














THE MYTH


OF LEADERSHIP





THE MYTH OF LEADERSHIP


CREATING
LEADERLESS
ORGANIZATIONS


JEFFREY S. NIELSEN


[image: image]




First paperback reprint by Davies-Black, an imprint of Nicholas Brealey Publishing, in 2011:














	






	Hachette Book Group


	Carmelite House







	53 State Street


	50 Victoria Embankment







	Boston, MA 02109, USA


	London EC4Y ODZ







	Tel: (617) 523-3801


	Tel: 020 3122 6000








www.nicholasbrealey.com


Special discounts on bulk quantities of Davies-Black books are available to corporations, professional associations, and other organizations. For details, contact us at 888-273-2539.


Copyright © 2004 by Davies-Black, an imprint of Nicholas Brealey Publishing. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


Davies-Black and its colophon are registered trademarks of Nicholas Brealey Publishing.


15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4
Printed in the United States of America


ISBN-13: 978-0-89106-400-8 (pbk.)
eISBN: 978-1-47364-427-4


The Library of Congress has previously cataloged this edition as follows:


Nielsen, Jeffrey S.


The myth of leadership : creating leaderless organizations / Jeffrey S. Nielsen.—1st ed.


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index.


ISBN 0-89106-199-1 (hardcover)


1. Leadership. 2. Organizational change. I. Title.


HD57.7.N54 2004


658.4´092—dc22


2003028301


FIRST EDITION
First printing 2004




To Doug and Kathy


Without pretense, they live what they believe and
influence the world moment by moment.





CONTENTS


Preface


Acknowledgments


About the Author


PART ONE
THE CONTEXT OF LEADERSHIP


1 Rank-Based vs. Peer-Based Thinking in Organizations


2 The Myth of Leadership


3 Why Have Leaders?


PART TWO
THE EVOLUTION OF ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES


4 “Strange Attractors” and Organizational Practices


5 “Big Chief” and Hierarchical Rank-Based Organizations


PART THREE
CREATING AND MANAGING PEER-BASED ORGANIZATIONS


6 Creating Peer-Based Organizations


7 The Strategy of Peer-Based Organizations


8 Open and Leaderless Peer-Based Organizations


Concluding Thoughts


References


Index





PREFACE


To grasp the contemporary issue and to meet its challenge calls for collective effort. It is not the individual but the group that transforms culture. —Bernard Lonergan


I have had the opportunity over the past seven years to travel to many different parts of the world talking to people about organizations. Whether it was civil servants in Washington, software programmers in London or Germany, telephone company employees in Israel, or undergraduate or graduate college students from all continents and many different countries, the vast majority have demonstrated their desire to make life in organizations meaningful, joyful, and prosperous. From the management executive to the frontline worker, these people possess the talent, competence, and motivation to make their organizations work. And yet, most organizations fail to live up to their expectations and fail to realize their potential.


In these conversations, I have observed the common barriers that block genuine organizational relationships and meaningful, dignified work. Individually, people possess the same basic values and desires, yet when they come together in organizations they become divided and opposed by these artificial barriers. Sadly, most of us make assumptions about our place and role in organizations that limit our and others’ genuine opportunities for growth and development. In general, these assumptions involve the significance we place on leadership and the privileges we bestow on our leaders—frequently to the detriment of others in the organization. I call these beliefs, collectively, the myth of leadership.


Many people use the terms leader and leadership when trying to convey a sense of vision, of greater responsibility, of ownership over results, as well as greater productivity and more cohesive teamwork. What people often don’t realize is that this concept and practice of leadership actually robs many individuals in organizations of the opportunity to contribute and share in these elements of organizational success. The purpose of this book is to challenge this myth of leadership and to introduce a model of organization that is fundamentally different from today’s model of rank-based organization. I propose a radical new way of organizing and managing work and doing business—especially in the way people work together. The model makes the case for the end of leadership as we commonly know it—that is, rank-based management—and introduces a method for developing an organization into a true society of peers. I call this model the peer-based organization.


The peer-based organization is much more in harmony with organizational dynamics and the ever-increasing complexity of the business environment—as well as with our human aspirations, our basic needs and desires. It offers organizations a more efficient way to organize business and work relationships in a time of turbulent markets. It empowers employees to be more creative and gives them the motivation to think and act like owners. My intent is not based on morality or ethics; it is strategic—a peer-based organization will have competitive advantage over its rivals. It will be more successful. And yet it will also achieve the ethical goal of rehumanizing business and organizational life.


Today’s corporate managers have been educated about the importance of teams and of finding new ways to lead that reject command-and-control managing. This book provides a methodology for putting those concepts into practice. Presented here are the assumptions, logic, and practices of both rank-based and peer-based organizational management and a template for transforming an organization from the former to the latter.


With the advent of the Internet and the World-Wide Web, I have been able to communicate with people all around the world who are expressing similar beliefs about and hopes for the project of creating peer-based organizations. A small number of people working toward the same goal in many different places and situations can begin to witness their small actions being amplified until they create a whole new understanding and a legacy of healthy, caring, more profitable organizations. I hope this book will move us in that direction, making the case that successful companies of the future will be leaderless, that is, peer-based, organizations.
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PART ONE

THE CONTEXT OF LEADERSHIP






CHAPTER 1


RANK-BASED VS. PEER-BASED THINKING IN ORGANIZATIONS


I felt first of all joyous. I felt that which joy is made of, and I realized that Joy itself must have been the impelling force, that which was there before we were there, and that somehow Joy was in every ingredient of our making. I think Joy is the key word in our work. It must be felt. If you don’t feel Joy in what you’re doing, then you are not really alive. —Louis Kahn, architect


Louis I. Kahn was one of our most innovative twentieth-century architects. Throughout his long career, he was always striving to help people find their place in the world; for him this was a joyous task. In a book that argues for creating space for the emergence of a new type of organization—a peer-based organization—I thought it fitting to open with a quote from a great builder of spaces. This, however, is not the only reason. Reading Kahn’s writings and viewing his buildings have taught me that every practitioner of a discipline must find joy in creating. All visionaries, no matter their profession, have come to the same insight; namely, authentic human living is a joyful dialogue with the possibilities of being.


My particular interests are with the possibilities of business. Nowhere is it more important to find joy in creating than in the architecture of business space. You cannot make an organization unless you are joyously engaged—at least not one worth working in—just as working in a building that was not made joyously is itself a miserable thing. Designing, managing, and working in human organizations should be a joyous task. Whether you’re an architect of a building, a business, or a life, your endeavor, to be personally meaningful, needs to be impelled by joy.


Today business is where the most influential ideas about human potential will be realized. Art Kleiner in The Age of Heretics (1996) says that “the purpose of a corporation is, and always has been, to re-create the world” (313). Yet how many of us involved in the creation, maintenance, and re-creation of organizational space find joy in this task? How many of us feel joyously engaged in re-creating our organization? How many of us experience joy working in our organization?


The current state of business does not allow the majority of individuals in corporations truly to enjoy their work. What needs to change so that all participants in business can experience a profitable increase in their own skills and competencies and bright futures in just and equitable organizations? What needs to change so that more people in these organizations will feel impelled by joy in their work?


TWO CRUCIAL OBSERVATIONS


Consulting with dozens of companies from every industry, I have made two observations you can take to the bank:


• Genuine communication occurs only between equals


• Secrecy frequently breeds corruption and abuse of power


In the absence of equality, you’ll seldom have honest, open communication. You tell those above you only what you think they want to hear, and you tell those beneath you only what you think they need to know. This creates not only low levels of trust between individuals, but a growing gap between business reality and the world of the top executives, a gap that is endemic in almost every corporation today.


Similarly, with the lack of genuine communication, organizations become obsessive about controlling access to information, and secrecy comes to dominate corporate life. With secrecy, positions of power seduce even good people into taking undue advantage and abusing their privileges. This is important to remember—even good, decent people can get caught in this dynamic. It’s not a character problem as much as a context problem. And the context, as I have come to discover, is that of rank-based power and authority.


RANK-BASED LEADERSHIP


Robert Greenleaf (1996), one of the most thoughtful management consultants of the twentieth century, recognized the danger inherent in the rank-based nature of leadership, saying that “an important weakness in the concept of the single chief at the top of a managerial hierarchy is that such a person is apt to be a manager and to assume, by virtue of having the position, that he or she has all of the talents it requires” (101). Another great leader, Vaclav Havel (1994), who came to political leadership as president of the Czech Republic when it became democratic after the fall of the Soviet Union, said of rank leadership:


Again, being in power makes me permanently suspicious of myself. What is more, I suddenly have a greater understanding of those who are starting to lose their battle with the temptations of power. In attempting to persuade themselves that they are still merely serving their [organization], they increasingly persuade themselves of nothing more than their own excellence, and begin to take their privileges for granted. (73)


If the rank-based context of leadership is a primary cause of unhealthy and joyless business organizations, it’s time to start thinking about the possibility of organizations without rank. These organizations would be peer based as opposed to rank based. In rank-based organizations, a few people are elevated over the majority, who are subordinated to these few. In a peer-based organization, ranking simply wouldn’t exist. Everyone would be considered to be of equal importance and worth, and personal involvement and mutual respect would lead to a sharing of responsibilities. In rank-based organizations, those lower in the company are frequently sacrificed for the benefit of those higher in the company. In peer-based organizations, all employees would be seen as playing an equally important role—where what benefits one should benefit all, and what hurts one will hurt all. Leadership, I realized, is by definition a rank-based concept.


Even such appealing conceptions of leadership as Robert Greenleaf’s “servant leadership” imply ranking, division, and separation. Whenever we think in terms of “leadership,” we create a dichotomy: (1) leaders, a select and privileged few, and (2) followers, the vast majority. There follows the implicit judgment that leaders are somehow superior to followers. So you get secrecy, distrust, overindulgence, and the inevitable sacrifice of those below for the benefit of those above. The word leadership, in fact, immediately creates a ranked division of people in ways that do not serve healthy organizational relationships. It also produces a privileged elite who, no matter how sincere they are, will eventually be seduced by their position. That’s why I argue for creating peer-based organizations. And a peer-based organization would essentially be a leaderless organization.



THE PEER-BASED ALTERNATIVE



When you work with a peer, do you consider yourself the leader and the other person the follower? Or, do you believe that the other person is the leader, and you are the follower? No, there is really no thought of leadership because there is no thought of ranking. The word peer does not create separate categories—it is a holistic notion, where a diversity of talents and abilities is recognized within the idea of equality of worth and value. With peer-based organizations, we can achieve unity in diversity and diversity in unity. A good friend, Sterling Adams, suggested that this is what happens in a pickup game of football.


Playing with Peers


I had only recently participated in my family’s traditional “Turkey Bowl” over the Thanksgiving holiday. My son, brothers, cousins, uncles, and I self-organized into two teams and played a rowdy game of touch football. There was no “boss,” but depending on our comparative talents, we volunteered to begin playing the different positions with the shared purpose of helping our team win. In the huddle, there was no official lead play caller, but we all suggested what might work given our experience of the previous play. We came to consensus quite quickly, and almost always rotated positions so everyone had a turn at quarterback, receiver, and lineman. The team really was, in miniature, a society of peers. These games are always fiercely competitive, and no one enjoys losing, but rank is not even a consideration. On those rare occasions when we invite someone new to play, and that person considers himself better than the rest of the team and so entitled to take over and dominate the game, the members of this unlucky team tend to quickly lose interest and try to finish the game as soon as possible. Of course, we make sure that person is not invited back the following year.


Winning Decisions


With this experience in mind, we enjoy two key insights in “playing” with peers that relate to my earlier observations. First, it is important for success that decisions be made by those closest to where the real work is being done. (In fact, the case could be made for defining the leader as the person doing the actual work.) That doesn’t happen in an organization that’s secretive and protective of information and power. For instance, in our pickup game there was one play where I was at quarterback, and I wanted to send Ryan, the wide receiver, on a quick passing route. He recommended, instead, a long bomb, knowing what I didn’t know: namely, that the man defending him was rather slow. Ryan knew he could easily run past him. I deferred the decision to him, and we subsequently scored a touchdown on the long pass.


Genuine Communication


This leads to the second key insight: Genuine communication will only occur between peers. Had Ryan not believed we were working together on this team as peers, he would not have made the suggestion he did, I would not have yielded the decision to him, and we would not have scored a touchdown. On those unfortunate, yet thankfully rare, occasions when I have played with someone who thought he was my superior, and everyone else’s, none of us “inferior” players offered suggestions. We refused any responsibility and ceded all the play calling to the dominator, no matter how lousy it was, and told him what he wanted to hear. We learned quickly that only by gaining his approval did we have a chance that he would pass the ball to us.



An Organizational Ball Hog



I was reminded of this type of “ball hog” when I was consulting with a high-tech company in London. I was trying to help them organize a decision-making process that would gather input from all the employees, when I encountered stiff resistance from the senior executive. He bluntly informed me that employees should have no influence on the direction or decisions of the company. They were, he told me, as if imparting some esoteric management knowledge, “meant to be used like light bulbs: you screw ’em in, you turn ’em on, you burn ’em out. Then you replace ’em.” I did not find even one of this executive’s direct reports who found his or her work in this company to be either joyful or meaningful, and I held numerous private conversations with these reports in a four-month period. Yet no leader—not just an arrogant leader like this one—can escape the damage to relationships in a rank-based organization. Even the most benign and open-minded leaders will in the end create dependence and compliance in their direct reports, not interdependence and commitment.


RANK-BASED THINKING


I discovered one of the most generous and well-intentioned leaders I have ever known while consulting with a telecommunications company in Tel Aviv. This man sincerely wanted his people to feel empowered to do their job and to work together as a team. He spent a lot of money giving them the training and tools they would need to be more proactive and cooperative at work. He also genuinely wanted their honest feedback about his effectiveness as a leader. Yet he was still the boss, and while he wanted their input, he retained control over decision making. So, even though he sought their honest and genuine communication, they told him what they thought he wanted to hear: pleasant lies. And even though he wanted them to take initiative and be proactive, they remained dependent and merely compliant to the established procedures of the hierarchic, rank-based organization. The irony here is obvious, yet this type of misunderstanding is the norm where categories of “leader” and “follower” exist. With rank-based thinking, a gap grows between the decision maker at the top and reality at the front line, no matter how genuine and sincere the leader.


Collaboration and consensus building, not command and control, are the most effective strategies for increasing productivity, decreasing costs, promoting creative problem solving, and improving quality in organizations. Yet collaboration and consensus building are difficult when the organization is weighted down with rank-based thinking. There have been many excellent new ideas in management thinking over the past two decades, but I believe their true value has been minimized by the absence of peer-based relationships. Only in the space of peer-based thinking can the important disciplines, habits, and emotional intelligence come to full maturity.


PEER-BASED THINKING


Peer-based thinking allows everyone to find their unique talents and make their authentic contribution to create a stronger organization than ever thought possible. It does not reduce everyone to sameness, for in peer-based organizations there will not necessarily be equal talents, or equal outcomes, or even equal opportunities, but there will be equal standing with an openness that invites individuals to find their own level and degree of contribution. Already there are organizations that realize there is more intelligence and energy in an organization of peers than in an organization that values only the top few. Four such successful, peer-based, nearly leaderless organizations (discussed in greater detail later in the book) are listed here:


1. Semco, a company based in São Paulo, Brazil, is mentored by its maverick owner, Ricardo Semler. It has been consistently profitable in a country with one of the most unstable governments and highly inflationary economies in the world.


2. The Orpheus Chamber Orchestra in Manhattan is internationally recognized and Grammy nominated. Since its inception in 1970, this world-class orchestra has worked without a conductor.1


3. W. L. Gore & Associates, in Newark, Delaware, is a chemical engineering and product manufacturing company famous for its lack of assigned leaders and managers.


4. Motek, in Beverly Hills, California, is a vibrant company that develops supply chain execution software solutions for warehousing and distribution companies.


All four of these organizations have realized that to access and unleash its inherent intelligence and energy, an organization must adopt new management thinking contrary to ranking.


RANK-BASED VS. PEER-BASED ORGANIZATIONS


Obviously, an organization designed to be peer based will be very different from its rank-based counterpart. Rank-based thinking suppresses the heart and intelligence of the majority of an organization’s employees. Command-and-control managing under the influence of rank-based thinking tends to be harsh, coercive, and demotivating. It is likely to create a poisonous atmosphere in the organization that kills an employee’s natural desire to cooperate and be productive. Peer-based thinking rejects rank and supports a different type of organization, one that respects all members of the organization as peers.


The very form of peer-based organizations promotes the heart and intelligence of all employees. The more individual employees participate in decision making, the more their energy and dedication are enlisted by the organization. Allowed to share in business deliberations, individual employees expand their range of concerns beyond narrow self-interest to include a disciplined concern for the well-being of the whole organization. Most rank-based companies discourage the average individual’s participation in decision making.


Deprived of a share in business deliberations, individual employees become almost totally absorbed with their own individual concerns and needs. Many rank-based leaders view this as further proof of their need to control decision making. They are blind to how rank-based leadership by nature creates self-centered employees. Thomas Kuhn (1962) said we don’t see something until we have the right metaphor to let us perceive it. Most of our mental models, particularly in business, are still rank based. We need a new gestalt.


John Case (1993), in a cover story for Inc. magazine, pointed out that “a twenty-first century company’s task will be to organize work so it can be carried out by businesspeople—by men and women who take responsibility and who share in the risks and rewards of enterprise” (93). Ten years later, most companies still have not created this sort of organization. I believe a main reason for this failure is the absence of a proper understanding of rank-based versus peer-based thinking. When a leader tries to share decision-making responsibility with others but fails to address the underlying rank-based thinking, any positive results will be short-term. The long-term results will include an increase in employee cynicism and an increase in rank-based control.



DANGERS IN NOT CHALLENGING RANK-BASED THINKING



In consulting with and training hundreds of employees with dozens of different organizations, I’ve discovered a real desire on the part of the employees to make significant contributions. We all share a desire to make contributions and be recognized for them. We all desire to feel self-worth. Many organizations are structured to make this nearly impossible. Yet from time to time a leader in a rank-based organization comes along who wants to challenge the status quo and allow greater participation from the ranks below. This can have drastic and immediate positive effects on the company, but those beneficial results will fade if the underlying paradigm of rank-based thinking is not addressed and replaced with peer-based thinking. A good example is merchandise retailer Sears, Roebuck & Company during the 1990s.
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