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Avoiding the Icarus Plunge 

"Unless management is able to diagnose the causes of a stall and get the 
company back on track quickly, the odds are against it ever returning to 
healthy top-line growth," pronounce the authors of "Why Growth Stalls" 
in this month's Harvard Business Review. Alarmingly, this calamitous 
fate befell almost 90% of the 500 leading companies they analyzed; and 
lest recent performance lull rapidly growing firms into complacency the 
authors add this unwelcome tidbit: "Most organizations actually 
accelerate into a stall, experiencing unprecedented progress along key 
measures just before growth rates tumble."  

Our Take  

 
This almost-brilliant article is well worth the read and so full of 
important takeaways (some unintentional) that I've written a longer 
Insight with many more excerpts, accompanying commentary and links 
to good resources. You can find the extended Insight here. 

 
Alas, after piquing us with evidence that high-flying firms are poised for 
an unexpected fall and lackluster growth may be a permanent affliction, 
the authors offer four startlingly useless coping strategies.  For instance, 
they promote the idea of a "shadow cabinet" while admitting that most 
executives flatly reject it. Can you say Ivory Tower?  
 
For those of us on terra firma, it's good to know there are practical steps 
that companies can take to avert a plunge in growth. Moreover, there is 
actually enormous opportunity for mature companies willing to take a 
new approach to an old business. Here are a few exercises for staying in 
(or returning to) the rare air of high growth: 

1. Invest in better understanding of your customers' decision making 
process. The HBR article underscores many times that stalls occur 
when a company starts disconnecting from the customer. Winning 
customer choices is the backbone of your long-term success, and 
understanding is your starting point for those victories.  

2. Forge a more powerful link between customer understanding and 
tactical initiatives. Excepting the sales force, most of your 
employees are measured and rewarded on something other than 



customers' choices. With such a weak link to the arbiter of success, 
it is little surprise that projects, processes and behaviors inside 
your company optimize something other than rapid, long-term 
growth.  

3. Relentlessly pursue the bottlenecks restricting your prosperity. 
Dispense with the authors' recommended "core belief identification 
squads" and dedicate those resources to surfacing the 
organizational, strategic and process constraints which are putting 
a stranglehold on success.  

4. Adhere to rapid implementation best practices. A galvanizing vision, 
plan Bs, training rather than coaching and other underpinnings of 
accelerated achievement empower you to thrive while your 
competitors are faltering. (You can find a podcast on rapid 
implementation here.) 

Whether you are currently stuck in a Sisyphean struggle to increase 
growth or are flying on the wax wings of double-digit profit gains, there 
are practical steps you can take to write a better ending to your story. 
Don’t myth your chance to enjoy enduring success; contact me: 
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Our success in 2007 and early 2008 allows Ascendant to try something unusual. We are offering 
up to $250,000 of free consulting for companies which want to avoid the plunge discussed in this 
insight or want to rekindle record-setting growth. If you would like to learn more about this 
extraordinary opportunity please call me at 203-438-7236 or click here or send me a quick email 
which says, “Tell me about $250,000 of free consulting!” 
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See David’s latest article in IndustryWeek, “Avoid Failure. Succeed. What’s the Difference?”  < 
http://www.industryweek.com/ReadArticle.aspx?ArticleID=15882> 
 
Listen to David being interviewed by the Better Process Podcast (Please “Digg” the podcast when 
you listen to it) <http://www.podcasternews.com/programs/87/better-process-podcast/4133/>  
 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 



Please pass Insight along to your friends and colleagues and encourage them to sign up. 
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