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Into the Global Economy!
Our way isn't the only way.

ByRobert Wallace

I sa t glued to th e
backseat of the taxi that
was taking m e from
Noi Bai Intern ational
Airport to my hotel in
downtown H anoi. Sur ­
rounded on all sides by
loud t ruck s, poll uting
au tomob iles, ru sting
mopeds, ami ind ifferent
pede stria ns, I felt under
siege and worried that
my life was in danger.
My three older broth ­
ers, wh o had valian tly
fought in the Vietnam
\ Var, h ad successfully
painted an intriguin g
picture of th is foreign,
exo tic, but yet C o m­
mu nist country. Unfor­
tunatelj; their stories did
not prepare me for the experience of navip.ting through
the confusing, seemingly dysfunctional, and erra tic traffic
of H anoi.

The denslry of traffic was beyond belief. Every bit of
road real estate was occupied by a bicycle , moped, motor­
cycle, truck. automobile, or pedestrian. At intersect ions,
you were lucky to have a worki ng traffic light, if you had
a ligh t at all. Seemingly, all of the drivers were taught to
dr ive with one hand on th e steering wheel and the othe r
on the horn, as the atmosphere was pollu ted by a steady

chorus of horns. My
westernized mind con­
cluded that the tra ffic
situa tion was utterly
chaot ic. that my life
was in danger, and that
it was a mistake for me
to be visiti ng such a
backwa rd country.

However. eve ry time
I tho ught there would
be a major crash , the
p articipants found a
way to avoid it. I soo n
began to refer to my
tr avel ex perience in
Vietnam as "crash ing"
o r o rgan ized chaos.
The traffi c was very
much like the chao tic
economies of nations
with eme rging mar­

kets tha t, despite their challenges, offer some of the most
promising new business opportu nities. I soon realized that
th eir systems for gett ing things done, while chaotic and
disorganized to my American, Ivy League-trained mind ,
were functional. Everyone understood them ,knew how to
navigate them, and they actually worked!

Like me, many western entrepreneurs arc still ope rating
on business rules and paradigms that do not apply and
certa inlydo not work in these emerging nations.Western ­
oriented small businesses hopi ng to enter the global market
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must adap t to this chaotic business environment or they
willbe run over. By familiarizing th emselves with the rules
and guidelines of the new environm ent , and integra ting
them into the company'sglobal businessstrntegy. theywill
be able [ 0 navigate.

A Ne w Economic Order
i\ lany of us view the concept of chaos as negative.

This is unfortunate.Then: is an emerging set of business
rules and guidelines that provide a framework for the
new world business order, which is why I wrote my latest
book. "CRASH: Business Lessons From the Em erging
\Vorld." For clarity's sake. these rules bavebeen separated
into five categories th at captu re the essence of the "crash"
environment.

.IGlobai Chum-Nothing epitomizcs the realiryofthe
global chum more than the election of Barack Ohama as
the first African American President of the United States
of America. :\I :mr ofus did not believe that there wo uld
be an African Am erican preside nt in OUt lifetime. The
Obama phenomenon, or the "O bama Effect ," is simply
the beginning ofa series ofrapidly occurri ng global events
that will restructure how we vi ew ourselves, how we view
the world, and how we do business with one anot her.

This rate of change, or churn, is rapidly accelerating .
Consider the fact that China will soon become the largest
English speaking country in the world. Churn.Academi­
cally, we continue to educate stude nts for jobs that don't
even exist today.jobs that will support technologies not )"et
developed, in order to solve problem s that have not )"Ct been
discove red. Churn.Believe it or not, the number one ranked
country in the world in Broadband Internet penetration
is Bermuda.The Un ited States is number 19 and Japan,
number 22. Today, th ere are 200 million registered users
on 1I.1)·Space.lf:\I)·Space users were a nation, it would be
the fifth largest in the wo rld! More thurn.

"I Ent~rprise Self Awareness-Duri ng mr travels, I
have ob served th at each vehicle in the transportation
s)"Stems ofnations with emerging markets was cons istently
mindful of its strengt hs and vulnerabilities. Som eon e
riding a rusted -out moped dearly understands th at it
cannot concurrently opera re in the same space as a delivery
truck. Entrepreneurs who are ope rating their com panies
in the new crash environment need to continually evaluate
th at which they do well and that wh ich the)' don't. This
evaluation needs to be conducted wi thin the global context,
as well as at th e local or nationallevel.

v' Environrnental Awareness-on anoth er trip, thi s
time to Kenya, as my driver meandered his way through
the streets of Nairobi, 1 observed th at he operated in
th e present, remaining keenly aware of the surrounding
vehicles. Concurre ntly, he also understood that if 1 did
not reach my destination on t ime, he would lose his much
desired tip. Consequently, while he navigated the vehicle
to avoid a collision, he also maintained an impre ssive
insight into how changes in traffic patterns, the time
of day, and the likelihood of traillc lights not working,
might change his navigation strategy.These same trai ts
are essential for entrepreneurs looki ng to do business in
the chaotic world. \Vhile companies get paid for what they
produce, it is sometimes the subtle changes in th e macro
and micro business environme nt, and how we respo nd to

the se changes, that will determine our success.

"IS ituati o nal Aw areness-e-T he C ha ncello r of the
Unive rsity in Hulawayo , Zimbabwe, remi nded me that
when )'Ou drive in Zi mbabwe.you must be constantly aware
ofyo ur situation because it is constantly changing as all
d rivers compe te to occupy scarce road real estate. There,
the gu idelines for travel arc loosely de fined ; therefore
d rivers are at liberty to interpret them in whatever war
benefits them the most. The high density of traffic on
poorly designed streets means that the driver is required to
cont inuously conduct a 360-degree situat ional analysis.

Too many small businesses, while operating in the
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in adopting the technology, and it
may even cause disruptions initi ally.
because it's so new), no t just the
"cutting edge.t In this new economic
order, bu siness leaders must liter ally
be fanatical about the adopt ion of new
technologies.

While my research has taken me
throughout the world and conne cted
me with successful bu sinesspe ople
fro m many cultu res, a common eco­
nomic theme has emerged. Ir suggests
rhat our collective economies and eco­
nomic opportu nities are "crashing" or
mergi ng. It no doubt will happen with
all the uncertainty, un predictability,
and excitement th at could only find
its way onto the pages of a suspense­
ful best- selling novel. \ Vek ome to the
crashing world. •

.I l nnovatio n and T echnologic al
Awareness - In the "crash" world,
techn ology and innov at ion are the
great equalizers of global ma rkets.
They make it possible and Increasingly
more co mmon for small businesses
to compe te with large co mpa nies.
Bu t ca u t io n is advised. Because
techn ologies o fte n h ave sho rt life
spans, rapid adaptation is the key to
gaining competitive advantage. W hat
wor ks we ll today will most likely
not addre ss the probl ems oftomorrow.
Co n se q u e n tly, e n tre p re ne u rs
and small business owners mus t
consistently be at the "bleeding edge"
o f te ch no logi ca l and in novatio n
creativeness (meaning there is a risk

present , fail to monitor the economic,
political. technological,and sociologi­
cal situation in which they exist . In
the "crash" world, the ru les arc often
loosely defined, which often creates
an extremely dynamic busine ss en ­
viron ment. Failure to respond to the
changing situational terrain is unwise
and potentially treac herou s.

A case in po int was a recent in­
ves tment oppor tun ity that I had
in Z imbabwe that could have been
ru inous. After mee ting with Z imba­
bwean business people in Bulawajo ,
we persuaded other investors in Great
Brita in and South M rica [ 0 join us in
purchasing a major clothing manu ­
facturi ng company. which at its peak
employed more th an 1,500 Z imba­
bwean workers. O ur team had verred
the opport unity. spent time with the
ow ners, and exercised thoro ugh due
diligence. It looked like a good deal
on paper,but my Zimbabwean partner
insisted that we thoroughly monitor
the political situ ation in Z imbabwe.
It tu rned out that th e President was
about to implement an executive orde r
that wou ld undermine the legitimate
owne rsh ip of fore ig n inves tors in
Zi mbabwean-based businesses. This
situational awareness helped us avoid
w hat co uld h ave been sig nifi cant
capita l losses.

MB E Seotembef/October 2009 39


	crashing1
	crashing2
	crashing3

