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MY SLEEPLESS NIGHT: LAYING THE FOUNDATION FOR A NEW PLAN

Though we achieved all our targets in 
2005, it had been a challenging year. 
Competition was intensifying, and the retail 
trade was becoming more aggressive every 
day. Hard discounters were growing rapidly 
and putting a lot of price pressure on the 
markets. Our internal operating framework 
was good from a design perspective, but 
the category organizations, which were 
responsible for the delivery of relevant 
innovation and strong communication, were 
not delivering what Europe needed. On 
top of that, we had too many factories and 
our overheads were far too high. In that 
context, we were not growing fast enough, 

The status quo was no longer an option; 
we needed to come up with a way to not 
only survive but also thrive in the current 
environment.

were facing in 2006, analyse the current 
reality and prepare the groundwork for 
2007’s plans and budget, I organized a 
week-long retreat for Unilever Europe’s 

leadership team in the summer of 2006, 
after a year and a half in my role as 
President of Europe. The retreat was held 
at IMD’s campus in Lausanne, Switzerland. 

the largest European country operations, 
the functional heads, and the Senior VP 
responsible for the European supply chain 
company.

Professor Tom Malnight served as the 
facilitator; he not only organized a great 
programme but was also able to get the 

Learning Centre, with stunning views of 
Lake Geneva and the Alps. It created a 
very inspirational setting. Our hotel was in 
the small medieval village of Lutry, which 
sits nestled between the shores of Lake 
Geneva and the Lavaux vineyards. Every 
morning we travelled by boat to IMD’s 
campus, which provided us with an ideal 
way to start the day in an informal setting 
and get ready for a couple of hours of deep 
thought. During each session, we were 
challenged by several faculty members as 
well as by one another, which culminated in 

 
and discussions. 

insight
Have regular – at least once a year – 
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David Simon, the senior independent 
director on the non-executive Board of 
Unilever and the previous CEO of BP, 
joined us. Although it was an unusual thing 
to do in those days, I invited him because 
I had got to know him well through our 
membership on Unilever’s Board, and I was 
deeply impressed by his wisdom. Not only 
did he accept my invitation but he also gave 
us a full day of his precious time. During 
his introduction, he gave us some insights 
into the lessons he had learnt when he was 
responsible for BP’s European business, 
and he bridged his experiences with 
Unilever Europe. After a great Q&A session, 
he left behind a group that was highly 
positive, motivated and ready for action.

By the end of the week, the team had 
concluded that we were going to face 
even bigger challenges in the near future. 
They determined that their leader (me!) 
should use the quieter summer months 

the week and present conclusions and 
recommendations for a sustainable solution 
to the team at the end of August. 

 It is important to note that the team did 
not delegate this problem upward, leaving 
me with the dirty task of solving the 
unsolvable. This was not at all the case. 

debates, and together we looked at all the 
issues from many different angles. We 
had created a clear picture of the current 
reality, and we had a good list of priorities 

and actions. The team would address all 
the short-term actions that were required 
to get Unilever Europe ready for 2007. 
I was asked to use the summer to think 
long and hard about a longer-term plan to 
address the issues we would be facing in 
the future. The plan needed to be along 
the lines of the shared view developed at 
IMD. I loved it because it released me from 
dealing with the short-term issues and 
allowed me to focus on the long term with 
a small team around me.

With the help of some consultants, the 
really clever people in Unilever’s strategy 
group had designed a process to develop 

years. It divided the Unilever world into the 
12 categories in which it operated globally 
(skincare, laundry, household cleaners, 
savoury products, ice cream, spreads 
and so on). It also divided the world into a 
number of geographic regions. A region 
could be a large country (e.g. Germany, UK, 
France, China, India, US, Russia) or a sub-
region (e.g. Middle East, Southeast Asia, 
Eastern Europe, Central America). In total, 
there were some 25 different “regions”. If 
one put the categories and regions into a 
matrix, there were around 300 cells.

asked to put together a plan for each 
category with clear recommendations for 

Lavaux vinyards on the shores of Lake Geneva
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the different sub-regions. The Unilever 
Executive, which was responsible for 

growth across regions, categories and 
functions, then discussed these inputs at 
a three-day session and found that they 
did not meet expectations. The Executive 
gave the category teams some strong but 
clear feedback and decided that round two 
should focus only on those cells in which 
Unilever had a turnover of more than €100 
million. It also decided that the strategic 
role for each of those €100 million cells 

Grow market share
Maintain market share
Manage for cash.

This seemed like a simple but clear way to 

If the objective was to grow market share, 
then more cash would have to be invested, 
and this cash would come from those cells 
designated “manage for cash”.

As a result of the second round, 
the Unilever Executive now found itself 
having to deal with the issue of too many 
“grow market share” cells and not enough 
“maintain market share” and “manage for 
cash” cells. New criteria were formulated, 
and the category teams redid their 
homework.

Both the category teams and the Unilever 
strategy team did brilliant preparation work. 
Meetings among the country regional 

To be a non-executive member of a Board in a 
huge multinational like Unilever is somewhere 
between being a “football trainer” and a “plain 
clothes policeman”. A football trainer because 
you are not going to kick the ball in earnest 
again but you think you know how you would; 
a cop because you have to look out to see 
things in the company are on the right road.

dedicated, serious and kind man: I worried 
at Board meetings that turning the Unilever 

would put too much strain on him. He would 
not be able to cut through the protective layers 
of the Unilever organization to fundamentally 
reshape the asset base. Too many jobs were 
at risk, too many plants needed to be closed 
and Europe was the sentimental heart of the 
business. He would have a good shot at it; but 
he would compromise and come up short. He 
was too kind.

When Kees asked me to his retreat in 
Lausanne to discuss the need for change 
with his team, I was pleased. The football 
trainer in me wanted to see Kees’s team in 
action. I thought I should be very frank and 
direct about my BP experience a decade or 

so earlier when we had totally reorganized our 
European structure. 

Watching Kees with his team convinced me 

business transformation. He was authentic 
and honest during that day. He did not quibble, 
nor hide. His team was not united – they were 
open and tough. 

That day persuaded me to back Kees at 
the coming series of Board meetings. His 
strong values and personal commitment made 
the prospect of a business transformation a 
serious one. I made a positive judgment about 
his values and his stamina. These are crucial 
elements. Those who have the right ones 
deserve support. But the mindset of the team 
is also a critical factor. His team was up for 
a challenge: ready for leadership and full of 
ideas, which created positive energy. It would 
need a thoughtful, listening and determined 
leader. 

The European experience for Unilever, 
which Kees faced, seemed daunting for 

measured step in the massive changes that 
globalization would bring to Western-based 
businesses.

Lord Simon’s Column

The European challenge 

Lord Simon of Highbury
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marketers and global category teams had 
taken place to discuss all the important 
cells prior to the next Unilever Executive 
meeting. At this meeting, the Executive 

was happy because the plan would more 

markets. Since we still had some meeting 
time left, an eager and clever function head 
suggested we do a risk assessment, which 
we considered a great idea.

In doing this, we rated each cell based 

The level of risk is high, medium or low
The risk is manageable: yes, perhaps 
or no.

In record time, we attached a risk 
assessment to each of the almost 200 
cells we discussed in the meeting. All of 

the process, the outcome and the fact that 
year one of the strategic plan would now 
form the basis for our 2007 annual budget.

The Unilever Executive meetings took place 

day, there would be another meeting 

focused on the operational side of the 
business. As usual, I slept in the Crowne 
Plaza Hotel next door to Unilever House. 
If I was lucky, I would get a room that was 

at Unilever. It was so close that I could 
check on the cleaning staff. So much for 
creating a little distance between your work 
and personal life. I went to my room and 
ordered a hamburger with room service; 
I hate sitting in a restaurant by myself, 
waiting for the food to come and either 
reading or staring at all the people having 
fun with their friends. Also, I knew there 
would be a heap of e-mails waiting for me.

Even though I had Ieft the meeting 

I began to sense that something was 
wrong. I could not understand why I was 
beginning to feel uncomfortable. Perhaps 
it was because I had already begun to 

European business. It had been a great, 
highly effective meeting but something was 
not right. The feeling was getting stronger 
and stronger, so I took out my notes from 
the meeting and started to list all the cells 
in the European business group’s countries 
and sub-regions. For each country, I listed 
the strategic role and the risk assessment. 
Next, I summarized each of the 12 
categories for Europe. Of course, this was 
a little bit of a weighted average done on 
the back of an envelope. 

The resulting picture was a real shock 

as “maintain market share” or “manage 
for cash”. Given the situation in Western 
Europe, this was not a surprise. In the 
Eastern European countries, the picture 
was different. There we had a large number 
of “grow market share” cells, but the real 

exception of ice cream, all the other 11 

just manageable. Looking at that picture, 
I could only reach one logical conclusion. 
Eleven times high risk that was just 
manageable could mean only one thing – it 
was unmanageable!

So there I was, sitting alone in my 
hotel room facing a crisis. At that point, 
I made a conscious decision to start 
addressing the issue without involving 
anyone from my team. After playing with 
the numbers, I decided that there was only 

necessary. Hours later an alternative plan 
started to emerge. Paper was strewn about 
everywhere in my room. Time did not matter 
anymore. The only thing that mattered was 
creating a realistic plan for the future of 
Unilever Europe. For the last two years, we 
had been merely hanging in, making our 

This situation was clearly not sustainable.

insight
... merely hanging in, making your 

engineering is clearly not sustainable.

insight
Be brave. Have the courage to 
challenge.
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At around 6 o’clock in the morning, I 

incapable of putting anything into a 
PowerPoint presentation, I wrote a one-
page summary by hand. I decided to 
go immediately to Unilever House and 
position myself in front of Patrick Cescau’s 

wanted to speak to him before the Unilever 
Executive meeting started again. Indeed, 
he did arrive early, and it was obvious 
from the way I looked that something big 
was bothering me. He invited me into his 

through my conclusions from the strategic 
plan exercise and then showed him my 
alternative plan for Europe. My fear was 

that this would be the end of my career. 
Something totally different happened. 
Patrick took his pen out and scribbled a 
couple of names on some paper. And he 
started to talk. He fully agreed with my 
conclusions and was endorsing the need 
for radical action. He wanted me to take 
a few weeks to discuss the new plan with 
a few outsiders, whom he trusted deeply. 
The most interesting name on the chart 

Unilever had never worked with Bain 

ready to go to war.

The simple plan that I had outlined on 
paper argued that we should:

Reduce our cost of goods sold by 
several hundred basis points (bps), 
through a mixture of factory closures, 

Dramatically reduce our indirect costs/
overheads by 300–400 bps.
Focus our activities on growing the core 
products and disposing of all non-core 
products and local jewels (see SepCo 
box on page 80).
Increase the advertising spend behind 
our core brands.
As a result of the above, bring our 
trading margins in line with the Unilever 
average, with a sustainable top line 
growth rate of 3–4%.

The harsh realities of the plan:
Close some 25 factories.
Reduce our European overheads 
by 30%, meaning that one in every 
three people would have to be made 
redundant. Including the disposal of 
assets, plants and entire businesses, the 
total workforce would be reduced from 
55,000 to about 30,000 people.
Accelerate the reorganization that 
had been announced in the previous 
months, such as outsourcing all of  

and HR. 
Introduce one set of IT systems and 
processes for all European activities, 
create one supply chain company in 
Switzerland and reduce the number of 
operating companies from three in most 
countries to one in every country.

The beauty of the plan was the fact that it 
was holistic, complete and it addressed all 
the issues. The cost consequences were 
huge. Over €3 billion were needed to fund 
the restructuring. But, thanks to the cash 
generated from the disposals, the plan 

Because of the sensitivities, both 
internal and external, Patrick and I decided 

the number of people involved to a handful. 
Over the summer months, I was given 
access to the best brains in the strategy 
group. And I started to work with Jimmy 
Allen at Bain & Company. Jimmy and I 
clicked immediately, and soon after our 

concept plan began to roll off the drawing 
board.

In September, we organized a two-day 
meeting of my direct reports in Germany 
to discuss my conclusions. Of course, I 
had been talking to all of them individually 
and in small groups to discuss the key 
elements of the plan to reshape the 
portfolio, to reduce the costs and to 
revitalize the organization. I also reminded 
them of the conclusions of our week-long 
retreat at IMD. We reviewed the Unilever 
strategic planning process, and I told them 
about my sleepless night after the meeting 
of the Unilever Executive. I also told them 
about my early morning meeting with 
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Patrick and how I had got to know Jimmy 
Allen, whom I subsequently contracted 
to support me and then the European 
leadership team.

Jimmy took the team through his 
assessment of the current reality. It was 
quite a telling story, supported by the 

European team bought into the plan, 
with the exception of the local jewel 
recommendation. We decided to press on 
and spend more time on the future of the 
jewels in a subsequent meeting.

By December, the European team had 
reluctantly accepted the SepCo decision.

My team prepared a full proposal for the 
restructuring project in record time. With a 
cost of over €3 billion, it was the biggest 
restructuring Europe had ever seen. When 
the proposal was presented to the Unilever 
Executive a few weeks later, it was a hard 
nut to swallow. The key issue was that 

for the growth plans of my colleagues. 
However, Patrick and the CFO did a great 
job of convincing the members of the 
Executive and gaining their support for
the proposal.

SepCo: New home of the local jewels  

Unilever is a successful brand that is sold in 
just one country. These brands often had 
a long lifespan, a good bond with the target 
audience in the country, above average 

unfortunately, this was not always the case. A 
number of so-called local jewels, 
mainly in northwestern Europe, did 

local management teams had a 
tendency to use or abuse these 
local jewels to optimize their 
results. For example, they 
would do this by milking the 
brands or buying volume to 
boost the overall growth picture 
of the country. The opposite was 
also sometimes the case. When the company 
as a whole was performing well above target, 
more money was channelled to the local 
jewels so they could advertise to get rid of 
the over delivery. The latter situation was very 
much to the joy of the local jewel brand team. 
Another issue for the local jewels was that 
the new organization with global brand teams 
and global/regional category management 
would mean that there would be no resources 
available to support these brands that were 
key contributors to the overheads of the local 
companies. Well-known examples of the local 
jewels included:

UK (ambient stable pocket sausages)

Our solution was to remove responsibility for 
these brands from the local company boards 

and create a separate business unit in each 
country, which would be led by a dedicated 
person reporting to the head of SepCo (the 
name of the unit, which refers to “separate 
company”). In turn, the head of SepCo would 
report to me, the President of Unilever Europe. 
SepCo’s head would not sit on my European 

leadership team and would have 
just one target to meet – cash! The 
objective of the local jewels was to 
generate cash, nothing else.

The head of the unit would have 
full freedom, as long as he/she 
was obeying the Unilever Code of 
Business and meeting the health, 
safety and quality standards.
It took a serious amount of hard 

negotiating and lobbying to gain the 
support of my Unilever Executive colleagues 
for this initiative. Thanks to the fact that Patrick 
liked the idea, we ultimately gained their 
support. Subsequently, it took months to get 
the local company chairmen on board. They 
of course realized that they were going to lose 
a large degree of freedom to manoeuvre their 
results. At a certain moment, I referred to it 
as, “The last battle in the war to end the totally 
independent local operating company.” This 
was a major step towards a totally integrated 
European business that could grasp all the 

with the exception of one. Germany convinced 
us that the Du Darfst brand (a slimming range) 
should not be considered a local jewel because 
it also had some margarine products in the 
range. I considered this exception a mistake on 
my side.

insight
It is not clever to present a proposal in 
the middle of a leadershp changeover.
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Like many other multinationals, Unilever was 
moving towards a more global model with local 
market leaders executing on global priorities. 
This required local managers to shift their 
attention away from single market brands to 
multi-market brands. The SepCo discussion in 
Schaffhausen had the potential to be a classic 
“win-lose” situation between the “region” and 
the “local markets”. 
In these situations, everyone in the room is 
faced with a series of management challenges:
1.  The local managers 

their markets and being part of a regional 
and global leadership team. If they abdicate 
their local roles, the company could take 
decisions that go against local consumers 
and customers. On the other hand, if 
they only represent the local market, the 
company will only be as good as the sum of 
the local parts; it can’t leverage global scale 
or set global priorities. 
In my view, the chairmen of the operating 
companies were outstanding leaders in the 
way they fought hard to show the unintended 
consequences of pursuing SepCo and 

adjusted  for the better. In the end, they 
agreed with the decision because it made 
sense globally, even though it was not the 
best option for them locally. 

 The lesson: Force teams to be clear 
on which “hat they are wearing” when 
approaching decisions. They must start 
local because only they can represent local 
consumers and customers. Then they must 
put on their regional or global hat.

2.  Kees was faced 
with a real dilemma with SepCo. He 
needed to get two groups on board with the 
decision – the Unilever Executive team and 
Board and his own European Leadership 
Team (ELT). Because SepCo was part of 
a global strategy, he had to get CEO/Board 

to get his own ELT to agree to a decision 
the CEO had already made. Kees took a big 
risk that ultimately paid off – he fully trusted 
the leadership qualities of his team. He took 
the decision to the ELT and essentially said 
that even though the CEO had decided, he 
wouldn’t pursue it without their agreement 
and support. He did this because “to tell” 

mitigated the risk by forcing management 
to share the same fact base and journey of 
discovery he and the CEO had been on. 

 The lesson: If you are going to “co-
create” then bring the team fully into the 
tent – share the facts, the trade-offs and 
let them be part of the same journey you’ve 
been on. Trust them as leaders.

3.  Kees forced his team 
to think outside of the box on big changes 
that could be made. Deciding between 
incremental and bold change is one of the 
hardest leadership acts in business. The 
key test is: Which set of cost-reduction 
actions will allow my organization to most 
effectively refocus on growth and on 
serving our customers and consumers?

 The lesson: In every decision, make 
a choice between bold and incremental 
change. There is a solution for every 
situation. But what is wrong is to ignore 
either option.

Jimmy’s Column

Executing on global priorities

James Allen
Partner
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The next hurdle was gaining the approval of 
the Unilever Board of Directors. Lots could 
go wrong with this, such as the proposal 
landing on the desk right in the middle of 
the handover of the Chairmanship from 
Antony Burgmans to Michael Treschow. 
This would not be a clever move, as we 
risked having the proposal rejected by the 
“old” board. So we decided to gradually 
prepare the board with a series of updates 
on Europe’s performance, all the while 
hinting that we were studying more radical 

proposal, it sailed through the meeting. 
The best remark came from one of the 
board members asking me to begin the 
implementation “like tomorrow”. 

The one-page handwritten radical plan 
addressing the European issues became 
a well thought through plan addressing all 
of the European Business Groups’ issues 
and problems. It was supported by the full 
executive team, the Unilever Executive and 
the Board. It met most of its targets and 
luckily prepared the European business 
for the economic crisis that followed. My 
sleepless night had paid off!

In many organizations, leaders outsource 
the challenge of thinking about the future of 
their organizations to consultants. Instead, 
they focus on the mundane management 
of day-to-day operations. This has led to 
complacency and compliance increasingly 
becoming the norm for many organizations. It 
has also resulted in individuals focusing only 
on managing their silos. 

Leaders often talk about empowerment 
and engagement, but the way they lead their 
businesses often results in the opposite. 
From my 20-plus years of experience as an 
academic working with countless leadership 
teams around the world, Kees has been one of 
the best exceptions to this situation. Leaders 
struggle with challenges, personal and 
professional, but they also have a direct impact 
on the lives of thousands of other individuals, 
and their families, every day. In all of the stories 
that you read in this book, I suggest you take 
a close look at the impact each situation and 
event has on the other individuals involved. The 
power of successful leaders is in the impact 
they have on their organizations and the lives 
they touch through their actions. 

Imagine, if you can, a team of successful 
senior executives who want to change 

their organization in an unprecedented way 
and their leader who after a “sleepless 

addressing the real challenges. Imagine, if 
you can, a group of leaders who are used 
to preparing yet another set of documents 
that everyone knows will not be practiced, 
but then they are confronted in a “tent” 
by someone saying that they will be held 
accountable for all documents and plans 
they sign. Imagine, if you can, being part of 
a group of 1,500 individuals who have been 
brought together to talk about how they must 
change their behaviors, from top to bottom, 
to move the organization forward. Imagine, if 
you can, a leader who tells you to take time 
out with your colleagues to show how the 
company has “Hearts for Kids” in each of the 
communities in which it operates.

For me, this book is as much about personal 
insights and lessons as it is about professional 
impact. It is about a leader who provides the 
space and opportunity to work in a different 
way, a leader who truly engages and empowers 
the individuals in his organization, and a leader 
who cares about the impact he has on the 
organization and the world around him.

Tom’s Column

Unleashing the power of employees – 
the true impact of leadership

Thomas Malnight
IMD Professor
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REFLECTIONS

communicated to the people in their organization – and communicated in such a way that 
the people understand the message, understand the need for change and feel part of the 
solution because they have been engaged in the creation of the way forward. They “own” 
the solution and feel committed to the success of the organization. 

Team alignment, team commitment to each other’s success and team spirit need to be 
created, cultivated, nurtured and protected. There is nothing more important in achieving 
your objectives than a winning team. To get there, the leader has to lead with courage. The 

decisions, having listened to different inputs from team members. A leader must agree with 
his or her team, that he or she is empowered and trusted to take the necessary decisions. 

You will have noticed that I have used very different types of events to get my messages 
across, sometimes involving just my direct reports, sometimes my entire management 
group, whatever was appropriate for the situation.

You will also have noticed that I have used very different leadership approaches – ranging 
from autocratic to participative – for the different situations in which I found myself. Some 
styles will feel more comfortable than others will, but your feelings in this respect are not 

1 This section has been adapted from Killing, Peter, Thomas Malnight with Tracey Keys. Must-Win Battles: How to 

. Harlow, UK: Pearson International Learning, 2005.

2 All of whom were involved in the discussion. 

3 Killing, Peter, Thomas Malnight with Tracey Keys. Harlow, 
UK: Pearson International Learning, 2005.

4 Killing, Peter, Thomas Malnight and Tracey Keys. Jan Ryan, CEO (A). IMD case no. IMD-3-1574, 2005. 
Killing, Peter, Thomas Malnight and Tracey Keys. Jan Ryan, CEO (B): Going Home. IMD case no. IMD-3-1575, 
2005.

5 An elevator speech is a short overview that can be delivered in the same amount of time as an elevator ride – about 
30 seconds.




