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‘Someone told me that I am poor at 

taking on board criticism so I quickly 

pointed out they were wrong.’ This 
little witticism is at the core of many 

a corporate disaster. 
 

The Catholic magazine, The Tablet, 

recently ran an editorial with the 

intriguing headline ‘Was the 

Reformation really necessary?’  It 

points out that Martin Luther and 

the early Protestants wanted to 

reform the Church rather than 

break with it.   

 

Many of their complaints were 

perfectly valid and did not relate 

to fundamental doctrine.  The 

Catholic Church could have 

reviewed the grievances and 

reformed; instead it reacted with 

confrontation issuing 

excommunications and 

anathemas.  Countless lives would 

have been saved if the Church’s 

leaders had listened to criticisms 

rather than rejecting them. 

 

Martin Luther  

Let’s move from the 16th century 

to the 20th.  Pehr Gyllenhammar 

was CEO of Sweden’s Volvo from 

1970 to 1994. Initially he had 

great success. He built model 

factories where the assembly line 

was replaced with teams of 

craftsmen. But his success led to 

complacency and arrogance. He 

pursued risky business deals and 

adopted a high media profile. He 

ignored the concerns of Volvo’s 

staff in trying to set up a merger 

with Renault.  The idea was highly 

unpopular with employees but 

Gyllenhammar was deaf to 

complaints. When the merger 

failed he had to resign. 

 

Much worse was Jeffrey Skilling, 

CEO of Enron.  On April 17, 

2001, he made what became an 

infamous comment during a 

conference call with financial 

analysts. In response to Richard 

Grubman saying, ‘You know, you 

are the only financial institution 

that can’t produce a balance sheet 

or cash flow statement with their 

earnings,’ Skilling replied: ‘Thank 

you very much, we appreciate 

that… asshole.’  Following the 

collapse of Enron In 2006, Skilling 

was convicted of federal felony 

charges relating to Enron’s 

financial collapse and served 14 

years at the Federal Prison Camp 

in Montgomery, Alabama. 

 

 

 

 

Dick Fuld, CEO of Lehman 

Brothers, and Fred Goodwin, 

CEO of Royal Bank of Scotland, 

were two eminently successful 

business leaders who were famed 

for their arrogance, self-

confidence and lack of willingness 

to accept criticism.  They both led 

their companies to the brink of 

oblivion.  In his 2009 book A 

Colossal Failure Of Common Sense, 

Larry McDonald wrote that Fuld’s 

“smouldering envy” of Goldman 

Sachs and other banking 

competitors led him to ignore 

warnings from Lehman executives 

about the impending crash. He 

even insisted the firm’s chief risk 

officer left the boardroom during 

critical discussions.   

 

Fred Goodwin became obsessed 

with growth through acquisition.  

He ignored the concerns of 

shareholders, some of whom 

described him as a megalomaniac.  

When RBS collapsed the Daily 

Mail reported that Goodwin was 

‘regarded by analysts as among 

the most arrogant figures in the 

City of London.’ 

 

Leaders need self-confidence and 

a positive outlook but dismissal of 

criticism or even reluctance to 

listen to disapproving comments 

are both signs of disaster ahead.  

Skilling, Fuld and Goodwin were 

all smart but each believed his 

own PR and disdained questioning 

voices. 

 

Paul Sloane 

Can you take criticism? And was the 

Reformation really necessary?    
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2017, Bizezia Limited, All 

Rights Reserved 
 

This article appeared in Better Business 

Focus, published by Bizezia Limited ("the 

publisher"). It is protected by copyright law 

and reproduction in whole or in part 

without the publisher’s written permission 

is strictly prohibited. The publisher may be 

contacted at info@bizezia.com (+44 

(0)1444 884220). 

 

The article is published without 

responsibility by the publisher or any 

contributing author for any loss howsoever 

occurring as a consequence of any action 

which you take, or action which you 

choose not to take, as a result of this 

article or any view expressed herein.  

 

Whilst it is believed that the information 

contained in this publication is correct at 

the time of publication, it is not a substitute 

for obtaining specific professional advice 

and no representation or warranty, 

expressed or implied, is made as to its 

accuracy or completeness. Any hyperlinks 

in the article were correct at the time this 

article was published but may have changed 

since then. Likewise, later technology may 

supersede any which are specified in the 

article. 

  

The information is relevant primarily within 

the United Kingdom but may have 

application in other locations. 

 

These disclaimers and exclusions are 

governed by and construed in accordance 

with English Law. 
 

Publication issued on 1 March 2017 

  

  

 

When their cherished policies and 

strategies are criticized many 

leaders take it as a personal attack 

and react aggressively.  They 

would do better to calmly listen 

and tell themselves that there is at 

least a germ of truth in every 

objection. 

 

© Copyright, Paul Sloane 
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