
They rocked our 
world harder Than 
TecTonic plaTes 
and Then, like a 
one nighT sTand, 
They saunTered 
off wiThouT saying 
goodbye. while 
we’ve moved on, 
we wonder whaT 
happened To Those 
rebels who changed 
our lives and whaT 
lessons we can 
learn from Them. 

curve. After all, before we can change anything 
else, we must be willing to change our mind. 

epic fail eXample: blackberry
While Blackberries were once the company-issue 
handset of choice, as white-collar employees 
began bringing their own devices to work en 
masse, Blackberry executives raised the alarm. 
Despite this, company CEO Jim Balsillie 
dismissed their concerns as not worth worrying 
about - an error in judgment that has cost the 
company very dearly. 

conformiTy
While a strong culture does create an important sense of 
cohesion and belonging, it can also leave an organisation 
vulnerable to blinkered thinking or collective blind spots. This 
is due to the fact that those who do not subscribe to or fit with 
the organisations mindset either fail to join in the first place, 
or are swiftly ejected in the same way white blood cells attack 
and neutralise a foreign pathogen in our bodies. The result is 
that views, opinions or ideas that are divergent or dissenting 
go unheralded and unrewarded – even when these views may 
be necessary and important to hear. In the same way willpower 
dissolves when faced with a packet of Tim Tams, cultures 
lacking diversity can weaken an organisation with time. 

epic fail eXample: daewoo
In 1995, car manufacturer Daewoo was in the top 10 of motor 
companies, yet by 1999 was declared bankrupt. Of the 10 
senior managers, six of them went to the same university, 
and one third of them graduated from the same high school. 
Seeing through the same glasses meant they couldn’t see a 
different point of view. 

complacency
Success can be a dangerous thing. It tends 
to erode a healthy appetite for invention and 
innovation. When you are riding high and in 
that  ‘I’m so hot right now’ stage, the lure of 
contentment and temptation to bask in the 
glory of triumph is enormous. 

epic fail eXample: borders
In 2001, Book retail giant Borders handed over 
its online business to a small fledging site called 
Amazon. Borders went bankrupt in 2011.

The moment you think you’ve made it, 
you’ve passed it. As Starbucks CEO Howard 
Schultz remarks: “Embracing the status quo is a death sentence 
for any business today.” 

conceiT
While no organisation or individual ever sets out to become 
conceited on purpose, conceit is all too often a by-product 
of enduring success. Examples of this in the modern business 
world abound. 

epic fail eXample: sony
The ill-fated approach that Sony took as the post-CD age 
dawned. Rather than embrace the MP3 format, Sony arrogantly 
assumed that their market dominance meant they could ‘own’ 
the entire music ecosystem and therefore attempted to force 
consumers to use their proprietary ATRAC format. While Sony 
was attempting to force the market’s hand, audio file sharing 
services like Napster were quickly making the MP3 format 
ubiquitous. By the time Sony realised it couldn’t take consumers 
for granted, Apple had dealt a final blow with the release of the 
iPod – a product that all but killed off Sony’s Minidisc range. 

close-mindedness
To dogmatically stick with a set of assumptions that were right 
10 or five years – even a year  – ago, may not serve us in the 
future. Rejecting outright any new ideas that fail to fit into 
the existing assumptions we hold can cause us to miss the very 
innovations that may be the key to our future success. Focused 
attention can become tunnel vision and niches can turn into ruts.  
It takes great humility and self-awareness for organisations and 
individual leaders to remain open to new ideas. Nevertheless, 
doing so is critical in order to remain relevant and ahead of the 
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no one enjoys a hangover, but boy the 
intoxication part is some ride. The problem 
is in business the intoxication of success 
can blind us. Something dangerous happens 
when everyone starts looking at things from 
the same perspective, or with the same set 
of assumptions about the way things are, or 
should be. 

Group-think develops and collective blind spots begin to form, 
resulting in an inability to detect threats, or to identify new 
opportunities outside the current frame of view. 
Award-winning Australian entrepreneur and social researcher 
Michael McQueen is launching his book Winning the Battle For 
Relevance (AU$22.59, Nexgen Group) in May, which investigates 
this phenomenon and reveals why even the greatest become 
obsolete and how to avoid their fate.

In his book, McQueen reveals how to heed the warning signs. 
Or the screeching alarm sirens. 

While the factors that lead to success intoxication are many 
and varied, there are four remarkably common symptoms of this 
second road to irrelevance, which every leader and organisation 
must remain vigilant to: 

 > Complacency 
 > Conceit 
 > Closed-mindedness 
 > Conformity 

insighTs
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