conservative approach.
· Creating Centers of Excellence will enhance an Innovative Environment.  This idea has been with Pihana since the inception of our business plan.  The idea here is to utilize the capabilities and intellectual potential of the Pihana “community.”  This community consists of Pihana, Pihana partners, customers, and even competitors.  As all these groups become represented within our sites, we will have a lot more insight into market directions, and how Pihana might best plan to exceed the market’s expectations on how a “data center” can add value to their needs – and in a best case enable them to open unseen markets.
· “Execute, Adapt, Modify, and Overcome.
 (EAMO)”  Network based communications rely on rapidly advancing technology, and the confidence that technology will increase at least two fold in capacity every 12-18 months (Moore’s Law).  This deals with ICs, bandwidth capacity, and storage as examples.  A successful EAMO strategy requires all persons within a company or community to keep their eyes open for changes in market, technology, business models, and other factors driving the network-enabled business world.  Communication of knowledge within the community is essential.  EAMO also requires a commitment to the idea of “versioning.”  Can you think of a single product, piece of code, machine, or other utility you could consider “perfect” in implementation of version 1.0?  You have got to start someplace, and if your innovation is of a compelling value proposition to the community, then there is no reason to test it to death and deny delivery to the community.  Community feedback will give you the tools to adapt, modify, and overcome deficiencies in either quality or suitability to the target market.
· Don’t Scoff at Ideas, and “Let a Thousand Flowers Bloom
.”  In most cases, when a new product or concept is released to the community, the person delivering the product is surprised at how the community actually perceives and responds to the product or innovation.  This is true in the Internet, where the original concept centered on file sharing and remote login – with the community responding to email as the compelling value proposition.  Letting a “thousand flowers bloom” refers to the idea of putting your innovation into the community, and indulging in viewing how the community respond and actually uses your product.  The results can be quite shocking, and completely different than the original idea of the innovator or developer.  The smart developer will take this knowledge and feedback to the prior EAMO concept – and make the value proposition even better.
· In a new market, your competitors are your friends.  When trying to break open a market with new, and innovative ideas, you have to understand your capacity to fulfill the needs of that market.  In Pihana’s case, as an example, we have seven medium sized data centers within the US and Asian geographies.  Our capacity meet the needs of a global market, even with innovative and revolutionary ideas, such as building data centers designed to meet supply chain, logistics, and eCommerce markets, is limited.  As we are not in a position to meet the world’s product fulfillment, it is in our interest to work with other companies in our space, where logical, to use the leverage of many industry entrants into the market, acting as a larger catalyst to developing industries and markets.  In this case it may actually be necessary for Pihana to sell or evangelize our products and business model to competitors.
Now that we better understand a few representative dynamics of change, we’ll focus on building understanding of, and strategy to overcome some of the objections you will encounter both internally, as well as within the market when trying to evangelize or sell our innovative ideas.
INNOVATION:  The realization of value from a new solution to a problem, changing the rules of the game

Blowing Through Barriers and Agendas
Kawasaki lists a few examples of amazingly lame barriers and objections erected by seemingly really smart people over the years.  We hear these everyday ourselves.  You have an innovative idea, and you can be assured a conservative mended person who specializes in “check and balances science” will find a way to try and “bin” your innovative idea.  The more revolutionary the idea, the more barriers you will encounter.  Here are some good highlights:

· “I think there is a world market for maybe five computers.”  Thomas Watson, Chairman IBM

· “There is no reason why anyone would want a computer in their home.”  Ken Olson, Digital Equipment

· “The telephone has too many short-comings to be seriously considered as a means of communications.  The device is of no value to us.”  Western Union internal memo – 1876

So when we encounter people who question our commitment to supporting enterprise communities of interest (CoINs), financial trading hubs, neutrality in transmission and ISP access, facility integrated storage devices, non-Internet facing network business models – we encounter intellectual barriers at nearly every step.  There are persons who say we cannot do business without being an ISP (tell that to Equinix), or that we must align ourselves with a particular carrier, or that we should concentrate on selling ISP services – then Pihana has no real unique selling point, or compelling value proposition to discriminate us from all others, including incumbents, within the context of our market.

But we’ve done our homework!  We’ve read the reports saying we’re approaching an $8.2 trillion dollar B2B industry by 1995, we see business process modeling adaptation for eProcurement, ERP, and supply chain integration.  We see integration and consulting companies releasing superb performance reports for their consulting business units (EDS, Accenture, CSC, IBM/IGS.  We studied trends within the software industry and international standards organizations.  We know we can choose to compete in mature industries (such as collocation) and make some money – albeit we are now in the unit cost downswing for collocation.  But that is not going to put Pihana in a position to ensure we are able to grow, renew, and stay ahead of our environment.

If the problem is internal – you have a couple choices.  If the problem is simply a conservative approach, preventing innovation from occurring, it may be time for those holding the conservative approach to make room for a new generation.  There is a point when even the biggest heroes must provide an answer to the question “what have you done for us lately?”  Many people who have started new companies, come up with industry innovation, or have become quite famous in a company or their industry fall victim to relying on their individual legacy for current legitimacy or future vision.  Western Union is a good example.  At one point in US history, Western Union (WU) was the absolute monopoly in long distance communications with the telegraph.  WU became conservative, scoffed at the development of telephone – thinking it would never be a threat to the telegraph – and now WU is hardly even a household word.

If you believe your innovation is correct, your vision is pure, and a reasonable level of due diligence does not deter you from believing strongly in your ideas – then no person should ever be able to build a barrier strong enough to prevent you from building and executing an innovation plan – whether or not in your current position.  A great innovation or idea is of no value to the community and business world if it dies in your notebook.

Innovation, growth, renewal – always needs to be a constant.  Kawasaki had another great quote within his speech.  “It is better to work with virgins than atheists.”  You rarely can change the mind of an atheist, where you can more easily nurture, develop, and direct the attitude and values of a virgin (rhetorically).  This translates to the idea that you may reach a point when no amount of evangelizing, teaching, or pressure will change the attitude of somebody who is core-committed to a concept or value.  Think of the LINUX/UNIX/Microsoft community of bigotry.  You will probably never convince a LINUX-religious engineer to drop their values and focus their life on developing and supporting a Microsoft software platform.  But there is a huge addressable market outside of the LINUX community – so at some point you must ask “is it worth the time to change this guy?”

Another important part of the innovation process is to understand, I mean REALLY understand what is happening in the market and industry.  If you are innovating, you need to get to the core of your information sources.  In Pihana, that means talking to customers, suppliers, vendors, and others within our industry.  That doesn’t mean reading reports produced by salaried analysts.  While giving good background and general information, filtered information cannot replace the value of talking to the guy actually plugging their business into a network, making the decisions, or developing additional components of  business/industry vision and solutions.  The quicker you can provide unique technology or bundled technology and solution innovation based on in—depth knowledge of your target market, the easier it will be for you to understand and overcome barriers – both internal and external.
Overcoming barriers can also be made easier within an organization or community through use of effective communications.  Another great one-liner is “eat like a bird, poop like an elephant.”  This roughly relates to the fact a bird needs to consume roughly 50% of its body weight every day to stay alive.  This translates to “a professional needs to learn and understand a tremendous amount about his environment – including specifics to his industry, to keep ahead of the encroaching environment.”  For sales people this often means you need to listen more, rather than constantly stay on the “pitch” as a commodity sales person.  Enterprise IT outsourcing is a complex event, requiring sales people to listen carefully to the objectives, details, and dynamics of a potential outsourcing opportunity.  An elephant poops a lot every day – a lot…  This idea is extended to include the concept that if you are consuming that much information, your metabolism also needs to dispose of the waste associated with eating 50% of your weight, every day.  Roughly translated again, you should always freely be “passing on” that data or information which is consumed.  This is of course knowledge management – knowledge that a company cannot afford to have die with the mind of a single employee.
You learn market dynamics, trends, and long range possibilities.  You encounter and overcome objections or barriers. You see great business model executions – or any other information that if known throughout the organization would have a positive influence on the organization’s ability to not only understand and overcome difficulty, but also understand what works with customers, and what is driving customers to a particular business model.

Building Additional Success Factors into Your Innovative Model

If you have done your homework, and created an innovation that will add a significant value proposition to the company, and either fix current problems, or enable both Pihana and our external trading and operational community to leapfrog current business environments, then your ability to adapt, modify, and overcome objections and roadblock will become easy.  Alan Kay, inventor of several software programming languages eloquently said, “the best way to predict the future is to invent it.”  This is obviously not as simple as it sounds, but if you understand the market, intensely study the trends, keep your focus on listening to what your community is saying, you will be in a much better position to develop innovation that will align activity or guide the industry in to you model for innovation.
Once the community embraces your innovation or vision of the future, and the innovation becomes diffused into their business planning and business model, then the community will actually invent ways to increase the value of your innovation.  Again, refer to the “let a thousand flowers bloom statement.”  Upon acceptance and alignment, the community will work together to develop additional features and uses of your innovation that will greatly, and more rapidly, increase the value of your product.

An example of this case may be our own Pihana data centers.  We provide a unique collection of utilities, and target a market that we believe will make most use of the utilities – such as capacity and communications hubs.  When we built Pihana, we believed in delivering a model where our tenant customers would buy as many of our “Bedrock” products as possible, with each purchased product increasing the value of rack space equivalents.

As companies such as Dynegy came into the site, their future business model became dependent on our delivery of those products and services – and then Dynegy built an entirely new industry on top of our Bedrock platform.  Piahan always envisioned our IX switch to become the hub of activity within our site.  The community spoke, and now companies like Dynegy, Telseon, Telecompression, and Velocita are building a complete industry of bandwidth and transmission capacity within our exchange, surprising nearly everybody with the level and intensity of growth within the trading community.

The same model is beginning to emerge in Pihana Asia locations.  And while this new industry will certainly require Pihana to adapt, modify, and overcome challenges poised by the industry in the future, it is all made possible due to the locations, neutrality, and facility “Bedrock” design, considered a risky innovative model in Asia during the inception of our company.

Now Pihana must of course continue growing, renewing, and staying ahead of the industry “curve.”  If Pihana becomes conservative, then we will be displaced, just as has happened to companies failing to keep ahead of their industries throughout history.

A quick reminder of Pihana’s vision:

“The leading provider of managed e-frastructure services in Asia/Pacific, known for innovative solutions and service excellence.”

· We value the cultural, social and intellectual diversity of our people

· We listen to our customers and respond to meet their needs

· We take ownership

· We value innovation

· We communicate openly

· We encourage managed risk

· We are financially responsible

· We never say “its not my job”

· We do what we say we will do

· We must be better in all we do

· Everybody sells
· Everybody delivers

· We are committed to increase the value of our company

· We are committed to increasing the value of our customer community

� “Our Point of View on Innovation,” Center for Business Innovation, Cap Gemini


� This is derived from a fundamental US Marine Corps creed to “never quit.”  If faced with a problem, solve the problem and move on.  Frequently, solving one problem solves a lot of apparently unrelated problems due to correlation of a root cause.


� From Guy Kawasaki’s “Rules for Revolutionaries.”  This is a quote from Chairman Mao.


� “Point of View on Innovation,” Cap Gemini/E&Y





