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THE GREAT S.O.B.

Too Successful to Fire, Too Self-Absorbed to Coach 

“I’ll quit before I’ll approve Matt Byrnes’s promotion to President of Sales!”, Mike Stanhope, the Executive Vice President, Human Resources, for IPTech almost shouted at Bill Portman, the company’s President and COO.  It was September, 2000, and Portman had asked Stanhope to put through paperwork promoting Matt Byrnes, the controversial, abrasive Senior Vice President of IPTech’s sales division to President of the division.  “How can you promote him?”, Stanhope continued with hate and anger in his voice, “every week I get another sexual harassment complaint about him.  He ought to be fired!” 

“I know how you feel, but he’s more than doubled sales for the last three years and he’s hinting that he’ll quit if he doesn’t get a president’s title,” Portman replied.  “He performs, and his performance is mostly responsible for the company’s current stock price.”

“He’s bullying you just like he bullies our advertisers.  Don’t give in to him; next thing he’ll want is your job,” snapped Stanhope.


“No he won’t.  He makes more money than I do, and he loves money,” Portman replied shaking his head and smiling.


“Then give him more stock options instead of a title,” responded Stanhope, “but at least wait until the end of the quarter and then, if you want, I’ll put through the paperwork.  But it’ll cause problems with the Senior VP of Editorial, who’ll want to be a president too.”


With this conversation, Mike Stanhope was able to delay once more a promotion for Matt Byrnes.  However, he knew he would have a much more difficult time delaying it at the end of the current quarter because Byrnes was once again beating his numbers and filling the pipeline with ad pages.

IPTech was the largest publishing company in the booming Internet and dot.com industry.  IPTech published the most popular trade and consumer computer and Internet books, several Internet and technical trade magazines, several popular consumer Internet and computer magazines, and the wildly successful and influential Dot.Com magazine.  Literally everyone in Silicon Valley read, believed, and advertised in the Internet industry bible, Dot.com.


IPTech controlled over 65% of the total trade and consumer Internet and computer (hardware and software) magazine circulation, making it the most influential and powerful publisher in the industry.  Dot.com had been a publishing phenomenon on the same scale as EBay and Amazon.com had been in the Internet. It had more than doubled its ad pages and revenue every year for over three years, and the previous year ranked number one in total pages and revenue for all business magazines, beating both BusinessWeek and Forbes.  In addition to being the dominant (and most profitable) magazine in the exploding Internet industry, Dot.Com was associated with other influential IPTech publications, all of which IPTech’s sales division, headed by the belligerent Matt Byrnes, packaged together and priced very aggressively.  Byrnes leveraged this aggregate influence so forcefully, some said, ruthlessly, that he had acquired the nickname of Darth Vader in the industry.

Although Matt was heavy handed and ruthless with advertisers, the majority of his salespeople loved him.  Matt was charismatic, brilliant, and a superb salesperson and negotiator. He was an excellent strategic thinker and knew more about both the Internet and magazine business than anyone in IPTech.  His knowledge and strategic insight was legendary, as was his aggressiveness, bullying, swearing, and furious temper.  No one escaped his wrath when he was upset, which was often, and he was known as a “screamer.” But Matt was equally effusive with his praise and affection for his staff.  IPTech’s president, Bill Portman said of Matt that he was a great leader, but a terrible manager.  In Portman’s mind, Matt’s pluses and performance outweighed the negatives with which Mike Stanhope and the Human Resources staff continually bombarded Portman.  The biggest negatives were: Matt’s constant use of vulgar and offensive language and the chaos that reigned in his sales organization.


In October, 2000, Mike Stanhope stormed in to Bill Portman’s office and announced, barely controlling his rage, “HR has received five complaints about a video-conference sales rally speech that Matt gave last week in which he used the f-word 43 times in a rambling, disorganized 25-minute speech.  You can’t promote him, you’ve got to fire him or it’ll cost us $5 million to defend sexual harassment suits!”


Portman didn’t respond immediately to Stanhope.  He motioned to Stanhope to sit down and Portman bowed his head and put his finger to his lips as he always did when he was contemplative.  Eventually, the president said to his head of HR, “You’re right Mike, we’ve got to do something, but he’s too valuable to fire.  I know an excellent executive coach who helped me a lot several years ago.  We’ll hire him to help Matt.”


“Matt will never let anyone coach him, he’s too self-absorbed and protective of his image.  He’s smart enough to manipulate even the best coaches,” Mike responded.


“You may be right, Mike, but we’ve got to try it; we have to try to save Matt, give him a chance.  He’s done so much for the company, and it’s only fair.  We can’t be ruthless and fire him without trying to help him.  What message would that give the company?”, Portman said quietly, but firmly.


Stanhope knew better than to argue with the president when he spoke in that tone and he also knew the president was right.  The company would have a better case to fire Matt after he failed to heed an executive coach’s advice.

Bill Portman spent over an hour of his valuable time the next morning thinking about how he was going to tell Matt, as delicately and firmly as possible, that he would have to take on an executive coach.  The president finally asked his Executive Assistant to put in a call to Matt.


“Hi, Matt, how’s it going,” Bill opened with his usual, casual greeting.

“Hey, Bill.  It’s going great.  We finally closed General Motors for a $22 million dollar package across all our books—at a 15% rate increase—the biggest increase of any magazine ever,” Matt replied and then added, “let’s do a press release and give a big party at ’21 for the GM top brass to announce it.”


“That’s terrific, Matt, and, yes, let’s do the party.  Matt, I’d like to talk to you about a little problem I have and ask for your help.  It’s about …”


 “Anything for you, Bill,” Matt interrupted(as usual) laughing and went on, “… if I’m a big enough help maybe I’ll get that title we’ve been talking about. Whaddaya need?”

“Well, Matt, I’ve been having some discussions with Mike Stanhope…”


“That asshole,” Matt threw in his usual appellation for Stanhope.


“I know you two don’t get along, but he’s been on my case … well, your case about your language.  There have been more complaints from your people…” the president tried to complete his sentence.


“My people love me.  They’re used to my eccentricities.  Tell me who’s complaining: I’ll apologize to them,” Matt added.


“You know I can’t do that, Matt.  Look, I need some help with Stanhope so he doesn’t make a federal case out of this.  Do me a favor.  I used an executive coach a few years ago to help me get out of a few bad habits I had in dealing with people.  He helped me tremendously.  I’d like you to see him,” Portman said.


“Do you think I don’t deal with people well?  I just closed General Motors.  They love me.  My people love me.  I don’t have time for a coach.  I’ve got to close deals so we can crush the quarter and get the stock price up.  I need the money,” Matt replied with a wink in his voice.  Then he added cautiously, “do I have to do this, Bill.”

Portman responded gently, “Yes, Matt, for me.”


“OK, for you Bill.  What’s his name?”, asked Matt.


“Colin Wakeman.”


“OK, have him call me.  I’ll go through the motions, but just for you,” said Matt almost belligerently.


“No, Matt, don’t go through the motions, pay attention and listen to Colin.  He can save your job,” said Portman, with a quietness that covered an obvious steely resolve.


“I understand.  I will,” said Matt almost as quiet, because he did understand that it was serious; that he had to put up with an executive coach.


Colin Wakeman was in his middle 60s and was old enough to be Matt’s father.  Colin had been president of a medium-sided magazine company, a college professor, had his Ph.D. in Psychology, and had had an extremely successful career as an executive coach.  He was about to meet his biggest challenge in 10 years of coaching, Matt Byrnes, because he knew the type—the narcissistic boss—the toughest type to help.

Colin made an appointment with Matt and showed up at his office on time but with some trepidation because he had heard the Darth Vader stories.  However, Matt was charming and welcoming—between phone calls which constantly interrupted his conversation with Colin and screaming at his assistant to get this person or that person on the phone.  It was chaos.  Colin observed a fast, facile mind at work, juggling the calls, the details, and a conversation with Matt while all the time playing what seemed to be a version of mumble-de-peg with a switchblade on the wooden floor of his office.  This was an adult with a serious case of ADD, Colin thought. 

At one point in the introductory conversation, Matt said, “Bill said you’re here to save my job.”  Matt enjoyed shocking people with his bluntness and enjoyed even more letting people know that he knew everything, that you couldn’t fool him. 


“Well, I don’t think that’s my goal.  My goal is to help you if you think I can be of any help,” Colin replied. 


“Don’t give me that psychobabble bullshit,” Bill responded smiling.  “We both know why you’re here and that I don’t have any choice.  Cut the crap.  What do you want me to do?”


“OK, first I’d like to talk to some of your direct reports to get a feel for what’s going on.” said Colin.


“Be my guest,” said Matt and then added, smiling, “you’ll find they may not love me, but they respect me or fear me – same thing … just kidding.”


But Colin knew he wasn’t kidding.  

Colin began his interviews with Matt’s direct reports with Mary Foster, VP of National Accounts, one of two sales VPs in Matt’s sales organization.  Mary was a veteran of the magazine business and well respected in the industry.  Colin introduced himself to Mary and asked the same question Bill Portman always asked, “How’s it going.”

“I’ve heard about you,” Mary intoned in her Greenwich lock-jaw, upper-middle class accent, “Bill Portman hired you to straighten out Matt, and he sure needs it.  But before you set Matt straight, you’d better tell Bill Portman he should take an interest in the sales division.  We never see him down here on this floor and when we run into him at meetings and parties he’s arrogant and brushes us off.  I hear he’s a screamer who bullies people like Matt does.  Furthermore, Portman allows the locker-room atmosphere to prevail in the sales division.  Matt and his cronies, like Chick Moreno, hang out together, make sexist remarks, and use awful, offensive language.  They’re going to be sued any time now.  I’m sick of Matt giving preference on account assignments to his buddies, especially Chick, who hires terrible people and tries to steal my accounts.  He hasn’t closed a decent deal this year.” 
Colin, as the professional he was, smiled, nodded, and uttered an occasional “Oh” or “Mmm” and finished the conversation with a polite, “Thanks so much; you’ve been really helpful,” as he headed for Chick Moreno’s office.

Colin introduced himself to Chick and asked the standard, “How’s it going?”
Chick Moreno came to IPTeach from a major advertising agency.  He was one of the first VPs to join the exploding Dot.com and was an expert on the magazine’s editorial content and policy and the Internet industry.  Chick greeted Colin with a broad, warm, charming smile.  “Delighted you’re here, Colin. 

Matt has told me all about you and he’s delighted you’re here, too,” Chick said with a broad grin and without even a hint of sarcasm, obviously convinced that Colin would believe him.


“What do you think I can do to help?”, Colin asked.


“Matt’s not the problem,” Chick shot back in his rapid fire, expressive style, “he’s the best boss I ever had.  I love Matt. Most of his people love him; would follow him through a brick wall.  He’s done the best sales job this industry’s ever seen.  He’s the reason the company’s stock price has quintupled in the last two years.  This magazine has reached $400 million in revenue faster than any magazine in history.  He is incredibly loyal to his people and demands loyalty in return, and gets it from most of them.”

“Most of them?”, Colin asked casually.


“Yes, almost all of his people, except Mary, of course.  Mary is a viper, hates Matt.  And she stirs up the women against Matt and me, frankly.  Matt has told me he’d fire her if she weren’t a woman—can’t you know.  She doesn’t perform and hires only women to sell for her.  She’s a disaster.”


“I see,” said Colin, “anything else?”


“Yes, we need a lot more promotion.  We need a trade campaign.  Tell Bill Portman –you’re a friend of his, right – that we need a lot trade promotion to let the agencies know more about us.  And, well, I guess, it would be a lot more productive if I had some of Mary’s accounts – the ones she can’t close.  My guys would close them in a heartbeat.  That would get the stock price up.”

Colin thanked Chick for the insights and asked one final question, “Is there anyone else I should talk to, who knows Matt as well as you do?”

“Yes,” responded Chick, “talk to Scot Kinney – he’s got Matt’s ear.  He used to be Matt’s boss ten years ago in the agency business when Matt was just starting as a media buyer and was the first person Matt brought in when he got this job.  He’s in charge of operations, production, and finance for the sales organization.  He’s a straight shooter.”
“Thanks, Chick,” Colin said as he headed directly for Scot Kinney’s office with anticipation.  He was eager to meet the only person on Matt’s staff that hadn’t been trashed by others.

“Hi, Scot, I’m Colin Wakeman,” Colin introduced himself to Scot Kinney and put out his hand anticipating a firm handshake from this tall, large-boned man in his middle 50s with grey hair, a slight paunch, and a ruddy face that hinted at a few too many three-martini lunches.  But Colin wasn’t to get a handshake or even a smile from the tough Irishman.

Scot was all business, almost brusque, when he replied with, “I know who you are and I don’t think Matt needs coaching.  I’m busy, so what can I do for you.”

Colin was a little taken aback by Scot, who he had heard from others as well as from Chick was a “straight shooter.”  Was that just sales department talk for “blunt?”  But Colin proceeded as straightforwardly as he knew how.  “Bill Portman hired me to help Matt.  I’ve talked to several people and I hear you’re the closest person to Matt, so I need your help.  Frankly, without your help I don’t think I can do much.  I met with Matt and I really liked him.  He’s obviously very smart, driven to succeed, and a little wild.”

“He’s brilliant.  Best salesman I’ve ever seen.  He’s a charismatic leader.  And most important, he knows how to make his numbers and push this company’s stock price up,” Scot said in his clipped manner.

“I agree with you.  But then why do you think Bill Portman hired me?”, Colin asked.

“Bill is as smart as Matt and maybe smarter.  He knows Matt has some problems,” Scot said as he started to warm up to the subject because, as Colin suspected, he realized that Colin had been hired to help Matt rather merely to evaluate him and his organization.  Scot was becoming less defensive.  “Matt is a wild man.  He’s a terrible manager, but he’s brilliant and highly creative and he can keep a million balls up in the air at once and all the details in his head.  However, he causes, even enjoys, chaos.  He rules by fear and screams a lot, but most people know it’s just a show—it’s his passion to get people to perform.  His language is awful he uses the f-word every other word and this offends a lot of the women.  Most of the women on the staff like him and forgive him, but some don’t and that will cause him a lot of grief.  The company won’t put up with it forever.  I guess that’s one of the reasons you’re here.”
“Yes, one of the reasons,” Colin replied honestly.

“Your problem,” Scot continued, “is that Matt won’t listen to anyone.  He is very suspicious of you—thinks you’re here to evaluate him and even to fire him.  He’s also highly protective of his image.  He hates the fact that Bill thinks he needs a coach and believes that if his people know you’re here because he needs coaching that it will lower is image in their minds.  He hates being mentored—doesn’t think he needs it.  He desperately needs a VP, Advertising Director.  A real professional media sales manager, who knows how to organize and motivate a sales staff – someone who could replace him eventually.  It’s the only way he can get the promotion to president he so desperately wants and deserves – to get someone who can run sales and be promoted to Senior VP behind him.  But he won’t hire someone like that; he’s too insecure underneath the tough exterior.  He’s afraid that if he hired someone good, Mike Stanhope, that asshole who hates Matt, would convince Bill to fire Matt and put a real sales manager in his place.”
“How about Chick or Mary,” Colin asked.

“You’re kidding, of course,” Scot laughed, “those snakes spend so much time stabbing each other in the back they can’t think of anything else.  If one of them got the job, the other one would quit immediately.  If Chick got it, Mary would quit and file a huge sex discrimination suit…she can’t wait to do that.”

“What’s holding her back?”, Colin questioned.

“Greed,” Scot replied, “she’s got lots of stock options and wants to ride the wave for all its worth.  She’ll stay and continue to poison people against Chick and Matt.”
“Why does Matt keep her—because she’s a woman?”, Colin asked.

“No, I don’t think so.  Matt is incredibly loyal, and Mary performs.  She’s good.  Matt likes her and can’t believe she’d say anything against him.  Maybe it’s naïve, but loyalty comes first with Matt—it’s his biggest strength and greatest weakness. Although he still manipulates people—pits them against each other to create competition.  Matt believes it makes people work harder—like he does with Chick and Mary.”

“How about you?,” Colin asked.

“No, I’m an operations guy, not a sales guy.  I’m too blunt to be a great salesman or sales manager,” Scot said with a wry smile.

Colin liked Scot.  He was a straight shooter and smart and wise.  He also seemed to be the only person he had met in the sales organization that had any sense of emotional intelligence. Colin ended the conversation on a cordial, almost friendly note and went home to make some notes and begin to wrestle with his toughest assignment ever.  He knew had to call Bill Portman in the morning and give him a report on what he had uncovered.


AUTHOR'S NOTE

While the incidents in this case are not factual, they do represent a composite of actual events and operating practices in some media sales organizations.  This case was prepared to use as a teaching tool.


ASSIGNMENT

1. What recommendations should Colin Wakeman give to Bill Portman?
2. How should Colin proceed to coach Matt Byrnes – does he need some help?
3. What recommendations should Colin give to Matt?

     � This case was written by Charles Warner.
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