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Abstract:
If he succeeds in helping Dell crack the big leagues, many analysts say Mr. [Kevin B. Rollins] would be a shoo-in to succeed the company's visionary founder. Of course, succession is a delicate topic at Dell, the world's largest PC maker and one of the largest companies in the world that still is run by its founder. Mr. [Michael S. Dell] shows no interest in giving up his CEO title. Mr. Rollins says he is content with his position at Dell.

In PCs, Dell is the undisputed king. Last year, Mr. Rollins masterminded a PC price war as the industry began to slump. Rivals were slow to respond, allowing Dell to accelerate its market-share growth. Then he convinced a skeptical Mr. Dell that the company could further increase productivity at the same time it was slashing prices.

Darrell K. Rigby, a Bain director who hired Mr. Rollins and has stayed close over the years, says Messrs. Rollins and Dell constantly are anticipating rivals' moves and creating contingency plans for Dell. "Seventy percent of things they plan for never happen. But 30% of the time it does and they're moving in hours. It's very impressive."
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AUSTIN, Texas -- Michael S. Dell is the big name at Dell Computer Corp., but Kevin B. Rollins is becoming a driving force.

Analysts credit Mr. Rollins, a lanky former consultant who is Dell's chief operating officer, with pushing through price cuts and cost-saving measures that helped Dell beat up its competition last year.

Now, Mr. Rollins has a greater challenge: making the Round Rock, Texas, company more than a low-cost personal-computer supplier. With its place atop the PC market secure, Dell's future prospects depend on how well it can compete for less price-sensitive server and storage businesses.

Today, Dell will outline some of its immediate plans at a meeting with New York analysts, and Mr. Rollins, 49 years old, will be just as visible as the popular Mr. Dell. Last year, he addressed 14 investors' conferences sponsored by Wall Street or money-management firms -- up from nine such conferences a year earlier.

"He runs the company on a day-to-day basis and deserves a great deal of credit for its success," says analyst David Bailey, of Gerard Klauer Mattison.

If he succeeds in helping Dell crack the big leagues, many analysts say Mr. Rollins would be a shoo-in to succeed the company's visionary founder. Of course, succession is a delicate topic at Dell, the world's largest PC maker and one of the largest companies in the world that still is run by its founder. Mr. Dell shows no interest in giving up his CEO title. Mr. Rollins says he is content with his position at Dell.

Thomas W. Luce III, a longtime Dell board member and of counsel with attorneys Hughes & Luce LLP, says Mr. Rollins "has clearly demonstrated his operational ability." But he quickly adds: "It's a little funny to be talking about a heir apparent when Michael's only 37 years old."

In PCs, Dell is the undisputed king. Last year, Mr. Rollins masterminded a PC price war as the industry began to slump. Rivals were slow to respond, allowing Dell to accelerate its market-share growth. Then he convinced a skeptical Mr. Dell that the company could further increase productivity at the same time it was slashing prices.

He pushed through a cost-cutting program, which included Dell's first major layoff, 5,400 employees, and cut or spun off Internet projects such as its Web-hosting unit.

The move was "as gutsy as anything," says Don Young, a UBS Warburg computer analyst. "If any one of the major brands had decided to match them in pricing and strategy, it would have backfired" on Dell, he says. Instead, competitors were slow to respond and the gap widened between Dell and others.

A wounded Gateway Inc. retreated from international PC markets, International Business Machines Corp. decided to outsource its PC production, and Compaq Computer Corp. sought shelter in the arms of Hewlett-Packard Co.

Meanwhile, Dell's stock price rose 56% last year, the first year since 1985 that PC sales declined. In 4 p.m. Nasdaq Stock Market trading yesterday, Dell was at $26.19, down 3.6% since this year began.

Mr. Luce and others say Mr. Rollins has won Mr. Dell's implicit trust as a result of near-identical views of how the company should be run. "There isn't any daylight between them," Mr. Luce says.

The two share some common experiences. Mr. Dell initially followed his father's footsteps by studying medicine, then broke away to become an entrepreneur. Mr. Rollins studied civil engineering like his father, a Brigham Young University professor, then became enamored with business while helping run a beverage operation. He earned a civil engineering degree, then obtained a master's of business administration.

It was at consulting firm Bain & Co., which Mr. Rollins joined in 1984, that he found his calling. "I felt my skill better in understanding how business worked and helping devise strategies," he says.

As a Bain consultant at Dell from 1993 until he joined Dell in 1996, Mr. Rollins encouraged the company to organize itself to target the most profitable customer and product segments. Dell's segmentation strategy gave it rapid market-share gains in a business where volume translates to purchasing clout.

Darrell K. Rigby, a Bain director who hired Mr. Rollins and has stayed close over the years, says Messrs. Rollins and Dell constantly are anticipating rivals' moves and creating contingency plans for Dell. "Seventy percent of things they plan for never happen. But 30% of the time it does and they're moving in hours. It's very impressive."

Analysts note, however, that Mr. Rollins hasn't yet built the support and services infrastructure needed for Dell's next goal, competing in the big-computer and storage market against H-P, IBM and Sun Microsystems Inc. Instead, they say his strategy relies too heavily on price cutting.

Mr. Young, the UBS Warburg analyst, notes that Mr. Rollins "has never been able to prove to me that he didn't give up profitabilty" in pursuing a lower-price strategy.
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