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THERE'S an established drill, or so it sometimes seems, when a publicly traded company disappoints Wall Street. The chief executive blames high oil prices. Or it's the fault of unforeseen happenings in Asia, or of a software upgrade that didn't go as planned. 

But maybe Kevin B. Rollins, the chief executive of Dell, is so new to the job that he doesn't know any better. Mr. Rollins, 52, had been C.E.O. for barely a year when Dell, the computer maker, announced last month that it had fallen short of expectations -- both its own and those of analysts. The company's profits did rise 28 percent in the second quarter, based largely on strong overseas sales, but total revenue came in several hundred million dollars short of projections. 

Mr. Rollins, who became an executive after a career switch in his 40's, could have offered any number of excuses, not the least of which is Dell's own previous success. Its revenue grew 15 percent when compared with the same quarter last year -- impressive for a company on target to bring in more than $50 billion in revenue over the next 12 months, but still short of its own expectations for an increase of 16 to 18 percent. 

He might have also mentioned that Dell is wrestling with the same question facing other mature technology companies that ranked among the highest fliers of the 1990's: How to increase revenues when it is already so big? Compounding that problem is the fact that personal computers and laptops, which account for roughly 60 percent of Dell's sales, are no longer the rich profit center they once were. As prices have fallen in recent months, the company has to sell that many more PC's just to keep pace with last year's revenue. 

Despite all of this, Mr. Rollins blamed himself for Dell's disappointing earnings. ''Frankly,'' he said during a conference call with analysts, ''we executed poorly on managing overall selling prices'' -- in particular those machines sold to consumers. 

If nothing else, Mr. Rollins, who succeeded the company's founder, Michael S. Dell, as chief executive in July 2004, is a different cut of C.E.O. Consider his reaction in 2001 when he came to believe that the corporate culture of Dell had been soured by greed. Mr. Rollins, then the company's second in command, blamed himself and fellow top executives for failing to set the right tone. To help set things right, he decreed that every Dell manager would submit to periodic evaluations by his or her underlings -- a policy still in place, though he endured the sting of people essentially telling him that he could be so supercilious and icy cold that his personality should be stored in a meat locker. 

During that process, for instance, Paul D. McKinnon, a senior vice president who oversees human resources at Dell, remembers proclaiming Mr. Rollins aloof, a poor listener and a leader who at times could seem unapproachable. Another senior vice president, Paul D. Bell, who is responsible for the company's European, Middle Eastern and African operations, said that Mr. Rollins could be argumentative, maybe even bullheaded. 

MR. ROLLINS chuckled as he recalled the first time he endured this twist on the standard employee review. ''You mean when people said I was a little arrogant and maybe a lot opinionated?'' he said, a slightly pinched smile on his face. He didn't seem defensive about what he had learned about himself so much as fascinated by the results of a social experiment in which he was the test subject. 

''You tell your family about the things you learn and they go, 'Well, we knew that,''' he said. And with that, Mr. Rollins let loose another laugh. 

To the extent that he has any reputation at all, it is that of a button-down logistics expert, one of the operational geniuses most responsible for assembling a company so well run that academics study it, and even competitors admire the efficiency with which it spits out PC's and, increasingly, other products like printers, televisions and a cheaper alternative to the iPod. 

But when people meet him, they discover that he is more soft-spoken and reserved than a typical chief executive. Friends say he is also warmer and more easygoing than first impressions -- if not also second and third impressions -- might suggest. ''A practiced extrovert'' is the way Thomas J. Meredith, a good friend and the company's former chief financial officer, described him. 

In the back-slapping world of big business, where deals are often consummated over glasses of bourbon or bottles of fine wine, Mr. Rollins also stands out. As a Mormon, he has never consumed an alcoholic beverage. 

He plays the violin several times a week, and occasionally performs publicly. He's a skier and a mountain biker, and he races motorcycles and fast cars, a pastime he occasionally shares with Joseph M. Tucci, chief executive of EMC, the computer storage device maker that has been a Dell partner since 2001. ''He is very different once you get to know him,'' Mr. Tucci said. ''He can come off as aloof, but he's far from it.'' 

Thirteen months ago, Dell Inc., the world's top computer maker, endured what is supposed to be one of the harder transitions for any corporation. Mr. Dell was chief executive for 20 years after he founded the company in his dorm room at the University of Texas in Austin. Though he gave up that title last year, he stayed on as chairman -- a type of arrangement that can make the transfer of the day-to-day responsibilities to the new chief that much more difficult, said Samuel A. Culbert, a professor at the Anderson School of Management at the University of California, Los Angeles. ''Usually this ends up being one big mess unless the founder gets the heck out of there,'' he said. 

Aside from Dell, there has been one notable exception to this in the technology world, added Professor Culbert, who has studied executive leadership for 35 years. It is Microsoft, where Bill Gates stepped aside as chief executive in 2000, after a quarter-century of running the company, but remained chairman (and added the new title of ''chief software architect'') after Steven A. Ballmer took over as C.E.O. 

In picking his successor, Mr. Dell ''was fortunate to find the right guy,'' Professor Culbert said, ''and then when he did, he was advanced enough as a human being to trust him and leave him alone and give him money and prestige and the freedom to do his job.'' 

While Mr. Rollins and Mr. Dell are not particularly close on a personal level -- they rarely socialize with each other, Mr. Dell said -- they do work closely together, figuratively and literally. Their large wooden desks face one another in adjoining offices separated by a glass wall and a glass door. Mr. Tucci says he has visited those offices about 50 times and has never seen the door closed. ''The way those two guys get along is not an act,'' Mr. Tucci said. ''I can start a conversation with Michael, and two weeks later finish it with Kevin. They know what each other are thinking.'' 

Each also complements the other's talents. Mr. Dell is a skillful salesman and the resident technologist mapping new trends. Mr. Rollins takes responsibility for most everything else, from the speed at which the company's factories operate to employee morale. 

''People always wonder how well a transition like this will work when the founder is staying very involved,'' Mr. Ballmer wrote in an e-mail message. But when people work together as well as Mr. Rollins and Mr. Dell do, he added, ''it actually helps that the founder is staying involved, because you can continue to draw on each other's strengths.'' Mr. Ballmer has worked closely with both men, given the pre-eminence of both companies in the personal-computer universe. 

Mr. Rollins was living in Boston, a partner at Bain & Company, the management consulting firm, when he was asked to fly to Austin in 1993 to meet with executives at Dell. He readily acknowledges that he was hardly thrilled about the assignment. ''Texas is a lo-o-o-ng way from Boston, in many ways,'' he said. He had worked primarily with aerospace companies before his partners asked him to help what was then a modest-size computer company on pace to lose $100 million that year. 

Just before Mr. Rollins arrived, Dell announced that it would sell its computers at Wal-Mart stores, as well as continuing to sell directly to consumers over the Internet. Breaking into big-box retail outlets, Dell said, could bring in an additional $125 million in annual revenue -- and rapidly build its brand name. 

Mr. Rollins promptly suggested that Dell scuttle the deal, telling a meeting of top Dell executives that the arrangement, over time, would prove to be a money loser. He apparently made a persuasive case. Within days Mr. Dell said he asked Mr. Rollins to end the company's agreements with retail chains. After that, Mr. Dell added, ''very rapidly Kevin became a critical part of the senior management team'' -- although he was still technically a consultant. 

Largely, his work involved bringing a basic management discipline to a company that had been growing so fast that even Mr. Dell was inclined to acknowledge that things were something of a mess. Over the next several years, Mr. Rollins would spend weekends with his family in Massachusetts and his weekdays with Dell in Texas -- essentially functioning as if he were a top executive working within Dell. ''It was all extremely odd,'' Mr. Rollins said. 

One approach was to have dinner once a week with Mr. Dell and the company's vice chairman, Morton L. Topfer. ''I would prepare the agenda for our meetings, and I had a say in all the decisions. Personnel decisions. New-product decisions. New investment areas,'' Mr. Rollins said. It was, he said, unlike any other assignment in his 12 years at Bain. 

By 1996, Mr. Dell and Mr. Topfer had persuaded Mr. Rollins to leave Bain -- and Boston -- and to join Dell here in Round Rock, just north of Austin. ''He told me, 'I've never seen a company with greater strategic advantage than Dell.''' said Darrell K. Rigby, the Bain partner who had recruited Mr. Rollins to Bain after he graduated with an M.B.A. from Brigham Young University in 1984. 

Mr. Rigby said that he was sorry to see Mr. Rollins leave, but that time had taught him it was the right decision for his former partner. ''Kevin was a great consultant, but I think he's even better as an operator,'' Mr. Rigby said. ''He likes owning decisions.'' 

Within weeks of his arrival, Mr. Dell tapped him to run the company's operations in North and South America -- a business unit that accounted for about 70 percent of Dell's revenue. In 2001, Mr. Dell named him president and chief operating officer, and last summer put him in charge of everything. ''Basically,'' Mr. Rollins said, ''I had been doing this job for two or three years when Michael said, 'Now you're the C.E.O.''' 

KEVIN ROLLINS naps. He admitted as much not long before Jeffrey R. Immelt, the chief executive of General Electric, one of Dell's top customers, was scheduled to speak to a group of Dell executives. Mr. Rollins reckoned that his famous visitor might have fun with the tale, so he broke the news that Mr. Immelt had called him on a recent vacation in Mexico and caught him in an afternoon snooze. Many people inside the company had the same reaction: ''He naps?'' 

The very idea seemed incongruous to those who work for him and see him put in 70- to 80-hour workweeks. (He still finds the time to run four or five miles several times a week and to pursue a long list of hobbies. And when he's in town, he attends church every Sunday.) So, too, did the idea of Mr. Rollins putting on a cowboy hat, mounting a stage at a basketball arena and accompanying himself on the violin while belting out a song spoofing a computer industry foe. But he did that, too, at a Dell event. 

Imagine if they knew that he once had shoulder-length hair -- and that, while a teenager in Provo, Utah, he was the lead singer in a rock 'n' roll band. As he told it, the band, called the Gents, was good enough to play in New York City and to land a spot in a ''battle of the bands'' in Boston. ''Music is still very important to me,'' Mr. Rollins said. 

His sandy brown hair is now neatly trimmed, and Mr. Rollins, still tall and fit, has an exceedingly polite demeanor with customers, analysts and others. ''Don't mistake politeness for a lack of intensity or competitiveness,'' Mr. Dell said. ''He has mega-mega-mega doses of that.'' 

In 2003, for example, when rival computer makers were still scrambling to make a profit in the wake of a tech downturn, Dell cut its PC prices by as much as 22 percent to grab a greater share of the personal computer market. ''We decided that the time was right to get into a very aggressive stance while some of our competitors were still struggling,'' Mr. Rollins said matter-of-factly. 

Among Mr. Rollins's gifts as chief executive, those around him say, is what Mr. Bell, head of Dell's European operations, calls his ''tight messaging.'' So crisply does Mr. Rollins convey the Dell line, said Roger L. Kay, the founder of Endpoint Technologies Associates, a research firm that monitors the personal computer industry, that it is ''a little bit scary how everyone from the highest to the lowest employee is on message.'' 

Today Mr. Rollin's message is that everything is fine at Dell, despite a depressed stock price -- now at $34.65, down 17 percent for the year. Dell may be the leading computer maker in the world, but it is No.2 in Europe and No.2 in Asia, leaving plenty of room for growth there. 

There is also plenty of opportunity for growth in other product areas, like printers, which Dell has been selling for less than three years, and plasma televisions, which it has been selling for less than two years. The company is making progress in selling the more expensive equipment used in corporate data centers, and it is starting to do a brisk business in consulting. So what if its stock has fallen more than 12 percent since disappointing Wall Street last month? 

''As our big strategic initiatives capture share and profits, the profits we deliver will go up and our stock price will naturally rise,'' Mr. Rollins said. ''We have a lot of room for growth for a long time before we have to ask what's the next vision thing. It's really a matter of execution.'' 

THEREIN lies what Mr. Rollins hopes is his secret weapon. In early 2002, shortly after he learned what his closest underlings really thought of his style, he stood before 50 or so other top Dell executives and acknowledged that he needed to grow as a manager. ''I could give the cold, calculated answer,'' he said in an interview recalling that meeting. ''But I really wanted to be a more inspirational leader.'' 

The Dell way is to constantly tweak the system to make it more efficient. Just as Dell managers study the movements of workers on its assembly lines to maximize efficiency, they collectively decided to study themselves. For his part, Mr. Rollins read -- particularly books about the country's founding fathers. He decided that he was too much like Alexander Hamilton -- coolly efficient in his analysis but short on people skills -- and too little like George Washington, whom Mr. Rollins cast as the kind of leader able to motivate people by helping them to better understand themselves. 

''Maybe I can't be a George Washington in terms of inspiration,'' he said, ''but certainly I know I can always do better.'' 

