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How Do You Get
60,000 People Talking
At Once?

By Tom Brown
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you get everyone on the

same page when making a
shift to a new strategy? Simply
call 215 meetings.

In late 1997, Art Ryan, Pruden-
tial Chairman since 1994, real-
ized that the only way to make
the company’s bold new strat-
egy actionable would be to in-
sure that every associate in Pru-
dential both knew and under-
stood the strategic direction. He
also decided that 2000 would be
the perfect time to encourage its
managers and associates to think
fresh about the future of the
company.

In a giant company, how can

Jody Doele, who’s Vice Presi-
dent of Learning & Leadership
Development for Prudential, can
still recall how
frustrating it S/
was to have
smart, solid stra-

One Prudential

communication wasn’t working;
the corporate culture at the time
meant that information was a
form of power, and it was
hoarded.” It was at that point that
the company began an aggres-
sive, non-traditional exchange

Top-down
communication
wasn’'t working.

of information with 60,000 Pru-
dential associates from all over.
It was at that point that the com-
pany launched One Prudential
Exchange.

Ultimately Rick McKnight, of
Vector Strategic Resources, Inc.,
and Jim Haudan, of Root
Learning, Inc., joined
Jody in the 215 one-
day meetings involv-
ing an average 250

tegic decisions
happening at the
top of the company, “but each
time a decision was made, it
paralyzed the organization be-
cause relatively few inside the
company understood the reasons
for the decisions. Top-down

EXCHANGE

people per session.
These meetings were
augmented by 25 managers-only
get-togethers, which were criti-
cal because the managers were
to play a key role in the process:
as facilitators for the large-group
sessions.
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Quick
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“One Prudential Exchange, or
OPX, was historic,” says Rick
McKnight. “Getting everyone in
the company communicating
was a major effort, but it paid
off in at least three ways.

“First, it gave all employees a
common business literacy. Sec-
ond, this enabled everyone to
have common strategic under-
standing. And, third, this en-
abled everyone to find personal
ways to align themselves with
the strategy. OPX was a major
attempt at broad dialogue and
alignment — and it has suc-
ceeded so well that, by popular
demand,
we’ve initi-
ated a sec-
ond phase to
the project!”

Jim Haudan
agrees with
Rick’s as-
sessment.
Jim and his
company
helped the OPX process by pro-
viding a “learning map” ap-
proach to the large meetings.
“The learning maps were a great
way to help Prudential people

Rick
McKnight

construct a direct line of sight
— from what customers demand
of Prudential
to what ev-
eryone inside
the company
does each
day. And Pru-
dential was
definitely
making his-
tory by hav-
ing senior ex-
ecutives facilitating the pro-
cess!”

Jody Doele says that Prudential
was much like most large-scale
corporations before OPX: senior
managers would talk with one
another as did people on all the
other levels of the company. But
such communication barred
strategic depth. OPX changed all
that — and fast!

“We saw immediate results,” she
says. “Some of the first signs of
change were evident when the
Prudential executives who ran
the large meetings began learn-
ing how to be more engaging
with an audience of employees.
In the OPX sessions, they came
out from behind the podium and
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talked with and listened to the
participants, taking a facilitator
role versus a telling role.”

Jody also quickly sensed that
employees were amazed and ap-
preciative. “Employees ex-
pressed in the very first meet-
ings how much they appreciated
learning about the business fun-
damentals of the organization,
even though they may have been
employed at Prudential for many
years. They said they really felt
in the dark
before OPX
happened.”
Rick adds,
“Our mis-
sion in OPX
wasn’t very
compli-
cated. We
wanted all 60,000 Prudential
associates to understand the
company strategy, to care about
it, and to take action to make it
happen.

“We’re building now on the
success of OPX by staging new
meetings to help Prudential
people define how they can do
the right work, in the right way,
to achieve the right results.

“We’re optimistic that, in this
new OPX phase, we can build
and track a measurement system
at every level of the company —
so people can constructively dia-
logue on how well they are help-
ing to implement strategy.”

No one who went through OPX
could possibly feel the same
about their work and how it ties
to the strategic direction of Pru-
dential overall. At the top of the
list of people who changed was
Jody herself.

“There are so
many memo-
ries,” she says
now, happily.
“This work
has had a sub-
stantial impact
on me personally and profes-
sionally.” Jody especially recalls
an early-on one-day session in-
volving 200 senior managers as
well as the CEO and the execu-
tive team. “We made them talk
about the first learning maps and
about their critical role as OPX
went forward. And we didn’t
know what to expect.

“So the CEO did the appropri-
ate kick-off and then they began
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working on the maps — and
they instantly loved them! More
than that, they were talking with
each other and with the chair-
man about all the key business
and people issues. They were
engaged in the business and with
each other in new ways. They
were learning (even if they
didn’t know it), and even the
chairman was modeling new
leadership behaviors.”

Then came the moment of truth.
Jody asked the assembled group
of managers to pair up and sign
their names on a large wall cal-
endar as facilitators for the hun-
dreds of planned OPX meetings.
“Even though we advised them
not to pair with someone they
knew or worked with, they
swarmed to the calendar. They
were three deep! And many
came up to me and shared dis-
appointment that they couldn’t
get a date!” The key lessons?

Lesson #1 People, at all levels,
want to be engaged in making
the company a success. More
than simply having a strategy,
there must be ways to translate
strategy into personal action.

Lesson #2 People, even senior

people, are often struggling in
their roles. They, and everyone
else, need tools and coaching to
help show them the way. “OPX
showed us that senior executives
are just human beings and want
to succeed just as everyone does;
they were quickly willing to
commit time and emotion to the
process once they could see how

Then came
the moment
of truth.

they could personally connect,”
Jody says. And that learning was
replicated at all levels in the hun-
dreds of OPX meetings.

Lesson #3 “Even in a mega-cor-
poration,” Jody concludes, “you
can work the system simulta-
neously. It doesn’t need to be top
down. All levels can engage at
the same time.”

Jim sees the joint accomplish-
ment on OPX as something both
unique and major: “It was a con-
versation driven by strategic le-
vers.” He adds that the speed
with which Prudential staged all
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OPX:
A New
Model

the meetings, its thoroughness in
providing access to all 60,000
associates, its unflagging com-
mitment to the OPX process,
and its focus on translating
broad corporate strategy down

\J

to each individual work unit
(while using top managers as
facilitators) have made Pruden-
tial a new model for all-em-
ployee communications — and
a more robust corporation. §
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