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AMERICA'S TOP EXECUTIVES AGREE…

SACRED COWS MAKE THE BEST BURGERS

“Fun and practical. Shows you how to lead people through a myriad of changes and challenges confronting all of us today. I really enjoyed reading it”

—Ken Blanchard, coauthor of The One-Minute Manager® and Everyone's a Coach

“Kriegel has a special ability to bring into focus the real issues with an entertaining style.”

—Edward F. Staiano, president and general manager, Motorola, Inc., General Systems Sector

“Kriegel and Brandt's fresh perspectives give insight, and the out-lined strategy in SACRED COWS is sure to re-energize your business.”

—Donald L. Pierce, president and CEO, Arby's, Inc. 

“A grand slam of a book! Great ideas, stories, and coaching wisdom that will help your team win, no matter what game you're playing.”

—Tony LaRussa, three-time American League Manager of the Year

“A must-read book for any leader or manager interested in surviving into the next century. As usual, Robert Kriegel is right on target!”

—Gary G. Michael, chairman of the board and CEO, Albertson's, Inc. 

“A must-read, not only for company leaders but for anyone who wants the secret of career success: To get ahead you have to some-times break the rules and forget everything ‘they’ told you to do.”

—Kate White, editor in chief of Redbook and author of Why Good Girls Don't Get Ahead…But Gutsy Girls Do

“A great book! Elevates the technology of change to a new level. Change-Ready people and organizations will lead the race into the twenty-first century.”

—Daniel Burrus, author of Technotrends

“Every small-business owner/operator should insist that his management team read SACRED COWS. The resulting rise in profitability and efficiency will easily be measured on the bottom line…where it counts.”

—Tom Du Pont, chairman, Du Pont Registry magazine

“I really liked my sacred cow burger but think a lot of readers will find theirs to be a little bitter at first but sweeter with every bite. That is a lot like change.”

—Tom Reece, president and CEO, Dover Corporation

“Spotting, rounding up, and slaughtering sacred cows is important work for the leader of any organization. Kriegel [and Brandt have] a unique way of putting their fingers on important and timely ideas and communicating them in a way that makes them sink in and stick.”

—Gregory Faherty, president, Siplast

“Full of ready-to-use ideas! We love it!”

—Stew Leonard, Jr., CEO, Stew Leonard's

“Electric! Rediscovers people as the No. 1 technology and change the vehicle for success. Throw away the textbooks and breathe Kriegel's fresh air.”

—Frank Pacetta, author of Don't Fire Them, Fire Them Up

“Light up the grill. Kriegel [and Brandt] show American business why the old rules no longer apply. To successfully compete in the twenty-first century, this book is a must.”

—Connie Glaser, coauthor of Swim with the Dolphins

“A great follow-up to If It Ain't Broke…BREAK IT! There's no question that the degree of an organization's Change-Readiness fore-shadows its future vitality. [The] focus on the sacred cows of the gatekeepers of change is right where it should be.”

—C. Robert Henrikson, executive vice president, MetLife® 

“A common-sense approach [that] offers practical solutions to effect change.”

—Gregory S. Campbell, executive vice president, Coldwell Banker Corporation

“A great title, an extraordinary book. After reading it, I called a company barbecue to slaughter our sacred cows.”

—Tony Alessandra, Ph.D., author of Non-Manipulative Selling and The Platinum Rule

“At last, a diet book for corporate America. Kriegel shows us that sacred cows are to corporations what cholesterol is to the rest of us. While there is plenty of meat in this trim-the-fat book, if you want to know an effective way to streamline, buy SACRED COWS MAKE THE BEST BURGERS.”

—Jaclyn Kostner, Ph.D., author of Virtual Leadership and CEO of Bridge the Distance, International


ROBERT KRIEGEL, PH.D., a New York Times bestselling author, is a pioneer in the field of human performance and the psychology of change. His latest book was the highly acclaimed If It Ain't Broke…BREAK IT! A former sports psychologist who has coached many Olympic and professional athletes, Kriegel is a commentator on NPR's Marketplace and has done several specials for PBS. Dr. Kriegel has also taught at Stanford's Executive Management program. He currently gives speeches and seminars and does consulting for corporations and associations around the world.

DAVID BRANDT, PH.D., is a bestselling author, nationally known change psychologist, and speaker who coaches Fortune 500 companies in leadership and change management. A leader in executive development, U.S. News and World Report calls him an expert on contemporary psychological issues. Dr. Brandt is on the faculty at the University of California Medical School and cohosted Psychtalk, a popular San Francisco public radio program. He is the author of Don't Stop Now, You're Kittling Me and Is That All There Is?
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To my father, Stanley Brandt, who understood that those who embrace change never get old. His life inspired many of the ideas in this book.

—DB

To Marilyn, my wife, lover, coach, best friend, adviser, business partner, and soul mate, without whom I would be a sacred cow.
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One

Cows and Gatekeepers

sacred cow \'kau\ n, plural sacred cows

1.  a plodding, bovine mammal of numerous stomachs and dubious intelligence regarded in some climes as holy in origin and there-fore immune from ordinary treatment

2.  Business: a. An outmoded belief, assumption, practice, policy, system, or strategy, generally invisible, that inhibits change and prevents responsiveness to new opportunities

They're out there. Herds of sacred cows grazing on your profits and choking off your productivity. Old, mildewed, obsolete ideas that no longer work in a business climate that demands cutting-edge thinking and bold, imaginative solutions. Even ideas that just a few years ago made millions are now staler than last week's sourdough.

Cows trample creative, innovative thinking. They inhibit quick response to change and cost money and time. They roam every-where—in the halls, boardrooms, and offices, and in people's minds. Sometimes they're obvious, other times invisible, simply background like the wall behind a Rembrandt.

Yet many organizations continue to worship their sacred cattle. They're afraid to abandon what once made them successful, and they extract a heavy fine from those cow hunters who would “pastureize” them.

Remember the classic “cows” from the last few decades: the 40 hour workweek, job security and the 25-year gold watch, retirement at age 65, management by objectives, command-and-control organizations, top-down decision-making, single-paycheck households.

CORPORATE WEATHER REPORT

In a stable environment, sacred cows have a long half-life. What worked yesterday will work today and probably tomorrow. But that's not what is going on out there. It's hurricane season for American business. Winds of change are barreling in from all directions. Competition is tougher than ever and coming from places you least expected. The customer is more sophisticated and demanding. Technological changes are incessant. Government regulations are tougher. And everyone is restructuring, reorganizing, reinventing, downsizing, outsourcing—all at an ultrasonic pace.

Don't look for a safe harbor to wait out the storm, because these winds are unrelenting. If anything, they're getting stronger and coming faster, blowing the shutters off corporate headquarters and small businesses alike.

The weather report? More of the same.

LOOKING BACK THREE YEARS

To get an idea of the speed of change, try this exercise: Look back on your job three years ago. Remember what you used to do and how you did it. Whom did you work for and with? Who were your competitors? What technologies did you use? How was your organization structured? What about the size of your workload?

On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate the level of change that has occurred in this relatively short time? Over 80 percent of the people in our programs rate changes at work between 7 and 10. And there are always a few 12s and 15s!

Now project three years into the future. How would you rate the changes you think will occur in that period of time?

Future changes will be bigger and come faster because the rate of change grows exponentially, not incrementally. So get ready for the storm of your life. The hurricane season has just begun.

FAD OF THE MONTH

American business isn't just watching from the bunkhouse as this storm shakes up everything and everybody. New programs, processes, and strategies have been introduced to help you keep ahead of these changes and eliminate sacred cows. In fact, they're emerging almost as fast as the changes themselves.

Everywhere you go you hear the latest buzzwords: reengineering, total quality, virtual teams, “horizontal” corporate structures…

WHY CHANGE FAILS

Most of these strategies look good, sound great, and make sense—on paper. The problem lies in implementation. When it's time to turn these ideas into action, trouble begins.

Says reengineering guru Mike Hammer, “Coming up with the ideas is the easy part, but getting things done is the tough part. The place where these reforms die is…down in the trenches.”1

The result: Though it's predicted that U.S. corporations will spend $34 billion on reengineering,2 most efforts will flop. “Reengineering is not a bed of roses…. Some statistics say seven out of ten reengineering initiatives fail,” notes Leo Lewis, president of the Tandy Computer Users Group.3 And a recent study by consulting giant McKinsey found that a majority of companies researched achieved less than a 5 percent change due to reengineering.4

TOTAL QUALITY ISN'T

TQM (total quality management) was supposed to be the elixir of the eighties. It didn't turn out that way. Surveys indicate that two-thirds of American managers think TQM has failed in their companies. And the number of applicants vying for the Malcom Baldridge Award, the Holy Grail of quality, has fallen sharply since its peak year in 1991.5

“The ‘Q’ word has become cheap currency,” says David Snediker, vice president for quality at Battelle Memorial Institute. “I wish I could think of a new title, a new name for my office, and start over.”6

LIP SERVICE

“You name it and we've tried it: total quality, reengineering, empowerment, independent work teams. We've done them all, and at all levels,” an executive for one of the major chemical companies told us. “If you gave our managers a test on these theories, they'd pass with flying colors.

“But if you look around our plants, we're still operating pretty much the same way we did ten years ago. Same structures, same top-down culture. Nothing much has changed except our terminology. Can you blame me or the workers for being cynical when some new panacea comes down the pike?”

The president of a small electronics distributor who supplies major high tech manufacturers says, “I sell to the people who are the case studies you read about in all the books and magazines. They're always talking about teamwork with the suppliers, working together, all that stuff.

“What a lot of crap! They beat us up, constantly berate us, threaten us, push us, and try to wring us dry. I don't call that team-work.” But they sure look good on paper.

We've seen this same phenomena in hundreds of companies: people giving lip service to change, using all the right words and phrases, signs on all the walls, bells and whistles everywhere. In other words, a lot of talk.

But usually not a lot of change.

THE GATEKEEPERS OF CHANGE

The question is, Why? If these processes are so well conceived, why don't they work as promised? What is the problem in turning these ideas into effective action? The answer is people.

People are the gatekeepers of change. They have the power to breathe life into a new program or kill it. If they're excited and positive; it's open sesame. If they're not—and that's most of the time—it's clang! The gate's slammed shut in your face.

People's resistance to change, says Mike Hammer, is “the most perplexing, annoying, distressing, and confusing part” of reengineering.7

The reason that three fourths of reengineering efforts fail, emphasizes leadership consultant Joan Goldsmith, is that “the focus of change is on work processes, new technology…and decentralized services rather than on the people who must implement change. Enabling executives, managers, and employees to shift long-held behavior patterns [sacred cows] is an intense and complex task. And most organizations avoid or ignore it.”8

CHANGE HAS NO NATURAL CONSTITUENCY

Management consultants who deal with companies in transition know that the “people” part of change is critical. And that it is most often overlooked and undervalued.

“The ability and willingness of individual employees to change is the key factor limiting an organization's ability to reinvent itself,” says Erika Andersen, the head of Proteus International, an organizational development firm with many Fortune 500 clients. “Change is personal…. Forceful leadership can accomplish only so much. The shift from machine-age bureaucracy to flexible, self-managed teams requires that lots of ordinary managers and workers be psychologically prepared….”9

Terry Neill, a partner at Andersen Consulting, the number-one U.S. company in computer-systems integration, says, “A new computer system spreads confusion, doubt, and stress. The hardware may work, the software may work, but the system won't work if the people who are supposed to use it don't cooperate.”10

The head of the change-management division at another major consulting company concurs. “Change is rarely accepted readily. We have installed terrific systems, great strategies, cutting-edge technologies. We've done reengineering and quality programs. But they never seem to live up to expectations.

“Why? Because when you get right down to it, people are the obstacles. The key to the success of any new process, system, or strategy is implementation. And that's about people. People have to execute. They have to support the new system or it will go nowhere. Processes are easy, people are tough. It's been my experience that people naturally resist change.”

DINOSAURS DON'T DANCE

Why don't people embrace change? For starters, change is uncomfortable, unpredictable, and often seems unsafe. It's fraught with uncertainty and always looks harder than it is. What if it doesn't work, we ask ourselves. Or, What if I can't learn the new skill, or fit in with this new team in this new place on this new project?

Change brings us face-to-face with the unknown, and that evokes our worst imagined fears: We'll be fired, humiliated, criticized. So we dig in our heels.

People resist change in all kinds of ways. They resist actively, passively, consciously and unconsciously, by sabotage and subterfuge. They resist it rationally, emotionally, and sometimes spiritually.

An internal survey of 1,200 top managers at IBM, taken after the company had already fallen from grace, showed that 40 percent still didn't accept the need for change.11 We don't know where those people have been living, but we know where they're heading: Jurassic Park.

CEO Gerstner has struggled mightily to cut costs, develop new strategies, and improve customer focus. But his toughest battle is with this entrenched patriarchal culture. It's tough to get dinosaurs to dance.

ATTENTION-DEFICIT DISORDER

Management guru Tom Peters stresses that the last 25 years have been about technological advances transforming the workplace. The next 25 are about people catching up with them.

Well, if they're going to catch up, they're going to need some help, and from the looks of things they'll be hard pressed to find it. A Gallup poll reported that 75 percent of American business leaders are not well prepared to manage change.12

Hammer says that most reengineering efforts crash in flames, shot down by people's reluctance to go along and by management's—especially top management's—ineptitude and fear.13

Another reason: the big boys' love affair with the “magic bullet” approach—chasing one new fad after another without fully committing to any. “I sometimes wonder if the people at the top of most big U.S. corporations are afflicted with attention-deficit disorder,” remarks change consultant Barry Spiker.14

KISS OF YES

Many organizational theorists argue that if you introduce a clearly delineated change with a convincing rationale and attractive rewards, employees will get on board…eventually. Don't worry about pockets of resistance. Fire the troublemakers or make their lives miserable.

We've seen workers fight change for months and years because they didn't understand it, were afraid of it, or didn't see it as being in their self-interest. It's naive to assume that the bulk of the workforce will come around. Even when resistance seems to disappear, most often it's just gone underground and will surface when you least expect it.

“Most dissenters won't stand up and shout at you that they hate what you are doing to them and to their comfortable old ways,” says Fortune magazine's Ann Fisher. “Instead they will nod and smile and agree with everything you say—and then behave as they always have.” Hammer calls this “vicious compliance, or the kiss of yes.”15

Companies that make wholesale changes without addressing the complex system of thoughts, feelings, and wishes that constitute a human being are going to end up with a lot of heel dragging and silent sabotage. “Unless decision-makers are willing to acknowledge and address the full range of reactions to change, including the ones that are not rational, reengineering is an interesting theory and nothing more,” notes Fisher.16

FROM RESISTANCE TO READINESS

How can we get our people on board, get them to be positive about change and proactive? This is the most common question asked us by organizations large and small.

It's not magic done with mirrors. And it's not FedEx, delivered overnight. Change is a process that is both exciting and difficult, and resistance to it is natural and should be expected. The key is to turn resistance into what we call Change-Readiness.

Change-Readiness is an attitude that is

•   open and receptive to new ideas;

•   excited rather than anxious about change;

•   challenged, not threatened, by transitions;

•   committed to change as an ongoing process.

Change-Readiness is taking actions to

•   anticipate and initiate change;

•   challenge the staus quo;

•   create instead of react to change;

•   lead rather than follow (the competition, the customer, and the industry).

Individuals and organizations that are good react quickly to change.

Individuals and organizations that are great create change.

FIVE STEPS

This book will show you how to coach yourself and your people to be Change Ready so that your organization can respond quickly to the challenges and opportunities of the twenty-first century.

There are five steps in this process:

1. Rounding up Sacred Cows

Challenging your well-worn beliefs, assumptions, and practices and identifying those that have outlived their usefulness

2. Developing a Change-Ready Environment

Creating an environment in which people are more open to innovation and new ideas

3. Turning Resistance into Readiness

Coaching yourself and others to recognize and overcome the four resistances to change

4. Motivating People to Change

Getting people excited about change and motivated to act

5. Developing the Seven Personal Change-Ready Traits

Cultivating the personal characteristics needed to thrive in a changing environment

SACRED-COW HUNTING

In the next chapter we've identified a number of outmoded beliefs and practices to get you started on step one: the sacred-cow hunt. Our list of cows is only a beginning, but it will give you some ideas for thinning out your own herd. Happy hunting!

[image: art]


Two

The Paper Cow

SACRED PROMISE

Welcome to the information age. Remember its promise? The paperless office. Know anyone who's got one? Most people's desks look like they've been hit by a paper avalanche. Would you believe that since 1983 shipments of office paper have increased by 51 percent?1

Computer technology has given us instant and cheaper access to more and more information. So naturally that's what we think we want. But what do we get? More information than we need and certainly more than we read. We are suffocating in that avalanche of paper, much of which just gets filed…unread.

And most of those reports, proposals, printouts, projections that take so much time to do end up in the round file, the one under your desk.

INCOMING HERDS

A vice president at a major telecommunications company showed us a study that measured the number of incoming messages received in a given period. On average, people got over 90 hours' worth of “stuff” to read each week! And only 20 percent of that was electronic. The rest of it was on paper. The same study showed that despite all the advancements in information technology, the amount of paper received today had not been reduced from ten years ago. “The paper flow hasn't been lightened at all. People don't trust the technology. They're printing out their E-mail and filing it,” said the vice president.

Ninety hours? That's about 14 hours a day 7 days a week just to read your correspondence. “How do you handle it?” we asked her.

“I've developed a system,” she responded. “I have three piles. The first are things I pass on to my staff. The second is urgent stuff that I do right now. The third and biggest pile are things I can take care of later, when I have time.”

Knowing no one has the time to catch up, we asked her what she did with that pile. Grinning, she told us, “When it gets too big I just sweep it into the basket! If it's important enough it'll come back again as urgent and then I'll put it into my second pile.”

Her strategy isn't atypical. People don't read most of their mail. The plant manager of a major chemical company told us that he never reads his. “Hell, if something is important enough, the message will be taped to my door. Then I'll read it.”

Rush report.

The chief information officer of a Big Five accounting firm told us that the company was spending $600,000 a year on a major bi-monthly report sent out to all partners and clients. A sacred-cow hunt showed that some of its information was unnecessary or could be disseminated in other ways. The cost of the report was reduced to $75,000.

The CIO was pleased with the savings, but he was still troubled by the FedEx bill of $45,000. The report was time sensitive so the company sent it same-day delivery. We asked him whether people read the report the minute they received it. If they didn't, why not send it second-day FedEx and cut costs in half?

He laughed. “Not read these reports the day they get them? Wait until the second day? You obviously don't know this business. Hell, I bet that ninety percent of those things never get read at all.”

RED TIME/GREEN TIME

“About forty percent of my day is red time,” Chris Brown, a regional sales manager for a super regional bank, told us. Red time is Brown's term for the time he spends doing what he calls housekeeping and clerical chores: call reports, monthly forecasts, account information reports, zone plans, expenses, etc. “The rest is green time—time spent with the client, which is what we are paid for. Green time is action time that brings in the green.” Like many other managers, Brown complains that excessive paperwork causes his people to spend too much time in back of their desks rather than in front of the client.

A study among several divisions at the bank confirmed his objection. It showed that sales staff were using almost 35 percent of their day on red-time activities.

A paper-cow hunt decreased the red time to 20 percent and resulted not only in an increase in sales, but also in higher morale.

We gave the bank three questions to ask to determine whether paperwork was increasing their red time:

•   Does the paper provide value to the client in terms of improving quality or service?

•   Does the paper improve productivity or cut costs?

•   Does anybody read the damn thing and, more important, does anyone act on it?

If you don't get a yes to any of these questions, you've got a paper cow in your herd.

Below are some examples of other paper cows. You'll probably notice some that look familiar. In our sacred-cow hunts we usually find that 50 percent of a company's paperwork could be eliminated without the slightest disruption in business.

Starving paper cows.

One of the paper cows we identified at a Fortune 50 high-tech client's cow hunt was a 10-column monthly financial report that had been done as long as anyone could remember. That's a first clue that something is a sacred or paper cow. The longer some practice has been in effect, the more likely it's outdated.

The report took a corps of people a lot of time to prepare, and because it went to the management committee it had to be reviewed and rechecked for accuracy. Also because it went to the management committee, no one wanted to challenge its necessity.

At a sacred-cow hunt one courageous soul suggested that two of the columns were really no longer needed. The information they contained was outdated and now irrelevant. Everyone agreed. So, with more than a little trepidation, the manager sent it out with eight columns. And waited…

No response.

Emboldened by the lack of reprimand, two other employees spotted a number of duplications. The manager took a deep breath, and sent it upstairs with six columns, and waited…

No response.

“Maybe there's no one out there,” said one staffer. “Let's find out!” said another. “Why don't we prepare it but not send it out this month and see what happens?” Everyone agreed.

No response again.

They didn't send it out the following month either. Or the month after. When they finally did release the thing, it had only four columns and was titled “The Quarterly Report.”

This time they got a response…from the chief operating officer: “Great report. Simple, clear, to the point. Keep up the good work!” And they did. In fact, the COO announced that their new format should be the standard for every other department.

All this led the division to place a cowbell in its offices, to be rung any time someone spotted a sacred cow. They even handed out cowboy hats every month. Operating costs in that division were reduced 18 percent, while morale soared.

Daily trouble.

“See this report?” the chairman of a large healthcare company asked me, holding up about four thick inches of printout. “With our new computer system, we get this information every day,” he explained, beaming. 

“We know what is going on in every one of our branches at every level, from daily expenses to the volume of sales. With this kind of detail we can keep tabs on everything and everyone so we can spot a problem before it becomes one. Or we can quickly take advantage of an opportunity.”

We were impressed. But in the six weeks we worked with the executive committee and senior management, we never saw anyone read that report or even refer to it. On a hunch, we asked one of the secretaries what she did with the report. “Oh”—she laughed and gestured with a wave of her hand—“we just file it.”

Jones signed it.…

One software manufacturer routinely required its salespeople to get 13 approvals before they sent in bids for government contracts. Everybody had to sign off on it: Engineering, R&D, Manufacturing, Accounting, Marketing, Legal, maybe even Legal's mother-in-law. The process took weeks. And if one person threw it back, the whole process had to start over again.

The sales staff hated the system, not only because of the time involved but because of how helpless they felt. A cow hunt revealed that 7 of 13 staffers never read the paperwork.

Their typical response: “Oh, Jones signed it. He knows about this project; I trust him.” And if you asked Jones, he'd probably tell you “Oh, Smith signed it. He knows about this project; I trust him.”

What was probably true was that the only one who read the bid was the guy who wrote it. Within three months we got the process down to one signature by giving each of the salespeople responsibility and accountability for their own contracts. Sales increased by 18 percent.

PURCHASE PROBLEMS

Long and tedious approval procedures account for a significant part of the paper avalanche. We have talked with many managers with $500,000 budgets who have to get three sign-offs for a $150 purchase. It costs more to get the approval than it does to buy the needed equipment and supplies. Many managers faced with having to go through this hassle simply elect to forgo the purchase. And the company loses because its equipment doesn't get upgraded.

And what do all these obligatory authorizations say about trust and responsibility in the workplace? What message do they send employees?

Often the need for approvals doesn't even come from the top but from some scared CYA (cover-your-ass) middle manager. During a sacred-cow hunt at Greyhound Financial Corporation, one of the managers brought up the RFPs (requests for purchase). CEO Samuel Eichenfield was shocked. “Why do we have those?” he said. “As of today we don't anymore.” The audience cheered.2

BURN THE BULLETINS

Another paper problem results from a company's obsessive concern with rules and procedures. Some businesses spend more time focusing on how a decision should be made than on making it. One of the major fast-food outlets had a 900-page rule book that spelled out the specifics of how to handle any problem that might arise. “Oh, that monstrosity,” one manager commented. “I use it for a doorstop.”

A major retailer compiled a whole library of bulletins spelling out problem-solving procedures. “You'd spend more time looking up the bulletin than it would take to make the damn decision and get on with it. Hell, you need a degree in library science just to find the rule. I think we'd be faster and better if we just burned up all those bulletins,” says a store manager.

Forms, files, and folly.

When IBM was selling its Lexington operation and the rest of its laser printing, typewriter, and office supplies business to Lexmark, the new company went through drawers and drawers of forms evaluating them for future use. Greg Survant, a manager in printer development, says the information required to justify an engineering change was cut from 58 items to 24.

And then the engineers investigated who had needed all that information in the first place. “You couldn't even find anyone who knew,” said Survant. “That's the crazy thing. Nobody even remembered.”3

ROUTING TO OBLIVION

Almost as bad as the interminable sign-offs is the endless routing that goes on with every memo or report. If you have even a remote connection to the subject or if you happen to be sitting next to someone who does, it gets routed to you.

Many companies have standard routing lists in their software, so after you write something, you just press a button and presto, everyone on the list gets it. No thinking involved.

A friend who is the assistant to the mayor for a major U.S. city received a routed memo from the mayor requesting an immediate response. She panicked. The memo had gotten overlooked at the bottom of her in-box and was now three weeks old. Her mind was racing to come up with a reasonable excuse when it struck her that no one had called to ask why she hadn't responded. So she quickly and quietly trashed it…and never heard anything more about the issue.

TIME MISMANAGEMENT

A CFO gave the following rough time allocations for his financial organization:

•   About 15 percent on various forms of statutory-compliance reporting (audit, tax sec, ERISA, etc.)

•   About 20 percent on ongoing or one-time project analysis that clearly adds substantial value to line organization efforts

•   About 65 percent on maintaining, updating, and operating internal financial systems that add little value if any to line organization efforts



Change-Ready Thinking

If it doesn't

•   add value to the customer

•   increase productivity

•   improve morale it “moos”!




Three

The Meeting Cow

Are you lonely? Working on your own? Hate making decisions? Hold a meeting! You can see people, draw flow charts, feel important, impress your colleagues—all on company time.

Meetings have become the practical alternative to work. People aren't at their desks anymore, no one's answering the phone, no one's doing any actual work because they're all in meetings. Staff meetings, client meetings, goal-setting meetings, “everybody on the same page” meetings, meetings to jump-start the project, meetings to wind down the project, conferences, committees—you get the point. Managers spend 40 to 60 percent of their time sitting around talking to each other.

“It feels like all I do is go to meetings,” one insurance executive told us. “The only time I get any real work done is after five, when everyone's gone home.”

MARATHON MEETINGS AND COLOSSAL CONFERENCES

Then there are the marathon meetings and conferences held out of the office. The conventional wisdom at these events is “The more information, the better.” People are stuck in their seats from 8 A.M. to at least 5 P.M. listening to sales managers, marketing directors, CEOs, COOs, CFOs, and CIOs with all sorts of charts, overheads, and videos. A motivational speaker to pump up the troops is usually part of the dog-and-pony show.

After cocktails and dinner, another speaker. By this time the group is so totally brain-dead that they couldn't distinguish Jack Welch from Raquel.

And that's just the first day. Ten hours later it starts all over again with a schedule that makes Parris Island look like Club Med. By the end, participants' eyes are glazed and their minds numb from all the information, most of which goes in one ear and out the other.

FROM HERE TO ETERNITY

Remember Milton Berle's classic line about committees? “They keep the minutes and lose the hours.” One of the reasons that meetings often take so long is that decisions are made by consensus. Consensus is great in theory but in practice it often results in endless meetings, conversations, and committees before everyone gets on board.

Time is the currency of the nineties, and consensus takes forever. Long meetings are costly and take employees away from billable and client-servicing activities. These days decisions must be made quickly and decisively. Trying to get everyone on board is a time-consuming luxury many businesses can't afford.

Big Blue in the red.

In his scathing book Big Blues: The Unmasking of IBM, Wall Street Journal reporter Paul Carroll says that at least one important reason for IBM's fall was its insistence on consensus. Any time an employee “nonconcurred,” to use IBM's tortured lingo, the decision got kicked upstairs to yet another meeting.

“Nonconcurrence” was also a problem for Digital Equipment, the nation's second largest computer maker, which is now struggling to reverse the billion-dollar losses of the last few years. Digital called its brand of consensus “matrix management.”

Matrix management was a corporate policy that required consensus decision-making. It meant interminable meetings, decision delays while tracking down input from someone in engineering, marketing, sales, or manufacturing. It also meant that Digital could not respond quickly or flexibly to new circumstances in an industry known for overnight changes. Matrix management is good alliteration but bad business practice, according to Digital president Robert B. Palmer, who pronounced the matrix idea dead in 1994.1

Organizations that thrive on change find decision by committee to be anathema. In PepsiCo's freewheeling culture a committee is defined as a “dark alley down which ideas are led…and then strangled.”2
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LOWEST COMMON DENOMINATOR

To get out of all those interminably long, synapse-dulling “time wasters,” many people will compromise their best ideas to reach quick agreement. And who can blame them? They're already tired and antsy. Getting out of there, even with an uninspired solution, is preferable to a drawn-out struggle to achieve a breakthrough idea. Especially when you've got two more meetings that day.

When priority is on getting back to your desk, not on reaching the best solution, the quality of thinking suffers and you get watered-down potato soup rather than nouvelle cuisine.

Bill Gates's numbering system.

Before his astronomic rise, when Bill Gates was just a fledgling computer hacker, he worked with IBM executive James Cannavino to create an operating system for the company's new PC. Apparently, Cannavino was as fond of talking as he was of meetings, and he would spend a significant part of each encounter making small talk and droning on about IBM's values.

This would drive Gates crazy. He imagined himself telling Cannavino that instead of going on about IBM's great customer service he should just designate it Number 13, and call out the number so Gates would know it was time for the spiel.

“And for every one of those gibberish slogans, we can also get little numbers,” Gates would imagine himself saying. “There are a lot of little integers available. We'll just tighten these meetings up. You know, Cannavino, if you want to talk about how you're going to save the U.S. educational system, okay, we've heard that story. That's a good fifteen-minute one. That can be number eleven.”3

TIME LIMITS AND VERTICAL REQUIREMENTS

Gates isn't the only one who hates nonproductive meetings. Most people identify them as a problem but don't know how to put this sacred cow to pasture.

We asked one of our clients about the effectiveness of its weekly 11/2-hour staff meeting. Participants usually came late and spent a lot of time schmoozing in the halls. Most felt restless after about forty-five minutes, and everyone admitted that productivity and clarity slipped markedly after this point.
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We suggested an obvious solution: forty-five-minute meetings. After serious objection from the manager, who was convinced he'd never get through the full agenda, they tested the idea. It worked fabulously. People came on time, stopped the premeeting chitchat, and kept closer to the agenda. Everyone agreed they got more done in forty-five minutes than in an hour and a half.

Meetings are a lot like the hot air they produce: They'll expand or contract to fill the space available. If you're scheduled for an hour and a half, people will fill up that time. Shorten the meeting and generally the same amount of work gets done.

Vertical Meetings

Companies like Corning Glass, Equitable Life Assurance, and Johnson & Johnson noticed that people got too comfortable in meetings and they were going on too long. So they removed the chairs! Everyone had to stand up. The average time of those vertical meetings was cut drastically. So were the number of meetings.

Meeting Meters

The meeting mess has gotten so bleak that someone's actually started an organization to deal with it. At Bernie DeKoven's Institute for Better Meetings in Palo Alto, California, they devote themselves to creating technologies that make meetings more efficient.

Among other things, the institute has developed the software for a “meeting meter” that measures the actual cost of a meeting based on participants' salaries, room and equipment rentals, plus miscellaneous expenses. It looks like a taxi meter and can even make the same clicking noises as the dollars run up. The number crunchers in the backroom love it! An extra option: When a meeting's costs exceed what it figures to produce, a buzzer goes off. Using that device, DeKoven reports some of the shortest meetings in history.

One company used the meter to see how much time people spent waiting for everyone to show up. They found that meeting delays increased costs by about 15 percent.

Sometimes the savings are even greater. An international consulting company estimated that its weekly video conference, attended by all partners at all offices, cost $6,500 per minute, or over $1.5 million per month. Needless to say, those meetings are less long winded these days. Says DeKoven, “The ‘meeting meter’ is a conversation piece. It's a silly device growing out of a serious premise: helping people to start thinking about the value of meetings.”4

NOTES ON THE BIG SCREEN

Another technique for improving meetings is to use a technographer to type notes on a computer attached to a big screen. By regularly making sure participants agree with the notes, the technographer keeps everyone focused on what has been done, and a sense of collaboration emerges.

DeKoven points to a meeting he conducted for Time Warner and Sega. “Traditionally it would have been a high-anxiety dog-and-pony show.” But with everyone watching and commenting on the screen, the adversarial attitude disappeared. And when the meeting ended participants got an immediate printout of what had occurred. They knew right away if they'd just wasted an afternoon.5



Change-Ready Thinking

Halve your meeting time and double your productivity.
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The Speed Cow

Remember the White Rabbit in Alice's Adventures in Wonderland? He was always racing here and there, jabbering nonstop about how late he was. Well, it's the roaring nineties and we've all become White Rabbits, dashing around, trying to do more in less time. Only this is no fairy tale.

These days we walk fast, talk fast, drive fast, think fast, even diet fast. Time is at a premium, and most of us are afflicted with hurry sickness.

Yet despite the scrambling, we're always a little behind and forced to play an unrelenting game of catch-up.

SPEED TRAP

The high-speed gear is really a high-speed trap. When you've got the pedal to the metal all the time, you catch the “gottas”—the latest stress disease:

•   I gotta make the deadline.

•   I gotta prepare for the meeting.

•   I gotta make my quota.

•   I gotta read this, write that, review something else.

•   I gotta check my voice mail, E-mail, real mail.

•   I gotta make calls, check overheads, prepare the presentation.

•   I gotta fix this, fax that, finish both.

•   I gotta pick up the kids, do the shopping, make dinner.

•   I gotta make this traffic light.

•   I gotta_____________________________(You fill it in.)
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A lifestyle study of over 5,000 people found that 90 percent were stuck in the speed trap. The other 10 percent were probably lying or working for the government.

HIDDEN COST

Not surprisingly, living in the fast lane produces enormous stress, which eventually affects health and productivity. Stress-related health-insurance claims by white-collar workers soared 700 percent in the eighties. Still, many people seem willing to pay the price.

Disabilities and accidents caused by stress due to speedups have already cost U.S. industry $100 billion a year, says Richard Riordan in his highly acclaimed book Stress and Strategies for a Lifestyle Management.1

But there are also hidden and more far reaching costs. Stress is residual and builds up during the day. It doesn't suddenly disappear when you walk in the front door and kick off your shoes. You can't work like a lion or lioness, rushing and roaring all day, and suddenly transform yourself into a soft, caring, and sensitive parent or spouse. You're more likely to bite your dog, snap at your kid, and growl at your partner. Stress is not only harmful to your health, it's also bad for your relationships. Is it any wonder the divorce rate runs around 50 percent?

QUALITY NOSEDIVES

And there is an additional twist. The reason we're racing along at this dangerous clip is to increase our productivity and profits. Yet exactly the opposite happens.

One of the most critically important business issues of the last decade is quality. Nothing less than the best is expected and accepted. “Good enough” isn't. Programs like TQM (Total Quality Management) are as popular as Elvis T-shirts at Graceland.

But what happens to quality when you're in a hurry? You make more mistakes…dumb ones, careless ones. Racing to get to a meeting, you leave some notes in your office. Pushing to finish a proposal, you write the numbers in the wrong columns. Or you quote from the old price list, forget to write a meeting on your calendar, spell the client's name wrong, or, worse, send some important message to the wrong person. It's not that these tasks take any brainpower. It's just that when you're rushing you get sloppy. And there's no time to double-check your work.

At a rehearsal for a major sales conference, the director of marketing realized that in his rush to get everything done in time, he'd brought the wrong set of slides. Sound familiar? Panicking, he called his secretary and told her to send the right ones no matter the cost. He got them…$350 later. These kinds of errors may not seem costly, but they quickly add up.

Beer bust.

Small mistakes have a way of producing big ramifications. During a major campaign to reduce costs at a national brewery, an engineer figured out how to cut in half the time it took to brew a batch of beer—a major cost savings. Everyone was excited!

So they hoisted it up the flagpole to see if any of the other departments might shoot it down. None did. The new product got universal head nods. Next step: an expensive promotion campaign. Management saw the chance to outflank the competition in the rough-and-tough beer wars.

Shipments were rushed to market as the huge ad campaign broke. In-store displays touted the beer's quality at an affordable price. People responded initially by buying the stuff in droves. It was only then that the company realized that in its haste to get to market, it forgot to do one simple thing: taste it! Had they taken the time to sit down and down a few, maybe they wouldn't have been in such a rush.

Overcooked shrimp and chewy rice.

General Mills also moved too fast in its ambitious efforts to establish the first nationwide chain of sit-down Chinese restaurants. China Coast, which first appeared in Indianapolis, bore all the telltale signs of the speed trap. The iced tea was cloudy, pan-fried dumplings arrived without the sauce, the shrimp was overcooked, and the steamed rice was chewy. Even the bill was wrong.2 “It's a direct result of expanding too fast and having our operations weak,” says Joe R. Lee, vice chairman at the Minneapolis-based company, which also owns the Red Lobster and Olive Garden chains. “We expanded China Coast four to five times faster than we'd done with Olive Garden…. We were trying to build on our expertise.” But moving too fast also means disorganization and sloppy preparation. “We didn't put enough effort into the training,” admits Lee.3

SERVICE SUFFERS

Whether we admit it or not, we're all in the service business and most of us have two sets of customers: the consumer and the people within our own organization whom we need to sell or satisfy. The way we treat those inside customers influences the way they treat the end user.

There are countless ideas and theories about good service. Consultants make it sound like rocket science, but it's really very simple: Service is about relationships. It's about connecting with human beings—understanding their concerns, challenges, interests, and needs—and offering something of value to assist them.

We were created to be perfect at this, blessed with the right equipment in the right proportions: two eyes, two ears, and one mouth.

But when you're in a hurry, it's as if you have nine mouths and no eyes or ears. There's no time to listen and respond. There's no opportunity to clarify, restate, and summarize. Good communication takes time. Building trust takes time. Standing in someone else's shoes takes time.

A hard-driving executive for a national public accounting firm complained to us about how his administrative staff was always making mistakes. “I tell them what to do,” he said, “but they never seem to get it right. I'm beginning to think it's intentional. Sometimes I'd rather just do the work myself.”

When we interviewed his staff we got another picture. “He's always in a rush,” said a secretary. “He throws things at you with almost no explanation. He's impatient and makes you feel his time is too precious to go over tedious directions. Then he expects you to do a perfect job. Well, we're not mind readers. We can't know what he wants. If we make mistakes it's because he hasn't told us what we need to know to do the job.”

CREATIVITY AT THE SOURCE

“How many of you do your best thinking and get your most creative ideas at work?” When we ask people in our groups this question, no one ever raises their hand.

Our next question: “In what room in your house do you do your best thinking?” The usual response: the bathroom. Why? No faxes, no phones, no interruptions. No hurrying. Without the time pressure and the interference, the lightbulbs flash and the great ideas just come.

It's hard to think clearly or creatively when you're on the run. There's no time for incubation, contemplation, or even observation. What can you really know of the landscape from a car blasting down the highway at 80 miles an hour? Speed kills:

•   Quality

•   Service

•   Innovation

•   You—if you don't watch out

“Slow down! What, are you kidding? I can't afford to slow down. The competition's breathing down my neck.” That's the response we get when we suggest easing up on the throttle.

But you'll actually do more and better by learning to slow down when everything around you is speeding up. John Wooden, the great. UCLA basketball coach who won an unprecedented 10 national championships, offers this advice: “Be quick, but don't hurry. If you hurry you make mistakes.”4

THE 90 PERCENT SOLUTION

In sports a passionate 90 percent effort is more effective than a panicked 110 percent. And a passionate 90 percent effort will yield 110 percent results.

The rule holds for work, too. The conventional wisdom in selling, for instance, is to make as many calls as you can. Some organizations even evaluate their salespeople based on how many calls they make.

We decided to test that assumption by dividing a group of successful insurance agents into two groups. We told the first group to reduce their calls by 10 percent, while the second was instructed to keep doing business as usual. At the end of three months the group that made fewer calls had more sales—22 percent more.

Why did the 90 percent solution work? The agents told us themselves. They had more time to prepare, they weren't rushed during the call, and they felt more relaxed so they could respond better to the customer's concerns.

We've used variations on this experiment in other situations. We've slowed down production lines in food-processing, steel, and chemical plants all with the same result: decreased waste and downtime; increased productivity and profits.

LESS CAN BE MORE

A stressed-out general manager for a major newspaper told me his system for getting all his work done. He wrote a “to do” list each night and then added two or three things the next morning. “Got to keep raising the bar,” he said.

“How's it working?” I asked.

“Lousy!” he replied, “I never finish my list.”

I told him about the 90 percent solution and, like most people, he was skeptical but willing to try it. “I'm at the point where I'll try anything,” he said.

For the next three weeks he deleted rather than added things from his list. When we next met he told me, “I've noticed three things. First, I'm finishing the list. I expected that because it's shorter. But it still makes me feel better. Second, the quality of my work has really increased because I have more time to spend with the editors. Third, and here's the surprise, not only am I finishing my work but I'm getting to some things I deleted from the list. I'm actually working faster.”

No time to think.

When a top executive from a high-tech corporation was being shown through Microsoft's offices in Seattle, he spotted somebody with his feet up on his desk, staring dreamily out the window. “If that guy were working for me he'd be out of there in a heartbeat,” the exec boasted.
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