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“Problems that arise in organisations are almost 
always the product of interactions of parts,  
never the action of a simple part”

both customer and company (near 
retirement, Ohno was asked what he was 
working on. His reply: “Shortening the 
time between receipt of the order and 
getting the money”). 

By contrast, a surprising amount of the 
measurement companies undertake fails 
to provide this insight. Unless it does, 
the data will not only not foster learning, 
it will keep managers in the dark about 
the reality of their customer service – 
which is why it is often so bad. As long 
as this is the case, the much-touted 
promise of Big Data to improve decision-
making and thus company performance 
overall is likely to be elusive.

On the other hand, when good 
judgement about measures and data 
is allied to strong purpose and flair, 
the positive effects can be dramatically 
amplified. Thus, Toyota’s strategic 
decision to develop hybrid engine 
plants was a judgement call whose 
success was by no means inevitable. 
If the decision now gets plaudits, it is 
largely because of execution that made 
the proposition compelling despite a 
relatively high purchase price. Look at 
the consequences: although globally 
second in output to Volkswagen, Toyota 
outranks VW in market capitalisation 
and stands eighth in Forbes’ 2015 list of 
most valuable brands as compared with 
the German carmaker at 67. Toyota’s 
long-term vision is of a ‘dream car’ 
whose emissions will be cleaner than the 
air it takes in. Would you bet against it? 

Or in technology, compare decisions 
taken by Apple under Steve Jobs and 
those of Microsoft under Bill Gates. Gates 
was by far the more capable technically, 
but that didn’t prevent Microsoft being 
serially wrong-footed by Apple’s abrupt 
product sidesteps, going far beyond 
anything that market-research data would 
have sanctioned, leaving Gates baffled 
and stymied each time. Under Jobs, Apple 
revolutionised (for once no exaggeration) 
not one, but four, industries: computers, 
music, phones and retail (Apple stores, 
widely derided as a vanity project, are 
now the most profitable retail real estate 
per square foot on the planet). Jobs 
had another quality that helped ace his 
rival’s technical and analytical smarts: 
an acute sense of human psychology and 
motivation. Jobs was often mocked for 

his ‘reality distortion field’, the ability 
to project a parallel universe where the 
apparently impossible becomes not only 
possible, but routine. But the laugh was 
on the mockers. The distortion field 
‘worked’, Apple employees within its 
pull performing feats of innovation and 
endurance that other companies could 
only dream about.

In their book on evidence-based 
management, or the lack of it, Hard 
Facts, Dangerous Half-Truths and Total 
Nonsense, Stanford professors Jeffrey 
Pfeffer and Robert Sutton suggest a way 
forward. Numerous surveys suggest that 
finance professionals have a healthy 
respect for the importance of gut feel 
and experience in decision-making, in 
some cases trusting them as much as 
hard data. That’s as it should be. But on 
their own they are unreliable decision-
making guides, being subject to many 

psychological quirks, just as the record 
shows that data alone can’t provide 
the will to take bold, but necessary 
decisions (just ask Kodak). What’s 
required instead is due diligence on 
the assumptions and background ideas 
brought to bear on important decisions. 

If the best research shows, as it does, 
that most mergers damage the long-term 
financial performance of the acquirer, 
there is no traceable link between 
high CEO pay and firm performance 
(and incentives generally are more 
likely to demotivate than motivate). 
The benefits of reorganisations and IT 
implementation are always over- and 
their costs underestimated, so you’d 
better have good reasons why this time 
it will be different. That doesn’t remove 
ambiguity or the need for judgement, 
but it does – slightly – shorten the odds 
against getting it right. Decision-making 
will never be easy, but that’s as it should 
be, too: if a computer could do your job, 
in the end it probably will. 
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THOMAS NEIDERT, QIAGEN
QIAGEN, the molecular biology 
instrumentation company, has a footprint 
in EMEA and Asia-Pacific. The $1.3bn 
revenue company’s treasury function 
was established in 2008, well into the 
company’s 30-year history, following an 
acquisition that brought a debt of $1bn 
into the business.

For QIAGEN, operating in emerging 
markets while streamlining cash collection 
and treasury processes across the entire 
organisation necessitated a more hands-
on approach than mere fact-finding about 
local regulations and banking services 
from a distance. 

Thomas Neidert, vice president and 
head of global treasury, describes a high 
degree of reliance on the experience of 
people on the ground.

“In regulated markets, especially China, 
it would be extremely difficult to effect 
certain payments,” he says. “We decided 
that for Asia-Pacific we needed to opt for 
one bank only and then only deal with one 
electronic banking system.”

What the company did with its local 
banking decisions in Asia-Pacific and 
particularly in China was to rely on the 

local knowledge and judgement of staff 
on the ground. Neidert describes, for 
instance, how he would narrow down 
decisions on banks and branches by asking 
staff which bank they would choose if they 
had to choose between just two banks.

“What we did better in APAC than in 
EMEA was to talk to colleagues to find 
out what we really needed and to really 
understand the local issues,” he says.

Even so, when operating in a highly 
regulated environment, there are hurdles. 
“When you’re dealing with a bank with 
many branches [we were advised to]  
take care to avoid anything that could  
be considered regulatory shopping,”  
he says.




