
Restructuring and turnarounds have a long history in western econo-
mies but are relatively new in Asia. There is a big difference between 
turning a failed business around and shutting it down and absorbing 
the losses. Robert Fonow, a turnaround specialist for more than 20 
years, shares what he sees in the marketplace and some human factors 
to watch in order to be able to do the job right
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BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

Understanding 
Restructuring 
and Turnarounds 
in Asia

’ll never forget my first turna-
round in Asia, a joint venture in 
Shanghai with five Chinese 
partners, each with their own 
business plan.   The quarterly 

board reports seemed doctored, and the 
internal accounts screamed fraud, until 
one day the finance manager confessed 
that “I’m not very good with zeros”. 

You never know when it’s going to 
happen, but at some time in every 
career, a CEO or CFO will experience a 
failing division, a missed product 
launch, a damaging fraud, or even an 
unpredictably mundane story that 
derails revenue growth and profitability.  

The vexing question:   Can we fix 
the problem ourselves, or do we need an 
outside specialist?

At first the company will believe it 
can resolve the issues with its own 
executives.  Often, this is an unfulfilled 
wish, especially in a country and culture 
far away from headquarters.   

The question quickly becomes 

“Who do I call?”   
Fortunately, in Asia today executives 

have several choices of corporate renewal 
professionals using tested methods of 
restructuring and turnaround manage-
ment.  Who to call depends on the scope 
of the problem and the depth of the crisis.

The largest turnarounds today are 
best understood as restructuring – often 
led by a Chief Restructuring Officer 
(CRO). Restructuring is necessary when 
problems are placing the corporation’s 
overall business in jeopardy, or even when 
an organization has collapsed. A company 
can restructure by selling assets, renego-
tiating debt, and eliminating duplicated 
manufacturing processes or redundant 
product lines.  Recent examples are 
General Motors in 2008 and HP today.  

Restructuring of this magnitude 
requires teams of professionals includ-
ing bank restructuring departments, 

specialized law firms, large accounting 
and consulting firms, and teams from 
large turnaround partnerships. Due to 
the size of the turnaround and potential 
impact on national and regional econo-
mies, governments are also key partici-
pants, acting as a guarantor of last resort. 
It’s difficult to put numerical boundaries 
on restructuring, but the largest 
probably start at annual revenues of 
US$800 million to$1 billion. The very 
largest ones, like HP today, often have 
revenues over $100 billion in a corporate 
restructuring that HP executives say will 
last several years.  

 

A few steps down the ladder of 
distress, much turnaround work is in 
mid-sized corporations and large compa-
nies, often with dispersed operating 
locations and assets.   A mid market 
turnaround might include an entire 
company, a division, or even a particular 

product or service line.  A typical mid 
market turnaround will have a senior 
turnaround manager in charge,  acting 
as the general manager or CEO, and 
will use the same  specialists from 
banking, law, accountancy and consult-
ing as in the large scale turnarounds, 
but only as needed.   

There are many causes of  mid 
market distress, but usually marketing 
and product complacency,  a lack of 
investment in new equipment or 
people skills, or simply being blind-
sided by a competitor or new technol-
ogy can lead do a precipitous decline in 
operating revenues. 

Another subset of turnarounds 
includes troubleshooting and fixes.  Not 
every problem requires a turnaround.  
Sometimes targeted corrective action is 
sufficient to stabilize a company and 
return it to normal operations. Many 
unexpected events can require a fix:  the 
death of a key executive who neglected 
a succession plan, embezzlement, 

inappropriate relationships, corrupt 
sales manager, etc. People who special-
ize in fixes combine business skills, 
social work, and psychology, often with 
cross cultural communications skills.    

Both the large scale and mid market 
turnarounds are often connected to 
bankruptcy and insolvency, which has a 
much longer history of case law support-
ing  potential liquidation – including  
chapter 11 in the US,  Administration in 
Europe, and recent bankruptcy laws in 
China and Hong Kong.  There is often a 
tension between bankruptcy practitioners 
and corporate renewal managers. The 
insolvency field makes its money in 
orderly liquidation, while turnaround 
managers and restructuring teams earn 
their living by preventing liquidation and 
reviving revenue growth and profitability.  
When the situation is dire, or irretriev-
able, bankruptcy and turnaround manag-
ers can work together to find optimal 
solutions, and in recent years there is 
much more cooperation between the two 
groups of specialists.

Like most decisions in business, the 
personal qualities of the leader bear 
directly on the results.  A CRO or turna-
round general manager requires a broad 
background in business problem solving, 
general management experience, and a 
capacity for leadership. The professionals 
providing support services will have 
specialized financial, legal and account-
ing skills pertaining to corporate restruc-
turing and renewal.  

Those interested in the turnaround 
sector must be able to tolerate ambiguity, 
and have a highly developed intuition for 
finding a workable path to a solution 
through confusion, instability and all 
sorts of corporate intrigue.  Nobody is 
happy in a turnaround, at least in the early 
stages, when distress is most severe. 

One question remains?  Is Asia 
different than the rest of the world? 
Regional executives tell me that Asian 
corporations retain patriarchal and 
benevolent leadership, decision making 
is communal and bottom up, and the 
Chinese state capital model has survived 

the 2008 financial crisis.  As a conse-
quence the market for large scale 
restructuring and turnarounds is 
limited and even unnecessary in Asia.   

My career as a turnaround manager 
for 30 years, around the world, in several 
economic systems indicates a note of 
caution.  Hubris always meets its nemesis.  

Last but not least is that an under-
rated quality in any turnaround or restruc-
turing is empathy, and this is perhaps 
where Asian culture has an advantage. 
There is an incorrect perception from 
earlier western practices in corporate 
renewal that the turnaround or restruc-
turing managers must be a hard charging, 
take no prisoners martinets. Such attitude 
is counterproductive.  

In turnaround land, mistakes were 
often made at the top, not in middle 
management or by field workers, yet they 
are the ones who suffer most with job 
losses and careers ended. Those remain-
ing are the foundation of future success. 
This is as true in China, as in Russia, 
Switzerland or the United States.
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