The thrill of risk assessment

Calculating outcomes helps alum keep boredom at bay

by Ann Haver-Allen

Step onto Richard Priory's *73 turf and it doesn't take long to learn he's not just another talking suit hanging in a huge corner office. His office, much like the man, has character that separates it from the expected and anticipated. The workspace for the chairman, president, and chief executive officer of Duke Energy is in the center of a triangular-shaped office. A wall of windows provides the warmth of natural lighting, as well as a view of downtown Charlotte. A feeling of openness, aided by a spacious, uncluttered design prevails--but leaves no doubt as to who is in charge.

The conversation with Mr. Priory is not peppered with corporate speak. This man talks freely and at length about his devotion to his wife and children. His children, both grown and married, recently moved back to the Charlotte area.

"That has been a real blessing," Mr. Priory said. "We spend as much time with them as possible."

He said he and Joan have been a team for 32 years. It was she who filled out the paperwork for his admission to graduate school at Princeton. She also prepared, typed, and proofed his master's thesis: Linear and nonlinear axis symmetric displacements of thin-shell domes.

"I have never forgotten her effort to help me out and get me through school," he said. "She's the most wonderful person in the world as far as I'm concerned. I have never met anyone during my career that matches that lady. I like to measure people by the results they create...not just what they attempt, but by the results they produce. She has produced wonderful results. It's a wrap at this point. Both my kids are happily married. They are well-educated with advanced degrees. They are street smart, which is critically important to me. I attribute most of this to my wife's dogged determination to produce two offspring that we would be proud of, and she has done just that."

Mr. Priory said his wife has "gone through all the stuff with me from the very beginning. During our time at Princeton, we lived in Lawrence Court. Our daughter was small at the time. We didn't have anything--no money to speak of or anything of that sort, but we had a good time as we prepared for our future."

They had been married during his senior year at West Virginia University Institute of Technology, where he graduated magna cum laude with a degree in civil engineering. They both got jobs with Union Carbide, where they worked until he entered graduate school. David Billington '50 was his adviser.

"What a fine man and a fine professor," Mr. Priory recalled. "He had a real interest in his students. What a wonderful adviser to suddenly be faced with at a new university in our profession. I worked like a dog while I was there. For me, it was a time of the greatest slope on the learning curve with regard to my academics. But I also spent time playing basketball and softball. So overall, it was a time of healthy body and healthy mind."

Mr. Priory said he enjoys "the little bond" that always exists between Princeton graduates. He said the Princeton connection is always helpful for opening discussions. And Princeton's emphasis on academics instead of athletics has also been a source of pride.

"I really think that's the right course when all is said and done," he said. "I think that Princeton places athletics in the proper perspective relative to academics, and even produces nationally ranked players who meet that criteria and go forward."

Mr. Priory said his Princeton education taught him that any given problem could be tackled in many different ways and has a number of possible solutions. A Princeton education, he said, simply gives students the tools and philosophy to make their way. How those assets are put to work is up to each individual.

"When I came out of Princeton, my mind was wide open," he recalled. "But I knew that Princeton wasn't going to make me successful. Princeton gave me a set of tools that I could use to go out and compete against other comparably equipped players. The rest would be up to me."

After Princeton, Mr. Priory taught engineering at the University of North Carolina, Charlotte (UNCC), for a while. Simultaneously, he opened a consulting firm to do engineering work and got a number of clients right away. His largest client was Duke Power, which was building a tremendous amount of new electric capacity because the area--and the demand for electricity--was growing rapidly. At that time, they were building primarily nuclear plants.

"Because of my academic training, I happened to have the high-technology twist they were looking for," Mr. Priory said. "I sort of moved right to the front with them because everything they did in the engineering area was pushing the state of the art. I began, in some cases, to defend their designs in front of the regulatory commissions in Washington."

In 1976 after his contract with the University of North Carolina expired, he began working full-time as a design engineer for Duke. He held positions of increasing responsibility in engineering and project management and was elected vice president of design engineering in 1984. He was named executive vice president for power generation group in 1991, and president and chief operating officer in 1994. In 1997, following the merger with PanEnergy Corp., Mr. Priory was named chairman of the board of Duke Energy.

He said the power supply industry has been "a wild ride," but it's that ever-changing challenge that has held his interest. 

"I feel like I have been in a marathon from the time I left my academic assignment at UNCC," he said. "And then trying to manage my sleep, my health, and my family and trying to keep everything in reasonable balance during the entire race. I have been running as fast as my little feet can carry me. But it's been great fun."

The industry, he said, has changed from a very regulated industry trying to build enough capacity to "keep the lights on and keep the factories running" to a completely restructured industry. Deregulation removed the industry's "safety net," which means that utility companies are now responsible for managing their own risks. The industry must learn to achieve optimal balance between supply and demand. Previously vertically integrated monopolies are now being driven by the free market rather than by regulation.

Mr. Priory said it's that competition that frequently brings out the best in companies.

"In business when the stress is on, companies turn into meritocracies," he said. "They all do. I've seen them. They have to. They have to go with their very best people. They are not necessarily the most brilliant people, but they are the ones who are most capable of producing the end result. They are capable of thinking thoughts and providing visions and creating strategies that others are not able to step forward with. These are the people who rise to the top because they are capable of doing things that others aren't."

Duke Energy is a meritocracy, he said, and the company has a tremendous breadth of compensation approaches because the very best people have to be compensated competitively to keep them.

"High-performance people love a meritocracy because it gives them a chance to really show their stuff and then be compensated for their contributions," he said. "Those in self-preservation mode do not like the system quite as much because they are normally on the other range of the scale."

Richard Priory is undoubtedly one who flourishes in a meritocracy.

"I need to see something that is either going to be a winner or a loser and the outcome is up to me," he said. "It's a risky proposition, but that's the part of business that energizes me. It's not like Las Vegas where you win or lose with the flip of a card. It's a reasoned, intelligent risk, but a very substantial risk nonetheless. You can figure out your strategy, invest your money, and then you go and make the right outcome happen. You lower the risk profile by the way you address the problem. You have a lot of control over how you achieve the outcome. That's how I avoid boredom."

