Arthur J Kirsch & Associates
Case Study: Turnaround Down Under

| was assigned to manage a U.S. subsidiary in Melbourne, Australia that had lost its mojo. It needed to
develop a specialty product for a major Japanese color copier manufacturer. At stake was a $1 million
contract to provide a working, on board printer controller to interface desktop computers on intranets and
via the Internet. Today, this functionality is performed by a small chip in the copier but at the time of this
project (late 1990s), it needed to be performed via a separate computer that interfaced to the copier
motherboard.

The problems at this subsidiary were a combination of the constant bickering of the principals of the
company that was acquired; a staff that felt poorly compensated or appreciated during the acquisition; and
major technical obstacles of the Windows based operating system (NT) at the heart of this controller,
required principally to provide networking for Macs as well as PCs. We had a year to complete the task
and a unanimous feeling by the hardware and software engineers that the project was impossible.

My assignment was to reinvigorate the engineering staff and act as a referee between the former owners.
The first thing | did when I arrived was to get a local apartment and rental car and let the staff know | was
there to stay until we were successful. After an initial meeting, | removed the coin mechanism from the
onsite soda machine, stocked it with the drinks the engineers preferred, brought in lots of grazing food
and fruit and turned the long conference table into craft services. | stayed on premises for 12+ hours a
day and often brought in pizza for the increasing number of engineers who began to work extended hours.
I encouraged, and was the sometime chef, for a weekly or bi-weekly BBQ lunch.

Besides being available to anyone in the company on a 24/7 basis, | also reduced the almost daily
required meetings to discuss progress and ideas, to 1 formal meeting per week. 1 instituted a rule that
anyone, with any bizarre solution, would be allowed to have the floor — everyone was empowered to
provide solutions. At first, attitudes improved significantly, and within sixty days of my arrival, we were
making significant progress on the controller but we were still stuck on how we could recover from a
system failure of Windows NT since there was no keyboard, monitor or mouse.

Along the way, a key event that aided us to get a positive shift in morale was arranged for by our
President and CEO, Thomas White ( www.profoundlysimple.com ), who had extensive experience with
off-site team building. Basically we closed the company for a day and had all the employees show up at a
park. Employees were instructed on how to protect their fellow employees as they jumped off telephone
poles to reach another platform, falling backwards off platforms to be caught by the bare hands of other
employees, that sort of thing. The chief engineer, who many of the employees revered, felt especially
abused by the previous management, threatened not to attend.

About 2 years earlier | was the principal negotiator (one session lasted about 10 hours) with this engineer,
smoothing over his upset about not being compensated for technology he created before he joined the
company (prior to the acquisition). 1 finally got him to agree to accept compensation for more than he
had asked for and less than the company was willing to pay so | had some degree of gratitude from him.
While protesting that he wasn’t going to attend up through that morning, he did show up, albeit a few
minutes late, and participated fully. This event was a big boost to morale.

Within a few weeks (about 2 % months in), we had come up with a solution to the NT ‘bluescreen’
problem. We decided that every time we powered up the copier, we would do a complete installation of
the software that would then communicate with a saved master file and existing print files, using the
copier warm up time to mask the complete reload. The only downside is that we needed to pay for a
complete version of Microsoft DOS for each machine even though we only needed a few lines of its code.

While we still had about nine months to go, with plenty of challenges remaining, some very significant,
we had a can do spirit and completed the project on-time, got paid by the copier manufacturer, and even
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sold them several thousand units, if my memory serves correctly. This, in spite of finding out along the
way, that the copier manufacturer was primarily using us to negotiate a better deal with its otherwise sole
source supplier of printer controllers.

I spent the better part of a year on this project in Australia, with three months being my longest stay, a
couple of weeks home here and there, with an average 6-8 weeks each trip. Sometimes technological or
market forces will prevent success of a project but so long as employees are convinced that they are
valued and have someone to talk to who will listen, you can get everyone to pull together to work towards
a common goal.
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