
The light side and the dark side
"The pessimist sees difficulty in every opportunity. the optimist sees the
opportunity in every difficulty."  -- Winston Churchill

I was reading a history of World War II the other night (I was trying to get to
sleep), and I ran across an interesting little notation about the Battle of the Bulge.

For those of you who aren't history fans, the "Battle of the Bulge," as it's known in
the United States, was an ill-fated attempt on the part of the German army to
drive a spike, or a "bulge," through U.S. and British forces in December of 1944.
They made a lightning strike through a lightly-defended part of the Allied lines, in
the Ardennes forest, and almost got away with it, before being battled back by
U.S. Airborne and Armored troops.

Well, anyway, this isn't the place for a historical lesson -- but the reference I ran
across was from a U.S. general. While all around him were crying doom and
gloom, he looked at the situation, and said (I'm paraphrasing) "If we can get a
handle on this action, it'll turn rapidly to our advantage."

Following his lead, the commanders plowed a lot of resources into the fight,
suckered Hitler into releasing his reserve divisions, and then ran right through the
hole they created. The gamble the German army took -- betting it all on one
lightning thrust -- paid off handsomely -- but for the United States forces.

So many times in our lives, we confront the same sort of thing, with the same
possibilities. Into our lives come lightning strikes -- profit downturns, stock market
crashes, real estate devaluation -- and pretty soon, led by the news media, all
around us are crying "doom and gloom" -- except for a few.

"In chaos there is opportunity," goes the old adage -- and it's true. When the
casual investor panics and sells his stock, the seasoned professional buys it up.
Where the nervous manager cuts jobs blindly, the professional leader builds up
his research and his product development.

It's a mental switch -- and yet it takes a bit of effort not to be swayed, when
everyone around you is carrying a sign that says "The World Will End
Tomorrow."

So -- here's your tip sheet to helping you see the opportunity in every difficulty.

1. Evaluate what went wrong -- but don't spend too much time doing it.
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Take my word for it -- if the reason something went awry isn't readily obvious, it's
going to take some serious analysis to figure it out. Most problems come with
easy causes -- and many with easy solutions -- as long as you don't get bogged
down in the details and the name-calling.

When you do a quick assessment of the "likely" problem, you immediately get on
the path to enacting a plan of action. Developing an action plan is your most
important step to pulling the opportunity out of difficulty. You can always modify
your action plan as further details become known.

2. Analyze the problem for a good point of attack.
In the "Bulge" case we just talked about, leaders analyzed the weakest parts of
the German offense, and then exploited them. Almost any problem -- whether it
be personnel troubles, production problems, or personal challenges -- has a point
where you should start attacking.

Keep in mind that the best place to attack isn't always where you might imagine.
A few years ago, I had a file cabinet in my office -- but no key to fit it. I'd
"inherited" the cabinet from someone else. It didn't bother me that it didn't have a
key, because it didn't hold anything confidential -- I just left it open.

Well, one day, a guy came in the office to talk with me -- and as he stood there,
he leaned back against the lock -- and locked it.

I was initially mad -- but after searching through every key on the floor -- and not
finding one that would fit -- I wandered over to another cabinet just like it, pulled
out the drawers, and took a look at the locking mechanism.

Once I knew how it worked, I found that I could open it within two minutes.
Eventually, I pulled the lock and rigged the cabinet so it couldn't be locked.

Too often, we attack a problem from the wrong side. Take a few minutes,
analyze the problem clearly, and ask yourself if there is a non-obvious way to
attack it.

Our minds are marvelous things -- but they tend to give back answers to the
questions that we ask. If we ask "Why can't I get a job," the answer is likely to
come back, "Because you're ugly," or something else self-degrading. However, if
we ask "What's the best job for me," or "What can I earn money doing," or "How
can I improve myself to make myself into a stronger job candidate," we get back
a different set of answers.

Too often, we choose the obvious approach -- and although sometimes, the
obvious is the right way, too often it's the wrong way.



If you do much driving, you're no doubt aware that the best or fastest route is not
always the shortest one. "The shortest distance between two points is a straight
line" is great for geometry, but sometimes, the best route is a meandering one --
and sometimes, the best place to attack a problem is not obvious to begin with.

Let me give you another example from my own life. In my youth, I had a job
working for my father's printing plant. Part of what I did was collate books. We'd
take a "linear" approach to collation -- grab one sheet, then another, then
another, then another. It was the standard method used in collating -- and I hated
it.

Years later, after I had learned a few things about computer programming, I
recognized that another useful collation method could be used -- collating in
smaller groups of pages, and then collating the page groups together. In
programming, we call this process a "bubble sort," among other things. Even
though to my father, it would have seemed like a lot more work, the smaller
number of choices makes the collation faster.  It's not an obvious solution -- until
you try it once.

3. Break down the problem into simpler elements
Cut the various parts of the problem down to size -- and then look for the
opportunity in it. When you look at each part of a process or challenge
independently, it sometimes makes solutions more obvious than when it's
confronted as a whole.

Your problem, for example, may be selling more financial services -- but really,
you can break your problem down into smaller steps:

1. Identify a likely prospect
2. Make contact with the customer, and explain the worth of your product
3. Understand the customer's needs through effective communication and 
questions.
4. Refine the product for the customer. Enlist the customer's help in 
determining which product is appropriate.
5. Find an appropriate price point.
6. Make the sale.
7. Follow through with the customer.
8. Ask for referrals to other individuals, if appropriate.
9. Repeat steps three through eight at renewal time.

Each step has its own possibilities for opportunity -- and the possibilities are
much more obvious than when you look at it as a whole: "Sell investment
products to people."

4. Implement the action plan.



Without this, all your other steps are in vain. You have to have the guts to carry it
out.

Keep in mind, though, Murphy's law of combat, number 53: "A purple heart just
goes to prove that you were smart enough to think of a plan, stupid enough to try
it, and lucky enough to survive."

5. Follow through, and re-evaluate.
The last critical step. Follow through with the plan, watching its effects on the
problem at hand -- then re-evaluate your results, look for more opportunity, and
start the process over again.

Rocks strewn in your path can be either stumbling blocks or stepping stones.
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