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Neville Isdell, chairman of the Board of Directors of the Coca-Cola Company

Neville Isdell is from South Africa, majored in Sociology and he is a qualified and certified Social Worker educated at the University of Cape Town.
“We've entered a dynamic new era marked by environmental challenges, limited resources and new expectations on businesses.  Drawing on 42 years of international experience, Neville Isdell will outline the new requirements that businesses must follow to grow profitably in the 21st century.  He will also note the diverse skills that business leaders will need to be successful in this challenging era.”
21st Century Company and the skills needed to succeed

It is important that we focus and Connectivity.   We still sell Coke one glass at a time.

Keep doing the basics: serving a market need, legally compliant and reward shareholders.  

AND:

There are six things we need to do to grow profitability and sustainability (not philanthropy)

1. Support the sustainability of the communities it serves, because if the communities are not sustainable then the business is not sustainable.

2. Partners in new ways with government and with civil society

3. Is truly local and seen as a functioning part of the local communities

4. Be a responsible employer

5. Draw on the diversity of people in the marketplace in order to win in that marketplace.

6. Continuity; manage change without disruption
Sustainability is not philanthropy although that is good too.

Line of sight to core business, ie concern for water at Coca Cola

Create a new triangle of government, business and civil society, ie business schools

Coke worked with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) regarding the world’s great watersheds, because without water there is no Coke product.  Coke plans to be water neutral with a zero footprint by 2010.  Coke will be putting back into nature all the water used in their 1000 manufacturing plants around the world.

What types of leaders are needed to run these 21st century organizations?

Hard business school skills AND soft skills with a higher level of emotional intelligence and a broader understanding of the world around them.

1. Connection to a broader purpose within the organization and to the world belief and passion, sense of mission and affinity for business you are in.  Must care and think about what needs to be done and go out to do it, and get it done and then more.

2. Confidence without arrogance

3. Communicators from a belief system

4. Unquenchable curiosity

We have all seen business leaders who rise each decade to be rock stars only then to fall into the trash heap of failed businesses.  Examples can be seen in the corporate raiders of the 1980s, the dot.coms of the 1990s, and now the asset-backed securities.

Hubris – the rules did not apply to them, the world had changed.

The media is a co-conspirator in all this.

Real business leaders recognize they are transient, part of a team and take great pride in the success of their team.

The acid test for leaders is that the leaders I have developed have become successful leaders then that is a legacy.

Computers, etc have created interactivity without connection.  Connectivity is about face to face.

Authenticity is also very important to connectivity.  Are one’s words just words or do they match the music to which the speaker dances?

As we heard on NPR this morning the reason for the bank troubles is that CEOs of banks do not trust the CEOs of other banks to know what is going on and to be honest what’s on their balance sheets.
5. Listening - Due to the speed at which we are moving and things are changing listening is a vital skill.

The higher up in the organization a leader is the harder it is to listen and the more filtered what is said to the leader, but we need to listen carefully and consistently in order to hear.

During the first 100 days I said nothing to anyone, not the press, no one.  Instead I listened to customers and employees to learn what others think and validate my ideas.

In trying to turn things around looking at them the way others do is the only way we can understand what needs to be done.

6. Curiosity – is an abiding discontent for the boundaries of what we know.  Ask questions all the time and the global marketplace if you don’t have curiosity about how different cultures work you will fail.

At Coke management meetings are like being in an Olympic Village.  There are men and women, old and young from all over the world: Ireland, Mexico, Turkey, Australia and so on.

If everyone around you is like you then all you are hearing is recycled views you hold already.

7. Tolerance for Ambiguity – If you are in 100% control of the race then you are not going fast enough.  You cannot rely on learning by rote in order to make decisions at the high speed of change today.
Success is going to flow to those businesses who communicate why they deserve trust and immerse themselves in the society and culture where they work and live.

Business schools need diversity among faculty and students.  Need to open up ways of understanding the global society.  

Development of very strong metrics has diminished Socratic learning and so graduates are often like deer in the headlights because of the complexity of the business world.

Teach ethics.
Two new things:

1. The way the world is governed

2. The way we move the emerging economies into the world, ie China and Brazil, without viewing it as a zero sum game.

Bringing them along in the proper way will prosperity for all and whole economies to grow and avoid conflict.

The epicenter is moving east, but that does not mean our economy is going to lose.

Sustainability – ie various examples of green technology

You cannot tell people to go change.  You have to first learn why they are doing what they are doing and then help them understand the advantages to them of change and then help them learn to things differently.

21st century companies are looking for the soft skills – people who can be leaders and we will teach them the rules of our business.

