
A Town Called Hope 
Back in the day, in a town called Hope. Two young executives met for coffee 
in an upmarket hotel lobby.  
They were busy, bright and enthusiastic. On neutral territory they talked about 
opportunities and possibilities. She was a leading light in customer service for 
a major telecommunications company. He was a rising star at a tier one 
service provider. 
The conversation ranged far and wide: Technology; competitive advantage; 
costs; people; geography; time and innovation. 
 
From that first meeting sprang an idea and that idea became a proposal. 
There were long days and nights. There were lawyers and meetings. There 
were setbacks and breakthroughs. 
 
And one morning, in a town called Hope, there was a deal. 
The deal was a ‘win-win.’ We knew this because both the client and service 
provider told us so.  
The service provider committed to bring the very best service at a competitive 
price. In parallel a major change program would revolutionize the way the 
client interacted with its customers  
The word ‘transcendental’ gained currency. 
The telecommunications company committed to a long-term relationship. This 
deal was about transforming the way they did business: Gaining a real edge 
in the market. The focus was on the strategy not just the cost to serve.  
 
Both parties were enthused but not naive. They had done big deals before. 
Outsourcing on this scale had been around for a generation. They were 
savvy. They knew the pitfalls. They were prepared for a few bumps in the 
road. 
 
To secure the deal they agreed and implemented a world-class governance 
process. A formal hierarchy of meetings and calls would ensure that issues 
were handled at the right level and in the right way. Escalation would be 
defined and managed. 
The service management framework was not overly complex and the number 
of SLAs was manageable. The service provider had to step up and deliver to 
earn a margin, and the fulfillment of the transformation program was pivotal to 
executing the solution, delivering the new service, and driving down costs. 
 
Key executives and managers from both sides attended workshops and 
governance events. Our two bright young things worked tirelessly to make the 
deal a success and their careers blossomed as the solution began to deliver 
results and the service clicked into gear. 
They even found time to co-author an article on the contract in a leading 
industry magazine. In fact, they won an award. 
 



But the last time we saw them, they had been reassigned and any mention of 
‘that deal’ was greeted with a wry smile. Hope seemed a long time ago. 

So what went wrong? 
 
The answer is everything and nothing. 
 
The client’s business changed in ways not anticipated at the time the deal 
was signed. Acquisitions and divestments introduced new products and 
markets and a bewildering level of variety and complexity to service delivery. 
Worse, the economies of scale, standardization and offshoring on which the 
deal was predicated were jeopardized. 
 
Key client executives who sponsored the deal were reassigned and the 
relationships with the service provider were delegated. As the deal principals 
stepped back, their deputies quietly began a more transactional approach. 
 
A new senior client director, eager to make an impact, switched his focus to a 
new and ambitious project. With another service provider. 
 
The service provider’s client executive had leveraged his success in signing 
the deal to head up large swathes of his company’s business. He was too 
busy to make any governance calls and in any event, he made it known that 
this deal was ‘a peach’ that was practically in silent running mode. 
It did emerge that one or two promises made during the sales cycle never 
made it into print. Of course, the good intentions were there. It was just that 
there was no contractual commitment…. 
 
Procurement was assigned primary responsibility for contract management 
with a relentless focus on cost to serve, SLAs and penalties. But contract 
simply did not provide for the level of business change being experienced. 
Over time there was an erosion of trust and governance meetings were 
events of blame, so best avoided.  
 
After a while, the service provider – previously known as a strategic partner 
became referred to as the vendor. The deal had depreciated from being 
transcendental to an impediment to progress in less than two years. 
 
What we witnessed was deal fatigue.  
In outsourcing, the natural tendency of deals is entropy. Contracts that are 
uncared for and unresponsive to change simply decay. Contracts need to be 
owned and managed. They do not automatically stay relevant. 
 
When business circumstances change, the contract may have to change to 
reflect the new reality. 
With active contract management and the full engagement of senior 
executives from both client and service provider major deals can flourish.  
 
Hope is a town in Arkansas, USA. It is not a strategy. 

****** 
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