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"PARKS beautifully", boasts an
advertising hoarding for the XDA II,
above a glimpse of its sleek silver lines.
"Responsive to every turn", declares
another poster. Yet these ads, seen
recently in London, are selling not a car,
but an advanced kind of mobile phone.
Maybe that should not be a surprise.
Using automotive imagery to sell a
handset makes a lot of sense for, in
many respects, mobile phones are
replacing cars.

Phones are now the dominant
technology with which young people,
and urban youths in particular, now
define themselves. What sort of phone you carry and how you customise it
says a great deal about yourself, just as the choice of car did for a previous
generation. In today's congested cities, you can no longer make a statement
by pulling up outside a bar in a particular kind of car. Instead, you make a
similar statement by displaying your mobile phone, with its carefully chosen
ringtone, screen logo and slip cover. Mobile phones, like cars, are fashion
items: in both cases, people buy new ones far more often than is actually
necessary. Both are social technologies that bring people together; for
teenagers, both act as symbols of independence. And cars and phones alike
promote freedom and mobility, with unexpected social consequences.

The design of both cars and phones started off being defined by something
that was no longer there. Cars were originally horseless carriages, and early
models looked suitably carriage-like; only later did car designers realise that

cars could be almost any shape they wanted to make them. Similarly, mobile
phones used to look much like the push-button type of fixed-line phones, only
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Common underlying “platforms” in both
industries, to reduce costs. In each case,
branding and design are becoming more
important as the underlying technology
becomes increasingly interchangeable.
In phones, as previously happened in
cars, established western companies are
facing stiff competition from nimbler
Asian firms. Small wonder then that Nokia,
the world's largest handset-maker,
recruited its design chief, Frank Nuovo,
from BMW.

That mobile phones are taking on many
of the social functions of cars is to be
welcomed. While it is a laudable goal that
everyone on earth should someday have
a mobile phone, cars' ubiquity produces mixed feelings. They are a horribly
inefficient mode of transport--why move a ton of metal around in order to

transport a few bags of groceries?--and they cause pollution, in the form of
particulates and nasty gases. A chirping handset is a much greener form of
self-expression than an old banger. It may irritate but it is safe. In the hands of
a drunk driver, a car becomes a deadly weapon. That is not true of a phone
(though terrorists recently rigged mobile phones to trigger bombs in Madrid).
Despite concern that radiation from phones and masts causes health
problems, there is no clear evidence of harm, and similar worries about power
lines and computer screens proved unfounded. Less pollution, less traffic,
fewer alcohol-related deaths and injuries: the switch from cars to phones
cannot happen soon enough.
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.Back

to Basics

In these less exuberant times, managers need to remember a few old-
fashioned virtues, says Tim Hindle.

If bad times make good leaders, America is due for a host of them. The
recession that began in March last year and the terrorist attacks on September
11th made 2001 an unforgettably awful year. At such times people react
strangely. Some are frozen in indecision while others act with unnecessary
haste. Across large corporations, such behaviour, multiplied many times, can
be disastrous. At times of crisis, having the right people in the right place is
vital. In a boom there is enough fat to absorb some bad judgments; in a
recession, good management becomes a survival issue.

Dave Young, head of the Boston Consulting Group's Boston office,
maintains that for many companies the downturn will turn out to be a blessing.
"It means that, increasingly, value in the capital markets will accrue not to
'irrational exuberance' or to sector hype," he says, "but to good management.”
But what, in such circumstances, constitutes good management? It is
certainly not something that can be conjured up out of the blue. Companies
that have it now had it in good times too, and found it useful then; the
difference is that in today's harsher climate it has become essential.

This survey suggests that the core of good management is a set of three
old-fashioned virtues that were often forgotten in the bubble years, when
anything seemed to go. At a minimum, good managers have to meet the
following criteria:

* be honest;

- be frugal,;

- be prepared.
Essential Virtues

Being honest, of course, is not just a matter of keeping within the law. Most
managers do that, which is why the few who step outside it receive so much
attention. For the law-abiding majority, it is a matter of escaping from self-
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delusion. That requires setting up
systems in which rewards are not
related to numbers which can be
massaged and exaggerated at
will.

Above all,it is a matterof being
honest about a company's value
and its potential. Warren Buffett,
the chairman of Berkshire
Hathaway and one of the most
successful "value creators" in
American business over the past
20 years, wrote in one of his
celebrated annual letters to
shareholders: "We do not want to
maximise the price at which Berkshire shares trade...we wish for them to
trade in a narrow range centred at the irintrinsic business value." Managers
need to think about what is their own company's "intrinsic business value".
And so do the investment bankers, analysts, consultants and the rest on the
merry-go-round of business hype.

In a similar vein, being frugal is not just a matter of cutting costs in a downturn.
It is a question of being sparing with resources at all times, of continually
looking for new ways to cut costs, and of creating an atmosphere in which
waste and excess are unacceptable, no matter what the market conditions
are. The extremes to which Wal-Mart's managers take this--such as sharing
bedrooms on business trips, and being expected to bring back free pens from
conferences--may be counterproductive, to the point of repelling able
managers. But the enduring success of many businesses--from Andrew
Carnegie's and J.P. Morgan's in the 1900s to Warren Buffett's and Sam
Walton's today--have been built on a frugality bordering on stinginess.

To those brought up in this traditional mould, the wild extravagance with
which many dotcoms set about implementing their business plans in the late
1990s seemed to doom them from the first day. Before their online start-up
had sold a single rag, the founders of boo.com, an Internet clothes shop, had
splashed out on a small army of bodyguards, rivers of champagne and rows
of seats on Concorde to attend meetings with their investment bankeérs.
Fleets of Webvan vehicles, some having made scarcely a journey for the
failed online grocer, now sit for sale in parking lots silent witnesses to their
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