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Leslie Cauley has been a business journalist for twenty years.   She spent nine of those years with The Wall Street Journal and most recently has been on the staff of USA Today.   As a business reporter, she covered AT&T for many years and came to know many of the principal players well, even co-authoring Leo Hindery’s memoir entitled The Biggest Game(2002).    Drawing on her journalist’s experience and interviews with over one hundred of the persons directly involved in AT&T’s final years, Ms. Cauley has produced almost an insider’s view of the final years of AT&T, one of the United States’ most famous and largest corporations.   
What emerges in this work is a cautionary and terrible tale of corporate mismanagement leading to the announcement of the end of the company, founded in 1885 and once employing over one million persons.   The sale of AT&T to SBC, one of the “Baby Bells” carved out of the communications giant in the court ordered break-up, was announced on January 31, 2005. 
Ms. Cauley is a talented writer who has produced a dramatic tale of corporate management gone awry, competing egos and fatal misjudgments that will intrigue any student of management.   Alas, however, the reader must take her word for much of her account.   She is not an insider, she is not a witness to many of these events.   Rather she is a reporter of information from unnamed sources about events she has little first-hand information.   We have no footnotes by the author’s design, no bibliography, and not even a listing of her 100 interview sources.   In this reader’s opinion, these decisions significantly damage the book.   Essentially, the reader has no way to know of the accuracy or bias of any of this reportage.   I found this source anonymity both troubling and unfortunate as I read quoted comments from private meetings that appear in almost transcript detail.

Still, however, if we can not check the accuracy of many of the details, the fundamental story is based upon well-documented events and engagingly told by Ms. Cauley.   In her account, AT&T leadership is tragically inept.    

Essentially, we see a leadership faced with intense competition from MCI WorldCom in its core business, long distance telephone services.    With long distance service call rates plummeting rapidly, AT&T leadership abandoned that most fundamental of business adages: “Stick to your knitting.”    The result of that decision was the destruction of the company.
Obviously, if one is in the buggy whip business as the age of the automobile dawned, “sticking to your knitting” is ill-starred advice.   Leaping into another unrelated and complex business field without experience is usually equally disastrous.   AT&T proved the truths in these maxims in surprisingly short-order.
It switched in a moment from long distance carrier to cable T.V. proprietor as its future core business and salvation.   The rush to the new Galconda let lose the worst in its management.   With almost no cable experience on its management team, research on long distance and cable markets that did not expose the WorldCom accounting fraud and “key findings [on cable T.V.] … blatantly ignored “ (pp. 140-141), in less than one year, AT&T executives, some operating as “lone rangers,” closed deals at enormous premiums for $110B in cable T.V. properties and assorted other elements.   These deals, often concluded without proper due diligence or even solid financial review and without protection for downside risks from commitments of huge cash payments, took down the company.    
The stock holders, the employees and the public, of course, paid the final price for the disaster.

Recommended.
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