Surrounded by Geniuses- Unlocking the Brilliance in Yourself, Your Colleagues and Your Organization
By: Dr. Alan S. Gregerman

In a world that constantly rewards new and better ideas, we must all find ways to consistently deliver greater value to the customers and stakeholders we choose to serve. 

All of us have the ability, under the right circumstances, to make a real difference in small and large ways. 

By working together to tackle the world around us head on and seeing it as a place already filled with brilliant ideas, unlimited sources of inspiration, and endless possibilities that can be used to transform our companies, organizations, the lives of our customers, and even ourselves. 

The world we all share is very different than the one we shared even ten years ago and the one that most business thinking is still based on. 

Most companies and organizations will sink or swim based on their ability to reinvent the experience they deliver to their customers. 

The first idea is that we all have the potential to be geniuses. 

All we have to do is look at ourselves and each other a bit differently. To be geniuses, we simply need the right insight and the right circumstances. 

The second idea is that we live in a world where we are surrounded by genius and knowledge that can be used to transform practically any company or organization. 

In fact, to succeed consistently, we would have to be open to putting ourselves in places filled with possibilities that are often unfamiliar or at least unexpected. 
All we would have to do is look at the world differently. To discover genius, we simply need the right insight and the right circumstances. The only problem with these two ideas is the reality that they run counter to the way most of us- and most of our organizations- prefer to view each other and the world around us. 

If we work in a large company or organization, that “somewhere” and those “duties” are most likely to be very specific. But their unique talents are most likely to be unknown, which means that our collective talents, the true assets of our organization, are likely to be untapped. 

So we can’t imagine that they would be waiting for the moment to be brilliant. 

Let’s be slightly better this year than we were last year. We can do that with incremental thinking or by quickly copying a competitor’s newest idea. 

What is we actually expected them to create everyday breakthroughs that would move us ahead of the competition?
What if we understood that the only way to discover very different ideas was to look in very different places?

As adults and organizations, out greatest challenge and our greatest opportunity is to see ourselves and the world differently.

We need to find the second or third possibility. We need to stop choosing to see things just the way they are and start imagining the way that they could be. 
If there is another big idea in this book, it is the notion that most leaders can’t lead. Not if leading means getting a group of ordinary people to achieve extraordinary results. 

Part One- The Context

We just need to know where and how to look for insight, or we just need to take a chance and look for insight that we can apply to the challenges and opportunities we face. 

Chapter Two- The Quest for Compelling Value

Or… Why you have to reinvent the game you hope to win. 

Changing the game means looking around you at the world of customers specifically and at the world itself in general. 

So the real genius in each was an ability to see things differently that others and to put things together in a different way. We can all be like them with a spark of inspiration tied to a challenge or opportunity that confronts us, our customers, and our companies or organizations. Focusing on customer success is the key to business and organizational success. We need to change the game in order to win. In changing the game we need to seek fresh ideas.

Too many companies have trouble getting out of the trap they are in because they are unwilling to think strategically about how to change their game. 
You Win by Making Customers Successful

Peter Drucker, whose core ideas will always be relevant to business thinking, said many years ago that there were three fundamental questions every company (and every organization) should ask:


“Who are our customers?”


“What are their needs?”


“What do they consider value?”

We probably need to add the following three questions to make things perfectly clear:


How are customers’ needs and considerations of value changing?


Where do they see their world going?


Where could we imagine their world going?

Thinking about these questions gives us a lot of options for changing the game in our business. For example, we can deliver; 


The most uniquely valuable products, services, and solutions


A whole new level of quality and performance


Different and better technology


A quantum leap in responsiveness and or speed


Knowledge that makes the customer smarter and more powerful


Vision to get them to the future

Customer needs change whether they are consumers, citizens, businesses, governments, or organizations. Their lives or worlds become more complicated or faster paced; they have less time or fewer resources with which to get more done; they decide to focus on their core activities; they get smarter; they have more options; they ask more questions; they need more guidance; they worry about the details; they face critical challenges and opportunities; they revolt from being treated poorly; and they see the potential of technology to improve the way they live, work, or play or they decide to do business with fewer vendors. 

And You Win by Delivering Compelling Value

Compelling value means changing in a major way the customer experience or the results the customer gets from the experience. It is not about making an incremental difference. The time for that has passed. 

If we really want to stand out from the pack, we need to act in ways that generate real value for customers. 

So the real genius in each was an ability to see things differently than others and to put things together in a different way.

You need to abide by six basic rules. 

First, you can’t win unless you are really different in a way that really matters to the customers you choose to serve. 
Second, you can’t be really different in ways that matter unless you understand the customers better than anyone else and can craft the best solution to meet their needs. 
Third, you can’t win unless you commit to delivering value throughout the entire customer experience from start to finish. 
Fourth, you can’t win unless you have a clear focus or framework for delivering value. 
Fifth, you can’t win unless whatever you’re offering provides the right combination of tangible and intangible value. Even the best products must be surrounded by the best customer experience. And even the best customer experiences must be wrapped around a product, service, or solution that is itself valuable to the customer. 
Sixth, you can’t win unless everyone in your organization believes passionately in the value of what you offer and is given the tools and support to deliver their part of it with passion and skill. 
Seventh, you can’t win unless you are committed to continually raising the bar. 

	A Framework for Delivering Compelling Value

1. Be different in a way that really matters to the customers you choose to serve.

2. Understand the customer better than anyone else and craft the best solution.

3. Deliver real value throughout the entire customer experience.

4. Deliver value based on a clear and consistent focus or framework.

5. Deliver the right combination of tangible and intangible value.

6. Build an organization that is passionate about the value you offer and gives people the tools and support to make a difference. 

7. Commit to continually raising the bar.


Chapter Three- Genius in Chains

Or… Why traditional approaches to strategy, innovation, and marketing no longer make any sense, and what to do about it. 

Breakthroughs occur when we engage the world with our sense turned on full blast and with a readiness to notice and question everything. 

Breakthroughs Occur When We Engages and Imagine.

They build on something that already exists. Even the most brilliant ideas have always been inspired by something that someone else has done, thought or dreamed…in another company or organization, another country or culture, another walk of life, or a walk in the woods, or the jungle, or along the shore. 

This sense of vision- of seeing new and better possibilities- is what makes truly great companies, organizations, and people stand out from the pack. 

Business and organizational success is all about being different in ways that deliver greater value to our customers. But we can do things differently only if we see things differently. This sense of vision-of seeing new and better possibilities- is what makes truly great companies, organizations, and people stand out from the pack. Being different doesn’t mean that we have to create brilliant and valuable ideas from scratch. We can win by unlocking the possibilities in someone else’s great ideas and being the first (or the best) at adapting them to our industry or marketplace. Our real task is to find the right ideas.
The only skills you will need are an understanding of what is important to your customers, and open mind, and a sense or curiosity.

Chapter Four- Curiosity as Competitive Advantage

Or… Why out innate gift for curiosity is the only real weapon in the battle to remain relevant and how to rediscover it and… Why geography matters and why a thirteenth-century traveler might be the most important business thinker of the twenty-first- century…

Today, even the most creative and successful ideas have their roots planted firmly in the work of others. 
What would happen if each of us looked for insight and inspiration in the world around us and then applied it in some practical or powerful way?

Curiosity Is the Essential Starting Point

What if we pursue the road less taken to an uncertain destination?

Beyond the Flat World

In his book The World Is Flat, Thomas Friedman makes the case for a new economic world order that seems to have emerged almost overnight. He identifies that hallmarks of this world as the new Internet-based digital economy and the phenomenon of outsourcing in which a significant share of U.S. economic activity and support services (and presumably those of other developed countries) can be done anywhere in the world where the cost is lower and the quality is reasonable. 

Deliver compelling value or perish. 

We are only a few mouse clicks away from a wealth of information about practically anything that is going on or has gone on in the past. We are only a few more clicks away from some of the best thinking about what might go on in the future. 

The notion is quite simple: we are surrounded by brilliant ideas that are there for the taking-with some modification to fit our world and the needs of those we serve. 

What drives any successful business or organization is an unwavering commitment to deliver the greatest value to the customers or citizens it serves. 

Whoever out customers turn out to be, out starting point is to understand them and their world more clearly than anyone else. This understanding gives us the context for determining what ideas have the potential to dramatically improve the way we meet their needs. 

Curiosity is an innate human gift. We are born with a compelling sense of curiosity that plays itself out until we either touch or taste something we shouldn’t or we are told that there are limits to how curious we should be. 
“Dwell in possibility!” - Emily Dickinson

“Being inexhaustible, life and nature are a constant stimulus for a creative mind.” - Hans Hofmann
Miss work, walk around, see new things, meet new people, ask a million questions, find new ways of doing things, stretch your thinking, learn, wear yourself out, rediscover the genius in all of us. 

Fortunately, we can get them back.

Engage people whenever possible, and ask some good questions.

And your level of curiosity.

Don’t try to instantly translate them to your company or organization.

The Power of Promise

The Big Idea: We can succeed in business by guaranteeing satisfaction. 

The Journey: To an earlier time to visit a man who had a pair of bad feet and very different way of looking at customers… 

I do not consider a sale complete until goods are worn out and customer is still satisfied –L.L. Bean, 1916

The importance of being customer-centric, and that’s the real power of L.L. Bean’s idea.
We must also commit to being very good at what we do. 

Try to imagine what you and your organization would have to do to unconditionally guarantee quality, satisfaction, timeliness, responsiveness, competence, reliability, and know-how.

When the marketplace doesn’t know you, or when it judges your products or services to be inferior, take the risk out of the customer’s side of the equation and place it squarely on your own shoulders. 

They are actually challenging themselves to create offerings that are worth something. 

They know that no guarantee can cover a promise unfulfilled. They also know that a guarantee backed by real results is their not-so-secret weapon in the battle to compete and that meaningful guarantees can be structured to address practically anything that really matters to customers. 

First, what’s your compelling value proposition? Second, does your value proposition really matter to customers? Third, does your value proposition give you a real and sustainable edge in the marketplace? Fourth, how do you back up your promise? 

We have found that one of the best ways to figure how to be great at something is to begin by figuring out how to be awful at it. 

Concepts like an unconditional guarantee or satisfaction. We have found that one of the best ways to figure how to be great at something is to begin by figuring out how to be awful at it. 

Search high and low across your community to uncover companies and organizations that make and keep amazing promises to their customers. 

The Magic of a Conversation

The Big Idea: We can succeed in business by having conversations that really matter.

The Journey: A walk through the neighborhood with a nine-year old girl and a remarkable box of cookies… 

It seems as though we’ve lost a sense of the necessity and potential of conversations that matter. 

If we want to compete and win in business today, we have to be capable of figuring out the right things to do and do them faster and better than anyone else. 

Conversations that matter enable us to find out what is going on in our customer’s world, what concerns them, what excites them, how their needs are evolving and what they believe is possible. 

Customers long for greater value and more meaning from the relationships they have with those who choose to serve them. 

We need to think of our organizations as places built on the value of conversation. 

The Wonder of a Performance

The Big Idea: We can win in business by creating a compelling performance.

The Journey: Under the big top to a performance of Cirque du Soleil…

Organizations spend each and ever day performing, and the quality of our performance determines our success. Most of us rarely think of our work as a show, our strategy and tactics as the script, our colleagues as performers, or our facilities and physical assets as the stage and props. 

Our ability to create a performance that delivers compelling value by inspiring the customer could be the key to our ongoing success. 
Every company and organization produces a show that goes on every day.

Figure out what are the defining moments of your performance and how you can make them as remarkable as possible. 

Determine how to orchestrate the customer’s entire experience with your organization with a sense of purpose and energy. 

“How you rehearse is how you perform.” 
A great way to understand this is to think about the experience of being your customer from start to finish. 


In what ways do you set the scene for delivering value? 


How does your show begin?


How do you bring the customer or prospective customer into the performance?


Who are the actors, how well are they trained, and what knowledge and tools do 
they bring to the show?


How do they work together to seamlessly support each other, and how do they 
share information and make the right handoffs so the customer’s needs are always 
met?


How do they bring new ideas to each other and the customers?


What “costumes” and “props” reinforce the experience you are trying to deliver?


How do you create the opportunity to create the next performance for the 
customer? 


How does all of this carefully surround the products, services, and solutions that 
your company or organization has to offer?

Use your purpose as the focus of the performance your create and strive to put the customer at the center or at least, as they do at Cirque du Soleil, bring the customer into the show by breaking down the barriers that separate you from them. Then figure out what are the defining moments of your performance and how you can make them as remarkable as possible. 
The start of the customer experience is the first defining moment, and the end of each transaction is another. 

Determine how to orchestrate the customer’s entire experience with your organization with a sense of purpose or energy! 

Your Wish Is My Command

The Idea: We can win in business by solving practically any request no matter how difficult. 

The Journey: To spend a day with the chef concierge at one of the world’s finest hotels…
Our companies and organizations are being tested by customers and potential customers every day.  They test our offerings to make sure they live up to their reasonable and sometimes unreasonable expectations.

Start by creating a culture of responsiveness and collaboration in which all of us work as a team to solve customer problems.

Make usable all of the insight, experiences and customer interactions that people have.


Chapter Nine

When Every Second Counts

The Big Idea:

We can win in business by being ready, available, and brilliant 24/7.

The Journey:

To a shock trauma center where lifesaving decisions are made every minute…

Most firms and organizations do little more than provide lip service to the notion of being ready, willing and brilliant around the clock.

First, you have to inspire genius from the top down.

You are only as good as your weakest day or your weakest moment, so you had better commit to being brilliant all the time.

Second, you have to sell the dream that they are doing a great thing.

Third, you have to believe you can do the impossible.

Give people the confidence in their own ability to be successful.

Customer “care” systems that are designed, one might presume, to really care about the customers and their needs.  We have customer “care” professionals who are trained, one might also presume, to “remedy” customer concerns.

It means having the right people with the right training, motivation and commitment to serve the customers.  It means being brilliant at communicating with each other, regularly assessing customer needs, and mastering the essential handoffs that will determine if the customer gets the right expertise (or care) at precisely the right time.

Show people the power they have as a team to make a difference, which is turn seems to get them up for any challenge.

Customers like to be cared about.  It is one of the subliminal reasons why we do business with companies and organizations.

Think about how to connect all your people and knowledge so that you can deliver the right solution at any time.

Chapter Ten

The Big Idea:

We can win in business by being fast, but only when speed matters.

The Journey:

To the savanna of Tanzania and the remarkable world of the fastest creature on land…

We want vendors who can serve us quickly and get us the right product or replacement part overnight.  As companies, we strive to be faster as though that will be the key to our success.
This ability to accelerate matters when you are relatively small and can only go fast for a limited amount of time.

Our organizations are also at risk of extinction or at least irrelevance if we cannot adapt to the changes around us.

Speed only matters if we are brilliant at doing something the customer wants fast.

Commit to figuring out the essential places where speed can  give your company or organization a distinct advantage and then think about how you can be brilliant in those epic interactions.

Chapter Eleven
When Nothing is Everything

The Big Idea:

We can win in business by being brilliant at the little things that really matter.
To many people and customers, the sum total of the little things is what absolutely matters to them.  Our ability as companies and organizations to make those little things perfect is likely to determine whether we win or lose.

Recognize the little things that could either make me smile or frown and commit to doing them with understanding, concern and skill.

Commit to talking with a cross-section of customers to find out what they think are the little things that mean a lot.

Chapter Twelve

It Is Rocket Science

The Big Idea:

We can win in business by being perfect, or as close to perfect as possible.

To rocket scientists, there is no room for error.
Rocket science is all about mission success.

The most essential guiding principle for rocket scientists is “controlled evolution”, a process of analysis, reanalysis, and change that results in revolutionary new developments over an extended period of time and modification.

As complicated as a rocket is, it is only as good as its weakest (and sometimes smallest) part.

Rather than being wildly innovative and coming up with totally new concepts and designs, rocket scientists are constantly pushing the edge of what they already know.

The ability to eliminate the potential for error is vital.

Commit to figuring out how to make incremental changes that matter with an eye toward transforming your offerings and achieving a much higher level of customer satisfaction.
Will this really work?  Can we make it better?
Chapter Thirteen

No Smile, No Gain
The Big Idea:  We can succeed in business by making customers happier and healthier.

Is there more that our product, service, or solution could actually deliver if the customer was more knowledgeable?

We could eventually measure our success by our ability to make the customer smile when they were using our product.

The things we offer should do what they are intended to do.

Start by figuring out your best opportunities to help them to get more out of the products, services, and solutions you offer them.
Customers long to get things done, and our ability to make them more fit to succeed can be a differentiator worth smiling about.  So think about how you could make your customers smarter, healthier, and happier and how their increased knowledge and “health” – broadly defined – could benefit both of you.

Chapter Fourteen
The Big Idea:  We can succeed in business by anticipating customer needs and responding with compelling value.

The more we know about customers, prospects, and their world, the more we are likely to be able to anticipate the emerging challenges and opportunities they will face.

Think creatively about problems that could be prevented or quickly resolved and the opportunities that could be exploited.
We start by committing to hanging out with the customers and getting to know them as well as possible.  It also means understanding their plans, objectives, and constraints and the role that our products, services, or solutions can and do play in enabling them to get important stuff done.

Think about what it would take to create an organization that works together to anticipate customer needs before they arise.
Part Three

Building a New Model of Success

Where there is an open mind, there will always be a frontier.


-
Charles F. Kettering

Think of yourself, your colleagues, and your company or organization as explorers in search of treasures or insight that will define a new and more compelling world of value for your customers.

Chapter Fifteen

Unlocking the Genius Within

How to find the brilliance in ourselves…

In order to become the explorer that you need to be, you must figure out the song in you and how to bring it out in all of its glory.

In every one of us there is a wonderful and compelling song waiting to be sung.  Think about what inspires you to make a difference.  Begin with the belief that you can make a compelling difference.  Make it part of your routine to discover compelling ideas from other industries and other walks of life.

The more ideas you unlock, the more likely you are to make a powerful connection between new and different thinking and the important needs of your customers.
Expand your reading horizons.

Hit the road in search of new ideas.

Ask stimulating questions whenever you have the chance.

Become your customer’s best student.

Make friends with unusual people.

Pay particular attention to all of the  nothings that really seem to matter and all of the promises that are being made and kept.

Cast an even wider net.

The greatest skill anyone possesses is a sense of curiosity and possibilities.

Chapter Sixteen
Bringing Genius to Scale

Or…how to create an organization that nurtures the genius in all of its people…

Having a clear, compelling and shared sense of purpose – a reason to exist that really matters – is the minimum daily requirement for unlocking the genius in your organization.

Everyone could become the “entrepreneurs” of their own jobs – by taking initiative and seeking opportunities to unlock greater value.

Product design, process and execution are critical.

There is magic in the big and little details of our dealings with customers and that magic can be the most compelling thing.

Time and expertise matters.

Challenge yourself and your organization to be a world-class provider of thoughtful and amazing relationships.

We have the remarkable ability to put our collective ears to the ground or minds to the future and help our customers avoid danger or make great things happen.

While inspiration is everywhere, it is simply the starting point.  Making a meaningful idea happen takes effort.

The only rewards that get results are the ones that matter to the people we are counting on to do brilliant things.

Chapter Seventeen

The Essential Work of Leaders

Or…how to become a compelling leader in the brave new world of customer and business success…

Leaders are the ones who capture everyone’s attention and spark a sense of curiosity by opening a book to a world where ideas, questions, and possibilities can take flight.

When we can’t find our place, leaders help us to discover the song within us and its relationship to the symphony or performance we are trying to create.

Leaders Are the Ones Who Start a Story That Matters

Leaders are the ones who realize that in order to deliver compelling value many people will have to take turns in the lead.

Leaders refuse to allow us to take “no” or “yes” for an answer until we have become part of the journey and actively explored a world of possibilities, and then they refuse to let us off the hook until we commit to creating something of value.

Leaders are the ones who make sure that our focus remains clearly on the real needs of the customers we choose to serve and what it takes to change the game in a way that delivers compelling value.  Leaders are also the ones who acknowledge everyone’s contribution, no matter how big or small, and thank everyone for being engaged.  Leaders hold the lamp that lights our way on the journey to what we can and must become.
Concluding Note

Customers matter more than anything else.  They alone are the reason why companies, nonprofit organizations, and governments – in democracies, at least – exist.  To remain relevant to the customers you choose to serve, you must be committed to understanding their evolving needs and to continually delivering unique value that matters.  To improve, you will need to regularly reinvent the game that you and your company or organization chooses to play.

