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THE BUSINESS BOOK THAT KNOWS HOW BUSINESSES REALLY WORK, AND HOW YOURS CAN TAKE FLIGHT TODAY.

FLIGHT OF THE BUFFALO

“These are crazy times in the world's marketplace. They call for bold efforts on the part of business and political leaders. No business leader has been more bold, and few have been more successful, than Ralph Stayer.”

—Tom Peters, bestselling coauthor of In Search of Excellence and Thriving on Chaos

“A book that has the potential to change American business and how it perceives leadership.”

—Business Life

“Extraordinarily articulate…an excellent job of offering specific suggestions about how management can better integrate its overall responsibilities with a more precise focus on the aspirations of colleagues and the desires of customers. This book should help us all flap our wings!”

—Robert Crandall, chairman of American Airlines

“A hell of a book! Lots of great ideas, information, and examples that will turn managers into leaders.”

—Robert J. Kriegel, Ph.D., author of If It Ain't Broke…Break It!

“Whether you run a company or work for one, you'll find FLIGHT OF THE BUFFALO a valuable addition to your business library.”

—West Coast Review of Books

“The best of the new generation of proactive business books that effectively teaches by example and empowers the reader to achieve excellence in any organization.”

—Lester Korn, chairman emeritus, Korn-Ferry International

“A masterful synthesis…compelling…the prescriptions are appropriate to the times and trends, and they are practical.”

—Business Book Review


JAMES A. BELASCO is the author of the bestselling Teaching the Elephant to Dance: Empowering Change in Your Organization and a professor of management at San Diego State University. He has consulted and done research with such organizations as IBM, AT&T, Royal Dutch Shell, Ralston Purina, and Merck.

RALPH C. STAYER is the former CEO of Johnsonville Foods, where his courageous, pioneering innovations made it one of the most progressive and successful employee-run companies in the country—and made Stayer the hero of Tom Peters's management video, The Leadership Alliance. Today, Stayer consults with such organizations as AT&T, Frito-Lay, BMW, and McDonnell Douglas.
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INTRODUCTION

HOW “WE” BECAME “I”

The Blending of Theory and Practice

This book is the product of a unique collaboration. It is written by two authors, reporting their personal leadership experiences. It's about how I (Jim) learned and how I (Ralph) learned, and how that learning led to significant changes in our own leadership style. Change and learning is a personal experience. It happens in the first person. That is one reason why we wrote this book as “I.” This book is also written in the first person by two authors, speaking with one voice because we think and act as one. This introduction is about how “we” became “I.”

This book is also about the coming together of theory and practice. From two different starting points, each of us traveled parallel paths: Jim from the university and consulting arenas and Ralph from the sausage factory floor. We each brought different talents to the table and blended them together to produce this unique book.

Here's the journey each of us has traveled to come to this point.

Jim Belasco's Journey

Working together is tough for me. For thirty of the forty years I've been in business I've done it My Way. I've always known how to do it best—whether it was teach in a classroom, consult with an executive, or run a company. While I was never so overtly blatant, in my mind at least it was “my way or the highway.” That is, until I met Ralph Stayer.

A little background first: Business is in my blood. I've been in businesses for approximately forty years. These businesses included a commission bakery, a self-service dry-cleaning “village,” house moving, residential construction, trailer manufacturing, private education, laboratory instrument manufacturing, a specialty chemical business, and a software and services business. In most of these businesses I was the founder, owner, and manager. The businesses ranged in size from more than $500 million to a few hundred thousand.

Judged by the typical financial criteria, I was successful in all of these businesses. After I learned how to be a different kind of leader, however, several of these businesses were big successes. For instance, using my new employee empowerment leadership paradigm, I grew a commodity specialty chemical business twenty times in seven years, with the highest margins and average employee earnings in the industry. Using a similar leadership system, I grew a software and services business into the largest most profitable company in its market niche.

Of course, I worked all of these businesses alone.

Business was a mystery. I spent a whole lifetime working in business, but until recently couldn't quite figure out how business basics work—or how to make them work for me.

I worked hard, and took my business responsibilities seriously, and worried a lot about why I often didn't get joy out of what I did. I devoted long hours to business—because I thought I had to in order to succeed—and then wondered why I was too tired to enjoy the fruits of my success. I believed that learning was the key to my success, but I couldn't figure out what I needed to learn or how to best learn it.

I learned about profits and Dow Jones averages, but didn't understand what the “bottom line” of business really was. I learned from my studies how to read financial statements, but not how to run a profitable business.

I worked for bosses—and later became one—but never understood what bosses really did, or how to do it better. I sold products, services, and—mostly—myself, but didn't understand what customers really bought, or why or how to get them to buy more at a better price.

I learned that it's possible to put an entire library on a single chip no bigger than your thumbnail, but not why people behaved the way they did in my organization. I watched people travel to the moon but couldn't figure out how to get others to do what I really wanted them to do.

I worked hard to learn the “secrets of success in business.” I took courses, attended seminars, read books, and accumulated degrees. Yet I was hurt and surprised when raw-material prices rose, which sliced my margins, people didn't do what they promised to do, and someone else got the job, the order, or the respect I really wanted (and felt I deserved!). For most of the past forty years business was a mystery to me.

Some more background: I can't get the chalk off my sleeve. I've been a college professor for thirty years, first at Cornell University, then at the State University of New York at Buffalo, and for the past twenty years at San Diego State University. My dad was a high school teacher whose advanced degree work was interrupted by the Depression. I went back to get my Ph.D. and finish what he had started. I originally intended to return to the business world (I was on leave from Sylvania at the time), but, the chalk got on my sleeve and I just couldn't get it off.

I love teaching. Nothing turns me on more than standing in the classroom in the middle of a spirited discussion. I love challenging people to think; to examine new ideas; to question “the way things are.”

I love doing research. It gives me the opportunity to ask questions and seek new answers. My academic training gives me disciplined tools to ask the questions and search systematically for the answers. Besides, at least part of my drive to research is driven by my need to unravel the mystery of business.

In some ways I'm a typical academic. I'm committed to questioning current “truths.” I'm committed to finding new answers. I'm committed to educating people to use whatever I discover to improve their performance. So I love to write, even though it's hard for me, as writing gives me the opportunity to learn and teach. My many research articles and academic books are some of the products of my previous educational efforts.

In some other ways I'm a very atypical academic. I work to practice what I teach, and help others practice it as well. I test my theories in the crucible of real-time experience. My practice orientation is different from that of some of my colleagues.

Even more background: When you teach, speak, and write, as I do, it isn't long before someone comes up and asks you to help him or her do what you've suggested. That happened early in my career. My first consulting assignment was to write job procedures for the owners of a twist drill manufacturing plant. That led to representing the owners in contract negotiations with the Teamsters union. All this thirty-three years ago at the tender age of twenty-three!

Since then I've sat at the right hand of the leaders of such organizations as AT&T, IBM, McDonnell Douglas, Heineken Beer, Royal Dutch Shell, Kellogg's, Ralston Purina, City of San Diego, Daughters of Charity National Health Care Systems, Fokker Aircraft (Holland), Eli Lilly, Royal Dutch Government, San Diego Gas and Electric, Teledyne Ryan, and the Commonwealth of Independent States. I've worked with more than two hundred clients, evolving the performance philosophy and practice you'll read about in this book.

There were many big successes. In a large international computer organization, I helped the country managers and their small to midsize business partners improve the partners’ business performance. The three countries that implemented my program consistently exceeded company growth and profitability levels. I worked with the CEO of a large international beverage company where we improved quality levels 72 percent in two years and raised profit margins 32 percent. I worked with the CEO of a large international service organization to instill a quality and service mentality throughout the 13,000-person work force. The organization was chosen by customers as the “Best in Class” within two years.

Consulting is fun. It's challenging. But most important of all, it's educational. I take what I learn in my consulting and weave it into my classroom activities. I take the best of what I learn working with my clients and teach it to the employee-partners in my business. It works the other way also. I take the best of what I learn in my business and in my research and teach it to my clients. Consulting is primarily an educational experience for both my clients and myself.

As a. professor I studied what worked and didn't work. As owner and manager of my own businesses, I wrestled with what it took to succeed. And as a consultant I coached others to succeed as well. All of this I did on my own, until a shift in my journey twelve years ago, when I heard a story from the speakers’ platform about a 108-year-old man who, having found the new love of his life, had to get married. That story caused me to think about why some organizations consistently perform well, while most shine for a brief time and then sink into mediocrity. In turn, that thinking led to a major research project, the fruits of which were published in my best-selling book, Teaching the Elephant to Dance: Empowering Change in Your Organization, which presented a simple five-step process for implementing major organizational change.

More important than the research and the subsequent book, the story triggered thinking about my own leadership style and behavior. That thinking led to several significant insights into what it takes to successfully lead an organization. I discovered that I as the leader had to change first, before I could get anyone else to change. In most situations, my mental picture of desirable leadership behavior often was the biggest obstacle to my company's success. Only when I learned to examine—and change—my own leadership picture did I really start learning how to be successful. This book reports my insights and struggles as I sought to convert from a traditional leader to letting my employees lead.

Throughout the early years I felt very much alone in my journey. Clients often looked at me with puzzled expressions, like I was talking a foreign language. Students assiduously took notes but had difficulty restating my propositions in words other than my own. “Oh well. That's the way it's supposed to be,” I told myself. After all, teaching, researching, and consulting are solitary tasks; so is running a company.

The vice-president of human resources for one of my clients suggested that I talk to another of his consultants, a gentleman named Ralph Stayer. Ralph was the president of Johnsonville Foods and had been featured in a recent Tom Peters video. The vice-president also sent along a package of information about Ralph. I put the package on the shelf, finally taking it with me to read on an overseas trip after several calls from the vice-president asking for my reactions to the material. I was only marginally interested. My academic cynicism warned me, “What could a sausage maker know?”

But Ralph's material intrigued me. Ralph was doing some very innovative things. Many of his practices closely paralleled what I taught in my classes, advised my clients, and applied in my own business. I called him from England as soon as I got off the plane. After an hour's  conversation, I was convinced that we had a great deal in common. We agreed to meet in a couple of weeks in Long Beach along with our common sponsor, the VP of HR.

I found a soulmate at that Long Beach meeting. Our two paths were amazingly parallel. We were both lone wolves. We struggled with many of the same issues. In another part of the world, far removed from sunny Southern California, Ralph Stayer was busy applying much of what I'd been talking and writing about for years. His was the case study to prove my theory.

But it's a long distance from being on a parallel path and being able to travel the same path together. Eagles don't flock. Lone wolves don't often run together.

After several additional meetings, we decided to work together on a consulting project. One project led to another, which led to another, which led to still others. We worked well together, complementing each other's strengths. Ralph was creative. I was systematic. Ralph could more easily use words to paint a picture. I could more easily write readable prose. Ralph had the practical examples. I had the conceptual framework into which we could fit those examples.

The working-together partnership blossomed. We grew into personal friends. We both had addicted sons, and agonized over how to handle them. I vividly recall walking with Ralph in the dunes in Holland talking about our common pain, wrestling with the question “Can you really fire a family member?” (The answer is in the book.)

Working together was not without its costs. Each of us lost consulting work because of the other. I because my potential client felt that Johnsonville might be competitive. Ralph because his potential client couldn't see a college professor adding any value. Working together also meant that both of us had to stop and think, “How will the other person react to this?” Partnerships require advance thought about the impact of any action on the other person. That's difficult, particularly if you guess wrong.

But working together provided me with a great learning opportunity. Ralph is a great teacher. He is also a great learner. His dedication to learning is a source of personal inspiration.

Because of the great benefits, I wanted very much to build a joint business. So we traveled together, consulted together, and gave seminars together. Our business is very successful today. I keep on learning. I keep on growing. Ralph is my close friend, my compatriot, my consultant, my partner, and my soulmate. We think, speak, and act ac one.

Ralph Stayer's Journey

I have always been a dreamer. One of my dreams was to be a great success in business. Every success I achieved in business changed the size of the playing field, but it never changed the dream. I don't believe that it ever will. The success I've enjoyed is gratifying, but, as I look back, it is nothing compared to what it could have been if not for one thing.

I was always a loner. I had close friends in my personal life but never in business. I was able to give advice to my friends but was never able to take it. I always knew better. I tried to work with others on several businesses but it never worked. I either took control and did it my way or left if I couldn't get control. For years I never got involved in anything I couldn't control. Then I met Jim Belasco.

This introduction is the story of two lone wolves who learned how to form a partnership based on the same principles we espouse in this book—the ability to add value to each other. Jim has already told you his story. This is mine.

I always wanted to be in business, specifically my parents’ business. I grew up in Johnsonville, Wisconsin—population sixty-five. My parents owned several retail stores in neighboring cities and a small sausage factory in Johnsonville that supplied those stores. I lived next to the factory and spent a lot of time there while growing up. I worked there every summer from the time I was fourteen through college. Joining my parents in business was the only career I ever considered.

The business was a retail operation when I joined it in 1965. After several years, it became apparent that we couldn't grow in that business. I decided to focus on running the factory and wholesaling to other retailers. This was the beginning of Johnsonville Foods.

Through the seventies and eighties, Johnsonville grew from a local manufacturer of sausages to a food company with national distribution. Most of this growth was fueled by the same new leadership principles that Jim learned to use in his businesses. They form the subject matter for this book. Just like Jim, I had to relearn most of what I believed to be true about business in order to lead my company. My journey is described throughout this book, so I won't elaborate here.

My journey is about learning. Actually, it's about learning how to learn. This is a skill I didn't acquire in school. I was never a very good student. I didn't see the importance of getting good grades. I learned enough to get into Notre Dame and graduate (another childhood dream), but I certainly didn't set the academic world on fire. I just didn't see the importance.

It was the same in business. I learned what I had to in order to succeed, but I never thought that learning was all that important. My willingness to do whatever it takes to succeed is what fueled Johnsonville's growth. In 1980 I hit the wall. I realized that if I kept doing what I had always done, I was going to keep getting what I was getting. And I didn't like what I was getting. I would never achieve my dream. I could see the rest of my business life being a never-ending stream of crises, problems, and dropped balls. We could keep growing and have decent profits, but it wasn't the success I was looking for.

I had to change to realize my dream. Understanding that things weren't working was the easy part. The hard part was understanding that I was the problem. It was much easier to blame others, the industry, fate—anything but me. Coming to grips with this was a very emotional journey. Seeing myself as the problem required stripping away the veneer of my excuses and rationalizations and getting down to the very core of my existence.

At first, it was a painful process, but I am convinced it was the prerequisite for my learning how to be an effective leader. This kind of learning is also very personal. There are no cookbooks. That is why we wrote this book in the first person. This book isn't about Them. It is about me, it is about Jim, and it is about you.

This learning helped me lead Johnsonville into national prominence in the 1980s. Please don't think that I am taking credit for Johnsonville's success in the last ten years. The people at Johnsonville did that—but it wouldn't have been possible if I hadn't changed.

I had to learn how to listen and really hear.

I had to learn to work with others and trust them.

I had to learn to appreciate their contributions as much as or more than my own.

I had to learn the value of learning and how to systematically accomplish it.

Without this learning, Jim and I would never have become partners. At that first meeting, I would have smiled, talked to Jim, told him what I thought he ought to do, and gone my separate way.

My dream of business success then expanded in the mid-eighties. As I was learning a new way of doing business at Johnsonville, I created a new picture of my future—getting good enough at leadership to be able to coach leaders in other companies. I really enjoyed working with others at Johnsonville and helping them learn. It became far more rewarding for me than managing the business day-to-day. I wanted to work with leaders of large companies where the problems were complex. The odds, however, were not in my favor. For a sausage maker from a small town in Wisconsin, it just didn't seem possible.

My friend Tom Peters changed all that when his book, Thriving on Chaos, and his television special, The Leadership Alliance, brought Johnsonville Sausage to national prominence. People started calling for information. This gave me the opportunity to pursue a consulting career—as an independent, of course.

I have consulted with many companies since then in fields that range from small flower-growing companies to high-tech multibillion-dollar multinational companies. I've worked with military and government leaders. The experience has been invaluable. Like Jim, I translate the lessons learned in my consulting into more effective ways of doing business in my own company.

More important, consulting gave me the opportunity to meet Jim. Jim is a great businessman. He is a great teacher. He is also a vacuum cleaner. He sucks up learning like no one I have ever seen. My nickname for him is “Hoover.” But much more than that, Jim is a soulmate. We traveled parallel paths to our first meeting. We each wrestled with the same issues.

We quickly became each other's sounding board. But talking together isn't enough. Learning comes from doing, not talking. Learning together comes from doing together. We knew we had to work together. Working together deepened and broadened the relationship. When we started working together, we were both on the same page of music, but we were singing harmony. We now hit the same note at the same time. Our clients can't tell whose voice is singing.

The “We” Becomes “I”

“When I close my eyes I can't tell which one of you is talking,” one of our clients said recently. That comment underlines why we wrote this book in the first person “I,” even though there are two authors. Each experience, insight, and learning happened to one of us, but a similar parallel experience also happened to the other. We've blended our different experiences together and produced a new synthesis. That's why “I” is the best representation of the author's perspective.

More of the words on the following pages are Jim's, the product no doubt of all those years of academic experience. More of the word pictures, like the buffalo and the geese, are Ralph's. All of the words, however, were discussed together first, drafted by one of us, and then revised—and revised—and revised again by both of us. Truly it is impossible to say where Ralph Stayer ends and Jim Belasco begins, both in our consulting and in this book.

Therefore, don't waste any effort trying to determine who did what. It isn't important if it was Jim or Ralph. What Jim or Ralph did isn't the point. What you do with what you read in the following pages is what counts. Take these personal experiences and put them to work for you. Let “I” be the dominant first-person voice in your book.

James A. Belasco

Ralph C. Stayer


PART I

OUR PERSONAL LEADERSHIP JOURNEY


CHAPTER 1

The Challenge of Leadership: Our Personal Journey

The Powerless President

The president shifted nervously in his big chair. His youngish face, belying his early fifties age, was creased with worry. His company was greatly admired and mentioned frequently in business magazines. His stock sold at healthy P/E multiples. With his Ivy League training, he was a leading spokesperson for American business. Yet, now his eloquence had deserted him.

He got up, strode to the window, and peered out at the bucolic setting. “Not on my watch,” he said to the huge oak outside his window. ‘This can't happen on my watch.” After an eternity of silent shuffling of feet and clasping and unclasping of hands, he whirled and faced me, steel flashing in his eyes. “I've got five years to retirement. What can I do to make these five years count?”

The challenge was daunting. The company, despite its favorable press, was failing badly. They had lost market share in every single phase of their business and were significantly late in several new product launches. Their cash cow was under attack by the Japanese. Despite their cash hoard and dominant market position, the company was in serious trouble. He saw with crystal clarity the potential danger if the business did not change radically now. The unthinkable could happen on his watch and he did not know what to do. Nothing in his previous experience or training had prepared him to deal with this situation.

This president's problem is all too familiar. Although he sat in the CEO's chair, he was powerless to accomplish the changes he knew had to be made. He saw clearly WHAT had to be done. The management mantra of the nineties was familiar: teamwork, better quality, improved service, faster time to market. He knew them well. He preached them to anyone who would listen. Yet, he was unable to produce any of these vital outcomes in his organization.

He had tried valiantly to effect changes. In the last six years he'd instituted programs designed to stimulate quality, customer service, and teamwork. He'd trimmed the organization, reorganized functional groups into product/customer focused units, and reduced the number of management layers. Yet, he continued to lose market share, competitors continued to beat him to the market, and he'd lost 50 percent of his market value. He just couldn't move his people to do what he knew had to be done.

I know how that president feels. I've sat in the same chair, felt my gut crawl, and felt like throwing chairs through windows in frustration. I know it is easy to talk about being different. It is a lot harder to be different. I also know many other presidents feel very much the same frustration and sense of helplessness.

All leaders face a challenge of leadership. The old models and paradigms no longer work. How leaders develop, and live a new model of leadership, is and will be the critical success factor for most every business. It is for mine.

The Old Leadership Paradigm: The Head Buffalo and the Herd

[image: art]

For a long time, I believed the old leadership paradigm that told me that my job was to plan, organize, command, coordinate, and control. I saw my organization functioning like a herd of buffalo. They looked like the figure above. Buffalo are absolutely loyal followers of one leader. They do whatever the leader wants them to do, go wherever the leader wants them to go. In my company, I was head buffalo.

Originally, I liked that arrangement in my organization. After all, my brilliance built the organization. I wanted people to do exactly what I told them, to be loyal and committed. I loved being the center of power, and I believed that that was the leader's job.

I realized eventually that my organization didn't work as well as I'd like, because buffalo are loyal to one leader; they stand around and wait for the leader to show them what to do. When the leader isn't around, they wait for him to show up. That's why the early settlers could decimate the buffalo herds so easily by killing the lead buffalo. The rest of the herd stood around, waiting for their leader to lead them, and were slaughtered.

I found a lot of “waiting around” in my buffalo-like organization. Worse, people did only what I told them to do, nothing more, and then they “waited around” for my next set of instructions.

I also found it was hard work being the lead buffalo. Giving all the orders, doing all the “important” work took 12-14 hours a day. Meanwhile my company was getting slaughtered out there in the market place because I couldn't respond quickly enough to changes. All this frustrating work as the leader of the buffalo herd was growing old—and making me old before my time.
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The New Leadership Paradigm: A Flock of Geese

Then one day I got it. What I really wanted in the organization was a group of responsible, interdependent workers, similar to a flock of geese, like in the figure above. I could see the geese flying in their “V” formation, the leadership changing frequently, with different geese taking the lead. I saw every goose being responsible for getting itself to wherever the gaggle was going, changing roles whenever necessary, alternating as a leader, a follower, or a scout. And when the task changed, the geese would be responsible for changing the structure of the group to accommodate, similar to the geese that fly in a “V” but land in waves. I could see each goose being a leader.

Then I saw clearly that the biggest obstacle to success was my picture of a loyal herd of buffalo waiting for me, the leader, to tell them what to do. I knew I had to change the pictures to become a different kind of leader, so everyone could become a leader.

Out with the Old, In with the New

Rather than the old head-buffalo leadership paradigm, I developed a new lead-goose leadership paradigm. Crafted in the crucible of realtime leadership experience, that paradigm is built around the following leadership principles:

• Leaders transfer ownership for work to those who execute the work.

• Leaders create the environment for ownership where each person wants to be responsible.

• Leaders coach the development of personal capabilities.

• Leaders learn fast themselves and encourage others also to learn quickly.

This book is about how I became a different kind of leader and many of the lessons I've learned on my journey. It's also about how I transformed every person in my company into a leader in his or her own situation.

It Isn't as Easy as It Looks: The Ved-up Herd

I'd like to tell you that I have achieved perfection: that my geese are off flying now, that every person is a fully functioning leader. Unfortunately, that's not true. While I've made great progress, there's still a long way to go. My own organization is successful. I help other leaders transform their buffalo into geese. With many false starts and stumbling through many bad decisions, I've traveled a rocky road to get where I am now. I am still learning my leadership lessons. So are my dependent buffalo. They are V-ed up as you can see in Figure 3, but they aren't flying yet.

Preview of Coming Attractions
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What follows in the first chapter of Part One is a mid-course summary of the leadership journey. While every situation is different, I begin the book with this summary because I've learned the fundamental principle that every leadership journey is a personal, emotional one, like mine. Changing your leadership paradigm happens first in your gut.

Chapter 2 spells out the insight I realized early and return to often: “In most situations I am the problem.” My mentalities, my pictures, my expectations, form the biggest obstacle to my company's success.

You'll notice that this book is written from a different perspective, and this second chapter spells out that difference. I used to see others as problems. They were the reason my business didn't perform as well as it should. They were the reason my plans never worked as well as I thought they would. My effectiveness as a manager and leader improved dramatically when I learned to see myself as the problem. I learned that when I see performance that is unsatisfactory, the first question to ask is “What is it that I did or didn't do that caused that to happen?” Understanding that I am the problem allowed me to learn how to become the solution. This became the fundamental perspective for my leadership journey and the foundation for everything in the book.

The third chapter lays out the problems I faced in coping with a world very different from that for which my academic and prior experience had prepared me. I was prepared to be the “leader,” to lead the charge up the hill, as Teddy Roosevelt had done so many years ago; to rally the troops with stirring words, as Knute Rockne did with his halftime speeches to “win one for the Gipper”; and to lay out the brilliant strategies that would be extolled in the pages of Fortune and BusinessWeek. Those paradigms no longer worked when I showed up to be the leader. I was ill equipped to handle the realities of leadership in the last decade of the twentieth century. My difficulties in leading with an obsolete paradigm empowered me to see that I was the problem.

Part Two spells out the fundamental leadership principles I learned during my years of wrestling with the task of becoming a more effective leader in the age of intellectual capitalism. These principles became the framework for my journey into understanding and practicing a new paradigm of leadership.

The chapters that follow in Part Two will share the fundamental leadership principles:

• Transfer ownership.

• Create the environment for ownership where each person wants to be responsible.

• Coach the development of personal capabilities.

• Learn faster and encourage others to do the same.

How I learned these principles comprises the second part of the book. Use these principles to take charge of your leadership journey, rather than just letting it happen to you. You can be the skipper of your ship, rather than a storm-tossed victim. You can be the driver of this vehicle called life, rather than just a passenger.

The systematic method I developed for transforming buffalo into geese is the Leading the Journey (LTJ) leadership system. The following model shows the LTJ system. That system forms the framework for Parts Three, Four, Five, Six, and Seven, much as it formed the basis for my own leadership journey.

The journey is fun, and difficult. It is exciting, and tedious. It has moments of euphoria, and moments of deep despair. Perhaps my story will provide guideposts to make your journey a little easier. In this way everyone in your organization can become a leader.

You'll notice that there are persistent themes that appear over and over again throughout the book. These persistent themes sounded the clarion calls for me on my journey. They are the “red threads” that weave my story together. Again and again I came back to the following insights:
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1. In most instances “I am the problem.” My desire to be the head buffalo, my wanting to rescue people, my previous success, all got in the way of successfully handling the current situation. Nothing constructive happened until I recognized me as the obstacle and changed my behavior.

2. The customer is the boss, not the internal organizational boss. For too long I insisted that the person in the corner office had to be served first, with data, with deference, with swift response to requests. We didn't make the progress I knew we had to make until we started serving the customer first.

3. Think strategically. I used to begin with what we could be and then manage forward. We struggled to make inches of progress and usually finished out of the money. It wasn't until I began with what we must be for customers and managed backward from that, that we won gold medals.

4. Practice the intellectual capitalism leadership style. Create the conditions where the intellectual capital holders assume responsibility for delighting their customers. Everyone must be a leader before there's effective leadership in the new organization.

5. Leading is learning. I languished until I realized that learning faster was the key to my survival. Maximizing everyone's learning is the key to my organization's success. My organization didn't soar until everyone became an avid learner.

Watch for these themes. They will reappear throughout the book. Let them become your guideposts as well.

If you're ready to begin the journey, so am I. It will be exciting.

Welcome to the journey of the flying buffalo.

QUESTION: What do I know that just isn't so?

LEADERSHIP SOLUTION: Begin the journey now!


CHAPTER 2

Can the Head Buffalo Become the Lead Goose?

I've faced many difficult decisions in my business career—none more difficult than the one I faced in 1985, as reported in a Harvard Business School case, which began with the following words:

… [he] hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, deep in thought. One of Johnsonville's private label customers—Palmer Sausage—was considering increasing its purchases from Johnsonville by a huge amount … [he] wondered how he should react.

How I handled that decision showed how far I'd grown as a leader, and how much further I needed to grow.

Beginning in 1980, I completely recast my organization. In the next ten years, return on assets doubled, sales increased ninefold, and product and service quality levels significantly improved—all this in a mature, declining industry.

How? I embarked on my personal, emotional journey of changing my leadership behavior. I had loved being the head buffalo. Now, however, I needed to learn how to be a lead goose. Here's my story, told in my own words, written as I lived it. Then, in the OBSERVATION sections I reflect on lessons I've learned during my journey and broader leadership issues. If only I'd known then what I know now …

The Gap

First, some history: In the late 1970s, I was doing business in a traditional way. By conventional measures I was successful. Profits were above average for my industry. So was quality. We averaged 20 percent annual growth. The company was highly regarded.

The financial statements looked healthy. Yet I knew something was wrong, because I observed that my business was operating far below its potential. Every day I saw people being disinterested in their work. They just didn't care. They were careless. They made thoughtless mistakes. They dropped equipment, wasted time and materials, and didn't accept responsibility for much of what they did. They came to work, did what they were told, and went home. They just weren't committed.

OBSERVATION: Many leaders report similar perceptions. They see the huge gap between what they have now and what they know they must have if their business is to survive. They see clearly what needs to be done. They just don't know how to do it.

I had been telling myself, “I can't expect them to be as committed to the company as I am. After all, I own the place. They don't.” Many of my friends expressed a similar rationale. That answer didn't seem right, however. The knot in my stomach wouldn't go away. Neither would the voice in my head telling me, “There must be a better way.”

Moreover, I was worried about competition. I headed a small regional producer. We were strong in Wisconsin, just making inroads into neighboring states, but we were small in comparison to several of our larger national competitors. These larger companies could “out-muscle” us virtually anytime. In any head-to-head competition they could outadvertise us, outprice us, and put us out of business.

In addition to the large national competitors, there were a host of local and regional producers who had the advantage of being small enough to provide superior service and quality to their own local markets. My company was too big to have the advantages of small companies and too small to have the advantages of big ones. I realized the business was vulnerable. If some competitor figured out how to close the huge gap between actual and potential performance before I did, my company could be history.

The Search for the Leadership Recipe

Beginning in the early 1980s, I searched for a recipe book on leadership. I wanted a book of instructions on how to lead people so that they cared about their jobs and their company.

OBSERVATION: The fruitlessness of my search for a leadership recipe was surprising. I discovered the awful truth about leadership—each person must write his or her own personal cookbook.

I spent four years trying to get the people at my company to change. I had a team of consultants come in. After they left, I tried job descriptions; then “management by objectives.” Next came new communications techniques, and then a forerunner of quality circles where I listened to problems and then tried to fix them. These meetings quickly turned into complaining sessions. Then I started changing managers, then compensation plans. You see the picture. If anything, the company's performance grew worse.

By 1982 I was very frustrated and considered selling the business. My business associates said, “Join the club. That's how life is. There isn't any work ethic anymore. People just don't care.” I wasn't willing, however, to give up that easily. I continued pushing my managers and looking for The Answer.

I became an avid seminar attendant and reader. In one seminar, a professor turned on a light for me. He argued that performance was the key to organizational success. Management's job was to establish the conditions under which performance served both the company's and the individual's best interests. That made a lot of sense to me. I hired that professor to become my personal coach and sounding board.

OBSERVATION: Because I encounter many similarly searching executives in my seminar rooms, I know my story is not unusual. Others have come to a similar conclusion after many failed attempts to copy someone else's leadership recipe. Usually, this insight follows huge personal and human costs. An executive must be ready to hear the I-am-the-problem message in order to accept and make use of it.

I Needed a Guide to Make the Journey

The professor insisted that he wouldn't work with me unless I was willing to work with him. Specifically, he asked me whether I was willing to look at myself as the problem, instead of the other people in the company. Initially, this was very difficult for me to accept. After all of my previous frustrations, however, I was ready to consider anything. I agreed.

The professor gave several seminars for me and my management team. In addition, I called him several times a week to discuss specific issues. He helped me think through my new role. He coached me as I guided the senior management people to develop their new ways of thinking.

OBSERVATION: Without this outside help I probably would not have made the transition from head buffalo to lead goose. The day-to-day pressures of running the business continually distracted me from what I wanted to create. I needed someone whose specific job was to help me focus on learning my new leadership role. I needed a coach to continue reminding myself that I was the problem. It is all too easy to fall back into the “fix them” leadership mode because that message is reinforced in most readings and seminar presentations.

I was learning to focus, but the knot in my stomach just wouldn't go away. The carelessness and disinterest I saw moved me to continue my search so I could fix it. I conducted an attitude survey. I was startled when the results showed that we had an employee motivation problem. Something was definitely wrong. I had a small entrepreneurial company with the potential to be above average. The company, however, was only average. We were performing no better than big impersonal companies like General Motors.

At first I didn't want to believe the survey. I looked for all kinds of excuses. The methodology must have been faulty. The questions were poorly worded. To admit that there was an employee motivation problem would mean it was up to me to do something. I had no idea of what to do.

OBSERVATION: It was easier to shrug off the mistakes and poor performance by saying, ‘’That's how it is these days.” What drove me crazy—and drives many other executives to intellectualize rather than actualize change—was the absence of a pat answer to fix the situation. I couldn't escape the unmistakable signs I saw. The carelessness and lack of commitment were too obvious to ignore. The buffalo, milling around, waiting for instructions, were too big to overlook.

The “Fix Them” Mentality

‘Why is there an employee motivation problem?” I asked myself at last. At this stage I was still blind to one of the biggest obstacles—me. Everything I had learned and done up to this point convinced me that if I didn't do it myself, it wouldn't get done right. I saw my leadership job to create the agenda, and then “motivate them” to carry it out. This became a self-fulfilling prophecy—the less I expected of my people, the less they delivered.

My major obstacle at this point was fear about my self-respect. I believed that most of my value as the leader of Johnsonville came from being a decision maker and problem solver: “the man in charge.” I was afraid that I wouldn't have much to do without those aspects of my job. In spite of my belief, to move forward I had to accept on faith that there was far more rewarding and productive leadership work I could do once I freed up the time for it. I needed to learn to take pride in the collective results the company produced, not only in my singular accomplishments.

OBSERVATION: I see myself frequently in leaders with similar “fix them” attitudes. Leaders seek to fix problems—including people problems. Leaders do things to the organization, and the people in it. Much of their own self-worth comes from the actions they do to “fix” the organization.
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