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Every business would like to get better.  That is why you are reading this!  Most of us try to get better by doing more and working harder.  This works for a while under certain conditions.

But there always comes a point when harder and longer produces very little improvement.  Your only choice now is a breakthrough.  If you worked hard to climb a mountain and reached the top, more climbing won’t take you higher.  Only a helicopter will. 

THREE AREAS FOR YOUR BREAKTHROUGHS

Breakthroughs in your business can occur in your strategy, in the processes by which you operate and on the problems you solve.  Invariably, a real breakthrough involves breaking old habits or breaking old assumptions so that you ‘break through’ to a dramatically new level of performance.  This is not an incremental performance increase; it is the kind of performance that jumps you far ahead. 

One of the reasons that breakthrough performance is so difficult to achieve is that you face the same problem as the fish in the ocean.  How does a fish know it’s wet if it’s always lived in the water?  How can you see the assumptions your industry, your business and your personality have made about running your business?  You have lived in your own assumptive ocean so long it’s hard to see them.

TWO STRATEGIES FOR BREAKTHROUGHS

The first strategy is setting extraordinarily challenging and ridiculous goals like doubling productivity, meaning doing twice as much work with half the number of people.  This approach was popularized and systematized when Jack Welch, who headed General Electric, required poor performing divisions to take a week off from normal business to come up with solutions that would create a breakthrough.  GE called these ‘Workouts’ and they usually worked out to create a breakthrough.  Simply setting a stunning goal is not enough; you have to work out how you will achieve it.  That is what the Workout week was for.  The barrier to such breakthroughs is the assumption “we could never take the time.”  Yet when a crisis hits there is always time.  Creating breakthrough strategies is a way of avioding crises.  

The last key ingredient in setting and achieving dramatic goals is unity.  Aristotle said “in the essentials—unity; in action—freedom, and in all things—trust.”  His insights apply very well to your business.

Second Breakthrough Strategy
The second way breakthroughs occur is by noticing how an industry or business outside of your own does something much better than you.  This happens best with direct observation.  Articles, conferences and reports don’t seem to produce the thrust for real breakthroughs.  In the early 1800’s, Francis Lowell from Massachusetts, visited the industrial cloth mills of England and saw that while the old mills had effective machinery, they were laid out inefficiently.  On returning to Massachusetts in 1815, he created better layouts for the same equipment – layouts that maximized the use of labor.  In 1835, the city built around his mills, named Lowell, was the second largest in the United States, and the largest manufacturing city in the country. 

Lowell’s Breakthrough

In 1912, a young man visiting Chicago, which was the meat cutting capital of the United States, noticed that steer carcasses were hung on hooks that moved on a monorail.  About a year later, this young man had moved to Detroit and created the world’s first assembly line.  Thus, Henry Ford started his business. 

Eliji Toyoda, a member of the Toyota manufacturing family of Japan, visited the United States mid-20th century and noticed something extraordinary in supermarkets.  Every night, the shelves were restocked so they were full the next morning.  But, the supermarkets held almost no inventory.  And thus, we find the beginning of the just-in-time (J.I.T.) inventory system, which Toyota perfected, and most large manufacturers use at this time.  J.I.T. management existed in dozens of supermarkets in Detroit, but it took willing and fresh eyes to see its potential in the manufacturing world.  This was an especially hard jump in thinking for an automobile manufacturer to make, because car makers tend to think there is not much a grocer could teach them.

Even more interesting was the problem that Remington Arms faced.  They produce bullets, and their market research revealed that customers really liked shiny rifle bullets. Yet Remington had no idea how to easily do this, until someone noticed in the drugstore a rack of Maybelline lipsticks that looked like bullets.  On visiting the nearby Maybelline line factory, Remington Arms learned how to polish bullets like lipstick cases.

Another recent example occurred when Xerox was struggling to figure out how to provide good customer service for the thousands of parts to its far-flung copier customers.  It identified the company in the United States with the highest level of customer satisfaction – L. L. Bean, a retail clothing catalog and outdoor company.  Some ten representatives spent over a month at L. L. Bean and returned home with dozens of ideas on improving inventory control and customer service. All the breakthroughs depended. First, seeking outside input – not industry truisms. Second, having fresh eyes while looking. This means looking without preconceived solutions or barriers or assumptions. It means having the humility and curiosity of a Learner’s mind.
WHAT CAN YOU DO TO MAKE A BREAKTHROUGH

First of all you have to truly digest the value of making a breakthrough.  And I mean the bottom line value that gives you a competitive advantage, a much larger margin, strong growth and profits.  Secondly, you must accept that most breakthroughs are hard to make.  Persistence is critical.

Consider forming a BREAKTHROUGH TEAM.  This would consist of people who care about your success, are creative or at least willing to experiment with new ideas, your key managers and an outside wild card or two.  This latter could be a consultant, a poet, an artist.  Charge them with coming up with fresh views of you business.  Feed them.  Get them away from day-to-day work; spend overnights together (all the research on creativity reports real benefits from being able to sleep on ideas then keep working on them the next day); read books on creativity – try out their suggestions.  Here is how to get the team started.

Step 1:  Make a list of areas where dramatic breakthroughs in strategy, processes and systems, or solving a particular problem would significantly improve your club(s).  Use your industry peers and your key managers to help create the list.

Step 2:  Make a list of other businesses within your industry that you might consider visiting to learn how they do better than you for each of the items above.

Step 3:  Now, make a list – this one is obviously harder – of businesses outside your own, similar to the relationship between the bullet company and the lipstick company, where you might learn some breakthrough procedures.  In other words, if you’re in a delivery business and timely delivery is important, you might identify the company that has the timeliest delivery to your knowledge.  To learn what superior customer service in your business could look like, you might visit a hotel with the highest service standards. Try the Grand Colonial in La Jolla or the Inn at Little Washington in Virginia.
Stimulate your mind here by visiting industry shows that are not about your industry.  Or buy every business magazine on the rack and sit down with your breakthrough team, relax over coffee or beers, scan the publications and make a list of crazy thoughts.  Find five industries that do something really well, that if your company could do, would make a breakthrough.

Step Four: Start planning visits!  

Step Five: Keep meeting every two to three months with your breakthrough team.

Use this approach to identify businesses outside your industry that might be valuable to visit for stimulating breakthroughs.  Don’t agonize over whom to visit.  Read your local business press and choose a company that seems to have a good story or strong success.  Don’t worry if it’s a perfect fit.  Just call and visit; they’ll be flattered.  Do one a year!

Step Six: Identify the assumptions your industry is built on. Challenge them!
Breakthrough for your Business
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