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Explanation: Performed copyedit of a book by Dean Ottati. Dean found a publisher on his first try. The Runner & the Path will published in April, 2002. Dean's book is about running and business, but also much more: it's a deeply felt exploration of universal issues of work and spirituality in America today. The publisher commented: "I felt electrified reading it.... Your book sings." 

------------------

Chapter 5 - Running With Big Jack
" The great soul is the person who has taken on the task of change. If he or she is able to transcend fear, to act out of courage, the whole of its group will benefit and each one, in his or her own life, will be suddenly more courageous, though they may not see how or why." -- Gary Zukav, Seat of the Soul
When a cellular service company chooses an equipment supplier, it must live with the decision for at least a decade, thanks to what Harvard business professor Michael Porter calls a "high barrier to exit." It costs a cellular service provider about $100 million to acquire the real estate and infrastructure for the first phone call in an average-sized city, and it costs $30 million per year thereafter to provide service and expand network capacity. Thus, picking a manufacturer is a major decision, since replacing cellular infrastructure is even more difficult than building it. Aside from the huge expense involved, it can't be done without interrupting service and angering customers. 

In the world of cellular, then, it was a very big deal when SkyReach decided to replace DeciBell cellular infrastructure with our company's RadioGear equipment in its flagship Los Angeles market in 1988. Now, eight years later, SkyReach had grown impatient with the poor reliability of RadioGear's network and software delivery schedules in the Los Angeles area. Amid this tumult, I opened a RadioGear office at SkyReach headquarters in Walnut Creek California. I was responsible for overall sales and for RadioGear's relationship with this customer.

Every six months, I would arrange a day-and-a-half meeting between the senior management staffs of SkyReach Domestic Operations and RadioGear Cellular Infrastructure. The meeting format was a morning of shared visions and industry outlook, followed by an afternoon of golf and an evening of cocktails and dinner. But the real meeting began on the morning of the second day. That's when SkyReach usually aired its grievances, enumerating the losses they'd incurred thanks to problems with RadioGear's equipment and deliveries. For those wearing RadioGear name tags, the recommended attire was a bullet-proof Kevlar vest. Still, I looked forward to the meetings because they were always first-class events, and they allowed me to spend time with Big Jack, the president of our division within RadioGear. 

We called him Big Jack because he managed a division of 13,000 people worldwide, representing $4 billion in annual revenues, and the "Big Jack" moniker distinguished him from one of his lieutenants, who was known as "Little Jack." I believed, though, that he'd acquired the name because of his unmistakable personal force, energy, and presence. I once mentioned this to my boss, who laughed and said, "You'd have presence, if you made $2 million a year." 

Before the yearly executive summit meeting, Big Jack would call my office every day for a week to be briefed on the latest developments. During a typical week, we would receive calls from Tokyo the first day, Beijing the next, followed by Hong Kong, Singapore, and Sidney, culminating with Big Jack's arrival in California. During one daily briefing call, I was having trouble hearing him because of a shooshing noise in the background. "Jack, this is a terrible connection--I can hardly hear you. Where are you?"

"I've got you on the cell phone. I'm taking a shower." 

To me, Big Jack is Hemingway in wingtips. He's brilliant, driven, works all hours, yet manages to run well enough to meet the difficult qualifying time standard for the Boston Marathon. Oh, and he's a seven-handicap golfer, mountain climber, and connoisseur of fine wines. Though I wouldn't trade my experience for his, Big Jack is what Hemingway would have called a Man, written large.

* * * * *

The executive summit was being held at Carmel Valley Lodge, and on the morning of the second day I left my room at 5:30 a.m., in time for an hour's run and a quick shower before 7, when the the RadioGear negotiating team would meet to prepare for the session with SkyReach. The big issue this year was SkyReach's displeasure with our overall network performance in Los Angeles. SkyReach claimed that our failure to deliver features and functionality had cost them $40 million in lost market share and stock value. I agreed with their complaint, if not their numbers. My recommendation to Big Jack included a package of equipment and services worth approximately $25 million. I hadn't chosen that number by accident--I'd borrowed it from other customer negotiations that Jack had participated in. Big Jack had responded from Singapore that he'd give $10 million and no more, and he'd laid out alternative plans for earning an agreement.

I ran through the resort gardens, picking up the golf cart path along the fourteenth fairway, when Big Jack fell in stride with me. "Jack," I said, "I'm surprised to see you." Respect and amazement colored my voice. As a junior member at these affairs, my role included closing the evening with customers who might wish to stay up drinking and talking. The night before, Big Jack had lingered until the bitter end, at 12:30 a.m. I had followed my standard policy of taking no alcoholic beverages and listening as much as possible. Meanwhile, Big Jack had drunk enough Jordan Cabernet to bring down a bull elephant. I didn't expect to see him until the morning session; even then, I wondered how much of the proceedings I'd end up having to lead. Yet here he was, looking his usual energetic self. I'd never seen anything like it. 

"Jack," I said after we'd run together for a few minutes, "why just $10 million? Two weeks ago, you gave Mobile East Telephone $30 million for exactly the same shortfall, and they're not as big a customer as SkyReach."

Jack turned and smiled, morning fog and sweat glistening on his forehead. We left the pavement for a dirt trail that led up into the hills. Thick coastal vegetation lined the path, amply interlaced with poison oak. A young doe, startled, bounded into the woods. Jack then asked a question I would ask myself every time I entered a negotiation in subsequent years, because it encompassed everything I would ever need to know about a customer meeting. 

"Dean, how's the relationship?" 

 "Well, I began, "it's terrible. Jack, it's worse than ever. They make no secret that they believe our failure to deliver has hurt their ability to compete. They think we intentionally make commitments we can't keep, to win business. They're openly hostile toward us. It's hard to get our people to come out and meet with them because it's so uncomfortable."

"And yet," Jack said, "according to J.D. Powers, they continue to be ranked number one in customer satisfaction, using our equipment?" 

"Jack, they'll tell us they're number one despite our equipment. They say it's despite all the extra effort and expense they're forced to expend to get around the problems with our equipment. I don't think $10 million will help matters. You and I both know they talk to MET (Mobile East Telephone). SkyReach will find our offer insulting."

"Do you think giving them $30 million will make the situation any better?" Jack mused. "MET came to us with the same complaints as SkyReach. They laid out many of the same reasons they needed a certain feature, and how we had hurt them by not offering  it yet. But MET limited their damages to legitimate ones, and they drew up a list of compromises they were willing to make to allow us to focus on the immediate problem. When we reallocate resources and slip on delivering something else, MET won't come back demanding payment for tardiness on those features, too. SkyReach will. MET understands that we depend on each other, and that we share common goals and purposes. MET works with us. SkyReach doesn't. 

"We hurt SkyReach, and it's our job to make amends as best as we can, but our compensation should be appropriate to the damages and the situation. I find some of the items they're requesting remuneration for exaggerated and unethical. That's the real insult. We can't support this kind of cunning and deceit. It's not productive for either of us."

As the path grew steeper, my breathing quickened. We stopped talking. I dreaded the upcoming negotiations, knowing they would be heated and uncomfortable. Moisture dripped from the trees. As the slope grew more gentle, Jack turned and said, "So, how's Dean?"

"Getting a little worn down," I said. "I'm tired of getting beaten up in every meeting just because I wear a RadioGear badge. I'm losing my patience for it."

"Just remember," he said, "you're in purgatory with this account. You'll be delivered one day." As he finished speaking, we broke through the fog. Behind us, white fluffy clouds blanketed the coast, extending as far out over the Pacific as we could see. On the western horizon, a half moon hung over the soft white canopy. The bright sunshine accentuated the brilliance of the scene. Above us, an emerald green peak rose two hundred feet against the backdrop of a cerulean blue sky. Jack and I continued upward. At the top of the hill, we stood absorbing the view and catching our breath. 

Jack continued. "One of the things you have to remember is that RadioGear was, and will be, a great company. In the history of the cellular business, one company has always leap-frogged the rest. It'll be RadioGear's turn to make the jump again soon. A few short years ago, RadioGear and SkyReach together accomplished the equivalent of the first moon shot, by being the first in the world to launch digital cellular service. And we did it in the biggest city in the country. We've stumbled, but we will catch up again. The trouble is, SkyReach isn't the company you want to be stuck in a foxhole with." 

I knew exactly what he meant. Big Jack often used military metaphors. He loved to tell a story from the Civil War, about a group of soldiers who were told to capture a bridge. Once the soldiers had taken the bridge, they sat down and drank coffee while the war continued to rage around them. Had the soldiers kept fighting, they'd have flanked the enemy, and their side would have won the battle. Instead, they lost. I think the story appealed to Big Jack because of his intense interest in being a leader and developing leaders. Big Jack wanted independent actors who could work within the larger picture of RadioGear. He wanted his people to take the bridge and flank the enemy. He backed up his belief in individual initiative by taking the time to teach his people to fight and win. It's the only reason I can think of that explains the events of the remainder of the day. 

Responding to his foxhole comment, I said, "Yeah, and in the meantime we're gonna get fragged." We turned and started back down.

"No," he said. "You're looking at it all wrong. These negotiations are an unparalleled opportunity. This is where all the big forces of modern living come together for a few hours. Short of a life-and-death situation, nothing will ever be more intense. Millions of dollars will be on the table. Careers will be rising and falling. There will be politics within and between two organizations, and there will be as many personal agendas as there'll be people in the room. This is the ultimate crucible that our modern world can offer. This is where you'll find out what people are really like. Nobody can hide in a situation like this. Some will lose their temper. Some won't be able to act ethically when there are questions involving money. Some will cower in the background. Others will try to prove themselves by acting tough. This is where a person's true nature comes out. More importantly, this is where your true nature comes out. This is where you can see yourself, and meet your personal demons in the midst all these powerful forces. The conditions will never be better." Jack grew silent as we descended into the fog. 

Electrified by Jack's words, I said, "Can you elaborate on that?"

Jack said, "Four times in the past, we've negotiated agreements together. I've seen you in action. You're naturally gifted. You listen well. Against long odds, you try to find fair, reasonable solutions. I've also seen you walk away from a $30 million contract when you thought the terms were too onerous, even though you would have benefitted personally. That's why I trust you to do these things. There's really only one condition under which I've seen you lose your cool." I could feel Jack's silence, like a weight. 

"What's that?" I said, not surprised to learn that Jack had seen me loose my cool. Often in these negotiations, I'd had to fight hard to contain my anger. But I was surprised that Jack had identified a single condition that set me off.

"That's something you're going to have to see for yourself. But I'll give you a hint. Observe yourself in today's session. Watch everything. Your body language. Your tone of voice. Everything. But most especially, just before you speak, pay attention to your intentions for doing so. If you can do that, you'll come to meet yourself, and it will transform you."

Jack declined to explain further. "See for yourself," he said, when I probed. We finished the run reviewing the complaints SkyReach would raise, and the right way to try to make them whole again. I reached my room at precisely 6:30. 

* * * * *

The negotiations proceeded as if by a pre-authored script. SkyReach raised all the expected issues, giving all of the arguments about which I'd briefed our team. Big Jack handled the session with amazing skill, laying out the remuneration plan that he'd described to me, and bringing the package slowly down to $10 million. As is generally the case when senior executives meet, the negotiations were conducted on a more professional level than when people sitting on lower rungs of the organizational ladder attempt to resolve similar issues. In general, the meeting went much better than I had expected, at least until the end, when SkyReach surprised us with vigorous complaints regarding a particular machine in their network. 

The machine was the first of its type in commercial service, and in the five years since the first unit had been installed, eight more had been supplied in Los Angeles. The replacement cost of each machine was approximately $5 million. The machine in question had gone out of service several times in the last year, causing outages in parts of the digital network for reasons that could be traced back to both companies. SkyReach had failed to perform normal maintenance and upgrades. RadioGear had furnished faulty equipment. As often happens, the ultimate cause of the trouble wasn't clear; the machine was simply jinxed, and SkyReach demanded compensation for the troubles it had caused. From RadioGear's perspective, the machine had caused an inordinate amount of customer dissatisfaction. 

Big Jack looked at me and said, "Dean, what do you think we ought to do?"

I said, "I think we should take a break and discuss this as a team."

Big Jack smiled and said, "No, I'm prepared to support your recommendation. Why don't you make a proposal to SkyReach."

Confusion spread like a mist cloud, while a thousand thoughts raced in my head. Big Jack had negotiated down to his $10 million limit. I had a career to consider. What was Big Jack thinking? What was he looking for? It was irresponsible to make a hard proposal before we'd met privately. A familiar phrase came to mind, one that Big Jack had voiced often: Do what's right for the customer and the relationship. I knew what I would say.

"There's been a lot of finger-pointing in the past about this machine," I said, "Both sides have legitimate arguments. What I propose is that if RadioGear agrees to replace the machine at no charge to SkyReach, SkyReach will agree to pay for an audit of the other eight in the network, and to follow the upgrade recommendations proposed in the audit."

The offer felt right. In the short term, SkyReach would gain far more financially than RadioGear, but overall customer satisfaction would be put back on the right track. The offer took care of a disproportionate source of dissatisfaction, and helped ensure better network performance in the future. Glancing at Big Jack and my immediate boss, I could see that they were pleased. 

The SkyReach team whispered among themselves as I sat and waited quietly, watching the animated discussion. Finally, the junior SkyReach employee, Tom, broke ranks and yelled, redfaced: "We accept your offer to replace the machine, but we don't accept the rest! Why should SkyReach have to pay for audits, which only tell us which of your faulty equipment we have to replace? You'll just tell us we have to buy more equipment to make up for the cost of the replacement, anyway. You should pay for the audits and the other upgrades, too."

Again, a thousand thoughts raced through my head. What's so hard about understanding that you've got to maintain and upgrade equipment over time? I'll bet Tom has replaced the PC on his desk three times in the past five years. Why do these people always assume we're out to get them? Why does Tom always find a dark cloud in the silver lining? I stick my neck out with an offer to give them $5 million, and they come back with a response like that. It's unethical. As I opened my mouth to respond, Jack's words from the morning's run came back to me: Before you speak, pay attention to your intentions. I froze.

I looked at my hands, which had been resting comfortably on my lap, and saw that my fingers were curled into fists, my wrists cocked tight. My shoulders, relaxed earlier, were hunched up to my neck and shoved forward. I thought: What does this remind me of? And I knew--I was a wild dog, angrily hunched over scraps of food. But what's the food I'm hunched over? As soon as I asked, the answer appeared before me: Lack of recognition. It wasn't money, career, or ethics that had so upset me. It was recognition. I was personally motivated by the impulse to treat others fairly, and in return I wanted to be recognized as generous and fair-minded. I wanted the moral high ground. Instead, I had received only a push-back, and my bruised ego wanted to fight. I realized that I was on the point of polluting the well of good intentions with the toxic refuse of my own, personal anger. My strength had turned to weakness. But I realized that there was more. 

I distrust SkyReach's intentions in exactly the same way I just accused them of distrusting ours. All the bad feelings I carry from past negotiations are coloring my assessment of what's happening right now. 
I laughed inwardly. It was all so clear. Tom and I shared a long history of similar negotiations. In calmer moments, we had talked informally and learned that we both felt good about parts of the meetings, and bad about others. Objectively, that meant we probably shared a good deal of common ground, affording our organizations a potential zone of agreement. But I knew also that Tom was deeply hurt by RadioGear's failure to meet some of its commitments, when he had stuck his neck out to recommend RadioGear as his company's supplier.

Tom had just reacted automatically, sucked in by the same blind impulse that I had nearly followed. It was a tiny acorn of an impulse, celebrated often in our society as the honest reaction of a "tough negotiator" and "a good businessman." But those were only names for outward behaviors. Underneath, I could see the acorn for what it was: the seed of conflict. With a little water and coaxing, the acorn would swiftly grow into the oak of battle that had cast its shadow over the Bosnians and Serbs, the Protestants and Catholics. If SkyReach and RadioGear were ever going to improve their relationship, peace had to begin now, here in my own heart, before any words came out. I knew what I had to do. Having observed my own intentions, I spoke.

My anger replaced with the wonder of fresh insight, speaking in a calm, even, unemotional voice that I scarcely recognized, I said, "I put forth a proposal that I believed acknowledges the responsibility we share to serve your customers. I thought it was both fair and forward-looking. I'm open to suggestions about how we can improve it, but I'm not convinced that RadioGear should have to pay for everything." There were the words, most likely the same ones I'd have used even if I hadn't checked my intentions, but the delivery was radically different. It carried no tone that said How could you be so unethical and greedy as to ask for more? And it deeply affected what happened next.

The room fell silent. Even now, I don't know why nobody spoke, even to whisper amongst themselves. No one moved or said anything, the silence stretching longer than most people are accustomed to in our culture. In such quiet, the impulse to say something, merely to break the silence, begins to pinball inside, gaining momentum from the speed bumpers of personal agendas, until the tension of impasse must be released, often with a concession. I'd observed a similar quiet on many occasions in tense negotiations, but this time I felt no discomfort. I wondered if the other members of my team did. If so, they resisted the urge to speak, recognizing that the ball was in SkyReach's court. Two full minutes later, the senior-ranking SkyReach person said, "Your proposal is fair. We accept." Negotiations had never played like this between our companies; usually there had been belligerence and brinkmanship, but not this time. For the moment, at least, we had peace.

* * * * *

Within a year, Big Jack left RadioGear to become CEO of a telecommunications startup. Because of his name and reputation, the company launched a most successful IPO, as a consequence of which Big Jack is now worth several hundred million dollars. At RadioGear it became fashionable to blame Big Jack for any subsequent problems with product quality and delivery. People argued that he'd promised too much to too many customers. I disagreed. Run-of-the-mill managers are driven by fear and suffer the attendant side-effects in the form extreme need for control and displays of admiration. Big Jack was the rare treasure in the corporate hierarchy, driven by higher purpose, and committed to motivating others and creating leaders. Many recoiled from the challenge

Big Jack hired other people to address operations while he worked the customer side. The lieutenants Big Jack selected made serious product choice blunders that caused RadioGear's cellular infrastructure to fall behind. Through the sheer force of his personal commitment and charisma, Big Jack had kept RadioGear in the game a bit longer than its time. Along the way, he'd given me possibly the most important advice I'd received: Pay attention to your intentions. 

Looking back, I understood that in the moment when I paid attention during the negotiation, I won my first real taste of professional freedom. I'd begun the process of extracting my personal identity from the job.

