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An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,
and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On why all public executives need to repeatedly ask everyone:

“What Are Our Vulnerabilities?”

Penn State is a football team with
a university attached. It isn’t a uni-
versity that has a football team. It is
a football team that has a university.

But this inverted relationship cre-
ated a big supervision problem. For it
meant that the university did not
oversee the football team. The univer-
sity apparently could not oversee the
football team.

As a consequence, a discovered
incidence of sexual abuse of children
was repeated, and repeated, and re-
peated. Eventually, it was revealed.
Now, the football coach has died. The
serial abuser will spend the rest of his
life in prison. And three of the univer-
sity’s executives—including the for-
mer president—face criminal charges.

How did this happen? As always, if
incompetence is an adequate expla-
nation, no other is necessary. Yet
what might be the nature of this in-
competence?

It may have been a failure of all of
these executives—from football coach
to university president—to ask an
uncomfortable but necessary ques-
tion: “What are our vulnerabilities?”

Every organization has vulnerabili-
ties. These might be financial vulner-
abilities. The organization might not
have adequate cash reserves for
emergencies. It might be consistently
spending more than it is taking in.

The organization might have com-
petitive vulnerabilities. A firm’s prod-
ucts or services might be on the verge
of obsolescence—forced from the mar-
ket by competitors that are more
effective, or more efficient, or concep-
tually different and thus better. Even
a public agency might have competi-
tive vulnerabilities—exposed as irrele-
vant, or simply too expensive and
thus vulnerable to contracting out.

Every organization also has opera-
tional vulnerabilities—things that
aren’t working quite right; things that
are going acceptably now but, with
the intervention of some small glitch,
might spiral into disaster.

And, every organization is vulnera-

ble to scandal—to a wide variety of
scandals: financial scandals; patron-
age scandals; contracting scandals.

The good news is that governments
have created numerous systems to
catch these scandals. These do not
completely deter every would-be thief
and abuser. Some people will always
think they can beat the system. Still,
if used, such systems can catch a lot.

Unfortunately, there are no sys-
tems to expose operational vulnerabil-
ities. These are harder to detect be-
cause there exists no comprehensive
catalog of them. For each organiza-
tion, the list of potential vulnerabili-
ties is different.

Because every organization is vul-
nerable to embezzlement, each one
does (or should) create a system to
catch the embezzlers. But no one can
create a system to catch vulnerabili-
ties that no one knows exist.

The first “better practice” of per-
formance leadership is to articu-
late the organization’s purpose—
to clearly explain what the orga-
nization is trying to accomplish.
But even before doing this, a new
executive needs to ask: “What
are our vulnerabilities?”

This is why public executives have
to go looking for their vulnerabilities.
They need to do so before anyone ever
defines a potential problem. They
need to repeatedly ask: “What are our
vulnerabilities?”

The first day on the job, the first
question that a new executive should
askis: “What are our vulnerabilities?”

[Yes: every public executive should
“always start with purpose”—clearly
articulating what the organization is
trying to accomplish. But executives
who have not identified and taken
steps to mitigate (if not eliminate)
their vulnerabilities, are not likely to
be able to accomplish very much.]

Actually, I would argue that a new
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executive should ask this question
before he or she takes the job. A
friend reported learning—but only
after starting a new management job
—that she should have first asked for
an independent audit of the organiza-
tion’s finances. For, it turned out, the
financial situation was not quite what
she had been led to believe. As a re-
sult, the job—and her primary re-
sponsibilities—were also not what she
had been led to believe.

The about-to-be-hired executive
will naturally be told that the organi-
zation has no significant vulnerabili-
ties. This is not true. It can’t be. No
serious candidate for a management
job should believe it. And if no one in
the organization is willing to confess
that some vulnerabilities exist, the
candidate should not take the job.

For the candidate has just learned
that no one in the organization is able
or willing to tell the truth. This may
be because they recognize some vul-
nerabilities but believe they are all
minor—though perhaps bigenough to
scare off a potentially excellent man-
ager. It may be that they are not suffi-
ciently familiar with the operations of
their own organization to see the
(rather obvious) evidence of vulnera-
bility. Or they may see the evidence
but fail to observe the problem.

It makes no difference whether
these people are incompetents or
liars. The potential executive cannot
expect any help from them in identify-
ing and fixing the obvious (let alone
the subtle) vulnerabilities.

“What are our vulnerabilities?” A
lot of managers at Penn State (and
the BBC) wish they had asked this
question. €3
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