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BOOK REVIEW

Turnaround: Crisis, Leadership and the Olympic Games by Mitt
Romney with Timothy Robinson (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing,
Inc., 2004), xix, 396 pp. Reviewed by Larry R. Gerlach, University of Utah,
USA.

t the end of January 1999, Mitt Romney, CEO of a highly successful venture

capital and investment firm in Massachusetts and devout Mormon, agreed to

become the director of the Salt Lake Organizing Committee (SLOC). His was a

challenging task. Charged with staging the Winter Olympic Games in February
2002, SLOC was in administrative disarray and beset by ctitical problems that called into
question Salt Lake’s ability to stage the Games. SLOC was still reeling from the public
relations disaster emanating from the infamous “bribery scandal” exposed in late November
1998; the worldwide scathing criticism and self-righteous indignation following the revelation
that former SLOC leaders Tom Welch and Dave Johnson had extended favours to members
of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), ostensibly to garner support for Salt Lake’s
2002 bid effort, called into question the integrity of SLOC, Salt Lake City, the state of Utah,
and the 10C, and even the Olympic Movement itself. In addition, SLOC faced a financial
crisis: because of unrealistic fundraising projections, it was impossible to meet the projected
budget, a problem now exacerbated by the reluctance of corporate sponsors and private
donors to contribute to a disgraced enterprise. Moreover, while most of the competition
facilities had been built or were nearing completion, a host of logistical and operational
matters awaited attention, among them transportation, security, medical and food setvices,
doping controls, media arrangements, and construction of the athlete’s village, not to
mention planning the opening and closing ceremonies. Complicated and time-consuming
under any circumstances, these projects were especially worrisome given the scandal and the
pressures of the fast-approaching Games. Then, too, Romney faced local hostility. His
hiring, followed by the appointment of fellow Mormons to key SLOC positions, greatly
increased the growing animosity between Mormons and non-Mormons over the
composition of SLOC and its relationship to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
an association that gave rise to the notion of the Winter Games as the “Mormon Olympics.”

Romney’s immediate objectives were obvious: energize a staff demoralized by the
scandal, restore public faith in SLOC’s integrity, reduce the budget substantially without
compromising the quality of the Games, retain existing financial pledges and gain new
commitments from corporations and private citizens, and address the current round of
religious animosity in Salt Lake City, the least Mormon place in Mormondom.

As the title indicates, Turnaround is not an autobiography, although at the outset Romney
discusses his Mormon pioneer heritage and upbringing as the son of George W. Romney,
industrial magnate and governor of Michigan who failed to obtain the GOP’s presidential
nomination in 1968. The result is a Romney family testimonial to volunteerism, honesty,
hard work, civic duty, self-sacrifice that explains why, despite initial hesitation, there was no
doubt that Mitt would accept “the opportunity to tackle a challenging situation in a worthy

cause.”
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Nor, as Romney states, is the book “the story of the Salt L.ake Olympics™ as that “would
require a historian’s patience” (p.ix). Rather than a detailed chronicle, he has written a highly
personal memoir of his, and thus SLOCs, activities during the three years before the 2002
Games. Involved in all aspects of preparations for the Olympics, he was in a unique position
to provide information and insights into the workings of an Olympic Organizing Committee.
Aware of his historic role, he dictated daily during the 25-mile commute between his Salt
Lake City office and his Park City residence. After the Games were concluded Romney
drew from other sources to complement his dictation material. As well, the book draws on
interviews conducted by editorial assistant Timothy Robinson.

Some have charged that, just as Romney used the Olympics to abet his subsequent
election as governor of Massachusetts in November 2002, so, too, he envisioned the book as
a popular resume of his qualifications for the presidency. (The top of the dust jacket, above
Romney’s picture and name, reads “Governor of Massachusetts.”) Certainly down-playing
his religious affiliation and playing up his election as governor makes him a more attractive
candidate than his father, the first Mormon to seck the White House.

Be that as it may, Romney states that he wrote about his experiences “to share some of
the life lessons and leadership lessons that emerged from the Olympic experience” in order
“to showcase career choices, principles of management, and measures of leadership” (pp. ix-
x). Thus the steps taken to identify, evaluate, and then address SLOC’s problems are
presented in the language and perspective of a corporate CEO; the introductions to most
sections read like principles from a basic Business Management course -- creating effective
teamwork by involving all shareholders, getting “gold medal” performances from staffers,
the principles of effective leadership, how to effect business turnarounds, marketing
strategies, how to interact with the mass media, and so on. While the preaching is
weatisome, it underscores that Romney ran SLOC like a business staging a commercial
event.

There is striking discord between Romney’s entrepreneurial pronouncements and his
oft-stated belief that “the Olympics is about sport, not business” and that “sport and the
athletes should come first in everything we did” (pp. 34, 77). Noting the prohibition of
advertising within competition venues, he remarked: “The amazing thing to me is how little
commercialization there is in the Games.” Romney knew better as his memoir is virtually
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silent about serving sport or athletes. For example, there are two brief mentions of the
athletes’ village: acquiring land from the National Guard and designating a local financial
contributor as the honourary mayor.

“Light the Fire Within,” the slogan of the 2002 Winter Games, applies to Romney
himself. Dedicated and determined, he was passionately driven to create a successful
Olympics. He professes, convincingly, to have been driven by belief in the values of the
Olympics per se. Itis also evident that he relished the opportunity to “turnaround” SLOC as
he had done so often with corporations. There is also an understated desire to prevent Salt
Lake City and Utah, both virtually synonymous in the public mind with the LDS church,
from failing to produce successful Games.

The aptly-titled book is Mitt Romney’s account of why he agreed to head scandal-
tidden, poorly managed SLOC, how he put together an effective administrative staff that
dealt effectively with the formidable preparations for the Games, and how in the end Salt
Lake hosted one of the best, if not the best, Winter Games in Olympic history. Romney’s
ego is evident, but he generously gives unqualified credit to the key petsonnel who catried
out various crucial duties, in particular his right-hand man, fellow Mormon and venture
capitalist Fraser Bullock, who served as SLOC’s chief operating officer and then after the
Games directed SLOC’s affairs to its dissolution.

Romney emerges from the book as a decisive, visionaty, chatismatic leader skilled at
personnel oversight, organizational direction, fiscal management, and problem solving. He
correctly identified public relations as the first order of business, and he discusses at length
how he quickly moved to put the scandal behind SLOC: “On almost every way I could think
of, the SLOC I would lead was going to be different from the SLOC led by Frank Joklik,
Tom Welch, and Dave Johnson” (p. 27). He not only promptly distanced himself from
Welch and Johnson by pointedly condemning their unethical conduct, but also fashioned a
“new” SLOC by ordering a strategic financial audit, by requesting tesignations from
influential persons generally perceived, if unfaitly, to be tainted by the scandal or to have
conflicting business interests, by repeatedly pledging to the public that SLOC henceforth
would adhere to the highest ethical standards, by expanding membership on the board to
achieve greater constituent involvement, by appointing fresh, non-Utah faces to key
administrative positions, and, perhaps most importantly, by opening board meetings to the
public (i.c., media).

Several other subjects are treated very well. In particular this is true in the chapter that
deals with finances—the budget cuts, reallocation of resources, acquisition of bank loans, and
the solicitation of corporate and donor funding. Romney’s discussion of his successful
negotiations with David d’Alessandro, CEO of John Hancock, one of the IOC’s TOP
sponsors, who threatened to withdraw financial support after the scandal, as well as his
dealings with the IOC and United States Olympic Committee (USOC) over monetary
distributions, marketing efforts, and logistics, ate even handed and substantive. The same is
true of the treatment of security issues, absent details of course, heightened to unprecedented
levels after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack on New York City.

In discussing these and other topics, Romney is refreshingly candid about himself and
others. He pulls no punches in lambasting the USOC for its organizational deficiencies,
administrative infighting, inept leadership, and selfishness. The IOC is also criticized for the
personal politics that influenced its decisions, a lack of understanding of local organizing

2005 95



OLYMPIKA

committee needs and desires such as using the Ground Zero flag in the opening ceremonies.
and the undue influence of the president, although he found Juan Antonio Samaranch to be
“fair, practical and refreshingly decisive” (p. 159). Romney even notes that fellow
Republican, President George W. Bush, broke protocol by sitting among the athletes during
the opening ceremony and adlibbing part of the mandatory script declaring the games to be
open. For his part, he admits, among other things, to having underestimated the depth of
religious divisiveness in the community and the extent of criticism of the LDS church
involvement in the Games. As well, Romney admits his initial neglect in adequately
involving ethnic and racial minorities in SLOC’s organization and programs.

Romney is justifiably proud of the several innovations in the Salt Lake Games. Most
conspicuous was the creation of the Olympic Square in downtown Salt Lake where the
public gathered each night to enjoy various entertainments and observe the awarding of
medals. Romney broke protocol by ordering all medals be presented at Olympic Square and
in reverse order: IOC tradition called for the awarding of the medals sequentially from gold
to silver to bronze followed by the playing of the gold medal winnet’s national anthem, but in
Salt Lake they were given, logically, in reverse order so that the national anthems followed
immediately upon bestowing the gold medal. Other novel initiatives included the wraps that
covered the entire western facade of downtown buildings, a local donation program
“unprecedented in Olympic history” (p. 89) featuring gold, bronze and silver levels of
participation, the Youth Sport Program wherein SLOC built sports equipment that gave
school kids across the state a sense of features of various Winter Olympics Sports, and a
program to teach at-risk youngsters how to ski, thereby introducing them to sport. To avoid
the transportation problems in Atlanta where inexpetienced soldiers wete assigned to drive
buses, Romney contracted with communities across the country to send buses and their
drivers to Salt Lake.

For all its contributions, Tumaround on balance is a largely superficial overview of
Romney’s tenure. The reader gets a much better sense of the things that needed to be done
than how they were done, and there is none of the behind-the-scenes give-and-take that
produces plans and decisions. In truth, there is not much here that cannot be gleaned from
newspaper accounts. Since Romney did a good job of writing the kind of book he wanted to
write, it is perhaps chutlish, even petty, to lament the overall lack of depth and substance.
Still, it is instructive to note the kinds of things that are treated superficially, if at all.

Romney throughout is frank, but guarded, in coverage. When he took over SLOC, it
was immediately apparent that he wanted to accentuate the positive and avoid controversy in
attempting to forge an essentially united community front in planning and hosting the
Games. The same quality marks his coverage of local events even while he is more open
about involvements outside Utah. Thus he boasts about the highly visible and popular
programs to give school children sporting experiences, but makes no mention of SLOC’s
little-known failure to follow through with Olympic education programs. Thus, at length, he
discusses efforts taken to secure the Games against terrorism, but says nothing about the
concerted effort SLOC made to effectively silence on-site political protests ranging from
PETA to the Fulan Gong.

Though Romney remains sensitive to the “Mormon issue” throughout the book, it is
with this subject that his commentary is invariably superficial. At the outset he does not
reveal that the members of the search committee who sought and hired him were all
prominent Mormons including a high-ranking Church official. While he notes correctly that
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alcohol regulation was symbolic of the religious-cultural divide in Utah, he does not explain
the depth of the hostilities or the reasons for it. He limits the debate over alcohol to
availability at Olympic Square when there were far more issues than that to explore, issues
that led to a decision not to enforce drinking regulations during the Games. He mentions
public criticism of what seemed to be excessive LDS Church involvement in SLOC’s efforts,
but says nothing about Church leaders who decided to scale back contributions and identify
Romney as the only SLOC official authorized to contact them about Olympic matters. He
acknowledges that the Church decided not to proselytize during the Games, but ignores the
vatious other means the Church took to establish a conspicuous presence. His account of
the Torch Relay omits mention that the first two stops in Salt Lake were at a Mormon
landmark and the Church office building. And there is nothing about the extensive national
and international criticism of “the Mormon Olympics” up to the eve of the Games. None
of the above seriously compromises Romney’s book, but it does illustrate the ongoing
sensitivity about the most important local issue during the Olympics.

The few etrors are minor: Michael Knight was not the head of the Atlanta Olympics;
the Mormon pioneers entered the Great Salt Lake Valley through Emigration Canyon, not
Patley’s Canyon (now U.S. highway 1-80); after the Games, the Olympic Village at the
University of Utah became undergraduate dormitories, not married student housing; the
historic joining of the eastern and western railroads in May 1869 occurred at Promontory,
not Promontory Point, a narrow peninsula that juts far out into the Great Salt Lake.

That Romney’s memoir is somewhat self-serving is understandable as people write
books about their expetiences in otder to praise and promote themselves. The bottom-line
is that there is no gainsaying his accomplishment. Despite initial criticism because of his
religious affiliation, it soon became apparent that he was the ideal choice to head SLOC. The
2002 Games would have gone on without him, but its remarkable success was owing to Mitt
Romney. Under his leadership SLOC successfully dealt with numerous problems and staged
a superb, problem-free Winter Games; created a sponsorship program that generated $876
million (some 80 percent more than the previous record set by Atlanta in 1996); returned
$10.5 million in surplus funds to the federal government (though the bottom line Federal
Government commitment to the SLC Games, as determined by the General Accounting
Office in Washington, D.C., was $1.3 billion); and ended with a profit of $56 million.

Olympic historians will find Twrnaround instructive as an organizational handbook for
staging Olympic Games, winter and summer, and value Romney’s candid recollection of his
thoughts and deeds in directing SLOC. Also valuable are the insights into the personality,
methods, values, and ambitions of Mitt Romney.
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